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C h a r l e s S m i t h ' s A f r i c a n / A m e r i c a n H e r i t a g e M u s e u m a n d

B l a c k V e t e r a n s A r c h i v e i s a n i n d o o r - o u t d o o r m u s e u m s i t u a t e d

i n a n d a r o u n d S m i t h ' s h o m e o n t h e o u t s k i r t s o f A u r o r a ,

I l l i n o i s . T h e m u s e u m i s a n a r t < e n v i r o n m e n t f e a t u r i n g s m a l l

a n d l a r g e s c u l p t u r e s i n m i x e d m e d i a ^ a r r a n g e d t o t r a c e a n d

c o m m e m o r a t e B l a c k - A m e r i c a n h i s t o r y f r o m s l a v e r y t o t h e

p r e s e n t d a y. W h e n S m i t h a n n o u n c e s " M o s t a r t i i ^ t s m a k e a r t .

I made a museum! ' * he i s no t exagge f ra t ing* The

A f r i c a n / A m e r i c a n H e r i t a g e M u s e u m a n d B l a c k Ve t e r a n s A r c h i v e

offers an impressiye installation of more than ope hundred

S m i t h ' s s c u l p t u r e . A s e l f - s t r a i n e d a r t i s t , w o r k i n g a l o n e .

Smith has bui l t a moving t r ibute^to a conimuni ty 's s t ruggle

t o w a r d r e c o g n i t i o n , r e d e m p t i o n , a n d t r i u m p h . B u t m o r e t h a n

t h a t . S m i t h ' s m u s e u m i s a p o w e r f u l p e r s o n a l t e s t a m e n t t o

that st ruggle, proof that one voicedcan be heard and that

o n e p a i r o f h a n d s c a n m a k e a d i f f e r e n c e .

Smith br ings a l i fe- long commitment of community

a c t i v i s m t o h i s w o r k . A n a t i v e o f N e w O r l e a n s , h e m o v e d t o

t h e C h i c a g o a r e a a s a t e e n a g e r . A n o r d a i n e d m i n i s t e r . S m i t h

a l s o h o l d s d e g r e e s i n s o c i a l w o r k : a n d e v a n g e l i c a l g u i d a n c e .

H e v s e r v e d i n t h e M a r i n e C o r p s , s e e i n g c o m b a t i n V i e t n a m , a n d

a f te r ' h i s d i scha rge he used h i s ' t r a i n i ng 'and expe r i ence to

c o u n s e l r e t u r n i n g v e t e r a n s s u f f e r i n g f r o m p o s t - t r a u m a t i c

s t r e s s ^ i n 1 9 8 6 a b a c k i n j i a r y p r e v e n t e d h i m f r o m w o r k i n g .



HF and in the time of inforced rest he recognized that he too
" felt the hurt and anger of the Vietnam war. Despite the

f a c t t h a t h e n e v e r p a i n t e d , n e v e r s c u l p t e d i n h i s l i f e t i m e ,

h e b u i l t a m e m o r i a l t o h i s l o s t c o m p a n i o n s .
I

F u e l e d b y t h e b e l i e f t h a t h e c o u l d h e l p p e o p l e t h r o u g h

his works as wel l as his words. Smith cont inued to bui ld.

H i s s u b j e c t s n o w i n c l u d e h i s t o r y , f o l k l o r e , a n d c u l t u r a l

t r i b u t e s . B u t , h i s m u s e u m c o n f r o n t s t h e v i e w e r w i t h s o c i a l

s h a m e a s w e l l a s c o m m u n i t y p r i d e . M o n u m e n t s t o N e l s o n

M a n d e l a a n d M a r t i n L u t h e r K i n g a p p e a r w i t h t r a g i c

c o m m e m o r a t i o n s o f t h e R w a n d a n m a s s a c r e a n d t h e d e a t h o f

R o b e r t S a n d i f e r . T h e n o w v a s t i n s t a l l a t i o n fi l l s h i s y a r d ,

c o v e r s h i s h o u s e , a n d e v e n s h a r e s h i s d w e l l i n g s p a c e i n s i d e

h i s h o m e . S m i t h l a u g h s a t h i s o w n p r o d u c t i v i t y : " I ' m a

one-man machine. You got to return to t;he site over and

o v e r t o s e e w h a t ' s d o n e . "

S m i t h h o p e s t o u s e h i s m u s e u m a s a " h e a l i n g p l a c e , " a
c

c e n t e r f o r a n c e s t r a l a n d c u l t u r a l d i s c o v e r y a n d a f o r u m f o r

o p e n a n d p o s i t i v e d i a l o g u e . H i s a r t i s t i c p h i l o s o p h y i s

s i m p l e b u t p o w e r f u l : " W h e n y o u d e s i g n a w o r k o f a r t a n d a i m

s t r a i g h t a t t h e h e a i r t , y o u ' r e g o n n a h i t ' e m . "

T h e e x h i b i t i o n s t r a i g h t a t t h e H e a r t : C h a r l e s S m i t h ' s

A f r i c a n / A m e r i c a n H e r i t a g e M u s e u m w a s i n s p i r e d b y r e p e a t e d

vis i ts to the Aurora envi ronment and by the conversat ions

h e l d w i t h S m i t h d u r i n g t h o s e v i s i t s . To c o n v e y t h e s p i r i t

and passion of Smith's mission and museum. We assembled a



i p r
set of documentary photographs and ten selected sculptures

for temporary installation in the main court gallery in the

Wright Museum of Art . Our purpose was two-fold: to

ce lebra te the energy, w i l l , and ta len t o f a s ing le man o f

commitment and to urge the v is i tors to our exh ib i t ion to

make their own tr ip to the African/American Heritage Museum

a n d B l a c k V e t e r a n s A r c h i v e .
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