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Steven Kasher Gallery presents the first ever
New York solo exhibition of founding Kamoinge
member Louis Draper. The retrospective
features over 75 vintage black and white prints
spanning Draper’s career from the 1950s —
1980s. Kamoinge Workshop, the seminal and
enduring black photography collective, is finally
having its moment in the spotlight. The new
publication and accompanying exhibition,
Timeless: Photographs by Kamoinge (Schiffer),
commemorates the 50th anniversary of the
group and presents a survey of its important
and wide-ranging work. Steven Kasher Gallery is
proud to be a part of this renewed and long-
overdue interest the work of these important
photographers.

Given the current political and racial climate,
where tensions run high, this revived interest in
Draper and Kamoinge are timely. In the New
York Times, Maurice Berger writes, quoting Draper, ““We speak of our lives as only we
can,” Mr. Draper wrote about the personal and individualistic perspective of Kamoinge's
African-American photographers, and the book affirms that with a multifaceted, richly
textured and global view of the black experience. Today, even as media depictions of
people of color continue to rely on negative stereotypes and clichés, these pictures
resonate with complexity.”
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Draper called his photography a means of “engaged resistance”. In 1963, the same year
the Civil Rights Bill was introduced into the U.S. Senate, Louis Draper (1935-2002)
founded Kamoinge along with Roy DeCarava, Albert Fennar, Ray Francis, Herman
Howard, Earl James, James Mannas, Calvin Mercer, Herbert Randall, Larry Stewart,
Shawn Walker and Calvin Wilson. Draper’s goal, and the collective goal of Kamoinge
Workshop, was to elevate the photographic representation of African-Americans, to
transcend the stereotype of African-Americans as victims of social oppression by
endowing their subjects with agency and grandeur.
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Their work, which spans artistic styles from abstraction, surrealism and conceptualism to
social documentary, cityscape, landscape and street photography, continues to upend
and transcend the myth of a single minded African-American aesthetic and works to
change how global black life is represented. In the book, historian Deborah Willis says
“The photographs are a rich contrast to the ‘headline’ images that have circulated
worldwide about black communities known only as the roughest and toughest
neighborhoods to live in. We have seen countless images of black life across the diaspora
and | consider these photographs to be a mosaic of the black experience; they expand
our consciousness and challenge what we think we know about black life.”

Alongside his Harlem street photography, the gallery’s retrospective features Draper’s
images from Mississippi in the 1960’s, including his iconic portrait of Civil Rights leader
Fannie Lou Hamer. Also featured are portraits of artists and leaders such as Malcolm X,
Hughie Lee Smith and Katherine Dunham. In 1977 and 1978, Draper traveled to Senegal,
where he photographed children, teenagers and street signs, recurring subjects in his
work.

Draper’s influence was as a photographer, mentor and educator. “Lou Draper’s
photographs of blacks in the streets of Harlem showed their dignity, grace and sense of

pride,” Shawn Walker, a member of Kamoinge, told Ten 8 magazine in 1987. “His
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photographs were printed so well, they were three-dimensional. I'd never seen such
beautiful photographs of ordinary black people.” In addition to his lifelong involvement
with Kamoinge, Draper taught photography for over three decades, dedicating his life to
inspiring the next generation of artists.

In 1974, Draper’s work was featured in an exhibition on Kamoinge at the International
Center of Photography in New York. In the following years, Draper exhibited with the
Kamoinge Workshop at major institutions including the Studio Museum of Harlem; the
Mead Art Museum and the Snite Art Museum. Since 2002, Draper’s sister, Nell Draper-
Winston, has worked to bring Draper’s photography once again into the public eye,
resulting in the first ever retrospective of the artists’ work, in 2014, and a major
acquisition by the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.

Draper’s work has also been featured in solo and group exhibitions at the Allen Memorial
Art Museum; the Fogg Museum at Harvard University; Columbia College Gallery; and
Artists Space, New York. Draper’s work is held in numerous public collections including
the George Eastman House, the National Museum of African American History and
Culture, the Schomberg Center for Research in Black Culture and the Virginia Museum of
Fine Arts.
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