he Baptism

The vear was 1911. Hundreds of cotton mills dotted Mecklenburg
County and its perimiter, and James B. Duke’s conversion from
steam to hydroelectric power amplified growth and productivity
in Charlotte. Developer Edward Dilworth Latta embarked upon a
two-decade expansion of Charlotte’s first suburb with the Olmstead
Brothers and developed the tree-lined avenues of Myers Park and
Dilworth. Trolleys departed from the intersection of Trade and Tryon
Streets into Dilworth, First and Fourth Wards, Dilworth, Myers Park
and Elizabeth, revolutionizing the transportation system of Charlotte
The Piedmont and Northern Electric Railway camied civilians from
Charlotte to jobs in Gastonia, with a separate line from Spartanburg
to Greenwood, South Carolina. The Carolina Central Railroad
stretched from Charlotte to Wilmington, a distance of two hundred
miles, symbolizing the dominant geographic position Charlotte would
assume. The new Charloite National Bank was thriving, and even
before the opening of the Federal Reserve, Charlotte claimed more
banks, capital, deposits and resources than any other city in North
Carolina. Industrialization would rapidly permeate Charlotte and
saturate rest of the nation in a grand way, and soon enough, a young
man born that same vear would have a similar affect in the world of
art. With the significant progress occurring in Charlotte in the early
twentieth century, it was as if a city sensed a dire need to prepare
itself for a man who was far ahead of his time as an artist, with his
exceptional talent and vision.

Romare Howard Bearden was born in Charlotte on
September of 1911 to (Richard) Howard and Bessye Bearden,. Asa
young man. Romare moved with his family to New York City's Harlem
where he came of age during the Harlem Renaissance, surrounded
by writers, artists, and musicians in a time of extraordinary creative
upheaval. Bearden’s mother was a reporter for a leading African

96 Charlotte Taste Magazine

American newspaper. and the family’s circle of friends included
luminaries such as Langston Hughes, W.E.B. DuBois, Duke Ellington,

and Paul Robeson, among other wellF-known artists, writers, and

musicians who were frequent visitors to the Bearden home. Although
it is easy to assume judging from the company the Bearden family
kept that Romare could have attended a premier University, he
chose to initially study at the Harlem Recreation Arts Center, where
black students were tutored exclusively by accomplished black artists.
Here, a young Romare met sculptor Augusta Savage, and his passion
for craft was born. Bearden began college at Lincoln University,
transferred to Boston University. where he served as art director for
Beanpot, the student humor magazine, and completed his studies at
New York University, where he graduated with a degree in education.
While at NYU., Bearden took numerous art courses and was a lead
cartoonist and art editor for the monthly journal The Medley. He
continued his schooling at the Art Students League in New York and
later, the Sorbonne in Paris.

Bearden was a bit like his own collages, composed of
many different pieces from his experiences in so many different
learning environments. In his earlier years, Bearden served three
years in the military in WWII, performed in jazz bands, designed
stage sets, published illustrations in popular magazines and
designed costumes and sets for the Alvin Ailey American Dance
Theater. He enjoved a brief stint playing professional baseball in
the Negro League, but rejected an offer to join the Philadelphia
Athletics by refusing to “pass as white”. Romare was a social
worker with the New York City Department of Social Services,
from the mid-1930s through 1960s, working on his art late at
night and on weekends, gathering inspiration from such Western
masters as Duccio, Giotto. de Hooch, Cezanne, Picasso. and
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