Leroy Campbell
Leroy Campbell has dedicated his work to the artistic and personal
belief that African-Americans can only solve the problems they face by
acting, as their parents, grandparents and ancestors did, collectively.
“I want us to understand that this state of emergency Black people are
in has been with us since we got off the slave ship,” the self-described
“Narrative Artist” explained. “I have been fighting for us to know that it
doesn’t matter what your lot in life is, we all are still under the same
historical assault.
“I use my art to advocate for the collective.”
Campbell has seen firsthand the devastating effects the unrelenting
pressures of being Black in America continues to have on the Black
community, even in the art education program, “Finding Your
Strength,” that he teaches in public high schools.
“I pair kids up and get them to answer a questionnaire I created,” he
said. “The questions include; when was the last time you were angry;
what was the nicest thing someone ever did for you; what is the
toughest thing you ever did.”
While the answers are often surprising, one child’s response blew
Campbell away.

“She said the toughest thing she ever did was wake up every day,”
Campbell said. “I asked the school to get her counseling.”
Campbell, who grew up in the Gadsden Green Housing Projects in
Charleston, SC, believes African-Americans are suffering from the loss
of the sense of the collective us, of living in a community where each
person feels responsible to and for the community.
“The collective works when it helps individuals navigate the system
trying to destroy them,” he said. “That’s why I keep that idea in my art.
They have always attacked us collectively, we must respond
collectively.”
It’s one reason Campbell frequently uses everyday objects –
newspapers, string, photographs – in his work.
Not only is he making a statement, he wants it to be understood.
“I use historic newspaper articles and inspirational quotes, and in terms
of composition, I place them in a way for them to become one
thought,” he said. “I want those characters to speak to the viewer, the
collector, to speak educationally and historically.
“I use photographs in between the quotes and characters and arrange
them in a way, like a book that you read, left to right,” Campbell said.
“Even when it’s in the background, it’s part of the composition. You see
quotes on girl’s dress, the boy’s shirt, so when look at that character,
you’re hearing them speak, feeling his resilience, his intellect, his
collective advocacy, his spiritual underpinning.”
Campbell said a piece he is working on, “Til Death Do Us Part,” shows a
family of four, with each member holding an object evocating that

person’s role or place in the unit. “The little boy is sitting on box with a
rifle resting on his arm,” Campbell said. “The father is holding a Bible,
the girl has a doll. I haven’t decided yet what the mother will hold.”
Again, the collective theme, one Campbell said he learned growing up
in the projects and by which he lives.
“My experience prior to leaving the projects was a collective
experience, with people who loved me and gave me a piece of myself.”
Campbell said. “That has stuck with me. I treat all Black people like
neighbors. I am afraid if I become an individual, I will lose my
compassion, that I’ll start comparing them to me rather than to our
collective plight.
“I use my work to help people see that we can’t turn against ourselves,”
Campbell said. “We must recognize how much we need each other.”
Campbell was the first artist to be represented by The Mackey Twins
Art Gallery. Karen and Sharon Mackey have collected his work for more
than three decades.
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