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seven years. We became friends, and three years later, when I began doing my
dissertation research in London, she was gracious enough to allow me to sleep
in her front room for a few days. During one of my visits 1 noticed that she had
a number of racist kitsch items, often called black memorabilia, shelved in her
kitchen. She is not a politically unconscious, middle-class woman following
recent trend, She has proven herself to be a politically savvy woman committed
to  lifetime of ereative work on behalf of people of African descent. Although
1oppose the collection and display of these items, our long debate about them
has been respectful and interesting. But the fact that black folk like Makedaand
Julian Bond, among others, collect ceramic uncles and mamuies reminds me
that the issue is complex. Still, what am 1 to make of the fact that at some mem-
orabilia shows 8o percent of the dealers and a majority of the consumers of
these items are black? How do we manage the fact that black support for and
consurption of such objects has caused them to be produced anew decades
after black protest had diminished their presence in American society?

There are equivalences befween derogatory terminology and stereotypical
images, and similar strategies of appropriation have played out in the use of

'terms, What can one make of the public and private surge of African Americans

calling themselves “nigger?” Is this act in the same class as positioning antique
mammies on contemporary shelves? Is it really possible to appropriate racist
images and terms and drain ther of their poison?

When considering why black folk collect seif-deprecating objects, or use fm-
ages of them in their art, lam led to think about the sophisticated postmodern-
ist irony attributed to the sophisticated strategies of appropriation, teappropri-
ation, or deconstruction when folk attempt to tame their demons by taking
themn home. Now that many young blacks have come to call themselves “nigger”
(a rampant phenomenon in rap music lyrics) as if it is a descriptive, appropri-
ate, endearing construct, T am supposed to feel that the word has been drained
like a swamp of all the disease-carrying racist pestilence of its origins and actual
meaning, When ceramic mammies and uncles sit in middle-elass black kitchens
as historical doctments and mnemonics, why am I not moved in the way 1
might be if a Van Der Zee photo of a Garvey parade or a black religious group
(Bgure 81) in 19205 Harlem hung there instead? Are we alf really so sophisticated
now, do we really (wink, wink) get it? If so, why is there anger and tensionif a
white person endearingly calls me his “nigger” the way a black person might?
What is really going on here?

What complicates the issue further is the African American vernacular tradi-
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FIGURE &1,
James Yan Der

tion of signifyin’. Verbal strategies and subterfuges have allowed indirect jabs at
something troublesome, or they have become the means of playing with cir-
cumstance. Several layers work in concert with the snap, “Ain’t jo mama on a
pancake box?” Here is the African proverb in action: Jt's not what you call me. It's
what I answer to. There is a denial of association with the pancake mammy
stereotype because of its absurdity. That is a white fantasy, and we know it.
Since the undercurrent of the snap is an admonition against even the appear-
ance of mammyhood, association of the sacred black mother with the mammy
fantasy is so extreme that the play/performance is obvious, The Jinguistic slip-
page is inventive. If the snap draws a big laugh from bystanders, you must keep
your cool and return fire with even more explosive wit. But then, when the
comeback was, “Your mama is so black, she leaves footprints in a coal mine,”
there was a bit of psychological dross in there that went beyond mere signifyin’.
When the signifyin’ played with racial stereotypes, often there were undertones
of self-deprecation that periodically came to the surface,

There scem to be several issues worth discussing relative to black folk playing
with, appropriating, or vecycling racist language and imagery. Combinations
and degrees of these issues come into play when discussing the collection of
racist kitsch, the imagery of artist Kara Walker, or the use of demeaning lan-
guage in a first-strike effort to take control of its meanings. One is the strategy
of inversion: turning a sign or a trope inside out, upside dotn, to disrupt its
meaning and impact. Related to this is recontextualization: the Ducharmpian no-
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tion of putting a urinal in a gallery to transform it into sculpture. Third, there s
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own, and thereby controlling it and preventing it from doing further harm. Fi-
nally, in all cases we must consider the visual effect: can the application of ave-
neer of new interpretations overcome the subconscious impact of an image?
Are these strategies truly effective or merely diversionary chimera?

INVERSION

Can one ever appropriate or reappropriate the fantasy of another? Is it pos-
sible to devise a strategy, a cultural guerrilla raid, that incisively moves into the
conceptual terrain of the oppositional Other to capture the weapons used
against one? African Americans, conceived as blacks, have been misrepresented
in myriad ways for almost two centuries, both verbally and visually. In the late
twentieth and early twenty-first cenfuries a series of strategies have attempted
to neutralize and undermine the harmful representations through resistance,
inversion, appropriation for reinvention, and deconstruction. I his poem “Cul-
tural Bschange,” Langston Hughes uses inversion to signify, a point driven
home by the final lines:

Dear old {

Mammy Faubusl

Culture, they say, is a two-way street.”
Hand me my mint julep, Mammy,
Make hastel™

Flughes is flipping the discourse on its head and giving it back with wit and sar-
casm. He has not appropriated a plantation scenario but has inverted its popu-
lation for effect and satire.

Recently, Texas artist Michael Ray Charles gained some notoriety for his use
of stereotypical caricatures of blacks in his paintings to make social statements.
He attempts to take an object of ridicule and turn it backward into.a critique of
those who might create or continue to accept such caricatures. Tn some works he
seems to criticize blacks who act out the stereotypes. The works take on the ap-
pearance of minstrel or circus posters and locate themselves in the world of edd
and strange entertainments where difference is the attraction. In a 1994 paint-
ing, Beware (figure 82), Charles has taken an old pickaninny/Sambo image and
created a multilayered reference to the old carnival posters, as well as to posters
for outlaws and, obliquely, runaway slave ads. The cartoonish child figure whis-
tles through huge red lips with a greater resemblance to Mickey Mouse than to
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notions of a black brute. The references are ironic, satirical, and critical; why
does this innocent figure generate fear and warnings?

In past periods of African American powerlessness, invisibility, and silence,
the idea of “talking back” to white folks was carried out through subtle exagger-
ation, allusion, signifyin’, and expressive cultural forms for all-black audiences.
In blues songs, folktales, or literature by African American writers, often there
was a tension between the imposition by whites of stereotypical expectations
and the complicated, layered, often painful, reality that characters experienced.
This was true for pale Clare Kendry who passed as white in Nella Larsen's Pass-
ing, as well as for Emma Lou who was deemed too black in Wallace Thurman'’s
The Blacker the Berry . . . , both from 1929. Jazzman Louis Armstrong sung that
same year with a self-awareness of his oppressed position when he lamented,
“My only sin . . . is in my skin/ What didIdo. .. to be so black and blue.”? The

FIGURE 82,
Michael Ray
Charles, Beware,
1994, acrylic latex,
oif wash, and

COPPEr penny on
paper. Courtesy
of the artist,
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~ very concept of the blues became a metaphor for the difficulties of life lived

Black. Toi thie most part; it was-only-in white-dominated eircomstances-that————

blacks played the roles prescribed by white stereotypes; within the sanctuary of
all-black situations folk expressed their full humanity.

Charles is not signifyin’ in the sense of ironic reversal that we find in the Aunt
jemima of Jeff Donaldson or in Langston Hughes's poemn of an earlier time. The
sarcasm of Hughes's in-your-face “ask your mama,” another line from “Cultural
Exchange,” is not embodied by this carloon figure, but there is a level of sar-
casm present, Marilyn Kern-Foxworth writes that Charles’s works “serve as a
sort of shock treatment for those who are unwilling to acknowledge the exis-
tence of stereotypes or as a wakeup call for those who are too sheltered to rec-
ognize their potential for harm.™ Yet, one of the most striking things about the
work is that it is nof shocking. Coon and mammy imagery was ubiquitous in
American culture until the 1980s in all manner of guises, disguises, and shad-
ings, and artists have worked to supplant or destabilize them at least since the
second decade of the twentieth century. Additionally, left unanswered is the
question as to whether resurrecting stereotypes reinscribes their “potential for
harm” or perhaps actually does harm anew. Charles says that he is “talking
about the stereotypes and they are negative but yet positive. Think about the
Sambo, Because of the Sambo image, blacks were allowed to get into entertain-
" ment.” He says, "I really don't think P'm dealing with the negative at all. Lknow
I'm dealing with an aspect of it. .. . Tknow according to the norm 'm dealing
with negative images and I acknowledge that aspect about my work. But 1 really
think I'm dealing with the positive aspect.... [ think the whole black experience
has become a caricature sort of image."

There ave contradictions in Charles’s statements, and the differing reactions
to his work by different audiences suggest something about the effect and effec-
tiveness of the work. Chiarles says that his grand design is to “document the
Afvican American experience.” Though the artist believes his work to be rooted
in the black experience and in black history, he acknowledges that “Whites gen-
erally accept the work from the beginning. Blacks have a hard tirne with it,” If
we accept the premise that black stereotypes are based in white fantasy and
projected onto blacks, then we can argue that Charles is playing with and com-
plicating history and images rooted in nonblack culture, He is documenting an
outside perception of the black experience, not the experience itself. His inten-
Hon is to destabilize the images and turn them into a critique of the persistence
of stereotypes as well as a celebration of black progress. The work is meant
for 2 white audience, and it is from that audience’s approval that the artist seeks
his own validation. He privileges the positive reception of his work by whites—
who obviously are not offended by the critical commentary —and he seerns dis-
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connected from the Aftican American cultural tradition of call-and-response

validation: 1 feel that it is unfortunate that-some 'biaeks"'seew-m}‘%woa:k,uand..m -~

don’t understand it. I think that someday they may. But the thing about it is, 1
think the work is going to have to be defined or accepted by the dominant cul-
ture of whites first and then more blacks are going to come around and say
‘wow, S0 this is what he's doing; wow, he's a great artist.”® This statement is con-
sistent with the earlicr one about minstrelsy in that it indicates a belief in the
power of whites to permit black success, or to endorse it as a-prelude for black
acceptance, -

* According to a story in the Houston Post, Tony Shafrazi, the New York gallery
owner who represents Charles, sees Charles, as he saw Jean-Michel Basquiat,
providing a voice of the black experience, and the same article repoxts that
Basquiat collectors are buying his worl.? If these artists were legitimate repre-
sentatives of “the black experience,” it still would be discomforting to see non-
blacks assume the authority to authenticate an African American artist in this
way. It is particularly ironic if we consider Nicholas Mirzoeff's suggestion that
Basquiat may have been helped in his self-destruction by “the threat that once
the {white) audience tired of the novelty, they would move on to other, newer
things,” a premonition that proved correct. 9 Because his success was partially
predicated on his being Other, it was insubstantial. Video artist Martha Rosler
suggested that Basquiat was a “tamed entertainer” in the sense of a minstrel
performer and that his existence outside the controlled, disciplined mainstream
of whiteness generated a good deal of the fascination for him in the art world."
Mirzoeff argues that part of Basquiat's insecurity may have come from his con-
tinual effort to efface the racial body in his work, his critique of modexnist, and
his pollution of the elitist art scene with visual techniques having more in com-
mon with hip-hop music and graffiti sign-writing than with modernist painting
practices and minimalist or pop art histories. The artist emerged during a pe-
riod of strong conflict in New York betseen graffiti writers and the white estab-
lishment, who saw their intrusion as a threat to civility and rational order.
Basquiat, as has been well documented, was a writer, and his tag was saMO;
Same Old §——

Like the hip-hop expression he emerged from, Basquiat sampled fragments
from a variety of sources, and his own identity suggested hybridity with its
roots in Puerto Rico, Haiti, and lived middle-class experience in Brooklyn, The
sampled fragments of images and language in his work were consistent with his
days as a writer and fit well with postmodernist sensibilities and the rootedness
of a good deal of recent art in semiotic ideas. Still, Basquiat was seen as black
and primitive by many, including his so-called mentor, Andy Warhol. Despite
his actistic efforts, Basquiat was unable to open sufficient space within the artis-
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tic “heart of whiteness,” as Mirzoeff labels it, to bé an artist without a raciat or

If Charlesis hnked to Basqmat in the mind of his New York dealer, thereisan
implicit expectation that he be a young, hip-hop ‘tamed entertainer” as well. In
many ways this is a new twist on the Harlem Renaissance era when whites were
fascinated with black difference defined as primitivism. Patrons such as Char-
lotte Mason, who supported Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and Aaron
Douglas, expressed an enthusiasm for the instinctive, primitive expression of
blacks. In a gesture typical of the attitude of the day, Mason had her chauffeur
drive her from New York to the Banes Foundation outside Philadelphia where
Douglas had gone to study and insisted that he stop his studies immediately lest
they corrupt his natural instincts.”

Fugene Metcalf writes that “primitivism was not only a drawing card for
Harlem nightlife but also an almost obligatory concern in any art form that as-
pired to popularity and sought to portray black America. " Playing among
primitives was a way for whites of the time to “liberate themselves from dull and
debilitating tradition, to reinvigorate their lives,” and they turned their atten-
tion to Harlem.' Perhaps this fascination with black expression was a reprise of

the fascination at the end of the eighteenth century with black dance and song
on plantations and the voyeuvism contributing to the mid-nineteenth-century
'growth of mmsuelsy Additionally, it may have offered a similar freedom from
the strictures andl guilt of white society that many whites who donned minstrel
masks experienced, Metcalf makes the interesting argument that “[bly sup-
porting and promoting black artists and their art, white patrons could believe
that they were working toward a more egalitarian future, but by insisting that
the black behavior and art they supported conform to the unreal and poten-
tially pejorative myth of primitivism, they were also insuring, perhaps unknow-
ingly, that this future would be unrealized and their own social position and
power remain unchallenged.”®

Folk art and African art meet in the concept of prirnitivism. Though African
American artists Henry O. Tanner and Archibald J. Motley Jr. exhibited in New
York galleries, it is fitting that the first African American given an exhibition at
the Museum of Modern Art was folk artist William Edmondson in 1937. Black
primitivism, according to Metcalf, “expressed often in terms of African origins,
was discovered and celebrated by whites from all over the world,”” In early-
twentieth-century France, the fascination with /'art négre was rooted in a sense of
liberation because, as jody Blake argues, “the French believed that African-
American music and dance broke all the rules, or were entirely free of rules,”
and “challenged the decorum of an era of stiffly starched collars and tightly
laced corsets.”® Still, the craze for black music, dance, and African sculpture
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“did not entail a rejection of racist stereotypes. On the contrm y it was because

~ragtime and-the-cakewalk-seemed to represent the capituiationof -

to ‘savagery that Paristans embraced them,” So it is no wonder that when
Motley was given his celebrated exhibition at New York's New Gallery in 1928,
he was asked to paint several “voo-doo” paintings by the dealer for inclusion in
the exhibition.?® Motley completed several African “tribal” scenes but never re-
turned to the subject after that experience.

It is telling that three of the most recent African American artists to experi-
ence a meteoric rise in the American art world at early ages are Jean-Michel
Basquiat, Michael Ray Charles, and Kara Walker: artists whose work locates
them deeply within white racial perceptions of blackness. This does not dimin-
ish, and is not a comment on, the quality of their work. However, I do wish to
question the response to the sork by many whites inan artapparatus that shows
fittle egalitarian sincerity. If Basquiat, Charles, and, by extension, Walker repre-
sent the truth of the black expeuence as Tony Shafrazi suggests, it is a perceived
experience conforming to cex tain primitivist/Otherness expectations. If Charles,
fike Josephine Baker, has donned a mask to exploit white fantasy for his own
benefit, he also has risked, as did Baker, helping to establish “aesthetic defini-
tions that allowed socially powerful groups to appear to support a new and
more democratic vision of American art and society while actually protecting
and even augmenting their exclusive social interests.™

In a brief 1994 article about his ivork in Vibe magazine, a publication devoted
to the world of hip-hop, Charles indicates that the stereotypes “might not be ex-
plicitly used anymore, but they still affect us unconsciously.”? A year eailier he
said, “I believe we are products of the past,” and added that hiding the past is
not productive.” Kern-Foxworth tells us that Charles “has proven that he isone
of our premier ‘custodians of culture” and that he "uses historical imagery in
the guise of Sambo, Aunt Jemima and other contemptible characters with large
fleshy red lips, bulging eyes, and outrageous habils, to transport us back to a
warped past” while forcing us to “confront the realities of today."* In a recent
telephone conversation, Charles reiterated that he believes that African Ameri-
can “powerlessness continues” and that his images are a “challenge to create al-
ternative irages and representations.””

If we contextualize Charles on a trajectory from the primitivist history of the
Harlem Renaissance, there is the risk that he can become the cultural custodian
of a warped past that remains in place, in part, because of the continued ac-
ceptance of its assumptions. The question that must be asked is, whose past is
being remembered here and what benefit is there in reviving it to critique the
present? Does the possibility that derogatory stereotypes can be captured by
their victims, inverted and played with, or commodified, indicate that they no
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longer are rooted in the raw power that made thern monolithic and dangerous?
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subverts derogatory images? Is it possible for common usage to give new mean-
ing to derogatory terms or images? Are inversions more effective than subver-
sions? Perhaps white enthustasm for this type of work, an excitement seldom
seen for art by blacks that is not rooted in racial victimization, is an effort to pre-
serve the territorial assignments in the art canon. Blacks must act as blacks; as
representatives from the primitive outside, tamed and entertaining.

If those whites who matter in museum, collecting, and gallery circles con-
tinue to position themselves as prime audiences and arbiters of taste for African
American expression, they remain in control; they are the gatekeepers who can
determine which amusements hold their attention and are rewarded, Images
that seriously challenge racial hierarchies or that might be rooted in African cul-
rural histories and sensibilities rarely summon the kind of attention and heat
that can be found around work using demeaning black imagery even while crit-
icizing racist histories and consciousness. As Metcalf suggests, once again the
fact that work by blacks concerned with racial issues is given heat and light al-
lows for self-congratulatory mumblings while changing nothing.

Turning to a comparison of visual art and language, we can find useful Stu-
art Hall's statement (discussed in the introduction); “The relation between
‘things,” concepts. and sigps lies at the heart of the production of meaning in
language."*1f a word representsa concept in the construction of meaning, con-
sider the inversion of the word “nigger” in contemporary vernacular speech.
For the sake of argument, let us say that Charles's caricature is the equivalent of
vernacular play with the word “nigger.” Perhaps it is the equivalent of the affec-
tionate saying used by many black men: “You my nigger evenif you don’t get no
bigger.” Walter Ong suggests that “concepts have a way of carrying their ety-
mologies with them forever. The elements out of which a term is originally built
usually, and probably alwas, linger somehow in subsequent meanings, perhaps
obscurely but often powerfully and even irreducibly.”” Because we live in a lit-
erate culture, dictionaries and texts preserve all the interpretations of a word in-
cluding the original ones. If we accept this, and Ido, then the inversion is never
complete—never total, The origins of a concept lingey, often out of view but po-
tentially present. To affectionately call a friend “nigger” is a subconscious ad-
mission that the prevailing racial hierarchy is permanent and unassailable, or, at
best, it is a sardonic admission of being located within that hierarchy. In other
words, do such terms take us outside the vacial box, ox do they just reorganize
the inside of it?

Slight variations such as nigga, niggaz, ox the old nigra amount to subtle shifts
of pronunciation or spelling but do not separate them from the original term.



There are some occasions, some contexts, wherein “nigger” reverts to its ety-

““mology, and it atways iterates the persistence of-a-ractal-context-becauseH 18

never meaningful without that context, It is a demeaning term that whites spat
at people they were oppressing, people of color, The word contained such dis-
reputable connotations that some whites were called “nigger lover” in disgust to
indicate that they too had become demeaned by their association with blacks.
In recent years white youth appropriating black speech, dress, and hip-hop cul-
ture have been derogatorily called “wiggers”—white niggers— by other whites.
We must remember that for ironic inversions, like those of Michael Ray Charles,
to have any meaning, they must first invoke an understanding of the original
concept. You must revive the old and set it up to knock it down with the new.

Here is the turn for the worse, An artist best roots artistic expression and eri-
tique within his or her identity and sensibilities. If the work is a mirrox held up
to society to force a confrontation with its own ugliness, the artist positions
himself as holding the mirror from a position separate from what is being
reflected. Lorna Simpson’s feminist racial critiques are rooted in her sensibili-
ties as a soman of color and are pitted against masculinist, racialized histories.
Can we imagine de Kooning or Warhol or Jeff Donaldson being able to make
similar statements? Playwright August Wilson wrote in the New York Tines
about being an artist: “Before one can become anrartist one must first be. It is
this being in all its facets, its many definitions, that endows the artist with an
immutable sense of himself that is necessary for the accomplishment of his
task. Simply put, art is beholden to the kiln in which the artist was fired."*

The inversion or recycling of derogatory images carries an implicit bargain
with the mainstream art establishment and the white world that the artist will
implicate himself or herself in the imagery. To use such imagery ironically or
satirically, one must don the cork and be the minstrel, As Bay Area artist David
Huffinan admitted, “[T}he minstrel theme really focused me, almost like a self-
portrait. The minstrel embodied my political, psychological, emotional, and
unconscious feelings about the world.” If we contrast this approach with that
of late 1960s and early 1970s artists like Jeff Donaldson and Wadsworth Jarrell
of AfyiCobra, e see that they inhabited roles akin to those of political activists
like H. Rap Brown and Stokely Carmichael of sncc ot imbued with the attitudes
of the Black Panther Party, Playing the minstrel role is acceptable in some cir-
cles because the imagery is not problematic or uncomfortable for many white
audiences and the artist inhabits a designated space appropriate to his or her
racial/ethnic identity. As cultural critic Stanley Crouch states in a documentary
about the making of Spike Lee's film satire Bamboozled: ™. . . you see, the grand
irony of it is minstrelsy was on its way out when the Civil War ended. But when
the black people came into it, they revitalized it because they danced extremely
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FIGURE B4,

Wadsworth Jarrell, Liberation Soldiers, 1972, acryfic and foil on canvas, 50" x 48" Courtesy of the
artist, Black Panthers Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and others are shown in this image fo celebrate their
social programs and black liberation rhetoric. See Robert L. Douglas, Wadsworth Jarrell: The Artist
as Revolutionary (San Francisco: Pomegranate Aribooks, 1996), 38-40.
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their talent.”®

Right side up, or upside dosn, racial imagery/language remains within racial
discourse. The imagery is rooted in the white imagination, and its acceptance
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offers whites the potential for self-congratulatory accolades due to an alleged

mains within the discourse of race, which, of course, sustains it.

Interestingly, Michael Ray Charles's most surprising critiques may be those
of nBA basketball players (figuxe 85), athletes he lampoons as coons acting out
stereotypical behaviors and showing little social responsibility, Or, perhaps, he
is suggesting that whites may perceive them in stereotypical ways, In the same
sense that Aunt Jemima is transformed into “ain’t jo mama,” this work insults
and signifies by linking the unreal and the absurd with actual people. In sug-
gesting that the subject is linked to a stereotypical fantasy, the absurdity hits
home and demands a response. Linking this type of imagery to whites is more
abstract and far less visceral because of the complicated formula required to de-
cipher a derogatory black image in a way that is harmful to whites.

Let us turn to the use of the term “black” to describe African Americans, Use
of the word as descriptive of people only functions in a racial context to denote
difference, though it has more potential slippage than the term “nigger.” It must
be remembered that it was the word “Black” in the original version The Story of
Little Black Sambo® that facilitated the story’s acceptance in the United States
despite its references to India—tigers, after all, are found in India, not in Africa.
The term “black” is virtually useless in all-black contexts other than to suggest
that whites are not present. Therefore inverting it to drain it of its potential for
hurt still locates one within a racial context where the potential for objectifica-
tion by color still exists. Black always is dependent on the existence of white for
meaning so it offers no means of transcendence. To be black and proud, or
black and anything, one must remain in some conjunctive relationship with
white, When the term began to be used in a Pan-Africanist sense, it functioned
as a label of solidarity in opposition to white solidarity and thus served as a ploy
in the racialized black Atlantic world. A marker of discreditation and exclusion
became a signifier of belonging and a basis fox political action. It functioned as
a step in the journey from inside racial ideology toward an imagined transracial
existence outside the boundaries of racial ideology. It has been a means to an
end, not an end in itself, “

Graphic images can be thought to harbor potential similar to that of lan-
guage, and it is within graphics that we find the foundations of written lan-
guage. Writing gives language the stability of being visible, and visual signs con-
sistently recall the concepts represented, The sound event that is speech is
stabilized for re-coliection through visual signs evoking concepts akin o those
found in speech. Is it not true that the word “mammy” and a mammy cookie jar
evoke the same anachronistic complex of icleas? There can be slippage and play
in speech and visual expression, but the meaning in the slippage may be de-
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pendent on its conflict mth the origlnal me'mmg, a fact that keeps the or 1gmal
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This is not to say that there is no vaiue in the pamtmgs of chhael Ray
Charles or to insist that he create positive imagery. Like Basquiat, he samples
images, ideas, and language from a variety of sources, and he cleverly uses sig-
nage in his attempt to create disruptive signs in the semiotic sense. It is to say
that the audience for the work primarily is white, and it is an approving audi-
ence, The subject in the work, the artist himself, attempts to play a stereotypical
role in the context of white power, and his critique of that power is layered un-
derneath the minstrel song being sung. The signifyin’ that functioned as a trick-
ster critique in the nineteenth century may not be present in this performance
because African American audiences, as the artist admits, often do not get it.

RECONTEXTUALIZATION AND REAPPROPRIATION

Beginning with Aunt Jemima, stereotypical black charactexs have been asso-
ciated with products and marketed throughout the United States, Innumerable
household iterns were sold to decorate homes, provide humorous imagery, and
increase the presence of product trademark figures in homes. These items in-
cluded posteards, salt and pepper shakers, notepads, dolls, tablecloths, spoon
holders, cookie jars, and so forth. The vast majority of theim incorporated exag-
gerated jmagery that was offensive to blacks. Among the familiar product
names and characters were Aunt Jemima, the Cream of Wheat chef, the Gold
Dust twins, Coon Chicken Inn, Sambo chocolate drink, Mammy's Soda, Nigger
Hair Tobacco, Dinah Black Ename! paint, and Mammy-Ann Cane Syrup, to
name just a few. Additional kitsch produced for use in homes included ceramic
figurines serving as salt and pepper shakers or cookie jars that whites may have
felt were cute or humorous. There were numerous children’s books like The
Children’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Petunia Be Keerful, Watermelon Pete, Cocoa Dancer,
Little Black Sambo, Ten Little Niggers, I'se Topsy, Plantation Poems, and Black Alice.
Then there was minstrel sheet music, still being produced in the first decades of
the twentieth century, with derogatory imagery and song lyrics: “When Coon-
hood Was in Flower,” “Bees-Wax Rag,” “Jig Walk Charleston,” “You'll Get All
Dats Acomin’ to You,” "Poverty Rag,” “Coffee Cooler’s Tea,” “1 Don’t Cave If Yo'
Nebber Comes Back,” “When You Sang Hush-a-Bye Baby to Me,” “Shortnin’
Bread,” “I Don't Know Where I'm Goin but I'm on My Way,” and “Little Black
Sambo and the Twins.” And we should not forget those aggravating little lawn
jockeys that became widespread after the Second World War.

The majority of these items were in service betveen 1894 and 1950, a period
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of rigid segregation, lynching, and the kind of racial violence that led to the de-

T struction of the black section of Wilmington, Nerth Caroling, Irisos; theblack

section of Tulsa, Oklahoma, in 1921, and the obliteration of the all-black town of
Rosewood, Florida, in 1923. From 1892 to 1931, 2,586 blacks were lynched.® Ad-
ditionally, there was the Red Summer of 1919, with widespread racial violence
across the United States, including the riots in Chicago discussed in chapter 5.
The violent, oppressive acts appear to have been responses to the diminishing
control over blacks that whites were experiencing and the sense of a loss of sta-
tus produced by that declining control. Sociologist Steven Dubin indicates that
stereotypical images “helped allay status anxiety and promoted a sense of social
solidarity and superiority among whites.” The violence enforced social controls,
and the imagery reinforced it symbolically.®

If we look at these racist images and objects using Hall's model, we can argue
that stereotypical imagery formed a part of the racial discourse constructing
general knowledge about, and justifications for, the violence of racial oppression.
A cluster of ideas, images, practices, and institutional structures constituled the
discursive formation of race and defined “what knowledge was considered use-
ful” and what “sorts of persons or ‘subjects’ embody its characteristics.” We can
think of so-called black collectibles or memorabilia as “subjects” embodying
the characteristics defined by the racist discourse that constructed the oppres-
sive discursive formation within which all of the objects, ideas, images, and acts
flourished. The totality of this discursive formation was suffocating for African
Americans in many ways and distorted self-images and the process of identity
formation. Given this premise, it becomes very difficult to imagine biow the col-
lection of racist kitsch redeems the objects and images or inverts their meaning.
It is not impossible to imagine that the meaning of blackness will shift signifi-
cantly in time and that racist objects may become the pitiful evidence of dis-
credited attitudes; the thing itself, the image embodied, would become useless
rather than be given a second career with new meaning as a redemptive or trans-
formative agent.

During a scene in Bamboozled, Jada Pinkett-Smith's character, Sloan, says,
“ love these black collectibles. It reminds me of a time in our history, in this
country, when we were considered inferior, subhuman, and we should never
forget.”* Yet one of the more important points made in the film s that these ob-
jects destructively insinuate themselves into the environment and conscious-
ness of folk who own them; by the end of the stoxy the character collecting the
racist kitsch has donned blackface himself, The objects are fragments of the dis-
cursive formation of race, and they lack the potential for reversai to the point of
becoming weapons for the disruption of that formation. They document its his-
torical presence, just as photos of lynchings might, but they offer no redemp-
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tion or salvation for their victims. If the folk hehind the stereotypes have not

““heen liberated in the past eighty years, there is little reason to believe that sur=—

rounding oneself with racist objects at home will somehow be cathartic or lib-
erating today, There also is the question of whether liberation can ever be found
within a consciousness of victimization.

These household objects— “collectibles” or “memorabilia”~-that formed
stereotypical images of blacks caried social implications. Dubin points out
that most of the objects had some functional rather than decorative use, and
work that was typical of blacks was symbolically recreated by the functional
itemns, He suggests that, taken collectively, they might comprise a code replicat-
ing minoxity-majority relations and that they helped establish strong symbolic
control over blacks during a period (1890-1950) swhen white control over blacks
was diminishing.3* Additionally, he argues that there was a concern for the ac-
cumulation and consumption of goods enhancing social status and that mean-
ing projected onto objects helped people derive "a sense of self and their rela-
tion to others,”®

White New York photographer David Levinthal has done a series of dramat-
ically lit 24-by-20-inch color photos of black collectibles, which he calls "stereo-
types of iconography,” part of his ongoing exploration of toys, dolls, and such
objects in American culture, This work, the Blackface series, problematizes the
objects by pr esenting them in a black background completely without context
or mediation. Levinthal says, “I wanted to present these things in a complex way
that was beautiful and horrifying at the same time,” The images are produced
in large formats for exhibition and have the slick, rich look of produet adver-
tisements. Levinthal suggests that the series encompasses issues of history, sex-
uality, alienation, and race.®

Though the objects have been transformed from collectibles to subjects in
Levinthal’s photographs, they have been taken out of any context and stand as
imagery rather than as collectible objects. Any mediating foxces and conceptual
veneers have been removed, and we confront them as monumentalized images
in pristine gallery settings or in slickly produced coffee-table books, rathier than
as small objects in private kitchens. This process heightens our awareness of the
objects on a purely visual level, and the intention seems to be to challenge us as
a society about the assumptions behind the things, about the context that could
create them. Isolating and focusing on an object of this type forces us to stop
and notice its visual characteristics and absurdity. We are forced to look at it
closely and asked to render it meaningless. How fully does this strategy destabi-
lize the object? And is its etymology meaningfully disturbed?

A comparison of Levinthal's photograph (figure 87) with another of the
same object in Kenneth Goings’s book about the history of collectibles (figure
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88) suggests that the image continues to do its original work, Levinthal’s artistic
photograph looks up at the face of the figure, monumentalizing it and empha-
sizing it as an icon. The visual and emotional effect of the work, however, ve-
mains virtually identical to the documentary image of the collectible. Interest-
ingly, this is played out during the closing credits of Spike Lee’s Bamboozled: the
Levinthal photograph mentioned above is shown along with images and filmed
segments of racist kitsch, with no distinction being made bebveen the oviginal
objects and Levinthal's image. Both images, Levinthal’s photograph and Goings’s
documentary image, accentuate the commercial appeal of the objects and, in
many ways, fetishize them as valuable, notable, and collectible. The photo-
graphic mediation and recontextualization does not transform the piece signifi-
cantly enough to alter its meaning and effect. Perhaps the American social con-
text that initially produced the objects has changed to the point of lessening the
consequences of such imagery while allowing the growth of alternative, self-
representational imagery created by Aftican Americans. Artist Fred Wilson,
who has created an installation dealing with racist kitsch, has expressed con-
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FIGURE 86.
Cover art for DVD
of Spike Lee's
Bamboozled.
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Mule Filmworks,
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above left:
FIGURE 87.
David Leyinihai,
Blackface series,
1995~96, Courlesy
of the artist.

above right:
FIGURE 88.
Atint Jemima
cookie jar, ca.
19308, Callection
of Kenneth W.
Goings.

cern that art can perpetuate an ugly icon even as it attempts a satirical critique.
He says that the objects are “highly charged. Black people collect them because
they think that by owning them, they can overpower thern, But in my experi-
ence ownesship gives you less understanding, It numbs and anesthetizes you.
Living with these objects in my studio for a period of time has diminished my
anger. They're insidious.™”

It is also possible that Levinthal does not experience the emotional history of
such objects, though there is nothing malicious in his intentions. He explores
the aesthetic possibility of the objects and the issues and tenstons they evoke,
but he does so at a safe distance. He has no historical or emotional connection
to the objects, and he began to work with them as part of a larger investigation
of toys and dolls aimed at developing a critique of American social assumptions
that could be excavated from them. Michael Ray Charles paints at a chronologi-
cal distance from the original stereotypical images, separated from times when
he might have faced his own reduction to and association with Sambo in his en-
counters with shites. Protest might have cost him his life rather than resulting
in the attention of the powerful New York art world.
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If we look at a sculpture, Forever Free by Sargent

~Johnson (figure S9), {rom the same “period as-the:

Aunt Jemima cookie jars (the 1930s), we can see that
there is an unmistakable shift from the periphery to
the center of African American experience and self-
perception. In both Johnson's sculpture and the
cookie jar, we find an attempt to simplify black phys-
iognomy into archetypal forms, and the facial expres-
sion carries the meaning of the work, Both objects
use & closed, cylindrical form to represent the figure,
and there is a reliance on skin coloration for effect:
one using a deep, unnatural black to match the exag-
gerated features and expression, and the other em-
ploying a rich brown in an acknowledged attempt to
explore the diverse coloration to be found in Negro
skin. Both figures are rooted in domesticity, and both
are perceived as foundations of the home, Johnson’s
work, however, emphasizes the woman'’s protective, '
maternal qualities and her quiet, defiant, dignity. She
is the foundation of her own home, Simply, Johnson'’s
Forever Free emerges from the center of experience as
self-expression, and it works as a tounterhegemonic

PEALH

expression counteracting the image of the mammy cookie jar. Inherent in the
work is a sense of resistance to unnamed forces and obstacles, Charles has
painted a Forever Free series that uses inversion styategies to pull imagery in from
the periphery of African American experience—that place on the edge where
racial or ethnic antagonisms clash and stereotypes live—to defend the center.

Levinthal’s imagery plays out its entire drama on the periphery, but it is
rooted in the epistemological frame of nonblack Otherness. Perhaps his
identification with blacks approximates the early days of minstrelsy, when the
discredited black figure became a means of identification with the outsider as a
critique of the American white center and a recognition that the strategies for
demeaning and controlling blacks were rehearsals for more subtle, refined use
of those strategies to control certain whites. The demeaned black figure is a con-
venience, and the critique, as in minstrelsy, is dependent on the presence of that
black figure as a demeaned sign.

One of the central points of my argument is that intention, or the imposition
of transformative concepts and language, does not completely overcome the
foundations (or etymology) of demeaning images or derogatory terminology.
Just as the recontextualization of the maromy cookie jar through photography

FIGURE 89.
Sargent Johuson,
Forever Tree,
1933, waod with
lacquer on cloth,
k. 367, 1934. San
Francisco
Museum of
Modern Art, gift of
Mrs, E. D,
Lederman,
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does not significantly alter its visualimpact, so the collection of Suct ODJeCts I

~black homes does ot liberate; appropriate; o domesticate-

foundations sit beneath the facade of transformative intentions like radioactive
isotopes burning through the recemptive language and releasing visual and
psychological toxins into our personal landscapes. The efforts made to deal

with these objects and images in ways beyond historical exploration and docu-

mentation root African Americans in who we are not rather than who we are.

One might say that such efforts potentially and unwittingly allow us to be par-

ticipants in our own oppression by reinforcing and naturalizing a victim status
memorialized through derogatory images. The objects only have meaning in

the context or history of racism, and they are rooted in the shame of barbarism

toward Aftican Americans, not in the expression, history, and triumph of pee-

ple of African descent.

RECYCLING AND REITERATION?:
KARAWALKER'S GROTESQUE MIINSTREL SHOW

Kara Walker is perhaps the most notable and controversial artist who has
chosen to use derogatory racial imagery in art. She has won major awards, the
fervent support of many collectors and galleries, the adoration of curators like
Thelma Golden (formerly of the Whitney Museum and most recently the Stu-
dio Museum in Harlem), and the appreciation of art historians. She also has in-
spired the unprecedented disdain of artists like Betye Saar and Howardina Pin-
dell and many others within Aftican American cultural circles. Her work is
uniquely brilliant, fimely, essential, and disturbing in unusual ways. In an un-
canny way, she has created in her work a confluence of race, taste, sextial mores,
the excesses of conternporary art, and the postmodernist trend toward eradli-
cating the boundaries between popular culture and high art.

Walker is noted for the creation of tableaux, installations of a sort made of
silhouettes cut from black paper. The works are arranged on blank canvas or on
walls, often turning corners, and the white background highlights the silhou-
ettes and metaphorically points up the reductionist character of racial dis-
course into black and white terms and ideas. The work has the haunting specta-
cle of a fatal three-car automobile accident with its routine depiction of the
unspeakable, the perverse, and the supposedly dark secrets of racial histories in
the United States. Often it is grisly, but you are compelled to look at it. Hereisa
shadow text lurking behind the American drearn that no one wants to talk
about really. Yet the work is more than that because there is a gallows humor in
the satire: the kind of horrid jokes one s a bit ashamed of having laughed at.
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