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ca. 1941-45. Modern pigment on paper print

from vintage negative. Carnegie Museum of Art.

Pittsburgh Heinz Family Fund, 2001.3512486.
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1942-45. Modern pigment on paper print from
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V campaign, 1943. Modern pigment on
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Part VI of VII, June 2003. Private Collection.
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21. Horace Pippin
Mr. Prejudice, 1943. Qil on canvas. Philadelphia
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Moore, 1984.1081.
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hen Horace Pippin (1888-

1946) made Mr. Prejudice

in the midst of World

War Il, he was the most
successful Black artist of the day (fig.
1). His dramatic trajectory was rooted
in an international interwar fascina-
tion with self-taught artists, who were
championed for marrying abstract form
and homey subjects. Their proponents
saw that combination as a gateway to
modernism for a general public suspi-
cious of avant-garde styles and poli-
tics. At the same time, the artists’ life
stories resonated with the democratic
populism widespread during the Great
Depression and World War II. Central to
Pippin’s story was his resilience after a
combat injury in World War | permanently restricted his right arm’s range of motion.

1. Horace Pippin, Mr. Prejudice, 1943 (cat. 21).

Mr. Prejudice is a relatively small canvas that pictures racism’s threat to the war
effort in a composition reminiscent of a heraldic emblem. The central axis is occu-
pied by the titular Mr. Prejudice, whose pure white skin indicates his allegorical
status, and an oversize V into which he
drives a wedge. Ubiquitous at the time as
the symbol for Allied Victory in World War
II, this particular V matches the one used
on the Civil Defense certificate posted as
a “badge of honor” in windows across the
country (fig. 2); Pippin’s decision to switch
its crimson for khaki prevents the letter
from dominating his image. Flanking Mr.
Prejudice are an off-kilter Lady Liberty,
depicted as the unweathered copper it
once was; a Ku Klux Klansman; and a White
man holding a noose. Crowded below
are Black and White defense workers,
Black and White servicemen—including
a medic—outfitted for World War Il, and a
Black doughboy from World War 1.

2. United States Government Printing Office,
This Is a V Home, 1942 (cat. 6).

Pippin used a grid to organize that compli-
cated company and underscored his
theme by positioning the V's fracture at the painting’s geometric center. He bisected
the composition horizontally to divide the larger-than-life allegorical figures above
from the human beings below, as if parting gods and mortals. And he bisected it
vertically to separate the figures by skin color, instantiating in art the racially segre-
gated military and defense industries then drawing protest in life. That he floated
the V atop this arrangement—it overlaps Lady Liberty’s arm, Mr. Prejudice’s legs,
and the Klansman’s hood—visualizes the gap between systemic racism and victory.

Pippin would doubtless be surprised to learn that Mr. Prejudice is so widely cele-
brated today because it flew entirely under the radar in his lifetime—he never
exhibited it publicly and may not have sold it. Its current appeal may owe something
to how its overt political critique, autobiographical resonances, and indifference to
illusionistic perspective align with expectations and assumptions about Black artists
and self-taught ones. In fact, while Pippin hardly shied from critique in his work,
he was rarely so didactic. In that respect, Mr. Prejudice is a formal and conceptual
outlier in an oeuvre of about 140 objects that center on his war experience; daily life
in and beyond his home of West Chester, Pennsylvania; nature, often domesticated
in still lifes and gardens; and heroes, ranging from Jesus Christ to the contemporary
contralto Marian Anderson. As a rule, the complex, multifigure narratives that made
his reputation—be they biblical, historical, literary, or personal—situate plausible
people in plausible spaces. Mr. Prejudice, by contrast, arranges personifications and
symbols in a rigorously symmetrical visual field in which hierarchical scale trumps
the conventions of Western perspective.

Mr. Prejudice’s warm reception has tended
to link the painting’s indictment of racism
in the war effort with Pippin’s service in the
racially segregated American Expeditionary
Forces in World War I. Some have extended
that autobiographical interpretation to read
the Black doughboy in the central fore-
ground as his stand-in or, pushing further,
self-portrait. Complicating matters, Pippin
said nothing in his war memoirs or else-
where about the racist treatment accorded
his all-Black troop, the highly decorated
369th Infantry Regiment, and focused
instead on remembering the stoicism and
sacrifice of the unit famously celebrated as

3. Horace Pippin, Two soldiers in a trench,
from Experiences of World War I, 1921 (cat. ). the Harlem Hellfighters (fig. 3).

It is difficult to gauge how that firsthand experience informed Mr. Prejudice, which
Pippin almost certainly created as a form of wartime propaganda. That much is
clear from Selden Rodman’s monograph—the first for a Black artist—underway at
Pippin's untimely death, which offers what little we know about the work: “Countless
efforts were made, following the discovery of his talent, to enlist his brush in the
cause of racial tolerance, international peace, Allied victory, proletarian solidarity,
and the like. Amiably and invariably, he would respond, painting a cover for Angelo
Herndon's projected Negro digest, a poster for [the Broadway play] ‘Deep Are the
Roots, a ‘Tribute to Stalingrad, [and] ‘Mr. Prejudice.”

While Mr. Prejudice’s theme and vertical format would easily qualify the painting
as a cover or poster design that never made it to press, documentation has yet to
surface about the circumstances of its production. Neither John H. Johnson’s Negro
Digest (1942-51) nor Angelo Herndon'’s and Ralph Ellison’s Negro Quarterly (1942-44,)
featured illustrated covers at this point, but they may have entertained the possi-
bility, nonetheless. Certainly, Pippin’s theme fits with both publications’ ongoing
attention to the war effort. Around the same time, led by the Pittsburgh Courier,

Black newspapers were organizing the
Double V campaign (1942-45) to galva-
nize Black support for double victo-
ries over fascism abroad and racism
at home. The effort included its own
widely circulated logo, as Charles
“Teenie” Harris documented for the
Courier (fig. 4). That Pippin chose not
to use the Double V in Mr. Prejudice
indicates that he was addressing a
national audience about a national
threat. In that respect, the painting
fits the US government's propaganda
W ; operation, whose civil defense priori-
& 09/% ties included promoting national unity
4. Charles “Teenie” Harris, Double V Girl, (e.g, United We Win; fig. 5) and high-
€. 1935-45 (cat. 12). lighting Black contributions to the war

effort. Contemporary artists designed
posters for that effort, including several who exhibited alongside Pippin. Among
them was the social realist Robert Gwathmey, who owned Mr. Prejudice by 1947,
and it is tempting to think that he acquired the painting through some contribu-
tion to its production.

Whatever the circumstances, Mr.
Prejudice was apparently never
published, and the study How to Make
Posters That Will Help Win the War of
1942 may explain why: “War posters that
are symbolic do not attract a great deal
of attention, and they fail to arouse
enthusiasm. Often, they are misunder-
stood by those who see them. In that
light, the complexity and ambition that
would have undermined Mr. Prejudice’s
utility as a civil defense poster during
the war are precisely the qualities that
arouse—and reward—viewers’ enthu-
siasm today.

Adapted with permission from Anne 5. Alexander Liberman, United We Win,
Monahan, Horace Pippin, American 1943 (cat. 8).

Modern (New Haven, CT: Yale University

Press, 2020)
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