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Transcript
Preface

The following oral history transcript is the result of a tape-recorded interview with James W. Washington, Jr. on
June 29, 1987. The interview was conducted at James W. Washington's home and studio in Seattle, Washington
by Paul Karlstrom for the Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

Interview

JW: JAMES W. WASHINGTON, JR.
PK: PAUL J. KARLSTROM

[Tape 1, side A—30-minute tape sides]

PK: James, this is something that I've looked forward to for quite some time. We’ve known one another now for
five years or more.

JW: Something like that.

PK: Whenever | come to Seattle, if | can, | try to come by, at least be in touch. And | think this interview is
perhaps a little overdue. We have a day to talk about you and your work. And | would like to introduce you a
little bit. You were born sometime in the early part of the twentieth century, and | will leave it to you when we go
into the interview whether you want to be more specific than that. | believe you were born in the South, in Little
Rock? Is that right?

JW: No. | was born in Gloster, Mississippi.

PK: But | guess when we get into this, you will talk about some childhood days in Arkansas. At any rate, you
came to the Seattle area around 1943, early war years. And since 1956 you've been producing highly original
stone sculpture, among other things. The best-known examples—those that I'm familiar with—incorporate
animals and sometimes various religious symbols, special symbols, in combinations which suggest to me a
personal investigation of some universal principles or ideas. Your work is both mysterious and accessible in its
gentle simplicity. This is a subjective response on my part. Today | would like to try to enter the world of James
Washington, the special world of forms and symbols. And with your help, James, | would like to try to gain some
understanding of this very special, very singular art. First of all, | think we should start with the man himself, and
| would like now to get some brief outline of your own background, some biographical information. We don’t
need to go into any great detail, but why don't you just start at the beginning. | don’t know if you want to say
when the beginning was, but to give an idea or your own origins, what you come from and when you became
interested in art, when you began to even see a future for yourself as an artist.

JW: Well, as a future for myself, that did not happen until after | had really acquired semi-proficiency in the arts.
| was intrigued with it, and | started about 13, at the age of thirteen or thereabouts. And it consisted of drawing.
In fact, first drawing on the streets, on the concrete with crayon, and then. . ..

PK: Where was this?
JW: This was in Mississippi.
PK: Okay.

JW: And challenging the other young kids of my age to make any mark with crayon—and | would furnish the
crayon—and regardless to how weird the mark was, | would always be able to visualize that mark, whichever
marks they’d made, as being a part of any human being or anything that | imagined. This mark would remain a
part of that individual, or thing—without eradicating any part of the mark they had made—but let it be a unified
part of a whole. And in so doing, | developed my imagination and was trying at the same time to stimulate their
imagination. And that was before | went to paper. | first was in concrete. (chuckles)

PK: So you began almost as a conceptual or a site artist. You were working and doing pieces out of doors, on the
sidewalk.

JW: Oh, I was doing them on the sidewalk with crayon. (laughs)
PK: Tell us a little bit about your early life and your family, your background.

JW: My father was a minister [Rev. James W. Washington]. And my mother [Lizzie Howard], she was a very



religious person. | would say she was not a religious fanatic, but she was just a truly religious person, concerned
with the creative aspect of religion—in learning, and living, and relating to people, and helping people. | was
born in a small town, Gloster. . . . [Fourth child in a family of three boys and three girls]

PK: That’s the Americanized version of Gloucester.
JW: Yeah, and that’s about, oh, | would say, about 90 miles south of Vicksburg.
PK: So this was the small town in which you were born.

JW: Yeah, a small town. | don’t know how many people it had, just a very small town. However, | had people
there who own a hotel cafe, my aunt and others and like that, but as | said, my father was a preacher. . ..

PK: What was his church? Was it a Baptist. . . .
JW: Baptist minister.
PK: So presumably you spent a fair amount of time, certainly Sundays, when you were a kid, in church.

JW: Well, yes. | was admonished to go to Sunday school. | don’t know whether | was forced to. | was supposed to
go, and the only thing | would require, before going to Sunday school, was a flower in my lapel. (laughs) So out
in the yard and get a flower and put it in my lapel, then they’d take me to Sunday school. And that was part of
my life, you understand.

PK: Could you describe this community? What was the basis of the economy? | suppose it was an agricultural
area. Do you recall?

JW: Well, it was. The environment was such . . . that is, out of the city. Within the confines of Gloster proper there
was a sawmill. We had a big sawmill, the Gloster Lumber Company. It was owned by F. A. Anderson. Most of the
men and some of the women were employed there.

PK: So it was almost a company town.

JW: It was almost a company town. However, people did farm, but not in Gloster. They were like four or five
miles out; they’d farm and they brought their produce to town. But then we had other places to work. There was
an oil mill and compress, and things like that. Pickle factory, where they made pickles. The people grew
cucumbers and they had pickle vats, big vats, where they pickled pickles. (laughs) That’s a good, combination,
pickled pickles!

PK: Was this primarily a black community?

JW: No. It was a white and black community. Usually a railroad track separated most of the blacks from most of
the whites. However, we had some white on both sides of the tracks, but it was . . . somewhat of a segregated
town, in that respect, as | recall. We had our Ku Klux Klans.

PK: Did you? Really?
JW: Yeah.
PK: You had your own chapter, right there in Gloster.

JW: We had our own chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. And we had people who were real viscious. We had some there
who were very nice, and color had nothing to do with it. Some of ‘em were just fine. | found some there just as
good as some people that you find up here. Yeah.

PK: In Seattle here.
JW: In Seattle, or anywhere else.
PK: In the eighties.

JW: Yeah, so it’s an individual thing, you understand. It just so happened we had so many individuals who were
just on the other side. . . .

PK: Yeah.

JW: Yeah. And so few on the constructive side.



PK: Although we’'re still not saying exactly when you were born . . . this was in the ‘teens, we’re talking about.
When you were a child.

JW: Yeah. Yeah. But usually | don’t say much about when | was born. | didn’t know nothin” about it. (chuckles)
But then . . . if you'd asked me how old | am, if somebody wanted to know, | couldn’t very well tell them,
because from my reading of this thing in the Bible. | read a hundred and three psalms, and it says that God
furnish you food to eat, that's good to your taste, and with that food he renew your youth as he renews the
eagle, so | don't know how many times I've been renewed. That is all | know about it. (laughs)

PK: And so you eat well.
JW: (laughs) So I'm always being renewed.

PK: Lucky you. Well, you look pretty renewed to me. (chuckles) But from an historical standpoint, in providing an
idea of your own setting, where you spent your early years, it was in a town representing the old South. . . .

JW: Um hmm.

PK: ... a segregated community. . ..

JW: Um hmm.

PK: ... one which, | would imagine, was pretty typical of a smaller Southern town of the time, of the early 1900s.

JW: Yes. It was typical of small Southern towns, but if you go to a much larger town, the much larger town
become much better.

PK: How do you mean better?

JW: More liberal. Like for instance, you go Vicksburg, or someplace like that, and people seem to be more liberal.
Go to Memphis, people seem to be still more liberal there than at Vicksburg.

PK: Even then, you think?
JW: Yeah. Even then. You can feel a mixture of hate and goodwill.
PK: Ahh, | didn’t realize that.

JW: Other words, in the vernacular of the day, you pick up the vibes, and you can sense they’re different. And
then their relationship and how people act and conduct themselves is much better. The people didn’t seem to be
as clannish in the larger town. Even in New Orleans, you would see a difference.

PK: Did you as a child ever visit any of these other towns, the bigger towns and cities, or did you stay pretty
much in Gloster?

JW: No, | visited ‘em. In fact, | used to work with a banana messenger out of New Orleans.
PK: A what?

JW: I would go from Gloster to New Orleans, and get with the banana messenger, or fruit messenger, every
Wednesday. And then we would get a fruit [railroad] car of fruit.

PK: What's that?

JW: Well, a fruit messenger has to do with buying, selling, and delivering fruit. Sometime they live in New
Orleans, and they would go to the Thalia Street wharf and select fruit to buy.

PK: | see.

JW: And then he would watch them while they were loading the cars, loading freight cars and refrigerators, with
a certain class of bananas and apples and oranges, and things. Then the fruit messengers would come up there
and look in those cars and decide which car of fruit he wanted to buy and how much they would pay for that car
of mixed fruit or bananas. Then he would negotiate and pay for that car, and then it was our responsibility—me
working with him—we would leave New Orleans on a Wednesday, usually on the Wednesday, on the freight. The
freight would pull the car. And we would leave out with green bananas—they’d take off all the ripe ones at the
Thalia Street wharf—and we’d leave off with green bananas and other fruit, and it was my job to see that that
fruit is ripened, or began to get ripe, before we’d get to Mississippi. And using whatever it entails, | would have to
do that. The most primarily thing I'd have to do is open up the frigerator car so that the ice would melt, and the



cold air would escape through the frigerator door. That is, if | needed that kind of assistance. So I'd open up both
doors, on each end, on top of the car, and let it get a little warm in there and ripen ‘em. And sometime if |
needed | put a heater in there. And see to it that they were ripened in some consistency. Not all ripen at once,
but gradually. And then my next job was to call up each store, in any little town that we were going to approach.

PK: Along the way.

JW: Yeah, call them up and tell them that, even though I'm 300 miles away from there, I'd call them up and tell
them that we were headed for that town, and we’d be in there today or tomorrow or tonight, whichever is the
case, and tell them where we’d be located, around the railroad station, or wherever. Then they would come up
from their stores and buy banana. They’'d come up with a truck. Sometime I'd have to stay in the refrigerator
half of the night, till some merchant would come from about 50 miles out from the town we were stationed. So
they would come in, and I'd stay in the car and wait for them while my boss, the banana messenger would be
playing cards in some hotel or something. I'd stay in there and wait till they come. (laughs)

PK: How old were you then, James?

JW: Oh, I'd say, | might have been about fifteen, I'm not sure.
PK: Teens.

JW: Yeah, um hmm, yeah.

PK: That sounds as if it might have been a somewhat unusual opportunity for a young person in the South,
particularly a black person—anybody—to be able to get around, to have a reason to get out to other towns and
the big cities.

JW: Well, it just so happened, it seems to me—as | recall back—that the Italians, they didn’t care. They wanted
somebody to do the job and work with them.

PK: So you were working with. . . . Your boss was Italian?
JW: Yeah, yeah. Like Battalio and others.

PK: What do you mean when you say they didn’t care?

JW: Well, | mean they cared nothing about color.

PK: | see.

JW: To the extent that some of the other people would have.
PK: And the older, more established. . . .

JW: Well, | wouldn’t say the more established, but some of the more discriminating Caucasian people. They
didn’t want blacks to have that kind of a job. But Battalio thought otherwise. . . . He didn’t care. He was
concerned about getting service. Although he’s a banana messenger. He would trust me, you know, and | think |
was worthy of being trusted because | always acted fair. And so he’'d leave me in the car selling bananas while
he’s in a hotel (chuckles), you understand?

PK: Yes.

JW: And even if he were there, he’'d be in one door, and | would be in the other one, and we’d have our hat right
in the middle of the floor, and people would come and buy bananas for twenty-five cents a dozen, or whatever.

(chuckles) And both of us would be selling and throwing money in the hat. Now, the average person, Southern-

white, wouldn’t let you do that. You know, other words, that was too much freedom. He wouldn’t have stood for
that.

PK: So this was breaking down the proper order of things.
JW: Proper! (laughs)
PK: Not s’posed to be that way.

JW: Yeah.
[Interruption in taping]

PK: We had a very temporary break in taping. James, you were talking about your early experiences in this small



Mississippi town, and about your experiences with the banana messenger, which | find interesting. What
memories do you have? Do you feel that. . . . Do you have memories of suffering from discrimination in that
town? Is that a part of what you carried with you from your early life in the South?

JW: No. | carry no chip on my shoulder whatsoever. | realize that the situation that exists was not normal. It was
just something that added to somebody’s mind, and they were trying to seize the monopoloy with their attitude.
And so | didn’t let that bother me as such. | did regret the condition that exists as a result of that. But then |
found a way to escape.

PK: [nods—Ed.]

JW: In fact, if they would confront me I'd tell them how I felt.

PK: What do you mean?

JW: Well, for instance if some of them would challenge me.

PK: And say what? Say, “You don’t belong here.” Challenge something you're doing, or where you were?
JW: Well, for instance, | had. . .. I'll give you one.

PK: Okay, please.

JW: | was standing once talking with another black man—young man—and a white fellow came up. He looked
like a drunkard, | think, he was kind of half shot. But he knew the other black man; he didn’t know me. When |
say black man, we were young.

PK: Right, kids.

JW: And he called him, “Hey there, Jim, you old son of a so and so, come get a drink, you son of. .. .” And he
looked at me and say, “You. . ..” | say, “Listen, | don’t like that kind of talk and | won’t drink your whiskey."”
(chuckles) He said, “I like niggers, but | don’t like colored people. If you don’t believe I like niggers, ask Jim."” |
said, “l don’t have to ask him nothin; you don’t like me because | don’t take your mess. That's it. If | take your
mess and take that junk that you're putting out to him, you’d like me, too, wouldn’t you?”

PK: So you felt that you could speak up that way?

JW: 1 didn’t felt like it. | knew!

PK: You just did it.

JW: ljust did. . ..

PK: And then this guy, this drunkard guy was intimidated because you simply. . ..
JW: Well, he didn’t have no recourse.

PK: Yeah. What could he do?

JW: He couldn’t do nothin’. Other words, what I'm saying is this: Is that you should try and be right. You don’t go
around bullying others. But you stand your grounds, and they can tell the difference. You understand?

PK: Yes.

JW: | can recall one night | was with three white men—and we were going down on the river. They had a rumor
that some gangsters was coming down from Indianapolis, down the river, in a boat. And they were gonna stop
somewhere on the Mississippi River in a houseboat and. . . . For some reason, | don’t know the nature of the trip.
Of the three men | was with, two of ‘em was whiskey makers, and one was a friend of mine. I'd done odd jobs for
him. So that third person, he was kind of a whiskey drinker. So | said something in the course of a conversation
with the third man before we got to the boat, where these gangsters was at, and he said, “You remember, I'm a
white man.” | say, “What you complaining to me about? | had nothing to do with it.” (laughs uproariously)

PK: What'd he do? Did he. . ..
JW: | said, “If you act like somebody you wouldn’t have to tell me that.”

PK: Did he laugh, did he think that was funny?



JW: No, he didn’t like it. He was mad as heck. | was the only black there, but it didn’t matter with me what he
thought. The average black would have been frightened to say something like that. Not me!

PK: How did you. . . . How can you explain that you felt free to behave in a way that presumably could have led
to consequences? | mean, blacks were abused in the South, sometimes for less than that, if they went up
against the wrong person—an authority figure.

JW: Um hmm. | felt the strong force within.

PK: How did you come to this realization that if you stood up as an individual, stood up to people, that they were
going to have to deal with you as an individual?

JW: The only way that | account for it is this, and | wasn’t cognizant then of many things that | know now. And
that is, that, if you become synchronized with the cosmos as such, then you have that assurance from within.
You can’t be a bully, you can’t be somebody that’s going around looking for trouble, but you have a recourse,
you have a refuge. And if you have a sense of that refuge coming from within, and once that emanates from
within you, then you set up the kind of environment that’s not conducive to violence from the other person. You
understand, he’ll sense that he better not (laughing), he better do something different. Other words, he’ll sense
that he better get off the wrecking crew. Even though he failed to get on this construction gang, he has to get off
wrecking crew. See what | mean? | can name different means by which to know this. I'll recite more like that and
give you a better insight on what it is. | hope that this interview will bring out some of the things that I'd like to
say relative to why we are here as people. How we can best utilize our talent, the God-given talent, to reach our
ideals—and value. Where does the validity of the mind rest? Is this a mechanical thing? Are we secure by
creating a materialistic conviction? Or being materialistically inclined? Or being materialistically orientated,
motivated, is that where it’s at? Or is it somewhere else? And | want to deal with that something else.

PK: Well, we will. That's a big part of why we’re here. . ..
JW: Yeah.

PK: ... because | believe, and | know you believe, that you've chosen to deal with these issues, to realize them
in a tangible way through your art.

JW: That's right.

PK: But what interests me here is that | sense you feel that your early years in the South already provided sort of
a background for your world view, for your present world view. Even though you weren't aware of it at the time,
you were—correct me if I'm wrong—but you were behaving in a way that was consistent with a philosophy that
you came to develop later on. What | would like to know is how did that come about then? How, where did you
draw this strength? Where did you get this insight? Did it have to do with the church, with your father, with your
mother—you said she was very religious. Have you ever thought about how the early phase of James Washington
was put together?

JW: What led to it, as | can look back now, is the environment that was created by my mother and father.
PK: | see.

JW: The environment, under which | was able to live and conduct myself. And when that environment was
prevalent, through your life, and at your home, if you are receptive to that, then you become conditioned to the
same environment or the same vibration, as it were. And by being receptive to the same environment and
utilizing the same vibration to express yourself, then that is a tangent leading to truth. When you get in that
tangent leading to truth, then you become enlightened. Nobody have to tell you this is right or that is wrong—
you feel it.

PK: Do you feel that your parents were aware of this? Do you feel this was a conscious sort of technique,
method, on their part to try to steer you in a certain direction?

JW: | know that they were sensitive to what | was doing. They might not have talked about it. They never
verbalized this type of thing. But it was so. . ..

PK: They left that to you.

JW: Yeah. (laughs) But they were sensitive to that. They were very sensitive to that. And my mother was very
sensitive about my talent. She observed me, what | was . . . doing.

PK: This is your artistic talent?



JW: Yes. Well, yes, and how | conduct myself. She was very sensitive about that. One day she was in the kitchen;
she had just finished cooking, and | had finished eating, and | sit out on the back porch, on the steps. And she
had the door still open while she was doing the dishes. | spied an object across the alley, and went over there. It
was an old shoe. And | picked up that old shoe and brought it back to the steps and took it all apart. And | just
looked at it, examined every part of it. And I didn’t know that she was watching me. In fact, | didn't know what |
was doing. But | know | was curious about the shoe, and how it went together. And about a week or something
after that, she came back from town. . . .

[Tape 1, side B]
PK: James, I'm sorry that | interrupted your anecdote. Would you please pick up where we left off with the shoe?

JW: My mother, as | before said, was observing my action as | was on the step and taking that old shoe apart,
and | didn't know that she was observing me. So about two weeks after that she went uptown, as it were. When
she came back home, she told me that Mr. Arthur Samuel, who was a shoe repairman, would like for me to
come up there and study shoe repairing under him. She observed how interested | was with the shoe, and she
reached the conclusion that | wanted to explore much further. And she evidently contacted Mr. Arthur Samuel
and told him about what she had observed, and he invited her to send me up there so | could repair shoes under
him, he’d teach me what he knew.

PK: So did you apprentice then to him?

JW: | apprenticed under him, and | learned the things that he knew about just the common shoe, heel, putting
heels and soles on, and then sewing the soles on with a very common stitcher. And then, after learning what he
knew, then | wanted to learn more. | always wanted to, as it were, leapfrog in knowledge. Leapfrog in
knowledge. That is, when | get to one thing that I've figured out | always want to see, pursue its potential
further. So then, under those circumstances then, one day a fella came in there and wanted him, Mr. Arthur, to
put in some counters in his shoe—that is a stiffener. Mr. Arthur’s reply to him was that he didn’t have any, that
his order of stiffeners hadn’t arrived, and that he could come back later and he would put him in some stiffening.
| said, “What did he want?” And so he said, “He wanted some stiffeners put in.” Stiffeners and counters are the
same. | said, “Well, I'll make him some.” And they both looked at me, and they said, “Make him some?” | said,
“Yes.” So | realized that they had a roll of Baby Ben leather that’s flexible, and then | visualized the possibility of
making ‘em out of that. They agreed. So | take the man’s shoe, and | opened it up, taken the heel off, and then |
taken off the sole, that part of the sole that’s under the heel, and then | rolled it back and tacked it down. Then |
taken out the lasting tacks, and | taken the old counter out, and | wet it and | straightened it out, and made it
flat.

PK: What is it that you took out?

JW: The counter. Yeah, the leather back in the inside of the shoe. So then | used that as a pattern and put it
against the Baby Ben leather and cut out another one, and then | scribed it—that is, shaped it up—and pounded,
and put it in. Then | put the heel back on. And then he was pleased. | had reached the point where Mr. Arthur
Samuel had led me in his knowledge of repairing shoes, and then | was able to, not only to order counters
already made and put them in, but then | wanted to make some. | wanted to enter into the creative realm of
shoemaking. So then that's why | suggested to him that | would make them. | had never seen him make them.
All I've seen him do was order them already shaped and put them in.

PK: Right.

JW: So | had no reason to venture out, you know, other than trying to pursue an avenue of creativity, because he
hadn’t taught me that. But nevertheless, it was a successful venture, you understand. And from that time on, |
pursued, leapfrogging again, | went on to making shoes.

PK: Actually making shoes?

JW: Yeah. And we’ll go into that later, but later on | was hired by the government and put in charge of the
orthopedic department for the government before | came out West. | was making arch supports and adjustments
by a doctor’s prescription.

PK: So this really started you on a profession, finding the shoe and your mother’s observing. . . .

JW: Well, it’s not necessarily just a profession, as such—and then it could possibly be—but it was a creative
adventure. Because this creative ability can be applied in painting or sculpting or anything.

PK: Do you view all jobs as potentially creative adventures?



JW: That's right. Yeah. All jobs that you can get into are creative, potential creative adventures. For instance,
bricklaying. Now we consider that as a common job, you know. Of course, a bricklayer makes good money. But
then, you can be an artist at bricklaying. All you have to do is make proficiency in bricklaying and you become
an artist.

PK: What about imagination? Does that play a role? Is that what makes the difference?

JW: That's a part of it. You have to have a good imagination. Imagination is the key to success in most anything.
If you have no imagination, if you have no foresight, if you have no vision, then the people perish—and an
individual perish without any vision. You have to have vision, in order to reach your zenith. If you can visualize
something, then you can bring it in to manifestation or you can advise somebody else, and give them the idea,
and they can bring it into manifestation, if you can’t do it yourself.

PK: So it’s the idea.

JW: Yeah, but you have to realize it.

PK: It's the vision, it's the idea. . . .

JW: That's right.

PK: ... and not the technique or the process.

JW: No, it’s the idea. That’s the one. . .. The idea or the imagination, can help you bring anything into
manifestation. Other words, with imagination, you can go into an unknown world and bring into a material world
things beforehand have never been seen before.

PK: Well, I know we’'re going to be talking a lot more about that, | think, when we get on to your art. But let me
ask this: Is is possible to have so-called art without imagination?

JW: You can have art—and you see a lot of it around—but no one can produce art without imagination.

PK: How can you tell that? | mean, how can you, James Washington, spot that which is presented as a work of
art but seems lacking in what you feel is the. . . .

JW: Not only seem; that is lacking.
PK: Okay.

JW: Other words, | can be put in a room where there are thousands and more paintings and line ‘em up, and not
know the name of the artist—the same amount of sculpture, and line ‘em up—and | can tell you the one with the
stronger quality. And don’t have to spend more than five or six minutes there looking at them. And | can tell you
the one that has the highest quality in the group.

PK: How can you. . .. What do you look for? Obviously, you look for imagination.

JW: No.

PK: How do you spot that?

JW: No, | don’t look for imagination.

PK: Well, the results of it.

JW: Imagination is the pot they cook in. (chuckles)

PK: Right, | understand, okay. So what do you look for, how do see the evidenceof ?
JW: The quality of which | speak is something you perceive rather than see.

PK: Okay.

JW: You perceive it rather than see. Once you become aware, then it's just as obvious, it's just as plain as though
you see it with these eyes. You don’t see it with these eyes.

PK: So it’s a sensitivity. Do you feel that you can develop this sensitivity, perhaps by looking and thinking, or is it
something, do you feel, that's a. . .. You're born with it.



JW: Not just by looking. Because you are thinking about looking with these eyes. . ..
PK: Well, | meant more than that.

JW: Yeah. Because | have a poem, as a result of Doctor Fuller. He introduced me to some people at the Seattle
Art Museum, and they were from back east, and they were art teachers and all, from the university. And he
introduced me to them, and we was at the museum, and | went on looking at the art, and so they went on with
their little group, and finally they’d come back and get me and say, “Come up here. We want to show you
something. What do you think about this piece of art?” They’'d pick out an abstract. “What do you find good in
this one? What's. . . .” And | would point out whatever | found that was good in it I'd tell ‘em.

PK: Do you remember whose it was? Do you remember the artist?
JW: No.
PK: But it was a nonobjective thing.

JW: A nonobjective-type thing, you know. And then I'd go on looking at the exhibition. Then they’'d come get me
again. So finally they came about the third time. My remarks to them were, “I treat the museum just like | do
people in the community,” you understand. | said, “If | pass by a home that | don’t particularly like, or their yard
isn’t well-kept, | don’t stand there and bicker. I just go on to the next and appreciate the one up the street.”
(laughing) | say, “We have to do art the same way. Because | realize that if I'm standing up arguing about some
painting there that doesn’t make sense, you understand, and has no quality, somebody behind me want my
place.” (laughs)

PK: Um hmm.

JW: And | say, “Another thing about it. Once we go into a museum, and we find a piece or look for a piece that
we don’t particularly like, and then we bicker about that piece, then, with that negative idea, you would look for
another piece like that so you can bicker about it. But if you find the good, just like you find the good in an
individual, then that idea will look for some more good. But if you start looking for and finding the bad, then
that’ll lead you to look for some more bad. Find all the bad about the individual and never reach the good.” So,
as a result of that, | coined a poem, as a result of that meeting, and it goes like this:

They look, they look, and they look,

But they see not.

For they look with their physical eyes.

They look, they look, and they look,

But they see not.

For they look with their physical eyes.

So what we have to realize—and | hope this interview will shed some light on it—and I'm also mindful of the fact
that | cannot explain an ultimate. But | can illustrate it. That’s all. An ultimate is too deep for an explanation.
Only God can do it. So we all, every individual you see has the potential with which he or she can observe
articles, observe people, perceive the quality of the individual, and tell whether that individual is sincere or
whether he is a phoney. Every individual you see, or ever will see, has the ability to find his or her talent or
talents, and to utilize that talent, and to energize it with the force that God has given him or her, and can
animate any subject, whether it's writing, speaking, sculpture, or whatever it is. This is the only thing that we
have in the world that’s worth anything. It’s not what you get in school. The teacher can’t give it to you. It’'s what
you have within you. And our bodies are the temple of God, and the spirit of God dwells in us. And it's that spirit,
if we possess it, we can inject it into subject matter and make it live. And that’s what’s wrong with the churches
today—just hundreds of ‘em. They know nothing about this truth. They don’t propagate it. They couldn’t
propagate it if they wanted to. A lot of the pulpiteers couldn’t propagate it because they couldn’t explain it. They
couldn’t give you the insight on what it is that you should develop. And therefore they refute a statement
relative to this. They say, “Well, what is he talking about?” Religion to them is getting ready to go to Heaven, or
give me some more money so | can give it to Christ. And the people fall for it. But the idea of how to develop an
individual, how to develop your highest potential, this is what we need, and that is the result of the chaos we're
having, because the people, they're not able to do that. They have churches, churches, churches. And
everybody’s trying to get money, and that’s all, and not about how to develop the individual.

PK: Do you feel that these ideas you're expressing come, originally grow out of the views of your folks,
ultimately Baptist experience? Was that the foundation upon which your view is built?

JW: You wouldn't have to be a Baptist, you wouldn’t have to be a Methodist, you wouldn’t have to be a Catholic.

PK: Well, what got you thinking along these lines?



JW: It's such a congenial atmosphere. (chuckles) Congenial atmosphere, and being sensitive to who | am and my
potential—and then cognizant of the fact that I'm more than what you see.

PK: If you hadn’t had a Baptist minister for a father, though, and a mother who was very religious, do you think
that—well, you can’t know this—but do you suspect that your development would have gone—your philosophical
development—along the same lines? | mean, were their other things along the way that. . . .

JW: It could have possibly been. My mother need not be a Baptist; she need not be a religious person. My father
wouldn’t have to be a preacher. Or he could have been a Catholic. You understand?

PK: So it's not the church.

JW: It’s not that. Other words, it's not just becoming the member of a church or being affiliated with a church or
being concerned about church. That has nothing to do with it. Other words, that’'s not a controlling factor.

PK: But it's a contributing factor.

JW: It's a contributing factor providing. . . . Providing if you are sensitive and seeking for truth. You have to be
seeking for truth. Even if you were not a Baptist, you should seek for truth. Some people out there in the world
are not even a Baptist or a Methodist but are seeking for truth. And they’re more inspired, and you can converse
with them a whole lot better on the same level | just told you about than you can with the people who have three
or four degrees and are preachers.

PK: | understand.
JW: You understand?
PK: Yeah.

JW: But the only thing about it is this. If the people I'm referring to, who are inspired and seeking for truth and
have a feeling of the knowledge, and if they were connected, that is, have some religious affiliation, and can so
reach some discipline of their knowledge through that channel, then that’s fine. Some discipline. | don't mean
just exterior discipline, but discipline from intuition. Other words, everything has to come from within. The
exterior discipline is okay, but it must lead to a discipline from intuition.

PK: Well, what | want to do a little later in our session is develop this kind of progress that you had, almost like a
growth, development of these ideas. And | hope that you can describe a few of the landmarks along the way. |
would ask you in connection with that though at this point, when did you become conscious or aware of this
intellectual direction you wanted to pursue—philosophical, whatever you want to call it. The search for truth was
what you wanted to pursue. Was there a point when you realized that this was important in your life?

JW: | realized at an early age that to be truthful and to be concerned about people—that’s all involved—and to
care about people, | realized there was more to it than | was able to comprehend at that time. And then | had to
condition myself mentally and, as it were, spiritually to find out what was this information and where was it
emanating from? And | found out that it wasn’t emanating from outside, because | would talk with young men of
my own age and younger, and I'd get a feedback that was not conducive to what | was thinking. Sometime it
was a violent thing, and they would use peer pressure. | remember, for instance, a group of boys sometime
would ride about 50 miles from Gloster up to Harrison, Mississippi. That’s a little junction town; you can go over
to Natchez from there. And then we’d catch a freight train and ride back. And we had done this, on this particular
Sunday. And | was with about three or four more boys my age, and | had left them for some reason and went up
exploring something up the tracks, or something, and when | came back, they said, “We about ready to go.
We’'re going catch this freight train out.” They said, “There’s a boy up there. He said something bad to us. We
gonna throw him off the train when we get going.” He was a white boy, you know, that they wanted to throw off.
You know, they told me that they want to throw him off. | said, “No, you're not throwin’ that boy off. You ain't
gonna fool with that boy.” | said, “We ain’t gonna do nothin’ with that boy.” See what | mean?

PK: What did they say?

JW: “Uh huh?” | said, “No, we ain’t gonna do nothin’ to that boy. We ain’t gonna put our hands on him. We ain’t
gonna touch it.” | say, “What did he do to you?” And they tried to tell me, | said, “No, you ain’t gonna do nothin’
to him.” See what | mean? Other words, | was not concerned about peer pressure. I'm concerned about people.
You understand? And | knew they wanted me to take part. Other words, they recognized me as a potential
leader, so why wouldn’t | take advantage of it and say what’s right? You understand?

PK: Yes.

JW: You see what | mean? So that was my opportunity, and I’'m just so proud now | accepted it. You understand?



PK: Um hmm.

JW: So, you see, | could have very well said, “Oh yeah,"” to be part of the gang, see, “Yeah, let’s do it.” You
understand? You see what | mean? That attitude was not in me. And they couldn’t sell it to me. | didn’t need that
peer pressure to feel like somebody.

PK: Did these friends of yours back then begin to see you as slightly different?

JW: They might have. | didn’t really view all of the different facets of their life, or something like that, but | could
have cared less. You understand? If this young man had done something to me, | would have told him what |
thought of him at the time and still wouldn’t have tried to throw him off the train. (chuckling) You see what |
mean? But he hadn’t done nothin’ to me, and when | ascertained what he’d done to them, it amount to nothing.
So why would I, why would | want to do something to him?

PK: It sounds to me, James, as if at a rather early age you moved beyond viewing people within groups, on the
basis of color or any other kind of group. If | understand what you're saying, you'd already become interested in
people as individuals, with their individual qualities, and that you refused to be trapped into a more limited view.
Do you feel that this is true? Did you have at that time, or perhaps a little bit later, any close white friends?

JW: Yes. | had friends and was just proud of it, even in this little town. . . . I'll tell you what happened once. We
had a rich white lady. | think she was rich. | don’t know, she might not have been. But she had a big home.
(chuckles) | knew some of my friends who had worked for her in her yard, you know, and then she got me—I
forget how she acquired me—to work in her yard around her flower beds. So | worked all day and. . . . | might
have worked two days, but | worked, | know | worked a full day. Long about that evening, just before | was to be
paid off, she came to me and said, “Did you see some mail around there on the porch?” | said, “No, | didn't see
any mail around there.” “That’s funny,” she said. “I had some valuable things around there for the mailman to
pick up.” I said, “Well, | didn't see them.” | went on back to work. And later that afternoon, she sent the maid—I
think, the maid, probably maid and cook, combination—out there to tell me to come in there, in the house. |
went in, and just as | stepped in the door, the music was playing, and she wanted me to dance with her. |
refused. And | stood up there a minute, and | walked back out and went back to work. Later on, just about the
time | was about to get off, some of the officers came up there, city officers, and they didn’t say they had
arrested me, they said they wanted to take me downtown to question me. | said, “What about?” “Well, some
papers was missing out there in the front, on the porch.” | say, “What!” And they named some things that she
didn’t tell me! (laughs) | don’'t know what she had told them. | went down there with them, and there was a big
store they worked in. | don’t know all the things they had in the store, but anyway they carried me down there.
They were little constables, or whatever it was, you know. They say, “What we gonna do, we just gonna let you
loose till you go find that stuff.” | said, “You can let me loose, sirs, but | don’'t know what it looked like.”
(laughing) So, “Well, we're gonna keep you, but we’ll keep you in here then.” They put me in the back.

PK: They put you in jail?
JW: In a little room.
PK: They put you behind bars?

JW: Well, some secure little place. They hadn't arrested me, or nothing like that. | don’t know, | wouldn’t call it a
jail. A friend of ours (a family friend), a white fellow, Mr. Larry, | think by name, he heard that what they were
doing, and he came down and told them, to turn me loose. “Let that boy loose.” And said, “That woman ain’t
done nothing but lie. . . .” (laughing) He said, “She ain’t doing nothing but lying to keep from paying him.”

PK: Yeah, boy.

JW: And one of friends, who had previously worked for her, he told me the next day, she came out there and hid
one of her hoes from him, and then, you know, made out like he had misplaced it to keep from paying him.
(laughing)

PK: So you had friends then that would come forward and then speak for you. . . ?
JW: Oh, yeah. Yeah, even though they were few, you understand.

PK: Well, there are very friends like that for anybody. Now, | want to make sure | have this right. Who was the
woman that wanted to dance with you?

JW: Well, you see, evidently—now | can look back and suspect just what would have happened. | can just look
back. And she probably wanted me to dance with her, then she would have tore my clothes or something, and
pretend something worse than the loss of papers.



PK: Right. And then she wouldn’t have to pay you, either.

JW: | would have been dead then, because, you know, if she would have gotten enough people to believe. You
didn’t have to have enough, just three or four. . ..

PK: That you had tried to rape her or something like that.

JW: Yeah, anything that was imaginable. Well then, they wouldn’t have listened to my side. Other words, the
people. . ..

[Tape 2, side A]
PK: James, sorry for the interruption. You were going to conclude this anecdote.

JW: Well, | was just about to say that method was the way those folks acted for handling something like that, the
situation I've just described. If | had of went and danced with her. . .. I'm just foreseeing the possibilities this
could happen, and it couldn’t have went any other way. | would have been bound to go somewhat similar to
what I'm about to say. She would’'ve claimed that | tried to attack her some way, and she would have sent out
an alarm, she’'d have got two or three to come, and then they would’ve heard her story, and if | would inject
anything in that was contrary to what she said, they would have said that I’'m disputing her word, and that would
have made them mad. Then if | had to say something to them, they would say I'm disputing their word. They
would have started violence then, you understand. I'm pretty sure, you know, that they would have started
beating on me or doing something like that, you understand. Anything | would have said, unless | would say
what they wanted me to say, would have been wrong. That is the way they would handle it. They would say,
“Okay, now, | tell you, you confess and we’ll stop doing what we’re doing.”

PK: Then what?
JW: Then you confess, then they feel justified in doing whatever they want to do from that point on.
PK: Did you have any lynchings, hangings of that nature, or anything like that, that you remember?

JW: Well, | recall hearing about things like that but not seeing it. All they would need to show that a crime was
committed is that somebody suggests that you did a crime, and then you disputed that person person’s word.
(laughs) You understand?

PK: (chuckling) Yeah, | want to know a couple of things. | want to know, first of all, why did this white lady, who
you thought was rich and whom you were working for, why would she want to bring this to that point where she
could set you up for violence? Certainly not just so that she wouldn’t have to pay you?

JW: Yes. That's all.
PK: So that’s how little your well-being. . ..

JW: That's right. Other words, I’'m not sure that she was rich, but she was reputed to have been rich, because she
had a fine home.

PK: Well, she certainly had more money than you did.

JW: Yeah, | didn’t know it at the time, but my friend told me after—that he worked for several days or a week
with her and she hid the hoe and tried to create a commotion and didn’t pay him, saying he stole the hoe, you
understand, and she started a lot of messing with him on that.

PK: So she figured she could use this basic social structure in the South at that time to get out of paying. .. ?
JW: Yeah, just paying a bill.

PK: But doesn’t it, wasn’t it appalling to you as a young man that she might go to that extreme?

JW: | couldn’t understand it. | couldn’t understand it.

PK: She probably put your life in jeopardy.

JW: Yeah. Now what I'm saying about her wanting me to dance with her and the possibility of what could have
happened, now | don’t know that to be so, but it must have been something, you understand, she. ... Why
would she want me to come in from out there working and come in there to dance with her? That's the question.

PK: Well, I don’t know that we want to pursue that on tape. | mean, you may have been a very attractive young



man.
JW: No, no, no, | wasn’t. No.
PK: You weren’t always as attractive as you are now?

JW: (laughs) But I'm just saying, why would she want to do that, and the maid was standing right there? The
maid wasn’t ten feet from us. Do you see what | mean? So she wasn’t creating any private situation.

PK: | understand.
JW: So I'm just telling you what | figured she was trying to do. | don’t know.

PK: | think it’s interesting. An experience like that, and the implications of an experience like that, that in some
ways the system was stacked against you to the point where you could be put in jeopardy simply on the word. . .

JW: Now not just me.
PK: No, | understand.
JW: All the blacks were subject to that kind of trap.

PK: How did that fit then with your developing ideas about the potential good in people? Was it hard for you to
reconcile the realities of the social situation, the inequities in that situation. . . .

JW: Uh, somewhat.
PK: ... and what you imagined, or what you believed by that time, was more important.

JW: Yeah. And that’s the reason some blacks left the South with a chip on their shoulder. You understand, they
left the South with a chip on their shoulder. They assumed, and a lot of them believe now, that all whites are
dangerous, that all whites are up to get them, all whites are up to do this or that to them. | didn’t believe that.
Why | didn’t believe that is because | accept people as individual. | could. . . . And in fact | could have a fuss—or
shall we say an encounter—with a white on this block, and go two blocks down, and find another white with
whom | relate and not even mention it.

PK: Um hmm.

JW: See what | mean? So this is why. For some reason | was able to do that. You understand? And I'm able to do
it till this day. You understand?

PK: Let’s take a jump now. Let’s take a jump. . ..

JW: Leapfrog.

PK: Leapfrog. Let’s leapfrog.

JW: (laughs)

PK: How does this attitude, this world view that you’ve described, come into play later on in your art?

JW: This world view. . . . If you go. ... We have to separate the world view from our artistic achievement. We
have to separate that. Because | wasn’t motivated by the world view. Other words, you have to go inside, and
it's inside that you have the freedom, and that you are not motivated by the world’s attitude at all. So | was able
to go inside and to find out from inside just who I am and my potential. And by so doing, then | was able to
realize that every individual has the same potential (not the same talent), but he or she has to develop it. You
understand? | was able to perceive that potential. But they have to bring it out. You find your potential by
getting off the wrecking crew and getting on the construction crew, and whether they are white or black. |
perceive that potential in everyone. So with me, then | knew that this same potential had been awakening me,
then | say, “Now, how can it be used? What is it all about?” | hear. . .. You go to church and you hear about God
this, and your body is the temple of God, and all that, and they never give it an explanation as to what that
means. And then every time you talk about, try to get an explanation, they tell you, “Well, you are going to get it
in Heaven.” You understand? It's always the Heaven bit. | know that led to chaos. It led to perfect chaos—if
chaos can be perfect. You understand, because the people were not able to deal with it.

PK: Well,



JW: When | say deal with it, | mean somebody born and live here on the earth; they reach the age of eight or ten
or twelve, fourteen years old, and every time they try to get some kind of understanding of how they should live
or how they could develop, they give them the Heaven bit. These are not the kind of young people who will find
themselves. Do something for themselves now, experience some of this life now!

PK: Are you saying that your art then is, in a certain way, a more tangible substitute for Heaven? That this is
where you. . ..

JW: What I'm actually saying is—you can find God through your art, for God is spirit. The nature of God is love.
And that’s where you establish the continuity between people and yourself. That's love, that’'s nature. You use
that God nature to reach out to people. God is a spirit. It's that spirit in you, God gives you, that can animate
whatever talent he has given you. You see. You can animate whatever you're doing, whether it's writing,
speaking, or whatever. And not only that, but you can use that same spirit to perceive where the other person is
coming from. Other words, the universality of life is based on this spirit. The universality of art is based on this
spirit. Because they’re one and the same.

PK: So this is what your art is about.

JW: That's right. I'm not still searching for this truth; that is, I'm searching for more of it. I'm still trying to find out
how much of this spiritual truth that one person can possess and how, to what extent he—in this case me—can
animate subject matter and make it live. If we would go back then to Greece, we would be able to observe and
discuss one of the sculptors [Pygmalion]. He was able to acquire a greater abundance of this spiritual truth than
the average person of his time. So much so, he was able to depict a woman, perhaps in granite or marble, and
was able to inject in her so much life, so much of this spiritual force, that she became so animated, so pretty and
so much alive, he requested that he be permitted to marry her. So his sculpture was so alive he was able to
marry it. (chuckling) It had so much of that life in it. So this power is what the individual can get, can achieve,
can utilize, out of a religious environment. You hear some of these pulpiteers talking about Heaven and the
Kingdom of God, and some of them couldn’t explain it to save their lives. And they’ve been to Rochester [school
—Ed.], been to all these institutions, but then you hear ‘em talk, and you can’t take any take-home pay (good
information) from that church. Because they never think about creating a heavenly experience here, and when
they talk about the Kingdom of God, they talk about somewhere way up in the midair, and if they use the
philosophy of Christ, who's supposed to know about the Kingdom of God, he say the Kingdom of God—is within
you as found in the seventeenth chapter of Luke—the Kingdom of God is in you. (chuckles) And do not let
somebody tell you, “Look yonder, there, and somewhere else.” This is to take place now, but they have to know
how to deal with it, from their point of reference. And they have to know what tangent to pursue. And they have
to know how to stimulate other people to have that awareness. And that's what church is all about.

PK: Right. Well, let’s leave church for a minute, and get. . ..
JW: Uh huh, okay.

PK: Let me suggest this, so then you can tell me if I'm right or wrong—that—as | mentioned earlier—art is a
substitute for Heaven, or religion. | sense that you have a special relationship to your art, to the pieces that you
create, and in part it must be because of this animating force. You see that as the visualization, perhaps, the
realization of this special force, this animating force, that you associate with certain universal principles. And
that giving life to these pieces then creates for you a special relationship between you and the works of art. Am |
on the right track in trying to understand you? Then, secondly, how do these objects tap into the absolute—I
think that’s a term I've heard you use before—the universal, these higher principles? How do these objects
themselves express some of that which you seem to think is of the utmost importance? Did | make that clear?

JW: You made it clear. When | arrived at the point that | felt like | had discovered this principle, or this force, and
| was able to inject it into subject matter, then | proceeded to observe other artists and see to what extent they
were able to use this, and to perceive whether they had it in their work also. And if so, how many? Who were
they? How consistent they were.

PK: Who were they? Can you mention a few? | don’'t want to distract you.

JW: That's okay. For instance, Morris Graves, Kenneth Callahan, Mark Tobey, Picasso. . ..
PK: You like Picasso.

JW: We're not discussing liking. (chuckles)

PK: Sorry, right.

JW: We're discussing who had this quality. (chuckles)



PK: Who had it, um hmm.

JW: Michelangelo. And | can name others whose work has this quality. Inasmuch as our bodies are the Temple of
God, and in John fourteen, Christ said, “I will be in you, the Father and | will make our abode in you. Your body
will be the Temple of the Holy Spirit.” When you are cognizant of this, and are able to inject it into subject
matter, then that’s the God force. You inject it in whatever talent God has given you. That’s the force that makes
thins come alive. It's alive or it's dead depending on whether it possessed this quality or is void of it. And to what
degree yo