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For immediate release: The Philadelphia Folklore Project Announces a New Exhibition

Cultural Exchange 
Featuring noted local African Diaspora cultural workers and artists: 

African Cultural Art Forum (Rashie Abdul Samad & Sharif Abdur-Rahim), 

Frito Bastien, and Isaac Maefield

This new exhibition, the inaugural Philadelphia Folklore Project “Folk Arts and Social Change” residency, honors four local Black men who have devoted their lives to community betterment: Rashie Abdul Samad and Sharif Abdur-Rahim (African Cultural Arts Forum), Frito Bastien, and Isaac Maefield. The exhibition opens on September 16, 2011 with  a public reception and celebration from 6 PM to 8 PM at the Philadelphia Folklore Project, 735 S. 50th Street, in West Philadelphia. Other programs are scheduled monthly through the fall. Call 215.726.1106 or visit the PFP website at www.folkloreproject.org for more details. 

Folk arts have been resources for these men and sources of value. Cultural Exchange recognizes the significance of their labors, takes inspiration from their 40+ years of diligent and dedicated service, and honors their efforts to shape a future for others (especially others who have been written off, or sacrificed as collateral damage). PFP chose to inaugurate its new residency series, and to begin its 25th year, with an exhibition that values and draws attention to grassroots collective vision and practice: to work where freedom, equity, and accountability to community are abiding concerns. 

Cultural Exchange celebrates the efforts of vanguard cultural workers. These four men have practiced alternative economics and politics for decades. In making, trading, and re-circulating folk arts, and in constant devotion to others, Rashie Abdul Samad and Sharif Abdur-Rahim, Frito Bastien, and Isaac Maefield have forged ways forward. Humbly and with consistent ethical principles, they have regenerated value, community, beauty, integrity, and resistance. Examples of their work trace community-based movements in formative stages. The exhibition can be experienced in many ways: one way is to take it as a reminder that revolutions begin in everyday actions. Rashie Abdul Samad says: “If anything is going to change, it will come from exchange with each other." Cultural Exchange aims to create temporary ground for conversational exchange, for considering what we know and what we need to know from one another. The public is invited to attend the exhibition and to amplify the stories that can be told about the people, works, and issues represented— and about the future we want to shape together. 

The African Cultural Art Forum, which Abdul Samad and his brother Sharif Abdul-Samad founded, have pioneered culturally-minded trade since 1969. Their goal is to foster community self-sustainability and cultural awareness. The depth of their enterprise is visible in their sculpture collection, incense line and beauty products. Isaac Maefield credits the brothers: “They were among the first to educate people about what was happening throughout the African Diaspora, in terms of literature, hair culture, beauty, and more. We didn’t know about shea butter until the vendors brought it. This is part of the undervalued material culture of America. Through their energy, many were educated and exposed to African arts.” 

Isaac Maefield has championed and cultivated cultural traditions from his North Philadelphia neighborhood for decades. His commitment is traced in carvings, canes and checkerboards handmade by him and others. All of these crafts are richly annotated with inspiring (and necessary) stories of neighbors, family, local and international politics, and visions for youth. 


Frito Bastien’s paintings chronicle everyday life in his native Haiti and his Philadelphia home. His work shows beauty, violence, and the experience of resettlement and adjustment in his community at various stages of his life. Despite many setbacks, his artistic practice says we endure. 

Together, the assembled works reflect compelling alternatives: community-minded and collective effort. Featured artists and cultural workers show how purposeful lives, arts, and interests can build the worlds we imagine and want to inhabit. Cultural Exchange encourages us to ask: On what values do we rely? On what legacies do we draw? What does it mean to reclaim, reconstitute and recirculate culture and heritage? Who benefits and what is at stake? How are the experiences of older generations of cultural workers relevant today? Cultural Exchange aims to honor these men and their efforts, and to encourage public attention to grassroots politics and practices— local folk arts of social change. Recognizing that the stories of these men, and our times, is more rightly told collectively and by the community, PFP is asking for community input. The exhibition will be up until December 16th At a series of monthly programs, and over the course of the fall, people are invited to respond to the exhibition, by amplifying the stories, histories and politics outlined here. For more information, contact PFP: 215.726.1106 or pfp@folkloreproject.org


Biographies:

Rashie Abdul Samad and Sharif Abdur-Rahim established African Cultural Art Forum (ACAF) in 1969 with their store on S. 60th Street. The first vendors in center city Philadelphia to sell something other than pretzels, they began manufacturing incense in 1971, and have since developed, produced, and distributed their own line of products “made in the community for the economic development of the community.” In their early days, responding to a need for images reflecting Black cultural identity, ACAF began producing wall plaques, using prints produced by local artists Calypso, Leon Wisdom and others. Bringing culturally-minded goods to the people, they became a well-known presence, selling out of carts at community gatherings like ODUNDE, Unity Day, the Penn Relays and homecomings. Rashie Abdul Samad recalls that in 1975, African arts were not widely available locally. He traveled, first to Haiti and then West Africa, buying and bartering Black-manufactured goods. He remembers, “We were running off of what Malcolm was saying— that we had to become producers.” ACAF shea butter, body oils, incense and incense accessories are now widely available in stores throughout the region and ACAF aims to reach two million customers. Since 1995, their products, along with a collection of African art gathered through travels and trade, have been displayed and sold in their store in the former Aqua Lounge jazz club, at 221 S. 52nd Street. Selections of art from Haiti, Mali, Cameroon, Nigeria, the Ivory Coast, and their product line are on display at PFP, tracing ACAF’s 42-year journey for self-determination. 

Frito Bastien was born in 1954 in Jacmel, a coastal town on Haiti's southern peninsula. He began working on canvas at thirteen, when he became the apprentice of well-known Haitian painter Celestin Faustin. In 1969, he and his family moved to Port-au-Prince, where he continued his schooling and learned about craft-making and carpentry, which became his livelihood. In late 1991, Bastien's political activities made him a target of Haiti's paramilitary forces, the tontons-mâcoute. After two of his colleagues were assassinated, he was forced into exile. A few months after arriving in Philadelphia, Bastien learned that his wife and children had survived and were in living in Port-au-Prince. Bastien's luminous paintings share thematic content of an artistic tradition that has flourished in Haiti since the 1940s. He paints from his imagination and memory of the life and mountainous landscapes of rural Haiti, illustrating the customs and rituals of his homeland. Although much of his work evokes joyful memories, several subtly contain an underlying element of violence, evil and hardship. This is a strategy traditionally used by Haitian artists who could not safely oppose the repressive regime openly for fear of persecution, but instead used this method of artist coding to express the concerns of the community. In Philadelphia for nineteen years, Bastien continues to use indirect means of expression. His beautiful paintings contrast with the reality with which he lives every day. His family lost their home in the earthquake. “I don’t have anything to do but imagine what is going on,” he says. “I have a headache all the time, remembering what people are going through. No work for them. No houses. So many people died. Sometimes I paint just to stop myself from remembering. Sometimes I put the paint on the wall to help my mind calm down.” Because of a work-related injury in 2009, he has been unable to paint on an easel or on walls. “Art is my life,” he says, expressing the hope that he will find a way to continue painting to share his experiences and to raise money to send home to help his family. Bastien’s work has been shown in PFP’s “Folk Arts of Social Change” and a Challenge exhibition at Fleisher, Moore College of Art, Art Alliance, City Hall, and Vivant Gallery, as well as on walls throughout Philadelphia during his tenure at the Mural Arts Program. He has received awards from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts and a Pew Fellowship in the Arts. 

Isaac Maefield, Jr. gained an unparalleled education in carving, storytelling and community history by listening to, and learning from, people around him. Most of those from whom he learned are also “self-taught,” in the sense that their educations have been self-directed: they have sought out others, often at considerable trouble. Maefield’s training as an artist began in his own home. His parents, who migrated to Philadelphia from Georgia in the 1940s, settled in North Philadelphia. They encouraged their children’s artistry and creativity. Isaac Maefield, Sr. spent hours in his basement workshop, and Maefield, Jr. remembers helping: measuring and holding things still. As a child, he was bored by the kind of meticulous care that his father required, but the lessons stayed with him. After his father passed in 1979, he began to carve— making things with his hands in his father’s memory. His mother, a hairdresser and a writer, passed her literary and story-telling skills on to her son. An encounter with Gwendolyn Brooks, in which the 17-year-old Maefield shared his own poems with the audience, led to a college scholarship. Maefield remains active as a poet and story-teller, and was one of the founders of Pathfinders, and of Keepers of the Culture, Philadelphia's Afrocentric storytelling group. His carving, sculpture, and jewelry has been showcased at the African American Museum of Philadelphia, Balch Institute, Erie Museum of Art, Hershey Museum of American Life, the Luckenbach Mill Gallery, and in a PFP exhibition at City Hall, among other places. His work has been commissioned by the Smithsonian Institute, WDAS Radio, and by the United Negro College Fund for a piece that was given to Nelson Mandela. An artist in residence at the Paul Robeson House, and elsewhere, Maefield has worked as a teaching artist for decades, both through the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts and independently. He actively develops arts education programs for young people in his North Philadelphia neighborhood and city-wide.

About PFP. Locally-sourcing culture since 1987, the Philadelphia Folklore Project works to build critical folk cultural knowledge; sustain vital and diverse living cultural heritage in communities in our region; and create equitable processes and practices for nurturing local grassroots arts and humanities. For more information, call 215.726.1106, email pfp@folkloreproject.org, or visit www.folkloreproject.org. 




