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By Alice Bernstein

I am writing to tell you of the passing of 
David M. Bernstein, noted photographer, 
Aesthetic Realism associate, and my dear 
husband for 53 years. David was central to 
the coming-to-be, in 2005, of the not-for-
profit Alliance of Ethics & Art, Inc. (AEA). 
His technical and creative contributions to 
the Alliance include thousands of photos 
and videos vital to AEA’s mission: to pre-
serve civil rights history and to join with 
others in the fight against racism, seeking 
solutions based on principles of Aesthetic 
Realism, the philosophy founded by the 
great educator Eli Siegel.  

On May 9, David succumbed to pan-
creatic cancer, but he was one of the 
enormously fortunate people in history, 
because he met the knowledge people ev-
erywhere are yearning for: the Aesthetic 
Realism of Eli Siegel, from which he 
learned to see more truly--the world, the 
art he cared for, the people he knew, and 
his own feelings and thoughts. He loved 
this Aesthetic Realism principle, stated by 
Mr. Siegel: “The world, art, and self ex-
plain each other: each is the aesthetic one-
ness of opposites.” 

His Feeling for 
People Is in 

His Photography
In 1936, David was born into a Jew-

ish family in the Bronx, and early came to 
have a love for the art of photography. By 
age 24 he had traveled to all of the then-
49 states, photographing America’s cit-
ies, rivers, deserts, mountains, and people 
representing humanity’s diversity: Asians 
and Mexicans in California, Mescalero 
Apaches in New Mexico; clam diggers 
on Long Island, Aleutians and Inuits in 
Alaska, Southern farmers and teachers; 
Jews, Latinos, and African Americans in 
New York. His feeling for people of dif-
ferent faiths and skin colors was evident 
in his photography. But his desire to find 
meaning and beauty with his camera was 

painfully in conflict with another desire: to 
feel that people and the world itself were 
against him and had to be fought. Then, in 
1962, he met the knowledge he was seek-
ing: Aesthetic Realism, and began study-
ing this principle in classes with Eli Siegel: 
“The resolution of conflict in self is like 
the making one of opposites in art.”  
     On his 80th birthday, David Bernstein 
said: “Eli Siegel taught me that my anger 
was in the same world where beauty is, 
and the more I honestly liked the world, the 
less tormented I would be. I learned that I, 
and every person, want to be like art, to put 
opposites together: self and world, fierce-
ness and tenderness, wildness and order, 
strength and delicacy. Mr. Siegel met the 
very beginnings of me with the composi-
tion I had looked for over many years and 
that is why I love him and said in the first 
class I attended: ‘I want to thank you for 
making human relationships as exciting as 
fine art’.” And, at 80, David gratefully said 
of his lifelong study: “It means so much 
to me to continue learning all these years 
in the thrillingly honest and kind classes 
taught by the Chairman of Education El-
len Reiss.”

What Every Person 
Needs to Study

In time, I plan to write a biography of 
David Bernstein which will tell how he 
and I and many others came to the convic-
tion that for the world and the people in it 
to be kind instead of cruel, every person 
needs to study what Eli Siegel explained: 
there is a fight in every person, every mo-
ment of our lives, between the hope to 
respect the world, to know and be fair to 
the people in it, and the hope to have con-
tempt for the world and feel big by mak-
ing other things and people into nothing. 
The latter desire, we learned from Aes-
thetic Realism, is the enemy of all art and 
is the source of all injustice including rac-
ism. Contempt can be understood, criti-
cized, opposed, and changed through the   
study of this vital education.

Remembering David M. Bernstein
Art, Justice, & Civil Rights

David M. Bernstein
Dec. 25, 1936 - May 9, 2017

David Bernstein, cameraman for Cecil Williams interview, South Carolina. Credit: Steven Weiner, AEA

Boy with Burned Hand 
  Credit: © David M. Bernstein

Young Boy on Lower East Side, NY Credit: © David M. Bernstein
Collection: Museum of the City of New York 

Puerto Rican Grandmother
Credit: © David M. Bernstein

 

Rino Thunder, Native American - Ute Nation
    Credit: © David M. Bernstein 
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In 2003, people from around the world attended 
a memorial ceremony in lower Manhattan at a site 
once lost to history: the burial ground which, during 
the years 1612-1794, became the final resting place 
for thousands of enslaved African men, women, and 
children. In 1991, excavation for a Federal building 
unearthed the remains of 419 of them, revealing fo-
rensic evidence of the brutality of slavery, along with 
treasured objects from their African legacy. 

Among David Bernstein’s photographs, are those 
from that 2003 reinternment ceremony. Performed 
according to sacred African traditions, these remains 
were returned to earth with dignity and compassion 
denied to them for centuries. The outdoor African 
Burial Ground National Monument was soon estab-
lished by the National Park Service, with an indoor 
Visitors Center and permanent exhibition which 
includes David’s photo of Alvin Ailey Dancers per-
forming at the ceremony.

Above: Some of the Tennesseans who were interviewed for  “The Force of Ethics in Civil Rights,” oral history project of the Alliance of Ethics & Art. Top row l-r; Dr. T.B. Boyd III, Tommy Powell, 
Ludye Wallace, Washington Butler, Dorothy Crook, James Scandrick, Dr.  Reavis Mitchell, Jason Hughes; Bottom row l-r; Dr. James A. Hefner, Rev. Forrest E. Harris, Frances Dancy Hooks, 

Rev. James L. Netters, Rev. Marcel Kellar, Dr. Rev. Benjamin Hooks, Matthew Walker, Jr. and Leatrice McKissack (continued below)

Clockwise l-r; Atty. George Barrett, Dr. Ludwald O.P. Perry, Taylor Rogers, Jesse Epps, 
and Rosetta Miller Perry with Alice Bernstein and Rev. James “Tex” Thomas

l-r; Hon. Judge Richard Dinkins, Dr. Jamye Williams, Dr. McDonald Williams and Rev. Pamela Kellar

l-r;  Charles Myers, Judge D’Army Bailey and Rev. Samuel “Billy” Kyles

Remembering David M. Bernstein
Bernstein’s Documentary Photography and Videography: 

Some Samples from Tennessee
 David’s photojournalism of news events, as well as his 

photographs of AEA productions of “The People of Clar-
endon County”--A Play by Ossie Davis, & the Answer 
to Racism, appear nationwide in newspapers, magazines, 
books, exhibitions, and websites. He was the cameraman 

for over 200 interviews with unsung pioneers around the 
country in AEA’s “The Force of Ethics in Civil Rights” 
oral history project, recognized by the Library of Con-
gress as significant in preserving the American memo-
ry. Many interviews, as the accompanying photographs 

show, took place in Tennessee. We have immense grati-
tude to Rosetta Perry and The Tennessee Tribune for 
encouraging and publishing our work, and the work of 
others who study and teach Aesthetic Realism, from the 
beginning! - including by David Bernstein.

Mother and Daughter Pay Homage

All African Burial Ground Photographs, 
Credit: © 2003 by David M. Bernstein

Alvin Ailey Dancers Perform

Priest Pours Libation

African Burial Ground National Monument, 
New York City, and Reinternment Ceremony

“The memorial program was a rich celebration of African American culture and 
heritage,  with interfaith prayers, eulogies, readings by religious and educational lead-
ers, celebrities, and choral and dance performances by local youth, and the Alvin Ai-
ley Dancers.  A young violinist played a stirring rendition of “Amazing Grace,” and 
then joined a jazz guitarist in playing “Sweet Georgia Brown,” accompanied by thrill-
ing tap dance rhythms—all reaching a breathtaking finale by a massive choir. “When 
I was a little girl,” Suanne Jones recalled, “my grandmothers used to tell us about 
slavery. I came here today sitting comfortable on the train and thinking that my ances-
tors came a long way by boat in a way no human being should ever come to a country. 
I’m here to pay homage to them.” And Shauntell Charley age 12, who came with 
her mother from Harlem, said she wanted “to honor people from history who were 
treated bad.”—from “A Ceremony of Grief and Triumph” in Aesthetic Realism and 
the Answer to Racism (Orange Angle Press).
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  David Bernstein was 
the Director of Photog-
raphy and Videography 
for the Alliance of Ethics & 
Art, notably for “The Force 
of Ethics in Civil Rights” 
oral history project of 
over 200 interviews with 
men and women nation-
wide, who helped to make 
America more just. This 
project is recognized by 
the Library of Congress 
(LOC) as significant in 
“maintaining the cultural 

memory of 
this country,” 
and is in the 
LOC Civil 
Rights divi-
sion’s nation-

al database of repositories and collections. We are grateful 
for funding from the Puffin Foundation.

David’s videos on YouTube from “The Force of Eth-
ics in Civil Rights” oral history project include my inter-
view with Tuskegee Airman Dabney Montgomery who 
tells powerfully of indignities he suffered returning home 
to Selma, Alabama after distinguished service in World 
War II. Black servicemen in uniform were forced to ride 
on segregated trains in the South, the same trains on which 
Nazi prisoners of war were served better food, and were 
treated with respect denied to these American patriots. In 
an article David wrote about his work as cameraman, he 
expressed gratitude for what he learned from Eli Siegel 
and Aesthetic Realism, enabling him to see the suffering 
of other people as real, and to become kinder. And in that 
article, he quoted what Dabney Montgomery himself said 
about the racism he endured:  “What I learned from Aes-
thetic Realism, helped me to understand what happened.”  
When Mr. Montgomery died in 2016, David’s video went 
viral on social media, major news and TV outlets.

It was David’s wish to be buried according to Jewish 
custom, and the gravesite service took place on a lovely 
sunny day, conducted by Rabbi Charles Rudansky. The 
rabbi gave a moving recital of the Kaddish, the eternal 
Hebrew Prayer for the Dead, and then read Eli Siegel’s 
beautiful, poetic translation of the Kaddish in English. 
The rabbi then commented on the importance of the ac-
companying explanation by Eli Siegel on the meaning 
of the Kaddish which he had recently learned of and 
had begun to study. Rabbi Rudansky was joined by 
family and friends reflecting on and celebrating David’s 
life, work, and the education he loved. I was moved that 
retired A.M.E. Bishop Frederick C. James of South Car-
olina, distinguished religious leader and civil rights pio-
neer, wrote a prayer for David Bernstein. The bishop’s 
friendship and work with the Alliance began with an 
interview in 2008. The prayer, read by our friend and 
colleague Allan Michael, begins: 

Thank you God Almighty, 
For bringing into my life,
The gift of David M. Bernstein;...

And the bishop’s prayer ends:
Provide by your gift of memory,
Consolation that shall never end.
Lord, what a life reflection of the reality
Of Aesthetic Realism and its founder, Eli Siegel, 
With gratitude. Amen. 

We welcome reflections or memories of David you may 
wish to share by email to ajoybern@gmail.com or writ-
ing to Alliance of Ethics & Art, 2 Charlton Street, 6K, New 
York, NY 10014. 

To learn more, visit: www.allianceofethicsandart.org
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Bishop Frederick C. James
Credit: © David M. Bernstein

A Ceremony and a Prayer for David M. Bernstein  

l-r; Allan Michael and Rabbi Rudansky  Credit: Rachel J. Bernstein

Alice Bernstein is a journalist, Aesthetic Realism Associate, civil rights historian, and author/
editor of Aesthetic Realism & the Answer to Racism (Orange Angle Press, New York), and “The 
People of Clarendon County”—A Play by Ossie Davis, & Essays on the Education that Can End 
Racism (Third World Press, Chicago). She and David Bernstein were married in 1963, and have 
worked together on many projects throughout their marriage. Their daughter Rachel Bernstein, 
is a NYC elementary school teacher of children with special needs, and is also a photographer; 
some of her work can be seen in this article.

The Force of Ethics in Civil Rights

Dabney Montgomery
Credit: © David M. Bernstein

Left photo; Chief William H. Daisey (Nanticoke Nation) with David; Center photo; David with 100 year-old sculptor Inge Hardison and Alice Bernstein Credit: Rachel J. Bernstein 
Right photo; Dr. Jaime R. Torres, Healthcare/medical rights advocate with Light Heavyweight Boxing Champion and Puerto Rican rights activist Jose “Chegui” Torres Credit: David M. Bernstein

Eli Siegel, founder of Aesthetic Realism
Credit: Morris Jaffe 

David at African Burial Ground permanent display with his 
Alvin Ailey Dancers photograph
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David M. Bernstein, noted photographic artist and Aesthetic Realism Associate, earned a BPA de-
gree (1956) from Brooks Institute of Photographic Arts and Sciences in Santa Barbara, California. He 
served from 1956-60 as a medical and scientific photographer in the United States Air Force in New 
Mexico and Alaska, and also went to the University of Alaska. Later he earned a Master of Fine Arts at 
the New School in NYC. From 1962-78, he had the immense fortune to study Aesthetic Realism with 

its founder, the great poet Eli Siegel, and con-
tinued his life-long study in classes with the 
Chairman of Education Ellen Reiss. About 
this principle stated by Eli Siegel, “All beauty 
is a making one of opposites, and the making 
one of opposites is what we are going after in 
ourselves,” David said, “I found what I was 
yearning for: a way of seeing people and the 
world that is logical, satisfying, strong, and 
alive. And I came to see this as true: The Op-
posites Are Crucial in Photography.”

1963: David was a co-founder of the Aes-
thetic Realism Photographers (ARP), exhib-
iting at universities nationwide, e.g. Chicago 
Institute of Design, and in a traveling exhibi-
tion, based on Eli Siegel’s essay: A Woman Is 
the Oneness of Aesthetic Opposites. In 1970, 
a major ARP show, “You and I See,” opened 
at the Terrain Gallery in New York City.

1964: First solo exhibition (25 photos), at 
the 1964 New York World’s Fair, Hall of Ed-
ucation. The journal Definition commended 
World’s Fair organizers 
“for harboring the Ber-
nstein Sight, made du-
rable and tangible by a 
camera.”

1969:  Co-author, Aes-
thetic Realism: We Have 
Been There — Six Art-
ists on the Siegel Theory 
of Opposites (Definition 

Press: NY), with his chapter, “I 
Believe This About Photography,” 
and his Chrysanthemum photo © 
David Bernstein.

1976: David’s solo exhibition at 
Sala de Cultura de la Caja de Ahor-
ros de Navarra, in Pamplona, Spain, 
with a catalogue including his es-
say, “I Learned This About Pho-
tography” (in English and Span-
ish), gave people “An opportunity 
to experience the significance of 
Aesthetic Realism in a transatlan-
tic, even a European sense...Per-
spective is thrilling!” –from Ter-
rain Gallery flyer for Dramatic Presentation.

1972-1992: David taught photography to international students at New York Institute of Photography, Pratt-Phoenix 
School of Design, Germain School of Photography, Floating Foundation of Photography, the HS of Fashion Industries, and in 
private classes held in his studio—classes based on Aesthetic Realism in which art and technique were seen as inseparable. 

1964-2017:  His work is exhibited widely in galleries, most notably the Terrain Gallery, as well as museums—includ-
ing Western States Museum (California); Museum of Modern Art, “Life of the City,” (2002); Museum of the City of New 

York, ”Horn & Hardart’s Automat” (2002); Museum of the City of New York in exhibitions and books, “New York 400” (2009) 
and “America’s Mayor: John Lindsay,” (2010). His bio appears in Macmillan Biographical Encyclopedia of Photographic Art-
ists & Innovators. 

Some Milestones in His Career
Remembering David M. Bernstein

1. Red Paint Lid, 2. Good Weehawken Tower; 3. 
Katz’s Deli; 4. Harlem Drama Students; 5. Hand of 
God; 6. Clouds in Building; 7. Orange Fridge and 
Pink Oven; 8.  Tree Clouds Mountain. 
All credit to: © David M. Bernstein
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We are grateful to 
Rosetta Miller Perry, 
publisher of The Ten-
nessee Tribune, for her 
integrity in reporting 
news; and for 20 years 
of publishing articles 

by people who study and teach Aesthetic 
Realism, with the desire to be fair to this 
urgently needed and kind education.To learn more about Aesthetic Realism you may visit www.aestheticrealism.org or call (212) 777-4490.


