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 TAPE NUMBER: XVIII, Side Two (October 8, 1990) 

Perception of other artists'work--Noah Purifoy--African-American artists 

and the mainstream art world--The necessity of sharing art. 

1. Transcript 

1.1. TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONESeptember 25, 1989 

Smith 

We always start out with what is usually an easy question, which is where and 

when you were born. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, I was born in a tiny little house that I'll never forget in North Carolina. The 

city was Greenville, and I even remember my address years ago. That was 

1004 Fleming Street, right across the street from Fleming Street Elementary 

School, where I used to get chased home every day because I lived right across 

the street from school. I was born in 1933 to John Ivery and Olivia 

Outterbridge, my mother and father, who were very warm, wonderful people, 

the first artists in my life, those two. 

Smith 

I'd like to discuss that. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. My mother, Olivia Northern Outterbridge, had a lot of influence on all of 

us, I think, as children because of her subtle, very, very sensitive, warm 

relationship with everyone-of course, with her children. My father loved her 

very much, and she loved my father very much. I mean, they were like one 

person. She was very quiet, read a great deal, drew, played piano, and washed 

clothing, just piles and piles of clothing for a lot of the white families in the 

area. One thing that I'll never forget is how I used to have to stay home every 

now and then and help her with big, big washings. When it came to ironing all 

the clothes that had been washed, she heated a cast iron on the stove and 

wrapped a towel around that and she ironed, and it was perfect. I mean, it 

was more perfect than any laundry could ever do. I say that she was so special 

http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmxv-6-master.html#p612
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because she found time to write poetically and also to draw a great deal and 

to make music. And to make brothers and sisters! [laughter] 

Smith 

How many brothers and sisters-? 

Outterbridge 

I have four brothers and three sisters, and I have at least three other brothers 

who are artists and one teaches. One taught for a long time; he's not teaching 

anymore. And one is a package designer, graphic designer. But that's where I 

was born, and, as I said, in 1933 things were quite different from what they 

are now, there and everywhere else. When I was born, I think this was that 

period before or just as World War II was developing some language, or the 

potential of World War II, as we got to know it, was developing its own kind of 

statement.One thing that I remember are good radios from that period. We 

certainly didn't know what television was, and the radio was a good friend of 

the family's and certainly a good friend of mine. My mother, like most women, 

had an interest in "Young Widow Brown" and "Stella Brown," soap operas that 

came on the radio then. And there were a lot of programs that influenced me 

as a kid coming up. You form your own image. You'd sit for hours sometimes 

and listen to programming. Like on Sunday afternoon, for me, there used to 

be a program that introduced itself with a poetic verse, and I don't recall who 

wrote it, but I listened to that when I was eleven, twelve years old every 

Sunday afternoon until I had the entire poetic verse. It started out like this-the 

kind of thing that I grabbed onto later. But it said: 

The poet with his pen 

And the peasant with his plow- 

It makes no difference who you are. 

It's all the same somehow. 

The king upon the throne 

With the jasper at his feet 

And the sharp girl and the actress 

And the woman on the streets. 
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It's a life of smiles 

And a life of tears, 

A life of hope 

And a life of fears. 

A blinding current of rain 

And a brilliant burst of sun, 

A biting, tearing pain 

And a bubbling sparkling of fun. 

So no matter what you have, 

Don't envy those you meet. 

It's in the game. 

It's all the same, 

The bitter and the sweet. 

So if things don't seem so cheerful, 

Just show a little fight. 

For every bit of darkness, 

There's a little bit of light. 

And for every bit of hatred, 

There's a little bit of love. 

And for every cloudy morning, 

There's a midnight moon above. 

That was one of the early things that I got from the radio that was like a 

garment for me throughout my life and a good example of the subtle ways 

that the arts might have, whether we know it or not, of capturing the interest, 

the inner being and whatnot. 

Smith 
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What kind of work did your father do? 

Outterbridge 

My father was a very, very strong, beautiful man who loved everyone, 

especially children-I guess that's why he had such a big family-and we all loved 

him. He refused, basically, to work for anyone but himself, and he created 

jobs. We helped him a lot when we were children. He taught us to have a lot 

of faith in strong work and the work ethic. He always owned trucks, he 

collected things, he moved people, he hauled everything. I think he was a 

junkster, in a way of speaking, simply because he corralled so many antiques 

and other elements that were stored in the backyard, more or less. It was a 

very attractive place for children and others because there were so many toys 

around.When he moved, sometimes very wealthy families, they'd toss out 

these big boxes of just discarded toys. Children had grown up and moved 

away. Many times the families were just wealthy people who bought fine, just 

fine toys, and we ended up having a lot of toys around us. And because there 

were a lot of toys, all of our friends came over. It was a place of energy, and till 

this day I think that had some influence on my work mode as an artist. I like a 

great variety of materials, and I always go back to the time when there were 

all of these precious old things around me that I had a love for even then.My 

father, getting back to the question, which was what kind of work he did, he 

did anything that he could do to maintain dignity and support of his family. 

And he was very musical, very creative, a man who talked a great deal. He 

knew how to promote whatever he believed in. He was also a volunteer 

fireman.I think black people at that time in that part of the country weren't 

necessarily part of the official fire brigade except through volunteerism. They 

had uniforms, they had all of the paraphernalia, and they had very active 

fraternities of black firemen, and he was certainly one of those firemen in my 

hometown for years and years and years and years.In the summer they also 

had a lot of competitive races that competed against other regions, other 

cities-the firemen. And there were these beautiful hose harnesses that were 

polished, and they had these silver wheels spoked. These units carried the 

hoses before there were trucks. At one point they were pulled by horses, but 

when they were retired, then men pulled them in races, very colorful races. 

They'd race a hundred yards or so, and part of the competition included 

capping the fire hydrant with precision and accuracy. So he did a lot of things- 
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Smith 

Were these festivals African-American festivals? Or were they 

communitywide? 

Outterbridge 

The black firemen were generally part of this athletic- And very athletic, 

because there were team colors, and they wore uniforms sort of like the 

basketball player, maybe, knees padded and heavy- Like a soccer player, 

maybe. And I think our colors were blue and white. My brothers and I, we 

always loved to travel with them when they went into new cities. The 

competition and the water, all the festivities, the fish fries, great barbecues, 

and a chance to live in a new city overnight or during the period of the 

competition, which generally lasted a weekend, and the prestige of bringing 

back a cup. All that kind of thing was what his life was about.He was very 

much about victory gardens during that period, I remember that, and how to 

take one penny and make a dime out of it, right? He knew how to do that. He 

was a businessman, and he was determined to send most of his children 

through school, as best as he could, with a shovel and the dump truck. He was 

a very noble man. But he wasn't rare and he was rare, because, at that period 

and that time- You had those images around you all the time: the father that 

you looked up at and to, and also the other fathers across town. Everybody 

was your father when they knew your family, so you couldn't be a bad kid, 

even though you got into trouble every now and then, because you had too 

many fathers and too many aunties and too many mothers. There was a 

collective spiritual cohesiveness that was the tradition, and that tradition has 

been somewhat threatened over the years by processes like 

integration.Integration was a great gesture, but it also diluted the stoutness of 

part of the heritage that we knew as a minority people. There were your 

doctors, your barber shops, the domino groupings, the music lessons, the 

churches; everything that you needed was a self-contained factor. Not that 

people were so separate then, either, because when I worked with my 

grandmother during that time- She was a very pretty lady who was my 

mother's mother, was Cherokee, and was a great cook. I used to have to go 

with her every now and then into the big homes to prepare food, to clean, and 

that kind of thing. The families that your family worked for-and there were 

families at times-they became like your own family.The children all grew up 
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together maybe until we got to be young teenagers. Then things started to 

change a little bit in terms of the social mix and all. But families-black and 

white-during that time were people who had a lot of love and respect for each 

other as families. But one thing that I remember was that I knew every inch of 

their big mansions. I doubt if they knew anything about the inner workings of 

our home in the way that we went into their home, because they would 

always bring us home but they never came in. You see, that was the 

difference. I knew everything about them: all the arguments, knew about the 

bad little girl who was my age who used to invite me under the house to help 

her feed her pigeons, and then she'd have other ideas, right? It used to scare 

me to death sometimes when I was a kid-she was a couple of years older than 

I was-but that's the way the kids were. You grew up with that reality of just 

being who you were. 

Smith 

Was your father also a metalworker? 

Outterbridge 

He was not a metalworker. He worked sometimes with his vehicles; he knew 

how to repair everything. He was a handyman type. I think being a craftsman 

during that time was something that was somewhat expected of men: to use a 

hammer, to use a good nail, to know how to teach your son what a saw was all 

about. That was something that was common exchange with father and son or 

men in the community with young men in the community.My father did know 

something about tooling and putting things together, but I wouldn't say he 

was a metalworker per se. He was a man who tended the earth and who 

bartered with people. He had relationships with the markets, where he hauled 

the garbage away in exchange for fresh vegetables that might have been a 

little damaged, but still really- A & P was one of the stores that he worked 

with, not for, in terms of making sure Mr. Ratcliffe- I remember Mr. Ratcliffe 

and his family. Mr. Ratcliffe and my father were very good friends. So we were 

in the store a lot after hours or before the store opened in the morning. He 

was there when all the produce and all came in, and there were deals made 

and- "I'll take all this stuff and clean it up for you and get it out-" Then that 

produced groceries, in exchange. It wasn't always money. 

Smith 
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You say your mother was very artistic. 

Outterbridge 

Well, both my mother and father. I think he was more musically active. She 

was musical and visual in terms of how she occupied any time that she had. 

That was her time, which was very seldom. On Sunday she played the piano a 

lot after coming back from church. And when I was really young, she had a 

clarinet. I remember that. I remember her blowing clarinet a lot when I was 

very, very young. She also drew.When I started school, I met a teacher, Madge 

B. Allen, who had a lot of influence, like many teachers in my early life, and 

who is still living today. She's a fine, fine artist educator, craftsperson. She 

makes jewelry. She wasn't from the Carolinas. She came from the eastern 

seaboard. I believe she came from New Jersey, where she lives again now, in 

Montclair. 

Smith 

Is she black? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, well, Indian. She's Indian. She was the first art teacher that I ever had. She 

was also very much excited about what I was doing. When she met me, I was 

painting, because I had painted at home before school. I mean, I always 

painted on window shades and anything that I could get to paint on. 

Watercolors, oil, later on- I started to manipulate some of those mediums 

before I ever took any classes with anyone. So when she met me as a young 

person, we became very, very good friends for many years. She was this 

wonderful person who used to go back to school after the school day and turn 

the classroom into a studio for serious young people in art.The white school in 

the city at that time- Of course, that has changed now. I mean, there were two 

major institutions. One was East Carolina Teachers College, which is now ECU 

[East Carolina University]. You hear about that school. It was a major 

university then, but we were just not allowed to even go on campus at times. 

There was also Rose High School. Mr. Rose-I remember him-was a 

superintendent of schools whom my father knew very well. My father did 

work for him occasionally. Mr. Rose- When I was a kid I used to caddy for him 

every now and then. I never did get into caddying too much, but I used to 
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caddy for him every now and then, and this gave me some opportunity to visit 

Rose High School, which was the white high school.My school was Elps [High 

School] and named after long-standing educators. Mr. Rose, the 

superintendent of schools- This high school was named after him. One day I 

visited that school and saw the studio facility that they had for young artists. It 

was amazing. We didn't have anything like that at all! We didn't have a studio. 

And this is why Mrs. Allen used to go back to the school after the school day. 

All of our grades had to be pretty well intact to be in some of her classes. 

There were about ten to twelve of us who would go back to school at night to 

study with her. 

Smith 

This would be in the late 1940s, then? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, that's right. 

Smith 

Or '47, '48? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. And she knew how to let you be what you were in whatever stage your 

development was. She didn't try to dominate with her skill or her knowledge. 

She was a person who nurtured your interest, which I liked. I should say that 

there were other teachers during that period who influenced me very, very 

much as it has to do with the arts. I was a fanatic for a good chorale, a good 

glee club. I grew up in good glee clubs. I grew up knowing the black spirituals, 

not from page and from note, but from spirit and from heart, right? I grew up 

knowing Schubert and Chopin and at the same time blues and jazz, because it 

was all right there. 

Smith 

Was your mother playing what the church was playing? 

Outterbridge 

I think this is little known of black communities per se: music was music. There 

was music that was indigenous, too. But I grew up hearing all the music at 



16 
 

once. When I was a kid, I could listen for hours to the so-called European 

classics and play sonatas on piano very early because my mother repeated a 

lot of the music. But then, at the same time, it was nothing to sit down at the 

piano and-everybody could-play "Intermission Riff," which was an old Duke 

Ellington. You know, that was something that you played like "Chopsticks." 

And at the same time you would hear your uncle or uncles- I had uncles who 

were musicians. I had Uncle Buddy, who was a piano teacher but also a 

concert pianist with no concert stage. He taught many, many fine young 

pianists, but there was no place for him at that time. He was a really, really 

fine concert pianist, but there was no opportunity, and he didn't want to go 

live in New York. New York is just up a way, a bit. Where I lived in North 

Carolina, it was like on the coast here. It was like going to San Francisco, that's 

all, and then you are in New York. So many used to go, just leave and take that 

beauty to Harlem. That's why Harlem has all the life that it has, because of all 

the people from North Carolina and Virginia. The great migration introduced 

that to the eastern seaboard years ago.But, as I was saying, there was Uncle 

Buddy, who was a classical pianist, a great teacher, and just an energetic man. 

He had to be institutionalized because he became so saddened that there was 

no work for him except to teach. But he got himself together and came back 

out and continued his teaching. He had a lot of influence on me, because I 

could sit for just hours and hear him play.There was my Uncle Chester, who 

the university recorded all the time. He was a harmonica player-played blues 

harmonica and told stories at the same time. He'd have all these tales. He was 

a very inventive man and was the first person who sat me down at the table- 

He always knew I loved to draw. Uncle Chester was a fine musician, but he 

could draw! Nobody could draw cowboys like him. Nobody could draw a car 

that allowed you to see all four wheels, right? I had been drawing, like, one-

dimensional kinds of linear statements about cars. Uncle Chester sat down at 

the kitchen table one day and said, "Now I'm going to show you how to 

simplify the way you look at a car." He said, "A car is nothing but a box; you 

know that, don't you?" And he started to draw boxes. Then he started to cut 

away the box and show you how to look at at least three sides at once. And he 

was the first person who showed me how to draw a car, any car, a truck, any 

truck, so that you could view four wheels. 

Smith 
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To your knowledge, had he taken mechanical drawing classes? 

Outterbridge 

I don't think so. 

Smith 

This was something that he picked up from-? 

Outterbridge 

The thing that is born in the eye. The thing that is born in the heart. It happens 

that way with many people. The thing that comes with you from someplace 

else. Something that has been with you in such a way that you can't recall how 

long it's been with you. And I suspect that of him.There was Rivers. He was not 

an uncle; he was a cousin, a first cousin, as a matter of fact. Rivers was a 

guitarist who knew a lot of the old standard blues but was also a guitarist who 

created music for the occasion. Rivers was- People thought that he was off 

balance, and later on in my life I started to understand that he wasn't by any 

means off balance. He was just a free-flowing spirit who was about music, that 

was it. Obviously, there was no opportunity for him as a performer except in 

the community, and he did just that. And people looked out for him always. I 

mean, he sang for breakfast. He'd visit the sick and create music for just the 

moment. That's what he did; that was really just his life. He never had worked 

a job or anything like that. He just made music. And in a small, dynamic 

gathering-and I don't say that because that is where I came from-it was just 

that way. It had a small airport, it had a university, it had great football 

teams.The children in the community that I grew up in- You could go to your 

church. You could go to your friends' church. So that meant you could go to 

the Baptist church, which I was born as, or I could turn around and if I didn't 

want to walk that far, because I had to go way downtown for that, I'd stop at 

the Methodist church. If I was walking to church with my mother-who always 

went to church-her feet might get tired and she'd say, "Johnny, we are not 

going to walk all the way downtown today. We're going to stop at the 

Methodist church and hear the word there," right? That was a shorter 

distance and was closer to us than the Baptist church.A lot of times I used to 

go around and hear and experience the Catholic church, which was close by. 

They had the greatest Ping-Pong tables and basketball courts and everything, 
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so all the guys, we used to concentrate there. We weren't Catholics, but we all 

loved Father Morris because he was a good ball player, too. That was in the 

neighborhood. Then there was a tiny little Sanctified church that was alive 

musically. That was a block and a half from me. So many times my brother 

[Warren Brooks Outterbridge] and I- And I have a brother about the same age 

as I am, a younger brother, but we were the two that grew up running 

together. Many times we would say good-bye to my father and my mother 

and we would head out, supposedly to Sunday school, backtrack, and go to 

the Sanctified church so we could hear the music. [laughter] I'm kind of 

speaking of the tapestry that made the place that nurtures the ultimate self. 

We don't just come about, we grow about. We become over a period of time. 

So I remember things that I never have seen anyplace else.A man that I used 

to be amazed with, who used to come and have breakfast with us and 

everyone else in the community- They called him Reverend Highsmith. My 

father knew him, also, when he was a young man. He used to talk about him 

and said he never changed. He was always the same. He said, "You see him 

now-that's the way he looked when I was a kid." I used to look at my father 

and I couldn't understand that. Here was a man who was tall and very, very 

handsome who wore his hair down to his shoulders in sort of a ponytail. His 

hair was graying, and he had a great, full beard, pretty much. A very 

handsome guy. He always, always, always never wore suits. He never wore 

anything else but a long blue robe-royal blue-and he had a white rope around 

that. The rope was always too white. So he was a mysterious man to us. He 

talked rather loud. He always had a bible with him, and he'd come and read 

these verses to you in the morning, sometimes before you went to school. 

He'd have breakfast with us sometimes, and he'd read to the family. You could 

hear him- He never really walked about. He almost had a jog pace, a slow jog 

pace; that's how he moved about. When the cold, cold weather would come, 

when it would be five above [zero degrees] and there'd be sleet and ice on the 

ground, he always had on sandals, and everybody else would be freezing. And 

he never had a house. He lived in the environment. I never can forget him. 

One of the stories that- Somewhere in your life you've got to make a 

statement about him and about how he messaged your early life, because the 

words that he always brought, they weren't always biblical but, I mean- Just 

the wisdom that he brought to the families all the time when he didn't have a 

church or anything like that. He was just a beautiful man who did kind of 
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poetic verse and read a lot. But he read to people, and he always came to 

families like my family. He'd sit and read to the children and to the 

family.Another influence- Things like- To recall a playmate-and this sounds 

strange-who had a tail. We called him "Po' Boy" then, meaning "Poor Boy." He 

couldn't shoot marbles like we could shoot marbles. He couldn't speak, he 

grew a lot of hair, he was short and very strong. And it wasn't strange to us 

because it was Po' Boy. He lived with his grandmother. He had a heavy 

mustache, but we looked at him as a kid because he was always out with us. 

We had a game that we played then called "the stick and the hoop," where 

you beat a hoop with a stick. Nobody could turn tight little circles like Po' Boy. 

It never failed. I mean, he could run tight little circles with it. He wanted to 

hang out with us all the time as kids, even though he couldn't speak. We didn't 

protest that. I mean, he was just always around, rocking and kind of grunting a 

little bit. In the summer, when we were in short pants and that kind of thing, 

he had a protrusion, a sort of a little- Anyplace else he might have been in a 

lab or more closely observed by biologists or some scientific level would have 

embraced him, sort of investigated him more closely. But he was just part of 

the environment that we grew up in, because people at that time, when the 

elders were so old that they became senile- There were not rest homes. It 

would have been, to us, a very undignified thing to put a grandfather and 

grandmother in a rest home. If the only thing they could do was rock, then 

that's what they'd do. Everyone cared for them, and they lived forever, it 

seemed. So I think when it came to novel entries in your life like Po' Boy, it 

wasn't so strange; it was just the way it was. 

Smith 

You said your mother drew. I'm wondering what kind of subjects she drew, or 

styles. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, she just drew. If I recall, she'd do little sketches about the children, about 

the house across the street, maybe floral patterns, just the act of drawing. She 

didn't place, I don't believe, any strong significance on that. It was just 

something that she did, like how she relaxed by sitting at the piano or how she 

relaxed by listening to music. So we had a lot of music in the home.I had at the 

time a brother-in-law [Frank Wilson, Jr.], who I still love very much, my oldest 
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sister [Ivory May Wilson]'s husband. They grew up like sister and brother. She 

was the oldest of the family and eight years older than me, and I'm the second 

child. So there was her, and then, finally, there was me. But after me, ta, ta, 

ta, ta, ta, straight down the line. Frank is now an engineer. He's an aero-

electrical engineer who has a long association with the aerospace industry, 

travels a great deal, and that kind of thing. He worked with electronics when I 

was a kid, always in his garage. That was a fascinating place to go, in his 

garage, and turn the dials and see graphs jump up and down. He was building 

components that were made from scratch. Then, that many years ago, when 

he was in high school and whatnot, I was a kid, and I used to sit in front of an 

instrument [a tone generator] that he had and turn the dial sometimes. It 

would say, [sings] "Waa-a-a-a," and I always thought that that could easily 

become music. So I used to try to make music with that dial, which must be 

the principle used in some of the synthesizers today, the same principle. 

Because you had all the gradations. If you wanted to do a chromatic scale, you 

could easily do that, because you had all those variations in between tones, a 

full range. Of course, it was just a knob that had a sound wave associated with 

it. 

1.2. Tape Number: I, Side TwoSeptember 25, 1989 

Smith 

I wanted to ask you also a little bit about the ethnic composition of the 

community that you grew up in. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, the community that I grew up in was Greenville, North Carolina. It was a 

black and white township, with blacks being the smaller group, and it was a 

region that had a population of marines. During that time there was a fighter 

aircraft base almost in my backyard, which was another thing that had a 

strong influence on young people and certainly on me. I grew up being very 

close to aircraft and airplanes. Before that small airport became a fighter base, 

I had been building model airplanes for a long time in a very sophisticated 

way. I'd build aircraft to the point of working for a hobby shop after school. 

The aircraft that I built were sold by the hobby shop. Hours, months 

sometimes went into the building of one aircraft. They weren't the kind of 
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things that you clip together. These were very sophisticated structures that 

taught you aerodynamics, balance, patience, discipline, and the joy of display 

with a finely crafted work that happened to be an airplane. Also, the great 

experience of building a flying, competition-type model, I got into that very 

early. And there was a Mr. Bundy who had the hobby shop, who was white-

and I'm saying this again to speak of the mixture. The ethnic mix of it was 

black and white, but there was intermingling, like for example, Mr. Bundy, 

who had the hobby shop and whom I worked for part-time. It gave me an 

opportunity to teach early from that point of view. Also, my students were 

white kids my own age who- Most of them entered some of the same contests 

that I entered, but I seem to have won most of those contests. [tape recorder 

off]So people like Mr. Bundy- He was like a kind of a father influence, he and 

his family. And it also makes me think of the mix, the mesh, when I think of Dr. 

[Clyde] Hollowell, who had a chain of drugstores, the Hollowell Drugstore 

chain. He was like a father, because after school, when I went to work at the 

drugstore, which was another part-time job, he made certain that you had 

ample time to study. That was part of his requirement. He was like my family. I 

helped take care of his daughter, I delivered prescriptions, I had a free run of 

all the fine funny books that came in. I was the baddest cat in the 

neighborhood with funny books because I had first run, right? I knew 

everybody in the city because of Hollowell's drugstore, by delivering 

prescriptions all over. That's really how I got to know the university campus, 

so to speak, as a kid, because I worked for the drugstore. Not only did I work 

for the drugstore, but in the summer, when he went on vacations, lots of 

times I would get a chance to travel with him some, he and his family, and to 

operate his boat and go fishing with the family. I never did get into fishing too 

much because I always was sensitive to the fact that the fish, when they came 

up out of the water, were breathing heavy. Some of the big bass that he 

caught, you could hear them breathing! That bothered me when I was a kid. 

Sometimes I would stay on the beach. I would take care of the daughter and 

walk her up and down the beach when they went deep-sea fishing. It was a 

great experience working for Mr. Hollowell, who used to help me out a great 

deal in terms of my school supplies and other little gifts all the time, besides 

the salary that was intact. We were good friends. So I guess there was a 

compatible kind of mixture of the people in that city, from what I recall now. 

Smith 
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Do you think that kind of, quote, unquote, "family relationship" had 

something to do with the system of segregation? 

Outterbridge 

Well, see, segregation was not subtle and very subtle at the same time, 

because segregation was something that always was. It had its own kind of 

nuances that were well seated: segregated schools, segregated eating places. 

Certainly a hotel, a big hotel that was there, would not be relevant to people 

like us. As a matter of fact, when the great shows came to town, like Silas 

Green from New Orleans- That was a traveling minstrel show that was very 

popular during that time. As a matter of fact, it's considered to be one of the 

forerunners of vaudeville. When it came to town, all of those performers 

stayed with families rather than at the hotels, because that was- These were 

very sophisticated black people who traveled all over the country. But when 

they came to my hometown- I'm lucky again. Across the street from where I 

lived- No, not from where I lived, but from where my Auntie [Mamie], my 

grandmother's sister, lived- We spent a lot of time there. Across the street 

from her house was an open field, and that's where the big shows used to set 

up, the revival tents and all those kinds of things. And my father was always 

related to that because he was a man with the truck who hauled things, and 

he used to lay out all the sawdust from the mills for the floor of the circuses 

and the revivals and the big minstrel show that used to come just about every 

year.But to show you what segregation was, whites could come to those 

shows, but we could not go to shows that they might have brought to town 

unless you were working for the show. We could not go to their basketball and 

football games, but they came to ours, and we won a lot. We had a lot of 

championship basketball teams, the school that I went to. They were always in 

the upper division of state championships and all. 

Smith 

This is at Elps High School? 

Outterbridge 

Elps, the basketball team. It was also during a time when teams were like 

college teams, because black veterans came back to school. Many of them had 

been drafted into World War II without having finished high school. There 
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were definitely awarenesses of how awesome racism was at that time, even 

though- It was something that we talked about-I heard my parents talk about 

it-but it was something, too, that you just accepted. You didn't challenge it in 

the same way. You challenged it with your dignity and the fact that you 

understood clearly what those postures and dispositions were all about. You 

understood that sometimes people like your father and his friends would be 

the people who didn't get credit for certain things that they did that benefited 

white people. You know what I mean? You knew that very readily. We were 

also, as children, through our parents, very aware of how many fine young 

men went to war and came back as flags delivered to the family. When 

somebody was killed in the segregated armies then (because there was a black 

army and a white army), when we lost someone from the community-and we 

lost many-the officials always brought the flags into the community and 

presented the flags to the family. Many people would hang those flags on 

walls or keep them folded, sort of on display, as a shrine of some sort. And we 

grew up during a period when we saw veterans come back into the 

community who were shell-shocked, who had been maimed, and who were 

just different people. That had quite an impression on us. I remember Park 

[Parker] Atkinson, a great football player, who came back not able to play 

football anymore. Bubba Jones, who came back with part of his mind just 

gone. He used to sit and stare all the time. And he was part of a medical 

program-very handsome young man still. And the war and the sacrifice and 

the gift to a nation, the only thing that you could give, and still during a period 

when we couldn't vote. So folks used to talk about that when I was a kid: "I 

wonder how can that be" and all that, see. Matter of fact, myself, when I 

volunteered so that I could get the G.I. Bill- [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

Were your parents involved in the liberation movement? And were they 

interested in the NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People] or any similar kinds of organizations? 

Outterbridge 

Not really. They were too busy raising a big family. 

Smith 
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Were they interested in the [Marcus] Garvey movement? 

Outterbridge 

That was something that was a little far away from where we were. That 

occurred- And they might have been, but I was so young at the time I might 

not have realized that because both of them were sensitive to-Especially my 

mother. She collected and collected and collected historical notes all the time. 

She read a lot. I think my father was just too busy, but he was a natural civic-

minded person. That was just part of his nature. We were little guys then. I'm 

certain they were very aware of the movement, because when my mother 

died and we went through a lot of her very old things, there were all these 

articles about things of that nature that she had corralled over the years. 

Smith 

How would you characterize the self-consciousness of the African roots, of the 

African heritage? 

Outterbridge 

We were in a region where the Gullah language was spoken by people and by 

us, at times, without knowing its association. So African heritage and 

examples, even toys at times that were indigenous to African cultures that I 

have not seen in many parts of the country, were very prevalent. For example, 

the use of bamboo for instruments was something that black people did in the 

area. Basket weaving was something that was prominent in my family and also 

in the region. My mother's father was a basket weaver who was quite a 

traditionalist. She grew as a young woman with him cutting strips, rattan strips 

cut from the log. She used to have to help him do that kind of a thing.So I 

think the African heritage came through in things like the bull's roar. We didn't 

call it this then, but there was a toy that we used to make that was a bull's 

roar that came from the West African concept. It's like a flat piece of wood 

with a string attached and when you twirl it, it makes a voice, and that's 

strictly from West Africa. That was something that we just grew up with. We 

grew up with stilt-walking as a natural- White kids didn't do that. We did that. 

That was something that we grew up with. Weaving, blanket, quiltmaking, the 

collecting of herbs and roots, and things like that.There were old people in the 

community, including my grandmother. My grandmother was Indian, my 
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mother's mother. But on my father's side, again, and in the region, the food, 

the crafts, some of the language retained itself. For example, a Gullah word 

like "chuck," instead of throw, wasn't improper English. It was an actual 

African word that was used all the time in the area, and that survived. "Chuck 

me the ball," if you will.There were words like- We had friends who used more 

African words than average people would use, and we referred to them as 

"geechees." The language was discouraged by some of our people. They didn't 

want you to speak that way. They wanted you to speak English as properly as 

you could. But in South Carolina and along the eastern seaboard, from 

Jacksonville [Florida] right into, maybe, Charleston, South Carolina, the Gullah 

language is spoken. So many of those people who speak the language are your 

close relatives. If you should go into the region and not be familiar with that 

language, you would simply not understand what they were saying, because it 

was a hybrid language that represented several tongues all mixed and used by 

a people in the region. And I always thought that that language, later on in my 

life, should become a national treasure of a sort. 

Smith 

Reflecting back on it now, after years of artistic practice and study, do you see 

that there was an African-American visual arts tradition, say, equivalent to the 

blues? 

Outterbridge 

I always thought so, but from early on in my life there were things that were 

implanted in the visions of mine that belong to a given. And I tend to try and 

reach for some of those icons today as I recall them. And I don't have to recall 

them; it's just part of who I am. I think it presented itself in a different way, 

though. It wasn't presented for a museum. It wasn't presented for anything 

that had to do with the elite level of the social order, whatever that order was. 

It was just the common visual language of a region. For example, when 

homemade soap was made-and the grandmothers always guided you into 

assisting them in the making of homemade soap-if you started to stir the soap 

to the east, you continued to stir it to the east or you would weaken the soap. 

That soap was always cooked in big, black pots-big, black cast-iron pots-and it 

was very beautiful. The smell was refreshing. It was made out of lye and fat 

and other ingredients, but once it was concocted and allowed to dry, to settle, 
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to gel, then it was cut out of the big cast-iron pot and sliced and stacked. And 

the way it was stacked, it used to look like buildings, very beautiful 

architectural forms. And the way the light used to shine through them and the 

shadows- It was just beautiful. And they used to stack that out in the sun to 

dry.There are things like weathered- If I did a piece of sculpture today-and I 

will in the future-that took on the statue of a sentinel guarding a community 

and its gardens, that was something that I used to view when I was a kid. It 

always looked to me like a tall person had assumed the position of guarding 

the community. Actually, what it was-Gourds were grown in the area. Those 

gourds were used in the same way they were used in Africa. They used them 

as dippers, they used them as bowls, and they'd decorate them. Also, they 

used to put them on a tall pole that went sometimes a story and a half up, and 

they'd put a cross on top by putting another limb- If you can imagine a tall, 

vertical element, a pole, and then you take another short segment of a pole or 

limb and then you cross it at the top. You tie that at the top, and you're 

looking up about a story and a half. At the very top, where the cross was, you 

would hang gourds with the seeds still in them to dry, if they weren't dry 

already. The sun would dry them out rather fast, and once they dried they 

were rattlers when the wind came. So it was a sound you heard all the time. 

But not only was it a sound, it was movement, and it was also very visual. 

What they were there for was to frighten away any predators that might 

attack the gardens, like the crows and things like that. But very beautiful when 

you saw them standing in groups. Sometimes there would be a lone one, but 

they'd stand in groups. Sometimes they were whitewashed a little bit at the 

bottom-very African in the way that they registered. Sometimes they would 

have a rag hanging at the top, also, because people would tie the gourds with 

rags, and not so neatly, but just tie a rag so that the gourds hang and the rag 

flutters in the breeze, which frightens the birds away. A kind of elevated 

scarecrow, so to speak. So you had rag, wood, gourd. And if you put that in 

the sun and the rain and the bleaching of time, it turned out to be a really, 

really beautiful aesthetic.Red clay was something that was used a great deal in 

medicine, folk medicines. It was used in making utensils, bowls, just naturally, 

not from a classroom, but, I mean, it was something that you did. When you 

broke an arm or fractured an arm during that time, a lot of times you didn't 

get a cast, you got red clay with a splint. The red clay would harden, and once 

your arm healed, then the clay was cracked. We grew up with that kind of 
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thing.We grew up also with necklaces, very beautiful necklaces, that were 

made out of cotton cloth like cheesecloth, folded several times, and then 

sewn into tiny little bags. But in the bag there were things like garlic and some 

other ingredients that were very pungent as an odor, that penetrated the 

nostrils. It was used around the neck when you had colds or you were about 

to catch a cold. They started out as tiny little square bags that were white, and 

they finally, gradually, turned brown, and you wore those around your neck 

like we would wear a nicely handcrafted necklace. They looked like necklaces, 

and the old ladies used to sew those all the time. They were strictly medicinal 

in their purpose but very beautiful in the way they appeared.The quilts from 

that period, or the handcrafted furnishings from that period, the way that 

houses were heldtogether, the shacks and whatnot, were very, very African, if 

we want to focus on that in their aesthetic. The treatment on the walls inside, 

again, the bareness of the floor- The lye soap that was made during that time 

would bleach floors to the point of the floor being almost clean enough to eat 

off of. I mean, they looked like white bone, the wooden floors in the house, 

and until this day, when I'm using wood, sometimes I will use lyes and other 

solutions that the soap was made out of just to bleach the wood to try and get 

that look again. Very beautiful. 

Smith 

Did people in the community think of these things as African? 

Outterbridge 

Not really. Not really. I doubt that. I doubt that. I think there might have been 

even a disassociation with- But then there were others, like people who 

collected herbs and who knew what to do with those herbs, who held onto 

the notion, the tradition. Like when-I don't say this a lot-I had the chicken pox, 

which can be a serious disease-I'm healthy today-but I was placed in the 

chicken coop, and old ladies chanted and moved around that coop just like 

you do in the old country, right? And they put chicken feathers on you and 

through a whole ritualistic thing. That was commonplace.Things that were 

hung on the door, on fences, the little groupings of eggshells and other little 

aesthetics that were more related to hoodoo, voodoo, and black magic than 

anything else. I grew up around that. I grew up around the dolls and the 

sayings and the stories you heard at night when the old folk would be talking 
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about the crossroads and, "If you really want to learn how to play banjo-" And 

"That boy plays so well because you know his granddaddy took him to the 

crossroads years ago." And this was always the junction that you'd have to go 

to to meet the devil at midnight. And all those stories. I mean, you heard that 

all the time, and people believed that, also.There were old-timers who almost 

dressed in the manner of the African cultures, you know, because people 

handed down a lot of clothes then, and Sunday go-to-meeting clothes were 

clothes that you only wore on Sunday. So people dressed then. But also, there 

were many people who made clothes out of potato sacks and other old 

discarded rags that ended up reading very African, too. You know, the 

patterns, the quilts were a good example of that during that period. 

Smith 

Perhaps the kind of layering of colors and textures? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, yes. And the things that adorned shelves, closets, walls, in many cases, 

gave you that notion, too. 

Smith 

What about your parents' walls? What kind of decorations? 

Outterbridge 

Well, my mother collected dolls for one thing, and we grew up with neat 

environments. Sometimes it was newspaper pasted on the wall like wallpaper, 

used as wallpaper and pasted on the wall. There were things like the window 

shades in my house. We used to paint on those sometimes, put things on the 

window shades. The whatnots. I think that in my house there were things like 

instruments hanging at times. I know my father's old French horn used to 

hang on the wall all the time like a painting or a picture on the wall. And when 

he used to come in from work he'd always reach for the French horn and just 

blow for a while, and then he might fall asleep and we'd hang it back up on 

the wall.But we had a pretty neat environment in terms of-most people did 

then-family albums. That was a usual. In my house there were a lot of 

paintings on the wall that had been formulated by family members. We had-



29 
 

because all of us painted early, so you found things like that on the wall-school 

work and- 

Smith 

Did your parents own their house that you lived in? 

Outterbridge 

No, not the first house. The second house that we lived in, they were given 

that house by my auntie. Aunt Mamie was- I said that my grandmother was a 

Cherokee Indian. Her sister, Aunt Mamie, looked more white than black. My 

grandmother was brown, Indian looking, very beautiful, a very pretty woman. 

And my mother looked like her mother somewhat. My grandmother's sister, 

Aunt Mamie, was green-eyed and had blondish hair. She could have passed 

for a white if she had wanted to, but we never thought of her in that way. She 

was just Aunt Mamie, and we were just her children. Her husband, Mr. Baker, 

was the epitome of the polished, cultured barber. Always manicured to the 

tee, shoes always shined to the nth, and hair brushed and waved. His hair was 

white, and he had this wavy hair he used to brush back. He was always almost 

like he was on stage or something. He always had the vest with the little gold 

watch and formal-looking trousers. He always wore those gray pinstriped 

trousers with the dark coat. That was him. And little round glasses. He was 

sharp! There were a lot of men in the neighborhood like that. Mr. Grant Bell, 

who wore spats and who had a way of dancing almost with his cane and the 

top hat, the hard- What do you call it? 

Smith 

Well, the top hat is the one that goes up straight. The bowler is curved- 

Outterbridge 

I can't think of the name of it now, but it's the hat with the flat top, gray- 

Smith 

Like a fedora? 

Outterbridge 

Something like that. He used to wear those all the time, and so did Uncle 

Baker. The second house, which is still a family house today, 612 Roosevelt 
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Avenue, was the house that Aunt Mamie and Uncle Baker, as we called him, 

willed to the family, to my mother and father. Because the house that I was 

born in, 1004 Fleming Street, right across the street from Fleming Street 

School, was a long, narrow little house where most of my brothers and sisters, 

including myself, were born. It was rented from a man my father did chores 

for. He had a series of them, and all of them looked pretty much the same. 

There were about five little houses all lined up together with high porches. 

You could go underneath the house and all that. They had not bathrooms 

attached to the house. The bathroom was away from the house, kind of an 

outhouse in the city. 

Smith 

But with plumbing? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. That's right. So that was the house that we were born in. Across the street 

from us was a big two-story house where the Flemings grew up, and this was- 

Mr. Fleming was an old gentleman who changed his car every two years, and 

it was always a Pontiac. He always had these shiny, shiny, brand-new cars. 

They lived in the big house, as we called it. It was yellow. And I used to sit on 

my porch and paint his big magnolia trees that smelled so good in the spring. 

He used to pick in his grass a lot. He used to pick weeds out of his grass and 

whatnot, and I used to try to do drawings of him doing that. He was a very 

unique man-his family was, in other words. So I used to do that a lot, just do 

drawings of that house and his family and the way that he dressed. I started to 

do drawings of the Fleming family. To me, they were very special because 

people always talked about their house as being haunted. And it looked like 

that, too. [laughter] 

Smith 

I'd like to wrap up today with your high school education. You went to Elps 

High School. Were you planning to go to college? 

Outterbridge 

I wanted more than anything to go to college, but I knew that that was going 

to be a difficult thing for me because of the family and- 
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Smith 

The finances? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, sure. 

Smith 

Was there a state black university that you could have gone to, or black 

college? 

Outterbridge 

Three hundred miles away, A and T [North Carolina Agricultural and Technical 

State University], which was one of the traditional universities. But who wants 

to leave home? We started to leave home very early, though, looking for 

work. In high school and all through high school, we worked away from the 

city. And the summer, that was something that we looked forward to. You'd 

go up the coast, work Atlantic City [New Jersey], Virginia Beach [Virginia], and 

save all your money for the coming school season. You worked right up into 

Labor Day. We always did that. 

Smith 

How did you find those jobs? 

Outterbridge 

How? From older schoolmates, the juniors and the seniors going over the 

years, setting up situations that we would follow. We had a very closely 

knitted community, and so when the older guys would go away and find jobs 

and they graduated into something else, then the kids coming up after them 

would take their places in the hotels and the restaurants. Like all of my 

brothers- I was the first one to work at Virginia Beach's Alexander's, which was 

a popular restaurant. You meet people like Cugat; I met him there. 

Smith 

Oh, Xavier Cugat. 

Outterbridge 
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Yes. And what was the young lady that used to work with him all the time? 

Abby Lane? She was a singer-dancer that worked with him all the time. Well, I 

met them at this particular restaurant that hosted that kind of clientele. The 

owner was Andy, a musician from Philadelphia who just ran a great shop. I 

grew up in that restaurant kind of running the kitchen to some extent, but I 

didn't think anything less than wanting to go to college. But because my oldest 

sister had graduated from Bennett College and my father had struggled to get 

herthrough- By the time that he did that, I was ready. But I had so much 

respect and love for him, I wanted to do it myself. I kind of wanted to send 

myself to school, as best I could. 

Smith 

When did you graduate from high school? 

Outterbridge 

I think it was 1951. 

Smith 

And did you go directly into the military? 

Outterbridge 

No, I went to A and T University right out of high school. And then, from A and 

T University, after a year, I went into the military. I didn't want to do that, but 

it was during the time when they were publicly indicating that the G.I. Bill 

might be cut off during the Korean conflict. A lot of us were volunteering to 

make sure that we got in before they cut the G.I. Bill off, and that's how I was 

introduced to the service, military service. I had a deferment because I was 

enrolled in ROTC [Reserve Officers Training Corps]. 

Smith 

Next time, why don't we take up with the military, your going into the 

military? 

Outterbridge 

Okay. 
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Smith 

I thought this time we would resume by getting back to your decision to go 

into the military service. What year was this, do you recall? 

Outterbridge 

Late 1951, early 1952 when I started to think about that. It wasn't that I was 

enticed by the excitement of being in the military, but I thought that since 

things were so severe and it was almost impossible to keep out, you had 

better options if you volunteered. You could say a little bit about what your 

interests were and what you wanted to do. So when I really started to 

confront myself with the thought of dropping out of school and going in the 

military was that year at A and T University, which is the [North Carolina] 

Agricultural and Technical [State] University. A and T- The same school that 

Jesse Jackson graduated from. But everybody knows this very, very fine 

traditional institution as A and T. The school that is famous for the sit-ins. 

That's where the sit-ins started. The whole concept of the sit-in as a 

demonstration factor started at that school. Of course, I was there before the 

movement started. I was there and familiar with the drugstore. I think it was a 

Rexall drugstore around the corner that was the site where the actual sit-ins 

started, because they had a lunch counter or soda fountain that we weren't 

allowed to sit at. And it's just amazing to me that- Right around the corner 

from a major university, and university students and faculty couldn't sit at that 

counter unless you were white. [laughter] Not that long ago, Richard!During 

that period you also had to enroll in Reserve [Officers] Training [Corps] as a 

deferment. I enrolled in air force ROTC, which I enjoyed very much simply 

because I had a very, very keen interest in aircraft. I knew a lot about airplanes 

and grew up keeping a good record of all the old military aircraft that became 

the images of World War II. 

Smith 

Yes, you had said last time that you worked in a model shop. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, I worked in the model shop. I grew up with two or three things that used 

to absorb me no end, and that was model building and painting and drawing 

and music, or just trying to understand- I really didn't get into music in the 
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way that I wanted to because I never had that much time for instrumental. But 

I was always in good chorales, good a cappella choirs; that was something that 

I had to have. And later on I started to study woodwind instruments in the 

band. I took some of the classes, but I never did make it to the band, because I 

was playing football and at that time-I'm speaking of high school, before I 

graduated from high school-I was the campus artist. Always, I grew up through 

the years being the person who always got the assignments that took me out 

of the classroom to decorate a blackboard or to work with the drama 

department to create a backdrop. I was always doing those kinds of things.But 

going back to A and T University, that was a very exciting campus. I had 

enrolled as an engineering major, and I think I selected to study engineering 

because there were always those discussions about art not being very kind to 

your life as a profession. But I never saw it as a profession. To me it had always 

been something that gave me an opportunity to be alone, that created some 

insight into myself that I could relate to other people around me. I think I was 

pretty shy as a kid. I was very much unlike my father [John Ivory Outterbridge], 

whom I used to marvel at. He used to be an outgoing, very talkative individual 

who used to put me on the spot by saying, "That boy can draw anything. You 

want him to do a good drawing of you? Can't you do it, son?" He always put 

me on the spot that way. And every time he'd introduce me to somebody he'd 

say, "This is my boy. He can draw anything." Right? [laughter] And I never 

enjoyed being put on the spot. It was just something that I did and something 

that I really saw as part of my language of being. Early in my life I knew that 

this was one way that I could get points across. When you were with your 

buddies, you were somewhat celebrated because you drew the best cowboys 

and your cars had four wheels instead of the profile with the silhouette with 

the two. You know what I mean? So all of your friends and all the guys and 

your girlfriends would like to hold onto things that you drew. Or when you got 

assignments like doing maps- I would always get awards for the maps that I 

drew or the charts that I made. So it was expected of you to sort of set the 

pace or the standard for what was being the model for those kinds of 

presentations in the classroom. 

Smith 

I was wondering, how did you pay for your college education? 

Outterbridge 
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Well, you see, I think that I looked at college as something that would be 

ongoing with me. I was the oldest boy in my family, the oldest son, but I had a 

sister [Ivory May Wilson] who was older than me, and we had- I came from a 

very wealthy family in terms of spirit, but materially we just didn't have it. We 

had a lot of heart, just a warm, beautiful family. My father, who I said before 

was a strong personality who created his own work climate, he was one of the 

busiest men in the city, but he liked doing his thing. He always had trucks. He 

always moved people. He hauled things for people. He was a landscapist. He 

could repair houses. He was just a great guy. And I used to work with him as a 

kid. But his intent was to send all of his children through school with his shovel 

and with his dump truck. A very noble thing. Men were that way. Mr. 

Barnhills, who was another friend of ours, was right down the street. He had 

about nine children. He was a-not the high school-elementary school janitor 

and one of the great fathers in the neighborhood. But they were all over the 

place. And the great mothers, you know. People were really close.But my 

father, getting back to him- My oldest sister, who was eight years older than I, 

graduated from Bennett College, which is a traditional school in the South, in 

North Carolina. It's a women's college like Spelman [College]. So after he got 

her through school, it was time for me to go in, and I wanted to do that 

myself. I wanted him to be very proud of me. It made me comfortable to think 

that I could do that for myself, just to show him how much I loved him and 

show my mother [Olivia Northern Outterbridge] how much I loved her, 

because they really struggled all the time.I never got any criticism from them 

about wanting to be anything. Right? They were always people who were very 

encouraging when you were diligent. I mean, the family stayed very busy all 

the time as a family. I think we were very fortunate to have parents who 

supported almost everything that we did.So when I went to A and T the first 

year, I had accumulated moneys that I had saved by working in the summer. 

As soon as high school was out, all the guys in my hometown, we used to head 

out for places like Virginia Beach [Virginia] or Atlantic City [New Jersey] to 

work in the beach resorts as bellhops, as dishwashers. We worked in the 

hotels, the restaurants. I learned how to cook, uniquely, very early in my life 

and to be responsible for kitchens and that kind of thing by working on the 

beaches in the summer. But what we worked on the beaches for, during that 

time, had a great deal to do with getting away and also being useful in the 

summer. It wasn't a time to vacation. It was a time to really work. We had no 
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weekends or nothing, man. We used to work seven days a week for the whole 

summer! Long hours, like twelve and sixteen hours. And you saved everything 

that you could save because most of the time you had lodging. If you worked 

at a hotel, you generally stayed in quarters there. You didn't have to worry 

about food, so you could save most of your money. I think Labor Day was a 

day that usually was a holiday for all the high school and college kids that 

worked on the beaches. If you wanted to pick up a few school items before 

you went back home, that was a day that you could do that. But that's how I 

paid for that first year at A and T, basically, on moneys that I had accumulated 

over a period of time. A couple of summers and you stash your little moneys 

away. And that's the way you did it. I bought my own clothes and all that kind 

of thing just out of respect for my family and all since I was about thirteen or 

fourteen years old, because we were raised that way.My father would provide 

everything that he could provide, but he always taught us that you can always 

develop an attitude to concern yourself with yourself and your own needs, 

even though those needs are mine, too. We enjoyed working with him all the 

time because he always had great things to talk about. He was a great 

storyteller. So was my mother, but he was the one who was out all the time, 

and she was in the home. So that's how I paid for my first year of school.But 

being on campus that year- I had to enroll in ROTC as a deferment, and, as I 

said before, with a keen interest in airplanes, and really not just being familiar 

with aircraft. I knew aerodynamics, and I was reading blueprints very 

effectively at that point. Structure was something that was part of my creative 

tendency because there were always problems to solve. There were always 

little situations that confronted you, and you'd have to wrestle with them. 

Sometimes you'd be up all night.My father never said anything about how you 

had to go to school early the next morning, because I'd always be at school. 

But he didn't care if I stayed up until three o'clock in the morning working on a 

model. [laughter] And I had to work at night because I used the kitchen table 

all the time. After everybody had settled in for bed, I'd clear the table, put my 

plans out, and set things up. If I worked until, say, two-thirty, three o'clock in 

the morning and then went to bed, by the time I got up early the next 

morning, everything would be set, and I could put the parts up, clear the table, 

and have it ready for the family breakfast.During the Korean conflict, things 

got really sensitive in terms of the government scraping the streets for people 

for personnel. There was a ploy of a sort-I thought it was-that they started to 
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publicly discuss issues at that time that focused on the G.I. benefits that 

seemed to have been threatened and what that did to people in my age 

range. From the kind of economic, social situation that we came from, it 

meant that you'd better volunteer and get into the service before they 

discontinued that G.I. Bill. And the thing was to get in so that you would be 

able to use those benefits if you were fortunate to get out of that thing and to 

come back. So that's what I did, like a lot of other young men at that time. I 

volunteered for the military to get in before the G.I. Bill was discontinued. I 

went one day with a lot of other people to take an examination to get into the 

air force. I really wanted to get into flight school. I wanted to do that more 

than anything else at the moment, because I felt that if I was going to be 

bothered at all with having to confront that military issue, I'd rather be a pilot. 

Just go ahead and do something that I knew about already and that I had a 

strong feeling for. Not knowing- 

Smith 

Did you have any awareness of the Tuskegee airmen's corps? 

Outterbridge 

I wasn't as aware then of Tuskegee as I became later. I came from a 

community that- As kids we were very impressed with the heroes around us 

that represented the generation before us. These were World War II veterans. 

A lot of people went to that campaign, and a lot of them did not come back, 

who were a part of the richness, the family richness. And, you know, there 

was a black army and a white army at that time, and my brother-in-law [Frank 

Wilson, Jr.], my older sister's boyfriend, was part of that group. They went to 

war, and a lot of them came back as neatly folded flags. And they hung them 

in the windows. That used to be dreadful to us as kids, painful, but yet we still 

had a lot of pride that they came from across the street. That was Bubba 

[Jones]. That was Parks [Parker Atkinson]. That was, like, a young man, Travis 

Banks, who was a young officer. He was a scholar. He went in, and his first 

campaign he was blown to bits, the first time out. He led a patrol but- We got 

all those stories. It was a very sad thing because everybody loved him so 

much. When he came back, he came back as one of the neatly folded flags. 

We used to look at that, when they handed it to the family and all, and it 

would bother you for a long time. There were some pilots in the group, also.It 
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wasn't an easy thing for someone who had an interest in flight, if you were 

black at that time, because you would end up at a school like Tuskegee. That's 

when I started to hear about Tuskegee, because they pulled these guys out. 

And most of them were highly tuned, efficient scholars who weren't supposed 

to be able to do a lot of things, because all the farm boys that learned how to 

fly, dusting crops and everything- They got ahold of them during that time. 

[laughter] And these guys were like professors of flight and that kind of thing. 

At Tuskegee they were refined and refined and refined. Of course, they got a 

chance, later on, to establish some strong reputations. But these people were 

heroes. Right? And I knew about that when I was a very young person. 

Something to really grab onto.I also felt very good as a kid before I got to that 

campus at A and T. Before I got into that blue uniform with the wings and all 

as an ROTC person, I knew about the technical aspect. I knew about the 

excitement of just flight itself-not necessarily the military factor of it, but just 

to fly. In the neighborhood, I was the kid who worked at the hobby shop, Mr. 

Bundy's hobby shop, and I worked there because my airplanes were almost 

perfect. I mean, I could not have a wrinkle in them. They'd have to be 

perfectly balanced, not only for display but for flight, and I spent hours and 

hours and hours and hours building and perfecting and sanding and making 

sure that everything fit perfectly. Couldn't miss a detail on the plan. I mean, I 

was really driven that way! I worked with a lot of experimental aircraft, also, 

that I entered in competitive situations, and I had a class that taught guys that 

were older than me sometimes building techniques at Bundy's hobby shop, 

and that was enjoyable. So what I'm trying to say is that airplanes were very 

much a part of my personality.A few blocks from my house when I was a kid 

there was a small airport that we grew up going over to on Sunday afternoons 

for free. Not for free rides, because they charged you for those rides, but I had 

a special kind of a relationship with some of the pilots there because I was the 

model builder. Right? Later on, that became a fighter base, and we saw these 

young marine pilots who were kind of heroes, too, because- These were the 

guys you saw downtown and on Saturday. With your shoeshine box, you'd 

give them a shine and talk to them about airplanes and all that kind of thing. It 

was a great way to be seasoned with what it took to be whatever you were. So 

most of those young pilots, all of them- I never saw one of them that was 

anything other than a young white pilot. We just didn't see black pilots at all, 

but we did hear about Tuskegee and that kind of thing during those years.So I 
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was determined, somehow, to get into flight school. One day I left campus 

with a number of other students, and we went down to take examinations to 

see if we could get into flight school or just get into the air force. Those 

examinations were pretty extensive. At the time they were pushing people in 

so fast you could almost wait for your results. I took this examination to get 

into the air force, hopefully to go to flight school, and I was told that I did well. 

The only thing they could tell me at that time was that there was a quota for 

Negroes, as they said, and "That quota at this particular time is filled. We're 

sorry." I was in uniform when I took that exam. 

Smith 

Your ROTC uniform? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. I went down in my uniform. Right? And that was like somebody running 

through me with a telephone post or something. I said- Good grief. I mean, it 

was a painful thing. I couldn't swallow. I didn't know what to do. I couldn't 

breathe. And I just left there very, very, very depressed, really angry and hurt, 

man. I just left and went down the street a few blocks away and took another 

exam, because I wanted to get the G.I. Bill. That was the second end of it. In 

taking the second exam, I was accepted in the army, and right away they sent 

me to basic training in about a week and a half. Two weeks and I went into 

intense training for the Korean conflict. During the time of war the training is a 

little different, because they know you are going right to the front lines, and 

it's severe. It is severe. It was also during that period when they were 

gradually integrating the armies, so you were around a lot of guys who had 

never lived around blacks, and you'd end up fighting, later on becoming 

friends, and fighting. You know what I mean? It was really, really strong- 

Smith 

Were these mostly southerners? 

Outterbridge 

No, not always. When I ended up being trained at Camp Atteberry in Indiana, 

Indianapolis, most of the guys that I was in service with were from the 

Midwest and the South, also. Some of the severe cases that you ran into were 
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from the South. I could tell you some things that you wouldn't believe. But, 

anyway, I think most of the people were from the Midwest, the South, and 

from the eastern seaboard like New Jersey, New York, and all in those 

particular areas. 

Smith 

What was the racial mix in your unit? 

Outterbridge 

In my unit? It certainly wasn't fifty-fifty at the time. I would say one third of 

the guys in my outfit were black. Later on the percentage went down even 

further. One thing that I did get in basic training right away was a lot of 

recognition in having been an ROTC person. So there were some of the very 

basic and intermediate measures that I knew as an ROTC person. They didn't 

have to train me to drill and all that kind of stuff. They didn't have to train me 

to break down the very basic weapon that you were introduced to right away, 

and so- 

Smith 

Did you go in as an enlisted man? 

Outterbridge 

No, I volunteered. 

Smith 

No, what I meant was did you go in as a private or as an officer in training? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes, I did. And before I was out of basic training, I was an active 

noncommissioned officer. But I went in not as an officer, of course, because I 

had only had just a year of school. But one thing that they did do was they 

sent me to some very special schools. I became a munitions, weapons 

specialist. That was kind of ironic, because as angry as I was in not being able 

to get into the air force, I mean- To go to a military training situation that 

teaches you how to dismantle bombs and how to analyze the composition of 

explosives and how to become an explosive expert. Right? My MOS [military 

occupational specialty] was light weapons, heavy weapons, and ammunition. 
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Intense training. Meaning that when I was discharged in 1955, if I wanted to 

assist the [Black] Panthers in blowing some things right, it would have been so 

easy! [laughter] But I didn't get in the air force. I ended up in the army with an 

MOS that prepared me for a career of instructing, to some extent, renovating, 

shipment and storage of ammunition-really big, basic loads of ammunition. So 

I had a responsibility like that at maybe twenty years old. 

Smith 

Did you learn skills doing this that later related to your work with metals, 

would you say? 

Outterbridge 

No. 

Smith 

Okay. 

Outterbridge 

No, not really. During that time, I did not go to Korea. I was on alert for Korea. 

When we got our orders, after graduating from basic training, I think we had 

about two weeks to see our families and that kind of thing. Then we returned 

to our post. No, they gave us our orders before we graduated, and that is 

something that I'll never forget: when they bring all of these brand-new 

disciplined soldiers together to give you your assignments, your war 

assignments. That's a heavy situation, man! And you see some of the guys that 

you've gotten to know, that are as tough as bricks, break down and weep 

because they've got to leave their friends, and you are going straight to the 

front line and that kind of stuff. I mean, it's really sensitive. Well, anyway, 

three quarters of my company went straight to the front lines. They were 

trained for that. I was very lucky in the sense that I had been trained as an 

instructor assistant, ammunitions specialist, and my assignment was in 

Germany, but placed on alert to be flown into Korea at any time. What they 

thought a person like me could be encouraged to do was to become a career 

person. They wanted me to become a career- I always got that kind of 

encouragement to- I was a pretty efficient guy. I was a good drill officer at that 
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period of time, and I knew weapons and ammunition training and- Kind of a 

model. As long as I was going to be there, I might as well have been. 

Smith 

Did they give you encouragement that you might become an officer at some 

point? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, they wanted me to go to officers training school. Yes, I went to NCO 

[noncommissioned officers] school. That's the first step. I got through that 

with a lot of merit. 

Smith 

Well, we'll get into why you left the military a little bit later. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, but, you see, I wasn't- I went along with these things simply to learn and 

to grow and to test myself, but I had no intention of becoming a career 

military person. I would have been able to retire in about 1966 or something 

like that if I had stayed in as a career person, and the benefits are good if you 

survive all that. You know? But I think one thing that impressed me was the 

great variety of personalities, people, backgrounds that you encounter in the 

military: very cultured individuals, thugs that are polished and professional. 

There's nothing like the career soldiers, officers and noncommissioned officers 

who had all that combat experience, who become your friends and have 

psychological problems. You know, you really get into how people are put 

together at times and the way we don't see people most of the time, because 

you live so close with the guys.So being that I did not go directly to Korea and 

was placed on alert- I went to Germany during the time that Germany was still 

occupied by American forces-it had not regained its sovereignty-so that gave 

me a chance to know a new country, learn another language. I worked very 

hard to hear German and to speak German, and I went to school at night. 

While I was there, I had a lot of good German friends in that, as a soldier then, 

you got assignments and your crews were German workers in many cases. I 

went to school at night, taking some courses under the University of 

Maryland. The classrooms had German professors, people who were right 
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there who were the teachers. And hearing the language, attempting to read 

that language early- Just being in the environment was very conducive to you 

learning the dialect, not just the language but the two dialects that were 

prevalent, like Schwäbisch and Hoch[deutsch]. After about a year and a half, 

two years in Germany, with some concentrated effort I was speaking pretty 

fluently. Ich habe viel vergessen. Aber ich ein wenig spreche. And every now 

and then I might run into some people visiting the center, and I'll say hello and 

they're startled.When I was a bus driver in Chicago, there were a lot of 

situations where you ran into people visiting the country, and they'd be so 

confused at times trying to unravel English and- Jump on a bus, and here's an 

operator stuck behind the wheel that speaks the language, and they stare at 

you with their mouths hanging open. "Good grief, who's this guy?"But I was 

very lucky to spend that time in Germany. And what I did while I was in 

Germany- That was very helpful to my career. There was an officer- In other 

words, in Germany we, as military personnel, occupied the really fine bases 

that had been the accommodations for the German elite soldiers and all. They 

really had fine quarters. They were like university campuses, and most of the 

concerns, as they were called, housed the U.S. military when occupation 

troops were moved in. So we had just a great environment.I painted a lot 

when I went to that country. I stored away some watercolor and some oil-

mostly watercolor because it would dry fast. I went about sketching and 

painting the old cathedrals. I had never seen peasant women in the way that I 

saw peasant women there. Flocks of sheep crossing the roadway- The country 

was very natural and the cities were very ancient, at times medieval in tone, 

and small. When you walked down a cobblestone street in some parts of that 

country, right away you knew that you were walking down one of the oldest 

streets in Europe at times. 

Smith 

Where in Germany were you stationed? 

Outterbridge 

I was basically stationed in southern Germany, Göttingen and Stuttgart. But 

because I was an ammunition specialist, I traveled a lot. I traveled an awful lot 

on trains and convoys and that kind of thing, so I got to know the country very, 

very well. In traveling, I always kept my sketch pad and gear with me, so most 
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of the paintings that I did at that time were given to people on the streets. 

First of all, if you were in a city and you sat on the curb-and we did that a lot, 

just to paint an old building or something like that, or an old cemetery that 

was across the way-because I was a black soldier, it used to marvel these 

people that I was a painter. They said, "Ein Soldat, schwarz!" They'd come up 

and sit beside me. Before I knew it, somebody was bringing me some beer or a 

sandwich. Most of the time I'd end up giving a painting away wet! I left a lot of 

paintings in Germany that way. [laughter]A friend of mine from New York who 

was also an artist-We became really good friends. He was Leonard Basofsky, 

good painter. He had been kind of in show business, but he was a visual artist. 

We used to go to the cities and to the small villages, quaint villages that 

military personnel simply did not go into that much. We used to go to those 

places, meet people, paint the scenery, and that kind of thing. It was 

wonderful! And Leonard got into German right away, because I think he was 

Jewish, I believe. He had a Jewish background, and there was a lot of similarity 

in his language and the German tongue. We got around very well in being able 

to converse, and you just met great people. They'd invite us into their homes, 

and you'd meet the Bürgermeister, the mayor, and all that! It was great.But 

one day in the barracks there was an inspection. Captain Cook, who was the 

commanding officer in my division, was a real West Point, military discipline 

master of his troops. He was well respected, but he was a guy who kind of 

toed the line and wanted you to do the same thing. I was in a special outfit at 

that time which, even though I was in the ammunition NCO, it was also a 

parade unit. It was a real, real sharp unit. You had two or three sets of 

uniforms because you did a lot of the ceremonial things; you carried those 

out. Our barracks were very orderly, very squared away, and I had created a 

compartment in my locker- Which had to be all military at all times, but I 

created sort of a space where I kept small paintings, and I had them stacked 

up in there. There was an inspection one day when he went through 

everybody's things, and when he got to my locker, all these paintings fell out 

because he was pulling things around. Right? And there were paintings of the 

villages, old cathedrals in southern Germany, old cemeteries, little peasant 

women, the flocks that were all about-that was all new stuff to me-the old 

wagons that the oxen pulled, and just a lot of notes that I made when I first 

got there: the well-ordered, manicured forests and the way the mountainsides 

were utilized for the growing of vegetables. They used all the land 
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very effectively in Germany at that time, and I guess they still do.When he 

discovered these paintings, he carried out the inspection. He didn't put the 

stuff back in the locker, and he kept going. Then, later on, after the inspection 

was over, he briskly came back over to me and said, "Where did you get those 

paintings?" And I'm still frozen. He said, "At ease!"I said, "I did those, sir.""You 

what?""Yes, sir, I did those."He says, "Are you kidding me?" He said, "You 

know, I like art very much. I collect art." That kind of thing. He said, "You really 

did these?"He kept asking me that, and I told him I did them. I said that "When 

I get a break to go out into the cities, this is what I do a lot. I just make notes 

about just being here. This is a new environment to me."He said, "I really like 

these. Why don't you come and see me in my office later on today. I've got an 

idea."So I went to see Captain Cook. And Captain Cook created a studio space 

on the concern for me to do things in whenever I had time. He felt that I 

should have a work space that was not in the barracks where the guys were all 

the time, and he assigned me a jeep, assigned me a vehicle! Right? And I 

became the unofficial artist for the division. I wasn't in the graphic division per 

se. I was just an artist that they sanctioned. A military person, who- They said, 

"Well, this cat's an artist, and if the captain says we're going to create a space 

for him, we'll give him a space." Man! And I had a little tiny studio, which 

worked well for me, and a jeep. Anytime that I needed to run into the city to 

pick up some supplies or to take an excursion and make a note about 

something, I had that afforded me, and I was very lucky in that sense. 

1.4. Tape Number: II, Side TwoNovember 1, 1989 

Smith 

So you had a jeep? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. And the studio space, and every now and then some pocket change from 

whatever petty moneys there were to buy supplies, other than to go into my 

own pocket to buy supplies. There wasn't a lot but- I mean, I think it came 

from the captain. He gave me a little money every now and then, because you 

don't have a lot of salary coming in at all when you are a corporal. So I got a 

lot of assignments on the concern to decorate officers clubs. I started to do 

murals, and every now and then there was an assignment in a military-
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dependent high school or elementary school. I'd go in and do a mural just to 

bring some of the feeling of home to- You know, accents here and there that 

reminded people of where they came from, things like that. I had my own way 

of introducing little ideas that might become compositional notes in certain 

aspects at the time.So for the remainder of my stay in Germany, basically, I 

dealt with the responsibility of keeping all the ammunition stock in gear and 

some training exercises every now and then for the troops and painting 

whenever I could. 

Smith 

Talking about your army experience and some of the broader social issues that 

are connected with the army, it was, you mentioned, just getting integrated at 

the time. I think '47 was when President [Harry S] Truman signed the order to 

integrate the army. Did you feel that-of course you came in five years later- 

Outterbridge 

Yes, it was still in process. 

Smith 

-that the army was committed to it? 

Outterbridge 

Very committed, very committed. 

Smith 

Was it trying to facilitate the problems that might have-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, whatever the problems were, they were so natural that we were not 

impressed with- I was not impressed with anything any different from what I 

had known as a kid growing up in North Carolina. Only in the military, when 

you came in close contact with severe issues- They were rather severe at 

times. Soldiers got along generally very well together because you worked as 

teams. In combat situations all of that disappears, and people who had no 

understanding of you before encountering you in the military sometimes 

ended up being your best friends, there and after.I had, for example, a young 

man in basic training who had come from Mississippi. The way that I met him- 
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I knew that he was in the outfit because he was in my platoon. But one night- 

This was before any assignment overseas; this was stateside. We had just 

come in from a firing range. All the weapons had been inspected, all the 

ammunition had been cleared, and that's something that really has to be- It's 

a very systematic clearance action when you come from a firing range, 

because you wouldn't want a soldier to end up with a weapon and 

ammunition who might have had a tough day, who might be having some 

problem, or to have a gun that has potential to be a weapon in grip.To explain 

to a civilian how severe one day can be sometimes for a guy in basic training is 

impossible at times. I mean, some of the things that are put on you to get 

done have you believing you are more than human, because it takes more 

than human strength to get through some of the things. And after you've had 

one of those long, severe days, and then you come back into the barracks to 

clean up your weapons and to clean up your body and your being and prepare 

for the next day- It's impossible to explain that to anyone unless you've been 

through it.On this particular day we had one of those really impossible days, 

and we were in the barracks. All of a sudden an officer comes in and screams. 

Everybody's up at attention, and he said, "You have exactly twenty minutes to 

get everything in this barracks perfect, including yourself," and left. And then, 

right after that, three sergeants came in and reinforced what he had just told 

us,meaning that we were getting ready for a white-glove inspection. "You're 

dirty, the weapons are dirty, the floors are dirty." And when they do this 

white-glove inspection, they come in, and anywhere that that officer puts his 

hand, he does not want to get one stain on his glove. If that's on the butt of 

your weapon, if that's underneath your bed- So you've got to have a G.I. party, 

and that's a very severe top-to-bottom cleanup campaign. You do that all the 

time, but, I mean, to get everything perfect, right? So being that I was a 

platoon leader at the time, I had to get everybody popping. I mean, every man 

has to have an assignment, and that assignment has to be carried out to the 

tee, and you got twenty minutes to do that. You are a part of the assignment. 

Your personal presentation has to be all squared away. You have to be 

perfectly shaved and creased and everything. No matter how you do that, 

you've got to do it. Right? So we were working. Everybody is going crazy. Soap 

and mops and brooms are all over the place, and everybody's polishing and 

squaring away bunks and lockers. We're hustling, because they can keep you 

up all night if you don't carry out the assignment.So I was mopping and giving 
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orders to various people, because I was a platoon leader, and I felt the 

presence of someone standing behind me. I turned around, and here is this 

little guy, blond crew cut, steel blue eyes, man, and he looks like a little weight 

lifter. He was real stocky, like a triangle standing on the vertex, and he says, 

"Where I come from, goddamn black-ass nigger ain't never told me to do one 

goddamn thing!" And this is early on in basic training. All of a sudden I could 

not see. The sky got purple; I didn't care where I was or what was going down. 

I swung on the guy-and I'm not supposed to do that, man, because I am an 

active commissioned officer at the time, and just active because I am in basic 

training-and I hit him, and it didn't phase him. And I hit him and he hit me and 

we were- All the guys got around us. They understood what the circumstances 

were. They knew that we didn't have any time to be fighting, but we were 

fighting, man, and that was the toughest guy that I ever jumped on in my life! 

There was nothing- I wasn't winning and he wasn't winning. We were just 

fighting! [laughter] So when they pulled us apart, he was bleeding, I was 

bleeding, but we finished the barracks. And when the officers came back in, 

everybody was standing tall, very tall.But after that night, this guy came over 

to me later on and said, "I'm sorry." He said, "Where I came from, my parents 

always taught me that you guys were no good." This was several weeks later, 

and he said, "I like you, man, as a person." He said, "I don't know nothing 

about no niggers." Right? Like that, because that was the terminology that he 

grew up with. So we had good talks about what he couldn't say if he wanted 

to keep his ass intact. I mean, "What you just can't say, man- You'll get killed. 

You dig? Because some of these cats are crazy, man." I said, "You're talking to 

me. You know what I mean." He said, "We just got into a fight, right?" 

[laughter] So he became a very close friend to a lot of the other guys. So you 

forget what color you are.The camaraderie does that and all. You are just real 

good buddies in time who get some impossible jobs done. You don't worry 

about what color anybody is when it starts to working. I mean, you are going 

to run into those clashes if my outfit out in the city encounters another outfit- 

Like you're a group of soldiers and over there is a group of marines. Every now 

and then there might be a clash; that's natural. But otherwise we worked out 

ourselves through a period that, at times, could be rather severe, and maybe I 

was a better person for it. I'd sit sometimes at tables, and across from you 

would be a person staring at you who maybe had never sat with blacks 

before.There was a young man named Jackson, a young white man named 
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Jackson, who did not know how to use utensils, knives and forks. He hated us 

because we were blacks, simply because we were blacks, and he didn't know 

how to use a shower! They'd scare him to death because he never could get 

the water adjustment right. And later on in time-now, he was a reasonably 

intelligent person but just unfacilitated in certain other ways-he became a 

champion person in terms of just being human. You know what I mean? But as 

raw material, when he first started to live around and work around black 

soldiers, he just hadn't had that experience. 

Smith 

A lot of your sergeants, the lifers, weren't they southerners? 

Outterbridge 

Many of them were, but not necessarily, not always. There were a lot who 

were southerners. 

Smith 

But regardless, perhaps there's- 

Outterbridge 

Some of those guys were great guys, just great people, and there were asses. 

It went both ways. And especially a sergeant that has the responsibility in 

creating hardness and toughness and- You know, those guys, they have to go 

through it. I mean, they have to be dirty guys at times. Right? Later on, you 

become friends, after you get through it all. They're some of the best friends 

that you can have because they know. I mean, you meet some impossible 

people, guys that you will never see out here in civilian life that are just- Man. 

Smith 

Because I'm wondering, in terms of the NCOs and the commissioned officers- 

Outterbridge 

Racists in many cases. 

Smith 

But they had to implement this integration. They had to exist in- 
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Outterbridge 

Oh, yes. Well, many of them- See, many of those sergeants- Now, the military, 

when they started to do the integration, a lot of the training personnel were 

Third World people, too. You know, you had sergeants who were black and 

who had a lot of military experience and who were some of the best and who 

had been in the military, so they were part of that cadre as well. That level had 

to be integrated as well. The ranks above, they had to be integrated no matter 

what, let alone the lower field ranks and all. When somebody else's life and 

your life depends on someone else's assumption of whatever the 

responsibility is, then issues change a great deal. When you're white and 

you're from the South and your very life depends on how well I know what I'm 

doing in relationship to what you're doing, then you become one person 

almost. You see what I mean? It becomes just that way. When a soldier is well 

trained, he is well trained. It doesn't matter. And the collective machinery 

works with all the components inputted. A platoon is a platoon. If I am a 

machine gunner-and I was for a period of time-if I've got more firepower as a 

weapons specialist than you have and I'm supposed to cover your flanks, then 

your very life depends on my efficiency in the fact that- I've got to survive, but 

if I'm going to survive, I can only survive if we survive as a whole unit. You see 

what I mean? It gets to be real- No questions asked. You just carry out 

whatever the given is. Not only does it bring to the individual and to the 

collective a closeness and a camaraderie, many units become like a person. 

Like a person. And guys keep in touch with each other after they go back and 

get out. And that goes on for a long time. There's nothing quite like that 

experience.I simply don't believe in war as a tool. The era then was different 

from what it is now in terms of the-Whatever the esprit de corps is from a 

civilian point of view, that simply does not exist anymore. I think the Vietnam 

conflict had a lot to do with turning public support away from the issue that 

involved the military conquest. Very early on, as a young soldier, I started to 

feel not good about things like skirmishes that you started to recognize as 

being closely associated with industry, war as an industry. I started to see that 

kind of thing, and I suspected that at times when I was very young. But a 

campaign, or those issues that generated mass production of big budgets and- 

It's almost like saying for us to sell weapons there has to be a war or campaign 

somewhere. But just the very nature of how inhumane one has to be at times 

is something that changes your understanding of how complex issues and life 
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itself gets to be. I think in the military, also, you get a clearer understanding of 

how precious everyone's life is and how precious the whole concept and 

notion of life is, whether you are dealing with the human or an animal or- The 

powerlessness that you begin to equate with- Today I'm talking to you, this 

minute I'm talking to you, and the next moment you are just a skull draining 

out or just a bag of bones that they label and carry away or a little girl that 

ends up being a carcass laying in the street. It just brings another dimension 

into the person. 

Smith 

In Germany, was it-? I'm trying to think how to phrase this. Was your main 

enemy in Germany the Soviet army on the other side of the Iron Curtain? Was 

it considered likely that you were going to have to fight the Soviets while you 

were in Germany? 

Outterbridge 

I didn't think so. I got assignments that were right on the border at times in 

some of the campaigns that we became involved in. There were a lot of areas 

that were off limits to American troops. Because I transported ammunition, I 

got, in many cases, to go through zones that were controlled by the East, and 

there was a very obvious difference in tone, the disposition of people, the 

upkeep of cities and property, that kind of thing. You could see the contrast 

right away.I met quite a few Russian people at times, and soldiers even, in 

traveling. I had orders to jump on a train anytime that I needed to go into 

another part of the country as an ammunitions specialist, which was rather 

unique. I didn't have to buy a ticket or anything like that. I could just get on a 

train. And later on we were able to wear civilian clothes. That was another 

thing. The people who worked for whatever the spy agencies were from the 

Russian side. 

Smith 

Maybe the KGB. 

Outterbridge 

I guess I didn't know that much about it, except I know that we were well 

instructed at times as to how to detect and how to determine when a 
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conversation was going too far and getting into crucial areas. You know, 

people talk to you on trains, and some of the most beautiful women in the 

world sometimes would come and sit by you and start up conversations. Many 

times they would be genuine people who simply wanted to say hello and, "I 

never saw an African-" You know. You meet people like- Then many times 

they would be spies during that period.One thing that was interesting to me 

when I was in Germany at that particular time was the kinship that 

was discovered sometimes by American soldiers who had families in Germany. 

Here you are, an American in Germany, and you encounter relatives from 

long-lost relatives, so to speak. That happened to a lot of people. I mean, it's 

not a surprise, but it did happen to quite a few people. One thing that I could 

not understand too readily when I went there was the quaint knowledge that 

they held on who we were as Americans. People would ask you things like, 

"Are you dark because you had spent great moments in the sun in Africa?" 

You'd be sitting sometimes, and children would want to come and- Especially 

when you learned to speak. As I said before, I used to go out into the cities 

and paint a lot, and I'd go into regions that soldiers didn't get into to paint-the 

small, quaint villages that were just uniquely sashayed about the place. And at 

times I have had as many as thirty, thirty-five children and others just standing 

around to touch your hair, to ask questions about your skin, and just to get 

acquainted. And that was in Germany, right? In the fifties. You were lucky if 

you could speak some, and you ended up having a host of just more than 

friends at times.This was also during the period when there many, many 

homeless people. Children, teenagers, and others who- Right after the war, 

the cities had not come back together, even though you could see them 

growing. When I went there, there were many of the metropolitan areas that 

were still bombed out, and there were people staying in cars and basements 

and parks in the summer and all that kind of thing, and stray children all over 

the place. We found ourselves as soldiers at times, many of the soldiers-not all 

of the soldiers-being very concerned about the young people and being very 

concerned about the kids. You know what I'm saying? You'd have almost like 

mascots. You'd take kids in and do whatever you could do. We didn't 

understand the attitudes of some of the older soldiers at times, "They were 

still enemies" and da, da, da. We couldn't do that because they were- A 

ballerina dancer was a ballerina dancer. A fine pianist is a fine pianist. Getting 

to know customs, getting to know how human all of us need to be at given 
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times, it was easy to meet those people. I had a lot of friends who helped me 

with my German and who I helped with their English, and because of that- Not 

just me but a lot of soldiers were just that way during that time.There was a 

good friend of mine, Fritz. Fritz was a mechanic, a fine mechanic, with a 

beautiful family. At times I used to do signs for his business. He generally 

worked on a great variety of cars, but basically I think it was the Mercedes-

Benz that he worked on a great deal, not just mechanical things but 

restoration. One day Fritz invited me over to his storage area and he said, "I've 

got something for you." He said, "I really want you to enjoy this." I didn't know 

what he was talking about-Fritz was always coming up with good, old, aged 

wine and great dinners and all that kind of thing-and he unveiled a 1949 

Mercedes-Benz 170V. It was like brand-new, classic. A car that was impossible 

to touch over here, and this was maybe in 1953. And he said, "This is yours." It 

was for- I had to pay something for it, but it was almost like given to me, and I 

was able to- With that car- This was a tiny little four-cylinder Mercedes-Benz 

of 1949. Impossible, too beautiful. I shipped it back to the U.S. later. At that 

time, you could ship an automobile for $1.15, and that was to pay for German 

port handling fees. That's all it cost you to send a car back to the country if you 

were in the military and if you held a certain rank. [laughter] 

Smith 

How long were you in Germany? 

Outterbridge 

Just about three years. 

Smith 

'Fifty-two to '55? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Yes, I think I went- It was almost three years, roughly. 

Smith 

Did you go to museums and that sort of thing? 

Outterbridge 



54 
 

Oh, yes. See, I went to France and didn't get a lot of time. I guess I didn't take 

a lot of time to travel to a lot of countries, because of what I was doing at the 

time, but every now and then I'd just take an excursion. One thing that I 

learned in Europe was the network of rail transportation was very efficient. 

Going from Germany to France was like taking Amtrak, going from L.A. to San 

Francisco or something. I sort of fell in love with cities like Paris and other 

cities in the area. I wanted to go to school in France, and I gave that a lot of 

thought, but I didn't speak French. I got accepted, as a matter of fact, to a 

school in Paris- 

Smith 

What school was that? 

Outterbridge 

I think it was- The school that I was trying to get in was École des Beaux- 

Smith 

Oh, École des Beaux-Arts? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. I was struggling, and I was discouraged simply because the language 

would have been a big problem. 

Smith 

The big art school on the Seine. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. But there were all kinds of other smaller academies that people were 

saying that, "If you get in this school and manage to stay for a while, then you 

can transfer into-" Right? I think I would have worked a little harder at that if I 

had not been so young and so encouraged by my mother to make my 

presence known again.I was going to get a discharge, stay in Europe for a 

while, and go to school, because I had been painting quite a bit. I just loved 

the city of Paris because of everything being so accessible to the arts, the 

great museums and that kind of thing. I don't know, I thought it would be 

great if I could have stayed for a time. 
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Smith 

It sounds like while you were in Germany, that's when you made the decision 

that you were going to become- You made the career choice to be an artist. 

Outterbridge 

Well, you see, I never deserted myself. First of all, I should say I never saw art 

as career potential. It was just something that I had to do like you have to eat. 

You have to- My parents never told me or any of us that we would have 

problems if we pursued the arts. They never indicated that at all. It was always 

somebody else. You know what I mean? People in my hometown didn't do 

things like that. I encountered that at A and T. There were people in 

engineering who said, "Wow, you are going to do very well here." Then there 

would be Dr. Taylor, who discovered the fact that I could paint, or he had 

heard about my work once I was on campus. He would always say, "I sure 

would like you to get into this department." He said, "You'll do well here." 

Smith 

He was in the art department? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, he was. And then there was Professor Pierce who- As soon as I got on the 

campus, I was in the choir, and I came from a school that had a reasonably 

well respected choir tradition. The a cappella choir. That was serious business, 

well discipined, and your repertoire was pretty expansive. So when I got on 

campus, I tried out for the college choir. The first audition, I got accepted right 

in. It was very competitive at the time, but everybody from my high school 

that was on campus that year, we got right in the choir. We knew we had 

confidence because we came from a well-disciplined program. Not only did I 

get in the choir that first year, but I got in a quartet and an octet. Right? And 

the choir did a lot of traveling, so you were making choices as to how you 

were going to really develop your program. 

Smith 

But it sounds like you were initially interested in having something to do with 

airplanes and flight, and then somewhere along the line you switched over to 

the fine arts and on a full-time basis. 
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Outterbridge 

Even though there were the airplanes and the building of things, there was 

also always the art. I decorated my aircraft and finished my aircraft so finely 

because I had nurtured painting early in my life. The person who introduced 

aircraft to me, in terms of model building, was my brother-in-law, who is 

today a very, very active aircraft engineer, technical engineer, who problem-

shoots all kinds- He spends a lot of time in Germany. He spends a lot of time in 

Japan. I mean, he travels a lot, because he was a person who knew that-

Maybe I should say this: When I was a kid, we did not always have money to 

buy model airplanes and things like that, so my model airplanes at first were 

made out of cardboard. People saw them and thought they came from the 

store because they just weren't crammed together. They were real slick. And 

my mother, one of her habits, one of her very precious habits, was to dip 

snuff. Snuff came in little containers, little cardboard containers that were 

very elaborate. They had metal bottoms, and they were well illustrated on the 

side. I don't know what the company was, but it was a little round container 

made out of cardboard, and the snuff flavors were neatly packaged in those. 

Well, when she'd empty one of those, that always became the cowling or the 

housing for the face of the aircraft. I'd fashion everything else from the snuff 

box carton. I'll make one of those sometime and show you how they were put 

together. But people used to buy those as Christmas gifts when I was kid. I 

used to make them and paint them up very nicely, and they actually looked 

like a toy that came from the store. They were walkabout aircraft. They had 

little propellers that moved, and you simply walked down the sidewalk and 

rrrrrr! But people used to love them, and they collected them. Those were my 

first airplanes.My brother-in-law was also into electronics in high school. 

When he was in high school, of course, I was way down in grammar school, 

but I used to marvel at him. I used to go to his garage and watch all of his dials 

jump around and all these electrical sounds that he had in his workshop. He 

always had good sound in his workshop. He was a person who collected a lot 

of albums, European classical music and jazz. That was a long time ago, but 

that was his music. And he had one electronic device [a tone generator] in his 

work area that had a knob on it, and when you turned the knob, you got a 

whistling sound that said, [sings] "Da-a-a-a," and you'd turn it, and it would go 

up to a high pitch and then come back. I used to try to make music with that. I 

thought that was an instrument or could be an instrument of some sort. 
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Smith 

But, still, while you were in the army, you made a decision to- 

Outterbridge 

No, I did not. He introduced model airplanes to me. I had an interest in 

airplanes all along, but at the same time everybody knew me as a kid, as a 

little guy, who drew a lot, who painted a lot. I had an uncle who used to help 

me with my drawing a great deal. He was a harmonica player, and his name 

was Uncle Chester. He could draw, so he was one of my early instructors. But 

that was something that was so natural and so much a part of me. It's like 

when you have difficulty speaking, you find another way to communicate, and 

maybe that was the way that I spoke. That was when I had my power, when I 

drew, when I painted. That was something you simply couldn't take from me 

no matter what else I did. You see, I was always that, and the only reason that 

I studied engineering when I went to school, that first year, was to 

substantiate myself and maybe to lay the foundation for having something 

that I'm told by everyone might have some stability about it. Because I would 

always be able to paint and maybe to study later on and that kind of thing. 

Right? At fifty-six years old, I wish I had time to enroll in some courses to get 

some update on so many things that are happening today, and in time I'll do 

that. But I knew that art was something that would always be part of the 

adrenalin. I didn't make a decision to go into art. I knew that I'd never leave it. 

Smith 

Let's go- You're in the army. Part of the reason you went into the army was 

the G.I. Bill of Rights to- What were your thoughts about the school that you 

wanted to go to? 

Outterbridge 

I wanted to think. I was thinking in terms of getting a discharge whenever that 

would occur, not reenlisting as everybody thought I was going to do. The 

superior officers that I had, they always encouraged me to make a career out 

of it. I kind of led them to believe that I'd do that so that I'd get breaks here 

and there. And then, when it came time for me to get a discharge, I got a 

discharge. Right? [laughter]I didn't have a lot of money at the time. Most of 

the money that I earned in the military, which wasn't very much, I sent that 
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home, because I had brothers and sisters who were in school. My younger 

brothers and sister were two and three in school at the same time, like Freddy 

[Outterbridge] and Marvin [Outterbridge]. Freddy was on campus at A and T 

and so was my brother Marvin. Both of them were studying art. Right? And 

Freddy was Jesse Jackson's roommate during that time they went to school. At 

the same time, my brother Freddy, who is now in North Carolina and who 

organizes art programming for the county of Pitt County, North Carolina- 

Marvin, who is about a year and a half younger than Freddy, taught art in the 

[Greensboro, North Carolina] public school system for thirteen years-excellent 

printmaker and painter. I was concerned as I could be about them, and I had a 

secret arrangement with my parents. I said, "Anything that I send home that 

you need to use to help hold things together-" Because it was tough for them. 

That's how I let them use my money, and I always kept out a little bit for 

spending money, for change. I didn't need much while I was there in the 

military. They gave you a cigarette ration if you smoked. I didn't smoke, so I 

used to give those to the guys or sell them. I used to give them away, and later 

on I learned how to sell them! And I didn't drink that much at all, so I didn't 

have any habits that took a lot of expense.When I got a discharge, when I was 

discharged in 1955, I decided that I would not go back to A and T, but I'd go 

away and live in a city like Chicago and try to get in one of the schools there. 

So I chose the American Academy of Art in Chicago, which I entered, I think, in 

1956. 

Smith 

Was it the school that attracted you? Or did you want to go to Chicago as a 

city? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I wanted to go to school. I wanted to go to an art academy. And at the 

same time, I had a couple of friends who lived in Chicago, friends that I had 

graduated with, friends who had similar interests. Larry Tadd was one. He was 

an engineer working for North American Rockwell [Corporation] at the time 

and going to school, but he had also been a person extremely interested in 

art. Most of the guys that I graduated with from high school, we teamed our 

thinking a great deal. So when they went to Virginia Beach to work, we went 

as a team to work. We did things like that. When Larry was already situated 
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pretty well in Chicago, he stayed in communication with me. He said, "When 

you get a discharge, you can come here and live and probably get a good part-

time job and go to school."And that's what I did. I went to Chicago, got a part-

time job working in a machine shop learning to operate things like a die cast 

and punch press. You know, just working in the general machine shop and 

going to school at night. Eventually, I started to think about a much more 

substantial job, trying to get into civil service with the Chicago Transit 

Authority, because they made it not too difficult for people to go to school. I 

still had in mind helping the family by sending money to them all the time, 

because we had all these people in school and getting ready to graduate and 

to go to school. Because I had a young sister, Jackie [Outterbridge Parks], who 

is quite an educator today, and I quietly sent money to my mother and father 

to help her with her education, even though she, later on, got a scholarship 

that helped her with a master's program and all of that. But Chicago was a 

good city in terms of being able to work, live, and eventually study. 

1.5. Tape Number: III, Side OneNovember 1, 1989 

Smith 

What I wanted to do today was get back to your family. You've mentioned 

your brothers and sisters a number of times, and I thought we ought to go 

through them, starting with your oldest sister, get the names, the years they 

were born, and, in a brief kind of way, what's happened to them. 

Outterbridge 

My oldest sister, Ivory May Wilson now, is a dynamic influence in my life and 

in the life of all of her sisters and brothers. She's eight years older than I, and if 

I'm fifty-six, this means that she is sixty-four. Right? And she just retired from 

thirty-five years of teaching in the Neptune, New Jersey, school district. Just a 

dedicated, ingenious educator. 

Smith 

Elementary and secondary? 

Outterbridge 
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All, but primarily high school, I think, in her latter years. Just retired two years 

ago. 

Smith 

What subject did she teach in high school? 

Outterbridge 

I think home economics. 

Smith 

Do you recall why she moved to New Jersey? 

Outterbridge 

She's lived there for years and years and years. I really don't know- I think it 

might have had a great deal to do with the career of her husband, my brother-

in-law, who got me started on some things as a kid. 

Smith 

He was the electronics guy? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Yes, and he also built models, too. 

Smith 

What's his name? 

Outterbridge 

Frank Wilson, Jr., the engineer. A great guy. They were always together. They 

graduated from high school together, and, yes, he was- If you met him right 

now, you would love him to death. He's just a wonderful person. So Ivory is 

the oldest, and then I'm the second of the brood.My brother just under me, 

Warren Brooks Outterbridge, is one of the most creative people that I've ever 

known in my life. He is an artist in his own right. He's a designer of billboards, 

supergraphics-he does that kind of thing. He's also a model builder. He just did 

a model of the high school that we graduated from for the alumni and- A 

military person with a lot of experience. 
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Smith 

How much younger? When was he born? 

Outterbridge 

I think Warren is about a year and a half under- I think a year and a half in our 

age difference. Warren is a person who has a lot of innovativeness in his 

thinking when it has to do with almost everything. That's the way we all see 

him: an eccentric person who has toned down a great deal. He was the one 

who ended up with a flying license also because of his military experience. He 

was in the air force for four years and in the navy for four years. 

Smith 

And he became a pilot? 

Outterbridge 

No, he didn't become- He became a private pilot, but he was a crash crew 

chief for eight years in the military, meaning that he is very efficient in terms 

of rescue procedures and first- Paramedic of a sort, extensively so. The kind of 

person that, if anything happens of a traumatic nature around him, he knows 

precisely what to do. He's like that, but also a very creative designer. Designed 

packaging for pharmaceutical firms for a number of years, so I don't know- 

Smith 

Did he stay in North Carolina? 

Outterbridge 

He lives in North Carolina. 

Smith 

In Greenville? 

Outterbridge 

Greenville, sure. I wish I could have stayed, too. 

Smith 

You would have missed out on Los Angeles. 
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Outterbridge 

And then right under Warren, I think two years in their age difference, is 

Gloria. Gloria is a- 

Smith 

What's her last name? 

Outterbridge 

Koka. She married a young man from Sierra Leone and- But I think, yes, they 

were divorced a few years ago. Gloria is a clerical specialist working at one of 

the universities, I believe, at home. Then next to Gloria would be Freddy 

Outterbridge, just Freddy. Freddy is an artist-educator. He works for the Pitt 

County school district and works with coordinating art programming 

throughout the county and that kind of thing. And he still lives in Greenville. 

Graduated from A and T.Then, next to Freddy-I think there's about a year and 

a half difference in their ages-is Marvin [Outterbridge]. Marvin is kind of an 

entrepreneur who got a little tired of putting up with all the rigidity of the 

educational system, of the school district that he worked in. I think he was a 

very gifted educator, not because he's my brother, but that was the 

reputation that he had. He was a good teacher. He was a high-school art 

teacher and primarily a painter, sculptor. I think Freddy's discipline was in the 

area of sculpture, but he ends up applying it from an educational point of view 

and working with the school system in that way. Marvin, who's just under him, 

taught for thirteen years, and then he decided to kind of come out and work 

with the private industry sector as- He's got a lot of ideas, and he doesn't like 

to get tied down too much. He stays very busy with formulating 

entrepreneurships and all.And then, under Marvin, there's Jackie- 

Smith 

That's Jacqueline? 

Outterbridge 

No, Jackie Outterbridge [Parks]. And Jackie is a very dedicated educator. She 

works at a secondary school at- I believe her level is elementary school grade 

levels, and she's a principal-administrator. I think she's about to become a 

principal. Her husband's a principal. 
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Smith 

What's her husband's name? 

Outterbridge 

Fred. Fred Parks. Frederick Parks. He just retired. He's a very interesting man 

and just retired. They were working at the same school, I believe, and Jackie 

might become a principal.And then the baby is Robert Outterbridge, who lives 

in Washington, D.C. No, he really lives in Maryland, in Silver Springs, Maryland. 

And Robert works for the post office. He's been a postal employee for a 

number of years but is also a fine musician, too. So he plays every now and 

then in clubs around Washington, D.C., and in the military he was in special 

service as a musician. 

Smith 

A jazz musician? Or blues? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, blues, jazz. And he's good. 

Smith 

What instrument does he play? 

Outterbridge 

Trombone, drums, piano, sings. 

Smith 

Were there family traditions about your family history? Did your family 

originally come from North Carolina? Were there stories about the slavery 

period? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I wish that- You know, when you are growing up around someone as 

magnificent as a mother [Olivia Northern Outterbridge] who you love very 

much, you listen a lot sometimes. You don't ask a lot of questions. My 

mother's mother, whom I knew at twelve and thirteen years old- My 

grandmother died when I was about twelve or thirteen, but I got to know her 
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very, very well. She was Cherokee Indian from the area of North Carolina, a 

very beautiful woman who still carried on many of her traditions in terms of 

herb collecting, beads. She made the necklaces that were a tradition with the 

Cherokee. She wore the garb when we were kids, and her name was 

Northern. So my mother talked about, all the time, her father and how she 

grew up with a basket-weaver father and grew up assisting him with rattan 

stripping that they actually made from logs. They didn't go and buy- 

Smith 

Was he African-American or Cherokee? 

Outterbridge 

My grandfather was probably African-American, mixed like we all are, I guess. 

They say he was Irish, and you can tell that from- I'd have to research that 

closer. He was mixed, but I know he was a basket weaver and- 

Smith 

What tradition of basket weaving was he-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, traditions that were prevalent in that region of North and South Carolina 

at the time. He made furniture, also, but he was a popular basket weaver of 

the period, I understand. My father [John Ivory Outterbridge] grew up in 

North Carolina, as my mother did, and I believe his relatives came from further 

east, that kind of thing. He was an illegitimate child who was kind of- Not 

deserted, but sent to North Carolina to some extent and had to forge for 

himself. I never met his father, but one or two times my grandfather, who 

was, I understand, a very progressive man who was into business and- I 

believe my father's father came from Baltimore, Maryland, and as a kid I 

remember him faintly years ago. But my father was taken in by my mother's 

family, and my mother and father grew up together and were married very 

early. She was sixteen, I believe, and he was about twenty or something like 

that when they were married. So my grandmother, or my mother's mother, 

was like my father's mother, also. My grandmother lived with us, of course. 

Smith 
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Were there traditions going back before your grandparents, did you know? Or 

were there traditions going back to the Civil War period or to the slavery 

period? 

Outterbridge 

See, my father was the one who was the historian. My father never forgot 

anything, nobody. He knew when everybody was born. He knew all their 

names and where they went. I wish that I had talked to him more about things 

like that. My mother, on the other hand, was a person who kept little neat 

notes about things and clippings and all those kinds of things. 

Smith 

But the Outterbridge side of the family then came from Maryland originally, 

you said, from Baltimore? 

Outterbridge 

I think so-from New York and from Baltimore. I'd like to know more about that 

myself. Somebody wrote a book about the name, and I never got that book 

myself. It seems that in the city of Philadelphia there's an Outterbridge 

reunion, a big one, every year, and in North Carolina, Williamston, there's an 

Outterbridge reunion, and it's well documented. But I don't think my father, 

being an illegitimate Outterbridge, was part of that network, even though we 

have a lot of relatives in Philadelphia.Anytime there is an Outterbridge, it's 

always a relative. We haven't missed that yet! So when I lived in Chicago there 

was an Outterbridge, Les Outterbridge, who is a fireman-model-photographer, 

and he looks like Freddy, my brother. Les Outterbridge lives in Chicago, and 

he's been out here a few times. We always hook up when he comes out this 

way, and it seems that- Another relative that I didn't know when I was there. I 

knew that there was one in the phone book. There were about two 

Outterbridges, and he was the other person. I never got to know him when I 

was in Chicago. I met him when he came out here to visit his mother. When I 

moved here and started to get into exhibits, this lady called me one day and 

said, "My name is Lillian Outterbridge, and I bet we are related in some way," 

and that kind of thing. When her son came to visit her from Chicago, I met Les 

Outterbridge, who is one of those relatives. I'd like to know more about my 

father's side of the family and also my mother's side of the family.I knew that 
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my mother's mother had a sister, a very beautiful- They were both just 

beautiful women, spiritually and otherwise. Her name was Mamie, Aunt 

Mamie. She did not look Indian to me. She looked more Caucasian to me. She 

was a very fair, green-eyed, soft-spoken, tall woman. We lived in the house 

that she left for- My family lives in the house that she left the family some 

years ago. 

Smith 

I have one other question. How did your folks feel about you going into the 

service? Did it bother them? Or were they supportive? 

Outterbridge 

No, they thought it was a decision that would support how I wanted to build 

my life. From a very early age my father encouraged us to make our own 

decisions about things, to kind of think for yourself and all. 

Smith 

Of course, it was during the Korean War, so you were taking a calculated risk. 

Outterbridge 

I was taking a risk, yes, but then I had the kind of family upbringing that taught 

me that life was always something that was always in the hands of a 

much greater force, that life was always something that really belonged to the 

whole concept of God and that we don't govern our days, anyway. I mean, we 

participate. I got that impression early from my mother, from my father, that 

they placed their faith in the treasure that it is a blessing to live. I still believe 

that very strongly. I think that life is too precious to stuff into two shoes in 

sixty-five years, but that it is something that is a continuum. 

Smith 

Part of the reason I was asking was because there's a debate amongst 

historians in Afro-American history as to what degree the black community 

was motivated by patriotic sentiment. 

Outterbridge 

They were more than patriotic; they were always supportive, always the 

believers- Like when I said as children we had a lot of flags come back to the 
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community. These were noble people, they were noble people. I think there's 

a myth- The black family tradition was stronger than many people think. There 

were big families, and they were always very, very close.I am saying generally 

in the South and the people that we knew, that I knew, along the eastern 

seaboard. If you were in the South, Southeast, when that migratory period 

introduced itself years ago, most of those people who went to Harlem and 

made up the excitement of that community came from the region that I grew 

up in, like Virginia, North Carolina, and that whole- Washington, D.C., 

Richmond [Virginia], there's a lot of rich history in there, South Carolina, down 

the way. When you think in terms of people that grew up in the region that I 

came from, it's kind of phenomenal at times to know that Billy Taylor was a 

hometown person of a short distance away, as was John Coltrane and people 

like Thelonius Monk. That the region that they come from- That these are 

conceptualists in terms of music, but I think the region was rich with whatever 

the traditions were, and there were always fine craftspeople around.I grew up 

on a street, Fleming Street, across the street from Fleming Street School, and 

in the spring and the summer they had their great craft fairs. And I used to 

marvel when I was a kid. I'd walk up and down the sidewalk and look at all 

these handcrafted things, like, not all functional. The folk artists were very 

prevalent people who built whole villages out of matches and toothpicks or 

twigs. I was always fascinated with these villages made out of twigs. People 

just did things like that then. People made wagons, they made the buckets 

that they used, and they always had enough to serve their own needs. But 

there were those who would share with other people in terms of whatever 

the little enterprise was. So I think that the influence of the region had a great 

deal to do with how we feel about what we do.I ended up doing art simply 

because I felt good about the things that influenced me: the things that I saw, 

the things that I heard, the things that I felt, the images that you wanted to 

hold onto. So art became that- It wasn't a business. It wasn't something that 

you knew would create salaries. I never thought about it in that way. It was a 

way of saying what I felt to other people. It was also a way for me to keep a 

journal about the things that were close: The long drives that my father used 

to take us and all the kids in the neighborhood on when I was a kid, because 

he had trucks and buses. The dumps that we used to go to, like years ago- 

Where I was, they had city dumps that people would take things to to discard. 

Anytime that you would go way, way out in the countryside to these dumps, 
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they always had hordes and hordes of vultures around, because there would 

be carcasses of horses and things. When you are a kid, that's monstrous. You 

come and see all these giant birds screaming and tearing things apart. Because 

my father used to move things, he used to occasionally go to the dump. 

Anytime that he did that, he seemed to always make sure that we got a 

chance to go with him, because you saw things without being told all the time 

that this is this and this is that. My father was really one for that. He'd almost 

get you lost at times so you could find your way out! He was like that. He was 

a great guy.Mom was just the opposite. She was the one who would be- She'd 

caution everything but encourage it at the same time. So maybe if you call 

Ivory and talk to her a little bit about the family background, she would have 

some things intact. 

Smith 

Let's call it quits for today, and next time we will get into Chicago and the 

American Academy [of Art]- 

Outterbridge 

I don't remember a great deal about the American Academy except that there 

was one instructor, two instructors, that I would say that- In my life 

development, as it pertains to the arts, there are a few people who had strong 

influences on- Not so much how you render anything but how you care about 

what you do, right? And yourself. The first person was my mother and my 

father, sincerely so. They were people who taught you how to feel about what 

you are. My mother was very sensitive in that way, very independent. A good 

friend of my mother's was the first art teacher that I had in my life, who still 

lives in- I don't know how your process goes, but she's close to ninety now, I 

know. But she's very alert. She still travels. Her name is Madge B. Allen. 

Smith 

You mentioned her, yes. 

Outterbridge 

Wow! Dynamic, man. She lived in- She's a jewelry maker, and she dedicated 

her whole life to teaching. She took me under her wings early in my life. We 

were good friends, good friends. Not just another teacher, she was your other 
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mama! She lives in Trenton, New Jersey, and she keeps in touch with my sister 

[Ivory], who lives in Neptune, New Jersey.The other person at the American 

Academy, I don't know if he's still living, but he was a dynamic, sensitive man: 

Vernon C. Stakey. He was an illustrator who, at times, had commissions from 

[Saturday Evening] Post magazine and people like that. He always thought 

that I had a knack for illustration, and he used to encourage me to go to 

develop my discipline- To just move into some area of illustration. I wasn't so 

keenly interested in anything but being a good student, as best as I could do 

that.I always kind of felt out the philosophical roundness of the arts, not so 

much as wanting to be the best illustrator in the world or that kind of thing. I 

always saw art as a way of commenting on how the world is not and how it 

could be. I always thought that it could work that way and how it could 

challenge the change. And for some strange reason, I always thought that it 

might be a dynamic vehicle to clear yourself the way that we preach. It's like 

the way that we pray, so to speak. That's what art does for me. If I can't find 

the right prayer to clear myself, I'll do some art, and then- So if you never find 

the right prayer to comfort yourself with, this is a way you always challenge 

yourself, with the integrity of how art accommodates or that process, because 

art has a way of being anything that you choose for it to be at a given time. 

This way, it is really no special thing that somebody labels someone else an 

artist, because we all have the capacity to create in some way. 

Smith 

I happened to notice that you have a copy of Trumbull Park on the shelf there, 

the novel Trumbull Park by Claude Brown. Did you know Brown? 

Outterbridge 

No, not really. 

Smith 

But you know the situation? 

Outterbridge 

We keep a lot of things around here, you know. 

1.6. Tape Number: IV, Side OneNovember 20, 1989 
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Smith 

I had a couple of follow-up questions from last time, when you were in the 

service. One is very large, which is, what did you learn about America from 

being in the service and about being an American? Did you come away, when 

you left the service, with a different idea of what it meant to be an American? 

The symbol that America plays in the world? 

Outterbridge 

Well, that's really an interesting question. The military, to me, gave me some 

feeling before I entered in regard to America, because it wasn't very 

accommodating to African-Americans at the time, the black Americans, the 

Negro, as we were more readily called during that period of the fifties. As I 

told you before, I had a strong feeling and commitment to aircraft, wanting to 

go to flight school, or just wanting to be in the air force. At that particular time 

they had quotas, and the very fact that there were these controlling devices as 

to the number of blacks that were allowed in certain levels of the air force 

bothered me at a very early stage of my life. I was a very young person and 

aware of this difference. When I became strongly aware of it, I was a freshman 

at the [North Carolina] Agricultural and Technical [State] University in 

Greensboro, North Carolina, the very school where the sit-ins started a few 

years later. I wanted to go into the air force, but there was this tight quota, 

and it forced me to enroll or to volunteer for the army. So what I learned 

about America was something that I already knew about America. I guess it 

was reinforced as knowledge. Democracy was a good word in the dictionary, 

but, in actuality, it was not there. In the military that became very clear, 

because there were racist encounters. This was during the Korean conflict, 

and you started to question yourself as to why all this difference when all of us 

as soldiers were there for the same reason: to contest and to represent and to 

fight for and possibly to die for this truth serum that did not exist on the shelf 

at all.I think I went in shortly after the military started to integrate two armies, 

a black army and a so-called white army, whatever that meant. It's so strange, 

I mean, that it was the case. Maybe I'm not explaining myself very clearly 

here, but I was really disturbed about being subjected to that kind of 

difference and stress as a young soldier. If I learned anything, it was that 

hypocrisy was the overall statement in terms of the American way. I gained 

something from that experience as well. I always met individuals. Rather than 



71 
 

to generalize, I met young white soldiers who had the same concern that I did. 

I met young white soldiers who never had the opportunity to live around 

blacks, Negroes, niggers, and it was quite clear that sometimes, after those 

guys got to know you, they became your best friends. After they really got to 

know you, they would tell you things like, "My family raised me to know that 

you guys were not any good at all, that nobody could trust you." You'd hear 

that kind of thing. All of the crude situations that you found yourself in 

collectively- Camaraderie developed, because it was the whole team effort 

that was the military. Some of the whites that I encountered during the fifties 

that were from areas like the Deep South, the Delta region of Mississippi and 

states like that, I think they knew who we were. They couldn't help knowing 

who we were, in being southern whites, but at the same time, to live in close 

contact with us just brought out another disposition in the relationship. I met 

young white men who didn't know how to use utensils but yet still hated you 

simply because you were black. I met young white men who had a fear of 

using the shower, who simply did not know how to use the shower. They also 

hated you because you were black until circumstances at times might bring a 

change in their attitude. I'd have to talk about that at some other point to be 

clearer, but I did learn that we had a lot of growing to do.When I was 

discharged in 1955, I came back into this country just after the civil rights era 

started, and, again, it made you feel very sad, not for being who you were, but 

for the misunderstanding that was represented by Americanism, for the 

hypocrisy. You really started to feel sad about that because people in other 

countries- When you get a chance to live in another country, you have such a 

cherished ideal as a notion in regard to this country.Going into foreign 

communities, also, you find out the misinformation that has been carried 

abroad about the African-American, also. Like, when I was in Germany, the 

tales that had been told about African people, about blacks who must have 

always come from Africa, in the minds of people abroad. "Are you dark 

because there's so much sun?" You'd get questions like that. "Why is the 

texture of your hair so different? Is that because-?" Sometimes you didn't 

know quite what to say, but you ended up saying things like, "Because we're 

so old, maybe the difference is just the natural-" I mean, this was what I used 

to say all the time, "Maybe the difference is very necessary as a difference 

with plants and flowers and other animal types." I said, "We'd get pretty sad if 

there were gardens of roses only and if we didn't know the daffodil."Into the 
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subtleties that are not so subtle takes a little effort at times, because there is a 

much better picture. There's before the army, there is the army and the 

military, and then there's after. As I mentioned before, I really loved the 

hometown that I grew up in. If it had been- And I don't like to live with "has 

been" and "had been," because it was what it was, as it is what it is now. 

Whatever it is is the reality that we have to absorb and to adjust and to 

wrestle with.Growing up, I worked very hard as a kid, because I came from a 

community that had a strong work ethic. I think that's a black tradition. Not 

only did you work hard at whatever it was that you did, but you had faith in 

the work. Like I used to hear my father [John Ivory Outterbridge] say things 

like, "I'd like all you children to go to school, and the only thing that I know is a 

shovel and my trucks. I have faith in the earth, but I have faith in you because 

you are my children." Right? He used to speak that way. And he said, "I'll dig 

and I'll haul so that you will have a better life," because during the time that 

he grew up, blacks could only go through certain grade levels. I used to hear 

my mother [Olivia Northern Outterbridge] say that she graduated from high 

school by only going through the eighth grade. She was very sensitive. She was 

extremely creative and a good person to listen to. She loved her children very 

much. My father loved her very much because of what she represented.But, 

as I said before, the community that I grew up in had a strong, strong work 

ethic, and it had its own notion of integration. We had two family doctors, for 

example. There was Dr. Battle, who looked like a little battleship, dressed in 

pinstripe, with a small office that had the smell of medicine, the smell of a 

doctor's office. It was always very polished. He was the doctor who took care 

of all the nails in the foot, bad cuts-a good friend of the family. He always 

knew how to settle the kids down when you were scared to death because 

you were in the doctor's office, and he was a great one for dominoes and 

checkers, you see. It was a time when the doctors- Dr. Battle, who was 

respected in the community for his medical accommodation but also because 

he was about the community, was a person who was known and respected 

and loved. He was a tradition. It was nothing to see him, when the office 

wasn't too taxing, sit at Brooks Barnhill's corner store on a Pepsi-Cola crate 

playing dominoes, because that's where all the fellows were.And then there 

was Dr. Chriss. Dr. Chriss was a white doctor who had delivered most of my 

sisters and brothers. He was a specialist in that area. We were all born at 

home. But he knew our family like we knew our family. So it was nothing for 
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him to come in early in the morning sometimes and help fix his own breakfast. 

Right? That's the South. He'd help if my mother was about to have a child or 

something like that. I know, when I was a kid, I saw Dr. Chriss at times in the 

kitchen helping to get the breakfast together.You see what I'm saying? That 

was the way it was. So how do you leave a place that cares for what it is? How 

do you want to leave that? But, at the same time, when I graduated from high 

school, I was sensitive enough and old enough, even though I was eighteen or 

nineteen years old, to know that, for what I felt inside that I wanted to do, I 

might not find it here. So I left, as I had been leaving as a kid in the summer. I 

always ran away to work for the excitement of going someplace to work, for 

the excitement of making as much money as you could during the summer, 

saving it, and coming back home with your school clothes and saying to your 

daddy, "Hey, Daddy, here's $50." It made you feel very important. "Boy, you 

don't have to give me your sum of money, son, I-" You know what I mean. But 

you always, always wanted to leave something with the man that you 

respected, who taught you how to hustle, how to survive.[There were] men 

that would stand around and smoke strong cigars and strong pipes early in the 

morning before going out to whatever they did, and you were the kid, 

standing hip height, listening to everything, because everything that was said 

had a way of clinging.The question that you asked me before was how did the 

military- What impression did it give me about America? And the America that 

I'm speaking of right now is one that has somewhat escaped the America that 

was African very much, the America that was southern very much, the 

America that was somewhat haphazard as it struggled to be honest but had 

difficulty being as honest as the ideal that we read about. And I was very 

aware of that as a young person. The most painful awareness came to me 

when I tried to get into the military so that I could get the G.I. Bill, and it 

changed that day or those few weeks- It didn't change my life, but it gave my 

life a directive. 

Smith 

When you got out of the service, did you go back home to North Carolina? 

Outterbridge 

Momentarily, yes. 

Smith 
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Were you planning to stay there at that point? Or had you already made up 

your mind? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I wasn't planning to stay in North Carolina, because I was only taking up 

where I had left off. When I came back from the military, I had a lot of 

experience under my belt that I wouldn't be able to use out in civilian life. I 

was a soldier. I was hard. I had gathered some experiences that I couldn't 

share too readily because they were not useful out here. I was a military 

ammunitions, weapons specialist and heavy equipment operator, but more 

than that, I was a person who could then make decisions about my own needs 

and directions. In the military, you do gather the discipline of making decisions 

on the spot because you have to, and that becomes very useful. It's like a good 

football player who takes the attitude to win to be a good ball player. When 

you have a wall in the way that you have to knock down, you knock it down, 

right? When you need a door and there's no door, you walk through a wall if 

you have to. That kind of thing you corral.So when I came back from the 

service, I came back into an era of the civil rights movement that I had been 

hearing about overseas. Here it was now just beginning in 1955. It was 

beginning to be- It was the current issue, the tide, and I was a soldier 

returning, asking myself- This has to be unreal, because can you imagine that 

we weren't voting? Can you imagine people were beginning to die in the 

streets over here because we were reaching out to make America a better 

place not just for us but for everybody? That was on my mind when I came 

back. So I chose not to stay in North Carolina, but I chose to go away so I could 

meditate a little bit. I knew that I'd get in trouble if I stayed right in North 

Carolina. I knew I'd get in trouble- I would have been. I would have been in 

trouble. So I went into Chicago where I had friends. My aim was to go to 

school. I enrolled at the American Academy of Art, I think around 1956 and 

1957. 

Smith 

When did you go to Chicago? In '55? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. 
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Smith 

So you worked for a year before going to school? 

Outterbridge 

Nineteen fifty-five, latter part. No, it was '56. 

Smith 

Let's talk a little bit about the American Academy of Art, your teachers, the 

classes you took, the philosophy of the school. What kind of art were they 

promoting? 

Outterbridge 

Basically, it was a school that had a strong commercial art curriculum, 

rationale, but they also had a lineage of a fine arts academy. The staff was 

composed of scholars in the arts whom you read about, whom you could see 

in publication like- A person that I was very impressed with the first couple of 

years that I was there was Vernon [C.] Stakey, and for some reason he thought 

that I had the kind of talent that might- That I might become an illustrator. I 

wasn't interested in becoming an illustrator. I simply just- I mean, I was more 

interested in philosophy, I guess, just fine art.But the American Academy was 

convenient for the way that I was working when I was in Chicago. It was much 

easier for me to enroll in that school than it was for me to enroll in the [School 

of the] Art Institute of Chicago. I'd go over there and use the library and that 

kind of thing, but the American Academy of Art was just a convenient school 

for me to attend at the time because of its location, because of the tuition, 

and I also enjoyed the studio classes there, the way it was set up. And Vernon 

Stakey was one of my early influences at that school. I don't know where Mr. 

Stakey is now. There was another gentleman; I think his name was Van 

Brocklin. He was the life drawing studio specialist of a sort. These were the 

people that I used to talk to quite a bit. But that was a school of technique; 

that was a school that taught you how to use the tools; that was a school that 

was a sweatshop; that was a school that you had a lot of homework projects 

for; that was a school where you made chart after chart after chart to get into 

the color theory and all. 

Smith 
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So did you learn perspective? 

Outterbridge 

Well, all of those elements you exercised and you refined by repeating and 

repeating. It was a work house. And then, at one point, I tried to piece things 

together as best I could during that period, because living in Chicago and 

working and going to school was always good exercise. I always wanted to 

work, because I had a lot of younger brothers and sisters who were in school, 

and I wanted to help my father get them through school. So a lot of times they 

didn't know that I was sending money home. It wasn't for them to know. I sent 

that home to my parents, so I never really got a chance to be enrolled for 

extensive periods of time. I'd go to school for a year and then drop out and go 

to school part-time. And, you know, that is the way that I did it, because there 

was Freddy [Outterbridge], there was Marvin [Outterbridge], there was Jackie 

[Outterbridge Parks], and all of them were in college at about the same time. 

So helping with that upkeep was being the oldest son in the family. I mean, 

that was something that I just naturally did. 

Smith 

At this time from, say, '56 to, say, '60, while you were in Chicago, how were 

you learning about art history? Who were your favorite artists? Who were the 

artists that had emotional power to you? 

Outterbridge 

There were schools of thought and artist groups that had drawn a lot of 

respect from me. One of the most powerful periods to me was the French 

impressionist era. American expressionism also was another movement that 

sort of swayed- 

Smith 

You mean [Willem] de Kooning and [Jackson] Pollock? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Oh, yes, yes. A lot of guys- I hung out with a group of artists in Chicago. 

There was a West Side contingent and a South Side contingent. I was with the 

South Side contingent. And on the West Side we had a consultant, Margaret 

[R.] Burroughs, who is now the head of a very important museum there [Du 



77 
 

Sable Museum of African-American History]. She had a little house on 

Michigan [Avenue] and Thirty-third Street. And she had all the books. She was 

the person who had the things that you could not get at a lot of the schools at 

the time. Her shelves were stacked with the people you never heard about 

anyplace else, until you went to a house and to a library like hers. These were 

the black giants like- Who was Jacob Lawrence? Who was Charles [E.] White? 

Who was Archibald Motley [Jr.]? I started to read about Mr. Motley before I 

ran into him one day in Chicago in a gallery on the South Side that handled his 

work, a little shop. He was a beautiful man who just painted and painted. I got 

to know Archibald Motley, you know?But I think that the period that I was 

impressed with for a long time was that French impressionist period because 

of the attitude, because of difference, because they pulled away from the rigid 

influence of the academy. In other words, they looked for themselves and 

they went inside themselves, and not only did they do that as individuals but 

they did that as a collective. So I was with a group of artists in Chicago. We 

were all impressed by them, and we had a group of about seven or eight 

artists who opened a gallery on the South Side, a collective. We paid the rent 

and we did pretty exciting exhibits. 

Smith 

Who are some of the other artists? 

Outterbridge 

Wow, good grief! José Williams, who was a musician, artist, illustrator, who 

later went abroad to set up art schools for South American communities.There 

was Elliot Hunter, who was a student of LeRoy Neiman at the art institute. He 

was a young alcoholic who had too much talent, and he committed suicide. He 

drank himself to death simply because it wasn't just about painting to Elliot 

Hunter. It was really about seeking the truth. I mean, what is this life? What 

can I say with the spirit of myself through my work that will make a difference 

as we search? See, it wasn't just doing a painting with a lot of the guys during 

that period. With most artists, I think, it was like a challenge that seeks truth. 

Elliot Hunter was a good friend of mine, and we were all concerned about him, 

because not only was he a good painter, but he was a person who had no fear 

of living, just the challenge of life itself. He finally committed suicide, and we 

all felt very bad about that.Moses Rowe, a guru, a painter, a philosopher. 
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There was a young man- What was his name? Wow, a long time ago. [Andy] 

Anderson. Anderson was a Jackson Pollock before Jackson Pollock, but he was 

black. Nobody knew about him. He was doing what Pollock was doing well 

before that became sanctioned. And he was an older guy. He was older than 

we were, but he was very youthful. He'd be in his studio standing on a ladder 

fifteen feet up with his canvases on the floor and whoosh! "Oh! That's magic 

stuff. Look at that! Look at that, will you?" I mean, that was the way he was. 

To him, it was the whole magic of pigment making sound on canvas and 

accidentals that would happen just like in the music.We were in an area on 

the South Side where you could go in and grab a strong drink and sit and listen 

to John Coltrane, young John Coltrane, before anybody knew John Coltrane, 

right? It was just there. You'd go around the corner to the Cotton Club, and 

one night you'd be sitting there and they'd be bringing a blind musician up on 

stage. They'd introduce him not as Rahsaan Roland Kirk, but his other name, 

and there he was before everybody knew who this fine musician was who had 

all these instruments hanging around his neck and who couldn't see. You 

know, we were there where that was just the essence of the environment. So 

that had an impact on me, just as the impressionists did as a group of artists, 

as a school of thought, as an avantgarde approach to life-style, whether you 

paint, whether you make music, or whether you sit down and write poetic 

verse. I never separated these disciplines. I couldn't. A dancer was a painter to 

me at times, because she enticed my way of looking at movement. So I was 

fortunate enough to be with a group of artists who respected each other 

enough to introduce a pretty exciting gallery years ago on the South Side. 

Smith 

What was the name of the gallery and where on the South Side was it? 

Outterbridge 

Seventy-ninth [Street] and Cottage Grove [Avenue]. I think the name of the 

gallery was the Seventy-ninth Street Collective, something like that. 

Smith 

Did black newspapers like the Chicago Defender or the [Chicago] 

Courier promote black artists? 

Outterbridge 
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No, we didn't have anyone promoting black artists except Mrs. Burroughs, 

Margaret Burroughs, and she still is doing that today. She has a prominent 

museum. There was another person who was said to have introduced- And I'm 

sure she's recorded with the Library of Congress, because her gallery might be 

registered as the first black art gallery in the country. Her name- It was called 

Gayle's Gallery. 

Smith 

Was that Addison Gayle? 

Outterbridge 

Possibly so. It was on Sixty-third [Street] and Saint Lawrence [Avenue]. And 

the gallery that represented people like Archibald Motley, Alfred Jackson- I 

was a little punk painting, and she would occasionally hang some of my stuff 

because she liked what I was doing. 

Smith 

Now, of Motley, the paintings I've seen of his, some of them are these very 

nice scenes of life in the South that are painted in an almost, you could 

say, Saturday Evening Post kind of style. And then he has this more- Hotter 

colors, sharper edges, almost a magic realist kind of an approach. Still 

representational urban scenes, but- One was more like commercial art; the 

other is more like fine art. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, fine art. He told stories about life-styles. I like the period where he had a 

sort of a blue hue to everything that he did. There were glazes that he applied 

that rounded everything out in terms of tone and line, and he was very good 

at giving signature to the qualities of his canvases that were distinctly his. I 

was impressed by that when I met him, because I had seen his work in the 

gallery and I didn't know who it was. I mean, I didn't know the person. I had 

heard about him but never met him, and he just had- He was one of the artists 

that I used to watch years ago, who gave me a reasonably good understanding 

of how important glazing was. He'd get things that might have pulled apart at 

times in doing an overall, but he'd pull everything together by laying on a 

veneer that simply married everything. I used to like people like him because 
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he used to get young artists not to be so tight. He was stylistic, and he'd 

distort in a very effective way. He'd break you out of your shell in terms of 

saying this is that and da, da, da. He'd teach you how to examine the 

possibility that you had to bring about change in the way that you registered 

your experience. 

Smith 

In your own work, you had commercial work, commercial training, then you 

had fine arts self-training. How did you balance those two things? 

Outterbridge 

In high school, even before high school, people told me that I was an artist, 

and that's something that I never questioned. I was always the person who 

dealt with- I think I might have been a much better musician, but for some 

reason I didn't start to study music instrumentally at all until my later years in 

high school. I was always in the vocal aspect of music, good choirs and that 

kind of thing. But fine art to me had to do with my interest in religion-not 

religion so much as religious doctrine and ideology. 

Smith 

What do you mean by that? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, wow, man. As a young person and because of my mother, I used to read 

all the time and challenge the whole notion. I used to challenge the purpose of 

being all the time, this institution, the institution and its diversity. Why all 

these institutions to serve one purpose and that purpose having to do with 

man's purpose in being on the earth? 

Smith 

Now, do you mean like Baptist, Methodist stuff? Christian, Jewish? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. I couldn't go for it. As a child, I couldn't go for it. You know, if you tell me 

about God, then I'm going to start to critique and criticize the whole idea of 

God. If God is so indecisive as to need all these institutions, then maybe we'd 

better start to question. It was like that. I used to go and sit in churches and 
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just listen and listen and listen, and I'd come away angry. I'd come away 

confused, but I'd always remain interested. So I think I started to associate the 

seeking of truth very closely with the disposition that I carried into what was 

called art.I was telling a friend just last week that somewhere down the line I 

think it would be very exciting to study theology, for me, anyway, at this late 

time in my life, simply because it's a great way to study philosophy. And I do 

believe that fine art, as we say, starts with our examination of purpose of 

being, things that we don't understand, to unravel the complexity of oneself, 

of the social lot, of the necessity to be whatever it is that is not quite right or 

that strives to be fit in some way. I've always thought that art was not about a 

painting necessarily. It's not about a piece so much as it is about the energy of 

process, the dynamics of discovery, the vehicle that motivates the spirit, the 

apparatus that has us peering far beyond the parameter of what we know. To 

me, that's- It's more about that than the satisfaction that I get from seeing 

something hanging on the wall. Right? The very fact that the internal process 

that is creativity can resolve and discover and enhance the potential to reach 

out for understanding, that's much more important to me than any object that 

we celebrate as a piece of art, you see. 

1.7. Tape Number: IV, Side TwoNovember 20, 1989 

Outterbridge 

Music, dance, literature, the study of religion feel very much the same. I make 

no distinction between- I think distinctions categorize for convenience, but in 

terms of process and effect there's not that much difference. Music has a way 

of being a language that can be readily shared with the complexity of 

difference. In other words, I don't have to speak Russian to enjoy Slavic folk 

songs, because I love them. I mean, the strength of that music, it sounds at 

times like the strength that you find in the old spirituals. Music has a way of 

being kind of an absolute voice, and it embrances the spirit. It doesn't need 

the verb. It has its own flight. And because of that, so do other arts-

movement. Right? And it also lets you know that if anything can bring 

salvation to understanding, the arts have that potential. I think that when you 

look at world history at large, it might be those processes of revolution that 

are corralled at times because of their intense nature of unraveling- 

Smith 
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Yes, I want to get back to the music thing, but let's stay with the visual arts for 

the time being. A big issue in the fifties was representation versus abstraction. 

Artists were sometimes getting into fist fights over that question. Where were 

you standing on that? Were you still doing representational paintings? 

Outterbridge 

During the fifties? 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

I think during the fifties I might have been more representational than 

abstract, but I might have been more surrealistic, too. Somewhere between 

those two I was combining- Or I attempted to, as I examined more technique 

during that period, the application of technique. I remember the fifties, the 

latter fifties, early sixties, I had an interest in examining the dignity of black 

imagery and trying to- Sometimes we do things too abruptly and also too 

soon. Because I had always tried to refine my approach to painting, or just 

projecting as an artist. In Chicago there were a series of very, very 

sophisticated galleries, and, for some reason, I felt that I should be showing in 

them. 

Smith 

Like which ones? 

Outterbridge 

I don't even remember. There were some galleries-this is a long time ago-on 

Michigan Avenue. 

Smith 

Are you talking about the [Richard] Feigen Gallery or-? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, some of those galleries, that's right. And I remember on a very, very cold 

morning in Chicago, I had done some paintings, and for some reason I got in 

touch with- It might have been that particular gallery. They gave me an 
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appointment to bring in some paintings-not slides, actual works. Okay? And 

here I come in the gallery polished up and with all of this work that I'm lugging 

into the gallery, right? And you can't hear yourself walk in there it's so swank. 

It just so happened that this gentleman who owned [the gallery] and also 

managed the staff of the gallery was one of Chicago's superbly rated- Just a 

very sophisticated environment. "What in the hell am I doing in here, anyway, 

with all this stuff sitting all against the wall and just a really clumsy thing?" And 

when I went in, this very wealthy man was sitting behind the desk with the 

person who owned the gallery and who also- The very presence of the two of 

them together scared you to death, man, because it was just out-of-pocket in 

terms of my level and their level. So the gallery owner said to me that 

morning, "Are you John Outterbridge?" I said, "Yes, I am." And he said, "You 

have an appointment. I'll be through here in a few minutes and I'll see you, if 

you could wait." So I waited, and I was glad to wait because it was so cold 

outside. I brought with me that morning, I believe, a crucifix that was about six 

feet- The image of a crucifixion. It was about six feet, and it was a horizontal 

composition. The Christ was on a cross, and the cross was not vertically 

situated, it was laying on the ground. And I had created, I believe, a field of 

strong legs that you were looking through to see the Christ as the Christ lay on 

the cross on the ground, and all these muscular legs that were like bars that 

you were looking through that corralled the Christ image. And then there was 

a tiny little dog, a strange little dog, right by the face of the Christ looking into 

the face of the Christ. I thought that it was another way of viewing the 

crucifixion. There are always dogs around, you know what I mean. [laughter] I 

said, "Maybe the little dog followed the Christ." Right? So I put a dog in the 

composition. And I had some other paintings, and most of the paintings had 

black imagery. 

Smith 

Like what? 

Outterbridge 

There were impressionistic feelings of old ladies who sat by tables and just 

compositions that were interesting. So finally, when I got a chance to talk to 

this man, he said, "You can put that over there." He was sorting things out, 

and the crucifixion went way over there someplace, right out of the way. He 
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didn't want to deal with that at all. Finally, he asked me was I in school, and I 

told him that I was. He said, "Some of these are not bad," and I thanked him. 

He said, "I might be able to do some business with you at times if you could 

change your image. Why do you paint all these black people?" He didn't say 

"black people," but he said "these Negro images." And I got a little disturbed 

because he asked me that. I wanted to say, "Why can't I paint them?" And the 

ultimate discussion that was coming together was that if I could change some 

of the images in my composition to be compatible with what they could sell 

from the gallery, he might do some business with me-business per se. And 

that's when I started to become much more aware of the social commentary 

aspect of whatever your statement is without really being conscious of the 

fact that you might be dealing with a social commentary kind of posture. I was 

simply illustrating, from an experience point of view, things that were close to 

me, things that I cared about, things that reminded me of- Remembrances, 

you see, like the old ladies that I grew up with that couldn't brush their own 

hair anymore. They sat in rocking chairs, and the young people brushed their 

hair and put it in buns for them. Those were the kinds of things that I was 

painting. So he told me that he- I was amazed, because this was a very high-

level gallery. He said, "If you would change your image and stop painting so 

many Negro images, then I might be able to-" So I got angry, and I just loaded 

up my stuff and left and never went back to that gallery.During that period, I 

was painting, just simply painting, and a person that I used to study with a lot 

was Buck Brown. Buck Brown is one of Playboy magazine's top illustrators, a 

cartoonist. Buck was just that: a cartoonist and just a fine, fine draftsman. I 

was a person who was basically working with more fine-art-oriented concepts 

and all. But some of the people in that gallery, though, that collective- I know 

there was Moses Rowe, Anderson, José Williams, Elliot Hunter. 

Smith 

Who bought black art at that time? I mean, if you're an artist, you've got to 

live, so- 

Outterbridge 

Well, I never subjected myself to depending on my art to live. I worked for the 

Chicago Transit Authority, I went to school. I paid my rent on time at the 

gallery and at my apartment, you know, because I worked. I had long days like 
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I have long days now, because I had to work. I sent money home, and I didn't 

worry about selling paintings necessarily, but people who bought your works 

were people in the black community who were sophisticated enough and had 

been sophisticated enough for generations to know how important art is and 

who collected. So a lot of people in Chicago bought my work. As a matter of 

fact, two years ago a person who is here now called and said, "I would like for 

you to see something that you did in 1957." When they told me what it was- I 

would like to see it. I haven't for a long time. I never did get with that person 

to see that work because they were just coming through. But there's a piece 

of work in Los Angeles that was from that period, and it was done in 1957 and 

it was called- I think it was called Joe's Place, surrealistic work. 

Smith 

Could you describe it a little bit, as you recall it? 

Outterbridge 

I don't know what it was. I think there was this tubular, surrealistic form that I 

enjoyed giving form to simply because it was of a- It was a surrealistic gesture 

that I crammed an elongated figure inside of who peered out at you, and that 

was Joe. The tube that he was crammed into was his environment that was 

too cramped for Joe to be comfortable, but it was interesting. It presented an 

interesting position to people who came in contact with the work. And during 

that period of time, I was always, always trying to get a particular kind of 

effect and response from the viewer. That was important to me: to do 

something that made someone react. Either you lingered with the work for a 

while or- It wasn't something that you could walk by. 

Smith 

Is it supposed to be funny or tragic? 

Outterbridge 

Both, both. That's a very good point, because sometimes some of the things 

that linger are so tragic that we have to back away from it and kind of chisel 

away some of the severity. 

Smith 

What kind of prices were you charging for your work? 
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Outterbridge 

I don't know. That was a long time ago. I'd be getting sometimes $75, $200 for 

a work then. That was a lot then. 

Smith 

Yes, $200 is probably $1,000 today. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. There was a- Man, I forget names. There was a disc jockey historian, jazz 

historian, who used to like my work a lot. He bought a number of pieces in 

Chicago. I had no- The galleries had no problem moving my pieces, but I didn't 

keep a record then of where those works were and who bought them. And 

then, when I came here, I brought a lot of paintings with me and couldn't find 

a job right away. I knew I wasn't going to find a job right away, but I had 

enough paintings with me to survive for quite some time when I came to 

California. People like the Zeidler and Zeidler brothers [clothing chain] bought 

some of my pieces from me when I came here. I met both of the brothers. 

They were over on Western Avenue. They had a place at Western and Venice 

[Boulevard], and I think they bought about two or three paintings from me 

then. 

Smith 

Were you doing any mixed-media work at that time? 

Outterbridge 

I was using whatever I had. Basically, I was mixing oil and the Japan color 

process, Japan colors. There's a process-I don't know why they don't call it 

Japanese colors-called the Japan media, and it was a kind of oil-base paint that 

was used a great deal in restoration. At times I was mixing that with my oils as 

a mixed-media approach just for a kind of an effect. I was also using, believe it 

or not, a wax crayon/ink composition in such a way that it looked like 

serigraph, because it was cheap. I did nice compositions, and people always 

enjoyed those, a print. But primarily I was using oil. Acrylics were not on the 

market yet. I remember having a studio job when acrylics were first 

introduced as a media, and the studio, being a big studio, got an opportunity 

to experiment with this new media as a potential media to replace what was 
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being used in commercial studios, then casein. And I remember getting used 

to how acrylics dried and how much it felt like oil when it was first introduced, 

and I think that I started to use it after a period of time. 

Smith 

Did you know Richard Hunt? 

Outterbridge 

I met Richard Hunt after I came out here, and I also had heard about Richard 

Hunt when [he was] a young man who used to enjoy my work a lot. When I 

came to California, I had a lot of paintings, but I also had a lot of- They weren't 

quite assemblages, but they were three-dimensional works that I had. I was 

working with wood and cardboard and sort of a reinforced plaster of paris 

coating that used to get some really interesting things. I was showing those 

things when they first started to do the [Watts] Summer Festivals [of Art], 

right after the revolt of 1965. There was a young artist who used to really 

enjoy my work, and his name was Carl Gray. He was a young man who used to 

come over here and say, "Mr. Outterbridge, could I-?" I don't know why he 

called me Mr. Outterbridge, because I wasn't really that old. "I've got these 

stick figures over here. I'd like you to come over here and take a look at them, 

man." He said, "He let me bring them in the gym, so I'm in the show, right?" 

Okay. Wild young kid. 

Priestly 

Motorcycle dude. 

Outterbridge 

Well, he wasn't that when I met him, and for some reason he got a scholarship 

of a sort. Some organization afforded him a scholarship to go and study with 

Richard Hunt in Chicago. When he came back from Richard's, I couldn't believe 

him. I could not believe him. Jim Woods has a lot of his work today. And he 

came back. The first that I saw when he returned to California was a large 

roach, insect, that he did, and it just had a lot of sensitivity about it. It was just 

a well-stated piece and such an odd choice of subject, the bug, the roach. It 

was fabulous. He started to use discarded automobile bumpers and things like 

that. He made a motorcycle, too. He was a motorcycle enthusiast, but- 
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He created a motorcycle and one that he was killed on, I think. Carl Gray. Yes, 

he was killed on a motorcycle. But he also created that motorcycle as a piece 

of art; I mean, he treated it as a piece of art. But the way that he lived, you 

could almost tell that he was headed in that direction, because he was so 

dissatisfied with everything. 

Smith 

When did he die? 

Outterbridge 

Man, I think it was around 1967 or '68. 

Priestly 

It was before Martin Luther King [Jr.] died in '68. 

Outterbridge 

That's right, it was, so we're talking about '66 or '67, more like '67. 

Smith 

Very young? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, he was very young, very young, and very talented. 

Smith 

Did you have any dealings with Donald Baum or the Hyde Park Art Center in 

Chicago? 

Outterbridge 

I forget now. There was a- 

Smith 

The Hyde Park Art Center was the real ultra-avant-garde place, probably not 

swank at all, but- 

Outterbridge 
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No, it wasn't but- I dealt with somebody in Hyde Park, but I forgot now- Was 

that operating in-? 

Smith 

Started in '56. 

Outterbridge 

I had some things over that way. I can't recall now. I mean, I had things all 

over the place, and that was- Man, it's been a long time. 

Smith 

Yes, and you were young, too, so- 

Outterbridge 

Well, why'd you ask me that, though? 

Smith 

Well, because now people look back and say that was a center of very 

important stuff that was going on in Chicago at the time. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, but, see, there was a separation. Chicago had kind of an art colony on the 

North Side around Erie Street, Canal Street-I forgot-but there was a little 

colony of a sort. The Playboy club was in that area, or the Playboy studios 

were in that area, and the old Chicago [art] academy-I went to school there for 

a while, too-was in that area. The Chicago Academy of Fine Arts. There was a 

difference in what black artists were doing during that period versus many 

other artists. You weren't that integrated in Chicago. Occasionally you might 

get a work in on that side of town in one of the galleries, and somebody in 

Hyde Park was interested in my work. Frankly speaking, I forget what that 

gallery was now, but they moved some things, and it could have been- I'm not 

saying that. I did know that center, but I don't recall now what it was. 

Smith 

Did you know any of the artists on the so-called monster roster? 

Outterbridge 
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No, I knew of it, but I didn't- 

Smith 

They were an older generation on the North Side. 

Outterbridge 

I can say that I was impressed by a lot of things that were happening on the 

North Side. I used to go over a lot to listen to people like Odetta at Figueroa's. 

I went to the North Side a great deal to listen to music. 

Smith 

What was the relationship of black artists to the beat scene at that time in 

Chicago? 

Outterbridge 

We were just hanging out like anybody else. 

Smith 

Were there social relationships or friendships? 

Outterbridge 

If you were an artist, I don't even think that you were aware of the fact that 

you were anything other than at a place where artists hung out. During the 

beat generation period, I considered myself on the fringes of that. The painter 

that I told you about that used to climb on the ladders and- Anderson, he was 

really a beatnik, a refined beatnik. I might have been, also, because I kind of 

lived that way, but it was no big thing. It was just the way it was. We were into 

the music, we were into the readings. The folk music was very prevalent. We'd 

all get high together, you know. It was just the way we lived. I didn't put any 

special tag on myself or anyone else, but I know we were all kind of beat 

artists. 

Smith 

Did you know Bob Kaufman? 

Outterbridge 

Sure, I knew about him, yes. 
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Smith 

From San Francisco. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, I was aware of him, yes. 

Smith 

Did he come to Chicago to read or-? 

Outterbridge 

I don't know. I was just aware- I heard so many people during that period, 

because you go in and sit. And it had a lot of influence on your work too. 

Smith 

In what way? 

Outterbridge 

Just like poets have a lot of influence on your work now. Many of the guys 

who write- You listen, and you also handed things over to them. We didn't 

have the kind of relationships with the poets of that period that I have with 

poets today, but Odetta was to me poetic in the way that she sang and her 

choice of- Nina Simone is a poet to me! I used to go to the North Side and sit 

in the coffee houses and just listen at times and make notes in my heart. That 

is what you did. 

Smith 

I know you sang in a jazz quartet when you were in Chicago. Could you talk 

about that a little bit? Was that a full-time deal for a while? Was that how you 

made a living? 

Outterbridge 

Well, what was full-time, I guess, was CTA, Chicago Transit Authority, and 

what was full-time again was being in school, as much as you could be in 

school. I always did things with my life. I was always in a very, very good choir, 

Catholic choir, in Chicago. This wasn't just an average church choir. This was a 

choir that did extensive concerts. We worked at times with members of the 
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Chicago Symphony Orchestra, [Chicago] Lyric Opera-really, really a well-

formulated group. In that choir were a lot of fine musicians, jazz musicians and 

others. So shortly after I joined the choir a quarter was formed called Opus de 

Four, and we did music that was written by John Esteridge, who was a tenor 

singer who was very well known during that time in and about Chicago. John 

and I became good friends. Vera Sandford, a very beautiful young woman, was 

like my own sister and sang. She was a Sarah Vaughan in terms of her voice 

content. We were very, very popular as a jazz-style-oriented quartet in 

Chicago. We were busy and- 

Smith 

Did you sing in clubs or in churches? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, in clubs. We sang jazz in clubs. 

Smith 

What do you mean by jazz in this case? Because that's a broad thing. 

Outterbridge 

You're right, that's a very broad term. We sang standards. A lot of the work 

that was being done by people like- What was his name? John Coltrane had 

some influence on the group. We were on programs like at Robert's Show and 

Lounge with people like Sun Ra, with people like Johnny Hartman- That's who 

I'm thinking about. We were on programs with people like him. 

Johnny Hartman became one of the big, big voices. We, as a group, sounded, if 

you are familiar with the Four Freshmen, if you are familiar with the High-

Lows- We were well before our time in terms of the sound, because we were 

supposed to be doing rhythm and blues, I guess. 

Smith 

Did you do scat singing at all? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, some. And the instruments that were in accompaniment in our group 

were two guitars, an upright bass, piano- Supper-club kind of feeling. We had 

sung together so much and were so much into the a cappella choir, everything 
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was toned, and the dynamics were all well worked out and all. We had no 

problem staying busy on the club circuit. Poor, always trying to stay above 

water. When we had an opportunity to travel once, somebody from NBC 

heard the group and wanted us to hit the road. We hesitated to do that 

because of Sam Bowens of the group. He was the baritone at that time. He 

had a big family, and he also worked at the post office. So Sam couldn't pull 

away from the post office, nor could he just pull up things and hit the road for 

a moment, and we kind of stayed local. But Opus de Four translated to "the 

working four." That's Latin. Opus de Four-it really means "the working four"-

was a group that grew out of the choir at Saint Anselm's on the South Side, 

Sixty-first [Street] and Michigan, and I guess we worked together for maybe 

five to six years, something like that. 

Smith 

You lived in the South Side then? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, I lived at 549 East Sixty-second Street, Sixty-second and Saint Lawrence. 

Smith 

Maybe now is the time for you to tell your Mrs. Harkness story. No? 

Outterbridge 

Well, maybe I'll give you just a semblance of- The first day that I- I didn't meet 

Mrs. Harkness; I saw Mrs. Harkness. One cold day, shortly after I was in 

Chicago- As a matter of fact, it was the first evening in Chicago after I got out 

of the service. I was looking for an address where I was supposed to meet my 

friend [Larry Taft] to spend some time with. As a matter of fact, I was 

supposed to live at this address. It was a cold evening in Chicago. The sun was 

about to go down, the snow was muddy and crusty, and you could hear the 

cars crunching. I was driving the strangest little car ever. People used to crowd 

around every time I pulled up somewhere. I was driving a 1949 Mercedes-

Benz 170V, perfect condition, just beautiful old car. I was tired after this long, 

long, long two-, three-, four-day drive, because I had stopped and spent some 

time in Washington, D.C., with a friend of mine before coming into Chicago. 

And I got into Chicago about four thirty, five o'clock in the evening. Sixty-
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second and Saint Lawrence. Pulled up in front of this apartment building, 

because I knew that this was the right address, the right street. "My friend 

should be at home at about six o'clock, and I'll just sit and wait. While I'm 

waiting, I'll turn the engine and the heater on every now and then and I'll keep 

warm."I'm sitting there, and around the corner from Saint Lawrence, coming 

into Sixty-second, comes a tiny little figure dressed in black and stooped and 

crunching in the snow. It was so startling because she was dressed in black 

and she was black, very black on that white snow. Even the snow behind her 

was dirty. But wherever the snow was white, it was startling to see her 

contrasting the background of the snow. But what was even more unusual 

was a whole line of cats following her. There were about fifteen cats walking 

behind this lady! I couldn't believe it. I said, "What in the world is this?" Right? 

So she walked by me, looking like a tiny little witch, really, because she had a 

black face, her head was wrapped in black, and she was only about that tall, 

and even shorter than that because she was stooped over-not much bigger 

than the cats, it looked like. So she walked by and disappeared in the alley. I 

said, "Wow!" It was such a strange evening, because in the background I heard 

the train, the elevated- I said, "Am I going to be having to put up with this 

sound all the time? Is this where I'm supposed to live? Is this where Larry 

lived?" I said, "That was a strange little old lady. I never saw anything like that. 

I'm going to run into her again. If this is where I'm supposed to live, I've got to 

find out who that is." Right?So after I got settled in that evening, Larry came 

home. Boy, we were glad to see each other. We were old football players 

together in high school, and he's an aeronautical engineer and kind of settled 

in Chicago. So after we got all settled in, I said, "Hey, man, I'd like to go around 

the corner and get a haircut if there's a barbershop around the place," 

because I really needed a haircut. He said, "Yes, there's one right around the 

corner where the guys sit and talk just like old times and all." We went around 

and he introduced me to all the guys. So while we were sitting in there talking, 

I said, "Larry, when I was sitting out in front of the building, there was this old 

lady that came by right by the building." And I said, "She must have had about 

fifteen cats walking behind her." He said, "Oh, man. You saw her?" I said, "Did 

I see her? I've never seen anybody like her in my life! Who in the world is 

that?" He said, "That's Mrs. Harkness. That's the lady who owns the building." 

"What?" "That's the lady who owns the building."On the corner of Sixty-

second and Saint Lawrence was a three-story building with about twelve flats, 
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and she owned that building. I came to know her very well. Around us the 

rents were normally about $100 a month. Mrs. Harkness's rent was $67.50 a 

month for comparable apartments. They were nice apartments. To make a 

long story short, this little woman had lived, years ago, in the corner 

apartment building on the first floor that nobody lived in now. After I got to 

know her, I looked into that apartment one day. It was still as she had left it in 

1937, about when her husband died. She covered everything up with sheets, 

all the pictures on the wall, all the furniture, and she moved into the 

basement of her building with-you wouldn't believe it, man-about thirty cats 

underneath the building, and rats, all living together. And the reason that I 

know that- I got to know her well enough to help her fire the furnace 

occasionally. There were newspapers stacked in the basement, rats that 

would almost dialogue with you when came in the basement with her, cats 

that lived in that basement and in the backyard. Mrs. Harkness was Irish. She 

looked black because she had the soot of the coal to fire the furnace on her 

face. When I got to talk with Mrs. Harkness, I discovered the fact that she 

owned the building, collected all the rent, didn't go to the bank with the rent, 

and that had happened for years. She also knew everything about current 

events. She read the newspaper every day, but not only did she read the 

newspaper every day, she retained everything that she read. She was the 

most interesting lady to talk to. She ate out of the garbage cans, and she 

owned the building. She, with her tiny self, would carry the garbage from the 

highest level down to the ground level so that the trucks could come through 

the alley and pick the garbage up. She didn't have anybody doing that. She did 

that so that she could save money, and she was in her seventies then. Very 

strong, very strong.And it was amazing. My wife [Beverly Marie McKissick 

Outterbridge]-when I got married finally-my wife and I got to know her very 

well, but before I got married I got to know her as a person very well. I used to 

invite her in to have dinner with me so I could hear her talk and also to do 

sketches of her, and I got to know her very, very well. When I used to go down 

in the basement to help her fire the furnace every now and then, it amazed 

me that- These rats are dangerous, they can be very dangerous, and they were 

almost tame. Right? They'd sit and recognize you as being somebody different, 

but because she was there, they were very comfortable, and she'd almost 

feed them at times. I said, "Good grief, nobody would ever believe this." 

Right? In Chicago.And what had happened, too, over the years she had 
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accumulated a lot of paper in the backyard that she had fairly neatly stacked, 

but it was a fire hazard. The fire department used to come by all the time and 

challenge her to clean up the paper stacks behind this big apartment building, 

and she'd always pay them off, right? Over the years, the fire department 

confronted her, confronted her, and confronted her. One day I told Mrs. 

Harkness, I said, "You know, the best thing for you to do is, like, spend some 

real time cleaning up this paper. You're going to get all of us in trouble. 

They're going to shut down the building." We used to talk about things like 

that. And one evening- I'm not really telling you all the stories about Mrs. 

Harkness because it could go on and on and on. I mean, she was just this 

unique personality that had her own image. She had never been to downtown 

Chicago since her husband died. 

1.8. Tape Number: V, Side OneNovember 20, 1989 

Outterbridge 

Mrs. Harkness had tenants that were very interesting. I think that I was about 

to say that when her husband died- Apparently she had been a very special 

woman who never learned to drive, and in Chicago you really did not have to 

drive because of the public transportation system. But apparently her 

husband drove and she didn't, because after he died she isolated herself 

within a one-block area of Chicago.She used to leave her apartment building 

at times and go a block away to Joe's Grocery Store. He was a little Jewish 

gentleman who was- All the neighbors loved him, because when you couldn't 

get it at the big market, you could always find it at home with Joe. He had a 

small market that had everything in it. I mean, people had charge accounts. I 

mean, when you couldn't find it at a big market, you could find it at Joe's. So 

he was, like, homegrown. The block and the neighborhood would not have 

been the same without this market, Joe's Market. So that was a place that she 

left her apartment to go to, Joe's Market a block away. She never went 

anyplace else-maybe to the liquor store every now and then, which was right 

across the street from Joe's, because everybody knew her very well in the 

area.Mrs. Harkness was very intelligent. Mrs. Harkness could disappear and 

you couldn't find her. She knew every crevice of her building. Sometimes she'd 

be standing and listening to something- You simply couldn't see her because- 

Down in the basement and in the crevices, behind newspapers, watching her 
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neighbors and hearing things that they say about her. She was like that.And 

she had in the building an old show personality, a dancer, a gentleman who 

was still showtime. Chuck was his name. Across the hall from us was a lady 

who was 98 years old at the time, and her apartment was 105 years old. I 

mean, all the stuff from all those years was still there. And she and Mrs. 

Harkness would talk every now and then. But Mrs. Harkness was much more 

progressive than she was, because she kept up on current events and that 

kind of thing. There was a Korean War veteran also in the building, who used 

to go berserk every now and then when he'd have these dreams and the war 

would come back to him. He worked in the morgue in downtown Chicago. 

There were just characters in the building, but Mrs. Harkness was a character 

herself. She was the epitome. She was the most beautiful-the strangest 

person that you could ever meet in your life.One day, after I had lived there 

for several years, I came home in the evening and there were all kinds of 

police cars out front of the building, lights glaring and officers standing out 

front. It scared me because I thought somebody had gotten killed or 

something in the building. I worried about my wife [Beverly Marie McKissick 

Outterbridge]. When I got home, an officer stopped me and said, "Do you live 

here?" I said, "Yes, I do." I was in uniform, right? So Chicago Transit Authority 

and police departments, they worked together sometimes, because transit 

authority workers in Chicago, you report crime. That's an added chore that the 

public doesn't know that much about, but you seriously have to report crime 

in your daily log. So the officer asked me, "Do you live here?" I said, "Yes, I live 

on the second floor." I said, "What's wrong?" He said, "You know Mrs. 

Harkness, then? We're simply trying to take her in." I knew what they were 

taking her in for, because they had been on her for a long time to clean up the 

backyard, and she didn't want to go for that. So, anyway, they said, "She's 

running all over the place. She's hiding from us, and we don't want to be 

rough with her. She's an old lady. Do you think you can talk to her?" That kind 

of thing. I said I might be able to.I couldn't find her. They had looked for her, 

but she was in the building somewhere, and they were a little leary to go 

pulling through things and all. So there were about ten to twelve police 

officers there, and they looked for a while, and they could not find Mrs. 

Harkness. So finally one young officer went in the backyard and dug through 

things, and coming out of a big bundle of paper was Mrs. Harkness. She came 

around the front of the building, ran into the building, and this old lady ran up 
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to the top of the stairway, as far as she could go, and just sat there. Two young 

officers came into the building and said, "Mrs. Harkness, we're not going to 

hurt you, ma'am. We simply want to take you down and question you about 

some things. Can we come and grab you peacefully and just-? We are going to 

take you to the squad car, and it won't be a problem." Mrs. Harkness, she was 

screaming, "No, keep away from me! Johnny, keep them away from me!" 

Man, I didn't know what to do.So finally they corralled Mrs. Harkness and took 

her out of the building, the first time she had been five blocks away from the 

space for years. She went into a state of shock. They gave her a bath. Right? 

And a few days after that, she died. Shock, you see.And what happened- There 

was another old lady in the building who was fairly friendly with Mrs. 

Harkness, but this lady was one who would steal if you didn't watch her. She 

stole things from us occasionally. She was an old Irish lady who was just kind 

of senile. But she'd pick up things, not intentionally stealing them, but things 

that didn't belong to her she'd grab at times and just hoard them, whether she 

was going to use them or not. She was kind of off, and everybody understood 

that, so you didn't worry about it too much. But she came up to me that night 

after Mrs. Harkness had died, knowing that we had been fairly good friends, 

and she said, "Her relatives are going to come, you know, and they're going to 

find out where she keeps the money." She said, "You were pretty good 

friends. You know where she kept the money?" And she said, "Look, there's a 

strange dog in the backyard. Would you come out and help me get it out?" I 

said, "What is this lady talking about?" What she wanted was for me to go 

down in the basement and look around with her, because she knew that I was 

familiar with the basement, because I used to go down occasionally and help 

Mrs. Harkness fire the furnace. I didn't do that. I didn't want to do that.I'm 

trying to recall precisely what happened several evenings later, but I know we 

got to the point of some relatives showing up. The police department was 

there. They went through the basement and started to go through some of 

the stacks and stacks of paper, and what they found was that, over the years, 

Mrs. Harkness had put layers of money, just tons of money, in the- Never 

using the bank. This is a twelve-flat building that she had collected from, right? 

Man, they hauled money out of that place for days [laughter], and that could 

have been- If I was one of those crazy people, that could have been my 

money, or some of it, anyway. But I never would have felt comfortable with 

that. So her relatives finally settled things, and there's no telling how much 
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money they found in the basement that had been accumulated over the 

years.And as wealthy as she was, she was eating out of the garbage at the 

building site. She never really changed clothes that much. She didn't have a 

smell about her or anything, but she was always dressed in black, and she 

looked black, but that was coal dust. Very, very interesting lady. All of the cats 

had names. The cats and the rats had a relationship, you know. It was strange, 

very strange. 

Smith 

During this time, you met your wife and got married? 

Outterbridge 

I met my wife around 1957 after she joined this choir that I was in at Saint 

Anselm's. I think that I had lived across the street from her for about three 

years, and I never saw her until she joined this choir. One snowy Sunday, after 

services, I saw this unique little lady standing on the corner waiting for the 

bus. I recognized her as the same very attractive girl that I had seen in the 

choir for the first time. I stopped and offered her a ride because I was going in 

the same direction. She accepted because she recognized me as being one of 

the people, and when she gave me her address I said, "This is very 

comfortable because that's right across the street from me. That's precisely 

where I'm going." She lived right across the street from me and I had never 

seen her. We became very good friends, and we were married in 1960, about 

three years after I met her. 

Smith 

What's your wife's name? 

Outterbridge 

Beverly Marie McKissick Outterbridge. 

Smith 

What kind of work was she doing at the time? What were her interests? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, years ago Beverly was going to school, and she always worked in sales. 

She was going to school, very energetic. 
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Smith 

What school was she going to? 

Outterbridge 

At the time she was going to Wilson Junior College, which is a famous, old 

school and junior college in Chicago. 

Smith 

Now, to get back to your art, you mentioned you were doing a lot of, quote, 

unquote, "Negro" subjects. Were some of the images dealing with black 

power consciousness at all, would you say? 

Outterbridge 

Just black life-styles. That came much later for me. 

Smith 

What was the state of black power consciousness in Chicago in the late fifties? 

Outterbridge 

I wasn't aware of anything myself except in the artists' community. I wasn't 

aware of any strong black power thrust during the fifties in Chicago, but I was 

aware of a high level of black consciousness within the artists' community, 

because that was a community that I knew more than any-the life-style, the 

interest of projecting images that were relevant. These were discussions, this 

was the dialogue, with writers. This was the dialogue with the painters, with 

the musicians. It was just kind of a natural place to be. 

Smith 

Who were some of the writers that you were hanging out with? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I wasn't hanging out so much with writers, but I guess it was what you 

heard in the coffee shops. That was what the influence was, because- I guess I 

was too busy trying to survive and trying to find my own way in a relatively 

dynamic city. First of all, I was working for an institution that I had been 

challenged-being sort of a newcomer-with the whole notion that it would be 
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impossible for me to do that job. They said that was an impossible thing, man. 

You couldn't go through that. And if you tell me that something is impossible, 

then you open up a challenge for me, because I don't believe that. I had 

buddies who had gone for that job situation, but they thought that they 

couldn't confront it. I just wanted to find out what was so difficult about it. I 

used to see the guys operating all these fare boxes with these big, big buses 

and the snow and the traffic and the people. I used to say that "It's amazing 

that they can do all of this, and if they can do it, then I can do it, too." 

Smith 

You were a bus driver then, not an el[evated] car operator. 

Outterbridge 

Well, I was trained for both, and bus drivers had more flexibility. You could 

make much more money. I was trained for the system straight out. So when I 

was told that it would be impossible for me to do that-It was a civil service 

kind of job. I took an examination and took another examination and finally 

was in training. The training was very severe, but so what? I had severe 

training in the military. I enjoyed it and came out. Inside of two years I was 

one of their line instructors. So it was no- I enjoyed it very much. It was a very 

exciting job. 

Smith 

The time that you were in Chicago was a period when there was a fair amount 

of racial tension. There was the Trumbull Park problem, the Calumet Park-a lot 

of little incidents. 

Outterbridge 

A lot of that came pretty soon after I left, more of it did, because I left in 1963. 

So a lot of that was after. But Chicago always had a certain amount of tension. 

I know that. As an operator, when you were in uniform, you were a neutral 

person, because you are a public servant. But you were aware, even when you 

were on public transportation units as an operator, that there were certain 

communities that could be tough communities to work in, to go through, even 

though you were going through as a service person. Cicero, there was an area 
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that the Polish people lived in right around Racine [Avenue], Archer Avenue, 

that general area. 

Smith 

That's the back of the yards? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, the back of the yards, the stockyards, you're right. That was a tough 

neighborhood, very tough neighborhood, and tough in the sense of depending 

on what time of day and night you went through. I worked everywhere. I was 

on the extra board, and I worked in stations all over Chicago and knew the 

system very well. The disposition within Chicago at that time was not so tense, 

depending on where you were in Chicago. Chicago always had its own kind of 

personality in terms of dealing with the race issue, you see. I don't remember 

any severeness at that time. Things got a little intense later. 

Smith 

How well regarded was the Nation of Islam in Chicago, in the black Chicago at 

that time? 

Outterbridge 

Very well, very well. I almost went that way. 

Smith 

Oh, you did? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. 

Smith 

How come? What was the appeal? 

Outterbridge 

The cohesiveness, for one thing. 

Smith 

Did the work ethic appeal to you? Was that part of it? 
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Outterbridge 

Well, I already had that. I guess the surge of the- The power of the collective 

was what appealed to me. I didn't go along too much with the ideology. That 

was severe to me. I couldn't get the notion out of my mind that all the 

differences that we entertained as human beings- I couldn't simply- And till 

this day I can't get it out of my mind that this is man-made stuff, that it doesn't 

have anything to do with the essence that is truly the human calling. The 

differences are created by conditions: cultural, social, economic. Racism is a 

matter of economics, for one thing, to me. I think that's the lively ingredient. 

So I couldn't erase that from my mind. I didn't think that white people were 

demons, necessarily. I couldn't buy into that, so I didn't move into the 

organization because of that. 

Smith 

But the people who were in it- There were many things that you did admire 

about them? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Because I saw some pretty severe personalities turn about once they got 

involved in the movement. 

Smith 

On a theological level- We were talking about that a little earlier. But did Islam 

itself appeal to you as being a cleaner, less complicated religion than 

Christianity? 

Outterbridge 

I was aware that Christianity told some lies. I was aware of the fact that even 

then Christianity had sanctioned the institution of slavery. I was aware that 

Christianity had created documents to accommodate the convenience of the 

given. If it was better to be not involved as an abolitionist during that period, if 

that was the better political endorsement from a Christian viewpoint, then it 

was endorsed. I thought that Islam as an ideology-I'm not saying from a black 

Muslim point of view, but Islam per se-spoke to a much broader rationale than 

did Christianity. But for the sake of argument, for the sake of growth, I 

listened. 
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Smith 

Of course, by then, at the same time, you have the black churches in the South 

leading the liberation movement, the very same time. 

Outterbridge 

I know. 

Smith 

So they had grown, and they had brought along a big chunk of at least the 

northern white churches with them. 

Outterbridge 

Very interesting period in American history. One of the most turbulent. The 

fifties, sixties, seventies. 

Smith 

The civil rights movement came to North Carolina, I think, in 1960. Was your 

family involved in it? 

Outterbridge 

I can say that they were aware. My brothers were on campus at A and T 

[North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University], and being 

students at that school- Matter of fact, Freddy Outterbridge, who is an artist 

and one of my younger brothers, was Jesse Jackson's roommate at A and T 

when Jesse was a student there. So there was that awareness within my 

family. I think that all of us during that period were involved to whatever 

extent we could be involved. 

Smith 

Well, I had one other name I wanted to ask you about in terms of the black 

artists' community in Chicago. That's Marian Motley. Did you know her? 

Outterbridge 

No. Now, is that the wife of Archibald? I knew Archibald Motley [Jr.]. I didn't 

know Marian Motley. I don't recall. 

Smith 
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I've seen this name connected with the Du Sable Museum [of African-

American History]. I was wondering if she was- I mean, I assume there was 

probably a relationship, but I don't know. 

Outterbridge 

No, the person that I- I don't know if she would recall me, but I encountered a 

great deal of Margaret Burroughs. She was, I think, an influence on many, 

many students, whether you were a student of history, art, music. It was just 

the presence of her environment, what she made available on the shelves, the 

books that were- 

1.9. Tape Number: VI, Side OneDecember 18, 1989 

Smith 

I wanted to start up with a couple of follow-up questions about Chicago, your 

period there. One was that I understand that Jean Dubuffet was at the [School 

of the] Art Institute of Chicago during much of the fifties. I was wondering if 

you had run into him at all, attended any of his lectures? 

Outterbridge 

Who was that? 

Smith 

Jean Dubuffet. 

Outterbridge 

No, I did not attend any lectures of Dubuffet. I became familiar with him, 

really, as an artist later, after Chicago. I can't say that I was totally unaware of 

him in Chicago, but I really became familiar with him after the Chicago era. 

Smith 

Okay. I also wanted to know how many black students there were at the 

American Academy of Art. 

Outterbridge 

Not very many at all. When I was there, very seldom was I able to stay in day 

school full-time that often. I was always in school part-time. I think my life in 
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terms of the academic stay has always been in and out. It was very important 

for me to stay in as much as I could. I always had to work, and there were 

about- When I was at the American Academy, I think there must have been 

not more than five people that I knew, about five people. There could have 

been many more, but I never saw them. 

Smith 

You mentioned Buck Brown. Were there others that had gone on to-? 

Outterbridge 

Now, Buck was not at the American Academy. 

Smith 

Oh, he wasn't. 

Outterbridge 

We just worked together as [Chicago] Transit Authority workers. I worked for 

the city of Chicago as a transit operator and so did Buck Brown. I think he was 

in school at Wilson Junior College at the time, and he studied a lot. Sometimes 

we studied together. We got together at my place a lot or at his place a lot 

and always exchanged notes, techniques. We had discussions about what we 

wanted to do with our lives as persons interested in the arts. I know that Buck 

Brown had a very clear picture of how he wanted to guide his life as an artist. I 

always saw him as a well-tuned technician in terms of getting his ideas down 

as a cartoonist. I think that this is the nature of animation, of a good 

cartoonist. Buck's ideas were like writing stories. When he had an idea, it 

came out like a person writing a letter. He saw it very clearly. He did not have 

to fuss about it. One after the other. In Chicago, being in contact with the 

public as we were, there were always some very theatrical things to make 

notes about and a lot of serious drama, too, at times. He took advantage of 

that. 

Smith 

Did you know William Walker at that time when you were in Chicago? 

Outterbridge 

Murals? 
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Smith 

Yes, the-what was it?-the founder of Afri-Cobra? 

Outterbridge 

That organization had not come into being. 

Smith 

No, it started later, in '68, but I was wondering if he had been there. 

Outterbridge 

You know, I had not- Nobody was actually doing murals when I was there. 

After I left, that movement started, and some of the guys became associated 

with murals that were pretty well documented, like the Wall of Respect. I 

would have been right on that wall, because those were all my friends and 

many of the artists- I didn't know Mr. Walker, who became- He was familiar 

with some of my work, I understand. I left some traces, and I would have 

known him if I had been closely associated with more of the activities, I 

believe, on the West Side of Chicago. I was on the South Side, and I think that 

when the guys from the West Side met and we encountered each other, it was 

always at Margaret R. Burroughs's little house-meetings and a good place to 

use the library and to get into some historical notes and whatnot. But I never 

ran into him there. 

Smith 

Well, let's move on to Los Angeles. I understand that you moved here in 1963? 

Outterbridge 

Nineteen sixty-three. Chicago was a very intense, exciting city. But Los Angeles 

did, in 1963, introduce another- 

Smith 

Now, why did you decide to leave Chicago? And why did you decide to come 

to Los Angeles? 

Outterbridge 
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Well, I think I saw my marriage in 1960 as being a real transition in my life. 

What came with that transition was a need to investigate maybe even a new 

part of the country, not just for myself but for my new wife [Beverly Marie 

McKissick Outterbridge], simply because she had never had much opportunity 

to live outside of the spectrum of Chicago. We entertained the idea of getting- 

Not away from the family, but formulating our own thoughts about how we 

thought our lives should be governed as a team. California had a good sound 

about it: west, weather, a bright start in the sunshine state. I don't think 

California was considered the sunshine state, but we kind of felt that it was. So 

before getting really settled in as a Chicago team, we decided that hitting the 

road before we started to have children and getting away from all the love 

that was associated with strong family influence and not to- We weren't 

cutting ourselves off from the family group, but we just wanted to clear our 

thoughts with ourselves, and that's why we came.I had a good friend, too, Jess 

Robinson, who lives in Spain now. He's lived in Spain for several years. He's a 

grandfather in that country and a well-respected sculptor who gets 

commissions around Europe and occasionally in this country. He works with a 

foundry, I understand, in New York for most of his productions. Jess used to 

come this way a lot. He was from Chicago, but he had relatives here. I am in 

contact with that family now. As a matter of fact, the young man who used to 

work here was his nephew, Bob Dell. Bob Dell works for the [Los Angeles] 

Cultural Affairs Department now, and Bob Dell is also a performance artist and 

graduated from Otis [Art Institute of the Parsons School of Design]. Jess 

Robinson's family being in Los Angeles, he came this way a lot. Anytime he 

spent time in Los Angeles sketching and meeting artists and just gathering the 

climate that was here, he used to always come back to Chicago and tell us 

that, "Man, you guys have got to go that way." He said, "People have more 

space to think." He used to say that all the time-space around thought in L.A. 

And he said, "They've got these orange trees you won't believe. Oranges are 

all over the place." We couldn't imagine oranges lying about on the lawn and 

lemon trees and Christmas at ninety degrees. We couldn't picture that. He was 

a person who strongly influenced my coming this way. He not only 

encouraged that, but he said, "If you don't go you're crazy, man, because 

you're developing as an artist, and it will be a great place to bring a family up." 

So we just decided to hit the road. It wasn't a big decision; it was a fun kind of 

thing. Pack up all the wine.My wife at the time made very good wine, very, 
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very good wine. She experimented with different approaches to wine-making, 

like potato wine, which was like a fine Chianti, really a fine white wine. We 

started to understand that you could make wine out of almost anything that 

fermented. We brought with us a lot of good wine that we shouldn't have 

brought into the state. But we just managed to package it in such a way that it 

got through and used it as Christmas gifts and to people that we met when we 

came to Los Angeles.Funny thing: One person that I met right away, the 

second day that we were here, that we came to the city- I mean, that second 

day he was on a television program. I think we had been there two days. We 

saw this person on the television interview. He was part of an exhibit that was 

taking place at the musicians union [American Federation of Musicians, Local 

47] on Vine Street. So Vine Street had a ring, because we had heard about 

Hollywood [Boulevard] and Vine being some fantastic corner in Los Angeles, 

and this place was supposed to have been on Vine Street in Hollywood. And 

we saw this strange character being interviewed. He was a musician, but he 

was also a fine carver. He handled himself very well in that way from what I 

could see on television. So we were taking a rest the second day that I was 

here, and when I saw that I said, "Bev, why don't we jump in the car and see if 

we can find Hollywood and Vine and see this exhibit?" Right? And the person 

was Juno Lewis, who at the time was called the "little giant," a drummer. 

Juno's got about thirteen kids today. He's just a great guy, and he's always 

been a phenomenal drummer. He did some serious work with John 

Coltrane.Anyway, we jumped in the car and headed for Hollywood. I found Los 

Angeles a really easy city to learn because it's laid out so much in grid fashion; 

it doesn't have a lot of diagonal streets and not too many circle streets. It's 

just a grid-oriented map. So what I did the first week that I was here, I 

dissected the city. I wanted to find out what the street was that divided north 

and south and the street that divided east from west, and I can make it from 

that point. So we didn't have any problem getting to Hollywood and 

Vine.When we walked into the musicians union, the first person we 

encountered was Juno Lewis, the guy we had seen on television. We just hit it 

off. After we toured the exhibit area, Juno came back home with us. He had 

some bongos with him that night, and I had a flute in the house. I think we 

came back home about five o'clock in the afternoon, and he crawled out of 

the apartment at about two thirty in the morning! Drinking Beverly's 

homemade wine! And we've been good friends since that time. 
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Smith 

When you came here, did you have any plans on continuing your musical 

career? 

Outterbridge 

Well, it was very difficult. I don't know if I ever saw myself as having a music 

career, but it was like painting, it was like drawing: it was something that I 

needed to do. So it was very natural for me and very necessary. I had always 

been in good choirs, good acappella choirs. I had thought about auditioning 

out this way just to keep that discipline intact, but I never got around to 

finding or approaching a choral organization for an audition because I got so 

busy with trying to find work and adjusting to a completely new environment. 

But I always kept in touch with music. I had to have the flute around at all 

times. I listened to music a great deal. This is the first time that I've lived in the 

city and not been in a chorale of some sort. But I do keep in touch with 

musical development. 

Smith 

What part of L.A. did you and your wife settle into? 

Outterbridge 

We moved in an apartment at 649 West Vernon [Avenue] at Figueroa [Street]. 

And the first freeway that we came into was- We came into the Hollywood 

Freeway south into the harbor. It was raining when we came into Los Angeles, 

and people were driving too close. I didn't enjoy that at all. But, anyway, I 

didn't know what direction I was going in, but I started to notice that streets 

were popping up. Some of the names were familiar from the map that we had. 

I drove south on the Harbor Freeway and saw Vernon, and it amazed me that 

when I pulled off at Vernon we saw the apartment that we were supposed to 

live in right away. It was right at Figueroa. 

Smith 

You had already rented it? 

Outterbridge 
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No, we had a good friend who was from Chicago who had arranged an 

apartment for us in the building that she lived in. This was a person who 

influenced my life a great deal; she was like a big sister in Chicago. Carrie 

Pascal. As a matter of fact, when she came to Los Angeles from Chicago, she 

left her apartment in Chicago for us when we got married. She was coming out 

this way just about the time that we were married, and we took over her 

apartment. When we got ready to come this way, she had also arranged for us 

to have a nice little apartment when we came this way. So I was close to the 

[Los Angeles Memorial] Coliseum. I used to walk over to Exposition Park, the 

museums. We were right around the corner from USC [University of Southern 

California], and I think that area was quite different then than it is now. 

Smith 

How did the differences between black social life and cultural life strike you 

between Los Angeles and Chicago? 

Outterbridge 

I don't know. I never noticed it too much, except in Chicago people were more 

in touch with each other as aggregations, as groups of people. Out here, I 

started to notice that people were more corralled as individuals. I noticed 

that. In Chicago, we had groups of friends. I have groups of friends here now, 

but I didn't notice that too much when I came to Los Angeles. You ride the 

buses together, you ride the trains together; you are not always isolated in 

your personal mode of transportation, your car. That doesn't happen in 

Chicago, straight across the board in Chicago, because of the uniqueness of 

public transportation. So I started to notice that. I also noticed a casualness 

about manner and style and dress. In Chicago, it's a much more conservative 

city in terms of dress. Like you found it necessary to put on a tie and dress up 

a little bit if you were going to go five blocks away to do some shopping, 

because you didn't know who you were going to run into. The city's like that. 

You are more closed because of weather. People in that city, then- I guess the 

West Coast style and fashion has influenced so many areas of the country 

now. But then, we were almost overdressed when we came this way. We left 

a lot of clothing in Chicago that we felt that we could not use out this way, 

heavy overcoats and that kind of thing. But we used to go to parties when we 

first came, and we'd be- Everybody else would be in jeans and sweaters, and 
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we might be a little dressed, because that was what we were used to. But it 

didn't take long to fall into the mode and life-style of Southern California. It 

was comfortable. 

Smith 

Were there organizations that you gravitated to when you came here? 

Outterbridge 

Well, artist groups. I met Curtis Tann early, who was kind of an organizer in 

the people in the arts. He was then a director of the Watts Towers Art Center, 

I believe. He was always considered to be a great teacher and a socially 

conscious person who brought people together. He was one of the artists that 

I had on a list that I should meet when I came here. He was also a good friend 

of another artist who was on a small list that I had of artists that I might get to 

know right away, who Jess Robinson from Chicago, having come out many 

times, sort of turned over. You know, "Make sure you get in touch with Curtis 

Tann, make sure that you get in touch with Bobby Gilmore," and people like 

that. So I met Curtis Tann, who knew a lot of artists, and he also became 

interested in works that I had with me when I came here.I brought a lot of 

sketches and paintings with me that I sort of peddled, in a way of speaking, 

just to have something come in before I got a job situation. I didn't think so 

much in terms of getting a job situation. I really wanted to sort of relax and go 

for what I felt I could do as a creative person, just develop a bit, maybe go to 

school part-time, and feel my way into Los Angeles. My wife got a job I think 

about three weeks after we were here. It took me about a month and a half 

before I got a part-time studio job working with Tony Hill, who was a lamp 

designer. He was a ceramist who had a studio on I think it was Jefferson 

[Boulevard], well respected, and traveled in and out of the country. People 

really- He was a celebrity of a sort, and his lamps were celebrated. 

Smith 

What type of lamps did he do? 

Outterbridge 

Well, they were stylistic and really decorative, but lamps for the table, for the 

floor. 
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Smith 

Were they modernistic? Rough? 

Outterbridge 

I think they were both modernistic and at times rough. He did a great variety 

of styles. He had something to appeal to a great variety of people. He was a 

person in business, but he was very sensitive as an artist. Very sensitive but 

business oriented. 

Smith 

Biomorphic forms? Were those-? Those were popular in the fifties. Like the 

Ruth Asawa sculptures? 

Outterbridge 

Some were. Most of the well-established interior decorators in the area- I 

started to understand that right away. He supplied them, and he also created 

lamps specifically for a given environment. He would get permission to create 

a lamp, one of a kind. So many times he'd do that. And there was a sculptor-

painter working with him. His name was Bobby Gilmore, the artist that I had 

on the list to meet. Bobby Gilmore was a fragile, emotional, beautiful guy. He 

was more beautiful than many women! The first day that I met him I didn't 

know what to do, because this person introduced himself fragranced and 

manicured to the tee. He was very fragile and very feminine. He was a giant-

he was a tall guy-and very much in love in life, challenged everything, and 

lived with his mother, and psychic. He could tell you a lot about yourself in just 

meeting you. So we became good friends. But I always had to- Because he was 

a person- He was a male who liked other men, and I wasn't too comfortable 

with that. So as long as he understood that I wasn't comfortable with that, we 

managed to be good friends. I loved him as an artist, and as a person I really 

learned to love Bobby Gilmore, who introduced me to many, many other 

artists. Tony Hill gave me an opportunity to sit and carve into wet or green 

clay designs for a lot of his lamps, and he also let me occasionally- 

Smith 

Your designs or his designs? 

Outterbridge 



114 
 

Mine. Yes, I started to draw mine after he saw some of my work. He said, 

"Well, take some of this and see what you can do." I never had really carved 

into clay in that respect before, but I enjoyed it. Some things that I did he 

managed to use, but just working was nice, because I had someplace to go 

and something to do that was relevant. At the same time, I met people who 

were in the arts, and we're saying within the first few months.One person that 

I was really impressed by early was Mel [Melvin] Edwards, the sculptor who 

lives in New York. We became fairly good friends. Mel, who was living in Tony 

Hill's building- He had a studio in Tony Hill's building. That's how I met him. I 

worked for Tony Hill, and Tony Hill introduced me to Mel one day. The first 

exhibit, that I had in Los Angeles was with Mel Edwards in- It really wasn't an 

exhibit, but it was a show, a group of people. He brought out some really 

sophisticated works that had begun to introduce a new series of his. I had a 

whole mixed batch of works that I did before I left Chicago, thinking that when 

I got here maybe I would sell some things or peddle some things, and maybe 

somebody will like this, you know what I mean? 

Smith 

So you had a joint show with Mel Edwards? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. It wasn't really an exhibit, as I said before. There was a- I can't think of the 

gentleman's name. He had a business on Sunset Boulevard. He was somewhat 

of a collector. When I first came to Los Angeles, there was an article about this 

man who collected art. Tony Hill introduced Mel Edwards and I to him. 

Smith 

Was he an antique dealer? 

Outterbridge 

He was into the business of collecting things, including fine art, and Mel- 

Smith 

Was it like Herbert Jepson? 

Outterbridge 
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I don't know. I can't remember. He was an older gentleman. And I know there 

was- It might have been in the Los Angeles Times. I saw an article on him 

shortly after I was in L.A. Tony Hill introduced us to him. He knew people like 

that. I had basically, just as I said before, paintings that were done strictly to- 

People like to have things they're familiar with and that fall in the category 

which I can execute. I just don't have a real interest in that kind of thing: still 

life, ballerinas, just casual art. Sunday-painter kind of compositions. I started 

doing those kinds of things when I was a kid. It was easy for me to do things 

that people were pleased with having, and I had some things like that, but I 

also had at the same time some three-dimensional works that I brought with 

me from Chicago that were experimental. They combined wood, paper, and 

sometimes even metal together, and they were pulled together in the whole 

as not to separate the materials too drastically. Some of those things appealed 

to this gentleman, so I wasn't too far out of check. But I remember that as a 

first exhibit experience in L.A. And Los Angeles also introduced me to this 

notion of showing in the streets. You know those outdoor shows? 

Smith 

Oh, yes. The "L.A. and Vicinity" shows. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. I went to a lot of those and sold a lot of work. Early in L.A. I was painting 

at home and getting into those sidewalk shows up in areas like Melrose 

[Avenue] and La Cienega [Boulevard]. They had parking lots, and everybody 

would set up. I hadn't done that kind of thing before, and, surprisingly, I met a 

lot of people. Some things moved. 

Smith 

Do a lot of people go to those sidewalk shows? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, they were crowded with people. And then there was some fine art at 

times, too, some really nice works. Many artists lived that way, and when I 

first came here, like I said, I managed to bring in quite a bit. 

Smith 

How much could you sell a painting for, would you say? 
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Outterbridge 

At that time? 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

A painting that size for me would sell for about $125, $200. 

Smith 

That would be four feet by three feet? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, and smaller things. I always did small things that I could sell for $25, $30, 

$50, and that's quite some time ago, so that was a fair amount. One lady 

ended up publishing three pieces that she bought from me at the first Watts 

[Summer] Festival [of Art] after the revolt of 1965 that ended up in a book 

called Black Dimensions that was published by the Carnation Company. Some 

people who bought some works of mine very early in Los Angeles, too, were 

the Zeidler brothers, the clothing chain [Zeidler and Zeidler]. Those guys were 

just general collectors. I went in their store one day to pick up some things-it 

was on Western Avenue and Venice [Boulevard], I believe-and I met both of 

the brothers. And they came to my car and saw some works and bought them 

right away and told me to bring some more things by. So I got to know those 

guys. I don't know where they are now, but I knew them pretty well then. 

Smith 

Was this for display in their store or in their home? 

Outterbridge 

In their home, I think. 

Smith 

How long did you work for Tony Hill? 

Outterbridge 
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Not very long. Fussy guy, you know. You'd have to get in fights with him. I 

don't enjoy that kind of thing. I enjoyed him as a person, but I didn't enjoy 

his personality at times. His ideas were very stimulating; you never knew what 

he was going to do next in terms of- He was the kind of guy who had a lot of 

temper tantrums. When something in the business wasn't going right, he'd 

come into the studio and knock things over. You'd watch him and, "Don't 

break that!" 

Smith 

Was he black? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes, very famous man, very popular man in the black community. A lot of 

articles were written about him all the time. He took trips to Africa, Asia all the 

time. Every summer he'd go away. As a matter of fact, he died in Africa; he 

was buried in Africa, I believe. 

Smith 

Did he work with the black architects here in Los Angeles? 

Outterbridge 

He knew everybody. Tony Hill knew everybody-well-respected businessman in 

the black community and in the Los Angeles community. He was a well-

established name politically and otherwise. 

Smith 

And it sounds like a character, as well. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Very special person. He might have had some theatrical background, too. 

Very, very expressive in the way that he handled himself and people and 

everything, almost staged, but it wasn't so much that as it was Tony Hill. 

Temperamental. 

Smith 

Did it ever tempt you to say, "Well, I'm going to be a practical artist, and I'm 

going to design lamps and furniture things of that nature"? 
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Outterbridge 

I was never comfortable with that. I always had another feeling about what art 

was. I started study at the American Academy of Art, which was primarily a 

commercial art school. That was in the backyard of the Art Institute, which 

was the academy, the fine art school [Chicago Academy of Fine Arts]. They had 

a library, they had the great exhibits and all. That's where I used to enjoy 

going, but I also enjoyed the American Academy of Art very much, because 

you tooled and nurtured discipline and technique. And I felt that technique, if 

nurtured- Discipline you formulated through the long hours of color theory 

charts and all the work that you do in the life-drawing class and the tedious 

layout and composition and research at times, it had to mean something to 

the whole philosophy of your life. And I always felt that art was something 

akin to a blessing. It was almost like being wounded with a blessing, 

something that you couldn't avoid expressing yourself. But I didn't want to do- 

I didn't feel that it was always an item; it was not always something that could 

be packaged commercially.From very young I felt that it was like- How do you 

say? The way that you hear and view and the impressions that come and sit by 

you that belong only to you. And itwas like wondering at times if anybody else 

saw the same thing or heard the same thing or enjoyed being alone as much 

as you did, working out these little problems. I realized very early that there 

was something peculiar about not being too concerned about going into 

business or thinking in terms of how you're going to make money. I never 

thought about that. I never really thought about that because I always heard 

my father [John Ivory Outterbridge] and my mother [Olivia Northern 

Outterbridge] saying that you do what makes you happy. He gave me the 

impression, and so did my mother- My mother probably gave me the 

impression early in my life that if you chose to go into the arts- And they 

weren't very schooled people, but they were very sophisticated people in the 

way they felt about life, so schooled in that way, right? A rich way. And I say 

that they were very creative and very natural, very warm, not to their children 

alone, but people related to my parents in that way.And they always thought- 

My father always kind of indicated that I'd never have to sacrifice anything 

that I believed in as long as I knew how to take care of myself in terms of just 

working. "Don't be afraid," he used to say, "to work." And what he meant was, 

like, if I had to get a job at the bus station cleaning the floors, "Make sure that 

you clean the floors better than anyone if you have to. If your job is being the 
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janitor assigned to the bathrooms, your bathrooms have to be the cleanest." 

You see, that was the way he was, and that's what I believe in, also.So I never 

had any bones about working so that money was around, but I didn't associate 

my need to express as an artist with a vehicle to make money. I could never 

put the two together too well. 

Smith 

I understand that you went on to work for Contemporary Crafts [Artcraft]? 

Outterbridge 

For Contemporary Crafts, a division of TRIAD Corporation. 

Smith 

Oh, really? 

Outterbridge 

The address is on Central [Avenue]. That's in East L.A. 

Smith 

All I know is that it's in East L.A., and since they've been both the factory and a 

gallery, kind of- Were you doing silk screen kind of work there? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I did a lot of things there. I designed. It was a very fascinating studio 

environment. The company was a division of TRIAD Corporation that produced 

cameras that we used in the military and for overhead shooting. They had 

these huge cameras that could record almost anything in a very sophisticated 

way. They manufactured those cameras, but they also had in the division an 

art-producing wing that employed about thirty- five artists. And these artists 

were given assignments that were in various departments. It was mass 

production that you were concerned with at times, at times with individual 

design of components that you were given. At times they were works that 

were created for the movie industry. I even got an assignment once to do a 

painting for- What's the actress's name? That happened quite often. 

1.10. Tape Number: VI, Side TwoDecember 18, 1989 
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Outterbridge 

I had an assignment painting for Jayne Mansfield. Horrible thing. They gave 

me a swatch of material, and this was a new environment that she had 

created, and she wanted a painting compatible with her environment, a 

painting for her home. She wanted an abstract work that incorporated the 

colors of her environment. So I was given a swatch of cloth and some other 

colors that came from her environment. The first work that I created was 

acceptable by her. So those kinds of assignments you got. A very interesting 

place.I eventually worked my way into the design department and designed 

some things for the corporation. They employed about thirty-five artists. 

When I started to work there, there were about two of those artists who were 

African-American. One was the principal designer, Frank Roberts, who became 

sensitive to some things that I introduced as a portfolio when I went there. 

And when I settled into the shop, he felt that I could design some things that 

were for the company, and I did. One interesting thing happened when I first 

started to work. There were a lot of people from Otis and some other schools 

around. We all got to be really great friends, I mean really great friends, our 

families and all of that. We exchanged shop notes. We almost formulated a 

little organization to do exhibits of our things out of the studio work 

environment.One thing that I found myself doing was not skimping on the use 

of paint, because the tools increased the amount of paint that you had to 

work with. It became exaggerated, and it freed you up and the canvas, the 

scale of canvas, because some of the canvases that we did were five by five 

and five by six, so the scale increased. The tools increased sometimes. You 

were using house brushes. It was very exciting. And accidents would happen 

on the floor, and you would get carried away with, "Wow! Look how that's 

drying." You were handling all this material, and it was very exciting. There 

were guys who were well schooled as artists, as technicians.One department 

that was related to shipping- I was down talking to one of the guys that I used 

to play Ping-Pong with during the breaks, and he said, "The department that 

you guys work in, it ships out about $10,000 a day in work, man." So that's a 

very special department, right? Ten thousand dollars a day. And when I first 

started to work there, we were being paid about $175 a week. We were 

working eight hours a day. We were enjoying what we were doing, but that 

wasn't very much money. I had been drawing pretty big checks from my 

Chicago Transit Authority days, but I didn't think that was very much money at 
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all. And they didn't have a union.So one day we were having a lunch, and Andy 

Samano and I were talking about it, and I said, "I just found out that they're 

shipping $10,000 out of here every day from our department alone." I said, 

"These guys are making a lot of money," and I said, "They really depend on the 

department that we are in." And I said, "I bet you that if we walked out, they'd 

have to do something about that, because they just can't go out in the street 

and get artists to do what we're doing." So the guy said, "Aw, man, you're 

going to get us all fired." So we started to talk about that.It took us about 

three days to organize ourselves, and we confronted management. Boy, they 

got mad, they really got mad, and they threatened to fire us and all that kind 

of thing. We said, "Well, we feel that we're being treated unfairly," and within 

a week we formulated and organized ourselves and walked out. But to make a 

long story short, we organized about ten people. We organized and walked 

out, and they went into session. It took them about three days to regroup and 

introduce a program to us that we felt was compatible, and our salaries went 

from $125 to $160 a week to more than $300 a week plus some other kind of 

benefits. And it became piece oriented in terms of individual pieces, but a 

salary that almost doubled right away. We felt very good about that and 

became closer as a group because of it. 

Smith 

Do you remember the name of the corporation that owned Contemporary 

Crafts, the camera company? 

Outterbridge 

TRIAD. Contemporary Crafts was a division of the TRIAD Corporation. I used to 

always see on the letterhead "Contemporary Crafts, a division of TRIAD 

Corporation." They were producers of cameras. 

Smith 

So how long did you work at Contemporary Crafts? 

Outterbridge 

I think that I worked there about four or five years. And salaries went up even 

more, so I did quite well there. One thing it introduced me to was my ability to 

almost copy almost anything if I had to do that, because I got an assignment 
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once to develop a catalog for the firm which introduced modified copies of 

some of the masters. They weren't trying to sell these; they used them as 

complimentary gifts to clients. One of the principal owners of the company 

was a man who had a very extensive collection, and he made a bet one day 

that I couldn't copy the work of a primitive painter in his collection. He said, 

"That guy's pretty good. You give him this and he can reproduce it! I mean, 

he's got talent, but I've got a painting in my collection that I bet he can't- 

"Right? And I used to get assignments at time for the company to reproduce 

works that were reminiscent of Pissarro or Manet or even Gauguin and 

people-the impressionists, generally speaking. So this man lived in Beverly 

Hills. He lived in this mansion. And he had a studio in his home that was 

phenomenal. It wasn't even used that much. He was one who kind of dabbled 

in the arts but collected. He was just a wealthy man, right? 

Smith 

Do you remember his name? 

Outterbridge 

I know somebody who would remember his name. There's a designer whom I 

worked with, and he has one of my works in his collection. He's a very good 

friend of my family for years now. He was my boss, Don Wolf. He's a designer, 

lives in Beverly Hills. I don't have his telephone number, but he's a graphic 

designer, Don Wolf. But I believe I have a card in my file. 

Smith 

So the owner asked you to- 

Outterbridge 

He invited me to- The permanent painter was- Pomboir? A French painter. 

He's one of those people for whom every leaf is painted. A leaf for a leaf or a 

twig for a twig. So I said, "These guys are going to get me into trouble." So this 

man said, "I'm going to make a bet." These two guys, two owners, talking to 

each other. He said, "I'll make a bet that he can't copy this painting." He said 

to his friend, who had faith in the fact that I might be able to copy that 

painting, he said, "Well, I'll put-" I think he put about $1,000, and what their 

agreement was was if I was successful in rendering the painting to the owner's 



123 
 

satisfaction, they were going to give me part of what he won. So my salary 

was going to stay intact. They were going to pay me $125 a day extra to go to 

his studio and work, where there was a bar and maids and all of that, and I 

could take my time doing the work.So I agreed to go along with this challenge. 

I left the studio and was assigned to go each morning to his home, examine 

the painting, select my supplies and materials, what I thought I would need to 

reproduce this work. At the time, we were using in the studio- Acrylic paint 

had not even become a media used in commercial studios yet. Commercial 

studios always examined and experimented with materials that were new 

materials before anybody else did. I remember when acrylic paint was 

introduced to us in the studio for the first time because we had been using 

casein until that point. But at the time I went to his home and examined this 

work, it had been done in oil, and I had casein to work with. I was going to use 

casein and oil, but I wanted to use casein to some extent to do underpainting 

and things like that with, simply because I would speed up the process, 

because all they wanted was a rendition. So what did I do? At the time, this 

new paint was being introduced to the studio, which was acrylic- And the 

nature of that paint, it looked like it had the consistency like oil. It had the 

vinyl base. I thought that I could use it as underpaint and work oil on top of it. 

But one thing that I found out when we first started to use acrylic paint then 

was that- If I was using oil, when I handled that material when it was wet, it 

dried in the same value. Acrylic wet, when it dried, it was two or three values 

darker! Right? And I said, "Now, this is going to give me a problem, because 

every time I go over here using acrylic and try to find my way into values on 

this painting, I'm going to have to think two or three values up." So it created a 

real problem. And this guy had a bar. I didn't drink that much, but I kept me a 

little bourbon in the studio with me. He told his maids to get me anything that 

I wanted. I concentrated about four days on analyzing that painting before I 

executed anything. On the fifth day, I started to execute. I spent about four 

more days working on this little work, which was about that size. 

Smith 

Maybe three feet square? 

Outterbridge 
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Yes. And it had trees and trees and trees and trees and trees, and there was a 

stream, and there were two little figures by the stream. I remember that. And 

the tedious thing was to attempt to paint each individual leaf, which I gave up 

on. I said, "I've got to work out a way to suggest that and to give that 

impression without actually painting each leaf. Occasionally I'll paint a leaf to 

emphasize, to give the illusion that I've done- So I worked out a way.So, after 

four days of real headaches, I ended up with a work that was very, very close, I 

thought, so the maids thought, and then I went out- And he gave me some 

money to buy a frame. He hadn't seen the work yet. He wanted it absolutely 

finished before he'd take a look at it. I went out and found a frame, an antique 

frame, that was very similar to the frame that it was in, the original work. And 

one afternoon, after I sweated and sweated, I put the two together, brought 

the maids and other people working in the house in, and I switched them 

about a few times. They couldn't tell the difference. I said, "I might be in 

pretty good shape."So that afternoon, when he came home, he said, "How are 

you doing, kid?" Right! That kind of thing. I said without thinking, "I'm 

finished." He said, "You're what?" I said, "I think I'm through with the work, if 

you'd like to take a look at it. It's in the studio." I had both of them on an 

easel. He went in and he looked. And he stayed for a while and he got a drink 

and he sat, and he couldn't tell which one was his. Necessarily, he's had these 

works so long in his collection- You know what I mean. Like, he hadn't 

examined the frame to know. He couldn't tell which one was his. So the other 

guy won the bet, and I got a pretty good keep from that.But the studio 

introduced me to things like that. After I did that Pomboir painting, he gave 

me some assignments to reproduce a Monet, a Pissarro, a Toulouse-Lautrec, 

and some other people. Each time I managed to make a variety of copies that 

accompanied the catalog, and then we used them to satisfy some very special 

clients. Like, instead of giving them a print of a master, they gave them a 

modified copy of a master. But to handle these very, very valuable paintings in 

his home environment was quite an experience. 

Smith 

You had mentioned-I think it was to Samella [S.] Lewis-that when you started 

working at this place, you were doing a painting every day on the job, so you 

started at home in your studio- You were doing a sculpture. 

Outterbridge 



125 
 

Well, I painted so much in that job environment- I found myself going home to 

my own work, and I was using some of the techniques, the expedient 

techniques, in my own work. And I didn't like that. Very effective techniques 

to get things done. Like there are many, many ways of suggesting very tedious 

procedures that you learned in the studio environment, how you can expedite 

that. You get the very same effect. So working eight hours a day for three or 

four years, handling a great variety of compositional notes and families of 

colors, color theory becomes something that I don't even have to think about 

anymore; it is just very applicable. So you'd go into your own studio and you'd 

find yourself using some of these procedures. I had always, always worked 

with three-dimensional elements, anyway, in model building, and I have a 

strong feeling for architectural gestures, just forms. So what I started to do in 

my studio were things that were more three-dimensional in their orientation. I 

had done some things in Chicago, but out here I started to do more and more 

of that. And when I first started to show, really, in Los Angeles, in shows, in 

exhibits that were well pretty well coordinated, I didn't show paintings. I think 

very seldom did I show paintings. Compton [Community] College bought a 

painting for their collection. I can't think of many other- Of all the collections 

that I might be represented in, I can't think of any paintings, necessarily. 

1.11. Tape Number: VII, Side OneJanuary 8, 1990 

Smith 

Today I wanted to get into some of the work that you were doing in the 

sixties, the work that you started to do in Chicago and then continued to 

explore after you came out here-your sculpture in wood and metal and the 

beginning of your interest in assemblage. 

Outterbridge 

Let's see. In Chicago in the late fifties, early sixties, I think I was painting more 

than anything else. But even at that time I painted on unorthodox materials 

for some reason like wood. Canvas, of course, but I believe that I painted a lot 

on wood at that time as I experimented with a mixture, a mixed-media 

approach to painting. At that particular time, I was not too concerned about 

keeping a record of what had been done or what was being done. People 

seemed to have had an interest in many of the things that I did at that 
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particular time, and that was a satisfaction to me. I just continued to work.I 

think I mentioned a number of very helpful people to artists during that 

period, not just me as an individual. Mrs. [Addison] Gayle, who operated 

Gayle's Gallery, was a very supportive, encouraging person during the fifties 

and the sixties for me. And also another lady in Chicago that I came in contact 

with occasionally, Margaret R. Burroughs, who now heads the Du Sable 

Museum [of African-American History] in that city. 

Smith 

Were they interested in mixed media, this kind of experimental mixed media? 

Outterbridge 

They weren't interested so much in the way an artist worked. They were 

interested in art and culture. So artists who were active and artists who were 

associated with whatever collectives we had going at that time were people 

who they related to and got to know somewhat. Gayle's Gallery was right 

around the corner from me. It was one block from where I lived at the time, so 

it was naturally a convenient place to hang out. I worked with a group of 

artists that- We had a lot of influence on each other. It was one of the early- 

Well, I wouldn't say one of the early, but it was a very active collective on the 

South Side of Chicago during the fifties and the sixties. Some of the people 

were, I think, Andy Anderson, who in the fifties was a Jackson Pollock. I mean, 

we knew his attitude toward painting as being strictly open, non-objective, but 

nobody knew about him but his studio walls. Very interesting guy who climbed 

up on ladders and just worked and worked and worked with a canvas that was 

always on the floor.There was a good friend of ours who was the idea man. 

Mulsroe we called him. Most of the time he was a very isolated person and 

very, very gifted, very avant-garde in his flight and thoughts. I don't know 

what happened to him. This was a person who was occasionally beset by 

mental problems, but he was a genius. I mean, he was just a beautiful guy. I 

think that any problems that he had, Mulsroe, at that time, had a great deal to 

do with his sensibility as related to the environment around him and how 

insensitive it could be at times, how uncaring. He talked about things like that 

all the time. Then he reacted. His work was strongly projecting his sentiments 

at that time.Another person that we worked with in the group- I'm just trying 

to think of some of the people that I worked with so extensively in Chicago as 
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artists. There was Alfred Jackson, who was out this way sometime. He was an 

artist who isolated himself from everyone, the Rembrandt of the group. 

[laughter] 

Smith 

What do you mean by that? 

Outterbridge 

I'm just saying he was a fine, very fine painter who could handle any subject 

matter that attracted his interest. Any situation that attracted Jackson's 

interest he had a way of projecting. He was a surrealisttype painter, but we 

always called him the Rembrandt of the group simply because of the way he 

executed and his choice of colors and whatnot. He was a really fine painter 

who- With me, he was one of those people who had a sense of social 

consciousness. I wasn't too concerned about a lot of things at that time, but I 

was very, very much geared into peering into situations as it related to the 

civil rights movement and the political spectrum. I think as an artist, when you 

find it so difficult to project your thoughts- Maybe we concerned ourselves 

with that too early on. I was at least twenty-three, twenty-four, maybe, at the 

time, and the sun is too bright at moments. You fall in love occasionally, and 

you spend a lot of time doing whatever it is that you do. I worked and I went 

to school. I also hung out with the artists and the musicians, because those 

were my two areas at the time. I'm only speaking of influences in Chicago that 

might have had some bearing on what I was doing at the time. I mentioned 

Mulsroe, Anderson, Alfred Jackson. 

Smith 

You said that he was a surrealist. Could you describe a painting? 

Outterbridge 

Well, he'd take the keys from a piano and scatter them about the sky, right? 

[laughter] So he gave the idea of music visual content. Let's say that. He took 

reality and distorted it in a very useful way, in a way that you could relate to it. 

I mean, that was the way he thought about everything, not just about 

painting. That was the way Jackson was. So he, again, was a person that we all 

looked up to. The other thing about him, he was uniquely put together as a 
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person. He reminded you of a triangle standing on the vertex, you know; 

bodybuilding was another one of his art forms. He won all kinds of major 

competitions as a bodybuilder. Just packaged really nice. He was a tiny little 

guy, but big in the way that he was composed. His work registered the same 

thing. When he painted a tear, it was wet, you see. When he handled skin, 

there was a moisture about it. It just wasn't painted; it was a live thing. 

Smith 

When you painted on wood, were you doing that for economic reasons? Or 

for an effect that you wanted? I remember an interview that we did with Ed 

[Edward] Kienholz. He was asked why he started working with wood and junk. 

He said, "I couldn't afford to work with anything else. I couldn't afford canvas." 

Outterbridge 

Well, I'm not going to tell a lie at all when it comes to trying to regather 

myself. I mean, I'd rather just be as honest about it as I can. At the time when I 

was painting on wood, it was during the time that I was at the American 

Academy [of Art], I believe, also. Sometimes a carton of milk was the lunch for 

the day, for real, because you didn't have any money to waste. Sometimes car 

fare, getting down there on the train, before I got a job, a consistent job, it 

was a struggle. And you went to school when you could go to school. You tried 

to stay in school as much as you could, but at times you had to drop out to 

regroup. I think that I painted on wood because wood at times was much 

more available to me than canvas in terms of- Somebody had a wood shop, 

and sometimes there were pieces of plywood nicely squared and laying 

around that would take paint, gesso.Sometimes I would use things like putty 

for texture and just work back into the surface with various paints. Another 

thing that it allowed me to do at times was to attach things to the surface that 

I could not do with canvas, because if I could attach- I always figured that if I 

could attach something, maybe something that I'd have a problem painting, it 

would not only be present, but it would also cast a shadow. I used to like 

things like that because shadow always was something that- I always saw that 

as part of the composition. If something hung on the wall, stood in the center 

of space, if it cast a shadow, that was part of the extended piece to me. How 

could I tear the shadow of your movement away from your movement? It 

would be unrealistic.I did use a lot of materials at the time that I used simply 
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because they were within reach without any cost. Saturated cardboard. I 

found at times reinforced cardboard was very durable, and it could be coated 

in such a way that it made a statement, that at times it became something 

else because that's what you needed of it.I think I have an old slide around 

somewhere of a piece I used to callGhetto Porch. It was one of the first pieces 

that I did combining wood and cardboard. The composition, the way it was put 

together, was quite substantial, stable, and also illusionary, because it didn't 

appear to be what it was. That always fascinated me when I could create or 

give the impression of something without actually being realistic about 

whatever the statement was that I was trying to make. I could give the 

impression of and lead a participant or a viewer into finishing the work, 

maybe. I always thought that that was a pretty fascinating theme: that people 

react to what artists do, first of all. Sometimes you wouldn't finish a work, but 

you suggest just enough to excite and stimulate the thought of people who 

might come in contact with the work. I mean, I like working that way. 

Smith 

When did you start working with metal? What were the circumstances that 

led you into those constructions? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I can't say when I started working with metal. I worked in machine shops 

in Chicago. When I was a kid growing up, my father [John Ivory Outterbridge] 

occasionally worked not with metals, but he used metals in making some of 

the things that he made. So it depends on how you come about and the things 

that you do when you're a kid. I made things when I was a child. I made toys, 

and I enjoyed that. Early in my life I started to use materials to build things, to 

build things that couldn't be moved at times, because when you live in an 

open space- I lived in a small town that was a very exciting town, but you had 

yard spaces and that. And I used to enjoy going to junkyards then. Even in high 

school I used to use my father's truck, my friends and I, and we collected 

metals and sold metals. Some things you'd save and salvage. So that's 

something that I kind of grew up being around.When it came to using it, I 

started to use metal primarily right here in California as a gesture of my 

thought process. One of the first- Early on, in Pasadena- I think I moved to 

Pasadena in 1965. At one point in Pasadena, there were a series of junkyards 
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that were really well ordered. It was a very painful thing to see those just pack 

up and move away, but they evaporated. Things changed, and city ordinances 

started to rule certain kinds of institutions out. The junkyards became 

threatened by environmental kind of ordinances. There was one on Raymond 

[Avenue] close to California Street at one point called Highland Metals. We 

had a good relationship, the man who operated that yard. I used to take my 

things there to show him what I was doing. So when he found out how I 

worked compositionally and what some of my thoughts were, he used to 

receive metals and put things aside for me almost. Things that he thought I 

might be interested in: types of metals, oxidized surfaces, and all that kind of 

thing. He used to corral things, and I'd come through every now and then, pick 

up things, weigh in, and go home and just go insane. So I think I started to 

really seriously use metals around 1967 and '68, somewhere in there, in 

California.I had used metals. I brought some things here from Chicago that had 

metals in them, but I wasn't composing necessarily with all metals and lesser 

materials. I used a lot of wood in some of the things that I brought here. Noah 

Purifoy was the first person that I saw in California that was working in a 

similar way in terms of assemblages. I met him in one of the first exhibits in 

this community after the revolt of 1965. I said, "Wow, that's unique. I'm 

coming into an area, and here's a guy that uses materials kind of like I do, and 

that's exciting." So we got to be buddies, Noah Purifoy and I. And then, later 

on, I started to see some works that Betye Saar, who became a good friend- 

Later on, Betye- Around that time I met her and I saw some things that she 

was mixing, materials, I said, "Wow, this is nice, that you meet people who 

have similar ways of thinking about composition." Because I didn't consider 

myself an assemblage [artist]. I just felt that this was the way that I'd like to 

project.Getting back to Pasadena, there was Highland Metals. One day I went 

down to Highland Metals and there was a whole stack of rusty metal sheets 

just stacking there. I had never seen those before. I talked to the man of the 

yard, and he said, "Man, that stuff's been there. We've had it for years. I'll sell 

it to you for- Oh, I'll give you that for about three cents a sheet," something 

like that. It blew my mind, because the stack- The sheets, first of all, were 

about two and a half by two and a half squares. And the way they were 

stacked, the outer edge was all rusted and the top layers were rusted, but 

when I removed the top layers, underneath there's shiny, polished chrome 

metal. I said, "What?" All the way through, clean, like a brand-new car 
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bumper. And he hadn't noticed that, necessarily. I think if he had seen how 

clean that metal was all the way through-the stack was about like that-maybe 

he wouldn't have sold them to me for three cents a sheet. But we were good 

friends, so I figured that he was just giving me a break. I bought that metal, 

went home, just stared at it for two or three weeks, started to take sheets, 

tested them, and I liked the way that they sounded. When I polished the 

surface, the reflection was clean enough for me to shave in. My daughter 

[Tami Lynn Outterbridge] at the time was about two and a half years old. I was 

taking care of her at home. I was working at the Pasadena Art Museum, at the 

new space. At that same time, we were installing a show that was called "East 

Coast, West Coast." 

Smith 

Oh, the opening show for the new building? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, something like that. That was it. Also at the time, Mark Di Suvero was in 

the backyard. He was staying on the grounds at the new museum. He was in 

the backyard of the new museum, and he had this huge, old, pale blue crane 

that was in the backyard of the museum. His girlfriend at the time was Barbara 

Haskell. She's at the Whitney [Museum of American Art], I believe, in New 

York now. So Mark Di Suvero, whether he knew it or not- You know, I thought 

he was a courageous guy, because, first of all, he had somewhat of a handicap. 

He had fallen down an elevator shaft, I think, in New York and damaged his leg 

really bad. So he didn't move around too easily, but it didn't get in his way. 

The work that he did compensated for any handicap that we might have had 

in our looking at Mark Di Suvero, right? Because Mark didn't have a handicap; 

he was just a great, great guy who made things grow. I liked the way that he 

welded. I also liked how compact he was. I mean, he just moved about, and he 

had all his stuff with him at a given time.So every now and then I would have a 

little party or something, and the guys would come by, and we would all talk. 

Every now and then, too, Mark Di Suvero would come by and look into what 

we were doing. He kind of fell in love with some of the things that I was doing 

at the time with that metal that I found at Highland Metals. I was stretching 

that metal around wooden armatures and getting the appearance of 

something that was very solid, very, very metallic, and something with bulk. 
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Sometimes you got the impression that it needed three and four people to lift 

an object. I really, really enjoyed creating that illusionary effect. So Mark said, 

"How are you cutting that metal?" I said, "I'm cutting it by hand." He said, 

"Man! You're cutting that stuff by hand? What kind of shears are you using?" 

It used to take me a long time to cut a straight line or to even move into a 

curve-like line. I've forgotten the thickness of the metal. It was metal that was 

thick enough to be cut with shears, but you really had to- It was a strenuous 

process.And Mark, one day he said, "I'm getting ready to go to Canada. I'm 

going to be working there. I have a commission." He said, "I'd like for you to 

keep some tools for me." One of those tools was a metal-cutting shear unit, a 

pair of metal-cutting shears, electric, powerful. I never had used anything like 

that in my life. I knew they existed, but I just didn't have them. This speeded 

up the process of me getting a body of work done called the Containment 

series. That was the first serious group of works that grew out of that period, 

introducing me as someone working with metals. I gave the impression that I 

was welding, and I was not welding. I gave that illusion. At times I went on the 

inside and did solder things, but I wasn't really welding per se.One person that 

that confused was- I remember this. He came to the space one day. John [R.] 

Coplans, who must have been- I think he was the curator at the Pasadena Art 

Museum. He came by my space one day and saw some things, and he was a 

little confused as to what technique I was using. He examined and with his 

strong British accent he said, "God, what is that?" I enjoyed the fact that he 

was a little confused as to what was taking place. I said, "This must be all 

right." I let him think that I was welding. I didn't tell him any better, but if he 

had known anything about metal- I'm not saying that he didn't. The gauge of 

metal that I was using couldn't be detected because of the way it was being 

put together. But it was impossible to weld without burning up the metal 

gauge that was as thin as the one that I was using at the moment.So when 

Mark left some tools with me for more than a year, I produced about fifty-six 

pieces in a body of work called the Containment series. A lot of those works 

were placed with what I would call prime collectors, fortunately. Mrs. Dallas, 

Mrs. Digby Dallas, a very extensive collector who placed a lot of things at the 

[Los Angeles] County Museum of Art from her collection. I think she was 

working with a committee there to buy and purchase things for the museum. I 

didn't know who she was until she bought a piece from Brockman Gallery at 

the first one-man exhibit that they had at Brockman. There were people like 
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Jules Glazer, who was a collector at that time. I don't know what he's doing. I 

think he still lives in the Los Angeles area. He bought a piece called From 

Another Point of View, one of the largest pieces that I had done at that point. 

He bought that piece and interested another major collector in buying it from 

him or taking it from him. He just wanted to see it in this man's collection. This 

man was Fred [Frederick G.] Nichols, I believe, a lawyer who collects 

contemporary art extensively. They called him "the money man" because he 

raised so much money for the new museum, MOCA [Museum of 

Contemporary Art]. He just loaned that piece to that recent show at the 

[California] Afro-American Museum. 

Smith 

The 1960s show ["A Cultural Awakening Re-evaluated, 1965-1975"]? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Mills College bought one of the pieces that I felt fairly good about. As a 

matter of fact, that piece was also used in the show, and it was called No Time 

for Jivin'. There were pieces like Song for My Father. That particular piece 

went into about two exhibits, and somewhere it disappeared from the gallery. 

I never have seen it again, but it's included in a film produced by Dr. Samella 

[S.] Lewis that follows me somewhat through the making of the piece. It took 

me three months to do that piece, but the film gave some indication of what 

the work looked like. 

Smith 

But you lost track of the piece? 

Outterbridge 

It was stolen. It was stolen along with some works done by David [Raymond] 

Hammons, Noah Purifoy, Dan Concholar, John Riddle in a gallery right here in 

the neighborhood. An artist that we all loved and respected very much, Guy 

Miller, opened a gallery around the corner, a nice little gallery on Wilmington 

[Avenue], and had a number of shows that invited a sizable public, and people 

came. 

Smith 

Wilmington and what? Do you recall? Like 108th [Street] or 109th [Street]? 
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Outterbridge 

Somewhere around that. Somewhere right around where a little cluster of 

stores were at one point. Apparently we didn't know that he was having a 

problem keeping his notes together, and the gallery was broken into. We 

always felt that it was broken into by the owners of the property, who were 

people that didn't live here in the neighborhood. The art disappeared, and 

that piece was one of the pieces that just disappeared. 

Smith 

It's a peculiar thing, because it isn't the sort of thing that a burglar would 

normally take. 

Outterbridge 

That's right. [laughter] 

Smith 

You've got to be able to unload it somewhere. 

Outterbridge 

That's right, yes. And it wasn't a small work. Another piece that was in the 

same area- A gallery at the time was the Oasis [Gallery]. The little gallery was 

so clean, it was so perfect, it was like an oasis around the corner. There was a 

piece called Note for a Bootblack. To me, that was a piece that I did, just a 

personal statement on my behalf, that made me think about the time that I 

shined shoes as a kid in downtown Greenville [North Carolina] and anywhere 

that I could. We had a whole cluster of shoeshine boys. 

Smith 

You have a piece that was in the 1960s show that's entitled Shoeshine Box. Is 

that related? 

Outterbridge 

That was in the 1960s show? 

Smith 

Yes, it's called Shoeshine Box. 
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Outterbridge 

Yes, that's the wrong name. 

Smith 

Oh, really? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, because when Samella wrote the piece up in a book that she did, she 

called it Shoeshine Box, because that's actually what it was. But the proper 

title was Note to a Bootblack. That was the title that I gave it. 

Smith 

You used fiber in that piece. You started to use cloth. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, it was a mixed media. See, all the metal pieces that I did at that time were 

strictly mixed-media pieces, but predominantly metal, because I worked a 

great variety of materials in it at that time, even sheet metal, metal 

components, mixtures. Like I would make putties that had a lot to do with 

adherence. I'd always call them adhesive bonding processes that I would use 

aesthetically. I tried to be as expressive with developing materials that would 

work in conjunction and be a little unconventional. Not that that was the 

intent so much, but it just worked out that way, because you challenged 

materials. I found it rather exciting to have headaches almost in figuring out 

how you were going to hold things together substantially. Right? That was fun 

to me, stay up all night just seeing if these two things that were foreign things 

were going to work together, were going to marry! [laughter] I used to enjoy 

that.So in this piece, Note for a Bootblack, the composition consisted of 

chrome steel, cast iron, silver- in terms of there were some coins, change, 

involved in the piece-and then in the junkyard one day I found this fiber that 

was a kind of fiber that brushes are made of, but it wasn't cut short like it is 

when we see it in the form of a brush. It was extended because it was uncut. I 

managed to get that; I bought it. I had it growing out of the shoeshine box, 

and it gave it a really sensitive fetish sort of feeling. I just didn't want to stack 

some brushes in and do that kind of thing. What is a brush? It comes from 

something, and it can also be something else, depending on how we look at it. 
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So I just extended the bristle and had it flow out. Note to a Bootblack.Song for 

My Father was one of the first pieces that- I don't know if you've seen a film. 

There's a film called John Outterbridge, Black Artist. You can look at that. Most 

libraries have it. They've shown it all over the country. They still show it. As a 

matter of fact, my brother from New Jersey saw it at some program on black 

films just a few months ago, because he wrote me a note about it. At the time 

that it was done, I did not know how to- It scared me to death to have to talk 

about what I was doing. I just didn't know how to do that. Samella thought 

that I should just relax. Sometimes you feel like making statements about 

what you're doing, and sometimes you just don't. You don't know how. At the 

time, that wassomething totally foreign to me. She invited me to her class a 

few times to talk to her students, and that was more comfortable, because 

you talk about many things. But to just sit down and view a film with yourself 

in it and then to feed language into that film was a pretty difficult thing for 

me. But I managed, I guess. I wish I could restate some of the things that were 

said in that movie, but they seem to use it quite often.So you get an example 

of how I thought with materials in that movie, at least, because if I remember 

that truck- The truck was done with chrome steel, polished chrome steel, 

almost a mirror-polished-like surface. I think it was about four and a half feet 

long, and it was a dump truck. It went into position to dump. What I wanted to 

use at one point was manure, but I decided not to use manure because of the 

stringent nature of the odor of manure. So I chose to use redwood compost. 

The truck dumped a pyramid of redwood compost when it went into an 

exhibit. That was right behind the truck. All I had to do was fill the truck up, 

turn the dump, and then the way it came out it always formed a kind of a 

pyramid. I'd add to that to give it the kind of scale that I wanted it to have. 

One thing that was unique about it was inside of the cab: that was all 

illusionary. You could look inside of the cab, and because it was reflective 

material, anything that was inside that cab double and tripled itself: color, 

object, anything. What I did was I crammed the cab of the truck with things 

that my father might have hauled about in his lifetime as he moved people 

and all. Then there would be all kinds of things just crammed into the cab. So 

people spent a lot of time peering into the cab of the truck, because it was 

really kind of fascinating, some of the things that I managed to find and to 

include. Just all kinds of objects, and hand-fashioned things, as well. The top 

was reflective, the back side was reflective, and the two sides were reflective, 
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because I didn't cut windows into the truck. I left those walls solid because I 

wanted to use the interior. The windshield was the window that gave the view 

of some entry to the work. So it had a way of moving as you moved, because it 

had all this stuff in it. And as you moved about- So I didn't get a chance to 

experience that work myself that much; it went into two shows. I know that 

David Hammons- The first show that it went into was in someplace on 

Larchmont [Boulevard] that did an exhibit. 

Smith 

Is that in Hollywood? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. They had it upstairs. They did an exhibit on black artists from that period, 

and that piece was in the show. My friend David Hammons came to the 

exhibit and walked around. David was always David Hammons: very 

reactionary and very sensitive and emotional about everything. We all were, I 

guess, but sometimes he had an edge on everybody. He came to the show and 

came up to me with some wet eyes. He said, "That's a nice piece. They put a 

price on that piece. You're selling your father now?" I said, "I didn't put a price 

on the piece, David." I said, "I put Not for Sale on it." He said, "Well, go over 

there and take a look, man. They've got it for sale." Right? I went over, and 

they had something like $2,500 on it. So David- It really upset him that I was 

going to sell my father. Song for My Father was the piece. I was going to sell 

my father for $2,500. I made them take that off, because nobody had 

discussed that with me or anything at the time. 

Smith 

Do you remember the name of this gallery? 

Outterbridge 

I don't think it was a gallery. It was a place being used as a gallery. That 

happened to us a lot in terms of spaces that were provided for shows that- 

Smith 

Who put together the show? 

Outterbridge 
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Frankly speaking, I don't even remember, but it had something to do with a 

Jewish organization. It might have been an organization of Jewish women, I 

believe. I don't remember the exact- I know that we had some interesting 

shows at that time that were formulated by the B'nai B'rith organization, and 

one space that we used to show out of almost annually for a period of time 

was on Olympic Boulevard. 

Smith 

The Westside Jewish Community Center? 

Outterbridge 

The Westside Jewish Community Center, that's right. 

Smith 

Near Fairfax [Avenue]. 

Outterbridge 

That's where I met people like Mr. Biberman. 

Smith 

Oh, Edward Biberman? 

Outterbridge 

Biberman, yeah. Quite a painter himself. He had a radio show, I believe, a talk 

show. We became kind of friends during that time. He was enthusiastic in 

terms of getting interviews together and documenting, to some extent, things 

that were going on at the time. 

Smith 

Did you ever meet Robert Ames? 

Outterbridge 

I think so. 

Smith 

He's been dead now for ten years. He would have been in his late sixties or 

early seventies. He had been blacklisted. He did wood sculptures, scenes, and 
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he did a very large wood bas-relief based on a Paul Dunbar poem. I know it 

was shown at the Westside Jewish Community Center. 

Outterbridge 

I met him briefly some years ago, a long time ago, and I remember the work. I 

didn't get to know him too well at all. I remember the work, though. He wasn't 

as active as many people at the time. He was kind of a senior to us. When I 

first came to Los Angeles, there were people like him that were seniors to 

us.There was a man in Pasadena who's still living. I see him walking about 

every now and then. I don't think he's doing art anymore. His name was Brock 

King. "King Brock," that's what we used to call him. We used to take King 

Brock and the man that you are talking about- They were just kind of giants 

from the past that really were not giants that everybody knew about. They 

weren't as well known as you thought they should have been. Because Brock 

was a man who thought too fast, and he spoke just like he thought. Just like 

his thoughts came, he spoke, very rapidly, you know. He used to come to 

affairs in the parks, outdoor exhibits, with a big roll of white paper-a roll about 

two feet wide, the kind of thing that you could just pull out and make sketches 

on. Whatever he saw, whatever the conversation was about, whatever ideas 

he had flowing through his mind, that's what he'd just sketch out in charcoal. 

People would become fascinated with those sketches. He'd simply tear it off 

and let them have it. Whatever they'd give him for it, he'd take that, then roll 

it out again. He'd just keep sketching and sketching and sketching.But that 

general period is a period that I started to use more metal than anything else. 

Another influence during that time was that I had, at times, a pretty full-

time studio job as a painter. I painted eight hours a day, sometimes six days a 

week, handling a lot of canvas, a lot of paint. An exciting place to work. But I 

think because I worked with paint so much during the day, I wanted to do 

something else when I got home. I didn't want- I wanted to paint, but what 

was happening in the commercial- 

1.12. Tape Number: VII, Side TwoJanuary 8, 1990 

Smith 

You were saying that there were techniques that you employed. 

Outterbridge 
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There were techniques that I employed and that had been introduced to the 

artist in the studio that were expedient kinds of methods, very effective. But 

they were so effective and so fast at times you thought that you didn't 

necessarily want to employ them in your own work, because it gave me the 

feeling, anyway, of an association with commercialdom or whatever those 

studios represented. Sometimes you got a chance to do some exciting bodies 

of work for them that were creatively inspired and all, but those were given 

assignments from time to time. As a matter of fact, the last time that we 

talked, I believe that I mentioned that studio environment, and we called it 

Contemporary Crafts. It wasn't called Contemporary Crafts. It was called 

Artcraft, a Division of TRIAD Corporation. I think that was the name. 

Smith 

Two words or one word? 

Outterbridge 

One word. Then, later on, after I worked there for five or six years, I moved 

into another studio situation where I became the art director for a studio in 

Burbank called Artisans Guild. The director of that studio you might talk to at 

some point. He's an interesting guy. He was my boss and my brother. He was 

from Chicago, Don Wolf. He's a designer, graphic designer, has a fabulous 

studio environment in Beverly Hills. I really owe him a lot of credit for seeing 

me as a designer and for giving me the opportunity to direct a studio for him 

with about eighteen artists in it, a very, very diverse body of artists. 

Smith 

Being in Burbank, did the group do a lot of work for the motion picture-

television industry? 

Outterbridge 

No, we didn't. We didn't necessarily do work for them. Occasionally something 

might have been done, but it wasn't something that was continuous. At the 

other place we got assignments, special assignments, for a stage set or for a 

star that wanted a particular kind of composition to fit a mood. That was great 

sometimes, getting those kind of assignments, but it was not necessarily a 

consistent thing. In Burbank, Artisans Guild developed a line of paintings that 
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really sold to interior decorators of new buildings that went up: office 

complexes, the kinds of tasty things that you see in the lobbies at times. One 

thing about both of those firms-one grew out of the other-but one thing about 

Artcraft was that it was a company, as a division of TRAID Corporation, that 

had access to phenomenal overhead cameras, because they produced 

cameras for the military and all that, these huge cameras that did overhead 

photography. They could shoot whole compositions without any problem, 

process them, and that kind of thing. So you designed for that process, too. 

They did a lot of photo silk-screen processes and direct transfer of- You would 

do a painting, that painting might be photographed, and then the photograph 

of the painting becomes reproduced time and time again, and the original 

work would be used in another way. 

Smith 

Well, getting back to your creative work, or your- Well, it's all creative actually, 

but your personal work- maybe that's another way to look at it. You also did 

the Rag Man series in the sixties, right? 

Outterbridge 

That followed the Containment series, which was the first body of metallic 

works, basically. Shortly after that, I came into the ownership of a power 

sewing machine, which I had been trying to get my hands on anyway, simply 

to use at home to mend things, because I'm a person that goes in and out of 

the thrift stores all the time. My family, we just like thrift stores. A lot of times 

you find great wearables, and they need a little alteration or a little addition, 

and the sewing machine came in handy for that. One thing that I thought that 

I'd like to do in having the sewing machine as well was to develop a body of 

work. You're always thinking about the work. I mean, you can't get away from 

it. And I wanted to do a body of work that made me look a little bit at images 

that I corralled over the years about people who collected rags.I knew people 

as a kid who sold rags and collected rags. In Chicago it was very exciting to 

hear the ragmen move in and out of the alleys calling up for rags. People 

sometimes two or three stories up would throw bags of rags down to the 

ragman, things that they wanted to get rid of. Sometimes they received a few 

pennies for those rags, but a lot of people would just get rid of things and the 

ragman would just take them and run. On the South Side there was a ragman 
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who had a conga player on the back of his wagon, and they'd have all these 

call-outs that became very familiar songs, really, on a bright spring morning or 

in the summer early in the morning. Just as the sun would come up, they'd 

come through kind of early, and people would scream out at them at times, 

"Shut up!" They always had these old horses. They never had to say "Giddap" 

or anything like that. The horse always knew when to stop it seemed, or when 

he heard a rag bag drop on the wagon he realized that "It's time for me to go, 

to walk on." I used to look at those wagons and how colorful they were with 

all the rag mixtures on them and just the whole aura of one who picks rags for 

a living.I did a group of works that looked at the canvas, the fabric canvas, as 

being simply a piece of rag, depending on how you look at it. You paint on it, 

you stretch it. I didn't want to stretch it around four corners; I wanted to 

stretch it around other forms, other formats. So I started to do stuff and to do 

some interesting things for me with canvas. The sewing machine helped me 

do that. I started to introduce grommets where you'd hang a rag on the wall. 

You'd disregard framing, but you'd fold the edges, protecting the composition 

in such a way that some other aesthetic notions started to introduce 

themselves. I made bags. Sometimes I made almost human-like forms out of 

canvas, and they were stuffed. I started to make things like uniforms. Some 

social-commentary-type statements grew out of some of those, because I 

know, at the time, police action in the streets was pretty vicious at that time. 

The term "pigs" applied to the personality of the police force, right? I 

remember doing a piece called Pig Painted Blue. It was a very accurately done 

policeman's uniform, very dignified small-scale officer's uniform. 

Smith 

Four feet high? 

Outterbridge 

Maybe, yes. And I made a hanger for it, and it was like hanging a suit of 

clothes on a hanger. There were brass buttons, and there were whistles, and I 

did some aluminum bullets. I did a- What do you call-? 

Smith 

A bandolier. 

Outterbridge 
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Yes. This particular one was electrified because it had a radio, handcrafted. It 

wasn't really a radio, but it gave the impression of a radio. It had a blinking red 

light on it and an antenna. And that was a painting for me, because the 

primary material used was canvas supported by, enhanced by, other kinds of 

accents. It excited a lot of people when it hung on a gallery wall and started to 

blink, just to blink. The red light would go on and off, on and off, as if a 

message was coming in. There was kind of the same feeling that you get when 

you come into the vicinity of a strobe light, a police vehicle strobe light. That's 

the kind of feeling that you got. That was on the gallery wall. I mean, that used 

to happen.A very wealthy black woman bought that piece for her teenage son. 

I don't think he had any- Alonzo Davis and I tried to get that piece back. I really 

don't think the young man had any real understanding or care about what it 

represented or anything else. His mother thought it was cute. I mean, I don't 

even- I realize now, I mean, she might not even recognize the fact that that 

was a hand-crafted uniform, because I did have people ask me where did I get 

that very unique little policeman's uniform from. It was too big to be a doll's 

uniform, but it was too small to be worn by a person. But I could always sew 

pretty well, and it did look really finished.I did another uniform called Blow 

It. And it had a whistle. This was a policeman's uniform painted bright, bright 

yellow and indicating a yellow streak. [laughter] It was fun! But it allowed- If 

you wanted to, you could reach out and grab it and sound it off. It had the 

whistle and the nightstick. It was about the same size, painted yellow. I believe 

it's in the collection of Ann Booker, the wife of Claude Booker, who- No, no, 

no, that's wrong. I don't know where it is, but I believe that Alonzo has a 

record of that. I remember doing, during that period, a series of clothing items 

that hung against the wall. There was Pig Painted Blue, Blow It, a portrait of 

David Hammons that hung on the wall.And then Don Wolf, the person that I 

was talking about, the graphic designer, bought a piece at that first one-man 

show at Brockman Gallery called Vested Interest. It was a vest. Instead of it 

being fabric, it was a break from the Rag Man series because it combined 

metal and rag. This was a metallic vest with a plume of rag growing out of it, 

as if you would take flowers and place them on the vest. Vested Interest was 

just a use of materials representing the image of a garment, but for me it was 

an experiment in bringing metal and rag together a long time ago. I felt that if 

there's a hard edge there's also a soft one, and if there's a high there's a low. 

That's part of how I think about things. In doing the Rag Man series, I'd do 
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things like introduce zippers, metal buckles, grommets. Then, in doing the 

metal series, I would occasionally introduce rag, just the other edge. 

Smith 

You still do that. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, I'm still doing it somewhat. I think that can really be refined in a lot of 

ways. I noticed how long you go into museums, and you see garments that are 

so well dated and still very much intact. So I never thought in terms of 

longevity with the things that you do. I think that aging is also a part of the 

natural process. The things that I do I think take into consideration that- 

People would like to feel that I'll have this forever- right?-and I'll pass it down 

to my children and all that. Well, that's important, I guess, but I never take 

that into consideration. 

Smith 

What about-? For instance, in the Aesthetics of Urban Blight, you have the 

little colored pieces of cloth that you've tied on. Do you worry about the dies 

being colorfast, whether they will fade, the colors will fade over time? 

Outterbridge 

I think about things like that sometimes. Most of those pieces, though, are 

treated, anyway. They're protected somewhat, glazed somewhat. That's why 

people who touch them will find that they are not as soft as they 

look sometimes. They're kind of rigid. They're usually interwoven and 

wrapped around metallic bars, so they are pretty solid. I never think too much 

about the fading that much myself. Much of what I use, though, sometimes I'll 

bleach it out to get a tonal change, sometimes I'll use it as is. Most of the 

materials are fast-dyed materials, anyway. I do look at that. I collect a lot of 

rag pieces. I tend to test the material to see how strong it is, to see if it's too 

old. If it's very old and it still has a particular kind of look, I'll find some way of 

corralling that, of wrapping that, with a much more durable piece. Some of 

the dolls incorporated the use of old materials versus much newer materials. 

There are certain appearances that are conducive to creating the responses 

that you need from yourself, even. I look for old materials all the time in thrift 
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stores. People have sent me things. Betye Saar gave me a box of stuff that 

went way, way back, and I still have that. I treasure it because she gave it to 

me, first of all, and because she's just real sensitive to materials. 

Smith 

We had talked before about your paintings, a lot of paintings that you did in 

Chicago. You used the crucifix form sometimes. Then, with a piece 

like Traditional Hung-Ups, the crucifix reappears in a very different way. Then 

the American flag has been played with. Were you continuing to do a lot of 

work with the cross forms? 

Outterbridge 

The first piece that I did out of the studio had a cross in it. I don't know if it 

was consciously a cross, but it definitely was a cross. The car, that antiquated, 

rusted-looking car, has a cross on top of it, that long bar. If you notice, it is 

very much a crucifix.It's almost like recalling some of the things that you think 

about very early in your life when you are sitting in church and you hear about 

the hardships of the folk and all. I grew up in the kind of home environment 

where the old folk talked a lot. They told stories, and they'd scare you to death 

with those ghost stories sometimes in the summer. You'd want to run, and 

you couldn't. Wow, you'd sit there, and you'd listen, and the stuff would be so 

realistic. They'd talk about crossroads. "He learned how to play the guitar so 

well because he had the meeting with the devil at twelve midnight at the 

crossroads," these junctions.You'd always see these crosses. They talked 

about crosses this and crosses that, and a lot of that stuff sticks in your mind. 

Also time on the cross, time on the cross, time on the cross. I used to think 

about it at Eastertime when you'd hear the sermons about the Christ and the 

suffering and the crucifixion. When you're a kid, that's pretty painful at times. I 

mean, you almost feel the pain of the Christ and the spearing and the nails 

that are driven through the hands and the feet. You go crazy at times 

wondering how that could have taken place. How could humanity, how did we 

allow that kind of thing? What I used to do was I said- Now, when I was very 

young, I used to say, "Now, if Jesus was God, it's possible that the capacity of a 

god could endure that kind of pain without a problem." Then you'd look at the 

human element, the frailty of being human compared to that of being God. I 

used to really think about that. So I said, "Maybe the slaves suffered more 
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than the Christ did over a longer period of time." Some of the things we've 

read that they've done, especially when you read books like The Black 

Book, when they showed photographs of lynchings and things of that nature- 

Where you'd read where some slave committed a crime, maybe, or they 

thought that a slave committed a crime like rape, and they'd catch this person 

and not just kill him but torture him over a long period of time. You'd have 

bad dreams about things of that nature.So the crucifix to me was always a 

symbol that was associated with the facade that grappled with pulling the 

African in tow and working leverages of control, spiritually, emotionally. These 

beings who were brought here for whatever the purpose, and you know what 

some of those purposes are- [tape recorder off]The African was a so-called 

pagan. I heard that when I was very young. I also heard, rather young, that 

Christmas was a pagan holiday. Christ mass. But it was always a season and a 

period when people warmed up and became much more human for a 

moment than any other time. You were impressed like that when you were a 

kid. There's something very special about the sun on Sunday morning, the day 

that you're supposed to go to Sunday school, and everybody gets starched and 

dressed, and the shoes are polished, and you are corralled off to church to 

hear the word. That's a special day. It's not like Saturday, it's not like Friday 

morning, it's not like any other morning. You know, the habits of the family 

change. Breakfast is at a different time, and the whole thing. You make notes 

about that when you're a kid. Then you go and you sit in the midst of the 

congregation, and you see dignified old men that sit and listen for a while, and 

all of a sudden they are nodding. And you hear people shout, and you see 

people at times make testimonials that you don't forget. They prepare for 

great funerals.So you grow up in an atmosphere where there's something 

really, really significant about the whole idea of Christ and the cross and 

Christendom. God is on the other side of that, I mean, much bigger than all of 

that, and you start to put that together when you're a kid. But later on in your 

life you say that if the African was a pagan, and if Christianity introduced to 

the African this source of salvation, then how might Christianity be 

comfortable in hanging this being in the tree? How did the African become 

strange fruit hanging in some-? You know, all these images.I don't think that 

you can get away from the linkage in the fabric that puts you together 

eventually as a person, because it starts so long ago, the things that you never 

forget, the voices that never erase themselves from your consciousness. So I 
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heard a lot of tales, and a lot of those tales were centered around Christianity. 

Many of them stuck. The way we should conduct ourselves towards others 

was quite natural. You were drilled in that way when you were a kid. The 

music of the church that sounds somewhat like the strange sun, this beautiful, 

unique Sunday morning sun, unlike- The complexion of the day is a different 

complexion. I think it's a symbol that carries with it a note that attaches itself 

to my beginning.I came from a strongly Christian-oriented family background. 

At one point I thought I would like to study for the priesthood. At one point in 

my life I thought that. The other side of that is that you feel very much too 

that your work is- The whole process for me of doing art has a great deal to do 

with the research that we need to make ourselves more useful human beings. 

It takes a long time to become a useful person. We are never quite as useful as 

we want to be. The process that we activate as practicing artists, as writers, as 

dancers, as painters, as creative people, has a great deal to do with looking for 

life's integrity-not what we have been but what we could be. It's all associated 

with that for me. Some of my feelings are too intense for me to have 

examined by others, because you find yourself too busy examining them, and 

maybe you share some of what you finally formulate. If I worked the way I 

feel- I feel that I need to work all the time. You couldn't get close to me for 

work. But it seems that the world that we live in is not very accommodating to 

people who sometimes can't avoid doing things like art. Nobody needs that, 

but we do need it. Like we do need music. I can't see a world without a song. I 

simply can't.So crosses will appear from time to time simply because I think 

that they say a lot about how we are misdirected. It also is a symbol, "Which 

way do we go from here?" The junction, the place that we meet the devil or 

otherwise. 

Smith 

It seems from the illustrations I've seen of some of your work that you were 

continuing to do paintings and wood sculpture. Maybe we could just talk 

briefly about that. There's one piece that's called Mogo Ghetto that's 

illustrated, which is a sculpture. I think it's a wood sculpture, but- 

Outterbridge 

Unfinished when it was photographed. 

Smith 
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Did you then finish it afterwards? It seems, perhaps because you were carving 

wood, very different from the other pieces that you were doing. More 

biomorphic. 

Outterbridge 

That was early California. Many of the things that I brought here with me were 

wood. 

Smith 

Not assemblages but more- 

Outterbridge 

Now, that was an assemblage, too. The piece was really called Mood Ghetto. 

Smith 

Well, there's a painting called Mood Ghetto, too, right? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, I believe so. Mood Ghetto was that piece, I remember. People sometimes 

get titles- Titles just go down wrong sometimes in the way they are 

documented. When I was doing that piece, Samella [S. Lewis] was doing her 

book called Black Artists on Art, volume one. Works that I really wanted to be 

in the book were away. They were in a traveling exhibit or something like that. 

That was a piece that I was working on. When the photographer came to the 

space to shoot, that was the only thing that was there. That's happened to me 

on several occasions, when your best representative works are out 

somewhere. That was a piece that I was working on, and it was being 

mounted at the time, so I could really adjust it to the way it was mounted. I 

think I mounted that piece on two chromed pillars that were very foreign to 

the piece itself, because the piece would have supported itself as a whole 

work, but what I wanted to do at the time was to give it more elevation. I 

chose to use two metallic rods and then another base at the bottom just to 

give it more scale. But it was an unfinished work when it was photographed. 

Carving, tools, mixed media was always the way that I worked. So that 

particular piece-If I chose to do a series of paintings right now, I think they'd 

be much more sensitive than most people would imagine. I painted for quite 

some time, but not recently in terms of public exhibit. And I think as I grow on, 



149 
 

I'll get back into painting more and combining at times- You can paint on 

metal. I like metal very much, but at times it can accommodate the painterly 

discipline as well, and I know that. Some of the fascinating paints to me today 

are industrial paints that are used in automotive, aircraft finishing. They are 

very durable paints. I've been studying some of those in the way that they 

react. I'm a little slow at times, and I'll keep certain elements around the 

studio and put it over and put it out in the weather and see how it holds up 

and things like that.I have little projects going on all the time that tell me 

something about materials. This should be a full-time thing; it should be a full-

time thing. I should be in the studio from six o'clock in the morning until 

midnight! I'd love that. [laughter] Maybe I'll be able to do that in years to 

come. 

Smith 

It's an interesting thing that in the sixties a lot of artists who'd been painting 

kind of faded- That kind of faded out of their work that they were doing, and 

they really came to concentrate more on materials-maybe still combining 

materials in a painterly way, like a lot of your work does, but the textures and 

the reflections and the colors got abstracted out of the canvas into, quote, 

unquote, "real materials," found objects. Is there a reason why you left 

painting? Well, perhaps you didn't stop painting, but painting on canvas kind 

of faded out of your career. 

Outterbridge 

Well, I stopped painting on canvas so long ago. I found myself attracting a 

particular kind of audience, for one thing. I painted, and almost everything 

that I painted sold right away, so I didn't get a chance to experience some of 

those pieces around me for a period of time so that you can study them. In 

other words, you do a painting, and then you hold onto that work for a while 

and you study it, and it introduces another piece and another piece. Well, as I 

said before, I work in a studio environment. That was one thing that sort of 

guided me away from painting for a period of time. I just wanted to do 

something that wasn't painting, right? I've always liked three-dimensional 

formats, anyway.I think too that I started to do some assemblages for the wall 

environment in Chicago that grew from the wall into a more in-the-round 

format as time went on. I think the only reason that I did not get to that in 
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Chicago was because of how I had to work and where I had to work. When I 

came out here space increased. I had a yard to work in-not just a sidewalk out 

front, but a frontyard. Different space. Like in Chicago, you step out of the 

apartment, you step on the sidewalk, that's it. You know what I mean? Then 

you go out back, and there's not really a backyard. I lived on the South Side, 

not in an area that was so different from any other part of the city, but, you 

know, the congestion is comparable enough. It's just a different kind of 

arrangement. You know Chicago. 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

But out here, there was a backyard. That's like North Carolina, where there 

was a backyard with trees and birds that speak to you in the morning and a 

squirrel that you get to know, even. Every place that I've lived there's always 

been a little squirrel about, a couple of squirrels. I like that; I love that. So, 

being that I had space around, not just physical space but mental, spiritual 

space, it opens up. So the work does the same thing.I still have not tapped the 

essence of my vision. We have to do so many things to survive in the arena of 

the arts. You sacrifice the essence of what you really are to take care of your 

family, to see that a daughter or a son develops well. You are fortunate if you 

can work or have a livelihood of some sort that is related to the arts. You are 

very lucky. I'm fortunate that I do what I do today, even though it gets to be a 

little stressful at times. You are fortunate if you have relevancy to the arts in 

any way. 

Smith 

To be rooted somewhere. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, that's right. 

Smith 

Changing the subject somewhat, I wanted to ask you about the classes that 

you took at the Art Center School of Design in Pasadena. 
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Outterbridge 

I didn't go to the school. It hadn't transferred there yet. When I went to the 

Art Center it was at 5353 West Third Street in L.A., before it moved to this 

building. The classes that I took basically were life drawing classes at night at 

Art Center School of Design when I came out here, simply to keep in touch 

with movement and just drawing. They had very good life drawing 

classes there. I just took a few semesters of life drawing classes at Art Center 

School of Design because it was convenient for me to go to school there at 

night. An instructor that I had was- I can't think of his first name now. Mr. 

Vilpul I think his name was. So I just went there at night when I came out here, 

because I had heard so much about Art Center School of Design, right? I used 

to enjoy walking through the corridors taking notes. They always had great 

exhibits. There were little arenas about very contemporary ways of looking at 

things and executing. The student shows there were always good. So I finally 

enrolled in a night class, because I was working at the studio during the day, or 

whatever I was doing at that period, and I'd head over there at night. 

Smith 

I also wanted to ask you a couple of questions about who bought your work. 

You've mentioned a number of people. One of the people that you mentioned 

early whose name hasn't really come up yet is Leonard Simon. You said that 

he bought quite a bit of your work. 

Outterbridge 

I think Dr. Leonard Simon knew a lot about my work. He didn't buy a lot of 

work-he's always wanted to buy work-but he was a person who made notes 

about a lot of the things that were taking place in the sixties. Photographs. 

He's an historian, an art historian somewhat, and kept in close contact with a 

lot of the artists during that period. 

Smith 

What about the Golden State Mutual [Life Insurance Company] art collection? 

When did you become aware of that? 

Outterbridge 
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A long time ago when I met my good friend Bill [William] Pajaud, another 

artist. Bill was always encouraging me to do a piece for Golden State. I never 

did that. 

Smith 

A commissioned piece? 

Outterbridge 

He's not there anymore; he's retired now. Bill Pajaud. You can run into him 

now-very good painter-over at the Fire Station Workshop on Adams 

[Boulevard] and Hobart [Boulevard]. He's there during the day painting and 

making prints and probably drinking vodka! He's a great guy. Bill Pajaud was 

the public relations specialist, I think, and the principal administrative at 

Golden State in charge of developing the art collection. Bill asked me for 

works and asked me for works, and I never got around to doing a specific 

piece for Golden State Mutual. I'm sure that it would not be a difficult thing 

for me to get a piece placed at Golden State Mutual, but I was very aware of 

the significance of that collection. They had one of my pieces in the collection 

in storage at one point, and this was a young lady who owned a work 

called About Martin. It was a piece done for a very special show dedicated to 

Dr.Martin Luther King [Jr.] at the [Los Angeles] Municipal Art Gallery in 

Barnsdall Park, curated by Josine [Ianco-Starrels]. A great variety of artists 

were invited to be a part of that show, and at that show I got a chance to meet 

an artist [Llyn Foulkes] who seemed to enjoy my work very much. He wanted 

me to come and work with him for a while. He invited me, anyway. A very 

popular guy. 

1.13. Tape Number: VIII, Side OneJanuary 22, 1990 

Smith 

What I wanted to do today was discuss the artists' community in Los Angeles 

when you came here in the sixties. We're going kind of slowly, but I think 

we're getting each of the chunks in. I'd like to start by discussing a number of 

black artists, African-American artists, that you may or may not have had 

direct personal contact with and try to get a sense of when we use the word 

"artists' community" what we mean in terms of how the artists relate to each 
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other, and then how black artists relate to artists from other ethnic groups, 

and then how artists relate to the major institutions like museums and the 

newspaper critics. Actually, I thought the first name I would start by throwing 

out to you would be Noah Purifoy, because I know that he has been an 

important person in your life. How did you come to meet Mr. Purifoy? 

Outterbridge 

I think the first time that I encountered Noah, it was right here at the Watts 

Towers site. I think that was around 1963 or '64, possibly '64. It certainly was 

before this building, the Watts Towers Arts Center, existed. There was a tiny 

little house on 107th Street at the time, right at this location, the 1700 block 

east. A tiny little house like many of the houses on the block, that was the Arts 

Center. I met two people one day-I just happened to amble over this way-

Noah Purifoy and Judson Powell. Some project was taking place in the 

community, and Noah was maybe the director of the arts center at the time. 

Judson Powell, who is an actor, painter, a really fine writer- We all became 

good friends. They were putting something together the first day that I came 

on site, and I just put down my things and joined in. Whatever it was that we 

were assembling, it got done. Good conversations took formation. I began to 

look for the feeling that you call "This is going to be a home place." You know, 

people of like minds. "I'll meet other artists. They're doing things here, and 

maybe I can become part of that." Because when you're in a new city just for a 

few weeks, the sun has a strange complexion about it; everything is not 

familiar at all.After I met Noah, who always challenged everything-you, the 

environment- He'd want to break down concepts and replace them with 

ideology that was fresh and stout. So his house was a meeting place for a lot 

of artists. We'd go and get into big fights at times, almost physical fights, and 

drink good wine and solve the problems of the world and then critique our 

work, you see. It was during a period, too, when things were alive in the 

streets, not just for African-Americans, but the civil rights era was a period 

when the adrenaline of American society was flowing, and everybody tried to 

be as open and as honest as they could be. So there was antagonism. There 

was a kind of cohesiveness. There was good verbiage in the exchange between 

people in the country at that time. Media, they were busy.For me, meeting 

the artists in Los Angeles, starting with Noah Purifoy, Dan Concholar, who is in 

New York right now- Alonzo Davis was a young artist- Alonzo and Dale Davis 
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were both people that I developed a lot of love and respect for during those 

years, because not only were they artists, but they were young men who- 

Many years later I met- I shouldn't say many years later, but- How did it go? 

There was Noah, Judson in the beginning, Dan Concholar, who introduced me 

to Alonzo Davis and Dale, and Guy Miller. There's a housing project named 

after Guy Miller in this neighborhood. All of these people came into focus at 

about the same time. I think I'll get back to Alonzo Davis, who was discussing- 

He and his brother were thinking in terms of opening a gallery, which they did 

do in 1967, because there were no galleries that were really, really conducive 

to the needs of a lot of the black artists of that period and a lot of the Hispanic 

artists of that period and others. But we were sort of on the front burner, we 

were on the firing line. We were [Black] Panthers, we were all of those things, 

even though we were studio people.So I believe that that period for me is one 

that I can thank the artists' community for teaching me and helping me to 

nurture language, protest attitudes, how to make comments about what I felt, 

because before that time I never really talked about how strong the feeling 

was inside to make music-and when I say to make music, I am simply saying to 

make art. You know, to make art. The dialogue that we shared with each other 

opened up a channel for me, because up until that time I had been one who 

worked a lot in so many ways without ever making too much comment about 

how important that whole process was to me. It was the only thing that I 

could do. Even though I did a lot of things, it was the only thing that I felt had 

always been sort of my calling, my being. From an early age, the kids around 

me, my peer group, they always called me an artist. So that was something 

that I didn't fuss about. It just was. But I began to talk about some of the 

things that I felt and some of the things that I saw and some of the things that 

I believed and what religion meant as an ideology and what it did not mean, 

how it was abused.I talked more out here than I did in Chicago, where we had 

a group of artists. We had a collective. I can't say that we didn't have 

exchanges, but there was much more of an intellectual edge here for me than 

in Chicago. Chicago for me was that city that I got good musical exercise in. I 

worked with that body of artists more readily than I did the visual. No, I 

shouldn't say that. Maybe both of those were on an even keel. Because I 

painted a lot, I exhibited, I was part of a co-op gallery in Chicago, but I was also 

very, very busy with a fine choir and a jazz quartet. So I kept very busy. 

Smith 
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What was Mr. Purifoy's training? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I saw Noah as an intellectual, which he was-a cantankerous, brillant 

person who was gifted as an artist, gifted as a craftsman, gifted in terms of 

getting other people to look at other aspects of themselves. He was a person 

who shared. He was a person who was respected, not only by individuals, but I 

came to find out about that level of respect that he had attained from 

institutions as well. I believe his background was in- Well, first of all, he had a 

strong craft background. He was very skillful as a craftsman, but he was also- 

Smith 

Which crafts? 

Outterbridge 

Possibly wood. He was really a fine craftsman in wood and in the use of other 

materials as well, but I think primarily wood. Not only that, I believe that he 

had some background in psychology-a psychologist, I believe, or sociologist. I 

always saw him as a social anthropologist, more or less, the way he moved 

about.There were people like the very skillful and brillant David Mann, who's a 

good friend of Noah Purifoy and Judson Powell. He was an actor but also a 

skillful writer, painter. David is in Long Beach right now. I think a leg has been 

amputated the last time that I saw him. David Mann was also a person for 

whom every day was drama, every day was theatrical, every day was 

something to be excited about. He was the artist that was always on edge 

about everything and always excited about being on edge. But he was a 

writer, actor, painter, a guy that you never could predict what he was going to 

do at a given time. He was always special, always glowing. [laughter]Noah's 

background had a great deal to do wih the use of art as a tool to bring about 

social change. When I first started to feel comfortable with using art as a tool-

and I never did think that I could find myself using art as a tool-the language 

that I started to hear from people like Purifoy and Judson- We knew that these 

changes were very necessary, and we knew that we had to be participants in 

this arena during that time. 

Smith 
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Was this focused around black nationalism? Or was there a political element, 

say Marxist element, involved as well? 

Outterbridge 

I had difficulty determining. I thought that everything at that time was 

politically high. I think that the movement that we call the civil rights 

movement was certainly not the first in this country for us. It might have been 

one of the more prominent ones, but it certainly was not the first. A sense of 

belonging to the history of America was what we all wore as a garment. The 

struggle to make America live up to its creed was what we believed in. It was 

very painful and very exciting at the same time.As I said, I had just returned to 

the country a few years before this particular period from the Korean conflict. 

Even though I was not necessarily stationed in Korea, I was always on alert as 

an ammunition specialist during that time. I was very fortunate to not go with 

my company to Korea. I stayed in Germany. But I stayed in Germany right on 

the edge, right on alert. I could have been flown in at any time. So I lost a lot 

of friends during that period, and I brought that back to this country with me. I 

think that seasoned my attitude about the facade of America. It made you 

think about how abusive certain symbols really were, how hypocritical certain 

symbols were. Like the American flag, I mean, what did it really represent? It 

motivated people like me to do things like Flag Rag or O Glory Redefined. This 

was a steel flag that I did some years ago that refused to wave, in 

my estimation of it. I mean, it was just this rigid thing that hung and shined in 

all of its glory, but it was misrepresentative of the creed of what it should have 

been symbolic of.I think politically, socially, art became a tool to tighten, to 

loosen, to open up cans, and to build a kind of apparatus that would hopefully 

kindle cautiousness somewhere at some level. It was also a time when there 

were confrontations with major institutions. The studio was everywhere. The 

studio was anywhere that you were at a given time: community meetings, a 

meeting down at the [Los Angeles] County Museum [of Art], a meeting over at 

the Pasadena Art Museum, or wherever we found ourselves in confrontation 

not with people so much as matter and mode of the governing factors that 

said who could and who could not in the arts and who was and who was not, 

and the opportunities that simply- The doors that were not there. Not doors 

to be opened, but these were walls that had no doors at times, you see? I 

think the work, the art, became social commentary oriented not because of 
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your choosing as an artist but because we were sensitive and active and open 

during a period when the skin of America was reeking of little abscesses. I 

think that underneath those was the pulse of change, and that pulse of change 

was not only a public that belonged to my heart, but I saw many other ethnic 

groups participating. When I say that, we all become ethnic at some point 

when blacks and whites and Jews and others find themselves moving together 

toward an aim. The sixties were reminiscent of that to me.The Black Arts 

Council during that time was a very, very important organization in Los 

Angeles, extremely important. 

Smith 

When was the Black Arts Council-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I'll have to say that I can't be very accurate about that. I don't know that 

history. I know that I became a member of that organization very early, and I 

don't know what year that was that we- Let's see. I know when I met the 

president of the organization [Claude Booker], and the organization had been 

newly formed- Whenever that year was that I had a one-man show at 

Brockman Gallery- 

Smith 

Nineteen sixty-seven. 

Outterbridge 

That must have been when. I didn't know it was that early. I thought it was 

maybe a little later than that, because the gallery opened in 1967. 

Smith 

Right. And according to what I've seen, it opened with your show. You were 

the first one-man show. 

Outterbridge 

William Wilson came to that show. William Wilson wrote a very positive 

review of that one-man show. That was shortly after we had an encounter on 

television on NBC. 
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Smith 

Now, what was that? Tell me a little bit about that encounter. 

Outterbridge 

If I recall, I think it was a NBC program, maybe. I'm not sure. It was years ago. 

There were about twenty-five artists in Los Angeles invited to be part of a 

television forum, a discussion with African-American artists. It might have 

been KCET [Public Broadcasting System television of Southern California], but 

I'm not sure. I know that it was well viewed. An invitation was extended to 

about twenty-five serious artists. When I say serious artists, I say people who 

were working in studios, competing, exhibiting, and obviously dedicated to 

that chore. Charles [E.] White was one of the people in the group, Alonzo 

Davis, David [Raymond] Hammons, Bernie Casey, Vance Slater, Ruth Waddy. 

Dr. Samella [S.] Lewis sat out front with William Wilson to help query 

questions and to stimulate exchange between the artist group and the 

commentator and the invited guest critic, who was young William Wilson. 

There were many other artists that were part of that discussion.But as we sat 

and talked about the climate of things at that point, somebody brought up the 

question to William Wilson as to why he had not found time to visit Brockman 

Gallery. A number of exhibits had taken place. I recall William Wilson making 

the comment that he was not in the habit necessarily of covering group 

shows. "My interest is not necessarily guided in that way, and I have not found 

myself able to come your way because of that." Being new in Los Angeles, I 

had started to read the Los Angeles Times and the Herald Examiner. William 

Wilson always had columns in the Los Angeles Times that gave me some 

feeling for other things that were happening in Los Angeles. He covered a 

great variety of shows. At times I read group-show reviews that had been 

written by him. Everybody was sitting there in front of all these lights and 

cameras, and nobody responded to this lie that he was telling.All of a sudden I 

found myself standing up calling out to Mr. Wilson. It surprised me, but I was a 

little angry because he was not telling the truth at that time. I said something 

to the effect that, "Mr. Wilson, why don't you honestly tell everyone that you 

have not come to Brockman Gallery simply because you don't come on that 

side of town? I mean, it's not your place, you feel, and you don't know any of 

the artists that are participating with that gallery activity simply because you 

don't care to. The people that you write about are the people that you drink 
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wine with, you know what I mean, and we're not those people. So just be 

honest and say that you have not come to the gallery because you are 

uncomfortable in coming into the realm of what the gallery represents."His 

tone changed, he got jittery. He got really kind of nervous. I said, "Oh, well, I 

guess I'm in trouble now. This guy-" You know what I mean. My response to 

him or the way I reacted to him was much more orderly than I presented it to 

you, but I was angry, it was obvious. And they cut, they beeped the cameras a 

few times, not because of obscenities but things that they didn't want on 

camera necessarily, because I was just a natural kind of response.After the 

show was over, William Wilson came up to me and said, "What is your name?" 

I said, "Uh-oh, this is it." I said, "I'm John Outterbridge." He said, "I understand 

that you're getting ready to have a one-man show at Brockman Gallery." So he 

knew that. He said, "I'll be there." He was writing in his little book. I thought, 

"It could be that I'll be crucified." It was that kind of a feeling. And William 

Wilson did come to the show. I didn't see him at the opening, but the opening 

for that particular exhibit, which was the first one-man show they had at 

Brockman, was a gala. There were a lot of important collectors there, and 

almost the entire show sold to some very important collectors. 

Smith 

Like whom? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, the Weingartens, Digby Dallas. He knew all those people. He was amazed 

that they were there buying work and whatnot. And the thing that made me 

feel so good, the commissions received by Brockman Gallery kept the gallery 

open for several months. It was that kind of thing. The shows were important 

for keeping the gallery there. It was something not only for the two brothers 

who brought the gallery into being, but the artist group that supported the 

gallery. We called it the Black Artists Association. Everybody supported the 

gallery. I mean, you made sure that you did works that had the potential to 

sell along with works that you wanted no strings attached to. Sometimes you 

just want to work, and if that work is relevant to whatever those other things 

are out around you, you are fortunate. But I think that the group of artists that 

we had cared about the gallery because it introduced something that we really 

needed in the way of an accommodation in the community and in the artist 
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group itself, in the artist community. We met there. We talked about 

collective aims and individual concerns that we brought to the group. It was a 

great meeting place. So I think that after that show Mr. Wilson did a review, 

and it was a very good review. 

Smith 

What kind of pieces did you have in that show? Were they your constructed 

pieces? 

Outterbridge 

Most of the work in that particular exhibit evolved around a body of work 

called the Containment series. They were metallic basically, a chromed, 

polished surface. This was a body of metal that I corralled from a metals yard 

in Pasadena that doesn't exist anymore. So it was a rather extensive body of 

work that must have been close to fifty pieces in the exhibit, somewhere 

around that number, I think. 

Smith 

Let me ask you: You said early today that the group that formed I guess 

around here, the Art Center [School of Design] and Mr. Purifoy, had a concern 

about doing art that would provoke social consciousness. [tape recorder off] I 

want to take something that was a very important issue shortly after you 

arrived in Los Angeles, a very important issue in terms of the civil rights 

movement in the state of California, which was the Rumford Fair Housing Act, 

then the movement by the real estate industry and others to repeal the 

Rumford Fair Housing Act. I think that was Proposition 14 on the 1964 ballot, 

which won by a two-thirds majority, repealing fair housing. Did you or other 

artists that you know do art that was a reflection of this controversy over fair 

housing or reflective of that particular issue? 

Outterbridge 

At the height of that controversy, I can't say that I did any art that directly 

affected it, I mean that geared itself to the controversy. But I can say that the 

turbulence had some impact on an event that I participated in later right here 

in the community in an open field after the revolt of 1965, when we started to 

work with people like Jim Woods, who had housing at the top of his agenda. 
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Jim Woods was another person who had a pretty potent impact on the way 

we thought about things as artists, too. Jim Woods-we saw him as another 

kind of artist. He was a person who was more political in his orientation. He 

was a person who was very concerned about community housing concepts 

and housing for artists. He was a person who created the kind of conceptual 

meetings that invited artists to help create the language which became the 

fabric to do things in the community, right? How would you think about it as 

an artist? And he was working at the time in conjunction with UCLA, which 

was very active in the community at that time in various ways. One professor 

that I was very impressed with and whose name I'll never forget was Will 

[William H.] McWhinney, Professor Will McWhinney. You know him? 

Smith 

Well, I know of him, yes. 

Outterbridge 

He was on campus at that time. We used to really enjoy him. He'd come to the 

meetings. Whatever we would talk about, Will would have that knack of 

creating symbols. The dialogue became very visual on his sheets. We could see 

what we were talking about. So I think housing became something on the 

periphery of the individual artist's agenda. A gallery is housing, the studio 

environment, which was unheard of for most of the artists in this area. You 

worked wherever you could work. The potential to have some facilitation in 

the way of working and living space became at least a discussion.Jim Woods 

was very, very much of a spearhead into getting over the cautiousness of 

artists, who were usually people who were just thinking about other things, 

that other thing being your work. I mean, if you try to divorce all this other 

debris from your experience- But we could not divorce anything. I mean, we 

were too much in the middle of the era. The energy of the political, the social, 

the economic, it was all around you. I mean, you were fenced in, and you had 

to participate. I think that later on, not at the tail end, I did a piece after Jim 

Woods extended an invitation to me to do a piece in regard to what he called 

the program, the program that he was doing around the open field just across 

the way, where all the housing complex is now, several, on 103d Street. He did 

a program called "Ceremony of the Land." He invited a number of artists, he 

commissioned a number of artists, at $1,000 apiece, I think it was, to make a 
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statement about what that meant, "Ceremony of the Land," which was an 

activity that was supposed to take place in this open field around the Freedom 

Tree, a tree that was designated the Freedom Tree because it was left 

standing green and growing after the revolt. It was a tree that people in the 

community, including the domino players, would all gather around, because 

there it was, it provided shade. It was a symbol of life in what had been a 

business district but now was just a burned-out open field because everything 

had been erased. It was a rallying point for dialogue and just coming together. 

So Jim Woods did this activity called "Ceremony of the Land," and he 

commissioned John White of Venice, Tim Rudnick, a young man who was part 

of an organization called Carpenters Cooperative or something like that. He 

was an artist-builder. He commissioned me.I was, at the time, director of the 

Communicative Arts Academy in Compton and struggling just to help keep 

that place alive, because we didn't have ongoing salaries and that kind of 

thing. We had to make it really live by getting resources wherever we could 

get resources and good exercise. But when he gave me $1,000, I didn't know 

what to do with it. I said, "Now, either I can do a piece that symbolizes what I 

think the community has the potential to be, or I could just be selfish and do 

anything, as Jim said, that I wanted to do." I chose not to make an individual 

statement. But I drove and drove on the freeway. I gave myself roughly a 

week to do just some serious thinking about making a gesture. I don't like to 

think that hard when I do art; I just like art to happen. So maybe it wasn't art; 

maybe it was something else. But after a while it came clear to me that I 

should take that $1,000, as bad as I needed it- And I seriously mean that. I 

needed that $1,000. But I thought I would take it and invite four other artists, 

friends of mine, to come together and help me carry out a thought. Because 

by our coming together, that was the symbol of the diversity and the resource 

within the community. That was part of my thinking.I asked a friend of mine-

he was a musician friend of mine-to let me use part of a title of one of his 

musical compositions to name the piece, because it reminded me of spiritual 

communication. The work that Troy Robinson, the musician, wrote was titled 

"O Speak, Speak to Us, O God, of Your Creativity Through Us." I chose to use O 

Speak, Speak [as a title for the art piece]. The artists that I invited were Elliott 

Pinkney, the artist in the gallery that I had just met; Charles Dickson; Dale 

Davis, Alonzo Davis's brother; Nate Ferrantes, who was a young man who 

painted motorcycles, boats, cars in a very refined manner-that was art, his art-
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and I. Five artists.What happened, I designed a work to share with a number 

of other artists, and I said maybe we should create not a piece of work but a 

potential for opportunity. What happened was I designed an armature of 

steel, wood, concrete. We didn't have any steel, wood, and concrete, so part 

of the process was to find a way to get steel donated, concrete poured and 

donated, and plywood panels to work on. So each of the artists was given 

$200 of the $1,000. They had a theme somewhat, but nobody knew what 

anybody else was going to do except they had a given and specified area to 

work on. The panels that we were working on were four by sixteen [feet]. The 

four-by-sixteen panel was suppose to fit itself into a steel frame, vertical 

frame. I'm not giving this to you as clear as I should.My work was to 

coordinate the artist group and to do a piece myself and also to find where I 

could get the steel to build the armature, which was architectural in feeling, 

because the piece ended up being thirty-seven feet high, and the concrete 

template with the steel base, that money had to come from someplace. So I 

gave myself about two weeks to speak to a fabricator, who took a model that I 

built and came up with the skeleton for the structure itself. He also welded a 

huge steel base that had to be handled by a crane.So after he found out what 

the concept of this work was all about, not only did he bring the cost of 

welding the frame for us down, but he also arranged to have a big semitrailer 

with a crane on it bring that out on the day of the ceremony when all these 

people were there and all. So the work introduced a participatory kind of a 

process on site when all the people were there. They saw this big truck come 

up on site, and they lifted this huge frame off of the truck, and they put it on 

the concrete template. And people, even some reporters that were out there, 

grabbed the wrenches and things and started to help bolt it down when it was 

set in place. It was something that people could participate in.What was so 

fascinating was that when the artists who had been invited brought their 

works to be inserted into the frame, nobody knew what anybody else was 

going to bring, and when the works came together, it almost looked like one 

piece. It was amazing. Dale Davis stood there and cried! What happened, Nate 

Ferrantes, who painted the steel as he had painted bikes and that kind of 

thing, chose to paint the steel template-this huge template which was about 

four by four by three-one side red with images and whatnot, one side was 

painted blue, one side was painted green, and one side was painted a sort of 

steel gray. The works had been covered as they were going into place because 
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we wanted to unveil them at a given time. When the works were unveiled- 

Elliott Pinkney had worked in red; Elliott Pinkney was sitting on the red side of 

the template. Charles Dickson had worked in natural woods and greens, and 

he was sitting on the green side. We didn't believe that, because none of it 

was planned. I had worked in steel and aluminum, and I was sitting on the 

gray side of the template. Everything worked out just perfect.That work 

stayed up for maybe six months, and it was burned down. What it was 

supposed to do was the inserted panels were supposed to be challenged every 

year and a half or every two years by four new artists, challenging the old 

panels, introducing new panels. The old panels were supposed to come out 

and go into circulation, you see? That would have been an ongoing process, 

plus the fact that you could open one side of the vertical structure and go 

inside and sound off a handcrafted gong that would bring the community 

people together for any discussion that they needed to have. That was, so to 

speak, the symbolism in the work.So Jim Woods was the person who, because 

of housing and his interest in housing, motivated the opportunity to get that 

particular piece done, which was well documented in time. 

1.14. Tape Number: VIII, Side TwoJanuary 22, 1990 

Smith 

Let me just say that that [O Speak, Speak] was for the City of Los Angeles 

Housing Authority. So it was put in the middle of a housing project? 

Outterbridge 

No, the housing project wasn't there. 

Smith 

It wasn't there yet? 

Outterbridge 

The whole idea of the "Ceremony of the Land" was to get the people in the 

area to know that they could make decisions about how that land area was 

used. Should it be used for housing? If it's going to be used for housing, what 

kind of housing? Right? So you had people like the great musician Donald 

Byrd. He was part of that event. I said John White-we used to call him "the 
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Venice heavy"-he was part of it. Tim Rudnick. There were so many- Taboula 

Otinde, the dancer, and all these people came together. One thing that I liked 

about what John and Tim did was all the discussions, all the controversy, all 

the activity. John White went around photographing and interviewing people, 

and that became his piece. Tim Rutnick printed a piece called Here. On the day 

of the ceremony, he brought all of these stacks and stacks of paper just with 

the word "here" on it, and he littered the area. Because the area had been 

littered anyway, he just littered it more with saying "here," "here" is where 

it's going to happen, "here" is where it's got to happen. Here, here, here! 

Smith 

Here? 

Outterbridge 

Here. Here, right on this soil, right on this earth, right on this land, "Ceremony 

of the Land." And there was one artist of the community who brought 

transition to the vertical piece, which was supposed to change and change and 

change, anyway, when, after six months, he organized a group of young 

people in the community to attack the work. So one night it was opened up 

and automobile tires were stacked inside, and it was set afire and all the 

panels were burned out. 

Smith 

Why did he do that? 

Outterbridge 

Well, he didn't get a chance to participate, for one, but he never did have a 

clear understanding of what the work was representing. Exxon [Corporation] 

petroleum documented that work well. It just so happened, too, that Alonzo 

Davis, whose brother had participated in the work, came from the airport one 

morning, two o'clock in the morning, and he brought a friend from New York 

by to see the piece. As he pulled into the community and went to the field, the 

work was in flames, and the fire department was there. So we came together 

after that, and we thought that- Everybody felt really bad about what had 

happened. We formed a committee to discuss what we should do. It was my 

feeling that since the work was supposed to transfer itself or transcend and 
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change, then change had been brought about, and we should honor that 

change. Naturally, we are going to feel bad about losing certain aspects of the 

work, but we shouldn't necessarily persecute the artist who attacked it, 

because that was his contribution to the piece. I felt that if we were going to 

do anything positive we should write about that transition. We still talk about 

that today. How are we going to put a committee together to reinstate O 

Speak, Speak? So that's a future project, to reinstate it somewhere in the 

neighborhood. 

Smith 

Do you want to mention the name of the artist who transformed it? 

Outterbridge 

I'd rather not, I'd rather not. He's still around. He was somebody that was 

always politically active-antagonist, activist, militant, militant. He comes into 

the [Watts Towers Arts] Center a lot today, brings me gifts all the time. I'd 

rather not. He was also in some kind of confrontation with one of the 

participating artists in the piece, so I think that was part of his- 

Smith 

Personal confrontation, not philosophical, necessarily. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, personal confrontation. Everybody wanted to attack him. [laughter] We 

talked ourselves out of that. 

Smith 

Changing the subject a little bit, I'd like to have you talk a little bit about John 

Riddle. 

Outterbridge 

John Riddle? 

Smith 

Yes. I know that you've collected quite a bit of his work. 

Outterbridge 
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Well, I have a few pieces of John's, but the Ammunition Box series, which a lot 

of people attributed to my collection, was really a body of work that was too 

awkward and not very easy to transport to Georgia when he moved. He left a 

lot of pieces with friends of his, close friends of his. John Riddle and I were 

very close, I think. He left the Made in Mississippi series with me. I think that 

was shown in its entirety at the [California] Afro-American Museum recently. 

They bought that series from Riddle, but it was in my collection for a while. 

But when we had an opportunity to place it in a major institution, that was 

really a benefit to Riddle and the institution, I feel. 

Smith 

When and where did you meet Mr. Riddle? 

Outterbridge 

I met John Riddle around the same time as I met Dan Concholar, Alonzo Davis, 

Dale Davis, because he was part of the network. He was one of the artists that 

I met also early in Los Angeles. A young educator, very dedicated family man, 

and a damn good artist. We had the same birthdays, our wives had the same 

birthdays, you know. It was strange. So John Riddle and I used to go on field 

trips early in the morning to salvage and to scrounge material, because his 

work process was very similar to mine. I think that he welded more than I did. 

My adhesive processes dealt with mechanical bond more than welding. 

Smith 

When and where did you meet John? You said that he was just part of the 

group. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, he was part of the group. I met him at Brockman in the exhibit arena as a 

member of the Black Artists Association, and also he was a member of the 

Black Arts Council. We both were. The president of the council was John 

Riddle. An interesting person to talk to about that period and about the Black 

Arts Council is Cecil Fergerson, because he was one of the deputies. I think as 

a body, as a group, they did some of the most important things in the arts 

community during that time. Interesting organization. Most of the guys were 

employees of the county art museum. They formulated an organization to 
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assist the artist community at that time. Also, many of the programs 

developed by the Black Arts Council gave exposure to what the artist group 

was doing. 

Smith 

Was the primary goal to open up the county art museum to black art? 

Outterbridge 

No, that was not their primary goal, not by any means. Because they worked 

in the museum, they understood how rigid the institution was at times and 

how irrelevant it was to certain aspects of the community, even though it was 

an organization supported partly by taxpayers of the county of Los Angeles, 

and we were part of that contingent. But it was a well-ordered group with 

good legal counsel that carried about the business of- They were the NAACP 

[National Association for the Advancement of Colored People] group of the 

arts community, so to speak. John Riddle, to me, was a person that I always 

saw as having a lot of wisdom, casual wiseness, when it came to discussing life 

matters. He was a person who had a warm feeling for the history of black 

people. He was a person who was knowledgeable about the history of this 

country. He was an educator who cared about children. 

Smith 

When you say that he was an educator, does that mean that he was teaching 

in the public school system? 

Outterbridge 

Uh-huh. When he left here, he taught at Crenshaw High [School]. One of the 

first blacks to teach at Beverly Hills High [School]. That's where he was 

teaching when he left here. Quite a lecturer. 

Smith 

What subjects was he teaching? 

Outterbridge 

He taught art at Beverly Hills High, Crenshaw High, wherever he taught. He 

taught art. He was an expert ceramist, painter, researcher, and an excellent 

sculptor. He was a person who impressed all of us with his scale at the time. 
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He certainly did not Mickey Mouse around in terms of gesture and scale. 

There was a nobleness about the way he rendered his thoughts.I used to enjoy 

more than anything else drinking good wine with John, his wife Carmen 

[Riddle], their great family. And that's one thing: we knew how to have fun, 

too, all of us, all the guys. There were times we didn't do anything but get 

together to have creative dialogue as artists and to drink good wine and to get 

high with that wine! [laughter] Homemade wine at times. My wife [Beverly 

Marie McKissick Outterbridge] during this period was making a lot of good 

wine, also. I'm just saying that getting together was not always so serious 

about what was so serious at that time-maintaining balance and just being 

open to having some joy and doing a lot of work at the same time.I enjoyed 

very much going on material hunts with John Riddle. Like, David Hammons 

was another person that- Dan Concholar, Alonzo Davis, Suzanne Jackson, it 

goes on and on. We all used to get together and party and talk and formulate 

directives about which way, how to. Betye Saar. These are friends that you'll 

never forget because of their consciousness. Dr. Samella Lewis was a 

spearhead. She was a group leader. She loved the artists, but she was a 

historian as well as an artist herself. She wrote and wrote and wrote as best 

she could and published as best she could. And I think that Riddle was another 

one of those individuals who was simply part of a gracious family, the artists' 

community, during that time, and it was quite extensive. 

Smith 

Now, the artists' community, when we talk about community, there's- Well, in 

this case, it's a friendship. 

Outterbridge 

Well, it was both organizational and friendship. It not only extended itself into 

the local community at large, Los Angeles, but it was somewhat statewide and 

national at the time. There was an awareness of Afri-Cobra in Chicago and the 

mirror movement in that city; there was an awareness in the New York scene; 

the things that Dana Chandler was stimulating in the city of Boston. 

Networking was the order of the day, and anything that had to do with the 

politics of the time, the sixties and the seventies. We were just part of that 

overall piece of fabric. 

Smith 
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I think what was underlying my question was- Like for yourself, you had a full-

time job, you were an artist and also involved in various organizations in the 

community. How did you find time to do everything? 

Outterbridge 

Well, survival. I didn't have a full-time job. I had a lot of part-time jobs. My full-

time commitment was to my work, but because I had so many part-time ins, 

there was the full-time job- [tape recorder off] We were talking about work 

schedules. 

Smith 

Well, how you balanced. You had worked for Artcraft for five years, let's say, 

in '68. Then you went- 

Outterbridge 

Yes, that was a pretty full-time job! 

Smith 

You started working part-time at different things, so at that point, obviously, 

you would have more time to be involved- 

Outterbridge 

You'd have less time, because I had a family and rent and all that kind of thing. 

The part-time schedules that I had after that period when I worked for 

Artcraft, the part-time work, consisted of some lectures every now and then, 

or a lecture assignment at Cal[ifornia] State [University], Dominguez [Hills], 

working part-time at the Pasadena Art Museum, a productive art-making 

schedule, and raising the baby. One of the most difficult things for me in 

maintaining a balance of a sort was getting enough quality time to spend with 

my family and also getting people close to you, like family members, to 

understand the importance, if any, associated with what you do. It wasn't like 

being so regulated. It wasn't- It's not by any means like being an engineer or 

someone so formulated. It's a very necessary chance.It's a risk at times to be 

referred to as an artist and to refer to yourself as such when you are not about 

picture-making for sale per se, when you are not about cranking out 

merchandise. You find yourself in search of a kind of phantom that has 

integrity about it but which, with the African-American artist in this country, is 
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almost invisible at times when we speak of how the art community really 

works. We don't have any visibility, we don't have any voice, we don't have 

clout, support, from our own communities that are so busy struggling to 

survive to be, even though we've been for aeons associated with the energy of 

the American way. We know what that is. We really help compose it to a great 

extent. But there are certain elements within the fabric that are not quite 

touchable, not quite reachable for whatever the reasons. They are many. So 

we as artists tend to be sort of wounded with a blessing of some sort. You 

practice your life because you have no choice. Many of the people that I know 

and knew during the period that we spoke of-the sixties and the seventies-

many of the artists that I know today are people who cannot avoid being who 

they are. It's not a matter of being poor, being rich, being black, or being 

white. It's about being a spirit force, and you can't wrestle away from that. So 

whatever it takes.Also, changes always come about. During that time, it was 

very popular to be activist oriented and to be in the movement and to be 

black. I don't think it's very popular now to be what we are, African-

Americans; it's not a popular zone today. It's rather strange that we find 

ourselves viewed almost in the same context as we view a commodity at 

times, fads that are popular for a moment and for the next moment they sit 

on the shelf unnoticed. I'm struggling for words right now to clear what I'm 

feeling. But during the years when the Black Arts Council and the black arts 

community- Since there must be all these given pockets. Expression is 

expression. Song is song. The gesture of flight through life is a gesture that 

belongs to humanity, not to any one particular group. But we have a way as 

social orders of chopping people up into little blocks and identifying them and 

smearing that reality with whatever we need to smear it with at a given time. 

So we have all these ethnic discussions and differences, and when you're 

talking about hunger and love and pain, it's all the same. You know what I 

mean? I think that not as an artist so much as a person, a being, who opens up 

and attempts to examine. I think it's rather strange for me at times to grapple 

with some of what we accept as reality in today's society, and I'm certainly not 

alone in feeling that. 

Smith 

I want to compare some of the galleries that existed- I'm not sure they existed 

in the black community, but that had shows of African-American artists. 
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There's the Brockman Gallery, which we've talked a little bit about. Then I 

understand that Suzanne Jackson started Gallery 32. How would you view the 

difference between the Brockman Gallery and Gallery 32 in terms of the type 

of art shown and the relationship to the community? 

Outterbridge 

Well, both had similarities. They were located in different parts of town. 

Suzanne Jackson's gallery came later. It was in the vicinity of Otis Art Institute 

[of Parsons School of Design] at MacArthur Park. I forget the exact street right 

now, but her exhibits corralled some of the same artists that were shown at 

Brockman Gallery, because she was part of the group as an artist. We certainly 

couldn't do everything at Brockman. So when she got an opportunity to 

activate that space, she did. The two galleries at times shared programs and 

whatnot. Her gallery did show other artists as well, not as much of a focus as 

on the African-American artists, but she opened up, like Alonzo Davis did at 

times, too, to other artists, especially in the Third World contingent, because 

we were struggling as creative people in Los Angeles. But there were 

similarities, and I think the differences were not drastic. Brockman Gallery 

catered to a diverse public. The gallery got great support from Los Angeles, 

really, and certainly from the black community.Suzanne's space was a little bit 

more isolated. It wasn't as open to off-the-street traffic as Brockman was. But 

I can see the rationale of the two galleries. As best as I could determine, [they 

were] very, very similar because the same artists that were accommodated by 

Brockman Gallery also acted as part of Suzanne Jackson's friendly security 

patrol, so to speak. We looked out for this delicate little dancer-artist who 

used to drive a big long hearse. She also had an open studio space over on 

Main Street in a big warehouse that was accommodating to people coming 

into the city like dance groups and all that kind of thing. Her work was so large 

scale at the time that she had to work on the floor rather than upright. Also, to 

keep ends meeting, she danced in one of the topless bars at night. Many times 

we used to take turns and go on into the bar, watching out for her to make 

sure that she got through the night all right and back home. It was that kind of 

thing. We all looked out for each other. I know that Dan and David and the 

guys- I was working a lot at night, and I couldn't go and watch out for Suzanne. 

But we had schedules where certain people would go to the bar and sit in and 

watch the shows. The aim was to make sure that Suzanne got out of there 
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okay and got home. It was a sophisticated topless bar; it wasn't a sleazy kind 

of place. But there was that whole thing of her being there dancing to pay the 

rent. She was a professional dancer, aside from being a painter. 

Smith 

What about Samella Lewis's gallery [Contemporary Crafts] on Pico Boulevard? 

Outterbridge 

I see Samella's gallery as being one of the early galleries, again, that brought a 

variety of possibilities to the public. All of those galleries helped maintain 

themselves as they helped maintain the artists' group. There were people all 

over the country interested in what was going on in Los Angeles and in other 

cities throughout the country at that time in regard to African-American 

artists. We had so many needs that some people were overtaxed. One of 

those persons was Dr. Samella Lewis, who certainly was a fine educator, 

historian. She worked just overtime all the time making sure that everybody 

kept their slide registers up to par. She wrote as much as she could, she did as 

many exhibits as she could, she did her own work, she brought people into the 

city, she went on lecture circuits a great deal, and she was just a busy woman. 

We didn't know how she did it at times. A great influence. I think her gallery 

was catered to by a very sophisticated and diverse Los Angeles population. 

Eurocentric groups and individuals supported those galleries, as did the black 

community. As a matter of fact, they survived because of the diversification 

and that support. But the public got a chance to examine Betye Saar. The 

thrust that Betye Saar still has today was motivated by those early exhibits at 

Brockman, at Samella's gallery, at Gallery 32. I can say that those spaces did 

receive a lot of media coverage at times-not as qualified as some, because we- 

It's one thing to be subjected to someone else's critical review, but when your 

own tabloids in the community have no way of providing critical review for the 

indigenous, then you're always subjected to somebody else's aesthetic 

standard and judgment and whatnot. We're still working on that. 

Smith 

Are you talking about the [Los Angeles] Sentinel primarily? 

Outterbridge 
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Yes. Very important newspaper, but with no vehicle necessarily to- 

Smith 

Has the paper had an art critic? Someone who might have some training or 

sophistication? 

Outterbridge 

There are many people, but those people have to be- Journals and columns 

have to be supported by institutions. The newspaper has to survive. So I think 

that, since we are in the process still of building institutions- Not that we have 

not had institutions, but a lot of what might have been formulated even 

during the sixties is being unraveled at this particular time, and that's not the 

first time. We are watching that today: the deterioration of a noble gesture in 

this country. What can you do but just view that for what it's worth? I think 

that you keep repeating point A always. That's the way we live. 

Smith 

What about Eleven Associated? Did you have much to do with them? 

Outterbridge 

No. 

Smith 

They were a black-run co-op gallery. 

Outterbridge 

That was in Los Angeles. 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

I didn't know too much about that gallery. 

Smith 

Okay. And then there was Heritage Gallery, which represented Charles White. 

Perhaps we should talk about the place that Charles White had in the black art 
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community in Los Angeles. It seems that for many years Charles White was a 

nationally known, internationally known, best-known American artist in Los 

Angeles, also probably somewhat controversial because of his political 

positions. 

Outterbridge 

I don't know what to say about Charles White other than as a major 

personality in American art-not just in the black community, but supposedly 

on the American art scene. He's a perfect example of how unaccommodating 

the politics of the arts can be to a people, to an individual. The history and 

saga of Charles White I think was a spiritual light, guide-his integrity, his 

dignity, his humor, his dedication, and the subtleness that he maintained in his 

stature as he sat on the step, not waiting for recognition but acknowledging 

that this is a strange land that we walk in. I think if anybody knew that, Charles 

White did. So I don't know who to compare him with except maybe Diego 

Rivera. But the journal that corrals the dignity of a life did not corral the 

dignity of Charles White, because that's somewhere in the future. We are not 

human enough to be that whole yet. That's the only thing that I can say. We 

are dealing with political-social limitation rather than embracing the resources 

that we have in our midst. That's how we live as artists today. Those 

differences are cultivated and nurtured. 

Smith 

Did he interact much with your generation of artists? I know that he was 

teaching at Otis. 

Outterbridge 

The only thing that you can say about Charles White was that Charles White 

was one of the cats, man. Charles White was non-generational. Charles White 

was hip, very on time. As a matter of fact, we had to listen to him a whole lot. 

Charles White was the ultimate spiritualist, preacher. His emotionalism could 

be flung in such a way that it gave you enough courage and foresight and 

vision for the next three months when you heard him one time. I was very 

fortunate in not having so much distance between where I lived and where he 

lived. Many times when he had lectures to do, because he did not drive, he 

would always call me to see if I had any time to go with him to a program. So it 
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was a delight to go and pick Charles up and get him to some university to do a 

lecture. In between his house and getting to the- Man, you would crack up so 

many times. Man, he was the funniest guy that you could ever be around. He 

just kept you laughing all the time. His concerns were very deep, but he put a 

humorous edge on everything to lighten it up some, because it got to be- It 

could be too serious. Richmond Barthé, an old friend of Charles White's, left 

the country because of the climate during the thirties and early forties, I 

guess. Another person who never registered in monetary terms, if we 

measure things in that way, and that's sad that we do. It never registered with 

him that he was a well-stated artist in the world. But Charles White was a 

giant that had tremendous impact on my generation and the generation just 

before. 

Smith 

He was actually in the fifties. He was actually widely and frequently shown at 

the county museum. 

Outterbridge 

No, he wasn't. The first time that Charles White was shown at the county 

museum was ten years after the museum's existence at that protest exhibit 

that took place, stimulated by the Black Arts Council, when the museum 

ended up purchasing the work of three black artists, one of them being 

Charles White. I think I'm right in saying that that might have been the first 

time that Charles White showed at the county art museum. They had never 

shown him before. 

Smith 

I understand differently, that he showed at the Exposition Park museum. 

Outterbridge 

Which really wasn't a museum at that time in the same context that they 

were. 

Smith 

Then, in the sixties, he got shoved out. 

Outterbridge 
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You could be right, but as far as the public's awareness of a serious exhibit, 

Charles White was shown at the county museum in that 1970 show, was it? 

What was the year for that exhibit, David Hammons-? They collected one of 

his works. 

Smith 

There's a show in '66 called "The Negro in American Art." And that's at the 

new museum on Wilshire [Boulevard]. 

Outterbridge 

That show was brought together by the museum? 

Smith 

Cecil Fergerson, actually, from what I've read. 

Outterbridge 

Well, not- Cecil Fergerson, the Black Arts Council. 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

The Black Arts Council. Claude Booker. 

Smith 

Well, it was Cecil's name who was mentioned in connection with the show. 

Outterbridge 

Okay. That's why I keep coming back to Cecil, because Cecil and Claude Booker 

were such strong influences in pulling some of those early exhibits together. 

He wasn't a practicing artist; he was just a person who had been at the county 

art museum for so long that he became the curator after having been the 

janitor, after having been the- You see? Right out of high school, Cecil went to 

the county art museum, and he retired after thirty-five years. You can talk to 

him and get an insight, a very clear insight, on the history from another 

perspective, because he was so close to the policymakers of the era in the arts 

community. He was so close to the board meetings. He had an ear in the wall, 
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because he was around the county art museum and other institutions as well 

as the county art museum during that period and handling the work of 

contemporary artists at large. I mean, he knew Larry Bell when Larry Bell was 

just a little- You know what I mean? He knew guys like [Robert] Rauschenberg 

before Rauschenberg grew wings. You know what I mean? They were no 

different from any of the guys that we knew, but they did have some support 

that we certainly couldn't touch. That's what it takes. That's all that it takes. It 

doesn't mean that one guy has a heart that beats any faster than anyone 

else's or one artist feels any more deeply and isolates his thinking to be 

unique. But when that uniqueness that occurs in all of us in some way gets 

proper nurturing and focus from a public point of view, then it becomes useful 

to public influence, and it builds itself into a useful dynamic because of the 

machinery that we put around it. Fergerson is a good person to have some 

discussion with about that period, because he has made a lot of notes and 

salvaged a lot of documents over the years because of his interest as a 

historian. [laughter] He is the community historian and a very good friend of 

mine. I always enjoy Cecil. 

Smith 

In 1967, E. J. [Evangeline] Montgomery started Art West Associated. Did you 

have any relationship with that association? 

Outterbridge 

I was in love with E. J. and the organization. Yes. Oh, yes. They did some very 

important exhibits and some exhibits that ended up in some things being 

placed- I remember a major work that I did-I thought it was a pretty good 

statement-called No Time for Jivin' that E. J. and her organization had a lot to 

do with. They did a show at Mills College up in Oakland, a very outstanding 

exhibit. Our work was collected by the museum, I mean by Mills College, from 

the Containment series that I did. E. J., who worked very closely with Dr. 

Lewis, Samella, was a person who knew how to move things on and had a lot 

of respect for the artists. The artists in turn loved her very much, like they did 

Samella. 
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I wanted to continue today with the artist communities that you were 

involved in. But first you had mentioned last time that your daughter [Tami 

Lynn Outterbridge] was born. I was wondering if you could start out this time 

with going over what was happening with your family life at that time. Was 

your wife [Beverly Marie McKissick Outterbridge] working? And when was 

your daughter born? 

Outterbridge 

This very exciting little person came into being in 1966. She's twenty-three 

years old on August 16, a very happy day for my wife and I. I think I might have 

said something the last time that we spoke about the enjoyment that I had in 

spending a lot of time with her after my wife decided it would be fun to go 

back to work and to sort of give me a break to concentrate on a body of 

work.At that particular time, in 1965, '66, 67, and through 1968, I was very, 

very busy, but sporadically. I had many things- Well, I had also a full-time 

commitment most of the time to the Communicative Arts Academy and to the 

Artisans Guild in Burbank, but at the same time I did things like outdoor 

exhibits whenever I could participate in those. At those exhibits I didn't show 

much of what I considered to be, for the lack of a better reference, 

my "serious work." Sometimes you don't know what is your serious work. I did 

paintings that I thought had appeal to a great variety of people, and 

apparently that was the case, because I never had any problem selling 

anything. The sidewalk, supermarket-parking-lot exhibits that used to occur 

during the sixties all over the city- Primarily, though, I think in Hollywood they 

had a lot of shows like that, up and down La Cienega Boulevard and whatnot. 

And you met people. You met other artists, and you brought home some 

bacon.I think that it was during that period, also, that I sort of stayed home for 

maybe a year and a half or two years when my daughter was about two years 

old. She was older than two, maybe two and a half. I started to take care of 

her, which I enjoyed very much. She worked with me in the studio as a baby 

girl. She was very, very flexible in the environment, a very intelligent little girl 

early on. She enjoyed handling my paint. She enjoyed handling elements that I 

had around like odd wood shapes and anything that she could get her hands 

on to build and to stack and to do what she saw me do. She enjoyed herself 

very, very much.I was teaching at the time, part-time, I believe, at the 

Pasadena Art Museum and out at Cal[ifornia] State [University], Dominguez 
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[Hills]. She went to class with me in most instances, which was good for her. I 

remember an artist who had a studio at the Pasadena Art Museum, a 

classroom studio next door to mine, for children. I placed my daughter when I 

took her with me to the museum classes in that particular studio. Being so 

tiny, the artist who worked the other class thought that it was very amazing 

that this little girl knew how to wash brushes. She said, "John, she knows how 

to wash brushes!" Man! Like, I didn't have to tell her to do that. She was tidy, I 

mean, really tidy.Being with my daughter during those years might have had 

some influence on how my work moved, because I would have to watch her 

sometimes when I had relatively dangerous materials around for children. But 

she learned very early what not to go near and what she had accessibility to, 

because I talked to her just like she was a little adult person. We'd take a 

break during the day sometimes and go out in the park and work in the 

sandboxes and swing and talk about how important nature was. She 

developed an interest in that kind of thing very early. Birds and- 

Smith 

What's your daughter's name? 

Outterbridge 

Tami, Tami Lynn Outterbridge. 

Smith 

And what was your wife doing when she went back to work? 

Outterbridge 

My wife has always been an energetic person who always had a sort of a 

business-oriented interest. At the time, she was working in sales and studying 

as much as she could and just being a great housewife, as she always has 

been, trying to understand all the craziness that we dealt with as a family 

under the umbrella of an artist person. So during that time she was into sales. 

Of course, now she's into banking and retirement program analysis. Also, it 

was during the period when my daughter was very young and she carried 

Tami that she got very interested in crochet, pillow making, and things of that 

nature. I was amazed at how natural and abstract her thinking was at times. 

So we worked and created a very unique environment for a child to grow up 
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in, I think. Still, till this day, that environment still exists. It changes from time 

to time. She's still very, very busy, and we both were always busy people. The 

only thing I regret was sometimes not being able- Because of the nature of 

what I did and the nature of our schedules, that we never had a great deal of 

vacation time together and that kind of thing. We spent quality time together 

whenever we could over a thirty-year period. That's a long time to hang out. 

Smith 

Yes. 

Outterbridge 

I think I told you some time ago that we are right at this particular time going 

through a divorce, which is not a very comfortable thing to deal with. We're 

not at war. We're working it out ourselves. We don't have legal representation 

necessarily-working together as a team to resolve some things. It won't be 

that shutting the door on each other, because we have too much at stake in 

our lives. It's just that sometimes ideologies tend to clash over a period of 

time. It's almost like saying, "I'm all right; so are you." Differences, though, do 

exist. You make adjustments as best as you can. I believe in respecting the 

thoughts of others, and I also expect that from others in regard to myself. So 

we will always maintain a positive kind of relationship.I don't think it's easy for 

practitioners of art disciplines necessarily to maintain long, long-lasting 

commitments to conventional kinds of relationships. That's something that 

you really have to work at. I think that marriage as an institution is something 

that you really have to work at, anyway, to maintain healthy equilibrium and 

growth. I feel that if things stagnate too much and there is no growth and 

enjoyment in being part of that kind of relationship- I think that has to be 

assisted in so many ways. As long as we have been together, we have never 

separated or anything like that. So this is kind of a separation in a sort of way 

that might give both of us some opportunity to reevaluate how we are and 

who we are.I've been very, very busy as a person in the community. Things 

over the years pulled me into assuming responsibility to help in those arenas 

that fill the void, the kind of accommodations that we don't have in the 

minority community for the arts. When you find yourself very serious about 

your life, I think so many aspects of whatever that existence is become 

tangible to the responsibility that you accept over the years. So I got very 
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caught up in the last fifteen to twenty years or better, the last twenty-five or 

thirty years, in activism, in cultural activism, I guess. Some differences have 

come about, and a lot of callouses also, because you tend to sacrifice your 

personal focuses. I tend not to regret anything, because journeys have a way 

of being very fascinating and very crude at the same time. So we are fortunate 

if we can use whatever the experiences are that we encounter as we grow. I 

think one day I'd like to be quiet and just write some. I've always enjoyed 

making notes that make me feel very much of making a painting, making 

sculpture. Writing is hard work, and it's very exciting because it is very hard 

work. It really makes you clean up your thoughts, and it tends to examine the 

language of words and feelings and conditions and climates. I think later on in 

my life- I can't keep saying later on because my hair is rather white now. 

It's just that I would like to spend some time projecting some creative 

statements in that regard through that media. 

Smith 

There are a couple of other African-American artists I'd like to ask you about, 

your involvement with them or your knowledge of them in the 1960s. We are 

still in the 1960s in terms of how this interview is running its course. One is 

Mel [Melvin] Edwards. Did you know him? 

Outterbridge 

I didn't get a chance to know Mel extremely. I knew him when I first came to 

Los Angeles in 1963, 1964, '65, somewhere in there. I got to know his younger 

brother later on, whom I still know, Greg Edwards, who is also a fine artist. He 

lives in Los Angeles. I encountered Mel as one of the artists who lived close to 

where I lived when I first came to Los Angeles. At the time, he was living at 

Vernon [Avenue] and Van Ness [Avenue], and I was living at Vernon and 

Figueroa [Street]. He had a studio in a building- [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

You were saying that he had a studio- 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes. He had a studio in a building that was owned by Tony Hill, who was 

very popular- 
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Smith 

Oh, the ceramist that you worked for. 

Outterbridge 

And I worked for him momentarily. Because I did work for him, I met Mel 

Edwards, who lived in his building. Mel was married at the time. I've forgotten 

the young lady's name, but she was a painter, an excellent painter whom he 

was married to. They had a small child. My wife and I did not know many 

people in Los Angeles at the time. Mel Edwards was very prolific as a 

developing sculptor.When I met him I was pretty junky. I brought with me a 

lot of paintings that were remnants of some works that I had been developing 

in Chicago. Simply trying to at least introduce yourself or seed your presence 

in a new environment is not an easy thing. My wife managed to get a job after 

being here for about a week and a half in the garment district downtown. We 

brought just a little resource with us. Since I had worked for the Chicago 

Transit Authority, we were waiting for all of my settlement moneys that were 

supposed to come from that experience. I spent my time during the day 

looking for job situations and peddling work that I brought with me. 

Somebody saw some of the pieces that I had in the car. As a matter of fact, 

Tony Hill saw some things one day. He suggested that he had a friend 

somewhere on Sunset Boulevard who had a gallery or- I believe he wrote 

occasionally for one of the local newspapers, but I was so new, I'm not very 

clear on that. But I did have somewhat of an exhibit with Mel Edwards at the 

time arranged by Tony Hill. Shortly after that, Mel sort of moved away. He 

went back East, I believe, early on.Later on I got to know his brother, Greg, a 

very interesting young man who began to exhibit at Will Rogers [State] Park 

during the Watts Summer Festivals [of Art]. Those were very exciting. Noah 

Purifoy had a lot to do with bringing those early exhibits together; he was one 

of the people. I worked with him day in and day out. Because of my interest, 

Dan Concholar's interests, Judson Powell's, and so many people, we spent a 

lot of time creating gallery environments at Will Rogers Park that were open 

to any level of artist. It didn't matter if you were a practicing, developing, 

professional artist or whether you were a rank amateur. There was usually a 

wall for everyone. I met a lot of artists in Los Angeles during that time, who 

were established and otherwise, because of the Will Rogers Park 

competitions. They really weren't competitions, but sometimes they did 
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manage to get enough resources together to reward people. Some of the first 

awards that I received in the area came through the summer festival exhibits 

at the park.Getting back to Mel, I was very influenced by just that brief 

encounter with Mel Edwards. I always appreciated the abstract thought, the 

stout, almost minimalist gesture in his work, and the way he used raw 

materials in a very direct way. Some of the things that I brought with me at 

the time had been fashioned- Some of the things that I was doing at that 

particular time, other than just painting to help support our home and our 

table and to pay the rent- It went quite well. But some of the more serious 

things that I started to do early in Los Angeles were probably wood-metal 

oriented, and they seemed to have had some appeal to whomever 

encountered the work. 

Smith 

I gather that Edwards had gotten some notoriety from about the time in the 

mid-sixties, '63, '64, from his Lynchtown series. Did you encounter that body 

of work of his? 

Outterbridge 

I think I was familiar with it coming into being. I can't say that I knew that 

much about it other than I saw it shaping up. Mel at the time was having a few 

problems. He sort of stayed in his studio environment a great deal. Eventually 

he left California, so I lost contact. 

Smith 

Another artist, did you know Robert Colescott at the time? 

Outterbridge 

No, no, I didn't. One artist that I heard about that I didn't get a chance to know 

too well- Now, I knew a lot of artists early on, but Marvin Hardin was an artist 

that I heard about a lot and saw his work: really, really just sensitive stuff. I 

never got a chance to meet him per se. I knew a relative of his that I worked 

with, right? I used to see his work all the time. I was very impressed by it, by 

who he was and the work in it. 

Smith 
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Then I wanted to ask you- We've talked a little bit about Alonzo Davis. I 

wanted to ask you a little bit more about the formation of the Brockman 

Gallery. Do you have any knowledge of where the financing for it came? 

Outterbridge 

The early gallery? One of the most fascinating relationships and environments 

that I became part of was the activity at Brockman Gallery. The early gallery, 

as I know it, the support of the gallery came from the artists, from the 

community, from the exhibit calendars, which were diverse and very, very 

extensive. Alonzo and Dale Davis just took a chance on putting as much into 

the gallery support factors as they could as individual artists, as artist 

administrators, artist educators. Both were teaching at the time.We had a 

camp or kind of a stable of artists. If I can name some of those people who 

were supportive of the gallery and our input- We were committed through the 

Black Artists Association. We sort of called ourselves that, and we met at 

Brockman Gallery all the time. As a matter of fact, this was when I first started 

to say a little bit to people about how I felt about art, because we used to 

have these dialogue sessions all the time to discuss business and to discuss the 

disposition of who we were at the time. Don't forget that the sixties were so 

alive politically and the struggles and all, so that impact motivated and kept so 

many organizations and groups together. We were all committed to 

participating in the exhibit calendar. And there were always percentages. I 

think the arrangement was a 70-30 [split] or something like that at that time. 

The artist got 70 percent and the gallery received 30 percent of whatever the 

sales were. The gallery did well, but it also struggled.Some of the people 

involved were artists like John Riddle, David [Raymond] Hammons, Ruth 

Waddy, Tim [Timothy] Washington, Dan Concholar, David Bradford, Gloria 

Bohanon, who was also new to the city. She was from Detroit at that time. 

George Bohanon, who is a very popular trombonist today, that is the Bohanon 

family. I think Gloria right now might be over at [Los Angeles] City College in 

the art department. Suzanne Jackson, George Clack, who lives a few blocks 

from me. I don't know what George is doing now, but he was a very exciting 

artist. Some of the young artists were people like James Borders. There were a 

lot of young artists who hung around the fringes. It was exciting because you 

had these levels. Charles [E.] White was also very much associated with the 

much more established gallery like Heritage [Gallery], but Charles had a lot of 
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respect and did give support to Brockman Gallery as well. The gallery brought 

so many levels of people together, people in the arts, in the community at 

large, right? It was a very, very exceptional organization, successful 

organization, simply because we had no organizations. That was a forerunner. 

That was very necessary, and it did a lot of things. I still, till this day, feel very 

positive about how that organization was challenged and how it challenged-

The change that we all accepted collectively. Another outstanding feature was 

that collective surge and the pooling of whatever our resources were.Let's 

see. There were artists like Stanley Wilson, who was an administrative, very 

gifted young educator who is an associate professor of art now in charge of 

the gallery program out at Cal[ifornia State] Poly[technic University] in 

Pomona. Stanley Wilson was one of the young artists in school and a very 

sensitive board-member type. He's an artist that we are going to have to look 

at closer in terms of the tools that he's managed to negotiate over the years 

as a skillful, very intelligent educator, very sensitive craftsman, and a person 

who has adorned himself with the indigenous nature of his past and his 

culture. 

Smith 

Meaning-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I'm just saying his work to me sort of straddles the vein of that 

ambiguous existence that we have been afforded in whatever American 

society is. Stanley Wilson is an artist like many of us who might at times wear 

the garment of Africanism in such a universal manner. His work is compatible 

and flexible in many arenas, but at the same time there's always an aura of his 

interest in African culture. He travels extensively to Africa, also.There were 

young artists later on like Houston Conwill and Kinshasa [Conwill], who is now 

the executive director of the Studio Museum in Harlem. Houston Conwill is 

truly an exciting artist who moved away from California and now lives in the 

East, in New York, and has an international reputation at this point.I've always 

felt that many of the artists from that period chose to do the only thing that 

we can do as creative people, and that's go inward and respect the capacity of 

yourself and not turn off the other avenues that we were somewhat 

confronted with. When I say avenues, there were so many directives that 
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confronted us at that time, the need to work as a collective and to build the 

support factors that did not exist. Everybody committed themselves to that in 

our discussions and the things that we chose to agitate for at that time in the 

sixties. But then, too, somebody had to sort of linger with the responsibility of 

keeping certain things going so that they would develop. I credit that to 

Alonzo Davis and Dale Davis and people who not only maintained the 

studio environment but made sure that some doors stayed open for us to go 

in and build whatever foundations we felt that we needed so that certain 

facilitations continued to extend themselves.I go back then and examine some 

of the people that came into the gallery program environment, like Claude 

Booker, who met an exciting group of artists, a young man who became 

sensitive to being a prominent collector. Any way that he could get work, he 

got it. He didn't always pay for it. [laughter] He'd negotiate it any way that he 

could get it. But nevertheless, he spoke of the importance of African-

Americans becoming collectors. Cecil Fergerson was his henchman at the time 

and a very good friend of mine today, an interesting man to talk to about the 

period. His life has been dynamic as a person, as a giver and cantankerous guy 

who knocks things down just to make sure that we get to the right place. 

That's been his way, and he's been very helpful to a lot of artists because of 

that. But Claude Booker was introduced to us as a group of artists during the 

sixties at an exhibit which I think might even have been my one-man exhibit, 

which was the first one-person exhibit at Brockman. Claude Booker was 

formulating what became known as the Black Arts Council. The history of that 

organization is really exciting, some of the issues that they brought forth. 

Smith 

We'll have to get into that. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. You know, when that was so long ago and things were so close to you, it's 

difficult to recall exactly how much was done and how many situations you 

became involved in. For me it is, because I was doing so many things at that 

time. But I know that the Black Arts Council was very important to me.Another 

organization that I met early on that I think also was very helpful to a great 

many artists was called Art West. 

Smith 
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Oh, E. J. [Evangeline] Montgomery's group, Art West Associated. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. She became associated with it later. When I first encountered the group, 

the president was Raymond Lark. Then, later on, the president became Ruth 

Waddy. It had another group of artists in it, people like Raymond Lark, Van 

Slater, who ended up being professor of art at Compton Junior College. I think 

he was a graduate of UCLA and a good friend, a good, subtle, genuine person 

who was committed to the classroom. He died from an accident just a couple 

of years ago. 

Smith 

What about connections with artists and art groups up in the Bay Area? Was 

there much interaction between African-Americans throughout the state? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, because of people like Dr. Samella [S.] Lewis and E. J. Montgomery. We 

had a lot of leadership from Dr. Lewis and Evangeline, aside from what 

Brockman did. Now, Brockman also tried to move the issues around, the 

group around, the commitment around. But I think the thrust of how things 

got documented and many of the important exhibits that started to expand 

into the northern part of the state had a great deal to do with the kind of 

energy that E. J. Montgomery and Dr. Samella Lewis had afforded us and did 

afford us. A good example was the show that came together at Mills College in 

Oakland.The first time that I ever sat on stage before an extensive audience as 

a participant in saying some things about your own disposition as an artist and 

whatnot was when Dr. Samella Lewis invited me to become part of a 

conference of a sort at San Jose State [University]. I was supposed to 

participate in an exhibit. One of my pieces was collected by the school and 

placed in their permanent collection after that exhibit. But I got a chance to sit 

with Charles White and Samella Lewis on the same stage, and that was very 

impressive to me. Here was Charles White, the man that I had always loved, 

and I was getting to know him. I mean, it's really something. They invited me 

to sit and talk a little bit about how I feel about things with Charles White! 

Good grief!During that time, I don't know what has happened. I don't think we 

always speak with the verbiage that we accumulate over the years. There's a 
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whole essence of spirit that energizes and motivates. You don't even know 

where certain thoughts and ideas come from at times. I'm very much like that. 

I depend on spiritual forces and factors to get anything done at times. I shut 

my eyes in many cases to what we might consider the real issues. There's that 

essence. It's like when you go into that studio and you become someone else, 

because there is this thing that you've got to get out. I work best that way.So 

during that time I was always before a lot of audiences, because I had 

thoughts about things. For some reason during that period, the fear that I had 

always had to exploit my thinking or to share it with someone else, that freed 

up a bit. I kept getting these invitations to be a keynote speaker or guest 

speaker. I don't do that anymore. I can't do that anymore in the way that I did 

it then. That was a different- We were committed to so much more. The 

spiritual energy of that period was something that was fuel for me and for 

most of us. Things were getting done in Mississippi. Differences were being 

made in my home state of North Carolina. We were part of a piece of fabric 

that held together, and it had great influence on the way you felt, on the 

statements on your canvas. We weren't all so strongly social-

commentary oriented. It was just that the social comment had a great deal to 

do with building, building, building, and getting some support in the process of 

those elements coming together.There's a tape of that program from 

California- 

Smith 

San Jose State University? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, San Jose State University. I have a tape of that program somewhere at 

home. And Charles White, that was the first time that I heard him from the 

preacher Charles White's point of view. He was a very emotional man who 

projected and moved audiences. 

Smith 

I'd like to listen to that sometime. 

1.16. Tape Number: IX, Side TwoFebruary 26, 1990 

Smith 



190 
 

Let's talk about the relationship of the black artists to artists of other cultural 

communities and to the degree that there was interaction. One name that I 

know you've mentioned a lot in the past as someone that you had a good 

relationship with was Jerry [Jirayr] Zorthian. Discuss a little bit how you met 

Zorthian and what that relationship entailed. 

Outterbridge 

Let's see. How did I meet Jerry? There's a church in Pasadena that I always 

considered to be very progressive as a congregation, aggregation. It's on the 

corner of Los Robles [Avenue] and Walnut [Street]. 

Smith 

I know the church you are talking about. I think it's the [First] Congregational 

Church. 

Outterbridge 

I don't know who the minister is. I just know somewhat that early on I 

developed a respect for their programs. Till this day they seem to have a high 

regard for the homeless. They have theatrics in the basement. Early on they 

had exhibits that came from the so-called black artists' community during that 

time. In an exhibit at that particular church, I had three or four works from a 

body of works that were in progress called the Containment series. The 

Containment series got a lot of support from some tools that were left for me 

to keep that belonged to Mark Di Suvero. Some of that early work was in an 

exhibit at this particular church. Jerry Zorthian was really a Pasadena legend of 

a sort-an Altadena-Pasadenan artist, great educator, well documented. I had 

heard about him, but I never met him until this exhibit. He bought a work of 

mine. Everybody told me that if Jerry liked your work, man, that's a great sign; 

he's a great artist. So when he met me, we just became overnight friends 

forever.He invited me over to his home. His wife [Daphne Zorthian] was like 

someone that you had known forever. They adopted my daughter. They had 

children who were also young and growing and this ranch in the hills of 

Altadena where Fair Oaks [Avenue] ended. The north end of Fair Oaks became 

Zorthian Road. I went into this environment when we delivered the work to 

Jerry that just grew on me, because here was a man who- If ever I dreamed of 

being as free and as courageous and erect, here was a guy who was just that. 
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Jerry Zorthian was the architect, the builder, a man who challenged the 

impossible, a man who executed like Rembrandt and who taught like- A 

person who gave you what he thought you should have for yourself. Not "I'm 

Jerry Zorthian, phenomenal artist," but "You are an excellent artist in your 

own right." "This is what I do. I love what you do, but this is how you can do 

that better."We used to talk about, more than anything else, concepts, and 

my building three-dimensional works became very much associated with the 

architectural stoutness that came through his work. You know, I always had a 

feeling for architecture. When I met him, not only was he not just an architect, 

an architecturally oriented artist, but here were these things growing out of 

the mountain and growing in such a fascinating way, because he was recycling 

busted-up concrete sidewalks. He had a way of keeping military surplus 

available to his work process. He had contacts that would take him into 

railroad salvage yards. He might be at a given time buying up all the windows 

from a series of obsolete passenger cars, and those windows would later on 

become the face wall of the studio that was growing out of this mountain 

side.When you went to his environment, there were all the farm animals. He 

made his own cheese, he made his own sausage, he produced his own Zoy 

honey, which was his own honey brand. I went into his home the first time, 

which was this stone-hewed little house on this fascinating property right up 

by the mountains, and there were some Diego Riveras. I come to find out that 

Diego Rivera was a good friend of his. Later on I found out that not only was 

Diego Rivera one of his great, great friends, but so was Charlie "Yardbird" 

Parker! I said, "Who is this guy?" You know what I mean? I just became 

fascinated with Jerry.He fell in love with my wife and my daughter. My 

daughter went to summer camps there in the summer. That's where she'd 

spend the summer, in a camp environment for children. It was art oriented. 

They took workshops. She learned how to swim there and really got into 

painting. Daphne the artist, writer, theatrical personality, apparently did the 

children in the camp a great service, because she always talked about the 

importance of reading and writing. My daughter was an avid reader, so they 

became good friends right away.So Jerry Zorthian and I till this day are kind of 

bosom buddies. We have pain if we don't get together and just have some 

exchanges. I don't see him as much as I used to, his family and all. His free-

flowing ideology and ideologies about living and life and its association with 

the creative process at large was a very healthy thing for me, because not only 
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did he illustrate that in his life-style, he introduced it to everyone else. You'd 

go to a party-the craziest parties at times-and there'd be a whole huge lamb 

on a rotisserie and a three-hundred-pound hog being barbecued in the yard. 

There would be some of the most beautiful women in the whole world. Like, I 

went to one party at Zorthian's, and there were at least ten of 

the Playboy centerfold girls at the party! [laughter] A good friend of his was a 

very famous photographer who shot the center pages. There would 

sometimes be at least three Nobel Prize winners at a given party at Zorthian's 

place. I mean, he had a great relationship with a lot of the scientists at JPL 

[California Institute of Technology Jet Propulsion Laboratory]. Architectural 

students and schools would use his property as a retreat to study his building 

techniques and all. At sixty-five, he was still swinging across some of the 

ravines on his property on a rope like Tarzan or somebody! [laughter]And 

there were horses, goats, pigs. He'd slaughter his animals and prepare his own 

meats and that kind of thing and made no bones about illustrating to young 

people how life's stuff comes together. Chicken is something that doesn't 

come all packaged and presented to you in the supermarket until recent 

times. It walks about, it eats corn, and scratches in the earth. We need it at 

times for our own nourishment, and we have to catch it and slaughter it. That 

was the way he lived. There was a kinship with how he associated himself with 

the natural environment, because I also enjoyed that very much.But not only 

was he good for me as a person and my family, he formulated some early 

thoughts in my daughter about herself and about how it is to be a person. He 

was one of the strong influences in my life and still is. A crazy man; brilliant 

man, too. I think he graduated from Yale [University] in 1937 or something like 

that. He talked about the WPA [Works Progress Administration] years.There's 

another artist that I don't mention so much who also became a good friend. I 

don't see him that much, but he would be close to eighty years old now. He 

was from the WPA era. He was an organizer in New York of artists who 

executed the murals. 

Smith 

Do you remember his name? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, Vertis Hayes. Do you know him? 
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Smith 

Well, I know of him. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yeah? Like one time when I was teaching out- The fascinating thing about 

teaching this class, doing the lecture series out at Cal[ifornia] State 

[University], Dominguez [Hills], during that time was the fact that so many 

people were moving around the country. Artists were traveling. Guys from 

back East were coming out this way to do programs and invitations extended 

to them. I kept a good roster of who was coming into town. A lot of times I 

would surprise the class and have somebody that we had been reading about, 

studying. Before you knew it, there they were in the classroom.So I was 

reading some material related to the activity in New York during the [Harlem] 

Renaissance period, and I came across the name Vertis Hayes. Later on I met 

this man at the arts and crafts corporation, the studio job that I had, Artcraft. 

This older gentleman came in who was going to be not a supervisor so much, 

but a quality-control inspector of certain things that were being developed in 

the studios. So when he saw me- The second day that he was there, I was 

carrying out a batch of paintings that were very intricate. He said, "God, man, 

you're doing that like it was nothing!" Well, I had been doing it for quite some 

time in the studio, and some of the things that were very difficult to execute 

became [easy] because you were painting eight hours a day. Vertis said, 

"Good grief! I love it, man. What is it?" He said, "I'm very strict, you know, but 

that stuff is looking good." I said, "I'm glad you like it, man." He said, "My 

name is Vertis Hayes, and I'm going to be working here." I thought, "Vertis 

Hayes. "That name rings a bell, but I can't-" And later on I met this man, who 

was one of the organizers and leaders of the artist groups in New York proper 

during the Renaissance period, and we became good friends.Vertis Hayes. We 

had been reading a little bit about him in the part-time lecture series that I 

was doing at Cal State, and I brought him to the class one day. Nobody 

believed it, you know what I mean? Nobody believed that this was the guy, 

because he's so beautiful in terms of keeping historical notes in check. Like he 

was saying, "That Jacob Lawrence that you are reading about, when I first met 

Jacob Lawrence he had a snotty nose!" Right? "He came into my studio, and I 

said, "Why don't you clean up your nose, boy!" Those kind of tales he'd get 

across to you. He was very much involved in the Renaissance period. He knew 



194 
 

Charles White when Charles White was growing up and all the difficulties that 

he had. But he seemed to have been a person who had a close relationship 

with many artists simply because he was not just an artist, but he had a knack 

for pulling everybody together and assumed the responsibility for that. And he 

still lives in Los Angeles now, retired. 

Smith 

He did some of the sculptures for- What is it? Home Savings of America? 

Outterbridge 

Yes, that's right. 

Smith 

Since you were working in assemblage at this time, and there was a whole 

California assemblage movement going pretty strong-it was getting some 

national attention-did you have any involvement or connection with some of 

those who now have become big names, like Wallace Berman, Ed [Edward] 

Kineholz-? 

Outterbridge 

I didn't know anything about it. I knew some of the names. I was aware of the 

lady. I was very impressed with her work. Nevelson? 

Smith 

Oh, Louise Nevelson. 

Outterbridge 

Yes. Early on. But I was doing that kind of thing before I really knew about her 

simply because I might have grown up in an environment that had an 

impression on me aesthetically, some of the images that we held onto.What 

used to be very attractive to me was to see an old lady going down the street 

years ago who had a handfashioned wagon that had weathered and twisted. It 

had a voice because it squeaked. But it carried all of her belongings, like the 

groceries that she brought home from the store. It was like the shack that she 

put together. In North Carolina there were people who lived in shacks rather 

than- The shacks were put together with tin sheets and cardboard. I used to 

look at that when I was a kid as not being unattractive. I was from a poor 
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family, but we never knew that we were poor, right? Not really.But I'd look at 

some other situations. There was almost tragedy, but there was something 

very attractive, too, about the image of how people used to put things around 

themselves and survive, right? I carried that with me very early in my life. Like 

you'd feel sorry for somebody, you'd do as much as you could, you'd help out 

as much as you could. I mean, that's the way we were. Or you'd take food if 

you had that. But you also looked at things. Like you'd go into a house, and an 

old man would be sitting there in the oldest house in the world. You'd look 

through the floor down at the ground, and there would be sunlight 

underneath the house, because most of the houses were on stilts. Later on in 

my life, those images started to creep back into what I tried to register as an 

indigenous aesthetic. Those were abstract kinds of images, depending on how 

you looked at them-how you look at anything, really. There's no such thing as 

an abstract gesture not being relative. For me, it's not, because I can look at 

anything and sort of receive it from that point of view.So I believe that the 

best way that I can answer that question is to say that I worked that way early 

on in my life without realizing that I was doing assemblage per se. There were 

certain textures, tones, postures, patinas, there was a certain aesthetic aura 

that had always appealed to me. And much of that aura and appeal registered 

in the way something had been bleached and blessed by the sun for years and 

years and years, something that had rusted and oxidized to the point of being 

reformed in some way. Paint that had started to move away from the surface 

with age, not because of some agent to remove it-simply because, "I can't 

hold on anymore," right? And like the cars and trucks that the old men used to 

move around. You'd raise the hood and there'd be rags actually holding metal 

together at times, or a battery tied down with a rope. I used to just make 

mental notes about that. Not that a note was part of my process at the time, 

but I had a way of filing that away just in my consciousness.It's like when I turn 

on the radio- This is why I have difficulty separating human capacity. I have a 

problem- Even though I am very, very oriented to this unsaid tale of African-

Americanism, there are so many things that others don't know about us. 

There are so many things that we don't recognize about ourselves 

wholeheartedly. But when I recall some of the things that impressed me early 

on in my life, it was about- There were a lot of similarities in how we suffered, 

how we lived, how we needed. Like even today I'll drive down the freeway and 

I'll listen to the hillbilly station for a time, because when you hear the language 



196 
 

of that music, it's like the language of blues almost; there's a lot of similarity in 

that. I'm a blues fan, but I can listen to country and western, also, because 

that's another range of blues. It reminds me of the music that I heard when 

my father [John Ivory Outterbridge], early in the morning, would have a self-

assigned journey in the distance, way out in the country, away from the small 

town. When you heard the music, not from an album, but from the people 

really making it, you see, the sound of that music looked like where you were. 

So all of that influences my aesthetic. Not only did the music have a way of 

embracing and at times pulling you right into its disposition, but when you saw 

where it was coming from, the image had the same sound and posture. So it 

gets all mixed up at times, and I like that.So I tend to think that assemblage, as 

I see it, is relevant to the manner in which we assemble our lives. For me it is. 

Sometimes I don't know if I'm really a very qualified artist or not. I don't know. 

People have always called me that person. When I was in high school, when I 

was in grammar school, I was referred to as the artist because that's what I 

did. That's what I thought I did well, and that's what I enjoyed very much. I 

was the person who got out of class to do some illustration for- I'd be like a 

freshman or sophomore, and I'd have to go into the senior classrooms at 

times to do an illustration. That made me feel very good. I knew everybody 

that way, because I was an artist on campus early on in my life. So the things 

that I do today, or that I attempt to grace my life with, have more to do with 

how life has introduced itself to me and how I might have responded to that 

introduction. 

Smith 

I think assemblage is a cross-cultural phenomenon, that each artist draws on 

his or her own background. All you have to do is look at [Simon] Rodia's 

[Watts] Towers and see Italy. 

Outterbridge 

When I went to Europe for a period of time there were-I can't say places, 

because it was everywhere-there was an association sometimes that made 

you feel that you had been there before in some strange way. I think we live 

much longer than we give ourselves credit for. I went into situations 

sometimes in Germany, France, Italy that for some strange reason were very, 

very tangible and relevant to where I had come from and how I had grown up. 
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I'll never forget that. When I was in Europe, as I told you once before, I did a 

lot of drawing and painting. I remember looking at how the old wagons were 

crafted that the oxen pulled, and it made me think of the images that I saw in 

North Carolina in no uncertain terms. Now, I realize that many of the cultures 

had transplanted themselves, and craft and skill also comes forth, as well.But 

when I go back to the environment that I grew up in, the sculpture that I saw 

early on was folk-oriented genre that was functional stuff. Like a thin pine pole 

that would grow out of the earth that had been a tree, stripped, now dried out 

in the sun. All the limbs had been stripped away. Then somebody at the top 

would place a cross bar, and this cross- Now, if you can imagine it having been 

there when somebody's father grew up, that was standing there when I was a 

boy. You know what I mean? And here it still stands. So you can imagine all 

those years all the changes and beauty that had blessed whatever that image 

was standing there. When you looked at the top there might be seven or eight 

gourds hanging. Some were whole, some the face had been cut off of to use as 

an old dipper. What that was was an alarm or a scarecrow of a sort that was 

too beautiful as a work of art. When I was a kid I saw it as a work of art, not as 

just something standing there. You see what I mean?If I did a piece now, if I 

did an environmental installation and introduced that image, only people who 

might have come from regions like that would recognize it for a moment, and 

then it would all come back. "I know how that is." It wouldn't be an abstract 

work. But it would actually introduce itself, if you were not familiar with it, as 

a very abstract kind of- Maybe even a religious icon of some sort, you see, 

because they used to put a rag at the top to decorate it a little bit. The rag 

would blow in the wind. So when you put a rag on the top of the 

scarecrow/cross, imagine what happens to it over the years. The snow comes, 

then the sun and the spring, and the windstorms, and pretty soon you have 

something that yousimply couldn't illustrate, because it's too intricate, it's too 

beautiful.So I associate this interrelated cultural spectrum with how the 

tapestry of one's life is interwoven somewhat. There are many influences that 

we are abreast to, if we are sensitive at all, that have impact.I also learned 

from other people, which is an influence of my family. My mother [Olivia 

Northern Outterbridge] and father were very much open people. Years ago 

they were very open people. Having to survive in crude circumstances 

cultivates that open gesture, I think. 

Smith 
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Did you personally or did people who you were involved with-? Was there a 

social interaction between African-American artists and the Topanga-Venice 

group? 

Outterbridge 

I don't think artists have had a problem with interweaving. When I worked at 

the studio at Artcraft, there were mostly European artists, a few African-

Americans, and we always had the greatest parties in town all the time. We 

never questioned anything else but "Saturday's party," right? We'd work 

together and think together and critique each other's work. Michael Gaines 

was a person who was introduced to that. He came from Vermont. Michael 

Gaines-who I am going to have to reestablish myself with-we were always the 

best of friends. Occasionally we get together now, about once a year, on the 

phone. He is the art director for the National Football League-he was the last 

time that I talked to him. He was one of the artists at Artcraft. I got some work 

in my collection from Mike when he was in school. Because he came from a 

more isolated kind of region, he had not been around a lot of people, so he 

was quite reserved. But after he was at Artcraft for a year, he became one of 

the most beautiful, open persons to watch grow and to grow with. Very 

human guy, a football fanatic who happened to have been a great 

illustrator.But [there's] a group that I worked closely with some years ago. We 

had the same concerns, and we thought that since there was so much 

similarity in our aims and goals that we should come together in unison at 

times and do joint exhibits and that kind of thing. That was an organization 

back in the seventies, in the early seventies, from East L.A. called the 

Mechicano Art Center. And at the Communicative Arts Academy in Compton I 

had created more than one gallery in the arena. 

Smith 

What were some of the artists that were most closely involved with that, in 

terms of the Mechicano? 

Outterbridge 

Victor Franco, Lynn Castillano. Let's see. Those were the two most prominent 

people, because they were organizers. Linda Viejo, I think. Sister Karen, later, 

who now is director of Self-Help Graphics. What's his name? Andy Semano. 
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Luis Dávila; he was from Peru. He was a radio announcer in Peru. He was a 

little guy who had a head that was chiseled from the earth. Man, he had the 

hardest face in the world. This was a little guy who looked like Al Capone three 

times. He was just thin and very delightful, but he never smiled that much 

until you'd twist his arm, "Just laugh one time! Smile!" Then he'd finally come 

across. But he was a great guitarist. He had a limp. Only about that tall, 

sensitive artist. Luis was a great singer, guitarist, and he would always be one 

of the entertainers at the parties that we would have.And then there was 

another artist, a great, great guy from Guadalajara, Luis- I can't think of his last 

name, but I've heard of some things that he's doing now. He isn't in the 

country anymore, but he was very popular. 

Smith 

Did you know Frank Romero? 

Outterbridge 

No, I didn't. I didn't know him then. I knew of his work. I didn't meet him until 

later. I never got to know Frank. He was aware of my work, and I was aware of 

his work. Frank Romero sent me some work once as sort of a thank you for 

something that I had been involved in that came off well and impressed him in 

some way. I got this great print from Frank, one of his. Just recently we were 

on a program together out in Long Beach ["Artists' Artists", Long Beach 

Museum of Art] The exhibit that's out there now? We went out to talk to a 

group of people on the same night, so I'm going to have to keep in touch. He 

invited me to his studio. That's a wealthy guy, it seems. As he gave his talk, he 

was talking about his collection: "Well, that piece cost me $10,000." I said, 

"Good grief, this guy is a collector!" [laughter] He had stuff in the show out in 

Long Beach that was just phenomenal. We all had one piece and then works 

that were in our collection. 

Smith 

Well, he's done fairly well- 

Outterbridge 

Yes. 

Smith 
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As an artist that sells.What about Asian-American-? 

Outterbridge 

Asian-American artists? 

Smith 

In Los Angeles? What kind of interaction was there? 

Outterbridge 

I don't remember except at Brockman Gallery. That's why I say the gallery was 

such an important place, because we all came together. Not only was it 

providing a forum for the African-American artist, but, because of the nature 

and the excitement of the exhibits and many of the public formats that we 

discussed and introduced during that period, we all participated in being 

board members from time to time or formulating and influencing policy, 

governing the program for that. It was a place where we got an opportunity to 

practice civic responsibility. Because of Brockman, we did meet and work with 

a number of Asian artists. The first artists that became prominent in that 

association were musicians, Asian musicians and artists. The group we now 

know as Hiroshima was one of the early Asian artist groups that Brockman 

worked with. We got to know everybody: Johnny Morro, who ended up being 

affiliated with the California Arts Council. That's a group that helped us 

represent the Asian community in the drum festivals that I introduced here 

nine years ago. We all never realized that it was going to be such a popular 

group in the future, but it makes you feel good when you've been part of 

something that was there because it needed to be there, no matter how, early 

on. So these were musicians who needed to be with each other, because they 

represented an indigenous factor of the Asian-Well, specifically, the Japanese 

community. They were sort of dedicated to keeping alive Taiko drumming and 

just the art of- 

Smith 

Can you give us some names of people who were involved with that? 

Outterbridge 

Well, all of the musicians in Hiroshima, for one. And the only person that I got 

to know myself- There were others, but I just can't recall all the names now. 
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Johnny Morro was the person that I got to know quite well.Now, visual artists, 

I didn't get to know too many Japanese artists except one artist who became a 

very good friend. He was like Noah Purifoy in terms of influence. Giro. He was 

an artist who had been incarcerated as a young man during World War II, the 

incarceration of the Japanese, where he developed his clarinet-playing 

discipline and honed his illustrative brush techniques. He studied art while he 

was incarcerated as a child and then came out and went to school. We worked 

together for a number of years and became very good friends during that 

work period and even after. He lived just on the edge of Chinatown at the 

time. But I say that he was a great influence in the way that I began to think 

about some very sensitive things, like how important it is to protect the 

importance of loneliness-we used to talk about things like that-how 

meditative that is and what a supportive quality that can be to the creative 

process. I knew that, but to talk about that with someone else was important. 

And how important it is at times to let people know how you feel about 

things. I mean, no matter how angry you find yourself being at times, that 

anger can be a healthy thing. Giro used to talk about stuff like that. He was 

one of the artists who helped us pull off this walkout at Artcraft. He had great 

temper and was subtle, but when it needed to fire, it could fire. 

1.17. Tape Number: X, Side OneFebruary 26, 1990 

Smith 

Can you talk a little bit about the art institutions in Los Angeles in the sixties 

and the relationship that you and other African-American artists did or did not 

have with them? I thought maybe we would start out with the Los Angeles 

Municipal Art Gallery in Barnsdall Park. 

Outterbridge 

I don't remember any relationship with the Municipal Art Gallery, with the 

exception of during the seventies at some point there was a show dedicated 

to Dr. Martin Luther King [Jr.], and I was invited to participate. I had to do a 

piece specifically for that show; I thought I wanted to do a piece specifically 

for the show. I did a work called About Martin. It was an assemblage-oriented 

work with a handcrafted, very formal attire, which was a suit that might have 

been worn by such a figure as Dr. King at some point in his lifetime. [tape 
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recorder off]Anyway, I knew about the Municipal Art Gallery early on because 

of Josine [Ianco-Starrels]'s association with it. She had been at Cal[ifornia] 

State [University], L.A., and when she moved into the Municipal Art Gallery 

she took some other thoughts in there with her. I think that what I knew 

about the- Before I became affiliated with [the Los Angeles Department of] 

Municipal Arts in 1976, I knew that on the grounds of the Municipal Art 

department Barnsdall Park site were the really exciting summer festivals that 

occurred years ago, and they had a juried segment and then just open 

accommodation for artists. Occasionally I participated in those. They were 

exciting to me because you got a chance to see what was generally happening 

in Los Angeles with painters and sculptors. They used the entire park. They 

had music. Do you remember those years? 

Smith 

Actually, no. 

Outterbridge 

They were very big events. The person who I still keep in touch with today 

somewhat, a genius, Warren Christensen, was a person who became very 

powerful as a creative person because of all the resources he mustered and all 

the public support that he had for the garden summer festivals. And they 

included outdoor art exhibits. So there was not that much known about the 

aggregation which was the municipal factor as a negative. It was an 

opportunity to show your work like any artist in L.A., and it was open in that 

way. 

Smith 

Was the Municipal Art Gallery at that time receptive to the cultural diversity in 

the city? 

Outterbridge 

I don't think that had been necessarily a practice at all. I think some transition 

started to come about when Josine started to work there, as best she 

could bring that about. But before that time, I think the gallery itself was a 

rather isolated situation like some of the institutions that I met early on that 

were really, really closed-door factions-organizations like the California 
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Community Foundation. It's now the Brody Foundation. The California 

Community Foundation; that's what it was called years ago. It was a grants-

awarding organization that was relevant to the arts and other situations, but 

they were really relevant to the arts. Their focus was not good at all when it 

came to many Third World entries or organizations. I remember, during that 

time, Judson Powell, Noah Purifoy, and I confronted the board of the 

California Community Foundation. 

Smith 

What time would you say this was? 'Sixty-seven, '68? 

Outterbridge 

Early seventies. We got some kind of a response from them, not in the way of 

money, but just the audacity to do that, simply because there were no doors 

open on any kind of relevancy and support as it had to do with us. But the 

Municipal factor was not knowledgeable of or were just not responsible in 

that way from the gallery point of view. It was just something that had never 

been nurtured, I feel, which was just- That was the general disposition of 

institutions at that time. 

Smith 

What about Frederick [S.] Wight and the UCLA gallery? Was there any 

interaction there? Was there any openness there? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes. Not so much the gallery as I was introduced to the cultural museum. 

Smith 

Oh, the Museum of Cultural History that Ralph Altman started? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. And a man that I am working with now was one of the principal 

motivators of the Museum of Cultural History, too, Jack [B.] Carter. He was a 

young professor. 

Smith 

Oh, right. A scholar. 
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Outterbridge 

Yes, but a very exciting man who later on pushed some really strong issues 

with the Museum of Cultural History. I heard about him years ago, but I'm just 

meeting him now. Because we've become good buddies, Jack Carter, we're 

working on a project together. We're designing a historical installation for the 

station house here, and the focus is going to be on early transportation in 

South Central Los Angeles and the images associated with that much, much 

celebrated tradition years ago, the red car and all the other lines. They had a 

pretty sophisticated system. I don't know why it was ever destroyed.But I 

didn't know that much about the gallery at UCLA so much as I did about, from 

what I was doing- We needed help from any source that we could get that 

help from, and we found and established a ready and working relationship 

with the Museum of Cultural History. So we used to borrow artifacts from 

them and exhibits that we would not have been able to render if it had not 

been for that relationship. You know, it just occurred to me that we might ask 

them for some assistance. When I was at the Communicative Arts Academy, 

that's where it started. We had these galleries, and to bring some relevant 

kind of material to the community we thought that we could go to the 

museum and present that to them and they might be able to provide the 

exhibit environment with some insurance. You know, they came down and 

inspected the facility and found it very attractive for that kind of exchange. 

But the reason why we had an inroad was because at the Communicative Arts 

Academy we had such a diverse kind of input factor from the community. The 

program rationale appealed to a number of graduate students and professors 

from UCLA and people who were also working in this community with Jim 

Woods over at the Studio Watts endowment fund and Mafundi Institute. They 

were always running through the Communicative Arts Academy taking notes 

and interviewing, and we got to know them. That helped us establish an 

inroad with the museum. That institution became very, very helpful. 

Smith 

Who were you working with there besides-? You were working with Jack 

Carter, you said. 

Outterbridge 

No, not with Jack Carter. It was- Name some of the people there years ago. 
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Smith 

Raúl [A.] López was there, Patricia [B.] Altman, Christopher Donnon- 

Outterbridge 

He just left. He's in Hawaii now. 

Smith 

George Ellis. 

Outterbridge 

George Ellis! Right! That's the guy. George Ellis was a person who really had an 

understanding. He and his wife and another young lady who still might be 

there, Betsy [D.] Quick. Do you know her? 

Smith 

I don't know her, but I know of her. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, Betsy Quick. 

Smith 

I've done a couple of interviews that mentioned her. 

Outterbridge 

George Ellis, he was a magic man. He had a clear understanding and took 

some real chances. 

Smith 

So what sort of stuff were you borrowing to exhibit in Compton? 

Outterbridge 

A great variety of authentic artifacts representing various African cultures. At 

times we would also borrow a few things that would be indicative of Aztec 

cultures, maybe, because we were working with some Latino artists, and we 

created the space that they were showing in. I think it was a great gesture at 

that point.We pulled off some exhibits that impressed some levels like even 
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the National Endowment for the Arts, because back in 1971, maybe 1970, 

there was a national conference of foundations and art-oriented institutions 

around the country that met in Los Angeles. They chose to visit the 

Communicative Arts Academy. Five hundred people visited the site and spent 

almost a full day being presented program performance packages by us. At 

the time, nobody understood where we were getting funding because there 

was no such thing. I mean, there were no salaries, necessarily. Noah Purifoy, 

again, was one of the people who helped focus attention on the academy at 

the time, because he was beginning to work with- Well, he had been working 

with institutions as an educator, as an artist. I remember Vantal Whitfield, 

who had been in Los Angeles at one point and who was now working with the 

expansion arts program, National Endowment of the Arts. When they came to 

the academy, we did have an exhibit of Latino and black artists in the gallery, 

and they were very impressed with that. It was a good show, also, and we had 

a smart-looking gallery.There was a young lady who became a deputy director 

for the California Arts Council later. She was a writer. Her name was Alva 

Whitney Moore. One of her plays was presented at the academy during the 

time that the five hundred people came representing institutions: Ford 

Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, National Endowment of the Arts 

components, and all these institutions. They were very, very excited. They met 

a thirty-five piece orchestra that I had put together during that time that 

accommodated and had open chairs for serious young musicians from high 

schools in the area, Compton High [School], Locke [High School]. They had 

some people from Jordan [High School] here and university-level musicians 

from Compton College and some young people from USC [University of 

Southern California]. We ended up with a very smart orchestra that played for 

this very sophisticated body. All original stuff, because that's what we did. We 

wrote, gave young musicians a chance to hear and to make notes about their 

capacity as writers, as directors and all. It was a real polished orchestra 

because the rehearsal discipline was so tight. Two or three times a week there 

were two and a half hour rehearsals. Everybody was so in tune to that 

extracurricular activity because it was about what they were about, and some 

of those musicians are well-known people today, serious people. After that 

encounter, we got a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts, 

$20,000. They just gave us $20,000. And after that, of course, we had to write 

proposals. I'll never forget that.Institutions in Los Angeles that we worked 
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with, again, and confronted pretty emphatically were institutions like the [Los 

Angeles] County Museum [of Art]. We had so many friends working at the 

county art museum in security and installation. [laughter] Right? These were 

the guys that ran the museum in terms of everything that came in there and 

whatnot. Cecil Fergerson was on staff at the museum. Claude Booker, who 

was the president of the Black Arts Council, worked in the museum. The 

lieutenant in charge of security at the museum was a good friend of the Black 

Arts Council-as a matter of fact, he was a board member-Mr. [Sidney] Slade. 

He was also a collector. We just had a network of spies that were on staff at 

the museum in very crucial positions, support like. 

Smith 

In terms of the county art museum, you did, of course, get a couple of shows 

from time to time. Did you start by working with the curator? Say, with 

Maurice Tuchman? 

Outterbridge 

Well, Maurice Tuchman was very much in the picture. He was confronted a 

great deal. He was confronted, but not by the artists so much. We were just 

the artists. We were members of the Black Arts Council, but the executive 

board of the Black Arts Council happened to be employees of the museum. So 

they were the people who busted down and knocked holes into- 

Smith 

So you personally weren't involved in some of those- You were? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes, yes, along with- All of us were. Alonzo Davis, Dr. Samella [S.] Lewis. 

She wasn't a member of the Black Arts Council, but we were all working 

collectively, all across the board. Artists like Bernie Casey-who's now an actor, 

of course-Bernie was very much involved with protest during those years. We 

had great organizations to work through that brought everybody together so 

that we could discuss- A meeting place a lot of times for us, I should say, was 

Dr. Samella Lewis. One of the meeting places where a lot of people came 

together to discuss sensitive issues- 

Smith 
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Her gallery? 

Outterbridge 

No, her home. That was a work base. Also, Brockman Gallery was a work-think 

tank. Gallery 32, which was later opened by Suzanne Jackson very close to Otis 

Art Institute [of Parsons School of Design], was also one of the think tanks. The 

Black Arts Council always met at the home of Claude Booker, and there was 

Art West Associated. That was another place that the artists met. All these 

factions came together as a whole at times, too, plus the fact that the 

organizations that I just mentioned had good channels open to the national 

black arts community. So the lecture series was always good, with people 

coming into the region and sending people from here out. Claude Booker was 

very good for that. 

Smith 

What were the hurdles that you had to face at the county art museum? 

Outterbridge 

Well, the county art museum can only be representative of the disposition 

that we were confronted with at all levels of social strata at that time in the 

country. If job opportunities are not available, if people are fighting to register 

in certain parts of the country to vote, I mean, what is art? So it was just that 

we were artists, and our confrontations were with those institutions that were 

supposed to have some relevancy in accommodating the needs of creative 

people. 

Smith 

Well, what goals were you setting for yourself? I ask this because in a lot of 

our other interviews, it seems to be a common complaint of Los Angeles 

artists, of Southern California artists, regardless of their ethnic background, 

that the county art museum was indifferent to what was going on here pretty 

much. The county art museum would say, "We can't be provincial. We are an 

international museum." What kind of goals were you putting forward? What 

demands were you putting forward to the museum? 

Outterbridge 
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Well, we just wanted some visibility. We were phantoms. We weren't there at 

all; we did not exist at all. And it's a problem not to be seen, not to be felt and 

to have presence. I think, like any artist, many of the local artists in Los 

Angeles at that time had a beef with the county art museum that really 

registered as a complaint of the museum's incapability of recognizing the local 

resource and the fine artists that were right in Los Angeles that had never 

established any kind of tangibility with the museum. Or the museum had not 

been able to recognize the importance of being relevant to the local art 

community. That was a complaint that you heard all the time. It was certainly 

true, and you can imagine what that was like for people like us. We were on 

the outside even further! [laughter] But some of the things that we started to 

do as being absolute outsiders was- The museum became aware of what it 

needed to do to establish rapport with the local arts community, because we 

always saw that particular institution as being world oriented in its program 

format, which is great, but the local arts community was certainly part of that 

world that was overlooked.A person that you are going to have to talk to at 

some point, who is a good friend of mine, is Cecil Fergerson, who is very much 

into the history of not only that institution but the relationship that he had 

with Maurice Tuchman. Interesting. The fights that he can detail that were- 

Now, that's the book, right? Somebody's got to help him do a book. I mean, 

he's had a fascinating life. But he is one of the people that can tell you how 

the Black Arts Council came into being, because they came to our rescue. We 

didn't formulate that organization; that was an organization that came 

together in support of the black artists's needs in Los Angeles. They followed 

us and the things that we were carrying on for a while. They said, "Hey, look, 

these guys are genuine, and we're going to have to put together organizations 

to support them," you see. It had legal voice and everything, because one of 

the best lawyers in Los Angeles was a young Rhodes scholar, Stan Sanders, 

who was the legal mind for the Black Arts Council. So we had what we needed 

to work with. Stan Sanders is a supporter of the arts and a collector to this 

day.But I guess that, aside from an agenda, that had more to do with cracking 

a hole in the county art museum's rigidity. There was that general complaint 

from Los Angeles area artists that the museum had no compassion and 

seemed to have assumed no responsibility for recognizing its local 

constituency as artists. 

Smith 
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Well, given its avowed international or world focus, were you also thinking in 

terms of shows of nationally known black artists such as- Not simply just local 

artists, but shows of artists from New York and Washington and so forth? 

Historical shows? People like [Archibald] Motley [Jr.] and [Jacob] Lawrence, 

etc? Were those kind of demands advanced? 

Outterbridge 

That's right. There were educators and people who were curators from other 

institutions across the country that the Black Arts Council brought in to make 

sure that our complaints were qualified and not just complaints. People came 

in the focus like Barry Gaither, a very knowledgeable artist-curator for Elma [I.] 

Lewis's institution [National Center of Afro-American Artists] back in 

Dorchester. He was part of "Two Centuries of Black Art." David [C.] Driskell 

and [Carroll] Green. David Driskell, of course, was one of the people. There 

were so many others. Cecil would be better at recalling some of the scholars 

that were brought in to focus on and qualify all the things that we all had, 

because it wasn't just a local thing. This was a national thrust for the black arts 

community.Some cities were more active than others, naturally, because 

there were many more artists. Los Angeles was a very active area. So was 

Chicago. So was New York. And so it sort of came together. We became 

conscious of Afri-Cobra, which did not exist when I was in Chicago. It came 

into being right after I left. I wish I had stayed to be a part of that, because 

they got a lot done, and they were all my buddies. You know what I mean? Jeff 

Donaldson became the chairman of the art department at Howard University, 

and he was very much responsible for Afri-Cobra being such an energized 

thrust in this area that we are talking about. The local concerns were national 

concerns, so institutions across the country were being confronted. Like there 

was our friend Dana Chandler in Boston, who did Fred Hampton's Door right 

after Fred Hampton was assassinated in Chicago. He did a painting and took it 

out in the backyard and shot it up-you know what I mean?- because 

everybody was hurt so much by the execution of this young man by the 

Chicago police. It was a tough time. I mean, it was war time, like, for- 

Smith 
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I had a question related to that. A couple of sessions back, you said, "We were 

all Panthers." I didn't know from the context whether you meant you were all 

associated with the Black Panthers or- 

Outterbridge 

Well, I can't say that. When I said that, I simply meant that we were all 

Panthers indirectly, because the Panthers were a very serious element within 

the design. They were committed in a very direct fashion. We were much 

more subtle but supportive of the organization. Like Suzanne Jackson did a 

show that brought into focus the work of Emory Douglas, who was the 

minister of culture for the Panthers. When we did a show here a few years ago 

that was quite controversial, we had works of Emory Douglas that many 

people had never seen from that period. Very, very fine, political-oriented 

visual editorials, that's what they were. That's all I can say about Emory's stuff. 

[laughter] He was a very weak person. He lives in Oakland, in the Oakland, San 

Francisco area, and is still doing illustrations for the local activist periodicals in 

that region. When I said "We were Panthers," that's what I meant. We were 

not so much in uniform, but we were uniform in our rationale. 

Smith 

We will probably get into that a little bit more later, because I did want to talk 

somewhat about the Watts community politics and how that related to what 

you were doing in Compton. 

Outterbridge 

Well, it was kind of dangerous then, because we found our phones tapped at 

times and things of that nature. You'd pick up the phone and you'd get [makes 

clicking sounds], and you got paranoiac, because people were being executed. 

Seriously. 

Smith 

It could be quite dangerous.What about the Pasadena Art Museum? You were 

an instructor there, and you also worked in the installations. 

Outterbridge 

Right. The Pasadena Art Museum was very special. The Pasadena Art Museum, 

which was a world museum also, might have been a little more relevant early 
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on in recognizing some of the local artists. Certainly not black artists, not us, 

but they were- Cecil Fergerson can tell you about this, because he was 

working with many of the artists who developed some popularity with that 

institution and with other institutions across the country and also some 

recognition from Maurice Tuchman and the museum later. He was working 

with some of those people when nobody knew who they were, like Craig 

Kauffman, Larry Bell, people from that era. Andy Warhol, of course, had 

another kind of reputation developing. [Edward] Kienholz and [Robert] 

Rauschenberg and all those people, Claes Oldenburg, they were developing 

some popularity. Some of us might have been working just as strong, but we 

simply didn't have avenues open to us. And a lot of those guys knew that 

themselves.Aside from all that, the Pasadena Art Museum was a good place 

for me simply because it offered me employment. It gave me an opportunity 

to teach within the educational system that was truly relevant to the 

community and the schools in Pasadena and also the adult community. I was 

fortunate enough to introduce one of the first classes in the educational 

system at the Pasadena Art Museum that brought children and adults into the 

same classroom. It was an assemblage-sculpture class. Some of it got to be 

large scale. It was fun seeing the freedom that came into the classroom 

environment through children. Many of the adults came into the class 

preprogrammed. To loosen that up a bit was a real challenge for me, and I had 

a lot of fun doing that. 

Smith 

This was at the old building? 

Outterbridge 

My class started at the old building on top of the museum because I needed 

that kind of space. The old museum complex on Los Robles [Avenue] had a flat 

area at the very top of the museum, and I used to do classes up there. But 

when the new building was complete, then I moved into one of the studios at 

the new museum. 

Smith 

I think you also mentioned that you were trying to get the black community in 

Pasadena more interested in the museum. 
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Outterbridge 

No, I wasn't so much. I was just kind of involved in my work. I was so busy just 

trying to survive at that time. I worked in the community, but I worked in 

Compton, not in the community of Pasadena. But there were people in 

Pasadena and other communities that became aware of how I had involved 

myself as an artist in the community. The people of Pasadena- Now, the black 

community was not as involved in the museum's educational apparatus, 

except through the schools, as it could have been. But there were people, 

there were people. I'm not saying anyone was asleep. It's just that since there 

had been no accessibility, generally speaking, it wasn't something that people 

expected. 

Smith 

Let's talk about some of the individuals who were prominent at the Pasadena 

Art Museum that you may have worked with and their scope and their 

receptivity to- 

Outterbridge 

Well, there were a number of artists. There were also a number of board 

members that I got to know quite well. There was the curator, John [R.] 

Coplans, who established a strange kind of antagonistic kind of relationship. 

Smith 

With you? I thought that was with everybody. 

Outterbridge 

I thought that was his personality, but especially with somebody like me, 

because the audacity of- You know what I mean. He was from South Africa 

originally. I didn't know that until later. But at times I used to bring things up 

like- I was a nobody but a person whom he eventually developed some 

respect for because of the way I handled myself in installation. I got some 

pretty tall assignments in installation and introduced at least one hanging 

technique that cut the hanging time for very intricate exhibits down from 

three-fourths of a day to an hour and a half. I developed a rack for measuring 

the height of paintings from the floor and the distance, the space between 

them. A wall that would normally take you a half day, three-quarters of a day, 
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you could do in an hour and a half, right? And I thank Eric. I can't think of Eric's 

last name. He was the installation director of the museum, the installation 

chief. 

Smith 

I was thinking of Hal Glicksman. 

Outterbridge 

No, Eric worked with Hal. The person that I worked with very directly was Eric, 

a gentleman from Sweden who gave me the job as an installator. One day he 

met me with my daughter [Tami Lynn Outterbridge], and he fell in love with 

some work of mine that he saw. I asked him, "Do you have anything for me to 

do around this place? I really could use some part-time work and all." When 

he looked at my shabby portfolio that I had, he fell in love with the work and 

gave me the opportunity to work in installation. I was already teaching a class. 

He was also the person who gave me one week free run of the well-facilitated 

shop to craft this idea. He said, "If you think you can develop a device to cut 

down on the hanging, I'd like to see that." And I did just that. It was during the 

time when we were doing the show "East Coast, West Coast," that show. 

Smith 

Yes, the opening show. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, the opening show. It was during that time.But anyway, I think the people 

that I met early on that- Martha [B.] Padve, we're still good friends. 

Tough lady, hard lady, knowledgeable. 

Smith 

What do you mean by that, "tough lady"? 

Outterbridge 

Well, whatever- She's liberal. But whatever she is thinking, it gets said. 

Whatever she opposes, she gets a lot of opposition. [tape recorder off] 

Martha Padve was not only a- I guess Martha represents a traditional family 

and source of wealth in Pasadena which has old, old resources and wealth and 

whatnot. She was a collector and a person who seemed to have developed a 
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real respect for my work as an artist. She saw me from another point of view, 

as an activist. We were invited to a number of board meetings, the Black Arts 

Council, and when they saw me- I was working at the museum, but when I 

came to the museum with the Black Arts Council, then there was another 

confrontation. [laughter] "What are these guys?" There was another kind of 

focus on me, because what we were confronting the Pasadena Art Museum 

with was very much the same thing that we were concerned about at the 

county art museum: its relevancy to aspects of the community in terms of its 

programming. 

Smith 

And here we have a museum that says it's contemporary art and says it takes 

a risk. Certainly a lot of artists that they exhibited did not ever develop world-

class reputations. What was their response to saying why they couldn't open 

up their museum to-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, we were- It didn't matter what level of sophistication you might have 

reached; we simply did not exist. We were African-American artists, and there 

was simply no- In most institutions at that time- John Coplans was the curator 

at the time at the Pasadena Art Museum. I still go back to saying that there 

was a national thrust- 

1.18. Tape Number: X, Side TwoFebruary 26, 1990 

Smith 

You said there was a national thrust. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, there was a national thrust that localized itself in confrontations with 

well-established institutions in this region like the museums. We were simply 

concerned about creating doors that did not exist. 

Smith 

For instance, at Pasadena, what did Coplans say to justify keeping the door 

closed? Or there wasn't even a door? 
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Outterbridge 

I don't even remember. I guess we heard the same kind of language at all 

levels. It wasn't a personality, it was an institution. 

Smith 

Were there any individuals who were sympathetic, who even tried to find a 

crack somewhere? 

Outterbridge 

There are always individuals that are sympathetic. At the Pasadena Art 

Museum it might have been Martha Padve. That might have been one person 

who was rather open to the possibility of doing something in the future or, at 

some point, if not at the museum, at some of the other possible elements that 

existed in the community, because people who work in that political arena 

have tangent to so many other potential resources and all. [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

You were saying it wasn't really just a question of you as individuals that they 

were having problems with. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, I think I was about to say that it was not so much us as individuals, as 

artist groups, as it was the rigidity of institutions at all levels across the 

country that were under confrontation and siege at that particular time. We 

did realize that at the county art museum public funds were being utilized in 

support of that institution, and part of that resource comes from people like 

us, as well. There was no relevancy, in many cases, in terms of what might 

have been in collections. There was no relevancy at all in regard to exhibit 

formats that had introduced themselves within that ten-year history of the 

museum at that time. The museum wasn't really that old during those years. I 

think it was only about ten years old. 

Smith 

It opened in '65 when it moved to Wilshire Boulevard. 

Outterbridge 
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One thing that was interesting, a lot of people that we had within our 

organizations were people who were there at the very outset of the museum's 

inception. Cecil Fergerson was one of the first people. He was right out of high 

school when the museum came into being, and he grew up with the museum. 

He developed a keen interest in art early on and stayed with that 

development. 

Smith 

Was Walter Hopps at Pasadena while you were there? Did he express an 

attitude one way or another? 

Outterbridge 

I don't remember. I think he was one of the people who might have had some 

liberal notions. When I speak of liberalism at this particular time, sometimes 

being liberal meant an open ear at best, which did not necessarily always 

result in anything but another possible meeting. More got done at the county 

art museum simply because it was a larger aggregation. It had a high 

percentage of blacks enrolled in job situations like security, installation, and 

they joined the bandwagon to help- 

Smith 

By more, you mean the organization of shows? Exhibitions? 

Outterbridge 

No. The county art museum committed itself due to the large body of black 

employees in crucial positions. Like the curatorial technical staff in many cases 

were blacks who were sensitive that those changes needed to come about. 

Security for the museum was 95 percent black, and they were part of our 

thrust. You see what I mean? Those guys would be at Black Arts Council 

meetings, too. "Well, I'll tell you what," somebody might say, "that won't be a 

problem because-" [laughter] You know what I mean. It made a lot of sense 

for us to be as holistic as we could be in order to break down some of the 

concrete that existed around us. 

Smith 

Was the goal at that time more focused on developing exhibitions or on 

getting African-Americans employed as curators? 
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Outterbridge 

As an artist at that time, my clarity might not have been as broad as it should 

have been, because my interest was being a part of the organizational thrust. 

The issues had a great deal [to do] with extending the museum's policymaking. 

Smith 

So membership on the board of trustees. 

Outterbridge 

Right, to accommodate professionals or civic-minded individuals who could 

actually contribute. Part of the agenda had to do with expanding the 

educational department of the county art museum, which was rather active, 

to extend some possible opportunity, somebody at least, a black educator in 

the arts well qualified to contribute in some way. Dr. Samella Lewis became 

associated later, but they created a really ugly climate for her which didn't 

allow for- [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

You mentioned some people who were sympathetic, a couple of names who 

might have been sympathetic or liberal in the Pasadena situation. What about 

at the county art museum? Were there ears there that were more 

sympathetic than others? 

Outterbridge 

Well, forced ears, yes. Even Maurice Tuchman, Donahue- What was his name? 

Smith 

Oh, Kenneth Donahue. [tape recorder off] 

Outterbridge 

Yes, yes. There were others, of course. Cecil Fergerson worked closer with 

him. There was Dr. Leon Banks, who was a board member. He was the only 

black board member at the time. It was uncomfortable for him at times 

because, being that token giant, really, on the board, he had to side with us on 

some issues to save face with the museum. He was a major collector, a major 

collector, at the same time, who had a practice right here. 
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Smith 

Of African-American art? Or just general? 

Outterbridge 

No, he never collected any African-American art. He was a prime collector of 

the Larry Bells and all those people, because he was right there when they 

were developing. He later started to collect some African-American artists 

because of us, because of the pressure that we kept on everybody, including 

him. It was a lot of work, Richard, and I mean serious work. 

Smith 

I mean, somebody like him-let's take him as an example of a collector-do you 

think, from your knowledge of it, your perception of it, was he collecting 

because he loved the art that he was collecting? Or was it an investment? 

Outterbridge 

He was collecting because he was involved with the major institution; he was 

collecting because he could afford to collect; he was collecting on the advice 

of a lot of his constituency of that time at the museum from a board of 

directors' point of view-names that they felt were going to be prominent 

names because of their support to those names. You know how it works. 

Smith 

So he was looking at it as an investment. 

Outterbridge 

As an investment and also because he enjoys art as well. He didn't see us at 

the time as people to be reckoned with because he was just part of that 

institutional disposition. 

Smith 

Was it because he didn't like the kind of artistic language you were using? 

Outterbridge 

It wasn't that. It was popular during the period to be an African-American, 

because the movement was a- The momentum was popular. Right now it's 
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popular to be Asian. Right now it's popular to be Latino, right? That's the way- 

I think much of what we call Americanism has a great deal to do with what is 

popular at a given time. 

Smith 

In the sixties, the two big things were pop art and the kind of minimalism, the 

stuff that Larry Bell or Robert Irwin was doing. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, a lot of people were doing that. A guy that worked very closely with Larry 

Bell, who installed Larry Bell's work, was just as bad as Larry, but he just 

happened to be an African-American artist, and he didn't get the- 

Smith 

Who was that? 

Outterbridge 

Joe Ray. I mean, you had people doing the same thing. People used to get 

some of the things that I used to do years ago mixed up with [Claes] 

Oldenburg. You know what I'm saying? But it didn't matter. It didn't matter 

because we weren't the right color! [laughter] 

Smith 

As simple as that. 

Outterbridge 

As simple as that. That's all. Mel [Melvin] Edwards, many years ago Mel's 

things were minimalist at best. He got recognition back east right away, but 

you still don't know him in the way that you know a lot of the other artists 

that might be viewed as peers. It doesn't happen. 

Smith 

Was Henry Hopkins a person that you were interacting with at this time? 

Outterbridge 

Not that I was interacting with, but some of the people that I was working 

with came in closer contact with. 
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Smith 

Same story? Was there any receptivity on his part? 

Outterbridge 

I don't recall. It was a hard road. 

Smith 

I'm trying to keep this focused on the sixties. When we move on, we'll come 

back to how the institutions have or have not changed in their development. 

One last question on this: We've talked a little bit about the Los Angeles 

Times and William Wilson. What about the other newspapers in town? We 

also mentioned the [Los Angeles] Sentinel. Were other newspapers in town 

reporting on black art to whatever degree? Did the [Los Angeles] Herald [-

Examiner]? Or did the L.A. Free Press? 

Outterbridge 

The Free Press was always- The Free Press had always been very alive, very 

liberal. They were taking on some of the same- They challenged in the same 

fashion as we did at that time. It was an avenue to voice the opinion of activist 

organizations, certainly. The Los Angeles Times was the Los Angeles 

Times. Whatever was newsworthy and relevant, they gave it a slant of a sort, 

right? Not always a positive one. Many times a good review on issues on some 

exhibits. A person that was sort of progressive I thought at times was Henry 

Seldis, who was a critic for the Times. William Wilson was his understudy 

during that time. He kept sort of a wary, interested ear, and he kept his vision 

open to some things, so we didn't see him necessarily as an enemy. He had a 

subtle interest in the possibility of some value being associated with what we 

brought as a potential to the board or to the tables. That interest that we 

carried to whatever those tables were evolved around the arts but other 

things, as well, because I think that we do realize that culture and art and art 

and culture are tangible to everything, to all things. The sensibility of art and 

culture is relevant to all things and beyond. So there were those who had 

more liberal qualities than others but caution simply to save face. 

Smith 
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Was there any interest, say, in Europe for what you or the group here was 

doing? You know that in Germany, for a long period of time, there was a 

strong interest in African-American culture that was actually stronger in many 

ways than it was here. 

Outterbridge 

Still is. I think that we didn't notice that so much as visual artists as many of 

our musician friends and others did. A lot of people that we knew moved away 

to live and to work in Europe, just as those of the [Harlem] Renaissance period 

and before did. I personally started to notice the interest that certain 

European cultures had in the music and how knowledgeable they were of the 

history of that music and its popular disposition as well. I don't think the visual 

arts had quite the same focus. Music is entertaining. It has that freshness 

about it. I mean, it's a language that is also somewhat universal. The visual 

content of the African-American artist has such indigenous icons at times, 

simply because many African-American artists are trying to establish a 

relationship with their own communities, that in many cases-not that the 

sensibility isn't there-the struggle is so broadfaced in so many other areas that 

there is that occasional oversight, you see. How can one afford art when one 

has difficulty in affording bread, right? And then art is something that you live, 

anyway. We live that in movement, we live that in sound, we live that in how 

we apparel ourselves, and the artist reacts to all of that. So African-American 

people- We never expected for them to do anything but appreciate the 

dilemma of the beauty, the stress and the anguish at times, because we were 

all in this place together. The musicians, on the other hand, or the same 

people, the dancers, the writers- But then there's always an audience that is 

supportive. I think that audience was very prominent not only here but 

prominent in Europe, as well.Today, I believe in the next five to ten years we 

are going to watch some exchanges with European communities as it has to 

do with Third World people and maybe African-American artists. There seems 

to be a real interest developing right now in the possibility of some cultural 

exchange factors. I'm getting that feeling. 
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I'd like to get into your involvement in the late sixties and maybe how you got 

involved with the Watts Towers Arts Center. First I'd like to ask you where you 

were at when the Watts rebellion began in 1965 and what your impressions of 

that whole episode were. Were you working at the time? Were you down 

here in the community? 

Outterbridge 

In 1964, a year before the revolt, I had met people at the Watts Towers Arts 

Center, which was not this building as we know this building today, just a little 

house on 107th Street. As a matter of fact, that house was situated just about 

where we're sitting right now. A few minutes ago I was speaking of the fact 

that we're going to be doing a Noah Purifoy exhibit this summer. So I met 

Noah Purifoy at that time, Judson Powell, David Mann, and artists like that 

who were doing things right here on site. That was a few months after, in 

1964, when I met Noah Purifoy. It was a few months after I had driven into 

South Central Los Angeles for the first time, because I came to California in 

1963, two years before the revolt.When the revolt occurred, I didn't know 

that it was taking place until we started to get these strange reactions from 

people on Alameda Street, on the Olvera Street site, the cultural heritage 

landmark. My wife [Beverly Marie McKissick Outterbridge] and I, being new in 

Los Angeles, any time we got an opportunity to move around- As I was looking 

for a job, as I was trying to familiarize myself with the city, we moved around a 

lot. One morning we were having breakfast at Olvera Street. It was on the 

morning which I think was the first day of the revolt. I believe it was about ten 

o'clock in the morning. People kept talking about fires in the south end of the 

city in a community that obviously was considered to be the community 

where a great many black people lived. We were not as familiar with who 

lived and how those who lived in Los Angeles lived at the time because we 

were brand-new people. But we were obviously associated in some way 

because of the stares that we got. Apparently on the news bulletins they were 

saying a lot about the revolt. Anybody who was black at that time, you were 

associated, you were accused if anybody was accusing. So we felt sort of 

strange because the environment was so new to us at large, but we did realize 

very strongly that something was amiss. We didn't know what it was until we 

got back in our car and left Olvera Street. Of course, every [radio] station that 

you turned to, they were talking about the revolt.As far as the way that I felt, 
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and I think I can speak for my wife, too, at that time, we felt that it was part 

of an ongoing dialogue, social dialogue, of black people within the context of 

the civil rights movement. I certainly didn't know what all the conditions were 

in South Central Los Angeles at that time. They certainly couldn't have been 

any more severe than some of the problems that we had on the West Side 

and South Side of Chicago and how communities or neighborhoods are 

accommodated or neglected or just not up to par in terms of whatever those 

ideals are in the American way.I think the consciousness of black Americans at 

that time had much more cohesiveness, the social consciousness, certainly 

than we might exercise today. There was obvious cohesiveness. It was nothing 

to cheer about, but it was certainly nothing to put down. If there was any way 

that you could support some of the attitudes, you did that in your own way. 

There were no forces to join because we were too new. Still, I had begun to 

build up a roster of friends, contacts, and that kind of thing. I wanted to get to 

the gut of the matter, and right away, as I said, there was nothing to criticize. 

At that time, there was not, for us, an organization that we could join.I didn't 

know that during that period people like Purifoy, Dan Concholar, Judson 

Powell, David Mann, and others, Debbie Brewer- I didn't know that they 

would be working art processes out of the debris of the revolt itself. Because 

this group of artists did focus on the fallout of the 1965 statement from this 

community, it gave other artists an opportunity to nurture some sensibility 

regarding the social climate. It was very good for me to see a group of artists 

come together to make a statement simply because it was a forum for a new 

person like myself.As I said before, I had met Noah before that time and had 

respected-had good feelings about-who this person was and how his visions 

took flight. I mean, he was just an interesting guy to be with: cantankerous, 

dedicated, and real sensitive as an artist. Judson Powell at the time was a 

visual, poetic person who was very busy with summer theatrical presentations 

that took place in Los Angeles at large at that time. There were a lot of 

summer stock kind of presentations in the parks and whatnot. He was really 

active in that way along with- Who else? I met a lot of artists at that time. Guy 

Miller was a man whom I had read about never knowing that I'd meet him. I 

read about him, I think, in Cedric Dover's The Negro in American Art. He was a 

fine sculptor, from what I could gather, who came from Atlanta. I didn't know 

he was in Los Angeles. Right after the revolt, I think I met Guy Miller. He was 

working with a group of addicts on 103d [Street] somewhere around Beach 
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[Street] or Grape Street. Two people were the first persons that started to talk 

to me early in Los Angeles as I was introduced to this city about art the tool, 

art the tool for change. We started to have conversations about the street 

environment being the studio environment, and I really believed that-or the 

studio being anywhere that you chose for it to be. Guy Miller talked to me a 

lot about that, and so did Noah and Judson Powell. And it formed an attitude 

that I just embraced within myself. We always need something to believe in. 

You believe in your work, you, certainly.I had always been a person to 

challenge what seemed to be so conventional, and conventional to the point 

of being useless at times, in the political, social tapestry. For some reason, I 

mean, that's always been kind of a natural thing for me. It was encouraging to 

meet people when I came here who talked about the same thing and used 

their work as a source of dialogue at times.There was a person in Pasadena 

whom I became very fond of, Debbie Brewer. Debbie Brewer was this flaming 

redhead, a very energetic artist who worked with young people in Pasadena 

and had some association with the Pasadena Art Museum. Also, Debbie 

Brewer was a very, very good friend, a very close friend, of Noah Purifoy. I 

didn't know that they were good friends until much later when I started to do 

some things with Debbie Brewer in Pasadena. So those were my home 

bases.Like, I think I lived in Los Angeles in 1963, '64 on Vernon [Avenue] and 

Figueroa [Street]. In 1965, right around the time of the revolt, I had found a 

little house in Pasadena after looking all over L.A. trying to find a comparable- 

Just something that we could afford. Everything seemed to have been out of 

reach. When I went to Altadena, to Pasadena, on a drive one Sunday- I just 

accidentally ended up in Pasadena. I never knew that the Harbor Freeway 

would become the Pasadena Freeway. I never saw a freeway like that in my 

life. I mean, this obviously old roadway in terms of expressways ended up in a 

very special city environment, I thought. I knew nothing about Pasadena 

except for the Rose Bowl parades and the football games. I mean, that was my 

history of Pasadena at the time. When we drove one Sunday into the area just 

on an outing, I came off at Orange Grove [Avenue], I think, and went into the 

city, and here was this city with trees galore. Well, I love trees. I love trees, I 

mean, this lush, green area. It encouraged us to just drive around and drive 

around. We saw some houses for sale and just investigated. We said, "It's 

really not that far from Los Angeles, and why not just investigate?" So we 

ended up buying a little house in Altadena, where I've lived since. But that was 
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a period that was really intense for me in introducing the disposition of 

California and Los Angeles-political, social disposition of the black community 

and especially the artists of that community.There were two organizations 

that were prominent at the time. The Art West Associated- Raymond Lark was 

the president of that organization; later on, Ruth Waddy became president. 

Through that organization I also met Dr. Samella [S.] Lewis. Later on, an 

organization came into being around the same time, the latter sixties, the 

Black Arts Council. I kept running into the same people, those artists who 

placed a certain kind of responsibility on their work. Whether you wanted to 

do that or not, it was just a very natural thing to do. It was difficult to separate 

your work from that innermost feeling that you had as a participant in protest 

of some sort. You know, the only thing that we had as artists, we could make 

good picket signs. We could make poetic gestures regarding the overall 

climate in the country at that time. I saw it as a period when we became black 

people rather than Negroes, right? I decided that we were all of these things. I 

mean, what you've been, you are, but then what you are can always change. 

And my work, my work attitude in terms of the verbiage, started to speak to 

issues like all of the complexions that we held, whether those complexions 

were innermost or surface. 

Smith 

How did that manifest itself? 

Outterbridge 

Well, for me- 

Smith 

Could you describe a couple of works, maybe, that would-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, first of all, as I said, I started to hear from some of those whom I looked 

at as mentors. I really began to see that there was a group of senior artists 

that I really started to respect after I got to know them. Dr. Lewis, Ruth Waddy 

was one of those people, Noah Purifoy, Debbie Brewer, guys like Bill [William] 

Pajaud, Judson Powell, Curtis Tann, Guy Miller, and David Mann, the writer. I 

mean, his whole- Every time he opened his mouth something outstanding 
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took form in the way of dialogue and motivation and whatnot. So many 

people. A young artist like Dan Concholar, much younger artists because of 

the comradeship and the gesture. There's a whole field of artists who came 

together-there's almost a family-during the time when our works started to 

grow out of the social and political texture that came into focus. I think my 

work started to appear and associate itself with movement. When I say 

movement, I'm saying community involvement as an artist, for one thing. Art 

became something to me other than the images that you squeezed in a frame 

and designed for the wall environment. Or it became something other than 

this three-dimensional work that corralled whatever egos we had as artists. 

You know what I mean? I started to see it because of conversations that I had 

with people like Guy Miller and Noah Purifoy. I started to think more 

conceptually. In other words, like art is a process, art is the tool that can make 

a difference in the way I feel and the way that I view things. And the way that I 

view things and the way that we view things collectively can make an 

impression that becomes much more than a piece that is grappled with by 

some institution that wants to entomb it. I really started to think that way.But 

as far as pieces and objects and works of art conventionally that started to 

introduce themselves, I thought more retrospectively in going back and 

looking at some of the foundation stuff I brought with me no matter where I 

was. In other words, from whence I came and the messages that I heard today 

that were so much like the ones that I heard my father [John Ivory 

Outterbridge] mention years ago in his way of protest and his way of 

commenting and going against the grain. I had a very unique mother [Olivia 

Northern Outterbridge] and father. They were people who, in their quiet, 

consistent way, always talked about injustice within the group and the respect 

for the ideal, that ideal that seemed always to be somewhat out of reach. But 

they always encouraged their children to reach for that ideal. So I think that 

what I started to do was to look at the color and the tone of the culture, and I 

tried to use that as the ingredient of my visual statements.It was very difficult, 

because you never quite reached what you knew that you needed to touch as 

a mode of operation, a mode of expression. It was so complex, because for 

me-and I can only speak for me-at the time there were so many unsaid 

notions that you held onto that you needed to say at once along with 

everything else. Bombarded as I am today, if I did nothing but stay in the 

studio today, I think that my work would say all things at once, because this is 
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the way, the path, when we actually look at what that path introduces as a 

journey. You always tend to think about how it was in your earliest reckoning 

with just being a conscious person, how it is now, and what do you envision-to 

me that's all the same moment.You know, I can't help from being influenced 

by the fact that my mother stood before ironing boards for days on end at 

times with this little cast-iron iron that she heated on the stove. Now that 

image is so pressed in my mind, knowing the sensitive person that she was 

and what it must have taken from her and her strength to do that. I had a very 

sensitive, very beautiful mother who was a really intelligent woman and in 

love with everybody. People loved her very much because of her humanness. 

And the way she dedicated her life in servitude of others was something that 

really addressed you later on as a being. You said, "How did she do that? How 

did she not acknowledge her own needs for so many years?" Right? And then 

you look on the other side at your father, and you started to understand 

clearly why he loved her so much. I mean, those two people were really in 

love, I mean, all of those years, from the very beginning till the very end. They 

were two people who were like one person, even though they were different 

personalities, because she was very meek, very quiet, very sensitive. He was 

very sensitive, but he was an outgoing, energetic kind of person who 

challenged things around him and who had a lot of order in the way that he 

did things. He was a great entrepreneur and a very successful man with a big 

family. When I say success, I'm not saying he was wealthy, but he generated 

goodwill and support to his family and had respect from the community at 

large. It didn't matter if it was the white business community or the black 

business community, my father had respect from the community at large 

because he was just a dedicated man to his beliefs and his family and the 

community per se.So my work, if I might say this, when it flows in a natural 

way, it thinks of all things at once. This is what you strive for. And I haven't 

touched that yet, because you generally have so many conflicts and 

influences. It's difficult, in other words, to piece your philosophies together in 

the form of a life, supporting the life responsibility that extends outside of 

one's self, like the family, the community, and all. There's no comfortable 

niche for creative people in our society, especially from a place that we come 

from, African-Americanism. I mean, there's not really a comfortable 

accommodation for the life-styles we find ourselves nurturing, the needs. It's 

more than a life-style. I mean, there are certain things that you simply cannot 
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avoid within your makeup. No matter how we wrestle with that, I mean, you 

are who you are.You asked me a question quite some time ago which was 

difficult for me to answer when you did ask: What did your work look like at 

that time? What were some of those statements that began to formulate? In 

the sixties, some of the statements that began to formulate for people like 

myself were very literal social-commentary kinds of statements that were 

more than natural for us to do. I watched the work of Purifoy and how he 

conceptualized the dilemmas and how he used everything to recycle and to 

reenergize his thinking and to stimulate the thinking of others. That was a 

revelation to me, because I came here doing the same thing. It was amazing 

for me to meet new people right away who were pretty much with the same 

kind of process disposition, right? I mean, how you use whatever is available 

to you, and what is available to you is not mere material but the material and 

the essence of the political climate, the material in the debris of social issues. 

At times even the trauma within the community becomes the debris that 

artists manipulate and that manipulates the sensibility of artists, you see. 

There are no sides; it's all the same. I mean, it's like the left is not really 

determined because the right is so much needed to determine that difference, 

you see. The yin and the yang, the day and the night, the left and the right, the 

top and the bottom, that's how I see the mechanism that I think with as an 

artist coming together.So during the sixties and the seventies I used myself in 

such a way that I became, for myself, an open channel to make notes about 

the things that influenced our posture as a people in society and also the 

things that influenced my own posture within the group and away from the 

group. Because I do tend to believe in human potential, and I think, really, in 

our ultimate dreams, we always think in terms of human culture, world 

culture. But it's so important to think first from an indigenous point of view. 

Smith 

After the rebellion, Purifoy organized, I think, a rather large group of artists to 

come down to Watts and put together pieces. Did you participate in that at 

all? 

Outterbridge 

I was too new. I was on the fringes of it. I participated the following year after 

that body of work came together, "66 Signs of Neon." After that work came 
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together, I worked with some of the artists then, but I was too new to be part 

of that initial thrust, because I was just introducing myself to the group. We all 

became good friends later, but in the period that the work came together 

right after the revolt I was a brand-new person in Los Angeles, and I didn't get 

in on the studio mode or the work process at the time simply because I was 

not right out here. There were too many unknowns for me at the time. I got to 

know all of them when the exhibits started to take place. The first festival- 

Smith 

The first Watts Summer Festival [of Art]? 

Outterbridge 

Which was around 1966, I think. 

Smith 

Yeah. 

Outterbridge 

And we were using the streets. I know we did not exhibit in the gym that first 

year. I believe most of us, many of us, set up on the streets in the community 

as artists at the time, because I remember a lady- My wife was pregnant at the 

time. Yeah, okay, my daughter [Tami Lynn Outterbridge] was born in 1966, so 

that was the year that my wife walked and walked and walked up and down 

the streets of the neighborhood here. It sort of speeded up my daughter's 

birthday or beginning, you know. [laughter] I remember that very distinctly, 

because I was exhibiting for the first time. It was the very first summer 

festival, and Beverly was pregnant, and Tami was born in August. I think that 

summer festival was in July maybe, June or July or something. The latter part 

of July, maybe. 

Smith 

So your involvement with the festival is setting up your work as one of the 

artists. 

Outterbridge 

As one of the artists. And then I became very much involved with all of the 

work that became the summer festival in the organized exhibits and all the 
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work that it took to corral the art and install. I became very, very much 

involved with that, assisting Noah Purifoy and others. 

Smith 

Let me ask you-this is changing the subject a little bit, but it really flows out of 

this-you've said before that in the forties, the fifties, the early sixties, you did 

not yet have a real, shall we say, African consciousness. When did you start 

developing a sense of black nationalism and begin studying the African roots 

of the-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I think I make a mistake when I said I didn't have that consciousness, 

because I had it even in the military. I had it even before I went into 

the military. But I didn't have it on an organized, collective basis. There were 

no-My friends in Chicago, the artist group that I worked with in Chicago, there 

was a very, very high consciousness in that way, but we voiced it through our 

art. People like Joe, José Williams, artist; Elliott Pinkney, artist; Mulsroe, artist; 

Alfred Jackson, artist, painter; all of these people on the Chicago end of things. 

Musicians like Richard Abrams, Muhal, who was a pianist for the Art Ensemble 

of Chicago, many, many fine musicians that we know today had that 

consciousness then. The artists, we had it, the people had it, but it did not 

come together in the same way as after 1954, '55, when the movement 

started, when the civil rights movement started. You see what I mean?So that 

consciousness, as I said before, had been implanted in many of us by our 

families years ago. I mean, it was just there. But there was no organized, 

cohesive movement for me until after 1954. Don't forget, the school that I 

started out at before I went into the military was A and T [North Carolina 

Agricultural and Technical State University], the school that introduced the 

whole concept of the sit-in. I very much remember the lunch counter, you 

know. But I think, for myself, to activate that consciousness was prevalent 

with me around 1956, '57 in Chicago before I got here.Works that I brought 

this way clearly indicated that, works that I brought with me to California. 

There was a kinship in many of the things that I brought with me and the 

things that I met through Noah Purifoy that he was doing at the time. We 

were using material, mixed-media kind of approaches. I think the social 

consciousness that we started to detect at large in the way that people 
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referred to, titled their works- There was a sense of overview and kinship. I 

don't know exactly when I started to think of myself as somewhat of an 

activist-artist until I started to work closer with the community and the 

community's disposition. It would have been easy enough for me and very 

comfortable for me to isolate myself, just to absolutely isolate myself and 

concentrate on nothing but my work. I mean, I know how to do that. But 

during that period I would have felt somewhat irresponsible if I had just sort of 

created the studio kind of cadence for myself. It wasn't comfortable for me at 

the time because there was too much that needed to be done in our 

communities, and for me it was a period of social and political involvement. It 

gave me a sense of being educated in that way, the people that you came in 

contact with and the organizations that started to formulate during that time. 

Smith 

When and how did you start specifically studying the African roots of the 

people here? When did you start looking into African culture, trying to 

understand what was going on here? 

Outterbridge 

The late fifties, early sixties. 

Smith 

What were you looking at specifically? What kinds of books were you reading? 

Outterbridge 

[laughter] Anything that I could get my hands on, but primarily Lerone Bennett 

might have had a lot to do with that, the historian that brought so much to 

view in Johnson Publications. I have always been a fan of a tiny little magazine 

that I think is a scholarly journal in terms of folk genre. You see, there are 

major publications, and then there are indigenous publications that are rather 

major. [laughter] Johnson Publications was responsible for this tiny little 

magazine that you could throw in your pocket and run with all the time, 

because when you're an artist you don't have any time, right? But Lerone 

Bennett started years ago- I started to read this way in Chicago. 

In Jet magazine there's always a historical focus. I haveJet magazines that are 

that small [indicating] at home now in my collection. It grew, got a little larger, 
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and the largest, the one that we read now, is about so [indicating] in terms of 

scale. But I started to make notes from his research early on which stimulated 

my own research.Areas that really interested me were focuses on black 

inventors and specifics like that, simply because I saw the inventor as being an 

artist. You know, the visionary, the inventor of the process. When I started to 

do research to the point of establishing relationships with how American 

industry developed its own strength and momentum, I could not help from 

associating that with this whole block of time that black people were the 

beasts of burden, the work problems that we solved very creatively without 

being exposed to all the resources to solve those problems, the ingenuity that 

was applied and all. I think that I started to read books that were written by 

black authors regarding the history of African people in America. Those books 

were not always so available in the normal educational channels until the 

fifties, when much more material started to come forth because of black 

studies programs. I don't know if it started before that time. I mean, there 

were always histories around me. I've always had an interest in it. The 

indigenous history, that was something that you had to really go after and 

create your own library for until you got closely associated with some of the 

black studies programs on various campuses.I was very fortunate. Dr. Samella 

Lewis invited me to her class out at Cal[ifornia] State [University] Dominguez 

[Hills] once. I think it was the latter sixties. She invited me as an artist to speak 

with her class about my work. At the time, my work certainly was definitely 

influenced by the mood of the times and by aspects of African-American 

history. So, as we had dialogue that day with the class, the class went way 

overtime. It was during a period when I guess I was much more verbal than I 

am now -I mean, a little angry-and it was easy to express that at times through 

your work and with whatever audiences you encountered. The students 

became a little impressed with some of my attitude and the kind of 

information that I seemed to register that they might have been unfamiliar 

with, and so did Dr. Samella Lewis. She became keenly aware that I had a 

serious interest in research and history and whatnot. So, before I knew it, she 

was asking me to her class quite often.Then she and the students got 

concerned about me taking over her class, because she had an assignment 

and a post that took her someplace else. She approached the administration 

about me taking over her class, and I started to teach at Cal State Dominguez 

as a lecturer and stayed on campus for maybe three years before things got so 
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intense at the Communicative Arts Academy. I really enjoyed it, and the class 

was not- When I first started that first semester, I had about eighty students, 

which I thought was a rather large class. There were only- Out of eighty 

students, there must have been about five to seven black students, and the 

class was African-American Art History. [laughter] And the second semester, 

the word got around that it was a good class, so it became fifty-fifty about, 

right? [laughter] And I think about the second, the third semester or so- 

1.20. Tape Number: XI, Side TwoApril 30, 1990 

Smith 

You were saying that students from other campuses- 

Outterbridge 

Started to come to the class, yeah. It was fun, see, because what I started to 

do was I kept a running roster of interesting people that might be coming to 

Los Angeles that could bring relevancy to the class. I started to make contact 

with many of these people who were interested in my work as an artist and 

whatnot, and I took advantage of getting them in the classroom at times to 

help focus on certain aspects of American history and African-American 

history. So fine musicians came to class to talk about the musical history, 

poetic-literary types would come in the class from other universities that were 

invited into Los Angeles for lectures and that kind of thing-they would be 

invited. Historians would be invited into the class. So students got the 

impression- There was a little quirk. I really did not calendar in advance 

information about who would be in the classroom at a given time. You were 

subject to come to class and get a big surprise at times. So it was a classroom 

that young people and others really wanted to be in. That made me feel 

good.At times there were undercover people seemingly affiliated with the 

class that forgot the fact that they were doing undercover work. I met a police 

officer who was there for that reason. 

Smith 

Why would the police officers be there? 

Outterbridge 
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Well, people who were associated with gathering information on activists in 

the movement who might be- That happened then, quite prevalently. 

[laughter] There was a police officer who took that class two semesters. The 

first time that he came he said, "Man, I was there just to take notes and all 

these undercover things taking place all over on various campuses right now, 

because there are some troublemakers." I mean, whatever that meant. Then 

the same guy took the class the second semester, and he told me how much 

he enjoyed the class. I didn't know that was the case until he introduced 

himself as such.But what I'm getting to is I was invited to teach the class, and 

it placed a lot of responsibility on me to do further research. It's hard work 

being really responsible for a good, meaningful relationship within the 

classroom environment, something really useful to a diverse body of not just 

young people but, on many campuses, you have serious, serious adults, 

professionals, that end up relating to you as the person responsible for 

bringing a discreet kind of learning experience to the classroom environment. 

So it placed a lot of added responsibility on me, because I wasn't necessarily in 

a full-fledged job situation then. I was in the studio. I was at the 

Communicative Arts Academy. It was difficult to hold my family resource 

together and to keep my work alive. And then to take on the chore of 

conducting those lectures was a lot of work. They went so well that a body of 

students went to the chair of the humanities department and they wanted the 

class to take place several times during the week, two other times. I just 

couldn't work it into my schedule at the time.I was saying that when Dr. 

Samella Lewis turned her class over to me during the latter sixties, it gave me 

an opportunity to do more research than I normally would do and to have the 

class do research. So we'd do things like one quarter of the class might have 

the responsibility of gathering material from anywhere in the country that 

they could get it, focusing on things like newspaper articles from the South 

before 1965 related to any area of experience that was publicized in regard to 

slavery, in regard to black people in the South. It was very, very fascinating for 

one quarter that we spent bringing in articles from states like South Carolina, 

North Carolina, Virginia, and Mississippi, articles that would read something 

like, "You wouldn't believe that this 1857 hearse that we are introducing for 

sale is the work of a simple colored man in our employ that we refer to as 

Ned." You read this article, and what the article actually speaks of is this finely 

crafted carriage that was blacksmithed, upholstered, designed, crafted totally 



236 
 

by a simple colored man in the employment of this firm. He was the sole 

manufacturer of a carriage that the firm sold. We'd bring in article after article 

after article like that, and it was just fascinating to the students.It didn't 

matter that they were white students or black students. The unique thing was 

the understanding that sometimes started to gel between black students and 

white students when certain other levels of focuses of the general subject 

matter would become classroom forums. You know what I mean? Great 

discussions used to take place within that mixed group of students. So many 

of the young Eurocentric students at that time did tremendous research. 

We're speaking of a different time from now, of course. People were working 

much closer together, because the [civil] rights movement was an American 

movement. I saw it as such. [tape recorder off]And, Richard, you know what 

I'm saying is, like, for me, that cycle, that period, was a period that agitated my 

interest of how we shared not only information with each other but our 

feelings about how America could be a better place. We all were talking about 

that during the sixties. The march on Washington was a good example of 

an American movement that was stimulated by African-American people. I 

don't know what happened to that momentum, and I do know what 

happened to it very much, because in this community I saw some very 

sophisticated levels of programming come together. I saw a lot of input from 

community people and others. I also saw a lot of recklessness come into the 

community and sort of break down some things. 

Smith 

Could you elaborate on that? 

Outterbridge 

I don't know. It's difficult to talk about. But, like, Studio Watts was a very 

important institution in South Central Los Angeles in the sixties. So was the 

Watts Writers Workshop. So was Mafundi Institute. I would imagine if those 

organizations could have held on, we would now have in South Central Los 

Angeles and in Los Angeles at large some major institutions that would have 

been ultimate facilitation in this community. As I said before, in greater Los 

Angeles we would have had institutions that were well seeded during that 

time, but because they were so- They struggled, but because they had 

potential to be the institutions we did not have, for some reason they were 
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dismantled. Not by the people, necessarily, that were so dedicated to them, 

but maybe by phantom-like forces that were almost federally motivated, like 

the young man who finally confessed being hired by the Central Intelligence 

Agency to work at Studio Watts. 

Smith 

Who was that? 

Outterbridge 

I can't mention his name now, but there's an article that was published in 

[Mother Jones] on his confession. Several other publications also documented 

his confession about being hired. He started as a janitor within that 

organization, gathered as much information on its operation as was needed, 

physically destroyed the plant, and destroyed a very valuable institution in the 

community. We saw those kinds of things happen all over the country, not just 

in California. I mean, organizations were confronted and just gradually 

dissipated. Like the leadership during that period. I don't think we can ever get 

over the shock of all of the assassinations that occurred during that period 

straight across the board. When you look back into that era, make a note 

sometime about the leadership factor that was erased in a very consistent 

fashion along with so many programs. It's dynamic when you put it all 

together. 

Smith 

Let's talk about one program that you were involved with, which was the 

Communicative Arts Academy. How did you become involved with that? What 

was the process there? 

Outterbridge 

One of the artists that I respected a great deal during that period was Judson 

Powell, an actor, musician, poet, visualist, visionary, a good friend of Noah 

Purifoy and Debbie Brewer from Pasadena. In about 1968, I think, Judson got 

an administrative post with the [Compton-] Willowbrook Community Action 

Council. Leroy Hayes was the executive director in Compton [California]. 

Judson invited me out as an artist one day to- He had met me at the early 

Watts Towers Arts Center. He had gotten to know me as a volunteer person 
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with the summer festivals. You'd work all day and all night, you know. They 

needed a lot of help, and there were a lot of artists who volunteered time. I 

used to sleep out there at night. I mean, I was just very into what was taking 

place. So I got to know Judson fairly well.One day he invited me to come out 

and discuss getting involved with the Willowbrook Community Action agency 

in Compton, which was a federally funded program. I went out, and Judson 

said, "John, I have this idea, and I really have a need. We've got a house in 

Compton that the Salvation Army has donated to us for use in our program. I 

would like to talk to you about trying to start an art program component in 

the Compton-Willowbrook Community Action Council agency. I don't have any 

money. It might be a little work in getting it started, but at least we have a 

house, right?" At the time, I was really struggling just to keep ends together, 

selling a painting every now and then, working part-time at the museum, just 

anything relevant to the arts that I could do to keep it alive. I didn't want to go 

and work for the transit authority or anything like that. I was just trying to stay 

close to those things that would nurture my creative flow and whatnot. So I 

told Judson that I'd give it some thought and give it a try.So I started to work 

in Compton in 1969 on Indigo Street, Indigo and Tamarind [Avenue], at a site 

that belonged to the Salvation Army. There had been a church, and behind 

that church was a two-story house that was used by the Salvation Army at 

some point. It was all weeded in, a very empty house. The first day that I went 

I was introduced to a group of summer workers from Compton High School, a 

group of little kids that were juniors and seniors in high school. I was 

introduced to them as their supervisor, and we sat down and we talked to 

each other. We introduced ourselves and all. I decided that the first thing that 

we would do as a group would be to renovate the building, seriously renovate 

the building, so that it could become a place to meet. Whatever ideas we'd 

formulate, we'd formulate those ideas collectively. So the kids and I hit it off 

very good the first few days, and we took on the chore of first working on the 

grounds, cutting the grass-I mean the weeds. We had to clean up the 

property. It needed a lot of work, and we did that as a group. We also started 

to renovate the building. The Salvation Army gave us some assistance, and the 

poverty agency itself supplied as much as they could. They were struggling for 

funds and whatnot, but a lot of people were employed by that agency.When 

Judson introduced me to the agency, there were some ill feelings from 

another contingent in the agency about the usefulness of art in an agency that 
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had as its ultimate responsibility and rationale to address the social needs of 

the needy, the poor. They were job oriented. "How in the world will arts 

create any-? They had no belief in art whatsoever. So I had a difficult way with 

a faction of young activists that were also in the organization. Most of them 

were young students, very, very aggressive, very active, well organized, from 

[California State] University, Long Beach. I was a foreigner to the community. 

"An artist. Good lord, we don't need no artists, man. We need-" That was the 

attitude that they formulated. So I endured that as best I could. The guys were 

creating all kinds of uncomfortable situations. I mean, they were really 

nasty.But I stayed with it, and the young people from Compton High School 

and some other schools that were in the area, we became very tight as an 

organization. The building started to look good. We painted the 

inside, painted the outside. I certainly felt comfortable in taking on that chore, 

because I developed a lot of skill in terms of restoration. We started to refinish 

floors, we started to clear plumbing, we started to do just a fine job of 

restoration. And the agency was impressed with that.The next thing that I 

started in the house was some art classes. Those classes focused on disciplines 

like dance, some music, and some visual arts kinds of things that I introduced 

myself. I started to do paintings and affect the building with imagery that I 

thought might be conducive to stimulating the interest in young people, the 

people in the community. Fortunately, that did happen. Some people in the 

community started to notice a change in the building. A dance program came 

together. A young lady that I met was one of the students who had been 

Eartha Kitt's assistant; her name was Wilola Brown, an excellent dancer and 

teacher. Her class started to do very well. It got too big for the house, so she 

had to have more than one session, and that was good.So after I had been 

there for maybe four months, the agency inherited a much larger building, and 

that building was located at 119 Magnolia Street. This was an old arena that 

had been shut tight maybe fourteen years or so. 

Smith 

An ice skating rink or-? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, it had been a skating rink. It had been used for any number of things. It 

was just an open arena, a large building, just fabulous in terms of the space 
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that it offered. That building, as I said before, had been inactive for a number 

of years. We understood that it had been closed for thirteen years. So Judson 

came to me, and he was very excited about this building that the agency came 

into as an inheritance. He said, "I think we can talk the agency into letting us 

use that building. We're going to have a problem, because there's an activist 

group of students who would like to do some job-training programs in the 

building, but they've already got a space, and that space that they have is 

working for them. I think this gives us an opportunity to maybe develop kind 

of a community program that can have as its main thrust the arts. Hopefully, 

we can get them to believe in that." So, anyway, they gave me the 

responsibility, without a salary or anything, of this chore of renovating this 

huge building.I'll tell you the truth: it was a little frightening when I saw the 

building. I don't back down too easy, and I had all these young people that 

were in support and very helpful, because we had become good friends and 

all. Not only did I have the building as a challenge, but they started to assign 

some other young people to my trust. Some of these were young gang 

members, and gangs were brand-new at the time. These were young people 

like Pirus that eventually became Crips, right? I mean, when that first started 

to happen. So I was unsure that I could control all that. But we kept working, 

and the work did establish some sense of confidence in the group.I remember 

the first time that I took the boards down from the front of this huge building 

that had sealed it in for years and years. We took the boards down, and it had 

a glass face. The glass had been cracked, and we removed that as best we 

could, all these big glass panes that were in front of the building. I investigated 

the possibility of getting the panes replaced, and we did some cost research. I 

was hoping the agency would come up with getting some new glass for the 

building. I said, "I don't know how glass is going to work in the area, but we'll 

see how much glass costs, anyway." Then we found out that even if we 

installed glass panes to replace them in the building, we could get no 

insurance in the area for the glass panes. By that time, I was very concerned 

about the building not having lights. I was very concerned about some of the 

things we were finding in the building and how much of a chore it was going to 

be to clean all of that stuff out, like all the dead animals that had crawled in 

and died over the years. It was a real, real scary kind of thing. It was huge.So I 

decided to stick with the chore of cleaning up the building first of all, just 

cleaning up the building, around the building and all that, just as we had done 
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with the other two-story house. Simultaneously, we carried on the activity in 

the two-story house, which we called the Happening House, and we carried on 

the chore of renovating this huge building. I decided to close the face of the 

building up with plywood and to work on top of the plywood, to do murals on 

top of the plywood.So all during this period we were still getting threats from 

the activist group that didn't want us to be in the building with the idea of 

introducing art to such a great building. But they were not doing anything to 

improve the building. We were doing all the work to improve the building. 

Smith 

"Threats" is a loaded word. Do you mean actual threats? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yeah! [laughter] Really, these are kind of tough guys. But they were well 

organized. I used to talk to one of them more than I did others.At the same 

time, during that period, I had been asked to do another class out at Cal State 

Long Beach. They were interested in the classes that I was doing at the very 

same time at Cal State Dominguez, right? The classes that we spoke of a few 

minutes ago. They wanted me to come out for an interview and meet with the 

members of the student union, I believe, at that time. 

Smith 

The Black Students Union? 

Outterbridge 

The Black Students Union and the administration. So I went out one day to 

meet with the administration and the Black Students Union. Lo and behold, 

most of the guys that were there to interview me were guys that were in 

opposition to me being in Compton! [laughter] That scared me to death. I said, 

"I'll never teach a class out here because these- Here they are, the guys." I 

went through the interview process and went back to Compton to work on 

this building. I'm making this- I'm really not saying to you how much physical, 

how much stressful work that was to get that building in order.But one thing 

that I started to do and I knew how to do was to use anything that I could get 

my hands on to make some kind of visual statement on the face of the 

building. And that's what I did. I got three-quarter-inch plywood and filled in 
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these great, great spaces. I think those spaces must have been about eight by 

maybe sixteen [feet] on either side of the building. Maybe you could repeat 

that one, two, three, four times. Okay, that's how huge the building was. I 

started to make these just open visual notions about heritage, about things 

that would be nonthreatening but still somewhat relevant to almost anyone, 

that would have a tinge of indigenous disposition about them. People in the 

community started to come by and critique. They thought, "Wow, that's nice." 

I got comments like that. The police department came by and noticed some of 

the kids that were working and assisting me with the project. They thought 

that was positive. Before we knew it, there was an article about those murals. 

That was good for the agency, right? And that gave me a little lift. Some 

reporter came by one day and thought these murals were really attractive, 

and there was an article. That gave an opportunity for the agency to make 

some statement about what they were doing. Before we knew it, there was 

somebody interested in helping us get the lighting and the electricity together 

in the building, because in the interview on the murals we got a chance to talk 

about the arts and how the arts might be relevant to some of the aims that 

the agency had. To make a long story short, the building got to be popular. 

[tape recorder off] The building became a challenge for many community 

people in a respect. The physical restoration was on the small, youthful crew 

that I had and myself. Every now and then I'd get somebody from the agency 

to participate.What happened, the city council in Compton, the mayor of 

Compton, who was Doris Davis at the time- She was a new mayor, very 

energetic, a beautiful woman who did believe in the arts. We became good 

friends. I used to go over and talk to her, because she was accessible. It wasn't 

like city hall as we know city hall to be in Los Angeles. That's a period that is 

not easy to talk about. It's very vivid and very exciting, also. I know that after a 

period of time, a rather brief period of time, we established a relationship 

with Compton and its city council and mayor, who started to develop a lot of 

respect for what we were doing. And eventually the- Just to get past the rough 

edges- The student activist group that opposed us in the very beginning- 

When the community started to give positive response to this building, first of 

all, that started to do some things that spoke well of the community and 

brought focus on the community, then we started to get real support from 

them and the community. You see what I mean? Because in that group were a 

few proposal writers and young people who grew up in Compton and who 
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were students out at Compton Community College and Long Beach. One of 

the toughest guys when I first started, one of the most cantankerous and 

courageous oppositionists, was a young man that became a good friend. 

Smith 

Do you want to mention his name? 

Outterbridge 

He was Tony. Tony's last name [was Wilkins.] The next time we interview I'll 

talk a little bit about Tony. Tony was killed at the Hollywood Bowl. There was a 

lot of controversy about that. He was young, beautiful, just a beautiful young 

man from the university of Long Beach who took a group of students, a sizable 

body of young people, out to the Hollywood Bowl on an outing one night to 

see Aretha Franklin. Some altercation started in the stands. Because of Tony's 

appearance and his size-he was a very athletic, well-presented person-the 

police department at the time thought that he might have stimulated the 

altercation. It wasn't the case at all. He was the chaperon and the person who 

had brought a sizable body of young people to the Aretha Franklin show. 

Somehow he was arrested that night, and on the way to the police station he 

was shot inside of a police patrol wagon and eventually died. He became a 

hero, in effect, but he was a great leader and lost his life on a mere accident 

and misrepresentation by the police department. He was one of the activist 

students who eventually ended up helping me move things on at the 

Communicative Arts Academy.But early on we got good support from the city 

of Compton. No money, [laughter] but a lot of moral support, and from the 

police department and from people in the community.One of the first things 

that I did was, after we got that building open and accommodated as a 

building, one day I took a walk up to Compton High [School] with a friend 

of mine from Chicago who had just come out. He was a fine musician, Troy 

Robinson. Troy needed something to do. He also needed just to be active. We 

didn't have any salaries to give anyone, but we felt that if we stayed with this 

whole idea of introducing an art program to the city of Compton that 

somebody would eventually come to the rescue. We had that faith, at least. 

Troy, when he came to town during that time- We sat down and talked about 

putting together a young people's orchestra. The way that we wanted to do 

that- We said that "We'll go and see what kind of music program the local high 
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school has."We did just that. We went up and introduced ourselves to the 

music director at Compton High School. Troy was a fine musician himself from 

Chicago who was new in California. After about an hour and a half with a 

group of students in band rehearsal and the music director, we came back to 

the academy that day with the names of fifteen young musicians who were 

interested in jazz. And the next week we started rehearsals with fifteen 

musicians and ended up in just two months with a finely tuned orchestra that 

stayed together until 1975, when I eventually left the academy and came here 

to work in Watts.This group played all original music, music that was written in 

the workshop. We developed a program that went into the prisons. We 

developed a program that nurtured directorship, theory. It focused on writing 

and performance. When the orchestra finally became polished enough to do 

concerts, we did concerts to packed houses once a month at the 

Communicative Arts Academy. We found ourselves creating audiences. People 

from the record industry would come and sit in. Educators, music educators, 

would come. It developed into a really polished group. Names that had some 

affiliation with it had been seen as young people with talent. But we never 

knew that Patrice Rushen and people like that would come out of that group. 

We never knew that eventually Donald Byrd would come and, on just hearsay, 

that he should hear this orchestra. Donald Byrd, the great trumpet player, 

came to rehearsal one day. When he left, he said, "I'm not doing the concert 

at UCLA unless you guys work with me. You've got to go over there and blow 

with me," right? And that was a real boost to the ego of the group. I mean, it 

wasn't just a group of young people from Compton High School, but they 

eventually attracted some university musicians and others.We came together 

with an orchestra that had an unbelievable sound. Channel 28 [KCET, Public 

Broadcasting System television of Southern California] did a focus on the 

orchestra. Channel 11 [KTTV] did an hour-long program on the academy and 

the orchestra. The dance program came together. The orchestra came 

together. The National Endowment [for the Arts] heard the group and decided 

they wanted the group's music to be the background music for a national tape 

that they were doing. They had, of course, met with the Los Angeles 

Philharmonic [Orchestra]. [laughter] We cracked up when they wanted to 

select the music of the Communicative [Arts Academy] artists of Compton as 

the background music for this really, really fine tape developed by the 

endowment years ago. These are some of the highlights. There were many, 
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many highlights of those years at the academy. [tape recorder off]On that 

program, I'm not as good as I should be sometimes in recalling all of the 

intricacies that were so embedded- 

Smith 

You did a piece I've seen, a picture of it. It's called Something from Nothing. 

Outterbridge 

Well, Judson Powell photographed a lot of those panels that grew out of the 

need to close the open face of the building so that we wouldn't have people 

running into the building ripping off equipment and things like that. We had to 

replace the broken glass that had been there originally. When the panels were 

put in and decorated, they did attract some public comment and 

documentation and whatnot. They had actually grown out of nothing, because 

I used debris that was in the alley and anything that I could comfortably work 

with that came from the environment, because we didn't have any money to 

buy anything. I just used what was available to me to work with. That was kind 

of a unique way, as many people thought, to confront the issue, even the little 

church across the street, who didn't have too many kind words to say about 

young people coming into that building that had sat across the street from 

them as this big, dead space for years. "They're going to be over there playing 

jazz music and all that kind of thing. We don't know if that's going to be good 

for our church." It was a tiny little church right across the street from us. Even 

they eventually said some very good things about what began to happen. So 

we felt that the program could eventually maintain itself. [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

We were talking about Something from Nothing. I was wondering- You know, 

murals are one thing, and it's kind of a traditional thing to put boards up and 

have students do murals. But when you start taking debris and creating these 

kind of three-dimensional things, that's maybe beginning to rub people the 

wrong way in some way. 

Outterbridge 

Well, I tried to use the debris out of context and at the same time to illustrate 

the capability that we all have to take advantage of what we have, no matter 
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how little it is. I knew that I couldn't buy a lot of material to work with. I think 

the spontaneous nature of the creative process is one of its most precious 

resources, in that you make adjustments to a given at the moment. 

1.21. Tape Number: XII, Side OneApril 30, 1990 

Smith 

You were saying you met Elliott Pinkney. 

Outterbridge 

Oh. When those works started, they attracted a lot of people to the sidewalks 

in front of the building. From time to time you'd find people kind of gathering 

and commenting. Behind us was a Bank of America on Compton Boulevard. 

Their parking lot was facing the Communicative Arts Academy, and you'd find 

employees of Bank of America coming over, standing on the sidewalk, eating 

their lunches, and watching me work and talking about, "What are you going 

to do with the building?" You know what I mean? So it attracted people. That 

wasn't the purpose, but when the colors started to go up and the images 

started to formulate, naturally people would kind of accumulate in front of a 

building that had been rather just an eyesore for a long time.One evening, 

after working all day- I've always been one to stretch the day. My days start 

very early in the morning if it's going to be day at all, and then they go well 

into evening, because I get things done. One evening, as I worked, just as the 

sun was going down, up pulls a young man on a ten-speed [bicycle]. He 

introduced himself as Elliott Pinkney. Elliott, in his easygoing way, said to me, 

"You know, I'm an artist. I live around the corner. I've been watching you 

work. I've got some slides with me of some of the things that I do. I haven't 

seen anything quite like this. I like what you're doing." And he said, "I work 

during the day, but any time you feel that you need somebody to help, you 

can count on me. I live right around the corner." So he gave me his telephone 

number and showed me some slides. I thought [he was] a very energetic 

painter. We have been good friends since that time. He was one of the first 

artists that went inside of the building and did a huge mural.So we started to 

attract other artists right away who became part of the program as 

volunteers. A young man who was a photographer in the area was eventually 
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introduced to the program. He came into the building and built a huge 

darkroom from scratch. 

Smith 

What was his name? 

Outterbridge 

Willie [B.] Ford, Jr. Willie Ford is now one of the chief police photographers in 

Los Angeles. There was a student of his, a young man now who is a prominent 

photographer in the country, Willie Middlebrook, who works at the Los 

Angeles [Cultural Affairs Department] Photography Center. Willie took his first 

photographic classes at the academy, man, in a homemade darkroom! Now 

he's a well-respected photographer in the country. So those are the things you 

feel good about. If you can get one person, one kid, to grow out of an effort 

like that, you feel good. But the academy produced many, you see, and people 

in the community started to feel that way about the academy. It was used by 

us as a campground to experiment with the idea of the art process being 

applicable in a community, energizing the community in whatever way it 

might energize.The academy conceptually accommodated some situations 

that were rather unusual. The relationship that we eventually established with 

the Southern California Motorcycle Association- We had to pay the rent for 

the building as a group of artists. After renovating the building, we had to 

work out modes of keeping the program together. We had to create salaries. 

We had to create salaries. We also had to create ways of maintaining the 

rental of the building. The poverty agency let us use the space. They acquired 

the space, but we had to work out any approaches to maintaining that space. 

And we eventually established a relationship with the Southern California 

Motorcycle Association, who represented maybe twenty-five hundred bikers. 

Imagine that. They used to use the Academy once or twice a month after 

hours to give their big parties. That paid the rent for us for quite some time, 

because they paid us, I think, $300 each time they used the building. We had 

to set up, and we'd facilitate their parties, clean up after the big parties and 

whatnot. But we worked out an arrangement with them. They had cleanup 

crews that helped us and setup crews that helped us. We established a really 

good relationship with the Southern California Motorcycle Association and 

some outlaw groups, as well, that had to, in turn, establish a relationship with 



248 
 

the California Highway Patrol units in the area, which understood what we 

were doing at the academy. We had that kind of language. They understood 

what we were trying to do, so they worked with us to work with the California 

motorcyclists club to use certain routes coming into the city so that the noise 

factor wouldn't be so great at night when so many bikers come into the area. I 

mean, at times there would be as many as a thousand bikers at the Academy, 

right? It was a real benefit to us, because it provided some revenue that came 

to us pretty consistently. They loved the atmosphere, the huge murals in the 

center, the space that was available. Their dances would attract 1,000 people 

or better each time they used the space for dances and all. Their seminars 

would take place there. They loved the space, in other words.We got most of 

that on film. We have a lot of film. Willie Ford, the Los Angeles police 

photographer that works within the department of forensic documentation, 

he has unbelievable, unbelievable slides and photographs that document that 

whole period. The first time that we conducted a funeral in the academy as a 

mode of accommodation within the community, that became conceptualized 

as an art-oriented statement. And the Smithsonian [Institution] called us right 

after that funeral and asked us did we really conduct a funeral at the academy. 

We don't know how they found out about that, but they documented that 

whole notion somewhat.When the writers came together and wrote about 

life, and when the musicians created musicians for Mama Dobie-Who was a 

well-known personality in the community who had a large family of children 

that were very much involved in the civil rights movement. When she all of a 

sudden died, her children came to us and said, "We don't want to conduct 

Mama's funeral in a church right now. She loved this place very much, so may 

we have her funeral here?" I think that was in the early seventies. We were a 

little shocked that Mama Dobie had passed. She was a very good friend of the 

center, a very good friend of mine. I had seen her a couple of days before. All 

of a sudden her two twin daughters are standing before us as we are having a 

staff meeting, and they said to us, "Mama just died." Not giving us much 

opportunity to think about what they had said to us, we simply- [tape recorder 

off] 

Smith 

Another question I wanted to ask you is I understand that, while you were at 

the Communicative Arts Academy, Mr. Harold [L.] Williams approached you 
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and John Riddle to do some plans for the theme monument, the main art 

piece that would be in the Compton Civic Center. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, that's right. 

Smith 

What do you recall about that experience? 

Outterbridge 

I don't know. I really don't know. I was very busy at the time. John Riddle and 

I, old friends, we used to think together on a lot of things. We had just 

completed a joint project in Compton for a doctor's office. 

Smith 

What kind of-? Maybe you could stop and just describe that project, what you 

were trying to do. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, a gynecologist and his wife approached us to do a mural of a sort for his 

building on- It might have been on Compton Boulevard itself. That project 

entailed not only making a statement on the face of the building but also 

creating a canopy for the walkway. Totally. We, as artists, struggling, trying to 

keep our ends together, accepted the challenge. At the time we felt that we 

didn't want to do just a regular- [tape recorder off] In other words, we took 

this as an opportunity, with a very small honorarium from the doctor, to do a 

mural on the building that might say something about the talent that was 

available within the black artist community. John Riddle, at the time, was the 

first African-American teacher at Beverly Hills High School. A fine ceramist, he 

was, I think, in charge of the art department at Beverly Hills High at the time. 

Students fell in love with him, and we used Beverly Hills High to work on our 

project, which was a ceramic mural, a really, really large work that was 

designed and executed pretty much at Beverly Hills High. We transferred it to 

the wall in Compton. 

Smith 

Was it a nonobjective piece? 
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Outterbridge 

It was an abstract statement, really, not nonobjective. It did have some clarity 

about it in terms of image. It was just an abstract approach to- 

Smith 

What was the name of the doctor? 

Outterbridge 

Dr. Gibson, I believe. Ah, wait. I'll have to go back. 

Smith 

So you transported the ceramic- 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, we did, fired and glazed everything on site at Beverly Hills High. We 

would work in sections. All welding that had to be done, in that it was encased 

in a huge metal frame, we did all that on site in Compton. We built a canopy 

very professionally that covered a walkway, and we did ceramic bricks for the 

pillars of that canopy. We did a mural, a black and white mural, in one of the 

reception areas in the building, and I also did a desk for the doctor's office. I 

did two doors and a desk, also, for the doctor's office. At the time I was doing 

some very expressive doors for the exteriors of buildings at times, and I did 

doors for that building. 

Smith 

What do you mean by expressive? 

Outterbridge 

Well, doors that were using not debris so much as- I'd use bits and pieces of 

wood and reform, reshape, and compose doors with textures that introduced 

very interesting, nonobjective kinds of statements, and then sometimes very 

literal statements, almost, only with a tinge of abstraction to them. Somebody 

wanted me to go into the business of making doors, and I couldn't get 

involved with it. I mean, I just did a door every now and then because 

somebody thought my doors were attractive. I had a way of just turning a 

door into a literal work of art in relief and all. Basically, the material was 



251 
 

generally wood, metal- More wood than metal. I did two doors and a desk at 

the doctor's office.So the next thing, John Riddle and I were asked by an 

architect, Harold L. Williams, I believe, who was working on this project to 

bring a public work to Compton associated with the Compton Civic Center 

site- John Riddle and I were offered an opportunity to think with the project, 

not knowing that the assignment had almost already gone to a Canadian 

sculptor. That's what we found out later. But to make the documents look, 

well, as if a quest had gone out to any number of artists who competed 

somewhat for the opportunity- We were respected African-American artists in 

the community, usually associated with three-dimensional approaches to our 

work. 

Smith 

Did you develop a maquette for your proposed-I guess you'd call it a statue? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I looked at it as just a concept that might apply itself to the history, to 

the whole idea of the civic center in a community that was primarily a black 

community at the time. John Riddle and I chose to develop the blueprint 

models, and we jointly discussed a work that would have introduced itself as a 

relevant, large-scale, abstract work. The reason that we thought in terms of 

designing and presenting it in the way that we were going to present it was to 

think in terms of a work that might be relevant to where we were at that given 

time but a work that would not outgrow its future, that would have some 

longevity about it. Communities always go through transitions. I think that I'm 

always comfortable with thinking in terms of statements that would never 

outgrow the environment that they're in-works that are simply what they are 

in contrast to what the environment is and changes to be in time. So I thought 

we made a good presentation. Harold thought so also. But the work was 

assigned, the commission was assigned, to a Canadian artist. That work is 

standing today at Compton. 

Smith 

I understand that Mr. Williams was also instrumental in bringing you here, 

getting the job as the director of the Watts Towers Arts Center. 

Outterbridge 
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Yeah. I was so tired and wanting to go so badly back into the studio, they had 

a hard time getting me here. I swear it was not easy. Curtis Tann, Mr. Kenneth 

Ross, who was then general manager of the [Los Angeles] Municipal Arts 

Department, he interviewed me two or three times and told me about the 

examination process that I would be confronted with. He knew a little bit 

about my work, and he was very strongly behind this idea of me going through 

the process of becoming one of the people who could be selected for the site. 

He was very much behind that, and they kept egging me on and egging me on, 

Bill [William C.] Watts, who was associated with the Watts Towers, and all 

these people.There were the threats that they didn't know about coming from 

another activist organization that came together very quickly when this 

position came up, people whom I had worked very closely with. Like Guy 

Miller; he became associated with an organization that was opposed to my 

coming here because I didn't live in the community. People like Father Umdee 

[formerly Anthony Hamilton] and others. They hastily formed an organization 

and confronted the city of Los Angeles. They wanted somebody who lived 

right here in the community. I had donated all kinds of time and really was a 

little leery of getting involved because I had gone through this very stressful 

period in Compton, and that finally blossomed into something.We eventually 

lost the property to an urban-renewal kind of motion in Compton. The time 

then was so different from now, when grants were not readily available a lot 

of times. We didn't have that kind of know-how to go for some of the big 

foundation grants that we might have been eligible for. It was also a 

pioneering kind of program in Compton. UCLA adopted us and came to the 

site all the time to do their research to develop approaches to arts 

administration and all that. I'll never forget Professor Will [William H.] 

McWhinney, a great guy. Did you know him, by any chance? 

Smith 

I know of him. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, he was a great guy. I always enjoyed talking to him. He enjoyed himself 

very much working in Watts and Compton at that time. Also, we had a great 

relationship with the cultural museum [Museum of Cultural History] on 

campus at UCLA. Richard, what was his name? Ellis- 
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Smith 

George [R.] Ellis. 

Outterbridge 

George Ellis! George Ellis! George Ellis! Great man! George Ellis, right. George 

used to take risks at times in making loans to us because we couldn't get the 

kind of insurance coverage that a lot of institutions might have been eligible 

for at the time. Because of where we were, they wouldn't take the same 

chance on insuring our exhibits. And we had two fine galleries that I 

handcrafted myself. One gallery was a very natural gallery with aged, natural 

wooden walls. The reason that this gallery was so unique, so we thought, was 

because the wood had been scrounged, because we couldn't buy the kind of 

materials to do this real slick gallery environment. One small gallery was really 

slick. We had to hustle to get that material together. The bigger gallery was 

more natural in its environment because of old woods that we composed the 

walls with. Almost anything could be shown in the gallery without conflict. The 

gallery was a very neutral environment because it was so natural. [tape 

recorder off] 

Smith 

You mentioned that when Mr. Williams approached you about this job here, 

you didn't want to do it. 

Outterbridge 

No. I was wiped out. My family had been under a lot of stress. I mean, we 

managed to do well. We created some salaries for any number of people 

through the poverty program and through whatever other grants we could get 

every now and then. It simply was not easy. It was not easy. Programming- 

Smith 

Did you have time to work as an artist? When you were there, did you really 

have enough time to work as an artist? 

Outterbridge 

Well, that became the art. The environment of the Communicative Arts 

Academy became my process. I created a lot of environmental influences for 
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other artists. It was very stimulating to young artists to come into the space 

and see what had been built, to see what had been rendered on the walls, and 

to have an opportunity to paint on the huge walls of the academy itself. Like 

the young woman who is now director of the Studio Museum in Harlem, 

which does really fine programming nationally-Kinshasha [H. Conwill] was one 

of those artists as a young student artist who was on campus from [Los 

Angeles] City College at the time. Artists used to get assignments to come and 

spend time in the environment of the academy from various schools. [Gloria 

Bohanon], who is a professor of art at City College, brought a student group to 

the academy for a couple of summers. Another young man, the husband of 

Kinshasha, who is director now of the Studio Museum, a very celebrated artist 

back east and in the country now, Houston Conwill, yeah, he spent time at the 

academy. Willie Middlebrook, the photographer-you might know his work-he 

started to study photography at the Communicative Arts Academy. Many, 

many fine young musicians who are doing important things in music today 

were from those early workshops at the Communicative Arts Academy. The 

darkroom, for example, that we didn't have was built from scratch, a huge 

darkroom. [laughter] Not only did the students who were there at the time get 

a chance to go through this fascinating journey of building a darkroom, but to 

process in that darkroom later became something very special. It was bigger 

than the average community art center darkroom. We had ample space in the 

Communicative Arts Academy to stretch out a bit and not to compromise any 

other spaces that were being used for anything.But as far as my own work is 

concerned, I got a chance to do things like- A piece of sculpture might beThe 

Language of the Coffee House that we introduced to the Communicative Arts 

Academy, which was a program that I introduced. In the arena I built a house 

the size of one of the houses across the street, which was to give the 

impression of the houses that we fashioned as a culture when we did not have 

much to build from. Those houses become the icons of a people, the houses 

that I saw in the South, the houses that I saw in Watts here. [tape recorder 

off] The houses that existed in a community like Compton, and the house that 

exists across the street that Mr. [James] White built, that beautiful little green 

and white house-that's a hand-fashioned house, you know. I built one the size 

of that house in the Communicative Arts Academy that became the coffee 

shop. It was finely tooled on the outside. It's just an old house. It looked like 

somebody just picked up an old house and brought it into the building, right? 



255 
 

[laughter] In that house there was a stage and enough space for about six 

tables-a nice little restaurant, coffee house environment, a piano on stage. But 

it had built into the walls things like the harp from an old piano that you could 

actually go to the wall and play-right?-and tune and adjust to whatever was 

happening musically on stage. [laughter] It had a ceiling that was a huge tie-

dyed parachute with a light source on the other side of it that really looked 

like a golden California sky precisely, because the light source had been 

created on the other side of that. And I stretched a- It had a silk ceiling. It was 

very beautiful. So people in the community used that space for luncheons and 

meetings. That was a piece of art to me. You see what I mean?And the 

strangest thing happened at that house one day before it was finished. I went 

into the building in 1969 when there was nothing in there, not even light or 

anything. So I knew the building. Several years later, something very strange 

happened in conjunction with that little house that I was building. One 

afternoon, one sunny afternoon, I was up on a ladder tacking in the ceiling and 

feeling very, very good about the way it was coming out. It was already 

beginning to shimmer and gleam as a sky, right? I had made light fixtures out 

of old coffee cans, and those light fixtures you could barely see through the 

silk. They looked like stars on the other side of the silk the way they had been 

fashioned. Those stars gleamed through the silk to create the light source in 

the environment itself. All an experiment, but it worked beautifully! [laughter] 

Four o'clock in the afternoon, one sunny afternoon, I'm tacking in the final 

edges of the silk. At the time, there was a play running at the academy 

called The River Niger. And by the way, the Robeson Players that you know 

today as a nonprofit organization started as a workshop, a theatrical workshop 

at the academy. That's another organization that grew out of the academy, 

and they still exist today, still producing plays today. Anyway, something very 

strange started to happen in the building in the way of a knock. There was this 

real powerful knock outside of the house that I was building. I thought maybe 

one of the kids had gotten into the space, because the front door way up front 

of the arena was open, because it was an afternoon when a group of dancers 

was supposed to come in and get their rehearsal out of the way before the 

play started at night. The stage was all set. The knock was in the stage area 

that I heard. So there was this tap, tap, tap, and the tap turned into sort of a 

thunderous kind of boom, boom, boom, boom, boom! It vibrated the house. I 

was on a ladder and the ladder shook.So I came down off the ladder and went 
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outside of the house in the arena to see what was happening. I couldn't see 

anything. And all of a sudden I sort of went behind the stage. I saw nothing, 

and I thought one of the kids was playing games. I screamed and said that I 

didn't have any time to play any games. You know, "Stop playing around" and 

that kind of thing. I went back on the ladder again.Then, when I got back on 

the ladder, the knock of this force got very, very powerful again. Is it an 

earthquake? I hadn't really experienced an earthquake yet. The ladder is 

shaking, the house is shaking, and I got upset. I got off the ladder again and 

went in front of The River Niger's set, and that's really shaking now, saying 

boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. Man, I don't know what's going on. Then, 

all of a sudden, what really shook me up was what started as a knock went 

way up high in the building and then ended up on top of this little house, and, 

whooom, something flew across the academy and knocked on the other wall 

over there. This knocking is taking place from one place to another all over the 

building, and every now and then something would shake. I said, "Good grief, 

what is this?" I think I threw a chair at the set out of frustration. I wasn't 

frightened, but I just didn't know. It made me uneasy.What I did was I backed 

out of the building and went towards the front, where there was a telephone. 

I called Judson Powell and Vicki McKinney, who was the secretary, who were 

just around the corner at the academy's office. We had a little office on 

Compton Avenue. No sooner than I called them and told them that something 

very strange was taking place- And I just needed someone to come over to let 

me know that I'm not insane or anything. "I don't know what's happening, but 

whatever it is, I can't determine what it is. So I need some help." No sooner 

than I put the phone down-the knocking continued-in came a dancer. I told 

her to wait just a minute. In about a minute and a half, Vicki and Judson were 

coming across the tracks, and they came into the academy. I explained to 

them what I had experienced. I said, "I think I still hear some of it. Maybe we 

should just go in together. Maybe you can determine what it is, because I can't 

at this time." I was hoping so much that it would still be taking place when all 

of us went in. We walked inside the big space, and all of a sudden, way up at 

the top of the space, there was this tapping. Then it changed and went across 

the building again. I felt so good because someone else was experiencing that 

besides me. So we left that afternoon very frustrated. For the first time in my 

life, after knowing that building so well, I was hesitant to go in, because there 

was this strange force inside the building that we couldn't determine.But the 
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musician, Troy Robinson, who came from Chicago, didn't have a place to stay 

when he first came, and he stayed in the building at night. He used to always 

tell me, "Man, I don't know how long I'm going to be able to stay in this 

building, because it's strange in here." [laughter] He said, "It knocks at night." 

He said the other night, as he stayed in one of the front rooms where the 

piano was so he could work at night and all, something walked up to the door 

and just stood. I said, "Troy, you've got to be kidding, man. What are you 

talking about?" I told him, "I know this building. I've been in here at two 

o'clock in the morning, three o'clock in the morning, ten o'clock in the 

morning. Nothing ever happens in here. He said, "Well, 'Bridge, I tell you what: 

I'm moving out, man." [laughter] He said, "I'm not going to stay here." 

Right?Once Willie Ford's now wife- The police photographer that I told you 

about eventually married a young woman that he met as a dancer here. They 

were both kids and fell in love with each other. Now they've got this great 

family, you know what I mean? Arvis [Ford] told me one day she said, 

"Something very strange happened in that back room back there. I was 

putting on my dance shoes the other evening, and something just passed right 

by me." I'm listening to all these things. I had been hearing these things, 

people had told me things like that, but nothing had ever happened to me in 

that building. Nothing, nothing, nothing until that afternoon when all of this 

turbulence started to take place and the sound started to move all over the 

place. I'll never forget that; I'll really never forget that.There were some other 

things that had just as much of a dynamic to the people that witnessed- Like 

we had a drummer and a person who was the maintenance man, a very 

creative person, James Higgins, who has no fear of nothing. James Higgins was 

Mr. America, weightlifting years ago, a young man who grew up in the 

circuses. He comes from a Cuban background, his mother and all. A fine, fine 

furniture maker, craftsman, painter, just all-around active craftsman and 

philosopher. I mean, busy all of the time. He spent a lot of time in the building 

working with the Robeson Players and just generally maintaining the building 

and the grounds and all. We got him a full-time position there as maintenance 

person. James and I used to work sometimes until one thirty and two o'clock 

in the morning on electrical problems, trying to work out the lighting systems 

for plays and all that. He used to really get involved in electronics.One day I 

started at about eight o'clock in the morning, one of the many days that you'd 

work until two o'clock in the morning. I mean, days like that were quite, quite 
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often, that you'd spend fourteen hours, sixteen hours on site. One morning I 

left James in the building at about two, two-fifteen or so, and I jumped on the 

freeway and headed for Pasadena. By the time that I got home, it was about 

three o'clock, close to three o'clock. As soon as I walked in the house- And I 

always try to go home that early in the morning quietly and tip[toe] in. You 

don't want to wake the baby up. You know, this shadow that comes into the 

bedroom. [laughter] You know what I mean? You don't want to wake anybody 

up. And the phone rings, brrrrrrrrrrrr. "Oh, no, three o'clock in the morning." 

That always scares you to death, because that's always some emergency: 

somebody at home in Chicago, somebody in North Carolina, you just don't 

know. I ran to the phone. "Who is it?" It's James Higgins. And James who- I 

knew him like I knew my hand. We spent a lot of time together. Not a person 

who is really disturbed by anything. Courageous. James told me- He could 

barely talk on the phone. He said, "'Bridge, something very strange is 

happening down here. The building is shaking." He said, "I went outside of the 

building because I thought it was an earthquake, but it was no earthquake." 

Listen to this, man. He said, "When I went outside of the building, there was a 

whirlwind. There was trash blowing around in a circle." And, Richard, he 

looked on top of the building, and there's this shape hanging over the 

building, and he thought it was some kind of ship. He said, "I'm crazy! I'm 

going insane!"And it was during the time- The next morning we saw in the 

paper the Long Beach-Compton area was having strange boom sounds that 

they called-and you might remember that in Los Angeles-"sky quakes." They 

couldn't trace any aircraft in the area that were creating sonic booms. If you 

go back and look at that period, you see about three or four days they were 

talking about these sky quakes that were taking place in the area that they 

could not trace to any source. That was the precise time that James had this 

experience. He skinned his knees and his legs all up climbing on top of the 

building, man, trying to pick up something, anything. He did not come to work, 

which was very much unlike him, for about two weeks. He stayed by 

himself.And then, later on, he told me that he had visits from these strange 

people, not beings or anything, but these guys dressed in black, Asian-looking 

in appearance. They'd just come to his house, and they'd leave. He was very 

shook up for quite some time. So, again, James stopped going in that building 

just at random. You know what I mean?What I told you about the strange 

sound that I encountered and the turbulence that I encountered, my insanity 
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was supported by others who came in when that occurrence was taking place. 

I was so happy that it hadn't subsided, that it was occurring when they were 

there. And James Higgins, James Higgins, on the other hand, just sort of 

injured himself in the process of trying to determine what that was. So we 

were in a unique space in some way. [laughter] 

1.22. Tape Number: XIII, Side OneJune 11, 1990 

Smith 

It's been a little while. I thought I had a couple of shorter-type questions I 

wanted to ask you before we got into the Watts Towers Arts Center. One was, 

there were a number of national conferences of African-American artists in 

the late sixties and in the seventies that were in Chicago, Washington [D.C.], 

New York. Cobra and Confaba [Conference on the Functional Aspects of Black 

Art] organized several. Did you attend any of those conferences? 

Outterbridge 

Unfortunately, I did not, due to the kind of scheduling at the time that I was 

carrying at the Watts Towers Arts Center. I received an award from one of 

those conferences. Someone else received the award for me because I simply 

could not be there. I was very aware of the importance, and I certainly always 

did get an invitation. As I said, I was honored at one of the conferences and 

just very sad that I couldn't be on site. I think that it was during the time when 

building programming and the kind of intense schedules that I carried on site 

at the Watts Towers at the time, in conjunction with some degree of studio 

stress, which is always exciting, [laughter] [made that a] turbulent kind of 

period for me. 

Smith 

Okay. There was something else that I noticed in the newspapers, which was 

that in 1972 you proposed a museum-on-wheels plan. I wonder if you could- 

Outterbridge 

Wow, you saw- Where did you see that? 

Smith 

The Los Angeles Times. 
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Outterbridge 

Yeah, right. 

Smith 

If you recall, it seemed to be- The Los Angeles Fine Arts Squad seemed to have 

something to do with that. 

Outterbridge 

Well, you're making me dig, Richard. Let's see. Did Grace Glueck write that 

article? 

Smith 

No, no, that's not the Grace Glueck article. 

Outterbridge 

Okay. I remember when I first had the thought or introduced the idea. It was 

at a conference in 1970 in Los Angeles that was somewhat of a national 

conference of the arts. Any number of institutions and individuals from 

around the country were in Los Angeles for that conference. Artists and 

representatives of local art agencies had some opportunity during that period 

to have real dialogue and exchanges with people who represented the 

foundations, the endowments, leaders in the arts across the country who 

were prominent in terms of concepts and just building important momentum 

during that period. Don't forget, we're talking about just a few years, now, 

into the idea of a national endowment. The National Endowment for the Arts 

came into being, I think, in 1975, and five years later there were bodies of 

really interesting situations moving around the country.In 1970, such a 

dynamic took place in Los Angeles. I remember I took part in a session one day 

that artists at large- It didn't have anything to do with the ethnic group or- Just 

artists and institutions. We were meeting I think in South Central Los Angeles, 

and individual artists had some opportunity at this particular session to talk 

about things that they would like to do if resource could support their visions 

and whatnot. At the time, 1970, I was at the Communicative Arts Academy in 

Compton, and I thought it would be the greatest thing in the world if I could 

make a conceptual statement about all of the discussions that we were having 

regarding the differences in people and ethnic groups and the needs that we 
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had as artists, the common needs that we had. I don't know if I'm saying what 

I should say about it, but as I recall this, I had always dreamed about doing a 

piece of work involving found objects, but I wanted these objects to be objects 

that could not be grappled with in conventional terms.The railroad as an icon 

to me had a strong relationship with the past history of Americans and 

certainly African-Americans, that whole tale about John Henry. We had so 

many affiliations with the heritage of the railroad but no real recognition in 

our association with the history of the railroad industry. We were the porters, 

we were the redcaps, you know. I started to read about people like Elijah 

McCoy, who introduced so many innovations to the railroad industry. That 

whole legend of John Henry working on the tracks was not just legend; that 

was the truth of a whole era. Statements that you heard growing up as a kid 

about something happening on the other side of the tracks, which was not 

your side, and then this side of the tracks, your side of the tracks, were always 

a line of demarcation or separation.So I thought, "What a unique foundation 

to build a conceptual work on. Wouldn't it be great during this period when 

African-American artists are placing challenges before major institutions about 

becoming more lenient and open to artists other than their regular 

constituencies?" And I said, "I'd like to do a piece that would invite the public 

to a freight yard to experience the fine art kind of rendition." [laughter] What I 

was thinking was it would be really special to speak to corporations to sponsor 

individual freight cars that would become linked as a whole piece. In other 

words, if we had twelve freight-car units, we'd have twelve galleries. Twelve 

artists or concepts could be invited to facilitate those galleries with whatever. 

The piece itself would be a statement that could not be placed in the 

framework of a usual museum kind of environment. In other words, to 

consider the outer environment as the museum without walls. I mean, if we 

can't go inside of those institutions, then we'll do what we have to do in the 

outer environment. The idea, too, was to invite a variety of artists, sort of a 

multicultural, multiethnic mix-cross-cultural might be the better way of saying 

it-to really say something about the universality of the process of creativity 

and to let that come from the other side of the tracks-my side of the tracks, 

right?-and also to make a statement about a piece of work that could be 

sponsored by a number of corporations, even though it might have been a 

costly kind of project. The cost would have gone down by symbolizing the 

need to think collectively in the arts. The need to create a statement that had 
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the ability to propel itself, all of that was behind my thinking. And found 

objects, why not find a freight car? [laughter]I was doing some found-object 

kind of works at that time, but not an object for the sake of an object. 

Sometimes I used material simply because it was cheap to go out when you 

didn't have money and to corral unique materials that could then generate 

compositional notions. I knew all the junkyards; I knew all the streets that had 

the right alleys. Alameda Street in Los Angeles, that far back, was a very 

important street to me. Alameda Street was also always lined with freight car 

units. The railroad industry always to me appealed in the sense that it moved 

about the country. I wanted to do this piece from Los Angeles and let it make 

a gesture to get across the country and end up in New York. So the idea was to 

write in such a way that you created a channel or a network, a receptivity to 

the idea. If the work had been able to introduce itself to Los Angeles, it would 

have opened like any show, on site in a freight yard, cocktails and wine and 

black tie, if you can imagine that conceptually in a freight yard. That would 

have been very unique, with music and glamour. 

Smith 

And especially in those days- 

Outterbridge 

Yeah! 

Smith 

A little less so now. 

Outterbridge 

In those days, it would have been, it would have been. Still, today that might 

have been a refreshing way to look at it, also. And the work was supposed to 

leave Los Angeles. In entering other metropolitan areas, artists in that area, 

municipalities in that area, municipally funded programs in the arts might 

have corralled their resource to introduce a car, meaning that the work had 

the ability to grow as it moved across the country. When it finally ended up on 

the East Coast, we'd let the city of New York do anything in the way of 

celebrating the piece and expanding the piece, anything that they thought was 

appropriate. That was the general notion of the work. A work that would 
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speak to the history, a work that would also corral a number of unique artists 

in Los Angeles and throughout the country to participate in the orchestration 

of a piece and to think as an individual artist about the collective resource and 

its impact at that particular time locally and nationally. It was written up by 

Grace Glueck of the New York Times as one of the exciting concepts from an 

artist that she heard at the conference.But it was during the time when I felt 

like talking about things more or less. We were much more verbal at the time 

than we are now, because that period pooled artists together in small clusters 

and larger clusters, and we talked more about what we wanted to do and 

what we'd like to do together. We even had discussions about redefining what 

the arts were, especially from an African-American point of view, because we 

considered the fact that, maybe from the cultures that we grew out of- The 

equivalent of what we know as art in the Western world did not exist in those 

cultures. So we, at least, had some freedom to give art another kind of 

rendition, to redefine it. As a matter of fact, it might be anything that we 

choose for it to be, and I think we're still open in that way. I was reading 

Stanley Crouch a few minutes ago and some of the statements that he made 

about the aesthetic yardstick that jazz is to black culture. It's that measuring 

device for black culture in America. [laughter] Because jazz, as we called it, is a 

classical music that grew out of this country and has besieged the world. That 

says something about [what] I might call the magnitude of the journey of 

African-Americans in the Western hemisphere. 

Smith 

The article I was going to mention said that this was going to be a project of 

the L.A. Fine Arts Squad. What was their involvement? 

Outterbridge 

I forget. The Fine Arts Squad was- 

Smith 

That was Terry Schoonhaven. I thought they were the group that did the 

murals around town. 

Outterbridge 

It started out- I believe Alonzo Davis had something to do with that group. 
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Smith 

Oh, I didn't know that. 

Outterbridge 

The Fine Arts Squad. No, no, no, no! The Fine Arts Squad worked out of Venice 

[California]. 

Smith 

Yeah. 

Outterbridge 

That area, I believe. 

Smith 

Yeah, and they did that mural with Venice covered with snow. 

Outterbridge 

Uh-huh. 

Smith 

Then they did a mural at UCLA campus, UCLA after the big earthquake. 

Outterbridge 

If I remember, we're talking about 1971, '72, somewhere around there? 

Smith 

Right. 

Outterbridge 

That period heard from itself. The organizations that were coming together, 

especially in cities like Los Angeles, this brand-new place, were organizations 

that collaborated because they had a need to collaborate with each other. The 

Fine Arts Squad we did not come in contact with from where I worked that 

often. They had another kind of prominence. But because I was with a group 

of artists that were somewhat involved in community-art-facility building, 

because we had no spaces to practice collectively- Whatever we called our 
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studios were not necessarily the places that touched the public, and we had a 

need at that time to be participants in the public forum, the community 

forum. I think the Fine Arts Squad was aware of some of the concepts that we 

formulated.During that period, another work, O Speak, Speak, was introduced. 

That was a work that I introduced after being asked by Jim Woods, who was 

then at the Studio Watts endowment fund. Jim Woods got a small grant to 

invite a number of artists to do works that would stimulate some awareness in 

the community and its people about the importance of the land, their land, 

the land, the region, the land of South Central Los Angeles and Watts-the land 

that we can build on, the land that we can regenerate and claim, and that kind 

of thing. He didn't have very much money to involve the artists, but I know he 

called me one day and said he had $1,000 for me to just think about a piece.At 

that time, I didn't have any reasonable salary and all. As a matter of fact, I 

didn't have a salary. And that was many years- I was very busy in the streets 

and all, but it was amazing how you managed to hold your family together at 

that time. We had children to feed, rent to pay like everybody else, and food 

needs at home, and you didn't worry about that. You always felt that 

something would always present itself to keep things going. That put a lot of 

stress on you, but that was the way it was. Your work was important. You did 

your work, and that work expanded itself into grappling with the situations, 

the movement, the community, and with yourself.Jim Woods got a small grant 

to invite a number of artists, and I think he invited John White from Venice, 

Tim Rudnick from Venice, and he invited me, I believe, and a photographer, 

John Bright. Not John Bright. I can't think of his name. John Bright was on the 

periphery somewhere as one of the organizers. There was a young 

photographer-I can't think of his name right now-who was also invited. And 

with $1,000- I drove around for two weeks with this idea that I was going to 

receive $1,000 to do a piece of work. What could that piece of work do? What 

kind of meaning could it have? It was something that was giving me 

headaches. I'd give my time on the freeway. I said, "Every time I go on the 

freeway, I'll use the time from Compton to Pasadena to resolve this 

challenge." And I did that. I concentrated. I got on the freeway every night for 

about two weeks and just concentrated and focused on what could happen, 

what could happen with $1,000.One night, I was on the Long Beach Freeway, 

and I think I had worked until about two o'clock in the morning. We had drunk 

some wine at the [Communicative Arts] Academy and played some music. I 
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certainly wasn't drunk, because I don't get drunk, but that particular night I 

didn't feel bad. [laughter] I was on the Long Beach Freeway coming in, and 

[there were] not too many cars because it was so late at night or so early in 

the morning. All of a sudden it came to me that if I took the $1,000 and invited 

some other friends of mine to participate in an orchestra-fashioned work- In 

other words, I wanted to orchestrate a thought which would symbolize 

various community resources and how those resources needed to come 

together. I told myself that night, "If I make a single statement as an artist, 

that doesn't necessarily, to me, parallel how we read what community is all 

about. You know, community is not about an individual; it's about a collective 

effort." So that appealed to me. I said that "If I take the opportunity to design 

a piece that will invite the input and participation of several other people, 

then right away we symbolize." I did just that. I thought that rather than do a 

piece, we would create a gesture of opportunity, something that would 

symbolize that.O Speak, Speak was a vertical sculptural statement that 

introduced panels- 

Smith 

Actually, you've described the piece before. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, right, right. I did. 

Smith 

But you didn't go so much into the background. 

Outterbridge 

Well, it was that kind of background that the work grew out of. I'm not talking 

about it as intently as it occurred. But the exciting thing- The artists that were 

invited-Charles Dickson, Dale Davis, Nate Foranz, Elliott Pinkney, and myself-

the only thing that the artists that were invited had to do was to keep a theme 

in mind, and that theme had to do with the reason for our being asked to 

make a statement about community. Anything that they chose to do for me 

would have contributed to the piece. None of us wanted to talk to each other 

about what we were going to do until the day that we were supposed to 

introduce our individual pieces to the framework or the skeleton of the piece, 
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which was very unique. Each artist had a four- by sixteen-foot vertical area to 

affect, and you could affect that area in any fashion that you wanted to.I don't 

have to tell you that some very relevant statements were made that came 

together on the day that the work was assembled that seemed to have grown 

out of the same studio. It was amazing, absolutely amazing. I chose to speak 

with a friend of mine who was also a participant, a musician, Troy Robinson, 

who wrote a prayer at that time for about a thirty-piece orchestra, a really fine 

piece called "O Speak, Speak to Us, O God, of Your Creativity through Us." I 

asked Troy if I could use part of the title to label the piece, and we called this 

piece O Speak, Speak. The language was a quest to the community to be 

aware of its own potential and the land. This vertical gesture had a panel that 

could open like a door, which allowed entrance, and there was a gong which 

was created, a steel gong, and that gong was supposed to sound off at those 

times that people in the community needed to gather around the Freedom 

Tree.The work was eventually dedicated, on the day it was introduced 

publicly, to the mothers and wives. Donald Byrd was on the scene, who blew 

and was very impressed by the work. Reporters who came on site that day, 

many of them put down their pads and started to help to assemble the piece. 

That was very fascinating, because we really needed help in getting it up. They 

were writing and watching this steel crane deliver and set the skeleton down 

on a concrete template and on a steel base. But the act of the process was 

witnessed by the people in the community. And the act of the process 

symbolized the way we build, the gesture of growth, and that was the thinking 

behind the work. The compatible nature of respecting the diverse resource in 

the environment- you see what I mean-and making adjustments to take 

advantage of that resource, that was the gesture of the work.But I think what 

you asked as a question had to do with the period when we were thinking 

more of works that would generate and stimulate outside of ourselves this 

need to facilitate our environments that were called neighborhoods, that 

were called community. 

Smith 

Maybe we should move on to what's going to be a big topic, which was your 

involvement with the Watts Towers Arts Center. [tape recorder off] 

Outterbridge 
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One thing that I wanted to say before we start to talk about the Watts Towers 

Arts Center, which is very difficult for me at this point because there are so 

many intricate levels of the discussion that might come forth: The period 

preceding the Watts Towers Arts Center, those years from 1968 until 1975, 

were very intense years, much more intense than what I encountered at the 

Watts Towers. And I'm not talking about, I have not talked about, some of the 

very important political-social encounters that occurred during that period, 

some of the things that I know influenced certain attitudes around the 

country.The Black Arts Council: If you can do some research and find out 

exactly what that organization did, you'll see what I mean. There was a 

national fabric politically, culturally, that grew out of many of the 

confrontations staged by artist groups, African-American artist groups, in the 

city of Boston, New York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, Chicago-

organizations that came together that really voiced change. I think that my 

attitude over the years was a product of my participation, not just as a 

painter-sculptor, but as one who sat at board tables at the museums and 

listened and challenged and could not remain silent. There were many artists 

who were like Aurelia Brooks, who is now director of the [California] Afro-

American Museum. That young lady struggled years ago to hold onto the idea 

of there one day has to be this place. Right? It wasn't an easy thing to move 

the pieces to get to that place. The Communicative Arts Academy in Compton 

was dynamic because basically it grew out of poverty funds that had no 

criteria in its guidelines for art, cultural-oriented programs. But we made it 

work. The artists sacrificed to make it work. And through the sacrifice that the 

artists made, the administration of that action-oriented program, community-

action program, finally- They didn't just open up, they sort of changed some 

viewpoints and became receptive to the idea of creativity as a tool that could 

do more than paint pictures, that could do much more than make song and 

dance. They were fascinated with the response that these activities by artists 

started to formulate from others in the community, from the police 

department, from- We didn't have gangs as we have now. The Pirus in 

Compton, who later became the Crips, they were just coming into focus, but 

not in the deadly sense that we have today.I think that period, somewhere, as 

we talk, I'd like to think about it a little more and go back and sort of clean up 

some things between the period of 1969 to- We don't have to, because you 

apparently have a lot of journals that you can- [laughter] 
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Smith 

No, but the journals only- Journalists are fallible. 

Outterbridge 

So much was unsaid. And there are so many other catalogs and documents 

that you might not be familiar with that are more associated with 

organizations like the Black Arts Council. Guys like Cecil Fergerson, who is a 

good friend and was part of that organization, he could give you a good, good 

insight on what that period was politically for organizations like the council. He 

worked at the county art museum [Los Angeles County Museum of Art]. If 

anybody can tell you the personality of the museum and the struggle of the 

museum to keep certain things from happening, Cecil Fergerson can tell you 

that, seriously. And somewhere there are several good books on that era, or 

should be. 

Smith 

I don't think we've left it behind permanently. Maybe we'll keep coming back 

to '68 to '75. I think the Watts Towers Arts Center, as we discuss things, will 

probably refer back to previous things.The first question is, you took the job in 

1975. What led you to take the job? 

Outterbridge 

Well, nothing led me to take that job except the respect that I had for people 

who were already affiliated with the idea of the Watts Towers and the 

encouragement and faith that they seemed to have had in me as a person, in 

the Communicative Arts Academy, and the number of things that we had 

struggled to do and did. My association with the academy in Compton had 

brought me and others on the staff in contact with organizations and 

individuals in the greater arts community of Los Angeles and its adjacent 

communities like Pasadena, Downey- The Downey Museum. You met people 

who were programming there. The academy had the kind of audacity to reach 

out and touch organizations like the Western Association of Museums, who 

became very interested in what we were doing and invited me, in many cases, 

to speak at their conferences. And the National Endowment of the Arts, in 

many of their projects, opened up to listen. We met those people, they visited 

the site, we started to receive grants for- We earned those grants. I mean, 



270 
 

they just didn't happen haphazardly. We earned them. Right?People started 

to recognize that there was potential in this approach of artists coming 

together as a group and building administrative kinds of apparatuses. We 

were not administrators. We were not arts-administratively trained, because 

there were no programs during that time that we were aware of. But we 

started to meet people from the university level who became interested in 

these movements that were taking place, these clusters of artists that seemed 

to house themselves in various cities and attempted to formulate community 

centers, like Mechicano in East L.A. Mechicano represented a group of Latino 

artists on Figueroa Street who were doing pretty much the same thing as we 

were doing, but they didn't have as much space as we had. So we became 

interested in each other, and we started to exhibit together. We started to 

challenge the institutions together, and that was very healthy.In 1973 and '74, 

we started to run into financial problems, as we always had financial problems 

at the academy. Things that we did to survive people would not believe. We 

had a relationship with the Southern California Motorcycle Association. 

Smith 

You mentioned that, yeah. 

Outterbridge 

Those organizations, notorious organizations, used the space after hours on 

the weekends. That helped us pay our rent monthly as an organization. From 

1969 until 1975, I personally went through so many stressful moments-even 

though they were exciting. I enjoyed every minute of it, but I was worn out in 

1975. As we started to lose the building, as we started to lose revenue, for 

whatever the reasons, my plan in 1974, early 1975, was simply to get back into 

the studio-to not separate myself from the movement, so to speak, totally, 

but to meditate a little bit more on who I was as a person. I knew who I was, I 

knew that I was an artist, but I thought that when Guy Miller in Watts told me 

back in the sixties, "Outterbridge, you've got to use your art as a tool. You've 

got to come out and pull some of this stuff together"- He said, "I'm not carving 

heads anymore, man. I'm carving minds and hearts, and we're trying to 

build." You know, he was working with addicts then. Noah Purifoy was 

another artist who had quite an impact when he used to say all the time to 

me, early on, that "It's a tool. It's a tool for you, and if it is a tool for you, it can 
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be a tool for many others." I started to really believe that. Because I believed 

that, it kept me away from myself.I never had any problem being alone, being 

with myself and with my work. That's how I knew everything. Everything came 

clear when you did art. Right? For me it did, and it's still that way today. I 

understand things around me when I'm able to just be quiet for a moment and 

to resolve the problems presented in the effort that you stress at times or take 

at times to just do a piece. That doesn't sound too dynamic, but it's true. I 

don't know why it's true; it just is. It teaches you how to hear and how to feel 

things and how to care a little bit, too.But after the academy, I was really tired. 

Curtis Tann, who had been the primary administrator of the Watts Towers, 

which had been formulated and supported by a nonprofit organization, 

citizens group, the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers in Watts- Curtis Tann 

had worked with that organization for many, many years. When it became 

interested in donating the property to the City of Los Angeles, I guess it 

terminated all of its activities momentarily. I started to get calls from people 

like Curtis Tann, who knew me and realized that I had previously just gone by 

the center in the past and helped out just as an interested person, not that I 

had any idea that I would ever have anything to do with the site. It never, 

never occurred to me at all.Kenneth Ross- I had heard about Mr. Ross, but I 

did not know Mr. Ross that well at the time. I had never worked with him in 

any way, but I knew his name as the general manager of the Municipal Arts 

Department. I certainly heard about him through all the things we had been a 

part of in Los Angeles-the conferences, the confrontations, and that sort of 

thing. So Kenneth Ross called me one day and asked me what did I feel about 

processing or taking whatever the examination procedures were to- Did I have 

an interest in applying for the position? He said, "Your name keeps coming up. 

I'm interested to meet you," and that kind of thing.So, after we talked 

extensively, Kenneth Ross became one of the people encouraging me to take 

the examination process. I was very, very hesitant, very, very hesitant. Bill 

[William C.] Watts was another person, I believe. He had been on staff at the 

Watts Towers Arts Center. Several people had encouraged me to become a 

part of that process, and, to tell the truth, I did not want to do that. I 

hesitated, I stayed away from it as long as I could, and the pressure sort of 

intensified. Mr. Ross told me one day, "If you would be fortunate enough to 

get that position, at least there will be a salary. Some of the things that you've 

been doing all these years, man, somebody will be paying you for that! You 
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know what I mean? So I think you could make it work." I didn't hear that. I just 

couldn't hear that, because I was tired. I just wanted to go somewhere and be 

away from it all and get back into the studio full-time, and that's it. "Whatever 

happened to my family," I said, "it's just going to have to happen. I'm going 

back to the studio." And that was my attitude. So, as I kept receiving 

encouragement and almost arm-twisting from people, I became involved in 

the application process. And after a few weeks, I was told that I was in good 

standing in terms of all the interviews. And the interviews were quite 

intense.One thing that was a challenge was to sit down early on and help to 

work out job descriptions for the position, because the position did not exist in 

the Municipal Arts Department for the kind of thing that I was to be doing at 

the Watts Towers Arts Center.Anyway, in the final analysis, I ended up being 

the- 

1.23. Tape Number: XIII, Side TwoJune 11, 1990 

Smith 

Okay, you were the first interim director. Were you the first director to be on 

the Los Angeles city payroll, then? 

Outterbridge 

I would imagine, except whatever Model Cities [Agency] had to do. Those 

weren't municipal moneys, though. 

Smith 

So a lot of times it was Model Cities Agency or OEO [Office of Economic 

Opportunity]. 

Outterbridge 

Uh-huh 

Smith 

What was the relationship between the city and the Watts Towers committee 

when you started? Who called the shots? 

Outterbridge 



273 
 

When I first started to work, it was rather confusing, because the city was 

devising modes of operation. They became the recipients of the cultural 

heritage monument and the arts center. I had a small budget, a very small 

budget, for the arts center and a budget that was supposed to stimulate and 

design some semblance of programming. But I was also requested by the 

mayor at that time [Thomas Bradley] in the form of a letter to assume as much 

responsibility as I could in developing focus and programming or to develop 

accommodations for the cultural heritage monument in terms of tourism, 

which was already in motion. People always had an interest in the work, but 

what could I do about it now as a representative of this official body? It was 

very, very, very frustrating, because I certainly knew how to talk to people 

much better than I do now. [laughter] I was just wide open to the challenge, 

even though I was somewhat drained in getting started, and I had to 

rejuvenate myself to just get it going again.The relationship that the city had 

with the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers was somewhat turbulent from a 

committee point of view, because you had members of the Committee for 

Simon Rodia's Towers that did not really have respect for anything that was 

municipal. They felt that it would be too much bureaucracy, the voice of the 

people would not be heard, the people who had been the caretakers over the 

years for this dynamic- And it was a very important site and program. I was 

somewhat caught in the middle of the city and the committee, because I had a 

lot of respect for the people who composed or who made up that body, the 

Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers.I think that the advisory board came 

together this way: Councilwoman Joan [Milke] Flores- No, it wasn't her. It was 

Councilman John Gibson at the time. That was before Councilwoman Joan 

Flores's time. Councilman John Gibson of the Fifteenth [Council] District 

appointed five people to represent the district on an advisory board for the 

Watts Towers site. The Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers appointed five 

people, the body that had donated the property to the city of Los Angeles. 

And the mayor of the city of Los Angeles, Mayor Tom Bradley, appointed five 

people to represent the advisory component of the Watts Towers Arts Center. 

I was supposed to work with that body. [It was] more like the body worked 

with me, I mean, because they had so many political- I think that the early 

stages of that advisory component appointed by those three entities-the 

committee, Councilman Gibson, and the mayor-their introduction to the site 

was a very turbulent one, because there were differences in vision of what 



274 
 

should happen on site. The committee had its viewpoints as having been that 

long-associated caretaker body who actually owned the property. 

Smith 

Plus, they'd had to fight the city- 

Outterbridge 

They'd had to fight the city in the very beginning, so that left a really ugly 

image with many of the people, some of the people, of the committee. I 

mean, we end up giving this thing to the people who wanted to destroy us, so- 

That kind of thing. That was evident at the early meetings of this body. There 

were individuals that I could name that were really, really- 

Smith 

Do you want to go ahead and name them? 

Outterbridge 

[laughter] Just the- What's the word? They really had obnoxious viewpoints 

about the city. These were people I was supposed to work with. Here I am, I'm 

this new employee at the city. It was kind of tough. 

Smith 

But you had a reputation as a community activist? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, yeah. So I managed, but I was sensitive to the viewpoint of the 

committee. 

Smith 

Well, putting personalities or names aside, what were the conflicting 

viewpoints about how the property and the art center should be developed? 

Outterbridge 

Wow, that's quite a- How can I put this? There were voices in the community 

and represented on Councilman Gibson's advisory component who felt that 

they wanted to have more control and voice into how the site would develop. 

The relationship between the cultural heritage monument and the Watts 
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Towers Arts Center, many people of the community thought that those two 

elements should merge and become more cohesive as an overview rather 

than looking at them as separate entities, an art center and a cultural heritage 

monument. Many of the people representing the community's point of view 

thought that a cultural heritage site which was inclusive of the Watts Towers 

cultural heritage monument would be more like it. Committee people, the 

community, saw the committee as being all Westsiders and with a strong 

association and attachment to the cultural heritage monument and its 

restoration need, and they weren't too concerned about the art center at all. 

So that put me in an awkward position, because I was brought aboard as the 

director of the art center. But as an artist, I had a lot of respect and love for 

the Rodia work. So I had a budget also only for the art center but had to think 

right away of the program development for the site, which included the 

cultural heritage monument. So you were torn between these two places. Like 

the committee, who was already in the city somewhat dissatisfied with the 

city, even though they had just donated these properties to the city of Los 

Angeles- They had bad visions about what the city might do as things went 

on.The first thing that went wrong early on was when a contractor was hired 

to start the restoration-conservation program on the Watts Towers. Do you 

remember that period? Very turbulent. 

Smith 

I remember the committee went to court to sue because they felt the 

contractor was incompetent. 

Outterbridge 

Right. So in the very beginning of my association with the site- The advisory 

unit of the Watts Towers Arts Center never got into the rationale and the 

ideology that was part of the vision that I might have had, simply because they 

were confronted with this whole political, media-embraced action evolving 

around the Watts Towers. The bad choice of bringing this person aboard who 

had no background at all in terms of the restoration of fine art or of cultural 

heritage monuments, that got to be front-page news every day. So there was 

no room, no space, to corral and to bring the resourcefulness of this body 

together. They just pulled apart right away, because there were separate 

focuses and interests and visions as to what should occur now. But I know, 
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early on, a suit was formulated against the city of Los Angeles, and that 

brought further dissension within the advisory component of fifteen people 

appointed by the district and appointed by the committee and the mayor. 

Smith 

Where did the mayor's people fit in in these disputes? 

Outterbridge 

Well, simply to represent another of level of city government. It was the 

mayor's- 

Smith 

Were they city employees? Or were they community people? 

Outterbridge 

They were community people. None were city employees. They were all 

people who represented community institutions and organizations and people 

who had good association with aspects of city government, like 

commissioners, one or two were commissioners. Dr. Grace Payne was head of 

the Westminster Neighborhood Association, a community person. I'd have to 

go back and pull out the documents to recall who some of the people really 

were.The committee, on the other hand, had people like Seymour Rosen, who 

was a long, long fighter against the city. I mean, he didn't go along with 

anything that had to do with the city of Los Angeles till this day. I mean, he's 

still fighting. [laughter] Ed [Edward] Bural, who was an activist-artist whom I 

had a lot of respect for, a university professor. He was part of the committee's 

contingent. I think there was Jack Levine; he was a lawyer who had long 

association with the city of Los Angeles. [N. J.] Bud Goldstone, of course, who 

is affiliated today- 

Smith 

Oh, the engineer. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, the engineer. The members of the committee had flexibility, because 

five people were appointed, but other committee members used to come to 

those meetings and swell that segment of the advisory component up. 
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Smith 

Did either Bill [William] Cartwright or Nicholas King participate at this point? 

Outterbridge 

No, not at that point, not at that point. They came into focus much, much 

later, many years later, but not as advisers and not as participants politically-

just as people who were curious about how things were always going. 

Smith 

It's my understanding they're the ones who actually bought the towers, who 

put the committee together to save the- 

Outterbridge 

That's true, that's true. They formulated the early committee. They bought the 

property from a private citizen who held the deed after buying the property 

from the gentleman who first received the deed at no cost from Simon Rodia-

the Saucedos, Louis Saucedo. Mr. [Joseph] Montoya was the man who talked 

Mr. Saucedo into selling him the property, I believe. Saucedo did that. Of 

course, Mr. Montoya activated another era related to the site when he went 

to the city to get a permit, because he wanted to do a kind of business-

oriented thing on site. The city was then put in the position to make an official 

statement.But the period was a really frustrating one for me, because not only 

was I trying to understand something about this bureaucratic process and all 

the administrative assignments that I'd just had dumped on me right away, 

but to work with this confused, turbulent body of people as an advisory 

component was almost frightening, simply because all of them had mandates. 

None of what was mandated by them was very relevant to what I felt should 

be happening at that time, and, of course, I could not criticize them for being 

sensitive to their own aims because of their long affiliation with the 

community, the site, and the whole political notion of the city of Los Angeles. 

So all of those people that were appointed certainly had much more affiliation 

to the site than I did at that early stage. The committee represented an official 

body of concerned citizens who had purchased the property and who had 

maintained it and developed programming over the years, on the one hand. I 

mean, I respected what they had done. I had just come from a similar kind of 

thing in Compton, where you struggled and struggled and struggled to hold an 



278 
 

organization together and to be relevant to community and community needs 

and all. There were community people in the Fifteenth District appointed by 

Councilman John Gibson who were sensitive to community needs, to the hope 

and vision that one day a meaningful cultural complex will develop here and 

I'll be part of that. They were in conflict with some of the early thinking of the 

committee. 

Smith 

I understand there were, at one point, plans to build a branch museum of the 

[Los Angeles] Municipal Art Gallery in the vicinity or in the complex of which 

the Watts Towers- 

Outterbridge 

Uniquely so. The plan that we are looking at today is a watered-down version 

of the overview development plan of the early committee. Because I saw that 

when I first started to work on site at the Watts Towers. I saw that early plan 

that the committee had formulated, and it was to introduce theaters and a 

museum complex. The towers as a cultural heritage monument are almost a 

museum in its own right. I mean, it makes that gesture all the time: the 

museum without walls; I mean, the fine-art statement that just motivates a lot 

of national and international aura; the cultural ambassador that it continues 

to be. But there was an early plan by the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers 

to introduce some pretty exciting elements to that site. I think that community 

people respected that, but when Mayor Bradley's advisory component started 

to formulate their ideas within the group, they sort of blended with 

community and the aims- They neutralized, in other words, whatever came 

together as a consensus. I think the people that he had appointed had the 

kind of integrity to support what was relevant and what was a positive move. 

They were sort of neutral. We didn't have any problem with the people he 

appointed at all-some very dynamic, energetic fighters for community and for 

the level of municipal input. That was pretty good leverage there. For me it 

was very frustrating because I had some thoughts that I thought the 

committee should be receptive to, and they were heard, but everything was 

so turbulent politically at that time, we simply could not- 

Smith 
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Do you mean the advisory committee as a whole? Or specifically the Simon 

Rodia's Towers Committee? 

Outterbridge 

I think the advisory committee was somewhat influenced by all of the 

controversy surrounding the site at that time. Anytime the media focuses in 

on a condition or situation, it takes it to a level that always does not represent 

its innermost concerns and interests. The media has a way of formulating 

public opinion that will then influence the body, and I think that that started 

to happen early. So people were cautious of what they said. There were 

always reporters. You know what I mean? There were people who were part 

of the advisory component that had channels open to the media. In other 

words, it was not an easy time for anybody on that board. There was a lot of 

public focus, media focus, on every move. When this appointment of a person 

to start the restoration of the Watts Towers- Which was priority with the 

committee, because they were the body that drew up the conveyance papers 

to the city of Los Angeles that clearly stated some things and demanded in 

those statements that this particular document be carried out to the tee. 

Smith 

Now, I understand from reading the L.A. Times coverage, it seems the person 

who got appointed had some, shall we say, political or fund-raising 

connections with one of the city council, so there seemed to be an element of 

kickback, perhaps. 

Outterbridge 

Well, you had- 

Smith 

Or it might have complicated the situation. 

Outterbridge 

See, that's what I don't care to get into right now. I'd have to start to read 

again. But you had some high-level city officials that had manipulated, 

apparently, some of the resource and who had used long-term associations to 

clarify appointments that were not relevant to the project. That's the best I 



280 
 

can say that. Personalities came into focus that were not conducive to getting 

that job done. 

Smith 

Now, you mentioned Councilman Gibson. What's in the L.A. Times is that 

Councilman [Robert] Farrell seemed to have an attitude that, as far as he was 

concerned, the towers could be torn down. 

Outterbridge 

Early on, I think he might have made some statements to that effect. 

Smith 

I mean, even in the seventies, at the time of this controversy, he kind of, shall 

we say, injected himself in the middle of all of this. Of course, he didn't 

represent the Watts Towers, the Watts district. He was further up- 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, he was the Eight District, I think. That's adjacent to the geography of the 

Fifteenth District, which is the district that we're in. 

Smith 

I think that was the Exposition Park area, wasn't it? 

Outterbridge 

Right. Well, there were other council members who also made similar 

statements. What we're looking at, I think, though, again, is a city that did not 

recognize and is just now beginning to recognize its cultural treasure and 

treasures. And the Watts Towers was not just a local concern then; it was an 

international concern. To hear officials make statements like that which were 

very threatening to the whole notion of cultural facilitation developing in 

South Central Los Angeles was a very frustrating thing to people who had for 

years given their input to protect that work and to hold onto the cultural 

heritage monument and the development of a center in conjunction with it. 

That was much more than a Los Angeles concern.At times it got a little ethnic 

oriented in that there were certain people who said things that were more 

related to the fact that Rodia was not black, the fact that he was an Italian 

immigrant, those kinds of things. It was difficult for me to live through that 
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because I always saw the statement made by Rodia as one that had to do with 

human rectitude and vision and sacrifice and that. I couldn't see it, as an artist, 

as being something that was so closely related to one's ethnic origin. You 

know what I mean? It was a great work no matter who did it. It was a great 

attitude no matter who did it. It was a good example of how such a creative 

statement could bring about change in a community and attitudes in people, a 

work that had the ability to humanize, a work that focused on the underdog 

who could stand up and dream. You know what I mean? It had all of that going 

for it. For such a long time it had those kinds of noble factors working for it.I 

got a little angry and a little frustrated because things got to be so out of 

focus-politically out of focus, socially out of focus. The frustration had to do 

with not pulling everything together to start off right in the way of developing 

programming and developing the site. So I hesitate at times to go back and 

look at the period. It's very visual to me. There are days that I remember 

certain kinds of languages [that] embedded themselves in my consciousness.I 

remember going to work one morning, and it was raining like insanity. I always 

love the rain. It cleanses everything, as far as I'm concerned. That morning it 

was raining so hard you could barely see a block in front of you. When I got to 

work, the rain had slackened a bit, and the gentleman who had been 

appointed the restoration chore had a number of young men who were being 

trained, supposedly, to assist the restoration process. The person who 

received the contract was not on site. Many times he was never on site to 

supervise anything. I got to work this morning, and there were crew members 

that had newly, just freshly been recruited. I mean, they had only been 

recruited a few days prior. They were walking on the Watts Towers, climbing 

around. Some damage was occurring; it was raining. I didn't believe what I was 

seeing, because in reading the document which was the conveyance 

document, the first thing that stuck in my mind was a statement that I 

remember reading that said "No physical association or work should take 

place in regard to the cultural heritage monument until said monument is 

supported by scaffolding to keep physical association away from it." In other 

words, scaffolding, work from scaffolding. Before any work is to take place, 

scaffolding has to go up first. No scaffolding had been put up, and you had 

people climbing on the Watts Towers. On that same day, one of the most 

emotional, legal, long-time associates who readily opposed the city of Los 
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Angeles just happened to be on site, and this man was standing out on the 

streets literally weeping. 

Smith 

Can you tell me who he was? 

Outterbridge 

Jack Levine. 

Smith 

Oh, Jack Levine. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. So that day I called downtown, and the person that I think I spoke to 

might have been Rod [Rodney] Punt, who was new like myself. Rod Punt was 

the assistant general manager to Kenneth Ross. I let it be known that someone 

would have to come out and look into the situation or we were going to have 

publicly some very negative focus on the Municipal Arts Department and the 

city of Los Angeles. "Something is going out wrong." So the next day there 

were headlines all over the place. I called Bud Goldstone. That's what it was, 

too. Bud Goldstone was not the official technical consultant to the work, but 

he was being considered as, because of his long association and his knowledge 

of the work, having designed the stress test in the fifties and all. Bud was very 

sensitive to what needed to be done in getting started. So after that day I 

called downtown, and for the rest of the day there were all kinds of telephone 

calls coming from every newspaper you could think of, to the downtown 

office, to my office at Watts Towers. It started a series of intense articles that 

questioned the city of Los Angeles's judgment, that celebrated the whole idea 

of a suit that was being suggested by the Committee for Simon Rodia's 

Towers. That suit was just recently settled, of course. And that disposition, 

when the suit was actually filed against the city, you can imagine what it was 

for the city to meet with. 

Smith 

Oh, yeah, right. 

Outterbridge 
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Yeah. So I had all of this tension within the body of fifteen people, because 

you had some such people that represented the sentiment of the city coming 

to those meetings, plus the committee that was suing the city, and the 

mayor's and councilman's representatives meeting with the people that were 

suing them. So that was a lot of tension there. Being a new person, I'm caught 

up in the middle of that and voicing as much as I could voice my concerns 

about getting programming started and all and the problems that I had with 

leaking buildings and the need to get certain things done. I found myself 

taking it upon myself to build things that the city of Los Angeles should be 

building, like putting walls in the center. You know what I mean? It was very 

physical and just a very difficult period.At the same time, another contingent 

developed in the community that challenged my appointment. This was a 

community group of artists-people who said that they were affiliated with the 

arts-who came together to take advantage of what was determined as city 

resources to develop the site. They wanted to have control of the budget, in 

other words. I was getting threats that my car would be blown up and- 

Smith 

They wanted you to quit? 

Outterbridge 

They didn't want me there, period. Some of those people had been friendly to 

me before I started to work for the city. 

Smith 

Do you want to tell who any of them are? [laughter] 

Outterbridge 

[laughter] It was very difficult. Guy Miller. There's a housing project named 

after Guy Miller. Guy Miller, as I said, was the artist who I first heard say, back 

in the sixties, "Outterbridge, Outterbridge, I'm not carving heads anymore. I'm 

carving human character," that kind of thing. He encouraged me to get 

involved in that way. But over a period of time, when this little bit of money 

came into focus, they hurriedly put an organization together, a group of so-

called community artists. If I would look into the department's files, a proposal 

that they submitted would be very interesting to you. 
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Smith 

How was that resolved? Did community groups get involved either in your 

favor or against you? 

Outterbridge 

Well, they were always working against me. I started programming under 

some very difficult odds. I think the thing that opened things up early was 

when I introduced the first festival, because, don't forget, in Watts, for a long 

time, there was a big, big festival called the Watts Summer Festival [of Art]. It 

ran into political turbulence. So when I introduced this idea of a festival that 

would focus on the heritage of the community musically, that first one 

brought a sizable number of people together. It surprised us that we got two, 

three thousand people for the first one. I mean, we didn't have any money. 

Smith 

This was a jazz festival? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, yeah. 

Smith 

The Watts- I forget what the official name of it was. Like the Watts Summer 

Jazz Festival. 

Outterbridge 

The Simon Rodia Watts Towers Jazz Festival. That's what it started out being 

called. We finally changed the name after about three annuals to the Simon 

Rodia Watts Towers Music and Arts Festival. That was after we started to get 

some pretty big grants from some of the liquor and tobacco corporations. R. J. 

Reynolds came in and decided to support the festival. One of their 

representatives, who became a very good friend, who did festivals all over the 

country, decided that- He said, "John, why don't you help us out by changing 

the name of the festival? Instead of just focusing on jazz, we can look at some 

other idioms of the heritage and look at gospel and rhythm and blues, because 

Johnny Otis came from here." I mean, we started to talk about that. Johnny 

Otis was going to be on the program, anyway. But we just looked at jazz as the 
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overview idiom. The representative, [who] then was Ben Barkin from 

Milwaukee, said that if we focus on just music, heritage music, then we have a 

clear invitation to rhythm and blues giants, gospel, and whatnot. We weren't 

separating those idioms too much when we thought of just using the term 

jazz. We saw jazz as an outgrowth of the other idioms. But it had assumed like 

a classical kind of overview throughout the world and the music. It was the 

voice of a culture. So at times jazz can be blues, at times jazz can be gospel. 

That's the way I and many of the musicians saw it. But because Mr. Barkin 

represented a real resource of money and concern and had a very close 

relationship with the mayor, we honored his thinking.We did get some pretty 

big grants during that period. We were able to bring people in from other 

parts of the country. 

Smith 

So you paid the musicians to play? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yeah. In the early festivals, we asked for volunteers as much as we could 

get volunteers, and we did get support from [American Federation of 

Musicians] Local 47 early, because they had an affiliation with municipal arts. 

So I managed to get some slots paid for by Local 47 moneys early on. I looked 

at the festival as a way of looking at the history of the region and bringing the 

public to the site and sort of generating a force that would take some of that 

pressure off of other things that were getting in the way of progress and 

vision. So that wasa tough time. 

Smith 

So that was an innovation you made. I want to go into your programs, but I 

wanted to first- After the lawsuit was filed- You've discussed that. In the 

1980s, what's been your relationship with the advisory committee? Did the 

dissension and the turmoil ever calm down? Has it been a useful body for you? 

Outterbridge 

It actually dissolved after a period of time. It's very tiring to think about that 

period. I mean, because I don't want to go through the sequence in the wrong 

way. There are so many sensitive areas of concern here. I think I'm going to 
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have to talk about that at a later time in terms of- I'd like to go back and look 

at the advisory component and some of the people that were there and the 

reasons they were there.One of the most unique thrusts that came together 

shortly after the advisory component dispersed, for whatever reasons, mostly 

political, was the nonprofit organization, the Friends of the Watts Towers 

[Arts] Center, which I formulated. The whole idea of the Watts Towers 

Community [and Conservation] Trust, a very unique organization that was 

stimulated by some of the vision and insight of Leon Whiteson, who was 

the [Los Angeles] Herald-Examiner's senior critic- When he started his research 

on the Watts Towers and thought it would be a great thing to bring a number 

of prominent institutions together in Los Angeles and build a trust formation 

that would eventually be dynamic enough to almost diminish the resource the 

city had made available thus far for the site- These were architects. These 

were people who were major urban planners respected throughout the 

country and other parts of the world. It was a very dynamic group: people like 

the director of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Richard Koshalek. 

Smith 

And Charles Moore was there? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, Charles Moore, Jack Shakely from the California Community Foundation. 

The two universities- The University of Southern California and the 

architectural department was represented by Bob [Robert] Harris, the dean of 

the architectural school. The Herald-Examiner almost acted as chair. It was 

dynamic. You had two major community organizations, Watts Health 

Foundation and the Westminster Neighborhood Association. There were 

other well-respected civic movers and shakers that were more than interested 

in participating. What we're talking about is power, and that came together to 

affect the site. I have to say that the city of Los Angeles got in the way of that. 

Smith 

Oh, really? 

Outterbridge 
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Oh, yes, they did, surely. Yeah, there were all kind of problems within that 

bigger, bigger trust idea. There was still the Committee for Simon Rodia's 

Towers, right? [laughter] And an ad hoc committee came together 

representing the Fifteenth District. I'm going to have to think before I say too 

many things for the tape in regard to the ad hoc committee, because I was- I 

am still on the ad hoc committee of Councilwoman Joan Flores. When that 

committee first came together, I thought it was rather strange that they did 

not occasionally invite representatives from the trust to some of their 

meetings just to get viewpoints and to collaborate or to share and balance the 

dialogue out. Not that trust members would have to come to every one of 

these city meetings, but I thought that it would certainly be democratic to 

invite them. I used to bring that up, and I used to get shot down sometimes. 

We never really got clear input from this dynamic body in terms of the ad hoc 

committee. See what I mean? The ad hoc committee had a way of influencing 

the thinking of the district as to its support of this bigger body, the trust.I have 

to say that, till this day, I don't think the city of Los Angeles and many of its 

representatives were sensitive to the potential that the trust registered and 

the clout carried by some of those representatives that came together to help 

build this momentum. We're talking about some of the most prominent 

people in the cultural, social, political arena of the arts in Los Angeles and 

in the country! You know what I mean? They were part of that body. Till this 

day, I don't think that was really quite understood. 

Smith 

Is it like the city feared this powerful outside group interfering? 

Outterbridge 

It was my impression that was it. The city felt that they might- 

1.24. Tape Number: XIV, Side OneJune 25, 1990 

Smith 

I thought today we'd start off by continuing with the Watts Towers Arts Center 

and discussing the evolution of the classes and the programs of the center. I'd 

also like to talk somewhat about your funding, your budget and your funding 
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sources. Perhaps we can begin by discussing the kinds of classes that were 

being offered at the arts center when you arrived as director in 1975. 

Outterbridge 

Okay. I think I'd like to start with what I observed about the Watts Towers Arts 

Center before I became associated. The first time that I visited the center was 

somewhat of an accident around 1964. It was not the building we know today. 

It was a small house on 107th Street like all the rest of the houses. Many were 

almost hand-fashioned and had been built somewhere around the 1930s. This 

was a small two-bedroom house probably, or one-bedroom house, very 

narrow and lineal, that had been colorfully painted. It was the art center 

founded in 1961 by the nonprofit organization, the Committee for Simon 

Rodia's Towers, whose concern was to preserve the integrity and the 

importance of the Watts Towers, the cultural heritage monument. But in 

assuming the responsibility to act as the conservators of the Watts Towers, 

they decided that it would be an extremely important gesture to introduce a 

cultural center idea. They did, and that was the first facility that I saw.As a new 

person in Los Angeles, having heard about the Watts Towers before, certainly 

not knowing the significance in the way that I know it today, I met Noah 

Purifoy and Judson Powell on site the first day. They were working on some 

project that had to do with an art exhibit that was about to take place in the 

community, and I became just fond of the whole notion of an art center being 

there. It was such a neat little house, I used to visit quite often.Later on, as I 

became involved myself in communitytype activities in Pasadena, in and about 

Los Angeles, and trying very diligently to survive as an artist coming into 

California, I was really determined to do art, and that was basically it, or to 

involve myself with art-related-kinds of activities. I noticed that at the art 

center they had open classes for children. When I say that, these were classes 

that were free. Young children, developing artists, young adults and all were 

very much involved with the use of this very small space, which indicated a 

need then in South Central Los Angeles for a cultural center. Later on I met 

people like Curtis Tann and Bill [William C.] Watts. Lucille Krasné, who lives in 

New York now, was associated, but I did not meet Lucille in those early days. 

Well, I didn't get to know her in the way that I got to know Noah Purifoy and 

Judson Powell, later on Curtis Tann and people like Bill Watts.But I know that 

there was a lot of community relevancy in the space. They apparently had at 
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that time an extremely active board of directors, and the board of directors 

was a very diverse body of concerned citizens from throughout Los Angeles. 

They had advisers that I later on got to know as I moved through the 

community as an activist-participant somewhat. I didn't designate myself as 

that. It just happened as part of how that time period fashioned the artists 

who were sensitive to certain things. It wasn't something that we designated 

ourselves. But the momentum of the period, if you had any sensibility at all, 

guided you into being a much more civic-minded person about matters that 

pertained to the future of people in the community, certainly the arts and 

whatnot. I know that on the board of directors of the early Watts Towers Arts 

Center you had people like Kenneth Ross, who was the general manager of 

the municipal arts department; Claude Booker, young Claude Booker, who 

worked at the [Los Angeles] County Museum [of Art] and eventually became 

one of the founders and the president of an extremely well respected 

organization, the Black Arts Council; Cecil Fergerson, who is a very good friend 

today, was all part of that organization; people like Seymour Rosen; I think [N. 

J.] Bud Goldstone, who is the adviser to the restoration program today of the 

Watts Towers site, was affiliated with the Committee for Simon Rodia's 

Towers; many, many people, like Jack Levine, who was a lawyer very much 

involved in the arts. I could go on naming people as I recall, but I'm just trying 

to say that that small house that was designated as the Watts Towers Arts 

Center was a pulse. It wasn't just a place. It had sensibility and directive and 

vision, and we're saying well before the rebellion of 1965. May I stop 

momentarily? [tape recorder off] 

Smith 

How well did you know Curtis Tann? 

Outterbridge 

Curtis Tann I got to know very well. Curtis Tann was an artist, educator, lovely 

man, whom everyone loved. Curtis Tann also gave me good guidance in being 

a new person to Los Angeles. I think Curtis Tann at the time was sort of the 

social leader not just in the so-called African-American art community, he was 

a person who had a lively acquaintance with the art elite in Pasadena and in 

and about Los Angeles. He gave great parties, he and his wife Ethel [Tann], the 

actress, a theatrical person. Both of them had some background in that way. 
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Smith 

I understood he came out of the Karamu Theater. 

Outterbridge 

The Karamu Theater in Cleveland. So Curtis Tann just had flair and a lot of 

wisdom and humor with everything that he did. He just became a person that 

I listened to a lot. We became very close. Even today- Curtis has had some 

strokes recently, and my schedule has not allowed me to go and see him as 

much as I'd like. But I've always felt that we needed to do something at the 

center to just honor and to address the actuality of who he has been. But I got 

to know Curtis very well, and he introduced me to people and respected what 

I did. He was a sounding board used by many artists, like a mentor of sorts. So 

I got to know him quite well during that time.Also, the Watts Towers Arts 

Center as we know it today, in terms of the building, was introduced in 1970. 

The structure grew and was introduced in 1970 by the Committee for Simon 

Rodia's Towers. This became a much more spacious building that had classes 

in painting for young adults and interested persons at large, more or less. 

There were strong ceramic programs and workshops that introduced 

techniques pertaining to conceptual approaches to sculpture. I think part of 

the program's rationale, as I started to see it, evolved around the free-flowing 

thinking of a Rodia, like. It also had quite a strong craft orientation, which 

created the channel and opened up doors to mothers and grandmothers and 

other people in the community who might have had interest in things like 

quiltmaking or creating a set of dishes for family use. It just had that air about 

it. Anytime you went to an exhibit, you had an exciting kind of hodgepodge of 

how people feel about creating utility for themselves and how art is that 

functional joy that enriches one's life. So you had so-called fine artists 

participating, you had really sensitive craftsmen in the program, and it was a 

beehive kind of environment that was very enjoyable.I didn't get a chance 

during those days to go by as often as I wanted to, because I was trying to 

survive and volunteering a lot of times in some situations. Occasionally I 

assisted with some things at the Watts Towers Arts Center at that time, but 

my primary involvement in the early seventies was with the Communicative 

Arts Academy in Compton, which was coming into focus at a much larger 

facility which carried with it an awesome responsibility of restoration and 

facilitating the space to become- And it became. When I first started with that, 
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like most of the things that I was involved with at that time, salaries did not 

exist. You always managed to take handouts whenever they existed, but you 

depended on selling your work. You depended on teaching part-time in 

various situations. There were no salaries or anything of that nature. I was 

very lucky to be able to get some teaching chores at places like the Pasadena 

Art Museum part-time or to do some part-time lecturing at California State 

University, Dominguez [Hills] or to get an occasional sale of a painting and 

eventually somewhat of a full-time job with the TRIAD Corporation, the art 

division of the TRIAD Corporation [Artcraft], where I worked for a number of 

years. It was during the period when you put the pieces together and the 

pieces composed a piece of fabric that protected your life somewhat, 

something you simply had faith in. I lived that way for many years.I thank God 

for having the kind of family structure- I had a wife [Beverly Marie McKissick 

Outterbridge] that was very receptive, even though she sometimes did not 

understand the kind of stresses that we were confronted with, but we were a 

good team. When pennies came into the household, sometimes a penny 

became a nickel. You know, we made it work. We were thrift store fanatics, 

and our space was open workshop, more or less, because I painted at home a 

lot, and we managed.But getting back to the arts center- 

Smith 

I have a question. What was the difference between the Compton community 

and the Watts community? 

Outterbridge 

I think the Watts community had more heritage related to a cohesive black 

community. The Watts community, as I came to know it, was a reservoir of 

talent. But any community that you get to know where people, real people, 

live will have a semblance, but only if you get to know that community. Where 

people live, people do things. In Watts, a lot of people lived- You know, I got 

to know Watts and that part of Los Angeles that had its beginning as a black 

community due to the fact that blacks coming into Southern California in the 

thirties and the forties could not live just at random anyplace they wanted to 

live, whether they could afford that or not. You had a tremendous surge of 

well-established black families that came from Texas and Oklahoma and 

Arkansas and other regions that came this way during the thirties and the 
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forties to work in the defense plants. Since they could not at random just live 

in the Los Angeles basin, there was this South Central- We're told, an 

extremely beautiful area that became a haven. It really started to sparkle as a 

lively culture of Los Angeles, because at that point Central Avenue was a great 

Sunset Boulevard aura that shined very lively with names like- Nat King Cole, 

Johnny Otis, and the Barrelhouse came from the region. You had great names 

like Charles Mingus beginning to grow and Buddy Collette. Talents like Billy 

Higgins, Esther Phillips. You could go on and on. It was just that place where 

cultural life was rich. Fine educators- That was South Central Los Angeles, that 

was Watts. Compton had a similar rating. Even though it was not considered, I 

don't believe, to be a community that had a background in the history related 

to African-Americans, it became that in more recent times. But, being new to 

Los Angeles, I did see a distinction in the two communities. Compton was 

unique in that it had a city hall. It was a city. It was in the county, and it was 

separate from the city of Los Angeles. I really saw it as so tangential. A few 

blocks from Watts was Compton. Sometimes, during those early years, for me, 

driving in and about Los Angeles, it was amazing to me to find all of these 

pocket communities that had their own political structures and boundaries 

and whatnot. So I saw Compton as such, and I never saw Watts as a city. I 

always saw Watts as a very specific neighborhood of Los Angeles. 

Smith 

I've heard that in the early seventies Compton was more of a black middle-

class community. Is that your perception? 

Outterbridge 

I would think so. I got that impression. I also thought that during that time the 

city government factor of Compton was of a lively political thrust. I enjoyed it 

very much when I was at the Communicative Arts Academy, because we 

established a great working relationship with the city government. We could 

go in and sit and talk with the mayor as we sat and had conversations among 

ourselves. I mean, she was very- Mayor Doris Davis at the time was very 

interested in the community at large. I got the impression that she was a 

genuine person who ended up in that seat. I never felt, and many of us felt, 

that she was just this tooled, political instrument. She was a person who held 

a very important chair in city government and used it very effectively. But her 
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doors were open to the citizens at large. There was no problem at all with 

reaching her if you had that need. But that was the distinction. Watts had a 

very sophisticated surge about it, but so did Compton. Compton, on the other 

hand, had another kind of apparatus to work through, city government and 

whatnot, whereas Watts was still associated with [Los Angeles] City Hall 

downtown. 

Smith 

When you became director at that time, the arts center was just incorporated 

into the L.A. Municipal Arts Department? 

Outterbridge 

Right. The latter part of 1975, the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers voted 

to donate the properties of the Watts Towers, including the art center, to the 

city of Los Angeles, and the Municipal Arts Department of Los Angeles 

received the property. It became official in 1976, and they put out a search for 

a person that could come and introduce programming to this new city facility. 

When I became involved, the arts center, per se, had been shut down for 

quite some time. I came into an empty building that I had known as somewhat 

of a lively place. 

Smith 

Some time meaning several years? 

Outterbridge 

No. I think that the building had been vacant for maybe just about a year. 

There was a person-I can't think of the gentleman's name now-who was sitting 

in house just holding things down, holding the office down pretty regularly 

during that hiatus when there was no activity. When the city became involved, 

they introduced a director with a tiny budget to the space. I think the first 

budget was somewhere around $60,000, including salary. 

Smith 

For the director or for support staff? 

Outterbridge 

For everything. 
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Smith 

For everything? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, that's right. [laughter] Well, let's see. My salary wasn't included in that. I 

think the salary of a senior clerk typist-stenographer was part of the overall 

salary, but it was a very small salary. I can't recall now exactly what the first 

budget was, but I know it was a very small one. We had to go about the 

business of conceptualizing some program element. [It was] a very difficult 

period for me, because, as I said before, I was hesitant to get involved with the 

whole idea of taking the exam. You know, you go through whatever 

the competitive edge was and whatever endorsements you might be able to 

get from those who would support you in the effort of processing for such a 

position. I had been really, really worked over at the Communicative Arts 

Academy. I mean, we really struggled to keep that activity afloat. When we 

started to lose our grip, it never occurred to me that I'd get involved again 

with the development of a community cultural entity. I mean, it just wasn't 

something I wanted to extend myself further into. Not that I'd be a deserter 

altogether, but I kind of wanted to think in terms of just the studio 

environment and focus-some quiet time to meditate and work very hard at 

tooling my own needs as an artist. 

Smith 

How did the Watts Art Center fit into the overall structure of activities of the 

Municipal Arts Department? Was it unique at the time? Or were there other 

similar centers in other parts of the city? 

Outterbridge 

At the time that the city inherited the property, there was nothing in South 

Central Los Angeles that did what the Watts Towers Arts Center had done and 

had aims to continue. Being that I had somewhat known about the program, 

there were some activities that I wanted to see maintained. There were other 

activities and elements that I thought would be important to the site that had 

not been there before in the same way. Before the city became involved, I 

think there was a little bit more freedom in the way the things had been done 

at the arts center. When the city inherited the property, the property also 
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inherited the city bureaucracy: the need to formalize the building in terms of 

capacity, limits, certain restrictions [that] were introduced that had to do with 

health and safety.Before I became involved, there had been a ceramics 

program facility that was almost hand-fashioned as a structure. Adjacent to 

the center, just at the north end of the building, another sort of structure 

grew. Somehow that structure caught on fire and burned accidentally. It was 

not active when I became involved. But it had been a really unique ceramics 

program. So those kinds of safety concerns became prevalent when the city of 

Los Angeles and general services and the bureau of engineers and whoever at 

that time had the responsibility of reinforcing this building so that the city of 

Los Angeles could introduce degrees of programming- But it took a long time 

to get the building so that it was accommodating.We had problems for a long, 

long time with leaking roofs, water coming into the building during the rainy 

season. I mean, real, real water, floods. [laughter] As a matter of fact, Shirley 

Jackson, who had worked for the city for eight years or better, became a very 

special person, my secretary, who knew city procedure and who helped me a 

lot to adapt to the use of forms and all the paper stacks that become the 

language of getting anything done. She helped me adjust to that. Shirley 

Jackson and I were assigned boots at the time that we donned and used to 

keep from drowning during the early years. [laughter] When the rainy season 

would come, we would always get flooded. It took a long time for that to be 

corrected.Eventually, in the early seventies, another building was introduced 

to the site, and the small park that we know today between the Watts Towers 

and the existing center of today was introduced during the early seventies. 

When I first came on site and when the city first inherited the property, there 

were at least four-one, two, three, at least four-houses between the Watts 

Towers Arts Center and the Watts Towers. That property was bought by the 

city of Los Angeles, and the families that had been long-standing families on 

site were relocated. We sent people who were part of that caretaker group in 

the community- The Marin family were next door to the Watts Towers, and 

they were daily caretakers. They met people when the Committee for Simon 

Rodia's Towers operated programming years ago. This was a family that sold 

the tickets or the tokens for entry to the Watts Towers. The Garcías were next 

door to the Watts Towers Arts Center. So all of that property had to be cleared 

and the families relocated before the park was introduced. The other 

building was a building to house a security factor and outdoor restrooms. So 
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those were the kind of transitions that I saw take place.I think that the Watts 

Towers Arts Center made an attempt to compensate for things that had gone 

on in the community. Like Mafundi [Institute] was there at one time, a 

dynamic organization; like Studio Watts Workshop; Watts Writers Workshop; 

Jim [James] Woods's studio endowment- Let's see. That was the James Woods 

studio endowment for the arts, or maybe that's not the right reference. But 

other organizations existed in the community related to art and culture. And 

at the Watts Towers there was an ongoing meeting called the Meeting at the 

Watts Towers that brought all of these groups together monthly in 

collaboration. So there was a cluster, a very neat- 

Smith 

What happened to these other groups? 

Outterbridge 

Well, it's difficult to say precisely what happened, but what I suspect was that 

there was a systematic unraveling of leadership and potential throughout the 

country in black communities after that period of revolt and rebellion, the 

activist years. There was a lot of challenge and threat to programs that did 

well, that did very well, who had gotten some reinforcement from 

government funding. I know in South Central Los Angeles, in Watts, the 

Mafundi Institute, I loved what they did. It was a real organization. I also had a 

lot of respect for what was taking place at the Watts Writers Workshop, and I 

had a lot of love for the work that was going on at Studio Watts. But 

somehow, after 1965 and during the early seventies, apparently there was a 

lot of infiltration of community organizations. There's a very interesting story 

that you have to read sometime that was published in Mother Earth. The 

magazine- 

Smith 

Mother Jones? 

Outterbridge 

Mother Jones! Yeah, that's the magazine. The article focuses on a young man 

that confessed in regard to his participation that he worked for the CIA 

[Central Intelligence Agency] as he became employed by Studio Watts and as 
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he systematically sabotaged the program. Many people got to know him. That 

kind of thing started to happen. 

Smith 

Authorities didn't want these organizations- 

Outterbridge 

Well, I don't know what authorities wanted or didn't want. I mean, it's- 

Apparently, they didn't want a lot of things. They didn't want Martin Luther 

King [Jr.], they didn't want Malcolm X, they did not want the cohesive 

rationales that were coming together and came together, the wholeness, 

somewhat, in effort, in language, in concerns throughout the black community 

in the nation. We just saw a very ugly period in American history 

when assassinations started to bloom like roses. You know what I mean? It's 

kind of difficult for me to talk about it at times, because there were so many 

levels of sensibility that you really have to sit and go within yourself to speak 

effectively about the tone of that period. I know that in the community that I 

know and knew as Watts, there was a vibrant sense of community, culturally 

and otherwise, and that was threatened by some well-formulated forces that 

started to confront in whatever manner these potentials, these activities that 

were beginning to show real accommodation for the enrichment values 

needed in the community at large. 

Smith 

Let me ask: In the late seventies, or actually during the [James E.] Carter 

administration, the CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training Act] 

Program became available. We know a lot of arts groups were able to use 

CETA for funding. Were you able to use that to hire teachers? 

Outterbridge 

I benefited from the CETA program, from organizations like Brockman Gallery 

that had a strong CETA program. It was on its way out once the arts center 

under the city of Los Angeles started to really function. The arts center, in 

prior years just before I got there, had been working in conjunction with 

Model Cities [Agency] funding. Since Alonzo Davis, who was a good friend, had 

a CETA-supported kind of contingent at Brockman, we used a lot of the artists 
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in his program to help at times with things we were doing at Watts Towers 

Arts Center. And, as a matter of fact, when we introduced the festivals, many 

of the artists who helped and performers that were part of the early festivals 

were associated with Brockman Gallery's CETA program. For example, the 

group of young artists that we know today as Hiroshima were certainly very 

much a part of Brockman Gallery's CETA program. In the early festivals they 

used to be on almost every year paid by the CETA program. We didn't have 

any money, you know, so we used whatever was available. [laughter] I can say 

that we benefited from the CETA program, but I never had CETA funds. I 

augmented by calling on other people who were funded in that way to help 

me augment my small budget. Because they were friends, it worked. 

Smith 

How did you find your teachers? 

Outterbridge 

How did I find my teachers? People that I had known who had been teaching 

and people that had some affiliation with the art center- Because I had been 

teaching myself, I knew people who were teaching and who wanted to teach. I 

only had so much money to work with. I mean, I couldn't hire a lot of people 

simply because I did not have the money. But fortunately, when I got involved, 

there was a young woman [Joan Kleinhauer] who was brand-new in Los 

Angeles. She's still a good friend today. She became associated with the 

center.And this was the most difficult thing for me. [tape recorder off] 

1.25. Tape Number: XIV, Side TwoJune 25, 1990 

Outterbridge 

During that early period for me at the Watts Towers Arts Center, it was very 

frustrating in not having very much of a budget to work with. But I had great 

consultants like Claire Isaac at the [Barnsdall Park] Junior Arts Center. The 

Junior Arts Center was working; it had a history. [laughter]. The Junior Arts 

Center was built to do what it was doing, and what it did was very exciting. 

Claire Isaac, who is now director of the Cultural Affairs Department in San 

Francisco, became a very good friend and a consultant on how to get things 

done in the city. I used to borrow a lot of things from the Junior Arts Center 
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that they might simply have sitting around. As a matter of fact, she helped me 

formulate my first budget request the first time that I had the responsibility of 

creating a budget request through the city-with limits, of course. She helped 

me go through that process. Kenneth Ross did, also. The general manager was 

just a real fine person whom I could go and sit and discuss my approaches 

with, and he would do everything he could possibly do at the time to help 

move things on. But the Municipal Arts Department had no money, either. It 

was the smallest budget in city government, really small. And still, today, the 

Cultural Affairs Department has the smallest budget in city government.But, at 

any rate, during that period I met this young woman who was in a desperate 

situation. She was from Iowa, very blond, very blue-eyed, and very, very 

sensitive as an artist-educator: Joan Kleinhauer. Joan came to the center one 

day and introduced herself and had a resume with her. It was dingy around 

the edges, but it was a resume that was really stout. She had been involved 

with the Peace Corps in Africa. She was a graduate of University of Iowa, and 

her major was art education. She was a painter. And she had some good 

experience in teaching and formulating art programming, concepts, and that 

kind of thing.I certainly had no money to bring Joan aboard. During that time, 

there was a possibility of us looking at the grants program of the California 

Arts Council. When I met her, we had something like a week and a half to- 

After I thought that she might be a person who could become involved at the 

arts center, I was a little uncomfortable, because I said, "Now, how is this little 

white girl going to come into South Central Los Angeles? I've got to introduce 

her to the teachers." I mean, I'm trying to make an adjustment to the site 

myself. But she's so earnest and her background is so great, I said, "We've got 

to work on it. I mean, if we can get her involved with the program, and she 

wants to, let's get her involved." It was one of those things. There was some 

hostility in the community at the time in that the city of Los Angeles had 

inherited the site. So that was bad enough. But to meet a young woman 

whom I really needed to get involved in the program who was an art 

education specialist right at my beginning with the center was rather 

unique.So Joan and I sat down and talked about applying for a California Arts 

Council grant. I had never applied for a California Arts Council grant, but I 

knew that the city of Los Angeles had a grants administration department. So I 

ran straight to the department and met the chief grants administrator, who 

was Edna Bruce at the time, and I explained my situation to her. She knew 
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that the Watts Towers Arts Center was a new program under Municipal Arts. I 

told her how desperate we were to go through the grants process. She said, 

"That's going to be the most difficult thing that you can do. Do you have a 

nonprofit organization?" At the time I didn't have a nonprofit organization 

that I could process a grant through, which would have simplified things. What 

Edna was saying to me was that I was going to have to go through the grants 

administrative procedure of the city of Los Angeles, meaning I had to deal with 

the council, it has to be approved by the mayor, I've got to get letters of 

consent, and all these things. She said, "I'll tell you what. You don't have any 

time, anyway, but since it's such a desperate thing, let's try it." So I think with 

her support and insight and knowledge about the grants process through the 

city, something that would have taken at least two months we got done in two 

weeks by walking the material through.What we were trying to do, since I had 

no salary accommodation for personnel like Joan Kleinhauer, the young artist-

educator, we were trying to get her on through a California Arts Council grant. 

I discovered that the Municipal Arts Department hadn't gone through that 

before. So our desperation introduced this procedure to the department. We 

ultimately got the grant. Then we got another grant after that that kept Joan 

on site for a couple of years or so, and we just collaborated all of the 

time.Joan is still a good friend today. She's over at the [Los Angeles Municipal 

Art Gallery] Barnsdall [Park] art center; she works there. She left the center 

after maybe three or four years and went to the Junior Arts Center and 

became part of their staff after she introduced me to another young artist 

who was at Barnsdall Park. This is the young lady that I'm working with today, 

Rochelle Nicholas, who is an art educator. But what we were trying to do was 

to change places after we got things going a bit to give Rochelle some 

opportunity to come out and exercise her ability as an art education 

coordinator. Also, the reason we wanted to get Joan over to the Junior Arts 

Center was to get her in a much more relevant situation and to get Rochelle in 

South Central in a much more relevant situation for her, because at the time 

she was doing nothing, I don't believe, but conducting tours for the Municipal 

Arts Department.Anyway, we introduced some visiting school programs that 

really started to open the Watts Towers Arts Center up to the Los Angeles 

Unified School District and adjacent communities. I don't think the arts center 

had worked before that time with the schools in the way that we wanted to 

work with the schools. Also, when I first started, all of our classes were free to 
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the public, and the city council voted somewhere around 1980 that the 

municipal classes would have to request a fee from the public to help 

augment the cost of programming. Those fees were minimal, but it changed 

some things for us. 

Smith 

No exemptions made for people who were living in housing projects? 

Outterbridge 

Well, we made some exemptions on site. I always had to do things like that. 

Some of the classes that I do, to this day, I have to disregard some of the legal 

limitations and restrictions that are put on. I respect anything that is chartered 

by the city, but I'm just saying that I also had to look at things in a much more 

indigenous way, sometimes in an unorthodox manner, just to make certain 

that we keep tangibility with the reality of where we are at a given time. 

Smith 

How many classes do you have currently? 

Outterbridge 

Well, the class structure at the Watts Towers Arts Center grew from one level 

to another. Before the fee structure was introduced, we were working with 

during-the-school-day situations and after-school situations for adults and 

young people as best we could handle that before I introduced the gallery 

program. The center was sort of an open workshop. When I first started in the 

seventies, we did not have some of the gang problems that we grew into later. 

When some of the gang problems started to define themselves, many of the 

night classes that I had been doing at no cost for adults and young adults had 

to be terminated, because there was just kind of an unsafe factor. 

Smith 

Was it actually unsafe? Or were people perhaps hesitant about-? 

Outterbridge 

No, it was unsafe at one point. Yeah, it was unsafe at one point. We didn't 

have security at night. We had to fight and fight and fight for security from the 

city of Los Angeles. I mean, that was another cost. We had private security for 
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a while, and then we had city security part-time for a while, and just a not very 

accommodating arrangement for a time. But I think that's all a matter of 

challenge and growth. You have to find out what is needed as environments 

change. As circumstances introduce new needs and measures, you make 

whatever the adjustment. The center has twenty-four-hour city security now. 

It's earned that, you see. It took a lot to get a twenty-four-hour city security 

faction with an office on site.But I think I was about to say that we did a wide 

range of classes. I'd like to, at some other point, talk about those classes in a 

much more edited way. I can bring some material and just cite to you the 

kinds of things we're doing, which primarily concern themselves with- There's 

a tour dialogue program for the public in terms of visiting the cultural heritage 

monument. When I talk about that, I'd like to be a little bit more specific about 

its structure and whatnot, because that structure is changing as the 

restoration concerns change and as the city of Los Angeles and conservation 

program develops and conceptualizes programming for this site at so many 

levels.The site has been adopted by CRA [Los Angeles City Community 

Redevelopment Agency] as one of the major cultural development projects in 

the city. They will be developing a cultural crescent in South Central Los 

Angeles that expands the properties that we know now as those associated 

with the Watts Towers. So the property is going to get quite an expansion, and 

property acquisition is very, very well under way. So as we talk about 

programming, maybe at the next time we get together, I'd just like to bring 

some elements in and to point out some things that did not happen overnight 

that will go from this place to an even much more progressive level.But just to 

give some semblance of what goes on, the visiting school programs work with 

[Los Angeles] Unified School District interests in participating on site. These 

schools have hands-on experiences with a variety of art disciplines. We have 

on our staff performance artists, we have visual artists, there are writers, 

painters, sculptors, musicians. 

Smith 

They're on your staff. 

Outterbridge 

Yes, part-time, part-time. We have an asneeded staff. I have a staff of four 

people full-time now, and that's recent. For a long time, there was only a 
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director and a secretary full-time, and we had to formulate programming for 

not only the Watts Towers Arts Center but for the cultural heritage monument 

itself. Right? Two people and a staff of as-needed persons that we could 

call on and dependency on as much volunteer input as we could get. That 

went on for a number of years before I could finally expand the staff to the 

four people that we have now, meaning I have a full-time art education 

coordinator. This was almost a title that I created myself and applied to a 

young woman who is on site now with a tremendous background in art 

education. She's a painter and very much interested in educational concepts. I 

mean, she is enthusiastic. She works far beyond the assignment because of 

her enthusiasm and interest-very gifted. 

Smith 

This is Rochelle? 

Outterbridge 

Yes. She's a graduate of the Claremont Colleges, and she's always been in art. 

So we're good friends. She's pregnant right now, getting ready to have 

another great little person. You know what I mean. Rochelle has been on site 

now for a number of years and is very much a part of the fabric.We do have a 

visiting school program. As I said, it accommodates schools from greater Los 

Angeles and those communities that are adjacent. We even have children at 

times coming from counties like Ventura, Orange, into South Central Los 

Angeles during the school day for tour dialogues at the Watts Towers and to 

meet with a group of artists. The schools have somewhat of an option in the 

program. Preregistration is necessary, and registration is also contingent on 

continuing registration. That program, Art and Heritage, also accommodates 

visiting groups, like we do tour dialogues for interested architects, engineers, 

university groups that come to the site, tourist groups that come to the site. 

The state department sends us special groups. That's very exciting when you 

have to get a program together for a group of, let's say, forty-five Russian 

scholars. I mean, it happens, and that's really-From the campus of UCLA one 

morning we got this unique call from a very beautiful voice that said, 

[adopting accent] "You've got to come and get us." I said, "Good lord, who is 

this?" We were getting an early morning call from a group of visiting 

aborigines from the Australian deserts, and they were housed on campus at 
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UCLA for better than a week. This group of really exciting people were on a 

five-city tour sponsored by the state or the government. It was a cultural 

exchange program. 

Smith 

Were these painters? 

Outterbridge 

No, no. These were singers, dancers, painters, yeah, people in the arts. 

Traveling with them were some archaeologists and filmmakers, 

anthropologists- You know what I mean. They came along, too. So you had a 

whole body of people that wanted to visit the site, but it was stimulated by 

some of the aborigines themselves. All of them were people who lived in the 

outer regions of Australia. Some of them were very urban people that were 

with the tour. It was the most exciting thing that we could deal with.We did 

arrange transportation for them. We had about two days to get ready for their 

visit. They were supposed to come and stay about forty-five minutes at the 

center and visit the Watts Towers and just talk a little bit about what we do. 

When they got on site, there were about five hundred people from the 

community and the media there. People had followed us in from the freeway. 

When we picked them up from UCLA, we took the 405 [freeway]. Because 

many of them were in native dress and with face markings and the whole bit, 

such unique people in appearance and all, an entourage followed us into 

South Central Los Angeles! [laughter] It was exciting. When they got on site, 

we had corralled some musicians, dancers, and a whole host of children, and 

they just got really, really, really excited about being there. One of the elders 

asked us to let him use the phone, and he called UCLA and said, "Cancel our 

lunch. We want to stay here." [laughter] We had managed to get a lot of fruit 

and foods that would be relevant to them, and we just created this whole 

array of foodstuffs and tried to be as accommodating as we could. They spent 

three hours here. They sang and made a fire in the gallery. [laughter] It was 

really beautiful. We took them back to UCLA later.But those are the kinds of 

things that happened all the time because of the tour program. The Watts 

Towers as a cultural heritage monument for many years now has acted as one 

of the most energetic cultural ambassadors for Southern California-not just 

Los Angeles and the community itself, but people coming to the state from all 
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over. They want to come there. So we're busy in that way. There's a 

neighboring school program that accommodates schools in the immediate 

area that come on site, but in many cases we go into the schools.So we do 

have some gallery programs. We have an exciting gallery program called 

Gallery of Children's Art. This allows young children to actually operate a 

gallery environment in conjunction with our staff and the school's 

administration. 

Smith 

Who's the fourth full-time person? What are their duties? 

Outterbridge 

I have a secretary and the education coordinator, and the fourth full-time 

position is a half-time, twenty hours a week- A full twenty-hour-a-week gallery 

attendant position which we're trying to get up to a forty-hour position. So I 

think that we still suffer very much in city government, and certainly in and 

about the city of Los Angeles, as it has to do with support tothe arts. We need 

a full-time staff of at least ten people or better. As I said before, I think the 

public has to consider the fact that things are in process, but until they seat 

themselves, certain kinds of struggles maintain.We have a dubious 

responsibility with one budget. The budget that we have is ultimately assigned 

to the development of programming for the Watts Towers Arts Center. It does 

not have any real accommodations for programming affecting the Watts 

Towers, you see. The Watts Towers has now a conservation budget that is 

very, very extensive, but there is not yet-but in progress-a curatorial staff for 

the cultural heritage monument. We are that staff right now. I think that by 

July 1, chances are that the first position created for curator of the Watts 

Towers will come aboard. So the next time we get together I'd like to be a 

little bit more accurate on bringing you up to date on what goes on at the 

Watts Towers Arts Center at this particular time. 

Smith 

Okay. Maybe we can postpone those kinds of questions until next time.I'd like 

to ask you a few questions about your relationship with the various arts 

support groups and arts funding agencies, for instance the National 

Endowment for the Arts [NEA]. Does the center get funding from the NEA? 
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Outterbridge 

Well, I never have. At the Communicative Arts Academy we received quite a 

number of grants from the NEA. I have worked as a panelist from time to time 

with the National Endowment for the Arts Expansion Arts Program. 

Smith 

What is that supposed to do, the Expansion Arts Program? 

Outterbridge 

The Expansion Arts Program was a component within the National 

Endowment for the Arts that addressed sort of Third World programs 

throughout the country. I guess when I say Third World, I never knew quite 

what that meant, but I guess it speaks to the so-called minority cultures in the 

country. 

Smith 

Yeah, so-called. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, the diverse city of ethnic groups. I always was a little confused about 

that, because I always thought that everyone had an ethnicity as a foundation. 

[laughter] When we say Third World, actually, when we really look at that, 

we're speaking of a majority of folk who are designated in such a way- 

Anyway, that was the program I primarily worked with, aside from the time 

that I spent working with the National Endowment for the Arts visual arts and 

crafts contingent. 

Smith 

Which is more a general program for people of whatever ethnicity? 

Outterbridge 

That's right. I was invited by Eudorah Moore to become part of a group of 

artists that were selected from around the country to travel with the National 

Endowment for the Arts crafts division and to conduct public seminars 

collecting information about crafts and establishing, I guess, a glossary, as I 

might call it: people, resources, and organizations available and what those 
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organizations were doing around the country to keep the crafts alive in 

American culture. I worked with the Southeast contingent. I got a chance to go 

into regions like Georgia, the Carolinas, Florida, and any areas adjacent to the 

areas that we focused on also came into play. The regions were designated, 

and we conducted public hearings in the Southeast for about a month and a 

half. Very interesting, very interesting. People came from outlying regions, 

from the urban areas. The process collected information directly from 

organizations and individuals pertaining to concerns to the National 

Endowment for the Arts, needs that the National Endowment for Arts needed 

to know about, and major institutions that were part of well-established 

consortiums pertaining to the arts. They just built a whole reservoir of 

information pertaining to the arts and crafts. 

Smith 

Was the purpose of this to increase funding? 

Outterbridge 

Well, to increase- Yeah, to be much more accommodating to the heritage of 

the crafts in this country, because before there was the fine-arts contingent, 

arts were very functional. They were utilitarian in terms of their application to 

early American heritage. So that tradition is still very much intact. But how 

does it register itself as being truly a part of the American heritage, and how 

can we maintain it? I mean, that was the service, and it entailed a lot of work. 

Aside from being a panelist with Expansion Arts, that was the other area of my 

participation with the National Endowment for the Arts. 

Smith 

How did you assess the ability of the NEA to review grant applications from 

nonwhite artists and to provide funding for both individual artists and arts 

groups? 

Outterbridge 

Well, to tell the truth, I thought that in the way that- From what I observed, 

the endowment had an overcharge, and the endowment was a rather new 

introduction to the American society and its cultural integrity. Nineteen sixty-

five is not a long time ago. When I got a chance to participate just on the 
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fringes for whatever period of time, I always got the impression that there was 

a lot of well-formulated cronyism accommodated in the National Endowment 

for the Arts format. The political tone was heavy. The old-boy school was 

activated in culture- I'm saying at review boards and whatnot. If there was not 

someone there to speak for programs of a minority orientation, then those 

programs did not get amplereview. Somehow those review panels came 

together and were composed of people who had long standing in certain 

aspects of the arts and who also had the traditional Eurocentric concerns that 

had not the sensibility to be relevant in many cases. I feel that there was never 

any real accommodation for many minority artists in the National Endowment 

for the Arts. I'm not saying in an absolute way, but I'm just saying 

comparatively. 

Smith 

Was the emphasis towards the more elite, established organization like the 

Metropolitan Opera? 

Outterbridge 

Always, always. Funding always seemed to have gone-the big grants-to the 

well-established institutions in the arts. 

Smith 

What about the more or less, like, not necessarily exclusively avant-garde 

groups, like Public Space 1 in New York City or the Kitchen? Did they have-? 

Outterbridge 

Well, they had a better chance than many Third World or ethnic contingents, 

simply because they had affiliations sometimes with- There was imbalance in 

the way the endowment used its resources. I think things started to improve 

as time went on because of the opposition that was formulated and voiced by 

organizations throughout the country. But we're talking about American 

politics again. American politics has always leaned or geared itself to 

traditional, well-seated dispositions. Anything that is any different from that 

presents a threat. Even though many of the programs that needed support 

eventually got some support from African-Americans, Native Americans, the 

Asian community, and whatnot, those programs never got the 
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encouragement. See, the National Endowment for the Arts was there not to 

just support but to encourage and to nurture and to enhance through their 

resources the arts in this country. So what is established art oriented- What 

I'm trying to say is art for some is not art to others. So many times what we 

would designate as important to us as a language of creative expression would 

not be acceptable by somebody else's aesthetic judgment or yardstick. I think 

that the endowment had very formalized guideposts that at times did not 

allow it to be as accommodating as it could have been. 

Smith 

Can you give an example of something that you thought should have been 

funded and wasn't because of cultural bias? 

Outterbridge 

I cannot say that programs in the African-American community at large did not 

get funded. But significant funding sometimes did not present itself to any of 

the organizations that had long standing with the kind of consistency that 

more established institutions received. I don't know if I have any good 

examples at this particular time, but we're really saying the 

National Endowment for the Arts was maybe ill-informed at times about the 

true heritage and diversity in American culture. For example, jazz programs 

suffered at times versus musical programs associated with the opera or 

European symphonic notions. You know what I mean? Those were the more 

readily funded. The avant-garde nature and rationale of the music we call jazz, 

even though it's a very pure American art form, struggled at times for funding 

and proper documentation and representation in the journals of the 

endowment.I don't know if I'm fair in not being even more critical, but at this 

time I don't know if I'll make any comments other than that the arts are not 

truly maintained from a political spectrum in the country. If the arts financially 

suffer, as supported by the government, the private sector does better in 

support to the arts. Those bureaus that are formulated by the elected 

brigades, the federal government- We have to do a lot of work in this country 

in designating resources to the arts as being important to the heritage and 

enrichment factor of the American culture. The most exciting challenge is the 

diversity within the heritage of American culture getting support. I think that's 
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where the real conflict is: to peer into the richness and diversity of American 

culture rather than to look at it as being a Eurocentric affair only. 

Smith 

In the Expansion Arts Program, that presumably was your charge, to increase 

funding? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I just sat on grants panels at times. 

Smith 

What kind of discussions would take place? 

Outterbridge 

Of validity of programming, well-formulated budget measures, justification in 

request, integrity in programming, the usual kinds of things. I mean, track 

records, endorsements from- The vast amounts of material that would come 

into a particular panel was awesome, the reading.Representation from the 

diverse regions where that material came from was always inaccurate to me. 

There might be somebody from California sitting on a panel. California is such 

an expansive state. Even a city like Los Angeles had programs that would 

submit material that you'd never heard of in your life. Right? So it paid to try 

and keep abreast of everything that you could just make tangibility with when 

you felt that you were going to have some panel responsibility, because not 

only were the assignments dealing with regions but with large metropolitan 

areas that might be indigenous to where you came from. Then you would 

have to have some knowledge of things that were going on in states 

somewhat adjacent, like the state of Washington, the state of Oregon. The 

panels to me were never adequate in that way. So people who had some 

general sense of what was going on about the country did their best. But more 

often than not they always leaned to having nurtured concern about programs 

that came from their region, programs they were definitely familiar with. If 

many of us didn't get a chance to participate at a panel level, then programs 

that were relevant to regions that we came from were sometimes not well 

analyzed and all. I don't think the endowment created the kind of panels that 

were well-rounded enough to make a difference until maybe the late 
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seventies. I'm not sure about that, but that was just my impression. There 

were a lot of complaints in that area. Once you started to participate in the 

process, you became aware of the immensity of work. 

Smith 

When did you start participating? 

Outterbridge 

To tell the truth, I forget. Early seventies, I think. When I say early seventies- 

Not early seventies. I think I started to participate from time to time around 

1978 or something like that. 

Smith 

And this was ongoing? 

Outterbridge 

To some extent. I did my best to- And with the California Arts Council around 

the same time. You'd have to have a lot of courage at times to bring some 

discussions on the table and to almost get into hot water at times in defending 

and making sure that certain kinds of rationales were put on the table, and 

not just put on the table but were discussed. I mean, you've got to hear about 

a reason why would an organization submit and propose such a concept. It 

might be something very relevant to the introduction of a new language or the 

introduction of an old, new situation, something that might have happened 

from a particular culture for many years that really never got any focus at such 

a level. I mean, these kinds of situations came up all the time. So I found it 

very interesting to find yourself- 

1.26. Tape Number: XV, Side OneJuly 9, 1990 

Smith 

I thought we might continue with some questions on the NEA [National 

Endowment for the Arts] and go into some of the other arts funding agencies. 

I had a few follow-up questions. One was, one of the functions of the National 

Endowment for the Arts, and perhaps one of the things that's caused all the 

controversy that's developed in the last year, is the question of artist self-

government-that artists get together and form these panels and select each 
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other. You mentioned that that actually seemed to have some problems for 

diversity, because minority or nonwhite arts groups were not often judged by 

the right kinds of criteria. Could you go into a little bit more in terms of the 

review panel process? I mean the kinds of guidelines that the validity of 

programming- 

Outterbridge 

You know, I don't know if I'll respond with any depth, because when I started 

to work in conjunction with the review panel process, this was all very, very 

new to me. I started to work in conjunction with the Expansion Arts [Program] 

visual arts programs. It was my understanding that this particular branch of 

the NEA was developed as an accommodating factor to minority concerns. The 

peer panel process of selection seemed to have brought people aboard who 

worked in the field, people who had some knowledge and a kind of track 

record working with the arts, especially in community settings and 

institutional kinds of affiliations.I think I was a little unorthodox in the sense 

that most of my experience came from the artist groups or the artist collective 

association with the community and our needs as creative people. I started to 

activate myself in that way somewhere around 1967 or '68. I worked with 

groups of artists, for example, coming into Los Angeles, the contingent 

associated with Brockman Gallery productions. Brockman Gallery were largely 

artists and their concerns that grew into a much more expansive affiliation 

with institutions, entrepreneurs, and that kind of thing simply because of the 

progressiveness of Alonzo Davis and the advisory components that he pulled 

together. I participated in that process during the early years with Brockman 

Gallery.Also, we found ourselves forming collaborative bodies as artists. 

Because of that activity, some prominence began to focus on certain groups of 

artists that found themselves confronting issues simply because those issues 

affected the disposition of the arts. So little seemed to have been regarded in 

terms of African-American artists, Hispanic artists, Asian artists, and whatnot. 

We, in a very natural manner, kind of supported each other. But during the 

sixties there was really a keen avenue of focus opened up to African-American 

artists simply because of the movement during that period.My next activist 

period of developing some awareness of the political spectrum was when I 

was invited to participate with the development aspect of the Communicative 

Arts Academy in Compton [California]. First of all, we were afforded an 
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opportunity to work in a community by the Compton-Willowbrook Community 

Action Agency, which was a poverty-oriented program that employed an 

extreme number of people in the city of Compton and some of the adjacent 

communities. But there were no funds related to the arts and culture. So 

when we first started to work in conjunction with the Compton 

Communicative Arts Academy around 1968 or '69-1968, I believe-we found it 

to be quite a challenge as artists. Judson Powell invited me to participate with 

him. There was quite a challenge in the sense that the agency had no real 

sentiment or understanding as to what the arts might bring as a benefit to 

their interest. 

Smith 

Or to the community. 

Outterbridge 

Or to the community. I mean, it was something that was felt or looked upon as 

being extra-not really a necessity. "But if, as artists, you could come aboard 

and create a foundation to establish yourself and your affiliation with us, we'll 

help you as best we can do that by providing you some space to think in, by 

affording you a number of young people as assistants that you can program in 

some way, train. We don't have any supplies, we don't have any salaries, we 

don't have any material, but here is a house that you can experiment with. Of 

course, it's all weeded around, and no one has lived in it for some time, it 

seems. The plumbing needs some repair. You have to update the electricity. 

One of the true benefits of this house that we're turning over to you is the fact 

that you don't have to worry about paying any rent. It was donated to us by 

the Salvation Army." I'm saying this is what we were told, somewhat, by the 

agency.At the time, I think, personally, I was working part-time at the 

Pasadena Art Museum and teaching a painting class one or two days a week 

with Pasadena City College. It was an outreach kind of program. And I had an 

adult class which dealt with basic fundamental approaches to painting-

Sunday-painter kind of people, some great people from in and around 

Pasadena. I was doing things like that to hold ends together, naturally. I mean, 

a painting would sell every now and then. A check would come in from a 

teaching chore at Pasadena City College. The installation program and the 

education program at the Pasadena Art Museum were very enjoyable and 
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rather consistent for a time-not a lot of pay, but it was really a provision that 

was needed.So I did have some space to go out and meet young people and to 

physically get involved with readying this house, which became known as the 

Happening House on Indigo Street. It was a two-story structure, wooden-

frame house in other words, two-story frame house, that had belonged to the 

Salvation Army. The Salvation Army made a donation to the poverty agency. 

We introduced, after we got the building in working order- There was a dance 

class that became quite, quite active in the city of Compton. We met some 

young musicians eventually from Compton High School, and we started some 

modern music workshops, or just music workshops that ended up evolving 

around the jazz idiom, simply because a friend of mine who had come into the 

Los Angeles area, a great musician, great with kids-he was from Chicago-Troy 

Robinson wanted to get involved. None of us, as I say, had any, any money 

ourselves, nor did we have salaries, but we did have an interest.So that was a 

period that introduced me formally or informally to what a tool creative 

thinking is, if there's such a thing. I mean, how do you solve problems when 

you do your work? How do you transfer problem-solving spectrums to the 

environment around you? That's really the way that I started to feel about the 

art process and about unraveling potential political language and support to 

an idea.Like [Compton] City Hall was very close to the poverty agency. I didn't 

know anything about how city hall structures worked, but I certainly did 

investigate what we could establish with city hall and its machinery in the city 

of Compton at that time. I know that there was a young black woman who 

was running for mayor in the city of Compton whom I met when she first 

started her campaign. We thought she was a very interesting person who did 

have some feeling for the arts and all. Her name was Doris Davis. So we 

became friendly and supportive and helped her with her campaign. When she 

needed banners, or when she needed flyers passed out in the community, we 

did that as artists. There were only a few of us. To meet people who had some 

potential to rally interest in the community I found to be a very important 

thing. Then, after that, there were agencies like the police department, the 

police department and their relationship with young people in the community. 

Chief [Thomas] Cocheé, I think, was the chief of police of the city of Compton 

at that point, and he seemed to have had a lot of athletic interest. He had 

been a fighter, also. You started to put anything together that you could put 

together to understand the tapestry of community and how that composition 
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might somehow relate to your own concepts as an artist.Being an artist in this 

sense was absolutely not knowing what to do-the same kind of situation that 

you're confronted with in the studio sometimes when you have ideas and the 

idea will only materialize through a process of challenging that idea. You know 

what I mean. So I found myself being very comfortable with the challenge of 

the unknown, so to speak. And that challenge became something that was 

threatening at times. That challenge became something that was an 

educational process, intensely so. That challenge also extended the language 

of relationship and relationships within the levels of community. You started 

to see community, first of all, as a piece of material that started with the 

individual and the individual family and the agencies. Like here was a 

composition that you could unravel and you could relate to. But I think the 

heavy edge of the challenge was to say something about who we were and 

how it might fit and how it might assist. We were painters, we were musicians, 

we were dancers. That didn't mean too much until some visualism started to 

make an impact that was tangible to your presence in the community as an 

artist.First of all, you don't bring anything but your polished raggedness, your 

beat-up cars at times, and a bag of tools and inspiration. I mean, you don't 

wear a business suit. Sometimes you're braided, even. I mean, "You guys, who 

are you?" It was like we were kind of a strange group of people who came to 

our own rescue of needing to survive and needing to relate and needing to be 

useful. What I'm getting to here is that something that did not exist that might 

have been a need, we had to create avenues for its receptivity. That little 

house that the Salvation Army donated to us, when it was painted inside and 

out, when it was polished, the exterior became something that was very 

unique. We did not disrespect the heritage factor in the traditional 

architecture of the house. We maintained that, we reinstated that. You know 

what I mean. But inside we took the liberty of refinishing the floors. They got 

to be very slick. We started to treat it as a gallery on the inside. People found 

it fascinating to come in. It didn't look like a conventional house setting. We 

got a piano in there. The young people started to have meetings there, so they 

felt very comfortable. Not only did they feel comfortable, they had a hand in 

renovating the house. So it became something that was a meeting place. 

Being that it was a meeting place, you got to know not only the children but 

their families and the family interests. After a while we had sort of an 

audience of a sort growing. We also began to feel ourselves very close to a 
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network, a grapevine.Compton [Community] College was not so far away. 

When Compton College and some of the people in the art department like 

Professor Van Slater and others started to hear about some activity in 

Compton that had not existed before, then we developed a kind of affiliation 

with the Compton Community College. We could ask them to help us every 

now and then in certain ways. Like, "Could you print this for us? Could you let 

us use the typewriter for a moment?" We could also depend on the agency 

itself to give us some assistance in that way.So we took some rather raw 

material during that time, which helped us understand modes of organization, 

principles of utilizing agencies that were funded to do certain things, 

discussions regarding proposal writing, not for the arts so much as- Yes, for 

the arts, but I'm just saying investigating the tools that existed in certain 

agencies to do that. During that period, there seemed not to have been any 

established areas of training as it had to do with community arts. Art and the 

community, arts management, I mean, that was new stuff. Nobody heard 

anything about arts management factors.So that little house started to meet 

people from other communities because it got to be a very active, the 

Happening House on Indigo Street in Compton. It got to be so active that the 

poverty agency, when they came into a new, huge building which had an 

arena in that city, they came to us and to me personally and asked me would I 

assume the responsibility of renovating this huge building that had been out 

of circulation for thirteen or fourteen years, boarded up and that kind of thing. 

It was quite a complex at 119 East Magnolia [Street]. It was a frightening thing, 

because I couldn't say no. I realized, also, when I said, "I'll deal with it" what I 

was getting myself into. I had a family, I was struggling to hold ends together, 

but that wasn't anything new. There was no promise of a salary or anything of 

that nature, but it was an opportunity for a group of artists to come together 

again and to have this place that we could think in, work in, and do things in 

that might be much more accommodating to the community.We had some 

opposition, some rather organized opposition during that period when this 

new building came into focus. There was a group of young men working for 

the agency who were members of the black students union from [California 

State] University, Long Beach. They were well organized and very political. 

They were activists. They were tough kids, too. I mean, they were 

academically sharp. They had sort of a regiment, or a fraternity, and they had 

been working together with the poverty agency for a long time, and most of 
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them lived in the region. Many of us didn't live right in the region, so there 

was some hostility. I mean, "How do these guys-? I mean, they offer them the 

building? We don't know them. They're artists. What does that mean?" You 

know, we got a lot of opposition and threats from them. But we went right 

ahead with starting the renovation of the building.I'll never forget the first day 

that I went inside of that facility. We took the boards away from the windows 

just to see what was behind. When we saw what was behind those boards, we 

put them back up, because we knew that we'd have to do some other things 

before we would be able to do measures like replacing the glass panes that 

had been there at one point. We started to ask ourselves questions like, 

"Would it be safe, really, to have a frontal end of the building that would be all 

glassed in rather than boarded up and decorated in some way?" We started to 

do things like weigh how we were going to get this building to function in the 

environment that it was in. It was an awesome job; it was a huge building. 

Smith 

Yeah, we've discussed that a little bit already. We had not discussed how you 

got together the Happening House, but we've discussed the arena a bit. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, the Happening House introduced the arena. 

Smith 

I have a couple of questions about- Unfortunately, the Communicative Arts 

Academy no longer exists, and it seems that it was a product of the War on 

Poverty of the Great Society programs. From what you're talking about and 

from what I know from other community arts groups, they seemed to be able 

to ride the availability of funding from OEO [Office of Economic Opportunity], 

from HUD [United States Department of Housing and Human Development], 

from [United States Department of] Health and Human Services, or HEW 

[United States Department of Health, Education, and Welfare] at that time. It 

doesn't seem that the National Endowment for the Arts really in a significant 

way came in and helped maintain these organizations when the poverty 

money started going. Is there a reason why the NEA has had a difficulty with 

community arts groups? Does it have to do with the way the charge of the 

NEA is defined in terms of supporting-? I mean, you could say that these kinds 
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of community arts groups are more recreation oriented than arts oriented, in 

a sense. 

Outterbridge 

I would like to think in many cases that would be just it. But a lot of the 

Communicative Arts Academy dealt with many levels of art and culture, 

because it had to survive as long as it survived. I was really laying out of the 

experience as the Communicative Arts Academy became a camping ground for 

people doing research for many of the universities. It became a way of 

reviewing potential. It was well documented, also. I don't readily have my 

hands on some of the documents that grew out of it, but I'm sure we could 

find some of the rationale packages and that kind of thing.But that was my 

introduction to art and politics. I am just going over the surface right now. I'm 

not really digging into the essence of some of the important issues that grew 

out of that experience. For example, an early relationship that we established 

at the Communicative Arts Academy with the the Museum of Cultural History 

at UCLA. We established a relationship that allowed some exhibit material to 

come into Compton that had never been in Compton before, some valuable, 

valuable art from that museum. It helped us also establish within the scale of 

the building two galleries; both worked very well. One gallery was a natural 

environment that we did show folk-oriented kinds of statements in and the 

work that we borrowed and occasionally kept borrowing from the museum. 

They insured everything. But because those kinds of relationships were 

beginning to happen, we started to attract people from the arts rather than 

just those from the community and the surroundings.When Compton City Hall 

found that many important people were coming to see us rather than to see 

them, then we established a closer relationship with them. Many people like 

Ossie Davis, people like that, when they'd come into town, they'd hear about 

the Communicative Arts Academy, they'd come by. And because they'd come 

by, sometimes media people would come and follow them and record them. 

That was taking place at the Communicative Arts Academy. Then we 

discovered that council people from city hall were coming around wanting to 

get into the photographs and all that kind of thing. So we developed some 

momentum within this atmosphere of opposition, as well, regarding the arts 

and community and this group of artists activating the space.But over a short 

period of time, we had survived to the point of being included in some 
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conferences that were beginning to take place around the country. One very 

significant conference that took place, I think around 1970, brought many 

foundations and agencies and institutions nationally known and well 

established to the Los Angeles area to investigate and to discuss the arts. I 

think you might have some information about that period of conferences that 

were taking place in the country. But we were included. On a given day, the 

Communicative Arts Academy was selected for a visit by everybody that was 

in Los Angeles for the conference. So better than five hundred people came on 

buses to the academy. This national body of people were very, very impressed 

with the building and some of the programming that was taking place in 

the space. Both galleries were very polished-hand fashioned but very, very 

polished. When they came, there happened to have been an exhibit of 

Hispanic and African-American artists in one gallery, and there was a classic 

show of African art from the campus at UCLA in another one of the 

galleries.On the day of their visit, there was also a panel discussion with 

members of the NEA and people in the arts from Los Angeles like Noah 

Purifoy, who had some notoriety from so many levels. He was part of that 

panel discussion. I, being one of the codirectors of the academy, was part of 

the discussion. But more impressive to them, I think, was everything that they 

witnessed that day had an origin of originality about it. There was a play 

called Poor Enough written by Alva Whitney Moore, who eventually became 

assistant deputy director for the California Arts Council. She was working part-

time at the academy. She was one of the artists, but quite a writer, published, 

an educator and whatnot. They saw one of her plays that day.They heard 

original music from the Communicative Arts Artists, which was the academy 

band. The academy band was not an average band. The academy band was a 

superb musical aggregation that performed in a very sophisticated way, simply 

because they had so many rehearsals. You had a body of young musicians that 

were selected from the high schools in the area, basically Compton High 

School, and some of the universities. You had people from Compton 

Community College; you had a few people from [California State] University, 

Long Beach; [Los Angeles] City College; there were one or two people from 

USC [University of Southern California]. You know, it was a great organization. 

When they heard the music of the band that day, you could have heard a pin 

drop. I mean, people were literally in tears at times. Such young musicians and 

a polished aggregation- Vantal Whitfield, who was associated with Expansion 
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Arts at that time, stood in the back of this auditorium space. The place was 

packed with people. He had no words. He didn't know what to say. He just did 

not know what to say. He said, "How could we have missed this?" Well, it 

hadn't existed that long, for one thing; that was just it. [laughter] 

Smith 

Did you get an NEA grant? 

Outterbridge 

Shortly after that. That established some semblance of salary. It introduced 

some more workshops, and we had little salaries. 

Smith 

What level of funding did you get then? 

Outterbridge 

About $20,000. Which was more than $20,000 is today. [laughter] Also, the 

agency established some salary ranges for us after that, after we started 

to attract that kind of support. Then we became employees of the agency as 

artists. 

Smith 

Is it the Compton-Willowbrook-? 

Outterbridge 

Community Action Agency. So we got grants fairly consistently from the NEA 

for a while. And we also received support from the agency itself. I think those 

were the kinds of hurdles, those were the kinds of challenges that began to 

teach us how important civic-mindedness could be as part of your process-

being aware of the problems that the politicians had to confront the service 

that they tried to render to the community. Aside from what you needed as a 

group of artists, you had to get involved in that overall process. 

Smith 

So the NEA couldn't actually keep an organization like that funded, but it could 

come in and- 
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Outterbridge 

Assist. 

Smith 

Assist if the community forces were really moving. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. If we had had some forces at that time and enough insight and vision to 

bring aboard proposal writers, per se, or to reach out and channel technical 

assistance that might have existed, we might have been able to have 

sustained that organization to this day. We were paying the rent for that 

building. 

Smith 

Oh, the arena. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, for the arena. After a time, after we got the grant and after we became 

associated with the agency as employees, we still had the ultimate 

responsibility for bringing in the kind of resource that would pay the monthly 

rent, which was about- It was a big building. I think the rent was somewhere 

around $600 to $800 a month. That was a lot of money then. We came up 

with that by doing a lot of things. Basically, we established a relationship with 

the Southern California Motorcycle Association. 

Smith 

Yeah, you've mentioned that. 

Outterbridge 

That was very innovative, and they carried on the rent for us for some time. 

Smith 

In terms of designing programming for the Compton Communicative Arts 

Academy-and maybe this also applies to the Watts Towers Arts Center-it 

seems like you have a number of things that you have to balance. One is 

providing, in a sense-and not to use the term in any kind of demeaning sense-
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recreational opportunities for the people of the community. Then you have to 

provide promotion of individual talent, maybe particularly of young talent. 

Then there's the whole nation-building kind of aspect that fits in. How do you 

design your programming so these things all get taken care of? 

Outterbridge 

Well, frankly speaking, I had no understanding of program design, so to speak, 

at that particular time. But I did base whatever became my directives on input 

from the environment and things that I thought might be useful to creating a 

sense of well-being and also an opportunity to examine some potential, to 

examine some possibility.So we started with things like the development of a 

music workshop that became an ultimate statement for the community. The 

orchestra became so well stated that it spoke for the community. The 

community rallied behind it. That was more than a class; that was like this 

dynamic that helped introduce us into areas that we could not introduce 

ourselves to as individual artists or anything. It was easy for us after the band 

was heard at the [California] Museum of Science and Industry-for everybody 

to go crazy over the band-to get an invitation from city hall downtown to play, 

to get an invitation from Redd Foxx and Slappy White to be part of a big, big 

Anaheim Convention Center program, because the band was good and the 

stuff was original. That's one example. 

Smith 

Do you mean original music? 

Outterbridge 

It was original music, yeah. The National Endowment for the Arts chose to use 

some of that music for a very important national tape. It was background 

music for one of their very, very important promotional tapes. We felt really, 

really good about that. They had listened to music throughout Los Angeles, 

and they told us that "We're very impressed with the statement coming from 

this community orchestra." Because you can imagine, not only were these 

young people players, but these were young people who were bent on careers 

in music. Many of them are very prominent today. It was that kind of 

commitment from them. I had a chair in the orchestra at the time because it 

was such an enjoyable thing. The long hours that I carried- It was rejuvenating 
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to sit in long rehearsals and to be part of an aggregation that started to go into 

the prisons years ago. We took programs to the prisons. Donald Byrd heard 

the group one time when he was to play at [UCLA] Royce Hall and invited the 

group after just hearing them. He said, "You guys have just got to blow with 

me." And we were on campus at UCLA-not the full orchestra but a contingent 

of the orchestra, because we had thirty-odd pieces.But I say that we 

introduced classes and workshop situations that we thought were relevant. 

And it wasn't just our thinking but the input that we got from various sources 

for the relevancy of a workshop climate. For example, to take the physical task 

of building a darkroom-and not the average kind of darkroom but a darkroom 

of that space and area so that you could work with a lot of students at once-

that was undertaken by the small staff that we had and under the direction of 

Willie [B.] Ford, Jr., who is now one of the top police photographers for the 

city of Los Angeles. He was a young man from Compton, who still lives in 

Compton, who wanted to take his students through this idea of not just 

working in the darkroom but "Let's build one." Even the sinks were hand 

fashioned. Fiberglass sinks were made by-We didn't have any money to buy 

anything, but we were coming into a lot of industrial-waste-like material: 

Styrofoam that we could get for no cost from corporations like Dow Chemical 

Company. We'd look around for anything that we could bring in at no cost, 

donated materials and whatnot. We'd find a way to use them, the way we 

built stages, the way we built sets, and everything. We'd find old wooden 

fences in the community at times that people and properties had discarded. 

We'd get permission to take that old wood and recycle it into some of the 

interiors at the academy at times.But I think the darkroom is another good 

example of a class-work situation that we introduced that really became a 

training tool. One of the prominent photographers in the country right now is 

a young black man that you might know. His name is Willie Middlebrook, 

Willie Middlebrook who works for the Los Angeles [Cultural Affairs 

Department] Photography Center now and who has won some major 

awards. That's where he started his photographic career. He started his 

photographic career at the Communicative Arts Academy. In fact, he was one 

of the young people who helped build the darkroom.And so many others. We 

introduced a dance workshop class that became polished enough to do public 

presentations and to take programs into the prisons again. The young lady 

who was responsible for that started at the Happening House. She was one of 
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the young people who had had a lot of dance experience by assisting and 

working with Eartha Kitt. Eartha Kitt was doing classes in South Central Los 

Angeles in Watts. Wilola Brown was her name. She had been her assistant. 

Wilola lived in Compton. She heard about what we were doing, came over and 

introduced herself, and became part of the dance contingent. Later on, she 

was a part-time staff member with the academy carrying on some 

tremendous classes. 

Smith 

What is she doing now? 

Outterbridge 

I think she's still performing when she's not in the state. She's out of state 

right now, a professional dancer. She's been a dancer all of her life. She might 

be living in New York right now. 

1.27. Tape Number: XV, Side TwoJuly 9, 1990 

Outterbridge 

I guess I'm rambling a bit as I try to put this thing together. I mean, there are 

so many impressions that touch you when you make this effort to say a little 

bit about how influences came about and what processes were, the type that 

started to root. But networking was a very important thing that started for us 

with Brockman Gallery. Networking was also a very important thing as we 

moved into Compton and started to work with the Communicative Arts 

Academy. It was for me.When the academy was maybe two to three years old, 

we had a lot of visits from so many institutions in the Los Angeles area, simply 

because they'd hear things and they'd want to come by and see the space and 

meet people. Gloria Bohanon, who is an associate professor at [Los Angeles] 

City College in the art department, was a young woman who had just come 

into Los Angeles, and she became part of the contingent at Brockman Gallery. 

Her husband, George Bohanon, who is one of the most exciting trombone 

players in the country today, when they first came to Los Angeles they 

associated themselves with Brockman Gallery. After she had worked and lived 

in the city for a while, she became employed by City College in the art 

department. Gloria Bohanon brought for the summer, one summer at 
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the academy, a group of students who she was working with at City College. 

They wanted to come to the academy to have a summer work experience. In 

that group were people like Kinshasha [H.] Conwill, Houston Conwill. Houston 

Conwill is an outstanding educator-artist today who lives in New York. His 

wife, Kinshasha Conwill, is the director of the great Studio Museum in Harlem, 

doing just fantastic things there. But, to go back, during that time this was part 

of the family. This was a group of young people that came to a site for 

experience and to assist and to grow with whatever the momentum was. 

Those were the kinds of workshops, open-air workshops, workshops that did 

not close the door. The door was open to all kinds of possibilities at all 

times.We could not say no to anything. We had to be receptive to this idea 

that art has the audacity at times to be anything that it needs to be. That's the 

principle that we worked on. It can be the spokesman for the finer qualities as 

we unravel this cultural complexity. Whatever the established forces say that 

it is, it certainly is those things, but then what about this open potential that it 

has to bring about change and become something else? That was our attitude 

as artists. I mean, you had your own individual quest and beliefs, but then 

there were those beliefs that gave and twisted and became part of 

others' beliefs. The fabric becomes really interesting that way. The hues start 

to become more brilliant. Sometimes they get a little muddy, but they clarify 

themselves and become useful, because those kinds of processes tend to 

knead themselves into structure, usable structure, within the community 

setting.Houston Conwill, Kinshasha Conwill, Greg Pitts, any number of artists 

who are doing all kinds of things today, became part of the Communicative 

Arts Academy before murals in Los Angeles became such a public statement. 

The academy had huge walls that some fine artists worked on. A person that 

we have to get with sometime to take notes, visual notes, from what occurred 

over those years- He documented everything. The police photographer Willie 

Ford shot slides and slides and slides. It all comes clear when you go back 

through that kind of material. We simply put them in storage. We have an 

enormous number of slides that were shot over the years. Some of the people 

that we've forgotten, even, they're recorded there, they're there. 

Smith 

Well, let's shift a little bit. I'd like to talk a little bit about the California Arts 

Council and your involvement with that. 
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Outterbridge 

The National Endowment for the Arts and the California Arts Council invited 

me to become a panelist, I believe, after I became affiliated with the city of 

Los Angeles Municipal Arts Department, [now the] Cultural Affairs 

Department. Of course, there were people in both the National Endowment 

for the Arts and the California Arts Council who were aware of the years at the 

Communicative Arts Academy. I think that experience introduced me to the 

potential of participating with those kinds of agencies.As I started to work 

through the city of Los Angeles during the mid-seventies-I started in the latter 

part of 1975-I had to start investigating the community disposition all over 

again, which I knew somewhat, because at the academy we also participated 

in projects that were in Watts, in South Central Los Angeles. We were not just 

in Compton. We had kind of an octopus organization; we went about and we 

were invited about. So in Watts at the time, you had organizations like the 

Meeting at the Watts Towers, the Mafundi Institute, the Watts Writers 

Workshop, and others, Studio Watts endowment.I think that after I started to 

work for the city, I also, as an artist, got invitations from agencies like the state 

of California architectural department [Architectural Office of the State of 

California] that had been assigned the responsibility of evaluating works that 

had been submitted by pretty well established artists to affect federal 

buildings. After getting an invitation to participate with processes like that, 

people in whatever those state and federal agencies are start to see your 

name affiliated with procedures in and about the arts, and they start to ask for 

input and participation in that arena that is rather unfamiliar to many artists. 

So, as peer-group panels started to come together for the endowment and for 

the California Arts Council, I was asked to participate in those kinds of 

groupings.My early impression of the California Arts Council was that it had a 

lot of concern but also had a need to grow enormously to make a recognizable 

statement in the state of California. The state of California I saw when I 

started to sit in on review panel meetings- I never knew that there were so 

many different situations and isolated areas in the state of California that 

submitted and requested support from the council. It never occurred to me 

that the council, at the time that I started to participate- That must have been 

around 1976, '78, '77, maybe that early- 

Smith 
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About when that started? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, that's right. I started to participate right after it got started. I never 

realized that there was so little money afforded this whole idea and notion of 

a council. What they had to work with could barely address a metropolitan 

area like Los Angeles, let alone the state or a metropolitan area as energetic as 

San Francisco and others. It was not an easy thing to findyourself sitting at a 

table defending packages that had been submitted from organizations that 

had no traditional sensibility of being funded. 

Smith 

I'm not sure- 

Outterbridge 

When I say that, I mean when you sat in the review panel process there were 

proposals that had been submitted by well-ordered institutions, well-

established institutions, that had great consultancy. 

Smith 

You mean like the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic [Orchestra]? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. A lot of times, on the same table would be something from a developing 

organization or from a well-established minority organization that never had 

this kind of opportunity presented it in the past. Sitting at the tables, in many 

cases, it was confusing as to what your responsibility was in those early years, 

because some of the confrontations that tabled themselves in defense of 

packages and in support of packages or in review and evaluation of packages 

had no equity, in other words. You started to see that, not knowing exactly 

what your position might be. There were people who were well versed that 

were part of those panels. There were people who did have experience with 

presenting really polished packages. I think the most difficult thing for me was 

to have some awareness at least of the struggle of many minority agencies 

that had submitted and the competition, the competitive edges, that existed 

in search of such a little bit of money.I was amazed, too, to find out that the 

state of California versus the city of New York- What a vast difference. Or the 
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state of New York, let's say that. The city and its revenue, at one point, far, far 

surpassed the state of California. I say New York City versus state of California, 

then the state of New York versus the state of California. The difference was 

enormous. 

Smith 

That requires going up to Sacramento and lobbying legislators. Did you and 

other artists you knew prepare to do that? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I was simply a person who sat with the panels during that early stage, 

but many of the artists that I knew were lobbyists. People like Alva Whitney 

Moore, who came from the academy- Not from the academy, but she had 

been so much a part of our program, we felt very good that she did have the 

kind of vision, she did have the kind of educational background in the arts as a 

writer that prepared her to voice her insight and opinions in a very orderly 

fashion. We were more emotional, a guy like me. I was respected a lot of 

times in that regard, but I felt so inadequate in many cases because I was a 

studio person, and I worked hard. But you found yourself before audiences, 

and you did your best.But there was a young man, Duval Lewis, who is not 

with us anymore. Duval Lewis was one of the early artists from our community 

that became very much a part of the inner workings of the council in the early 

stages. He'd come back and update us on situations. He was a lobbyist in 

Sacramento. Duval committed suicide a few years ago for whatever reasons-

just a hard time in trying to survive. He was a very sensitive person, a 

filmmaker. The whole thrust just became too overbearing, and he decided to 

opt out in a strange way. 

Smith 

The California Arts Council has had a tradition of community-based hearings. 

Given the ethnic diversity of the state, have the African-American, Hispanic, 

and Asian groups been able to influence the policy? To get the California Arts 

Council to develop written policies that would make it more responsive to the 

needs of the diverse communities? 

Outterbridge 
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From what I can determine, the public hearings afforded communities by the 

California Arts Council have been rather thorough in providing some 

opportunity for various community dispositions to not only be heard but to 

become part of the journal that documents disposition and give some 

opportunity to evaluate needs and really assess. The California Arts Council 

has been improved in its mechanism to receive and to evaluate the needs of 

California's diverse population in the arts. I can say that. I always thought that 

the state of California never, never really had the kind of revenue to address 

the findings in many cases. It's an agency that has grown a great deal and has 

been rather concerned about equity. I think the artist community at large over 

the years has become part of advocacy groups for agencies that tend to 

represent collectives. There's a lot of machinery in the state now to- If one has 

an affinity to determine which might be the best suited for your situation, 

there is some accommodation now that did not exist a few years ago.One very 

frustrating thing, though, that I think we were encountered with years ago 

that might not exist in the same way today, is being an artist, a studio kind of 

person, and finding yourself straddled with the responsibility of doing all these 

things, as well. You have a lot of really well-schooled young people and others 

today who have grown out of well-stated arts management-arts 

administration kinds of programs that are much better suited to participate on 

those levels than many artists were some years ago. So those kinds of changes 

will make for a better arena in addressing the needs and also making certain 

the revenues or resources within agencies like the California Arts Council or 

the National Endowment for the Arts are used in the most effective way. 

Smith 

How would you compare the administration of the California Arts Council 

under Governor [Edmund G. "Jerry"] Brown and then under Governor 

[George] Deukmejian? Has it changed in a significant way? 

Outterbridge 

I can't see that I'm qualified to make that judgment. I think that under the 

administration of Governor Brown there was a closer or a much more tangible 

vehicle when it came to addressing the needs of lesser-knowns and many 

lesser-knowns who really had potential to become prominent. There was a 

much more down-to-earth procedure in meeting community cultural and 
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expressive language. In other words, the Brown administration had a way of 

kind of bringing it home. He did not have the revenue that the current 

administration manages. 

Smith 

Was that the philosophies of the individuals that Brown had appointed? 

Outterbridge 

Well, it also might have had a lot to do with the very fact that the council was 

brand-new stuff and another kind of ethic was put forth to establish rectitude 

and some visibility in being useful to the needs of California's art community. I 

think the time was different. The whole political thrust was completely 

different then that it is now. 

Smith 

In terms of lobbying for funds, in terms of getting funds and influencing the 

way public financing has gone, what's been the balance of forces between, 

let's say, your mainstream, established organizations like your symphonies 

and so forth, your avant-garde groups which are largely but not exclusively 

Anglo, and then your various Third World groups? What has been the balance 

of forces between those three groupings? Do they cooperate? Is there 

competition? 

Outterbridge 

I never have detected any meaningful cooperation. Awareness does exist at 

times. Working situations do grow out of awarenesses. But there's still that 

well-established tradition, more or less, that funding, if funding is to be well 

stated, goes to the traditionally established, majority culture organizations 

and institutions and concepts, even, simply because they had players in all the 

right places. That's a tradition. We all recognize that. To be judged at all levels 

by someone else's aesthetic yardstick is part of that tradition. New nuances in 

art and culture have a way of finding it difficult to open doors. Doors, in many 

cases, don't exist, just walls and cracks. [laughter] Occasionally a crack might 

allow something to seep in.For example, we might analyze a posture that 

speaks to American classics, musically, European classical music. To me, that 

would sort of focus on the purity of an art form that has transferred itself from 
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European culture to what might be American culture, which is European and- 

The mixture in this country is so exciting. You know what I mean. It's not just a 

homogeneous kind of mixture. But we still look at European traditional music 

as the classical music of the world. Now, if we should apply a definition of an 

idiom, so to speak, that has developed here in North America, South America-

and I'm just going to focus on North America right now-let's take, for example, 

the language of jazz, as we call it. I don't know what other word I can use right 

now but just to say "jazz," because we all know what that is. That is a pure and 

probably one of the purest art forms ever to develop in North America. To me, 

that's a classical music. To many, that's a classical music, and it's a language 

musically that we hear around the world. It's universal, like Eurocentric 

classics.I think that most of us will relish the day when we can look at the 

exciting potential that difference has. When we can really look at the yin and 

yang of cultural expression and how it's so natural to know that night cannot 

be like day, nor should it be, nor vice versa. The right side needs a left side to 

determine what is really the right side and vice versa. The top needs a bottom, 

and the bottom needs a top. I think that people of the world- and right now 

I'm speaking of this indigenous world, North America-if we ever find ourselves 

staging the thrust to examine the potential that we all have to make a 

statement and the natural need to express the differences, the commonality, 

the gender, we'll find that we're in this place of excitement. I think that 

agencies that have to do with supporting the arts would best build the kind of 

rationales that remain open-not politically lopsided, not socially lopsided, but 

humanly open to celebrating support and encouraging the flight of human 

potential through the arts. I mean, I can only see it that way.I think that 

agencies like the California Arts Council and the National Endowment for the 

Arts, which is in trouble now, by the way, will continue to have turbulent 

periods simply because they might be too strongly influenced by what is the 

popular mode at a given time politically or socially. Those modes will keep 

changing. I think agencies that represent human potential and growth and 

regard themselves as the keepers of the faith in the arts should be rather 

stubborn and neutral and flexible and not find themselves being swayed- We 

don't need them at all if they're going to be swayed by changing political 

spectrums all the time, because we're going to be in trouble. It's like the 

difference between style and fashion. You know what I mean? Fashion is 

something that is stylish for the moment. But style is something that is a 
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tradition; it has consistency about it. I think that these important potentials 

have a way of wanting to mesh with popular modes too much. I think popular 

modes have to be embraced, but I don't think that agencies like the NEA and 

the California Arts Council can afford to be anything other than the kinds of 

agencies that base and grow out of a rationale that is open and receptive to 

the excitement of difference. 

Smith 

Well, since you've brought up the NEA controversy, what have been your 

thoughts, and how have they developed over the past year, over the [Robert] 

Mapplethorpe and Andrés Serrano controversies? How have you looked at 

those things? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I tend to, as an artist- At this particular time, I'm a little amazed at the-

what should I say-immature nature of our political leaders. I am fascinated 

with the immaturity found within many, many of our communities. I'm 

frightened, also, by what this can lead into. What we're watching right now is 

the complexion of the political influence on the endowment. Only that. I see 

that as a very destructive tool, disposition, and force as it has to do with this 

whole idea of freedom, not only of expression, but freedom with whatever 

dimensions you see within a democratic process that strives to be what it 

defines itself as. I think I can say that very clearly as an African-American.In 

1955, which was not a long time ago, when I came back into the country after 

the Korean conflict-this was right at the beginning of the civil rights era-I had 

sacrificed to a great extent. Many of my friends sacrificed to an ultimate. They 

didn't come back, right? It dawned upon me during that time, here was 

another thrust, another kind of war getting ready to take place in the streets, 

and I'd have to be very much a part of that. You start to ask yourself a lot of 

questions about what are we saying when we say the flag represents a 

democratic society or it is a symbol of freedom. The flag is not a symbol of 

freedom; the flag is a symbol of potential to corral freedom. We're 

threatening all of that right now when we disembowel ultimate expression 

from whatever source, and especially that of the individual artist, the notion 

of art and culture. When we threaten that, then we threaten examples of that 

potential; we threaten the very icons and symbols and gestures that open the 
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vision and the possibility up. This is a very difficult thing to say.You know, I 

think what is happening to us right now is strictly political, and that's it. 

Everything is political but especially the threat that is confronting the 

endowment right now. But [it is] so political that it could destroy any potential 

that we have to build an institution that creates the society that is responsible 

to freedom of expression. And the arts have everything to do with that. You 

know, the arts have everything to do with how we envision ourselves a 

thousand years from now, even. How can we gamble with not being open 

enough and not being mature enough to allow freedom as language and 

freedom as gesture and freedom as hope to exist? How can we lead our 

children into anything that is better than what they are confronted with 

today? This whole matter of confrontation and possible destruction of the 

endowment won't be as effective or destructive for us as it will be for our 

children in the future. That's what we should be thinking about.I think that the 

political machinery gets too caught up into now positions instead of looking 

ahead. They should think more about what this is going to mean to the future 

of this country and the world. Because the future is not mine or yours; it 

belongs to our children. Whatever decisions we make today or whatever 

conditions we thrust on the future by the actions that we take today are much 

more important than we regard. Will your son or your daughter be able to 

write freely? Is this process and threat to the endowment the other wall that 

replaces the one [the Berlin Wall] that just came down? Does this imprison 

hope in the future? Does it imprison the dynamics of the new statements? 

How do we know that tomorrow we can't discover a corrective for the 

imbalances that we keep bringing up all the time about the differences that 

people find around them as it has to do with ethnic order and social need? 

And how do we discover ways to correct if we're going to tear down the 

mechanism to sanction freedom of being? 

Smith 

Just to play the devil's advocate for a little bit, or to point out- For instance, in 

Chicago last year we had the tremendous controversy over the painting of 

Mayor [Harold] Washington that was displayed at the Art Institute [of 

Chicago]. People get offended by things. Freedom of expression means that a 

lot of times you say things in order to offend people. 

Outterbridge 
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That's right. 

Smith 

What did you feel about the controversy over the painting of Mayor 

Washington? 

Outterbridge 

Having lived in Chicago and having found the Art Institute to be an enrichment 

factor in my life when I lived there-all the time the greatest exhibits in the 

world, a wonderful place just to go and study, to use the library-but knowing 

Chicago, Chicago is a city, a very dynamic metropolitan area, that has pockets 

of ethnicity. There are isolated neighborhoods in Chicago that are truly 

isolated. Because of that, you have another kind of political disposition in that 

city. There's always a threat of the antagonistic kind of confrontations 

between people within that city. I saw that as a Chicago disposition. And a 

statement that was made against the man who- It's impossible that he 

trudged his way to the position that he held anyway, right? He never had the 

respect from the greater Chicago populace. Especially the majority culture and 

the traditional political structure of that city never gave him the respect that 

he deserved as a politician, as a citizen, from the very beginning in that city. 

He was astute in really knowing the composition of Chicago. I think the 

student, the artist, certainly should have been free to make that statement. 

But I think, again, politics got out of hand. Not art but the political machinery 

was where the notoriety and the awkwardness came. The art was fine, but we 

have to look at a city and its political-social commitment and history. 

Smith 

But doesn't unlimited freedom of expression also mean the right to make 

antiblack, anti-Semitic, antiwoman statements? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, sure it does. But we'd have no need to make those kinds of statements 

if we were free to recognize some other things. If we were free to recognize 

for a fact that American history never has been taught in the way that 

American history should be taught, we'd have no need to be celebrating 

history from an isolated point of view. Should we have Black History Month, 
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Italian History Month, I mean, Irish History Month? It's kind of a joke. So as 

long as we look at each other in that way and not look at ourselves as 

historically holistic, we'll have those kinds of problems. Why should it not be 

known to the general public that the African that was brought here for the 

purpose of building this institution, this first industry of America, that those 

cultures had traveled this way before and traded with the Indians and 

returned and whatnot? Why should it not be known that those multicultures 

that came from the continent of Africa, in the 1600s even, brought for the 

purpose of building whatever that institution ultimately became, spoke many 

languages, including Portuguese, Spanish, French, Dutch, but were the only 

people possibly in the world that had laws written to terminate those 

languages? It didn't happen to the Chinese that were here at that time. I think 

that if American history was taught as an ultimate, not only would it be a true 

dynamic, but it would erase a lot of the misunderstanding that results in the 

confrontations that consistently threaten this whole notion of freedom. Why 

should it not be known that Christianity was sacrilegious in what it taught the 

slave? You know what I mean? And how it abused and confronted what the 

flag- 

1.28. Tape Number: XVI, Side OneAugust 6, 1990 

Smith 

I thought we'd start this time by getting back to your work in the studio, which 

we've kind of left aside for quite a while, and discuss some of the work that 

you did in the late seventies and what you've been doing in the 1980s. Looking 

at some of the series that you've been doing, one is the Captive Image series. 

When did you start working on that? What did that grow out of? What were 

the kinds of formative forces in that? 

Outterbridge 

I think that my daughter [Tami Lynn Outterbridge] was born in 1966, July 16-or 

August 16, rather. I say July 16 sometimes because she has a first cousin who's 

a month before her, so we always think of those two birthdays. But in the 

seventies and the eighties I did some things that were relevant to my 

excitement about having this great little person to raise. The doll series, which 

I called the Ethnic Heritage Group, numbering about thirty-seven pieces, is 
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somewhat a direct result of my daughter's excitement about dolls as a little 

girl and my interest in that excitement and the research that I started to do in 

regard to the doll. What is the doll? I started to read things like the doll, in 

concept, grew out of what the idol represents. [laughter] Leave off the "i" and 

you've got a doll, something to adore and revere at times. I started to 

understand that not until recent times was the doll looked upon as a toy, but 

it was something that was in most cases the personification of a culture, of an 

era, of a people in many cases, and that interested me. So the Captive Image 

that you asked me about were some of the early pieces within the overall doll 

series. The series itself was called the Ethnic Heritage Group.The Captive 

Image pieces were works that, as best I could project from that point of view, 

spoke somewhat of the slave era, that very great period in American history. I 

just wanted to talk to my daughter about some things regarding that part of 

our heritage and American history. The best way I could do that at times was 

to handle materials and to kind of relate to her and for myself and my family 

what some of the icons, images, and elements that I pulled together to do 

those pieces meant to me and what they meant to us. The approach was 

mixed media. The images were rather abstract at times. I think that my 

process opened me up to using materials that I wouldn't normally use. I did 

some other things with canvas. I started to use the sewing machine quite 

readily-power system. 

Smith 

So this is growing out of the Rag Man series? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, the Rag Man series. I did start to use the sewing machine as a 

supportive tool during that time. Yeah, that's right, the Rag Man series 

preceded. But the doll series again used a great variety of materials. I started 

to combine things like metal, wood, rag. Human hair was woven at times. I 

think I was excited about the way that friends started to react to that body of 

work. People would send me hair. People would send me things like red clay 

from Mississippi, because I used clay earth a lot of times to patina works with. 

I started to get shells and beads. Betye Saar did a fascinating thing one time 

earlier in the series when she brought me a basket of things that she had 

corralled over the years, like beads and bangles and just little things that are 
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indescribable, things that you just don't find anywhere. Betye was always so 

sensitive. I always just loved the way that she looked at everything. When she 

handed me a basket of materials that I might incorporate at times or use with 

the dolls, for a while I was afraid to use it because it was so exciting just to go 

through it. You know what I mean? [laughter] I always like to be a little 

selective about anything I'm incorporating in the work, and these things came 

from someone else, but someone I loved very much. So I adapted to the use 

pretty readily.One thing about that series, too, was it gave me an opportunity 

to research notions of a folk, like folk medicines and recipes regarding 

voodooism and things of that nature. I grew up around people who were 

immersed in that culture: superstitions and the great tales that you heard 

from the old folk, who really talked when I was a kid, and we, as children, 

listened. That was part of the exchange that we seem not to have today, the 

great tales that they would sit around and discuss around the fireplace and 

the summertime when we were out playing. When play got a little tired and 

the light drifted away, everybody would gather around, and these great tales 

would come from the old folk: ghost stories and tales about meeting the devil 

at the crossroad. [laughter] I think that conjured up in me images that I will 

always reach out to touch. I looked at the doll series, the Ethnic Heritage 

Group, as a body of work that would assist me in something that I really had 

not done yet, and that is to extend the fabric of many of the tales that are 

really untold from my sensibility, point of view. 

Smith 

How does something like California Crosswalk fit into that kind of perspective? 

Outterbridge 

[laughter] California Crosswalk is one of the doll pieces. I think in terms of 

always stretching and conceptualizing an idea. When I came to California, it 

was rather taxing for me to get used to people jumping off the curbs out into 

the streets, out into the crosswalk. I really had to adjust to that. The California 

Crosswalk used a California icon, the car, the automobile, and it strongly 

makes a statement with a machine that looks like an automobile. It's all 

chromed. It seems to be computerized, which speaks of the era today. But at 

the same time, the image of this being that sits in the capsule has a great deal 

to do with evolution and the kind of imagery that we never are able to erase 
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from our experience. I saw the figure that I created for the car as being an old-

new image because it was fetish in feeling. It was like an African fetish piece. 

But the elements that composed the fetish kind of energy started inside of 

that work.These are the kinds of things that I won't say too much about in 

terms of the doll pieces that I did, but some of the elements that I stuffed the 

dolls with were rather interesting. I used human hair at times in places. I've 

used a little earth in places at times. I used cotton from Mississippi and the 

Carolinas. 

Smith 

Raw cotton? 

Outterbridge 

Raw cotton, yeah, when people would send me that. Just for a dose of spirit, 

right? Grass and then synthetics like the new material that- It's an acrylic-

based material that pillows are stuffed with. 

Smith 

Oh, yeah. 

Outterbridge 

I forget what you call it, but it's inexpensive. It was inexpensive, and it doesn't 

mildew, so it's great and durable. But still that's the yin-yang, the old and the 

new. 

Smith 

Were you concerned about how the external appearance on the outside of 

the doll would be caused by the different textures or the density or the spirit 

of whatever you were stuffing it with? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, yeah. I always started a piece from the inside, because gesture, bulk, the 

thing that carries you from the inside to the outside- If I could relate to how I 

started that piece, it could also help me to corral what I needed to finish the 

piece on the outside, for me, because it gave me a little opportunity to talk to 

myself about things, to remember how it was when I grew up. And some of 

those pieces- Like I did one piece, I don't know where it is now, but it was a 
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pyramid. It was a doll that had the shape of a pyramid. It was really a stout old 

lady who might have been a washwoman years ago, but it was abstract 

enough to appear at times to actually be a pyramid. I had fun doing that piece, 

because it ultimately made the statement that I wanted to make. That had to 

do with a personality that enjoyed whatever the life was. 

Smith 

What is the name of that piece? 

Outterbridge 

Good grief, I don't even know. I don't even know if I have a slide of it. I'm 

going to have to find out from Alonzo Davis where that piece is. And that's a 

bad habit that I have. I do a piece and get my enjoyment from doing the piece, 

and sometimes it escapes before I document it well. That's a really bad habit. 

It was documented, it was photographed and that, but I didn't photograph it. 

It was photographed at the Brockman Gallery.But, again, getting back to a 

work like California Crosswalk, another work that was similar to California 

Crosswalkwas Broken Dance, this abstract dance form that was part missile, 

part dancer-dancer in the sense that there was a ballerina with one leg 

missing, but with the strength of, the posture, seemingly, that the dance 

would continue no matter what the handicap, because dance is a spirit force 

rather than just motion. You know what I mean? Just a being who dances. But 

the whole spirit and the force of dance was what I tried to get in that piece. 

This particular ballerina sat on an old World War II .50 caliber ammunition box 

as a resting place, as a place to take a break. I think for me it said a lot about 

how human spirit has a potential to take flight far beyond the reality and the 

insanity of policy and government and the fallout of things like war and 

poverty and that kind of thing. The spirit usually surpasses and survives all of 

that. California Crosswalk was the old-new, like the pyramids that were 

moving across the front of that car. 

Smith 

That car, did you construct that from scratch? 

Outterbridge 
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Yes, I did. That car is made out of aluminum steel and a little tin here and 

there and parts from aircraft. I'll go to surplus stores sometimes, military 

surplus stores, and buy components that might be compatible with what I'm 

trying to get done. I'll find in a junkyard or in a thrift store an old aluminum 

pot, and I'll slice it up and pull components from that and fit them together to 

make a gesture of what I'm reaching for. I think for the hood of the car and for 

the belly of that car I used- I always look for light standards that have fallen in 

the streets. A lot of times after the wind storms you find a lot of those in and 

about the streets. After the Santa Ana winds come through, I'll take drives 

sometimes and collect the reflectors in light standards, because once the light 

standard falls, the reflector usually jumps right out. I'll go out and collect 

those. I think that car hood was made out of two of those put together. And 

the wheels, the chrome wheels, came from an old cluster of lighting fixtures 

from the fifties. And I disassembled- Someone gave me those fixtures as a gift, 

and I disassembled the overall fixture and got the doughnut shapes by slicing a 

segment out and putting the ends together to suggest wheels. I call that the 

problem-solving process that you always have to wrestle with before 

something starts to act like your thoughts. What I enjoy most of all is, like, I 

place an idea in my mind, in the vision, and I reach to get that. You never quite 

do what you conceive, but if I almost get there, there's a degree of 

satisfaction. I knew I wanted a car, right? It came out speaking pretty well for 

itself as a chariot of some sort. I think it's quite futuristic in the way that it 

presents itself, and that's what I wanted. I wanted the old and the new. 

Smith 

It's also quite a humorous piece. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. [laughter] It is kind of- 

Smith 

The driver seems surprised. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, right. [laughter] 

Smith 
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Not confused, just surprised. 

Outterbridge 

Right. If you notice the figure itself, I think it has a lot of energy that grows out 

of what would be the head. You get the appearance of antennae that grows 

out of the grouping, the experience. I think I might have used a metallic kind 

of cylinder from the top of the head to the neck, if I remember. Then there 

seems to be moving around the car some orbit kind of energy that places it 

out in the universe somewhat. I haven't seen the piece close up in a long time, 

but it has some energy around it. So the fetish mixture varies a great deal-

things like tiny little weapons that are worn as jewelry. People 

adorn themselves with what we call protection. They wear things like .38 

[caliber handgun]s and .45s. So I tried to put all of these little things that we 

attach ourselves to as the adornment. I think there are tiny little locks. We've 

got to lock everything up today. I tend to need to make notes for myself about 

things like that, how we speak of freedom and at the same time the many 

things that corral and limit us from being able to really reach out. 

Smith 

You said that many of these pieces have a fetish aspect to them. Is it 

important to you that the person who sees it gets that idea that it's a fetish? 

Outterbridge 

It's important for me. I don't know about the viewer so much. I mean, I would 

hope that the things that I do might have some relevancy to many levels of 

people who come in contact with them. But it's not important to me as long as 

I can satisfy my need to be tangible with a thought. I'm very fortunate if it's 

relevant to someone else. If I tried to satisfy all these dispositions around me, 

I'd be in trouble. [laughter] I can barely satisfy my own. So I just work. I've 

been very fortunate in my work being relevant to many people, seemingly, 

and that somewhat surprises me. 

Smith 

What about "Other Gods: Containers of Belief"? When did you start working 

on that? Does that fit-? Does that relate to-? 

Outterbridge 



342 
 

Well, that was a show that I was invited to be part of. I think the only piece 

that I had in that show- No, I had about five works in that show, but the one 

that got a lot of focus was one of the Captive Image pieces. 

Smith 

Oh, okay. 

Outterbridge 

That wasn't a series. 

Smith 

In the 1960s catalog, it sounded like there was a series called- 

Outterbridge 

That show was curated- I have a catalog, as a matter of fact. 

Smith 

Oh, really? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. In fact, I'll get that to show you, because you might want to take some 

notes from that catalog. 

Smith 

Yeah, I might. 

Outterbridge 

In terms of how the show derived. But if I recall properly, that show invited 

any number of artists across the country from various ethnic groups who at 

times did works that spoke of heritage and culture and folkism from a raw 

sense, almost, the spirit, the spirit of life and the essence of life beyond, even. 

So many of the people in that particular exhibit were artists who have no 

hesitancy in experimenting with a great variety of materials, from individual 

pieces to installations. I understand it was a very exciting show. I saw it when 

it came to Los Angeles at the [Los Angeles] Municipal Art Gallery, and I was 

very fascinated by it. 
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Smith 

The movement towards heritage- Looking towards heritage, art oftentimes 

has a kind of nostalgia or yearning for preindustrial kind of society, 

preindustrial images. Yet California Crosswalk is something that takes that 

heritage aspect and just plunks it into a contemporary milieu without being 

self-conscious about it. It's just there together. Is there a-? Actually, you look 

like you don't agree with me, but that's been my experience-that a lot of the 

artists who are concerned about maintaining heritage kind of get into this 

preindustrialism. 

Outterbridge 

I hear the term preindustrial, and that's a good reference. What you're saying 

is rather on key for me, anyway. But, on the other hand, I think that what 

many other artists might be concerned about is staying very close to the 

celebration of humanity from a natural point of view. I'm not saying that 

industry and industrialization is unnatural, because anything that we conceive 

somewhat is natural. But we seem not to change. We still possess hunger and 

passion. We yearn for love and that kind of thing in the face of this changing 

environment. So I think that what I've discovered that art might have as its 

stoutest voice is the fact that it can be anything that you choose it to be at any 

time. It's not a given. That's the exciting thing for me. The process itself 

challenges not only the individual who activates the process but those who 

might be impacted in some way by it: society at large, a neighbor, a child, a 

friend, a lover, the academy, whatever those institutions are.This is the one 

thing that bothers me about the notion of censorship. I would hate to find that 

I might be living in a society that would be so closed in time as not to hear 

from itself, from the internal self. Those things that we read so readily, like the 

garments that we wear, to me don't always say anything about the internal 

structure which supports the garment, the outer crust. We speak of a 

democratic system that struggles to be just that but is not quite there yet. So 

that's the outer crust again. The internal truth is something else altogether.So 

I'm not so interested as an artist in the object, the thing that hangs on the 

wall. That's exciting enough, but in order for me to create that thing or to 

dream a thing, it stimulates so many other areas of sensibility and awareness. 

Its investigative- You pry into potential and you pry into the possibility of 

change. I see that as being something that we need for our children. Art, as a 
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process, might teach one to care in a different way and to see. Looking can 

become seeing. We look at a lot of things, and we don't always interpret what 

we look at. But when you practice the discipline that we call art, whether that 

be the making of a song or the making of a dance or an image, those kinds of 

disciplines and the practice and nurturing of that discipline tend to set one 

apart sometimes from the mundane, the status quo. You pull back a little bit 

and you meditate, because the procedure allows you to meditate.When I go 

into the studio sometimes-and this is nothing so mysterious-you rule out all 

those conflicts that you encounter from day to day. That's not a mysterious 

thing. It's just that we don't have any opportunity today to be alone with 

ourselves. That's a very important place. We come alone, even though we 

come from, and we go that way, also. [laughter] I think that one thing that I 

enjoy about being in the studio, I can do the things that I want to do without 

interference. If I want to curse out loud as I work because something didn't go 

right, not with the work, but in my way of thinking about it, even, I can do 

that. You know what I mean? If I want just for the moment to weep for a 

minute because a work process brings something back into focus, I can do that 

without any reserve.At times, we need to- I think at times we might call it 

praying. Sometimes I think we might refer to it as- That's a very important 

thing. Like, in the studio, this is really how I pray. I'm not one that you'll find in 

church every Sunday, even though I've been close to that because it was part 

of my upbringing, an upbringing that made me curious about religions, period. 

It finally taught me to believe very strongly in the fact that religion and 

religions belonged only to mankind and not to God. The whole notion of God 

is far beyond the man-made institutions that we call the religious ideology. 

God belongs to the universe, and so does life. Those kinds of things you 

discover as you sit in your studio and play, work. 

Smith 

Is the Aesthetics of Urban Blight series connected with your religious ideas? 

Outterbridge 

The Aesthetics of Urban Blight? 

Smith 

The Aesthetics of Urban Blight series? 
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Outterbridge 

Well, the Aesthetics of Urban Blight, which is current- And I don't know if I'm 

going to continue to do series. I mean, you get caught up with an idea and you 

attempt to exhaust an idea as best you can. Blight, blemish, debris. We live 

today in such a way that human dignity becomes debris. Human dignity 

becomes blighted. That's a bother.Our children today become victims of 

circumstance. Social order, political notions, are confused as to what the road 

is, what the way is. We blame them for that. I notice this a great deal. We 

should not do that, because they come open and ready to receive anything 

that the supposedly mature world would hand over to them. But somehow 

we're not handing very much to young people today except the idea of greed 

and disciplines like dominance, racism, which is a very ugly convenience.I think 

that one would find that young people, children, are some of the most 

beautiful people in the world because they believe in play. When I say that, 

play is a very serious thing. When we play, this is when we're really human. A 

fine musician who composes a thought and shares that song or that 

symphonic notion with an audience has done something very important, 

because you have created, and you share what you've created. That's food, 

that's communication, that's spiritual exchange. Children, on the other hand, 

play and mimic, and they create laws and rules. I see children all the time that 

create rules right on the spot. "You can't do this! You've got to do this! No, no, 

it won't be right unless you-" You know what I mean? Little children do that, 

right? So they rule out all of these things that victimize them when they are at 

play. And we don't do this enough as humans.Play-and I keep using that word-

becomes- It is that process that examines the very basic structure of the 

human potential. We get so caught up in the importance of destruction. We 

get very much caught up in the work of building armies. For what? We get 

caught up in the work of keeping the stock market in order. We seem not to 

ever touch those areas that say very much about the needs of humanity 

having sameness throughout the world. Resources and wealth tend to 

concentrate in given areas, and it never does what the symphonic note that 

the composer gestured when a work was created and shared with an audience 

does. You know what I mean? The industrialist might create a pocket of 

wealth, but that wealth is never shared in the same way. I don't know if that's 

a good analogy, but your work, as a scientist, maybe, as an artist, as an 

educator, if you're serious about that work, you enjoy it. That's very much like 
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play when you enjoy what you do. But at the same time, that process opens 

you up to peer into the things around you that are quite disturbing at 

times.Like a small nation [Iraq] right now is threatening the world over 

something that is very natural to the earth: oil, just as natural as water to the 

earth, to all of us. But somebody is in charge of the well. [laughter] Somebody 

is rather much in charge of the well, and that could make things 

uncomfortable for a great many people in the world. We already feel it now. 

Smith 

We've had twenty years of warning, but- 

Outterbridge 

[laughter] Yeah! Somebody, a politician, last week said that we shouldn't put 

all of these weapons away, because there are little people in the world, little 

nations in the world, that can throw this balance off, if there is balance, and 

we shouldn't shed all of our weapons as a world power, because some tiny 

little guy could come up and knock our ears off, right? [laughter] The way we 

live, that could be true. 

Smith 

Yeah, it could be. 

Outterbridge 

It could be true. Too bad we can't live otherwise. 

Smith 

These are sort of the ideas that are reverberating in your head as you're 

working on these things? 

Outterbridge 

All the time, all the time. And so the Aesthetic Blight thing is how blighted- 

Smith 

So how does it manifest itself? 

Outterbridge 
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How blighted is the environment. If blight becomes a negative, I've got to take 

that negative and use it as much as a positive as possible. Like when I see a kid 

dancing in a field in South Central Los Angeles on a field of broken bottles. 

There are lots in and about the city that just glitter and dance with glass, and 

children walk across that texture without ever knowing that it's there. They 

dance on it, even. I've seen kids do break dances in lots like that. [laughter] 

You know what I mean? So I think I wrote a poetic statement about broken 

bottles in a field. I believe I called it "Shimmering Silver Fish," because that's 

what it reminds me of when you drive by it. It glitters and dances and all, but 

it's there. So if I see it as a jewel at times, it's not an old field dusted with 

broken bottles again. If I drive down the freeway today and I see an open field, 

and the next day I go by the same field there's a big hole, two weeks later 

something's going to be growing out of that hole. I notice that all the time. No 

matter how the environment changes, there are certain human entries and 

levels that do not change. Like the little bag lady that sleeps in front of the 

brand-new thing that grows out of the hole, things didn't change for her. Or 

the homeless musician who lost his way. Things didn't change for that person. 

You know what I mean?As far back as we can remember, cultures, heritages, 

traditions somewhat hold on even though progressive change is introduced. 

For example, blues is still being written today as it was written when there 

was only a banjo, right? Today there's a synthesizer, and blues is still being 

written. Blues grew out of the fact that God was not in the strange earth for 

the African. God was in the earth of Africa. He dug a hole, and out came God! 

He helped. The God force helped you with the seed. [laughter] And the 

strange earth that was here, the hoe that was handed the African to chop and 

nurture the soil, was not an animated thing. It didn't have spirit about it. In the 

culture that this person came from, that the people came from, God, the 

force, and the power of gods were associated with everything. The tree: 

before a tree could be felled it had to be blessed and the falling had to be 

sanctioned, because you're dealing with a life force that's much older than 

man.Sometime ago, a Yoruba priest, a young priest, was staying with my 

family for a couple of weeks, and we had conversations at night which I 

thought were very stimulating. They were stimulating for me. And when he'd 

ask- He said, "This religious, this Christian, ideology is something that has 

always bothered me." He was saying that it was the same ideology that strung 

our people in trees in the early days. He was saying that they called us savages 
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and pagans, and God was always in everything that we encountered, not just 

in a cathedral. He was talking about things like light vessels, vessels of light, 

and he said right now the reality of us having an exchange is a very useful 

thing, because at the table there could be a pregnant woman, meaning a 

being that represents now, as we have this dialogue, and a being that also 

represents the future, because she carries the seed of the future. He finally 

got around to discussing life and death, and the discussion sort of worded 

itself like life was something that was too precious to cram away into a head in 

a body and two feet and shoes-that life was this big thing that belonged not to 

mankind but to the gods and to the universe. We're very fortunate to use it. I 

thought that was very reasonable. This precious thing that we can't create 

readily, that you cannot cram away in a suit, to free it up and give it back to 

the universe. He was saying death again, in many of the old cultures, was 

simply decay and growth, decay and growth, as a daffodil, as nature, because 

that's where the life belongs. Death is just this nonreality, because there's only 

life. There is transition in life, you see. So I drank some wine and accepted that 

as a very, very noble way to look at the matter. [laughter]But I don't see any 

difference- 

1.29. Tape Number: XVI, Side TwoAugust 6, 1990 

Smith 

You were saying you don't see any difference- 

Outterbridge 

I don't see any difference in handling a body of work that utilizes a variety of 

material, as I am about to be using in the Aesthetics of Urban Blight group. I 

don't know how extensive that body of work is going to be, but I'll always be 

just trying to speak to how blight affects not only the surface of the street and 

the natural habitat, like oxygen and water and the beauty of a tree, but how it 

affects the spirit of being. Blight is the thing that forces us to tell a lie in the 

name of progress. Blight is the kind of thing that allows industry to come into 

a community and graffitize in without any reprimand-right-because the 

corporate head doesn't live with the corporation, he lives elsewhere, in 

Europe, far away from the business. Its debris identifies itself. Like very few 

people would own and benefit from the major resource that we find up and 
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down an industrial corridor like Alameda Street, which is a very old street in 

Los Angeles, but it is really symbolic of industrial pride. It's a very antiquated 

street in terms of power and status with power. But it's also textured with 

blight-excitingly so. I mean, you can go on Alameda Street in one block and 

just photograph and photograph not the same composition if you shoot a 

thousand shots. The old and the new is there. 

Smith 

Is that where you've been finding the materials you're using for that series? 

Outterbridge 

A lot of the materials that I use right now come basically from that region. The 

studio that I'm operating out of at this time is very much like the work itself; 

it's an old warehouse that might have been built around 1930 or so. It's aged 

beautifully, but it's very much like the region and the notion of why that 

region- 

Smith 

The metal panels that you work with, do you find them? 

Outterbridge 

I found them. I found them in a junkyard about three years ago. I knew the 

person who owned the junkyard. He was moving some things one day, and 

they had been covered up. Apparently they had been in the junkyard for a 

number of years and had not moved. When I showed an interest in them, I got 

them for a very reasonable price. I bought all of them at the same time. I don't 

know if I'll ever use all of them, but it was a great, great find. 

Smith 

Are you changing the surfaces? 

Outterbridge 

I changed the surfaces as I worked, as I need to change them. I'll be changing 

them even more as I work. I usually expose them to the environment. The fall 

of the year is that time of year that I put a lot of panels out and expose them 

for various durations to the moisture. I cover them at times with things. I don't 

use any acids right now to expedite that-the oxidizing effect on the surface. I 
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tend to just depend on the rains and the morning dew, the moisture at night, 

to do that for me. When I see certain patterns start to take shape, I'll do 

whatever I can to encourage that pattern or to seal it, to stop it at a point. So 

it's always fun to see this rich black steel subtly become yellow ocher or burnt 

sienna without paint. [laughter] I like that, I like that. I also like the fact that 

sometimes you can touch it and it touches you back with its coloration. I 

mean, it's not something that I fix. 

Smith 

One of the panels that has a section of very shiny metal, did you create that? 

Or was that there? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yes, I did. What I did was cut through the natural surface down to the core 

of the metal. I do that on occasion. Like I'll find a piece of metal, not 

necessarily from that batch, but that might have been aging for fifteen, twenty 

years, and I'll go back through that aging, that aged patina, to look at the raw 

material underneath. That offers a lot of contrast at times. But I think what I'll 

be doing in the future is dressing metals with earth. I want to do that, at times 

burying pieces, or painting patinas on the metal for more direct, expedient 

kind of change. I'll probably be making putties and things out of earth and 

dressing metals with that for just an interesting kind of visual language.What I 

need to do with all the work schedules that I carry- I wish I had more time to 

incorporate participation from young people and others to help me with some 

of the things I need to do. Like in the future I'll be making some tiny 

components that are used to expand works and to create textures or work 

elements that would symbolize certain things. It's tedious to make each one of 

them, but if I have a group of people working with me to handle some of the 

material for smaller components and whatnot- 

Smith 

Why couldn't you have a class at the art center? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I could when I get to that point. I could. I'd just have to work that out. 

Smith 
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Is the Aesthetics of Urban Blight series intended to be, in a sense, a tableau 

where the individual pieces are to be viewed juxtaposed against each other, 

like an environment where you would enter into an environment? 

Outterbridge 

At times both, at times both. I'd like to think of them as individual pieces that 

at times could incorporate themselves in another fashion in terms of doing 

installations with individual pieces. I've experimented with that. I'd like to do 

this body of work in such a fashion that if I go into certain gallery 

environments, I can actually do an installation piece with pieces. That's the 

interesting thing about using the sheets of steel. I can cover a wall in a minute. 

I can also build panels to move that wall in and out. I'll start to introduce 

curvature. It's just a matter of having the time to focus, to really focus. You 

take something that is rather rigid at times, or you create the illusion that it 

might be more rigid than it really is, and all of a sudden you do something else 

with it. That's excitement to me. That's like the music again. You know, it's a 

dynamic. It's the same. This pianissimo, this peace, and all of a sudden this 

thunder, which has its own kind of glory about it. So one thing that is a 

challenge right now in using the metal is to contrast the impact that it makes 

with something that is rather soft or something that is rather loud in terms of 

color. For example, a red Toyota versus an aging piece of steel. Same material, 

but the yinyang, the night and day factor.I see in the future a need for me to 

use and also to investigate as thoroughly as I can the use of a lot of industrial 

applications, a lot of the fine, fine painted surfaces I see on automobiles. I 

really want to investigate some of the industrial paints and some of the other 

kinds of mediums that I see on the streets. Like when I see a street 

maintenance crew moving down the streets laying down a line to separate the 

traffic, the median, look at that paint-that paint dries right away. It doesn't 

take it long to dry, let's say that. But sometimes the bar that separates 

theeastbound traffic from the westbound traffic on just an average street, 

sometimes the layer of paint is a quarter of an inch thick. The white line, the 

yellow line- I've got to find out what that is. [laughter] Because if it's durable 

enough to hold up under the sun and the stress of all the traffic, I'd like to 

incorporate that in my work at times. I think it's a heat-treated applied paint, 

because the machine that it comes from has a little furnace on it in some way- 

I've noticed that-so when it hits the surface, it's hot. After the environment 
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affects it in some way, it seems to harden. I'll have to get with one of the guys 

in street maintenance and just talk some business about what it is and where I 

can get some of it. It doesn't come in a can, I know that. [laughter] 

Smith 

What's the meaning of the little cloths, the strips of cloth that you tie onto 

those pieces? 

Outterbridge 

Oh, it's one way of using rag as opposed to the rigidity of metal. It's like saying 

father and child versus mother and child: two different modes of caressing 

and relating, usually. I enjoy using rag because I grew up around a wonderful 

person, my mother [Olivia Northern Outterbridge], who took rags and pieced 

them back together and they became clothes. We had a big family. She was 

always a person who could sew very, very well. She did many things very well. 

The way she ironed clothes, the washing that she took in for wealthy families, 

the way that we helped her- That was part of our duty when we were 

children, to help with the washing. To assist my mother, sometimes we'd have 

to stay home from school when the washing was big-big washing for the 

family and for the clothes that she took in for other families. Rag was 

something that hung on the line to dry out. Rag was something that at times 

piled itself up in the house to be washed. Rag was something that at times 

ended up on the sewing machine-not an electric sewing machine but one that 

took a lot of effort to operate. To operate it efficiently, it took much more 

than a person using a machine today, because you were the power for that 

instrument. You also had to give it the aesthetics in guiding it to do what you 

wanted it to do. She was very efficient in that way, very patient. Even as a kid I 

used to watch her and wonder then how she could manage. So when I use rag, 

all of that comes back to me.It makes me think of my grandmother and her 

friends and the little bags that they made that had medicinal purposes. Not 

only did they make these tiny little bags and put herbs inside and other things 

that I didn't understand as a kid, they made jewelry out of them. They hung 

tiny little rag bags around your neck, and they were very beautiful. They 

started out white; they eventually turned brown from the material that was 

placed inside.And again, rags always showed up in scarecrows. Rags always 

showed up a story and a half above you on a pole in the sky. I haven't seen 
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that since I was a kid, but where I lived, where I grew up in North Carolina, in 

and about the area, many times you'd see these tall, thin poles that would 

reach up twelve, thirteen, fifteen feet or better. At the top they were crossed, 

and at the top on the cross, the horizontal bar, were hung gourds. Those 

gourds were hung when they were green a lot of times, and they eventually 

dried out. They had seeds inside that made noise, of course, when the wind 

blew or when a bird landed. It couldn't take the noise and would move away. 

They used to hang rags at the top of the poles, also. Sometimes they'd bleach 

out in the sun and they'd blow in the wind, and it was another kind of beauty 

to me. It was something that I never could pull away from my mind. That's a 

dynamic piece of sculpture that you never saw in a museum. You know, it was 

the kind of thing that seeded itself in the experience of how we see and the 

things that you hold onto with the sight.So at times I will subtly introduce 

those images that never erased. You get to the point in your life where art has 

very much to do with your need-not the need of what is popular, not the need 

of what is going to sell, but the need to make a tale, the need to be relevant, 

the need to grab the hand of some old, beautiful soul that went on sometime 

ago that you loved, and all of a sudden they left and you couldn't do anything 

about it.Like my Uncle Buddy, who was the greatest pianist in the world, but 

did not have a concert stage [career] simply because he was- Back then he was 

a black concert pianist, and there was no place for him except to teach, just to 

teach. It was very painful for us when, around 1946 or '47, he lost his bearing 

and they had to institutionalize him. So he spent time in the institution and 

stayed a number of years and came out a much better teacher, even. He was 

the best teacher in the world before he went in. But he still didn't have the 

concert stage. You know what I mean? He was the happiest guy in the world 

when he was playing. He was a very intelligent man, a very dignified person 

who was just a piano, that's all he was, a concert pianist, and one of the best. 

But he was in North Carolina, and during that time there was no concert stage. 

Just some students: black students, white students. There's no telling where 

many of those people are today. But for him, he enjoyed that life, and all of a 

sudden he's not there anymore.Mr. Lonnie Barnhill, who was one of my father 

[John Ivery Outterbridge]'s friends. This was a very stout man, and the dolls- 

Somewhere there's the stoutness in the doll series of a Lonnie Barnhill, or 

there will be. Mr. Lonnie Barnhill was a man whom everybody loved. All the 

children loved him because he looked like the big brown Santa Claus. He was 
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real stout. There was always a cigar; whether it was lit or not, there was 

always a cigar. He was always very polished. And he was a janitor. But not only 

was he the janitor at the elementary school across the street from my house- 

The place that I lived at first, 1004 Fleming Street, a tiny little narrow house 

that sat on stilts. Right across the street was Fleming Street Elementary 

School, a big, old, brick building that dated itself in a very beautiful way. That 

was the place that Mr. Lonnie Barnhill spent most of his life. He had a ton of 

children in that school himself, and he was everybody else's father. He fired 

the furnace. He'd never let us get cold in the winter. He carried about a switch 

on campus, just like the teachers did. When you got out of line, Mr. Lonnie 

Barnhill could get you, right? One thing about him that you never forgot was 

there was always a little gold watch chain, there was always his cane, there 

were always these little round, beautiful glasses he wore, and his white hair. 

He'd pass by my house every morning at the same time. I mean, you could set 

your clock by him. That was like my father-he always got up at the same time 

in the morning. All these old men in the neighborhood whom you loved very 

much had things that you knew them for. They walked in a particular way, 

they did the same thing every day for year after year pretty much. They were 

the greatest fathers in the world for all of the children, not just their own 

children. Mr. Lonnie Barnhill, who was the janitor, ended up with three 

teachers in his big family, two doctors. And he sent them to school by walking 

to work every morning, firing the furnace, taking care of the kids on campus, 

making sure all the bathrooms were spotless. His children are great people 

today doing all kinds of things all over the country. Most of them are 

concentrated in the Washington, D.C., area. So when I think of people like 

that, these influences have more bearing on your work than anything you 

could ever learn in a classroom or school, for me, anyway. 

Smith 

Well, it's interesting how we started talking about the little pieces of cloth that 

you tie onto your piece and these are the connections that you have. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, because that's the fabric, that's the piece of the fabric. Mr. Lonnie 

Barnhill was a good friend of my mother. My first art teacher, who died just a 

short time ago, just a year and a half ago, Mrs. Madge [B.] Allen, she was 
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actually from New Jersey. There are people all over the country who know her 

work. She was a jewelry maker. She fell in love with my family and the art that 

we did very early on. She was a person who went back to school after the 

school day and opened up a studio to paint in at night. You know, she went 

back to school. We always went back to school. There was a whole group of us 

that went to school at night after everything was shut down just so we could 

take a classroom and turn it into a studio. We painted and drew and all that. 

Mrs. Madge Allen was in love with my mother, because my mother was one of 

the most sensitive people that she had ever met in her life, so she said. She 

stayed with our family a great deal because she loved my mother and the way 

that she did things-her sewing, the things that she made for her children. 

Basically, if I needed a sailor suit, my mother could make a sailor suit. We 

didn't have money to go the store and buy a sailor suit.And then, speaking of 

rags, I had this great aunty from New York who preached in the streets of that 

city for years, Aunt Clemmie, a very tall, handsome lady who wore black most 

of the time, Brooklyn accent, very beautiful person, little round, gold-rimmed 

glasses. She'd come to visit us in North Carolina in the summers sometimes, 

maybe every other summer or so. When she could not come to visit, she 

always sent these great boxes of clothes and toys and things from New York, 

because she worked with people in the streets, and she gathered clothing for 

people in the streets and things like that. But she had so many things like 

books and toys and clothes and just little surprises in these boxes. We could 

never wait to get a box from her. You know what I mean? The hats and the 

coats and shoes and rags. But when you say rags, things that wouldn't quite 

fit, but when you had somebody like my mother, all you had to do was open it 

up and spread it out and make it work, right? So rags play a very important 

part in my language as a visual artist because of those things. 

Smith 

Is beauty important for you in terms of the work? Do you want your work to 

be beautiful? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I think beauty has so many different dimensions. It depends on who 

needs it and how we need it. Something that might be very beautiful to 

someone else could be very unattractive to me, and something that could be 
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very attractive to me would not be beautiful to someone else. I think beauty is 

a magic kind of element, because it's flexible, it's suitable for some and 

unsuitable for others. But for me, attitude is as beautiful as a surface at times 

or as a color or as a sound. So beauty is necessary for what I try and project 

when it has the proper kind of dimension. 

Smith 

I guess what I'm getting at is that your work seems to have a delight in the 

sensuous pleasure of a color or the texture or the pattern or the shape. 

Outterbridge 

That's important, because sensualism is beautiful. Sensibility is beautiful, 

right? Color is beautiful, the voice is beautiful at times. It's such a big place. 

Beauty- It is necessary. 

Smith 

Let's say since pop art, in the mainstream art world, beauty has not been very 

important, I wouldn't say. There's a certain kind of cerebral attitude towards 

art. 

Outterbridge 

I'm very appreciative of a lot of popular modes today. I think many young 

artists are rather lazy at times. I also think that the mental ingredient of 

expression has become more abused than anything else, because it caters 

more to collectives than to how we are packaged as individuals. Everybody 

ends up thinking the same way, everybody ends up- It's like popular modes 

and schools of thought tend to be wagons that pull along the same thing. I 

don't enjoy that, because we don't always feel that way inside. I think that we 

celebrate cerebral flakiness at times and almost fakes, because it's popular to 

focus on that aspect, whether you care to or not. I think everything has a 

mental complexion about it if it has to do with art, but it might not always be 

acceptable within the moment. I know some people where I work in South 

Central Los Angeles, where I spend a great deal of time, who look at their 

frontyards as any artist would look at a work of art. I'm saying a frontyard that 

is not green but a frontyard that may have the oldest old Cadillac in the world 

stacked up on two blocks rusting away. And the person wouldn't move it for 
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anything in the world. Not that it's going to run anymore. [laughter] But I 

know men like that. That really is not funny to me, that's exciting. If I could 

take that frontyard and transplant it into an open gallery space, it would be 

most successful work. It would be a very exciting work! But we don't do things 

like that. 

Smith 

Doesn't Chris Burden try to do things like that? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, he tries to do things like that. But I'm just saying it's already 

there. We can only mimic that attitude. We can only mimic that attitude as an 

artist. But then the person who relishes the disposition of that yard, that's the 

artist. [laughter] You know what I mean? We can only react to what we've 

encountered. But the attitude of that person, that's what's unique to me. 

Smith 

If you told that person he was an artist, he'd probably think you were insulting 

him. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. So, the only thing you can do is just receive that for what it's worth. If 

you've got a camera that really doesn't show face, make a note of it and enjoy 

it.When I was a kid, my father used to take me to Mr. Black's shoe shop after 

all the cardboard soles would wear out all the way. I mean, when you just 

couldn't patch the shoe anymore, then Mr. Black was the man to see. Mr. 

Black was somewhere in between a new pair of shoes, which didn't happen 

that often. Mr. Black was the man who could make an old shoe useful again, 

right? Actually, he could make shoes. He was one of the old cobblers. He was a 

man who was like a cartoon. It was wavy. His head was almost wavy, he 

brushed his hair so much, and I guess he had some kind of oily, thick grease in 

it. He had silky hair, but he just put so much stuff in it it was like plastic. He 

was sharp, he was a sharp guy. He was big, and he always had on an apron. His 

shop was a fascinating place to go to for the kids, because the machines were 

always running. The machines at that time were so much bigger than we were. 

My father and Mr. Black were good friends, and they used to just gossip and 
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talk all the time. And Mr. Black never took that cigar out of his mouth, and his 

mustache seemed to be wrapped around it. His hammer was always going and 

the machines were always running. He'd say things like, "John Ivery! Boy, 

those boys are growing! Why, they wear out shoes so fast!" I mean, he was a 

loud talking guy, [laughter] and they'd make us feel embarrassed as kids 

because maybe we walked too much or played too much, but they were 

always talking about how we used to do in shoes. [laughter] We used to watch 

him take a pair of shoes and rip the sole off-if he had to rip the sole off-and 

cut a sole and put one on. In the summertime, he'd cut a pair of shoes, cut the 

toe out so your toe could come out and get air and that kind of stuff. If the 

shoe was worn, he'd make a pair of sandals out of it. "Now, this is going to 

work for him. He's almost outgrowing these, but he'll have a little room here." 

[laughter] You know what I mean?Again, when you looked in his shop- I was 

always a kid, I guess. While everything was going around me, I'd always kind of 

focus on something. I used to look in his encasement where he had all his 

tools, and he had all these dyes with some of the old labels with all those old 

pictures. Even as far back as that was, some of the brand names that he had in 

his case were old then. They'd go back probably to the latter 1800s-you know 

what I mean-because I'm talking about like in the 1940s, when I was real 

small. He used to collect things that were indigenous to the shoe cobbler. He 

had all these old things sitting around that he didn't use, but he collected 

them. So there were some old shoe dyes with illustrations on them in one of 

his cases. I used to go and look at that stuff. It used to really excite me, old 

stuff like that. My father, again, was a man who collected a lot of old stuff and 

kept it around the house and in the backyard and all that.Again, I'm speaking 

of the Rag Man series and its influence. I'm speaking now of little 

enhancements and fetish kind of orientations. I call them fetish orientations 

because they possess energy for me. They possess energy for what I need to 

recall, those influences that make me go on with my life.Sometimes you 

wonder how useful you are at all when you can't help from doing the things 

that you do as an artist. It's somewhat like being wounded with some kind of 

blessing, because it's not the kind of thing that- People say you're foolish 

because you're not going be able to support your family. You can't think in 

terms of art and the practice of your philosophies as being business. I never 

did. You are graced sometimes when you manage to hold things together. 

Smith 
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You've had to struggle to hold down a job, to be a teacher- 

Outterbridge 

All kinds of jobs, all kinds of jobs. 

Smith 

To be an artist who has a family. I wonder if you could give me an idea of how 

you divide your week up? 

Outterbridge 

How I divide my week up now? How I divide my week? 

Smith 

You've just come out of the Watts Summer Festival [of Art], and that's pretty 

unusual, but how do you ideally divide your week up so that you-? 

Outterbridge 

Let's say that- My mornings usually start at about four forty-five every 

morning. I can't sleep past that time. The reality of the coming day always 

wakes me up. I mean, I can't wait to get started on whatever it is that I'm 

supposed to get started on. I'm not a person that can sleep past that time. I 

get up in the morning and I turn on the news [on the radio]. [laughter] All the 

time, I turn on the news, KFWB. They'll tell me what's happening really 

fast. And I switch to KNX. I have a cup of coffee, generally. But most of the 

time I am on site at the Watts Towers at six fifteen.I like to drive early in the 

morning before things get crowded. I can go out and think a little bit about the 

place, the desk. I plan a visit to the studio, whether I get to the studio or not. I 

can only plan a visit to the studio if it's quiet-right-not with all the energy 

going down. When I plan the visit to the studio, I can actually work. I can lay 

things out. I don't have to be in the studio. I can lay things out, I can separate 

all the materials, I can see the images. I can tell when one piece is going to 

lead into another piece. I do that all the time, whether I'm in the studio or not. 

But when I physically get into the studio, it becomes very simple, because I've 

already seen the work, you see? That's another reason I get up early in the 

morning and get things going, so that I can think about these dream pieces 

that I have. You feel a little threatened all the time, because you say to 

yourself, "Is this really all that I'm good for?" And that piece can be a poetic 
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statement. That piece can be almost musical at times. It can be visual. Those 

are the things that pull you about the day.Another reason that I get on site at 

the arts center early in the morning is we don't have the best municipal 

services coming to the site, as focused and as busy as that site is. So if I'm 

going to be relevant to something, it's got to represent me well. So I get on 

site early in the morning to clean up the park. When I clean up the park, that 

also keeps me in touch with the work mode, the real work mode. It makes me 

know that I'm capable of doing anything that I need to do. When I have to go 

into a junkyard and wrestle with material, or when I have to go through the 

garbage to get something that I want-a need to salvage, because it's a useful 

item that somebody else threw away-I don't have any fear of doing that, 

because I live close to those processes. I discover when I clean up the park in 

the mornings, before the workday starts, before anybody else gets on site- It 

lets me know how people are, too, how careless they can be, how thoughtless 

they can be at times, how sensitive, how brutal. I've actually found people in 

the park in the morning that I've assisted and didn't report. I found a girl one 

morning that I thought was dead. We saved a young woman's life early one 

morning. She had been badly- If I hadn't gotten her, maybe she would have 

passed on, who knows. Those kinds of things. You don't celebrate them, you 

don't talk about them. They're just there. But all of that might get a day 

started.But when the center opens up, it's city business. It's public school 

business. It's tourist business. It's the introduction of an exhibit. It's the 

accommodation of ten thousand people at a weekend festival. It's a boring 

meeting at city hall to hear what you've already heard so many times, but it's 

regimentation that you have to deal with. It's a desk full of bureaucratic paper 

mess and language that is just part of how things are done. You do it, and you 

ask yourself the question, "How long will I suffer all of this just to hold 

somebody else's sanity together?" Because for me, this is very insane. You 

pride yourself on having discipline. You pride yourself on being able to endure 

for a better moment, a moment that you'd like to share with someone.If they 

could spend time in their studio environments, most societies would find out 

that they're very useful people, that they might be individuals who could shed 

light on aspects of purpose and being. We get lost sometimes, I think, in the 

social order, in clearing up the focus for our true purpose in being-whatever 

we are and whatever we strive to be. Those issues get rather confused at 

times. Then the days go on and on and on as being very complex days. 
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Whereas for me there's no nine-to-five situation. There has not been for a 

long time. It's more like a twelve- to sixteen-hour day. That's not a very 

healthy thing, I don't believe. 

1.30. Tape Number: XVII, Side OneAugust 6, 1990 

Smith 

You were saying you were working twelve- to sixteen-hour days. 

Outterbridge 

Oh, yeah, generally I do, and that is not very healthy. The way that it's been 

for me in the last several years, you have the kind of agenda that does not 

allow you to do very natural, necessary things like take vacations. That's 

foolish. I haven't been able to take vacations in the last few years, because 

when you carry on the regular work load, when vacation time shows up on the 

calendar, you usually fall in the studio and go crazy if you can. 

Smith 

Of course. 

Outterbridge 

So that's just some more work and hard work. Studio work is- When you're in 

there, that's the work. [laughter] 

Smith 

Do you have a regular schedule for going into the studio? 

Outterbridge 

Not right now. On the weekends when the weekends are not interrupted by 

programming of some sort. 

Smith 

So Sunday and Monday you get in there? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, Sunday and Monday. Sometimes there is public programming at the 

[Watts Towers Arts] Center on Sunday. I try to correlate most of that 
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programming, if it's going to occur at all, on Saturday. One or two days in 

the studio are not significant in terms of the volume of thoughts that you 

corral over a period of time. I don't make a lot of physical notes about those 

thoughts; I can hold things pretty much in check by thinking about them. But 

they get a little stale if you don't get to them right away. 

Smith 

What about the evenings, the afternoons or the evenings? 

Outterbridge 

Well, since I've moved here, and since I'm going through a little transition 

within the family structure right now, that's caused another kind of impact, 

another kind of quest. You have to unravel a whole new bottle of emotions 

and sometimes things that you don't quite understand. I'm going through that 

right now, and I'm trying to separate its influence from- I guess I say that to 

say that this is a whole new environment here. I'm working on this space now. 

What it needs to do and what it will do soon is have some studio facility, that 

area here. Where I live, in most cases, it's going to have to always be part 

studio. So the backyard and this area back here will be an area to allow me to 

come here when I come here to work some, also. Most of the metal and 

heavier work will take place in the downtown studio. 

Smith 

The one on Vernon [Avenue]? 

Outterbridge 

Right, right. BMS Metals. 

Smith 

Why do they provide you with the studio space? 

Outterbridge 

Well, because I suggested that it would be a great idea and a great concept. 

That's a piece, to me. That's the process. The process will encourage you to 

investigate those kinds of possibilities. I thought, "Art and industry." When I 

met a family that was associated with industry and also a family who had an 

interest in art, I thought that I might sit with them at some point and just talk 
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about the idea of giving whatever assistance they could give to the arts and to 

an artist without involving money-you know, people always asking for money 

to support an effort. I got together with the president of this corporation and 

his staff. 

Smith 

Can you give me his name? 

Outterbridge 

Barry Bazill, the owner of BMS Metals, and his wife, Janet Bazill, who is a 

person very active in the arts community. I met them after helping her 

coordinate an exhibit for the Palos Verdes Community Arts Center. Shortly 

after meeting them, we placed a date on the calendar just to sit and talk about 

this idea. We had a couple of meetings. They thought it was a reasonable idea 

to find some space on the corporate grounds that I might just come in and 

work. It's worked out well. I have a small warehouse on the corporate grounds 

that acts as the studio environment. We agreed that, as I developed work out 

of that space, I'd simply give credit to the firm in catalogs and brochures 

in regard to their support to the arts. That's a beautiful exchange, I think.One 

thing that I've started to think about, also, is to present the corporation with 

work every so often so they start to represent a collection. I can use one of my 

works every year, one or two of my works, but I can also trade off a work with 

other artists and give some diversification to their collection. We're still not 

talking about moneys coming into play. We're saying, in time, they might have 

a collection of work that can, again, be a vehicle to do a lot of other things-the 

corporation being able to loan an exhibit to a museum or to eventually 

develop a catalog of their collection of contemporary artists. You know what I 

mean? So they have one piece which is one of my pieces. That piece is already 

cataloged by a museum, and it has credit to them. They like that. 

Smith 

At the same time, you also seem to sit on a lot of panels. 

Outterbridge 

A lot of boards and panels. 

Smith 



364 
 

I know you sat on the public art panel, or the panel that selected the piece of 

public art, for the new theater that's opening up in Old Pasadena. 

Outterbridge 

Years ago, one of the first, most interesting panels that I sat on was with the 

state of California, the architectural department of the state of California, 

when they had the responsibility of selecting some works from artists 

throughout the state to be placed at public building sites. At the time, Sims 

van der Rohe was the architect. I really enjoyed working with that process, 

because we met directly with the artist and the public at the same time. I 

guess I was a little bit more courageous then than I am now, [laughter] 

because I don't know if I'd want to go through that process again. We did view 

the works of some of the prominent artists in the state, and they had to give 

good dialogue in regard to why they thought this work was appropriate. We 

would have to critique that dialogue, and then the public was right there, too, 

for public comment. The person that I worked with, the other arts 

administrator or whatever you might classify, Eudorah Moore, was from 

California Design. We became good friends. During that time, I think we were 

in Sacramento maybe three days. We hung out a lot together and became 

very good friends. It was an awesome responsibility that represented for me 

the first time that I worked with a governmental body as a judge and evaluator 

of works introduced for public installation. 

Smith 

Do you consider that an important responsibility that you can't turn down? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I think you learn from- For me it was a learning experience, because you 

learn how public moneys are used in regard to supporting public opinion in 

the arts. I saw how budgets were designed, first of all, to accommodate 

artists, and then how that budget expanded itself to facilitate the process. So 

you start to understand things like that, how decisions are made within the 

governmental agencies regarding the use of public moneys. I did see that as 

being significant.Shortly after that, I started to work as a panelist on occasion 

with the California Arts Council and then the National Endowment for the Arts 

for a while. 
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Smith 

We've discussed that. 

Outterbridge 

I think the most important thing, too, was during that time I had to really back 

off from some of those responsibilities being on boards of directors of some 

pretty important- 

Smith 

Like what? 

Outterbridge 

Well, one of the most important for me then was the Western Alliance of 

Artists. The Western Association of Museums was another. The alliance 

disbanded, but they were working some things nationally. They were 

forerunners to a lot of the advocacy groups that are prominent today. John 

Blaine. Did you ever meet him? 

Smith 

No. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, he left here and became the director of the arts council for the state of 

Washington [Washington State Arts Commission], where a lot of public art 

projects are celebrated throughout the country. The way that they handle 

public art in that state is significant.I can't even recall some of the many 

organizations that right here- What was it? There was a Pasadena Art 

Educators Association. I worked with them for quite some time. California 

Design, I started to work with them, and also the National Endowment for the 

Arts crafts division, and a whole host of organizations. I'd have to see- I forgot 

the list. There were so many different- The [Los Angeles] County Museum of 

Art, an advisory board there. 

Smith 

Maybe we should close out for today, and we can pick up with the advisory 

boards and organizations next time. 
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1.31. Tape Number: XVIII, Side OneOctober 8, 1990 

Smith 

To start out, there was something when we were talking on the phone the 

other day that caught my attention. I wanted to ask you further about it. It 

really picks up from where we left off last time, which was your daily routine. 

When we were talking on the phone, you were talking about the security at 

the [Watts] Towers and the security problems at the [Watts Towers Arts] 

Center and that if you're not around those problems can get a lot worse. Can 

you explain what you meant by that? 

Outterbridge 

Well, I guess I should not emphasize that too much, except- The Watts Towers 

and the community are as secure as anyplace. You always have some 

personalities anywhere that you are that will take advantage of a situation if 

certain measures are not just exercised. We have a lot of people who visit the 

site all the time constantly who are totally unfamiliar with Los Angeles, who 

are totally unfamiliar with the personality of crime in the streets, just innocent 

people who carry big purses and really fine cameras and conspicuously 

luxurious cars and whatnot. They're parked illegally. They're parked in places 

that are adjacent to the site and then they walk over, not knowing they can 

park right in the parking lot at the art center. So we have to be mindful of 

people who are coming at random all the time, and there's a certain kind of 

awareness that all the staff and everybody has to keep in check in terms of 

who's around. Because there are guys around that will knock your hair off, and 

that's not just where we are. I'm saying this is the personality of the 

metropolitan area at times. Certainly in and around the Watts Towers you 

have such personalities at times.I think as we talked the other day, I said to 

you that in a lot of the meetings that are part of the routine agenda in [the Los 

Angeles] Cultural Affairs [Department] and other city bureaus, those kind of 

things are discussed, but not in detail. These are the kinds of things you don't 

care to bring to the table all the time. They're just part of your business mode 

of operation that you accept, you adjust, and you become akin to.So, again, 

what I was saying to you the other day is the fact that I've been around the 

site so long that I'm very much a part of the tapestry. That tapestry varies a 

great deal in language and tone and gesture. It's subtle. It can be quite severe 
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at times, and I think you have to be there for a period of time to know the 

tone of the environment on a sunny day, on a cloudy day. What I'm saying is 

the changes can be very abrupt at times, but you have to be ready in such a 

way that you can almost predict certain things. I'm afraid that I have to say 

there are not a lot of people on the staff necessarily who can deal with that. I 

don't expect for my staff to come in the morning and check the grounds 

before the public comes on the scene. When I say check the grounds out, it's a 

live area. Because it is a public park, also, things do happen at night. Watts is a 

very, very special community that outsiders take advantage of at times. For 

example, commercial dumpers will come in and discard things at night and 

drive away. I've caught people doing that at five forty-five in the morning, at 

six o'clock, six fifteen, six thirty, big trucks that remove their license plates and 

come in to dump things. If you're there to yell and scream at them a bit, 

sometimes that does not occur. It's a site and a community that people bring- 

Like criminals drive cars in to be dismantled. Many, many times we've found 

cars that came all the way from East L.A. and other parts-far West L.A.-into the 

community, brand-new cars that are being dismantled. But it would appear 

that somebody in the community was responsible for stealing a car and 

dismantling a car and whatnot when that car was actually brought into the 

community.You realize that the site and the cultural heritage monument itself 

acts as sort of an ambassador for the city of Los Angeles, because it does greet 

people every day. You sort of bend over backwards as a staff person to make 

sure everything is in good order and speaking well to people who are in the 

city for the first time. That's the kind of leverage that you place on yourself. It 

becomes your yard, your living room, the place that you spend a great deal of 

your time. It registers in such a way that it reflects somewhat who you are and 

how you care about things. I think I was saying that to you more the other day 

than anything else. That site is a very unique site. When we do the heritage 

festivals, for example, that attracts five thousand to nine thousand people at 

times, and you keep those kinds of events going for nine, ten, fifteen years, 

that's not an easy thing to do. Because I imagine all the time what the impact 

on the community would be if every other telephone call wasn't, "Is it safe to 

come?" So eight thousand people come. What about those who had the fear? 

"My family would not come. I'd like to come, but I can't get the rest of my 

family to come. Is it safe?" Every other call, when you're doing well-stated 

programs, are calls of that nature. So there's a reputation that lingers. 
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Smith 

When you started, did Watts already have that reputation? 

Outterbridge 

Well, it was after 1965. I think 1965 is so significant, because it really was a 

pivotal year; the rebellion was a pivotal point in the civil rights struggle. 

Everything up till that time had been pretty much a nonviolent issue. I don't 

see the rebellion of 1965 being separate and apart from the struggle of the 

sixties and the seventies. It was very much a part of that calendar. But this one 

was different from the rest, because it took a physical kind of position and 

reacted to circumstances that had been rather unkind and unspoken and very 

much prevalent in the lives of black Americans not just in Watts but across the 

country. So the community became symbolic and calloused because of that 

event. When you meet visitors coming to South Central Los Angeles and into 

the metropolitan area of Los Angeles, people from other countries and other 

parts of the United States, they always come to Watts wanting to know, "Is 

this the place that was besieged by war in 1965? Where's Charcoal Alley? 

Were the towers close to the burnings?" But the history before that time was 

a very fascinating history, I think.The history of blacks in America, whether 

we're speaking of California or some region in the Midwest or the East, is very, 

very, very profound history that is not readily available from an academic 

classroom standard. You know what I'm saying. If I had to study American 

history again as a high school student or a junior college student, I'd be very 

aware that if something is presented to me in 1857, I'd be interested in 

knowing various viewpoints of that presentation. You know, if this occurred, 

how can we look on the other side of these issues or this circumstance and 

find out what the disposition of black people in the country was at that time? I 

have very seldom heard anything at all in all the years that I have dabbled with 

historical kinds of data- I have very seldom heard anything about all the 

languages that were spoken by African people who were not immigrants here 

but were brought here for the purpose of building that institution that was a 

profitable nation-building institution for America. I have very seldom ever 

heard the discussion of the languages that were erased by law. I don't think 

that happened to anyone else. You question the very nature of the silence, 

and you also keep in mind those cultures who spoke the tongues of a 

continent also spoke the languages of the cultures that they traded with and 
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were dominated by at times, like Portuguese was spoken, French was spoken, 

Dutch was spoken, Spanish was spoken. Those languages came to North 

America and South America with them. But fragments don't even exist now of 

the African tongues, with the exception of regions of South America and a 

little bit in the Gullah languages of South Carolina and North Carolina. When I 

was a kid, I grew up hearing terms and words that were called "bad English," 

not knowing that they were actually African words. I always thought, too, that 

Gullah- And maybe it eventually will be a national treasure as a document, as 

a language, as a journal, a linguistic journal, but I don't think that kind of 

thing would ever happen unless African-Americans become more holistic as a 

culture, and that's a very difficult thing, because the foundation for that 

potential is always threatened and challenged in some fashion politically, 

socially. 

Smith 

Let's move on to something else we said we would talk about, which was your 

work as an adviser to the Getty [Center for Education in the Arts] and art 

education. 

Outterbridge 

Well, I don't know how much of an adviser I was. I was just invited to 

participate in an advisory capacity to the Getty art education component. A 

very interesting period. 

Smith 

How was the contact made? Who suggested you get involved? 

Outterbridge 

I might have been recommended by Ron Silverman, Frances Hines. 

Smith 

These are from the Los Angeles County schools? 

Outterbridge 

Right. Dr. Frances Hines, whom I had gotten to know quite well from 

participating in the Aesthetic Eye project of the National Endowment for the 

Arts. Ron Silverman, I got to know him quite well. I think Dr. Harry Brody might 
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have been sort of suggestive of my becoming affiliated. I don't know how 

effective someone like me could have been on an advisory panel of that sort, 

simply because the Getty art education component or program, as far as I 

was concerned, was quite rigid. If I might say this, some of my concepts or 

thoughts or gestures during the time that I participated might have been 

viewed as quite foreign. 

Smith 

What do you mean by that? 

Outterbridge 

Everything was based so solidly on Eurocentric standards that were so well 

journaled and documented and already used in art education, histories, 

language. I saw a manipulation of stale traditions, reseasoned in some way, 

maybe presented in another format, and becoming part of a rigid set of 

guidelines that could really influence art education in a segment of the 

nation's schools, because there was enough revenue and resource and 

credential associated with the Getty program. I'm not criticizing effort to 

enhance art education in schools, but I was critical at the time of the way 

some of the discussions went. I was critical of some of the properties, whether 

they were visual or otherwise, that were used in preparing people to refine 

this process. I thought that not enough emphasis or effort was nurtured to 

look into- I won't say minority cultures, but other cultures. Sometimes I hate 

that word, minority, in the sense that it's a misnomer. 

Smith 

Well, for instance, if they were interested in classic European art, painting, and 

sculpture, did they make any effort to look at classic African sculpture like the 

Benin bronzes? 

Outterbridge 

I think some effort was made at times, but not in the way that they might 

have been involved. I don't know what has happened with the program up to 

this point. 

Smith 
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When were you involved? When did you get involved? And how long did you 

stay as part of that project? 

Outterbridge 

Probably two years or so. 

Smith 

And when did it start, your involvement? 

Outterbridge 

Do you know, I've forgotten what years, but I think somewhere around 1982. 

Smith 

So they were just pretty much getting started. 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. Really, at times, you were almost intimidated. I was, anyway, because I 

was always sitting exploding, wanting to tear down so much of what was 

being presented. Things were so formal, at times it was difficult to do that 

without appearing foolish. I think there was input. It was during a time, also, 

when I had started to tone down and- Not lose my anger at times, but lose 

some of the force of whatever emotional fuel you had to fight things that you 

were really sensitive in regard to. I did that in the sixties and the seventies. 

You start to grow a little weary at times, because there were all of these areas 

to challenge. You started to feel like a token person of a sort, because you 

were always invited to participate in this and that. It was overwhelming at 

times to find yourself confronted with such organization and such well-

seated traditions and people who had affiliations with organizations that were 

stout with budgets and travel support and credentials. I mean, I didn't feel ill-

suited most of the time. I didn't feel like an insignificant person, but I thought 

that what was being discussed at the Getty institute pertaining to art 

education for the nation's schoolchildren was so important as a potential that 

it should have been handled in a much more sensitive manner. A great variety 

of people might have had some input. 

Smith 

How many people were involved in this advisory board? 
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Outterbridge 

If I recall, it varied a great deal, but from fifteen to twenty-five maybe, at the 

most, with guests and very specific papers being presented all the time. 

Smith 

Were you the only one on this board who was concerned about the 

Eurocentrism? 

Outterbridge 

No! [laughter] No, I wasn't the only one. But I guess, Richard, you sort of feel 

you're put on the spot when you have to be the loudmouth all the time. 

Nobody likes to be the bigmouth that's always tearing something down, and 

you find yourself having to do that. That's been a part of my life, as one who 

practices the arts, that I have not always enjoyed. But you find that your work, 

when it starts to reach a certain level, or when your work as an artist takes on 

a personality and your life-style, so to speak, starts to take on directives, you 

get away from the tool that you'd like for art to be.I'm sort of a low-profile 

person. I find that if I had an opportunity to work from a studio perspective for 

a period of time- That's very, very personal. You don't care necessarily if it 

brings about change or if it does anything except have some useful purpose 

about it. The first thing it does is satisfy your need to do it. You're very, very 

fortunate when that satisfaction can reach out and be tangible on some other 

level. Within yourself, you know that the only thing that the process of 

building that philosophy through the process of doing art is- That it gives you a 

better understanding of how we fit into the world and beyond. For me, it 

does. That's a challenge to yourself. But if it is a challenge to yourself and it 

opens windows, then when we start to envision and vision starts to clear 

itself, you want to share that with somebody. That's the thing that gets you in 

trouble, the fact that it gets into a gallery. [laughter] When it gets into a 

gallery, there's an audience. [laughter] You find yourself being expanded to 

these places that are really insignificant to most artists but important. You 

know what I mean. You struggle to sometimes verbalize the things that you 

feel. I feel that's another process that, in time, starts to speak in its own way. 

Like we need to write. I need to do that sometime in the future, quietly write 

and make notes about periods, whether they be distasteful or otherwise, 

positive at times.But the periods in your life that have made a difference to 
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you as an individual and the segments of your life as a practicing artist that 

really don't fit sometimes in- What I always find myself doing is slowing down 

to be in step and slowing down at times to keep from being really an oddity. 

[laughter] What I'd like to do as an artist would have very little to do with 

social commentary at times, even though social commentary and current 

events impound your being, not only make an impact. [laughter] Sometimes 

we're actually impounded by it, so it has to have some influence. But some of 

the most simplistic formats and views are the most enjoyable at times in 

terms of presenting art matter. The examination of a simple sound, of the 

content found sometimes in the colors that we don't notice that are so close 

by at times that have nothing to do with what the president said last night or 

what somebody did to the flag yesterday, that piece of rag that has the stars 

and stripes on it. You know what I mean? It's a facade symbol, anyway. They'll 

clean that up one day.But the flag doesn't represent what we'd like for it to 

represent, because what we'd like for it to represent doesn't exist yet. We're 

striving for that. So it's a rag right now that has an awesome responsibility to 

grow in whatever dignified fashion to be the symbol or symbolic gesture, I 

guess, to represent the ideal, the democratic ideal. We're far from that, and so 

is the flag. 

Smith 

So with this Getty project, did you see it through to the development of a final 

curriculum package? 

Outterbridge 

I think I did. After I stopped, or after the period had transpired of my being an 

advisory board member, I still got invitations all the time to speak before 

groups of teachers that were experimenting in the classroom with some of the 

findings of the Aesthetic Eye, the discipline-based program that the Getty 

institute formulated. 

Smith 

If I'm hearing you right, it seems like you had two distinct even though 

interrelated problems. One is the Eurocentrism, but the other is maybe the 

kind of classical approach of looking at art as something that's separated from 

everyday life, that kind of art on a pedestal. 



374 
 

Outterbridge 

Well, I was a little frustrated because I always thought that art was something 

akin to the spirit of life itself, I mean, the basic stuff of feeling and being and 

something that is akin to all of us, how the gut feels and even smells at times. I 

mean, that's something pertinent to how life moves about. That's not so elite; 

that's very human, very human stuff. Everyone feels and cares and sees, not 

so clear always and not the same thing always. But I think artists, on the other 

hand, and the art process nurtures that ability that we all have. If I practice as 

an artist, I'm going to get keener than others at times, but I think we all have 

the ability to open up and to receive the beauty of just being. So these kinds of 

things weren't discussed enough: the attunement of art and the isolation of 

cultures that are placed in certain ranks and on pedestals sometimes in such a 

way that elitism starts to evolve and to hold onto this place. Those who might 

truly benefit from whatever the experience- [They] become so isolated. I have 

never been comfortable with that.The fact that Henry Moore is a giant for 

whatever reasons- Because he's a unique personality, because he is a 

journeyman who works hard. But he, as a journeyman, has had influences in 

his life that came from other places as well, other cultures as well. We all 

benefit one to the other. When you talk about the phases and the eras of a 

Picasso-Picasso, a unique personality, prolific and whatever in love, [laughter] 

in the studio-maybe he did father some schools of thought, but then some of 

the influences were not necessarily schools of thought but cultures. Like the 

cultures of West Africa that were unraveled in terms of the visual stuff, in 

terms of whatever abstract content was found and used very well by maybe 

even the attitudes of the early French impressionists and others. Not too 

much is ever said about that. Not too much is ever said about the strength of 

Oceanic art and its impact on so many schools of thought. It's almost like 

saying the mockingbird who comes to sing and never claims the song, the 

mockingbird who sings "because it's very necessary for me to breathe," the 

breath of a song, you see.These are the things that are important to me that I 

never saw come to focus too much in the discussions that we had at the Getty. 

I can't say that I did not enjoy many of them, but I thought they could have 

been much more fruitful and less rigid. Some of the papers that were brought 

forth were very boring and tight. I mean, really just all the essence of them 

being much more receptive to the debris of life at large- They were void of 

that sometimes. 
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Smith 

Of course, if the goal is to get young students to learn art the way they learn 

Shakespeare and Melville and that, then something out there- The great 

classics that they have to know in order to be civilized. [laughter] 

Outterbridge 

I saw their process as being very demeaning and very destructive to the whole 

spirit of who children are. Children are open when it comes to peering into a 

crack that becomes a window. They know how to do that. 

Smith 

Did you have much interaction with Loni [Leilani] Lattin Duke? 

Outterbridge 

Enough, but not extensive. She was very friendly, a very friendly lady. A lot of 

times I've been around personalities like that. I never placed too much 

importance on it. Maybe I could have gained a little more if I had realized how 

to absorb a personality like that and to manipulate as some people do and 

that kind of thing. 

Smith 

I'm not quite sure- 

Outterbridge 

In other words, you're there at the Getty and you're part of an advisory board. 

I mean, how do you hang into a situation like that to make it work for you? I 

can't do that kind of thing. I'm not put together in that kind of way. So I don't 

see personalities as anything other than people whom I happen to be working 

with and know at a given time for whatever reason. So I did have dialogue 

with her at times. Many times I was sitting next to her, and she was at the 

head of the table when we were having discussions. I understand that she was 

then an outstanding influence in the Getty Museum. 

Smith 

Had you known her when she was directing the California Arts Federation? 

Outterbridge 
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I knew of her, but I didn't get to know her until the Getty. Maybe I'm not 

giving you a clear picture into- You know, it was very important, that period. I 

think the process did get some significant things done, but it was just me that 

was dissatisfied. 

Smith 

Did you participate in the presentation of some of these findings in a practical 

way in schools? 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, a lot. 

Smith 

Was it brought back in any way to the schools in South Central Los Angeles so 

you could-? 

Outterbridge 

I think I was more beneficial to the process as an artist, as a participating 

artist. I had no problem speaking with teacher groups and students. They 

activated me a great deal to go before bodies of teachers that would be and 

that were working with this discipline. Speaking as an artist before these 

various groups gave me an opportunity to get away from the rigidity that I 

found in the discipline-based approach and to personalize it a little bit in terms 

of how I viewed some of the influences that were important that might not 

have been discussed at those levels, but not leaving or discarding things that 

had been discussed at various levels. I enjoyed being with the teachers, and I 

think that was where I was most effective. 

Smith 

Did you discuss your concerns with Harold [L.] Williams, the director of the 

Getty, the CEO of the Getty? I understand he took a personal interest in this 

particular project. 

Outterbridge 

I don't recall encountering Harry Williams that often, but, yeah, on occasion. 

I'm trying to think of another gentleman. Dr. Williams, I did at times. A person 
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I always enjoyed very much at the meetings was Dr. Harry Brody. Do you know 

of him? 

Smith 

No, I don't. 

Outterbridge 

He's considered to be one of the country's leading authorities on aesthetics. 

[laughter] We used to have fairly intense discussions. I think I'm best when I 

can formalize from my own perspective whatever philosophies we start to 

nurture as beings. You know, we all have philoso-phies. Harry Brody was a 

man who wanted to hear all the sides, and he was an intellect, an educator, a 

man who wanted to put everything on the table. I enjoyed that. Ron Silverman 

was not one who rushed issues, either. You know him? 

Smith 

No. 

Outterbridge 

I think he taught at- He might have been head of the art department at 

Cal[ifornia] State [University], L.A. for any number of years. Possibly retired 

now. Frances Hines, Dr. Frances Hines, from Los Angeles County schools, was 

another real sensitive person. There were many, many people that were part 

of that program that did it a lot of good. But they had the kind of revenue to 

do whatever they needed to do, and it was done. I'd have to go back, though, 

and pull out some of the documents to recall the people that 

were participating. 

Smith 

Well, I think we've gotten the general thrust of what your participation was 

and what your concerns were. 

Outterbridge 

I didn't waste my time, now. It didn't waste my time. [laughter] It was rather 

boring at times for me. An awesome kind of a chore, because you ended up 

not saying some things that at times would have twisted the arm of a giant, 
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you know? And you could barely get your hand around the wrist at times. 

[laughter] 

1.32. Tape Number: XVIII, Side TwoOctober 8, 1990 

Outterbridge 

Do you know Dr. Samella [S.] Lewis very well? 

Smith 

I don't know her very well, but I've met her and I know of her. I know her 

work. 

Outterbridge 

We did talk about Samella some, didn't we? 

Smith 

Some, yeah. 

Outterbridge 

We talked about the films that she did and other materials that she 

developed. There's some other documents and things and publications and all 

that I didn't bring up, articles that were written. I should write some of that 

stuff down. I kind of feel that we've been really general. We've hit some 

points. When you think about it, I guess a lot of dialogue has taken place in 

that very early- 

Smith 

Over thirty hours, if you figure each tape is an hour and a half. I did want to 

ask you a general question, but it builds out of what we were just talking 

about: just how you look at other people's works of art. I mean, for instance, 

when you look at pieces by Noah Purifoy, what is it that you see that appeals 

to you or doesn't appeal to you? I mean both the interior communication and 

maybe also the exterior formal manipulation. 

Outterbridge 

I've always thought that people who practice manipulation of how they view 

life, and we end up calling them artists, the people who usually cannot avoid 
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reacting to the environment the way they react to it- I have never been an 

effective critic of the outcome of a person's expression. But when I view the 

work of other artists, what I always look for is how that person- What kind of 

relevancy and what kind of receptivity they might have to the things that don't 

mean much to many others, whether that be material, whether is has to do 

with just open life philosophy-the debris, the fallout, the compositions, the 

notions that we end up with, the objects. It could be anything to me. But that 

anything appeals to me in such a way that it's a page from a tablet, and on 

that page there could be anything, as long as I'm able to find something that is 

sensitive to how we move through this journey.I don't view art necessarily 

from an ethnic point of view, even though that is extremely important to me, 

even. I look at it from a universal perspective, because human experience has 

depth. And art, as long as I can see the language that speaks to that human 

depth, I'm satisfied. And I'm never satisfied. [laughter] You're always looking 

for that, because art has a way of growing and changing and making and 

bringing change about in us. So I guess I look for something to read. I look for 

something that makes me remember. I look for something that makes me 

surge ahead and go beyond. I look for that thing that makes me care very 

much now. I have to hear it, I have to feel it. It's not always visual, it's not 

always part of my hearing. It's all of those things at once. It is good music, and 

that good music could come from a voice, from an instrument, from a 

classroom. Like I was out at Cal Arts [California Institute of the Arts], Valencia, 

the other day and ran into some young students in a rehearsal session. There 

was almost the tinge of new music taking place. They were experimenting. 

That's a refreshing thing when you hear the old, the very old, and the new at 

the same time. [laughter]This weekend we had a two-day exhibit at the Watts 

Health Foundation. I haven't participated in a show, a two-day show, where 

you take some things out and you expose your work to just the environment, 

to people, to children, to folk who have no tangibility to art whatsoever, you 

know. They're just part of the crowd, and they come through. They say, "What 

in the world is that? They call this stuff art?" You hear all these comments. But 

it was really exciting to go through the corridors and to see the work of a lot of 

young people and others that you've never heard of before. To see people 

respond to that, to be ashamed almost that you took something there- You 

know what I mean? Not ashamed in the sense that- Ashamed that you're not 

working harder, you see. Art is hard work at times.For a person like me, I need 
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to break away at this particular time and become a little insane at fifty-seven 

years old. I don't need to cater to a lot of other things that are not good to my 

spirit. To do art is what I need more than anything else. I mean, I came that 

way. But that process has taught me how to sacrifice, too. You sacrifice when 

you give up time to all these other venues, all these other avenues. You get 

laughed at. You find yourself doing clumsy things like participating with the 

Getty Museum advisory component to art in public schools. That's important 

for professors and people who use these measuring devices to say how much 

students need. The only thing I can do is challenge them, because I'm not 

going to dabble with that process enough to keep art out of the schools. Just 

as long as art is in the schools, that's good. But I think that people like us 

should always be on the fringe and on the edge and involved in that process 

so that we can beat the hell out of it at times to make it realize some other 

things.So the question that you asked me was- When I look at someone else's 

work, I'm simply looking at someone else's life, because that's the way I think 

about art. It's life language, and it's language that goes beyond what 

we examine as life. I think it has a great deal to do with life as an act and the 

way that act examines us. 

Smith 

I wasn't asking you, in a sense, to criticize, say, Noah's work, because my 

interest is more seeing if we can help define your aesthetics. When you look at 

a piece, like that piece there on the wall, is it the colors? Is it the lines? Is it-? 

Outterbridge 

I guess it's all of those things. It's subtle. 

Smith 

I mean, you have it up on your wall, so- 

Outterbridge 

Yeah, if I had anything to do with being in the space that much, you couldn't 

see the walls, because the wall itself becomes only a trap for all the textures 

that you find fascinating. Sometimes I come home, something might have 

blown on the lawn, some foreign thing that's just gorgeous. I'll bring it in and 

attach it somewhere. I mean, that's the way I am.So when I look at a Noah 
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Purifoy or John Riddle or David Hammons, I'm looking at their sensibility and 

the way they put language together. When I sit and listen to Horace Tapscott 

and his keyboard, I'm actually not just hearing Horace's keyboard, but I'm 

hearing Horace's gut at times. And the way that he curses at times, I see that 

in Noah's work. I see how vulgar he can be at times and how beautiful being 

vulgar. I know Noah. The audacity for him to take a pair of lace panties at 

times in some of his things and just hang there and just twist them at the 

bottom and tuck them away. But you still know that they're beautifully used 

lace panties. [laughter] I said, "Purifoy! It's insane!" I mean, when you know 

his work.So you look for how tangible a work is to the unreal and to the real at 

the same time. The use of a line that becomes so stylized that it's not a line 

anymore, it's language. The placement of a color that really challenges the 

creativity of God, even. What kind of audacity can you find in these people 

who practice art sometimes, the fact that they actually challenge traditions 

that are so sacred. The Nubian warrior, wrestler, who might say to me as I see 

him smear his body with mud and pierce an ear that "God gave me this 

beautiful device to hear with, but it's not enhanced in the manner that I would 

enhance it. So I'll make it blue, right? I'll punch a hole in it and dangle." So it's 

the same thing with the writer who questions the majesty of the God forces or 

a painter who changes the tone of the sky out of a personal need to see it in 

another way or a sculptor who violates form to satisfy the self. Those are the 

things that I look at always, what is not so literal at times.If I can render a tree, 

I do best to go inside of that tree and sit for a moment, this live, silent thing 

that is much older than we are. You hear vegetarians speaking all the time 

about the sacred nature of animal life without regarding the sacred nature of 

vegetation, an older life form. Or the sophistication of an insect, a bug? How 

dare you crawl to the end of a thirty-six story building and jump off and hit the 

pavement and still keep on walking! [laughter] These are the things that are 

precious to me. Not the things that I might have been taught in the classroom, 

not the things that we discover in the studio process, which are just sacred 

things, but the things that we feel about as we examine purpose and being.I 

wish at times that the studio could be right downtown in skid row, just helping 

a life a day to get back in shape. I mean, your work is about all of that. But you 

can't always practice, because you don't live in the kind of social environment 

that nurtures the research. 

Smith 
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Noah, as I think everyone that knows him will testify, is a very deep thinker. 

He's very familiar with the work of Heidegger and Husserl and many other 

people. When you were talking with him, would he talk about his researches 

in phenomenology and psychology? 

Outterbridge 

A lot. 

Smith 

Were there particular things that really resonated with you? 

Outterbridge 

I used to be with Noah Purifoy a lot years ago. I think that Noah was one of 

the influences that a lot of us sat with at times, because he was cantankerous 

enough to bring things up that needed to be talked about at times. I think we 

all were that way when we got together, more the dialogue just on natural 

premises. I mean, we had the kind of agendas that brought us together more 

often. Noah was like a person who started to manipulate format physically 

late. He's been doing that a long time, art. But I think he was always nurturing 

himself in other ways. The classics. Literature was something that he 

dismantled, and you found it interlaced at times in his visual notes. What 

we've been talking about might not have gotten so much intertwined with the 

way that groups of artists at times just have to come together. You talk about 

those things other than how the work is, but how the life is and how the work 

process comes about through the life. So philosophies and those that are well 

journaled, and those that are formulating-Noah was the kind of person that 

many times years ago, when he lived on La Brea [Avenue], there would be a 

crazy party at his house. The music was always great and the food and the 

wine. There was a restroom with no door. [laughter] Some little girl would 

have to go to the bathroom, and she says, "Where's the restroom?" Noah 

would say, "There it is over there." She'd head that way, and she'd discover 

the fact that if she was serious about using the restroom she had best use it or 

go someplace else, because this one was without a door. [laughter] So he was 

that way. [laughter]I was there many times when we would get thrown out on 

the streets; things would get that intense at times. We'd get into deep 

discussions, and somebody would end up being thrown out every time we'd 
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have a gathering at Noah's. Physically, you know? We always had parties like 

that somewhat. I don't think that's taking place now in the way that it did.But 

Noah Purifoy was a special person in the way of the open interests that he had 

in intellectual pursuits. He'd question everybody a lot and your purpose for 

being who you were. Like with me, he used to wonder how I could manage to 

do art and still stay married. [laughter] You know, as much as I stayed married. 

He used to say, "'Bridge, 'Bridge, you're going to break away from that one 

day, aren't you? How can you?" He used to give me a hard way to go at times 

in terms of all the things that I did at once, like you try to raise a family, you 

have studio time, you work, even though he was stressed-out himself. He was 

teaching and for a long time working for the California Arts Council. I think he 

stopped working for a long period of time, and just a few years ago he started 

to take up his work load again.I got kind of angry with him, though, when he 

had all of this work sitting out in his yard on La Brea, the work from "66 Signs 

of Neon." I had always hesitated to ask him to let me sort of secure those 

works and take them in. One day somebody said they went to Noah's yard and 

the works weren't there. When we questioned Noah as to where the works 

went, the Los Angeles trash collectors had picked everything up. He set it out 

in front of his property one day. 

Smith 

Purposely? 

Outterbridge 

I guess, yeah. A lot of really fine stuff, a lot of really sensitive works. I could 

have secured those works and just put them in storage someplace, but he set 

them out one day, and the trash collectors picked them up. 

Smith 

There are artists who do that. They just destroy things, everything they've 

done. Not everything; a lot. 

Outterbridge 

There are ways to kind of cleanse yourself. 

Smith 

I mean, that in itself is an artistic statement. 
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Outterbridge 

Yeah. Some people give things away, some people destroy things, clean up the 

studio. Rather than just giving those things to people, a lot of things that 

people that do art are not satisfied with are destroyed before anybody sees 

them. I've seen some really good pieces just destroyed myself that way. One 

artist friend of mine who used to do that quite often was Dubois Barry. Now, I 

don't know where he is today, but that drawing in the back is a Dubois Barry, 

an old Dubois. See that black and white drawing all the way back? 

Smith 

Yeah. It's not really illuminated, so I can't really see it well. I see it there, but- 

Outterbridge 

Yeah. 

Smith 

Well, I guess then the question needs to be asked, if somebody like Noah does 

that with "66 Signs of Neon," which was a significant show, to what degree 

does he do that because of the lack of support, the lack of recognition, the 

lack of-to use a technical term- infrastructure for black art, for African-

American art? 

Outterbridge 

Well, that's been a very painful thing to many African-American artists, not 

being a part of the, at times, lucrative motion, lucrative in the sense of just a 

crust of dignity being associated with how we live as a people, how we are in 

terms of age in association with this American thing. Some of the most 

sensitive people might be those people who at times write or choreograph or 

make music, visual art. All cultures are going to have their spirits. When you 

find mechanisms that are so designed to overlook, to ostracize, and not just 

casually, but very caustically at times, to build little barricades and all, not only 

is it frustrating, but it's damaging to the person.I always felt that African-

American artists should not fret- Not that we are fretting, but there should be 

no concern in that regard that we're not in, that we're not seen. Maybe we 

should not be so concerned with making art if we can create new language, 

new records to whatever the processes are. That might be a very healthy way 
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to go, because our cultures always produced their own languages. The 

cultures that they grew out of were much more tangible with life causes and 

effects. If that cause and effect was decorative, if it could be used by the 

nobility, if it served some utilitarian function, if it made the crops grow, if it 

made the face of a spirit show-you know what I mean?-then it did make us 

tangible with the energy in the universe. That wasn't art so much as that's 

breath. And beyond- That's the site of the ancestor that left last year. That's 

the breath of a grandmother who's underneath the soil. This is a stick that 

becomes an animal when I need to punch a hole in the earth and drop a seed, 

since I can't do that with my hand. This is to thank the antelope for the soul 

that allows nourishment to my own soul. This is to thank the god that is in 

rock. This is an act that honors the life and dignity of a tree. This is also to say 

that I'm fortunate to live, I'm fortunate and blessed to breathe. That's not 

about the rigidity of an object. That's not so saturated with the aesthetic 

yardstick that groups and categorizes and ties a string around a concept and 

doesn't allow it to be anything other than. You know what I mean?I think 

African-American artists in the future will probably think more in terms of 

creating new language and new references to whatever they do rather than 

waiting to ride on a wagon or hoping to be in the sightline. I think that's totally 

unimportant. When we find ourselves, all of us, living in a society in which 

everything becomes commodity or needs to be associated with commodity 

and enterprise, we need to have second thoughts about the entrepreneurship 

of the spirit. That's a difficult thing to deal with at times. It's my hope, the next 

time around, if not this time, to forge in that direction more or less- just 

another way of experiencing and sharing that experience rather than trying to 

fiddle and find the path of this criteria that is rather selfish, political, socially 

elite at times, unforgiving. [laughter] I don't understand it, though it's 

fascinating, because it, too, is a process. The things that would give a Robert 

Rauschenberg wings to fly, when Robert Rauschenberg would come home and 

take the wings off and sit and have the same concerns that I have as a creative 

person- Only at times he would chuckle and light a cigar or chew some 

tobacco and say that I've been very lucky. If I had that kind of luck and I could 

not share it with other sensibilities that I know exist around me, I would 

probably shed myself of the luck. [laughter] I'd do something else, maybe. 

[laughter]If I lived in a world and I would say, "I'm the luckiest person in the 

world, with so much luck, in fact, that half of it I don't even need," I'd have to 
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start to look around to find somebody that I could share the luck with. You 

know what I mean? It's like musicians are very fortunate that they work in 

orchestras, and the orchestration voices the group's attitude, even though 

there are solos. Music is a very unique apparatus in that way. It is a language 

that has a mother tone about it, because it reaches out and touches, fathers, 

and nurtures richness, because we don't need to talk anymore; we just need 

to share the composition that someone melds out.A friend of mine, Troy 

Robinson, is a fine musician. We worked together in Chicago some years ago. 

When he came to California and I was at the Communicative Arts Academy, 

Troy and I put together an orchestra for young musicians that ended up being 

a very, very significant study group that dealt with composition and theory. 

One day Troy said to me, after having a few drinks- He had that one challenge 

in his life, liquor. Music and good whiskey was what he loved more than 

anything else. [laughter] So a lot of times he would have a drink at the oddest 

times. Just before big concerts with a full audience outside, we'd be looking 

for Troy, who had to come out and get the program started. He'd be in the 

back just in a ball saying, "Man, wow, I'm scared to death to go out there. 

Suppose the kids-?" The band was always just great years ago, but a lot of 

times he was always worried about how his new music would sound or how 

some composition that- Some of the young people in the orchestra would 

reach out and how would that really be shared this afternoon with the 

audience? We had great audiences then coming to those concerts that we did 

once a month.So one day Troy said, "'Bridge, I'm very lucky, man." He said, "I 

just discovered a few minutes ago that every time I write a song, it ain't no 

good, man, until we go out there and play it for all them people. So that song 

is a very important thing, because it's no good until we share it." Right? Then 

he put his gin down and straightened out his dignity-a very handsome young 

man who grayed very early-wipe his mouth a little bit, straighten up his tie. 

He'd go out and stand in front of the orchestra for almost three minutes 

sometimes before saying anything, just to tone them down and to say that 

this is serious business. Then any of us who sat in the orchestra and who had a 

seat, we'd see his lips say, "Now." He'd start his count, and there was the 

evening. 
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 McWhinney, William H., 250, 403 
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 Meeting at the Watts Towers, 476, 528 
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 Miller, Guy, 204-5, 238, 353-54, 357, 358, 402, 434, 455 
 Mills College (Oakland), 277, 295 
 Mingus, Charles, 469 
 Monk, Thelonius, 97 
 Montgomery, E.J., 277-78, 294, 295 
 Montoya, Joseph, 445 
 Moore, Alva Whitney, 324, 517, 531 
 Moore, Charles, 459 
 Moore, Eudorah, 494-95, 590 
 Moore, Henry, 606 
 Morro, Johnny, 316 
 Motley, Archibald, Jr., 114, 117-19, 156, 331 
 Motley, Marian, 156 
 Municipal Arts Department, 471, 473, 481-85 
 Nation of Islam, 154-55 
 National Center of Afro-American Artists, 331 
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39, 591, 592, 599; 
 Expansion Arts Program, 494, 500, 503, 518 

 Neiman, LeRoy, 115 
 Nevelson, Louise, 305-6 
 Nicholas, Rochelle, 484, 489 
 Nichols, Frederick G., 203 
 North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (A and T), 38, 40-44, 46-

47, 51, 79, 84, 85, 102, 156, 365 
 Oasis Gallery (Los Angeles), 205 
 Oldenburg, Claes, 334, 346 
 Opus de Four (musical quartet), 136-37 
 "Other Gods: Containers of Belief" (exhibit), 553-55 
 Otinde, Taboula, 257 
 Otis Art Institute of Parsons School of Design, 268, 273, 327 
 Otis, Johnny, 456, 469 
 Outterbridge, Beverly McKissick (wife), 142, 146, 149-50, 161, 163, 165-

68, 263, 279, 281, 282, 283, 286, 301, 350-51, 363-64, 468 
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 Outterbridge, Freddy (brother), 84, 89-90, 94, 113, 156 
 Outterbridge, John- works: 

 About Martin, 234-35, 318; 
 Aesthetics of Urban Blight series, 221, 558-61, 565-68; 
 The Black Book, 224; 
 Blow It, 220; 
 Broken Dance, 550; 
 California Crosswalk, 547-48, 550-53, 555; 
 Captive Image series, 544-45, 554; 
 Containment series, 202-3, 216-18, 248-49, 277-78, 298-99; 
 Flag Rag, 242; 
 From Another Point of View, 203; 
 Ghetto Porch, 196; 
 The Language of the Coffee House, 406-8; 
 Mood Ghetto, 228-29; 
 Note for a Bootblack, 205-7; 
 No Time for Jivin', 204, 277; 
 O Glory Redefined, 242; 
 O Speak, Speak, 253-59, 424-29; 
 Pig Painted Blue, 218-220; 
 Rag Man series, 545-46, 581-82; 
 Shimmering Silver Fish, 562; 
 Something from Nothing, 390-92; 
 Song for My Father, 204, 207-10; 
 Traditional Hung-Ups, 222; 
 Vested Interest, 220 

 Outterbridge, John Ivery (father), 1, 4-9, 11, 16, 26, 27, 28, 34, 35, 37, 40, 43, 44-

48, 79, 84, 86, 92-96, 98, 99, 106, 108, 112, 113, 177-78, 196, 209-

10, 308, 312, 358, 360, 574, 575,579-81 
 Outterbridge, Les, 94-95 
 Outterbridge, Lillian, 94-95 
 Outterbridge, Marvin (brother), 84, 90, 113 
 Outterbridge, Olivia Northern (mother), 1-2, 9, 12, 15, 16, 19, 26, 27, 28, 34-

37, 45, 46, 78, 79, 81, 84, 86, 92, 93, 95, 96, 99, 106, 107, 113, 119, 177, 312, 358, 359, 360, 57

0-71, 576-77 
 Outterbridge, Robert (brother), 91 
 Outterbridge, Tami Lynn (daughter), 199-200, 279-81, 301, 302, 337, 363-64, 413, 544-45 
 Outterbridge, Warren Brooks (brother), 16, 88-89 
 Padve, Martha B., 337-38, 340 
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