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Take no one’s word for anything, including mine—but trust
your experience. Know whence you came. If you know whence
you came, there is really no limit to where you can go.

—James Baldwin, “My Dungeon Shook” (1963) 
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chapter one

The Black Body

“Look, a Negro!” The circle was drawing a bit tighter. 
I made no secret of my amusement.

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin / White Masks

Writing in the 1950s, Frantz Fanon offers a compelling postcolonial critique
of the negative effects of white European imperialism on the societal and
self-perception of the black body. To him, the epidermalization of blackness,
the inscription of meaning onto skin color, is something from which black
men seek to escape. As he notes in Black Skin / White Masks: “However
painful it may be for me to accept this conclusion, I am obliged to state it.
For the black man there is only one destiny. And it is white.”1 In support of
this “conclusion,” Fanon outlines, as case studies, the bodily experiences of
several black men and women whom he interviewed or treated during the
exercise of his profession as a psychologist in Martinique. Despite the pres-
ence of these multiple recounted experiences, the voice that resonates best
within his text belongs to Fanon himself, who intermixes his own story even
as he maintains that he is relaying the experiences of others. The extent of
the author’s autobiographical investment appears most clearly and memo-
rably in his recollection of a street encounter with a young white boy and his
mother. In the remembered scenario, Fanon recalls walking along a city
street and overhearing the loud and frightened voice of a child who exclaims,
“Look, a Negro!” to his mother as she carries him.2 The boy’s statement is re-
peated twice more and then is altered slightly during its fourth iteration:
“Look, a Negro! Look, a Negro! Mama, see the Negro!”3 Whether these
phrases were repeated in actuality at Fanon or were only stated once and
then echoed in Fanon’s imaginary like the tolling of a bell, it is clear that the
look, announced, repeats. Referring to his encounter with the boy’s address,



an address that was not intended for him but did target him, Fanon writes,
“On that day completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the other, the
white man, who unmercifully imprisoned me, I took myself far off from my
own presence, far indeed, and made myself an object.”4 The racializing look,
announced, not only repeats but also transforms (the boy into a man!), dislo-
cates, imprisons, and objecti‹es. 

On a fall day in 2000, I went for a walk along a street, State Street, to be
precise, in the northeastern town in which I lived. I was snapped out of my
thoughts the moment that a carload of college-aged white boys roared by in
a red sedan and screamed “Nigger!” as they passed me. The announced look
had repeated. The event seemed not only a reenactment of Fanon’s experi-
ence in Lyon, France, in the 1950s performed across my body in 2000 in
Ithaca, New York, but also a replaying of my own previous experience in that
very same town.5 A year earlier, the same thing happened. The only differ-
ence: State Street was now Oak. The year before that I was arrested ostensi-
bly for DWB: Driving While Black. My memory of the arrest remains vividly
clear. I was driving my pick-up truck late one evening along a two-lane street.
Stuck behind a slow-moving vehicle, I shifted lanes, accelerated, passed the
car, and returned to my original lane. Seconds later, I heard a siren and no-
ticed ›ashing lights in my rearview mirror. I pulled over and watched as two
white of‹cers, one male and one female, exited their vehicle and cautiously
approached my truck with their hands hovering over their guns. I was in-
formed that I had illegally crossed over into another lane. Of‹cially, I had
failed to stay right of the double line. I handed my license and registration to
the male of‹cer and waited with his partner while he returned to his cruiser
and, presumably, radioed in that he had pulled over a six-foot something,
twenty-something black male. As we waited, the female of‹cer told me not
to worry because such traf‹c violations were not only minor but also com-
mon and that they always resulted in a ticket and a small ‹ne. When her part-
ner returned, he ordered me to step out of the vehicle, displayed his hand-
cuffs, and declared, “I’m going to take you in.” I was shocked. I explained
that I had just been told that I was going to receive a ticket and requested
what charge prompted the arrest. He brusquely replied, “You’re resisting ar-
rest. That’s the charge.” Having visions of Rodney King, the black motorist
who was severely assaulted by the Los Angeles police for resisting arrest in
1991, I extended my arms and allowed the of‹cers to cuff me. With an
of‹cer’s hand on my back, I was directed toward the police car and seated in
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the rear of the vehicle. I was whisked away to a processing center where I
spent two hours being shuttled from room to room. In one, I was required to
stand still so that my photograph, my mug shot, could be taken from multi-
ple angles. In another, an of‹cer grabbed each one of my ‹ngers, jammed it
into a black ink pad, and applied it to an index card and then repeated the act
until every digit was stained. I was taken to an interrogation room but never
interrogated. Instead, I had a conversation with the female arresting of‹cer,
the one who told me that I would receive a ticket. When I stated, “I don’t un-
derstand why I am here,” she replied that I had performed an action that
quali‹ed as “passive resisting arrest—but still resisting arrest” by questioning
why I was being handcuffed. She informed me that resisting arrest is consid-
ered a felony in New York State and is punishable by up to one year’s impris-
onment and a signi‹cant ‹ne.6 She further explained that I was eligible for
bail, once the paperwork had been completed, and that I, if bailed out, would
have to appear before a judge on the next business day. 

I never saw the inside of a holding cell. A friend, Roger, a former lawyer
who had abandoned legal practice to study theater history, bailed me out be-
fore I could be transferred to a cell where, I imagine, other unsuspecting
people like myself were being detained as criminal suspects. The next day, I
reported to the courthouse with my friend, and together we sat and watched
as the judge ruled against every defendant and gave the maximum sentence
or ‹ne. Roger whispered in my ear, “This doesn’t look good,” and suggested
that we locate the county prosecutor and request that the charge be
dropped. The prosecutor refused but offered to reduce it to disorderly con-
duct, a misdemeanor carrying a several-hundred-dollar ‹ne. I initially
protested the reduction—I had not done anything wrong other than commit
a minor traf‹c violation and ask a simple question under my right of free
speech. I was warned that refusal to take the “deal” would leave the felony
charge intact and result in me needing to hire a defense attorney for the trial.
If I refused to plead guilty and pay the ‹ne, I might spend considerably more
money in lawyer fees yet still face the possibility of going to jail and being
branded a convicted felon. I reluctantly agreed to the reduced charge and
the drama ended. 

Each of these incidents—the multiple hailings of/as “Nigger” and the un-
justi‹ed arrest, separated by a couple of blocks and temporally by a few
years—affected and effected me in the manner described by Fanon. I was
and still am transformed, dislocated, incarcerated, and objecti‹ed by the
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continued reverberations of these repeated encounters. In›uenced, in part,
by the similarity of the experiences of Fanon and myself and aware that they
are not particular to our respective bodies, but are shared among the major-
ity of recognizably “black” bodies, both male and female, who live(d) an ob-
jecti‹ed existence within the Western world, I have set both the black body
and the experience of the black body as the objects of inquiry for the follow-
ing project. Black bodies, in the twenty-‹rst century, continue to share in the
experiences of their ancestors who were viewed as “other,” unjustly incarcer-
ated, and subjected to limitless violence. The lynching of James Byrd in
1998, the public suffering of mostly black residents of New Orleans in 2005,
and the circulation of racist stereotypes and caricatures during the presiden-
tial campaign of Barack Obama in 2008 serve as reminders of the continuing
existence of twentieth-century prejudices. Although the legacy of past
racism(s) can create the experience of racial déjà vu in the present, this book
does not contend that black bodies today face the same societal limits as their
forebears. The fact that Byrd’s assailants were convicted and sentenced to
death and that Obama won his election demonstrates the advances in society
since Senator Ben Tillman, standing on the ›oor of the U.S. Senate in 1900,
urged the nation to lynch blacks. 

Embodying Black Experience spotlights the ways in which an idea of the
black body has been and continues to be projected across actual physical
bodies; it chronicles how the misrecognition of individuated bodies as “the
black body” creates similar experiences. Despite the passage of years (nearly
two hundred) and the shifting geography (across a variety of cities within a
handful of Western countries), the embodied experience of the individuals
pro‹led within this study resemble one another. Saartjie Baartman, the
“Hottentot Venus” and the protagonist of Suzan-Lori Parks’s play Venus, was
paraded throughout London and displayed in carnival-like settings as a freak
or oddity in the early 1800s. Upon her death, she was dismembered by nat-
ural scientist George Cuvier, bottled, preserved, and put “on show” at a Paris
museum. Renty, an African captive in the United States, was photographed
as a scienti‹c specimen for a future study by Cuvier’s former student, Louis
Agassiz, in 1850. George Ward, a lynching victim, was attacked by a white
mob, murdered, set a‹re, chopped into pieces, and sold to interested collec-
tors as a souvenir of the black body in 1901. Jack Johnson, the ‹rst black
heavyweight champion boxer, whose success prompted a national search for
a “great white hope” in 1908, was harassed by federal and state authorities
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within the United States, incarcerated, and staged within a variety of prison-
based exhibition matches. 

The projections continue to structure embodied black experience with
each subsequent generation: James Cameron (1930s), who was literally
dragged through the streets of Marion, Indiana, by a lynch mob; boxing
champion Muhammad Ali (1960s), who struggled against societal efforts to
transform him into a “black white hope”; and performance artist Robbie Mc-
Cauley (1990s), whose dreams of her great-great-grandmother’s sexual as-
sault on a Southern plantation tormented her and inspired her to write her
play Sally’s Rape. Beyond drawing attention to the continuing existence or
legacy of racial assumptions, I contend that their projections across individ-
uated bodies exist as acts of violence that assume a variety of forms: an epi-
thet, racial pro‹ling, incarceration or captivity, and physical/sexual assault.
Each engenders an experience of the body that informs black critical mem-
ory, shapes social behavior or everyday social performances (black habitus),
and determines the ways in which black folk view the society in which they
live and the people, including themselves, who populate it. 

The premise of this book is not that all black people have the same expe-
rience; it is, rather, that a remarkable similarity, a repetition with a differ-
ence, exists among embodied black experiences. Unlike other studies that in-
terrogate the lived realities and social performances of black folk, the
emphasis here is not on the scalar differences that separate one person from
another but on those moments of experiential overlap that frequently create
common and, perhaps, shared understandings among black folk of the simi-
lar ways in which they are viewed and treated within society despite their dif-
ferences from one another. The experience of Renty, who stood still before a
daguerreotype camera, echoes the experience of other black captives who
stood still on auction blocks and pre‹gures those of hundreds of thousands of
black bodies who reenact moments of arrest and re-arrest in police precincts
every year. Firsthand encounters with a racializing projection are not a re-
quirement of embodied black experience. It can also develop through sec-
ond- and thirdhand accounts that are shared among community members:
the story of a neighbor being pro‹led by the police or the tale of a white cross
being burned on someone else’s lawn, among other possible narratives. Cer-
tainly, the terrorizing effect of a lynching affected more people than the in-
dividual(s) who suffered and died.

What separates this study from other books that either revel in the mis-
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fortune of black people or set aside their suffering in an effort to privilege the
joys of blackness is a pragmatic understanding not only of the ways in which
the past shadows the present but also of how the joys and, perhaps, the jouis-
sance of blackness, are tempered with pain. Employing performance studies
methodology in addition to phenomenological and biographical methods,
this book critically reads and theorizes this two-ness. The people pro‹led
here, through perseverance and determination, stood up to, stood tall
against, and looked back at a community determined to cripple them for the
meaning that it ascribed to their complexion. They employed performance,
frequently a performance of stillness across a variety of media—photogra-
phy, theater, and museum display—to challenge racializing projections.
Renty employs stillness to subvert the gaze of Agassiz. Ali uses it to refuse in-
duction into the U.S. Army. McCauley stages it with the aim of reactivating
the memories of her great-great-grandparents. James Cameron uses the still
photographs of previous lynching campaigns and a souvenir from his own
near-lynching to establish an archive of the horrors of U.S. racial violence.

This book is not about photography, theater, athletics, or museums. It is
about how similar experiences of the body repeat within the lives of black
folk and how select individuals have employed expressive forms to relay their
stories and life lessons to largely unimagined future audiences. While the
artistic framing affects the manner with which we encounter the black body
depicted within it, its particularities are introduced primarily to reveal a new
way of engaging with or encountering the embodied experience of its creator
and/or featured protagonist(s). The fact that black captives sat before a da-
guerreotype machine, an early camera, is of greater concern than the history
of photographic portraiture. Similarly, the stories of black captive women as
portrayed by Suzan-Lori Parks and Robbie McCauley get more attention
than theater architecture. Although book-length accounts of nineteenth-
century daguerreotypes, Great Depression photography, African American
boxers, the dramaturgy of black playwrights, and the philosophies of mu-
seum curators can be—and, often, are—compelling, this book strives to be
none of them. Embodying Black Experience stands at the point where these
various projects intersect. In retelling the stories of black folk, it begins with
two-dimensional artistic projects and slowly moves toward three-dimen-
sional interactive displays. In the journey from the photographic still to the
museum, the existence of the black body proves not only unmistakable but
also unavoidable. 
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Phenomenal Blackness

When popular connotations of blackness are mapped across or internalized
within black people, the result is the creation of the black body. This second
body, an abstracted and imagined ‹gure, shadows or doubles the real one. It
is the black body and not a particular, ›esh-and-blood body that is the target
of a racializing projection. When a driver speeds past a pedestrian and yells
“Nigger,” she launches her epithet at an idea of the body, an instantiation of
her understanding of blackness. The pedestrian, who has been hailed and ex-
periences the violence of the address, which seems to erase her presence and
transform her into something else (an idea held by another), becomes a ca-
sualty of misrecognition. The shadow overwhelms the actual ‹gure. The ep-
ithet, asserting an adjectival in›uence that locates within the seen (body) an
aspect that is largely imagined, brings together the physical black body and
the conceptual black body. It blurs them. Fanon was aware of this. He un-
derstood that the slippage of abstraction into materiality frequently resulted
in the creation of an embodied experience of blackness that was tantamount
to imprisonment. 

As an instantiation of a concept (blackness), the black body does not de-
scribe the actual appearance of any real person or group of people. On this
distinction depends a scene in Gordon Parks’s ‹lm Shaft, in which a police
lieutenant holds a black pen to the title character’s face and declares, “You
ain’t so black”—to which Shaft, after comparing a white coffee cup to the
lieutenant’s corporeal mug, responds, “And you ain’t so white, baby.” Black is
always an imprecise projection or designation. It is an “enigma . . . wrapped
in the darkest and deepest subliminal fantasies of Europe and America’s cul-
tural id,” as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., has observed.7 The mystery of blackness,
which manages to become a fact through repeated deployment across a
range of bodies, encourages the (mis)identi‹cation of individuated bodies (a
body) as the black body. The latter replaces the former. The individual be-
comes anonymously or, more accurately, metonymically black—in much the
same way that Renty became “slave,” Fanon became “Negro,” and lynching
victim George Ward became (a) “souvenir.” The epithetic nature of the black
body does not erase or discount the unique experiences of individuals. It rec-
ognizes that each ‹gure lives in a distinct temporal, geographic, and sociopo-
litical moment. However, it privileges those instances of similarity among
these various bodies and collapses them into a singular body within the imag-
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ination. The black body becomes a souvenir, a captive, a Negro, the Hotten-
tot Venus, Renty, George, and Frantz. Equally importantly, each becomes
the black body. 

Capable of representing not only the racial fantasies but also the lived re-
alities of people, the black body, even when not named as such, has stood at
the center of a variety of academic studies on diasporic blackness. Consis-
tently, these accounts champion one of two perspectives. On the one hand,
the black body appears as a discursive practice employed within a particular
setting or situation. Despite being an abstraction, it is conceptualized as pos-
sessing a sociogeographic materiality. Radika Monhanram best represents
this tradition of thought in The Black Body with her investigation into the in-
terdependence of ideas of landscape, nation, and body. On the other hand,
the black body has been critiqued as too narrow a category for broad appli-
cation. Paul Gilroy, for example, has persuasively diagnosed the problem in-
herent in understandings of a singular, unchanging idea of blackness by not-
ing that black folk may share phenotypical similarities but different lived
realities. In addition, a variety of feminist and womanist authors have cau-
tioned the academic community about the dangers inherent in theoretical
conceptualizations of the body. Embodying Black Experience positions itself
between these two groups. 

In The Black Body, Monhanram offers a phenomenological account of
the manner in which the black body comes into existence. Following in a rich
tradition of cultural thinkers, Monhanram de‹nes blackness as “the
con›uence of history, culture, economics, geography and language which
conditions the enunciative function.”8 Pre‹guring E. Patrick Johnson’s
identi‹cation of the “endemic relationship between performance and black-
ness,” Monhanram outlines an active model in which the maintenance and
existence of blackness, as a concept, depends upon continual and repeated
deployment.9 Like a stereotype, which must occur and continuously recur,
blackness and the black body, its instantiation, requires enactment. Her
analysis privileges geography, as affected by language and history, and traces
its in›uence on the body. Championing a materialist analysis, developed
through a phenomenological framework, she outlines the ways in which the
landscape physically structures the relationships among bodies and promotes
an ideological consideration of nation that, in turn, demands an appreciation
of the ways in which history and culture inform both place and the body. Ac-
cording to Monhanram, “ ‘black’ can only resonate with the meaning that it
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does when it is considered to be geographically and socially in or out of
place.”10 Although her investment in place discourages considerations of the
ways in which blackness circulates in a similar manner across a variety of dis-
parate geographical and temporal settings, her emphasis on the impact of
historical and cultural in›uences on the situation of the black body is invalu-
able. The phenomenon of the black body, or, for short, phenomenal black-
ness, invites a consideration of history, habit, memory, and the process of
racial mythmaking.

In centering the black body, I am sensitive to the ways in which the priv-
ileging of blackness, black experiences, and an idealized revolutionary body
in U.S. scholarship of the 1960s and 1970s marginalized the experiences of
differently complexioned and gendered bodies. The backlash to accounts of
bodily singularity motivated the writings of a wave of black British, feminist,
womanist, and queer scholars whose (re)conceptualization of African dias-
poric culture has shaped black cultural studies over the past four decades.
Within this context, the writings of June Jordan, Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy,
Hortense Spillers, Barbara Smith, and Kobena Mercer, among others, not
only emerged but also assumed the lead in de‹ning the ‹eld. The black body,
as developed within this study, bears the in›uence of these scholars and re-
mains compatible with their theories. In the introduction to her collection of
literary criticism, Black, White, and in Color, Spillers cautions that “the
body” in critical discourse often re›ects the subjectivity of the author:

I would contend that the body is neither given as an uncomplicated empiri-
cal rupture on the landscape of the human, nor do we ever actually “see” it.
In a very real sense, the “body,” insofar as it is an analytical construct, does
not exist in person at all. When we invoke it, then, we are often confusing and
con›ating our own momentousness as address to the world, in its layered
build-up of mortal complexities, with an idea on paper, only made vivid be-
cause we invest it with living dimensionality, mimicked, in turn, across the
play of signi‹cations.11

Conscious of the danger of making the Self, as an embodied abstraction
speak for all, Spillers suggests that “the ‘body’ should be speci‹ed as a dis-
cursive and particular instance that belongs, always to a context, and we must
look for its import there.”12 Building on Spillers, I contend that the black
body exists as a theoretical construct that both represents and creates the ex-
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periences of multiple, individuated bodies within speci‹c contexts. Although
Spillers would maintain that we never “see” the body and would emphasize
that the seen (and, perhaps, the scene) is in actuality skin color, her position
is not inconsistent with this understanding of the black body. From a phe-
nomenological perspective, we never see our own body in a “true” or “objec-
tive” sense. Its completeness is rationalized, mediated by thought and imag-
ination, and rarely witnessed by ourselves. We understand our place and
position within the world by interacting with others, imagining ourselves
from their perspective. As a result, we always see ourselves from a distance
and from the (imagined) vantage point of another. The black body is who we
see from that outside perspective. It is the imagined and, yet, highly
(mis)recognizable ‹gure who shadows the actual, unseen body. The impor-
tant point, which Fanon understood, is that the (in)visibility and (mis)recog-
nizability of black bodies structure experience. 

There has been a backlash against efforts to understand racial (mis)rec-
ognizability as a determining factor in the lived experience of black folk. The
argument, put forth by a range of scholars who champion a prismatic ap-
proach to understanding cultural identity, can be summarized with the fol-
lowing statement: I may be black but I also am so much more than merely
black. They note that embodied experiences are in›uenced not only by racial
visibility but also by sexuality, class status, physical condition (health), reli-
gion/spirituality, and education, among a variety of other factors.13 It is these
other factors that determine individual outlook and experience. For exam-
ple, a seventy-year-old, black, Baptist, working-class, heterosexual male who
lives in rural Mississippi has a different lived reality and daily experience of
the body than a twenty-year-old, black, Jewish, upper-class, lesbian female
who lives in New York City. While recognizable black skin is a trait held in
common by the two individuals, it may be the only one that they share. To as-
sert that the man and the woman have the same experiences would require
one to overlook their many differences. It would reject the variability that ex-
ists within black communities in favor of an imagined, enforced, and limited
notion of racial particularity. Indeed, the woman and the man, within this ex-
ample, likely would have differing and, perhaps, contrasting experiences of
racial paranoia and racial possibility. Each of their uniquely individual expe-
riences of their own body is constituted by a mélange of their complected or
epidermalized experiences, class experiences, and gendered experiences
among others. Nevertheless, I submit that an acknowledgment of the multi-
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ple determinants that inform an individual’s perspective on the world (and
on herself) neither limits group identi‹cation nor prevents the theorization
of the black body. 

Although it is dif‹cult to parse the differences within the imbricated real-
ities of race, culture, gender, and class, there are certain spectacular events,
charged racialized and racializing scenarios, in which complected experi-
ences assume a more active and, indeed, determining role in a person’s lived
experience. Despite being an early proponent of theories of intersectionality,
an account of the intertwined nature of identity categories (i.e., being black
and female and queer), sociologist Patricia Hill Collins acknowledges that
there are moments in which phenomenal blackness assumes a more active
role in individuated experience than any of these other identity markers. She
writes, “In some situations, gender, age, social class, and education do not
matter.”14 Racial pro‹ling is an example of such a situation or event. Imagine
looking at a motorist from a distance. What do you see? If the car drives past
you, then you will probably observe, within the few seconds in which it passes
you, the skin color of the driver, possibly the driver’s biological sex (depend-
ing upon hairstyle, facial features, and available lighting), and the type of ve-
hicle being driven. You may not be able to detect the age of the driver except
within the broad categorization of young or old. Religion, class, health,
wealth, level of education, and sexuality may not be discernable unless indi-
cated by car decals or bumper stickers. While a luxury car could suggest that
the driver is af›uent and educated, a black body driving a luxury car may ren-
der the driver suspect to law enforcement. A successful black lawyer could be
(mis)read as being a successful black drug dealer. In short, visible phenotyp-
ical characteristics become the primary determinant in racial pro‹ling.
Whether the driver is a religious gay man or an atheistic heterosexual female
matters less in the moments preceding the stop than the similarity of their
racial characteristics. Spectacular events demonstrate the ways in which con-
ceptions of blackness are projected across individual bodies. They reveal that
embodied experiences develop, in part, from racial (mis)recognition and
spotlight how an idea of the black body materially affects actual bodies. 

The pervasiveness of racial pro‹ling and its ability to entrap a wide array
of black bodies underscores the necessity of the current enterprise: to
demonstrate the similar embodied experiences of differently placed, tempo-
rally and geographically, black bodies and to urge a reconsideration of post-
race and/or pluralist accounts that maintain that recognizable blackness is no
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longer a determining condition in the experience of the body. Unfortunately,
the U.S. federal government does not require local and state law enforce-
ment to maintain a record of their traf‹c stops. As a result, it is dif‹cult to
demonstrate that racial pro‹ling exists. In an ongoing effort to gather evi-
dence of this practice, the American Civil Liberties Union conducted a study
of a stretch of Interstate 95 in Maryland in 1995 and 1996 and found that 75
percent of all traf‹c stops and searches were of black motorists but only 17.5
percent of the ticketed traf‹c violations were given to black drivers.15

Of‹cers were more inclined to pull over a black person than a white person
without probable cause. In May 2005, the Arizona Supreme Court acknowl-
edged the existence of racial pro‹ling within its state when it dismissed
charges, stemming from the results of searches conducted during illegal
stops, against seventeen black and Hispanic individuals. The court, in a
unanimous decision, observed that “a state can no more make ‘driving while
Black’ a crime by means of enforcement than it could by express law.”16 Ac-
cording to a statewide review of police stops, “African Americans were 67
percent more likely to be stopped in 2008” in Missouri.17

Racial pro‹ling also occurs in other Western nations in which the black
body lives a minoritized existence. In March 2005, the Toronto Star inter-
viewed several black police of‹cers who openly discussed the prevalence of
racial pro‹ling in the Canadian city. Several of‹cers even noted how they
themselves had been victims of illegal stops.18 Two months later, the Cana-
dian Broadcasting Corporation reported that black drivers in the southern
Ontario city of Kingston were 3.4 times more likely to be stopped than a
white motorist.19 When a “spectacular event” takes place, the individual dif-
ferences between the Jewish black lesbian and the straight Baptist black man
are for all practical purposes elided or erased. 

The experience of racial (mis)recognition plays a determining role within
the formation of phenomenal blackness. The black body, whether on the
auction block, the American plantation, hanged from a lightpole as part of a
lynching ritual, attacked by police dogs within the Civil Rights era, or staged
as a “criminal body” by contemporary law enforcement and judicial systems,
is a body that has been forced into the public spotlight and given a compul-
sory visibility. It has been made to be given to be seen. Its condition, as Du
Bois famously observed, is a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the
eyes of others.”20 This awareness of one’s status as the seen/scene structures
behavior. Examples abound: the black shopper who dresses up to go shop-
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ping in an effort to lessen the odds of being (mis)read as a potential
shoplifter, or the black pedestrian who crosses the street when s/he sees a
white pedestrian in order to reduce the chances of being (mis)taken for a
pickpocket, robber, prostitute, or murderer. Even those pedestrians who
refuse to switch sides of the street with the deliberate aim of “scattering the
pigeons,” as Brent Staples memorably writes, remain aware of their compul-
sory visibility.21 In each case, the person bases her actions on how she is be-
ing perceived from without (outside) her own body. 

In a 1993 speech in Chicago, Jesse Jackson, Sr., offered a ‹rsthand exam-
ple of the effect that external, dominating images of the black body have on
the way that black folk are perceived by other black bodies. He noted,
“There is nothing more painful to me at this stage in my life than to walk
down the street and hear footsteps and start thinking about robbery—then
look around and see somebody white and feel relieved.”22 His double vision
creates a problem. Walking down the street, at ‹rst, he thinks of himself in
the ‹rst person and only from his own perspective. Then, hearing footsteps,
he worries about being attacked or mugged. More problematically, he imag-
ines that the heard footfalls belong to a black assailant who waits for the right
moment—such as getting close enough—to attack him.23 Turning around, he
realizes his mistake. The pedestrian is white and he has unfairly rendered the
black body (as a) suspect. His pain emerges from his (mis)reading of the ab-
sent black body from the same outside perspective that conceivably could be
used to (mis)read his own body. Arguably, this double vision is accompanied
by an internalized double voice.24 Perhaps this second voice within Jackson’s
imagination hails both his imagined assailant and Jackson himself as nigger.
Is Jackson’s pain anchored in the fact that his own imagination created a
Fanonian moment in which he realized the fact of his own blackness? Did
Jackson metaphorically look at himself and say, “Look a Negro! I’m fright-
ened?” Did the presence of the white pedestrian that vanquished Jackson’s
anxieties of a black assailant prompt the civil rights leader to realize that he
now might be the black assailant in that other person’s imagination? Did the
footfalls slow down as they neared the black body walking ahead of it? 

Jackson’s self-revelation suggests that the black body is both an externally
applied projection blanketed across black bodies and an internalization of
the projected image by black folk. Black folk also suspect the black body. In
1996, comedian Chris Rock gained international celebrity status when he
placed a spotlight on the distinction between “blacks” and “niggas.” At one
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point within his routine, Rock declared, “I love black people, but I hate nig-
gas, brother. Oh, I hate niggas!”25 Highlighting the class differences within
black communities, Rock offered a stereotype-laden description of “niggas”
as poor, indolent, and criminal and “black people” as middle-class, hardwork-
ing, and moral. With his routine, Rock may have sought to revise the negative
depictions of blackness by offering a more positive vision and, indeed, a dif-
ferent perspective on the black body. And he triggers laughter born of mutual
acknowledgment of that sense of embarrassment that “respectable” middle-
class or wealthy people have when they realize that they too have incorpo-
rated a stark vision of the black body as nigger. Unfortunately, the main-
stream news and entertainment media condensed Rock’s routine into the
following sound bite: black people hate black people too.26 Jackson’s fear,
Rock’s portrayal of “blacks” and “niggas,” and select media’s fusion of Rock’s
two types into the black body of Jackson’s imagination offer insight into the
ways in which the idea of the black body and the actual, physical black body
interrelate and, frequently, blur together. More recently, I was reminded of
this double vision when I spoke with a family friend, Rick, a retired, eighty-
two-year-old widower, former factory worker, and father of two. He pro-
ceeded to tell me how he hated seeing young, healthy “niggers” on the street
asking people for money. He declared that “welfare,” that is, state ‹nancial
support for the poor, should not be given to able-bodied men, that they
should either be forced to get a job or remain homeless. He ended his state-
ment with the following: “I can say this because I’ve been a nigger for eighty-
two years.” What interested me during my conversation with Rick and con-
tinues to interest me is how he associated himself with the unidenti‹ed
homeless black men even as he distanced himself from them. Although his
own experiences of being a retired, blue-collar worker who worked to sup-
port a family and to create a retirement savings differ from the activities of
the homeless man who, in his eyes, elects not to work, he refers to his own
self, his own body, in the same way as “nigger.” Despite the differences of
perspective, he knows that he is seen from without in the same manner. One
gets the feeling that Rick had to work hard to avoid (or refute) the label nig-
ger, a label that, despite his best efforts, would continually be applied to him.
It is this self-discovery that challenges arguments against the unanimity of 
select black experiences. Although black bodies vary, thus preventing them
from having exactly the same experience, the similarities in how they are seen
and see themselves constitute a relatable experience of the body.
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Ledger of Slights

Barack Obama may be the most public example of a person who possesses
the type of constructivist perspective on race being championed within this
book. The son of a white American (Kansan) mother and a black African
(Kenyan) father, Obama does not possess the “blood memory” of U.S. black
captivity. Mixed race, he embodies the hybridized present, gestures toward a
“postrace” future, and reminds everyone that racial intermixture occurred
frequently within the past. Yet he identi‹es as black. His self-recognition
steeps itself in the experience of being seen and, therefore, treated as a black
body. In Dreams from My Father, the autobiography that he penned when
he was thirty-three years old in 1995, the future U.S. president recounts a
“ledger of slights” that informed his embodied black experience:

The ‹rst boy, in seventh grade, who called me coon. . . . The tennis pro who
told me during a tournament that I shouldn’t touch the schedule of matches
pinned up to the bulletin board because my color might rub off. . . . The older
woman in my grandparents’ apartment building who became agitated when I
got on the elevator behind her and ran out to tell the manager that I was fol-
lowing her; her refusal to apologize when she was told that I lived in the
building. Our assistant basketball coach . . . who, after a pick-up game with
some talkative black men, had muttered within earshot of me and three of my
teammates that we shouldn’t have lost to a bunch of niggers; and who, when
I told him—with a fury that surprised even me—to shut up, had calmly ex-
plained the apparently obvious fact that “there are black people, and there
are niggers. Those guys were niggers.”27

These direct experiences coupled with the stories that he heard—such as
a college friend’s account of being racially pro‹led by the Los Angeles Police
Department (“They had no reason to stop me . . . ’cept I was walking in a
white neighborhood”)—informed Obama’s understanding of the ways in
which projections of the black body across recognizable African American
bodies create similar embodied experiences. They shaped his outlook, an
outlook that he summarized in a 2008 television interview: “If you look
African American in this society, you’re treated as an African American.”28

This perspective, also shared by his wife, Michelle, was expressed in an even
more direct manner in her response to a question about the possibility of an

The Black Body 15



assassination attempt on her husband’s life. She replied, “I don’t lose sleep
over it . . . the realities are that, as a black man, Barack can get shot going to
the gas station.” The horri‹c murder of Amadou Diallo, a twenty-something
African immigrant who was misrecognized as another black body and subse-
quently gunned down by New York City police of‹cers in 1999, is a testa-
ment to the ease with which a spectacular act of violence can intrude upon
the everyday lives of black folk.

While common bonds of history can unite black people, cultural theorist
Stuart Hall contends that the lived realities of their multiple and variable
bodies in the present has the potential to create differing and divergent life
experiences. According to him, “cultural identity” rests on a continuum be-
tween being, a “oneness” that enables a sense of unity and promotes com-
munity and becoming, an ongoing process of difference and discontinuity.
Although he asserts that cultural identity shares attributes of both, he ex-
presses a preference for becoming after observing that being, with its atten-
tion on the past, overlooks the present-day and future differences among
black bodies. While it is possible to imagine a past moment or experience of
commonality, this ‹ctive retreat into an arti‹cial nostalgia only can last for so
long before differences and divergences in experience are encountered. Hall
writes, “We cannot speak for very long, with any exactness, about ‘one expe-
rience, one identity,’ without acknowledging its other side—the ruptures and
discontinuities which constitute, precisely, [individual bodies’]
‘uniqueness.’ ”29 Conversely, becoming looks at the body in the present day
with an eye toward the future and allows for its future possibilities. Unlike
being, which is an unchanging “one true self,” becoming is a “production,”
continually developing beyond its historical base.30 He writes: 

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps instead
of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new cul-
tural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a “pro-
duction” which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted
within, not outside, representation.31

Hall encourages his reader to appreciate the uniqueness and self-fashioning
abilities of individuals and, by extension, cultural groups. In The Last Darky,
Louis Chude-Sokei provides a productive example that supports Hall’s read-
ing when he offers a glimpse at the tension(s) among black Caribbean immi-

16 embodying black experience



grants in the United States and African Americans in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Although both groups were subjected to the “color line,” they repeat-
edly drew attention to their cultural differences. Chude-Sokei reads this ten-
sion in the multilayered performances of blackface minstrel Bert Williams, a
Bahamian who moved to the United States and suppressed his accent on
stage to play stereotypical African American characters. Williams’s presence
on stage and his depiction of the black body complicate, for Chude-Sokei,
“the rhetoric of binary chromatism and American exceptionalism” in black
cultural studies.32 These tensions continue today.

E. Patrick Johnson, in Appropriating Blackness, revises Hall, situating
the experience of the black body between the positions of “being” and “be-
coming.” Not wanting to jettison the legacy of black experience in the con-
struction of contemporary racial identities, Johnson maintains that the body
simultaneously can exist as a “being” and a “becoming.” He presents an ac-
count of the body of Marlon Riggs, the black documentary ‹lmmaker who
died an untimely death due to an HIV-complicated illness. The performance
scholar asserts: “The beauty of ‘being,’ however, is that where it crumbles un-
der the weight of deconstruction it reemerges in all its bodily facticity.”33

With these words, he suggests that the black body can be analyzed, scruti-
nized, examined, and critically dismembered but, at the same time, remain
whole and always existing as a black body. Even as we look to see how black-
ness is constructed, we also face its embodied presence. Although this con-
cept of an eternal, undying, and permanently indivisible blackness suggests
immutability, it does not prevent the black body from being read in terms of
“becoming.” Johnson matter of factly states, “Riggs’s body is also a site of ‘be-
coming.’” He explains:

He dies before the ‹lm is completed and his body thus physically “fades
away,” but its phantom is reconstituted in our current discourse on AIDS,
race, gender, class, and sexuality. His body discursively rematerializes and in-
tervenes in hegemonic formulations of blackness, homosexuality, and the
HIV-infected person.34

For Johnson, the body enters the realm of “becoming” when it gets trans-
formed (by death) into discourse. Being becomes becoming. In the death of
Riggs, his body disappears and gets reborn as an immaterial, ideological en-
tity with the power to effect change. The phantom of Riggs guides the cre-
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ation of new theories and disciplinary studies. Indeed, Riggs remains one of
the most visible and cited bodies within contemporary African American,
documentary ‹lm, and gender studies. It is dif‹cult to read a text in any of
these disciplines and not encounter him. Nevertheless, a black body does not
need to die to become discursive. It is always discursive, even while ›eshed
(or projected across ›esh). It exists within the public imaginary, appears
within public policy, dwells (or is con‹ned) within public institutions. It is the
body constructed by social paperwork (birth certi‹cates, medical records,
passports, court documents) and social enactments (juridical pronounce-
ments and racial pro‹ling, among others). The obsession over Saartjie Baart-
man within legal and medical discourse con‹rms this. 

Critical memory assists the process of identifying similarities—shared ex-
periences and attributes of being and becoming—among black folk not by
presuming that black bodies have the same memories but by acknowledging
that related histories create experiential overlap. For example, the experi-
ence of arrest and re-arrest was felt by a wide array of black bodies beginning
in the earliest days of the slave trade and lasting through the present mo-
ment. In his 2001 article, “Black Modernity,” Houston Baker emphasizes the
potential political agency that rests within “black memory.” Referencing
Thomas Jefferson’s concerns, published in Notes on the State of Virginia,
that recollections of the mistreatment and abuses of the black body by white
“masters” would prompt former captives, once emancipated, “into millennial
warfare against their enslavers” and underscoring the former president’s con-
clusion that freed blacks should not remain within the country, the cultural
critic writes, “In sometimes sad, complicitous, self-destructive ways, we have
assumed that if we blacks simply step back and erase our memory we will be
allowed to remain healthily on American soil—and even be liked.”35 Accord-
ing to Baker, there is revolutionary power within black memory. It can spot-
light the past assaults on the black body within both public and private set-
tings and can name the culprits responsible for those abuses. Imagine if
Jefferson’s captive mistress, Sally Hemings, had publicly revealed her ledger
of slights, including her experience of rape, and identi‹ed Jefferson himself
as her assailant. Beyond indicting ‹gures in the public record, the an-
nouncement of such memories of racial violence would have illuminated the
widespread and systemic abuses experienced by black bodies. 

Baker astutely points out the importance of holding onto one’s individual
memories of the past as well as the past experiences of others. He asserts that
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both de‹ne who you are in the present: To ignore the past abuses of black
bodies and, perhaps, the subjective positioning that those abuses create,
would constitute a “betrayal” of your ancestors. In contrast to others who cri-
tique the idea of “imaginative rediscovery,” the literary critic persuasively ar-
gues that to ignore—or deliberately forget—the past could be as “self-de-
structive” as living a life anonymously under the veil of another’s racist idea
of blackness—to live a lie, to revel in always being a shadow. In Baker’s own
nostalgic retreat, black memory, the individuated recollections of black folk,
summons thoughts of the black Baptist church, southern-in›uenced litera-
ture, gospel music, historically black colleges, the blues, and the voice of
Martin Luther King, Jr., among others. The site and person-speci‹c ground-
ing of Baker’s black public sphere raises the following question: Why is black
memory based in or derivative from the U.S. South? Baker contends that the
black body, historically, bears an indexical relationship to the region.

One might say that being framed for the black American is being indexed
by—and sometimes in—the South. This is so primarily because at the mo-
ment of joy marked by the Emancipation Proclamation, more than four mil-
lion of the United States’s ‹ve-million-plus black Americans were enslaved
residents of the American South. And as the nineteenth century came to a
close, over 90 percent of black Americans still resided in the South.36

The signi‹cant number of black bodies that lived and labored in the south-
ern United States combined with Baker’s rearing in that region account for
the South’s centrality within his memories. It is conceivable that the memo-
ries of younger black bodies would have less speci‹c (if any) recollections of
the region but would possess memories tinged with southern resonances—
the dialect of a grandparent or parent, a relative’s sweet potato pie, a thirst
for sweet tea—alongside those from their immediate surroundings. Critical
memory is the act of re›ecting upon and sharing recollections of embodied
black experience. It does not presume that black bodies have exactly the
same memories, yet assists the process of identifying connections across
black bodies and acknowledges that related histories of discrimination, vio-
lence, and migration result in similar experiences. Critical memory invites
consideration of past practices that have affected the lives and shaped the ex-
periences of black folk. It looks back in time, from a present-day perspective,
and not only accounts for the evolution in culture but also enables an imag-
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ining of what life would be like had things been different. The appeal of crit-
ical memory is that it grants access to past experiences of select individuals.
At the same time, it does not blind us to their (or our) present reality.

Although black bodies carry within themselves a history, a memory, and,
indeed, a legacy of inequality associated with the “color line,” the choices
that those bodies make can determine the degree of in›uence that the past
will play in the present or the future. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
habitus offers the most useful way of understanding how performance allows
the black body to be singular (black) and variable at the same time. We can
think of habitus, the generative principle of regulated improvisation, rather
reductively in the following manner: social expectations are incorporated
into the individual, and the individual projects those expectations back upon
society (and other individuals). For example, a person from a certain social
category is taught how to perform successfully her role as a member of that
category. Eventually, she inhabits this performance, and her performance of
her class becomes the model upon which other members of that same cate-
gory—and those who fall outside of it—are judged. What makes habitus so
interesting is that we forget that we are performing. Like driving a car or rid-
ing a bicycle, each action becomes an “intentionless invention of regulated
improvisation.”37 The theory of habitus—thought in terms of a black habi-
tus—allows us to read the black body as socially constructed and continually
constructing its own self. If we identify blackness as an idea projected across
a body, the projection not only gets incorporated within the body but also
in›uences the ways that it views other bodies. This is the painful experience
of doubleness of which Du Bois wrote and upon which Jesse Jackson, Sr.,
re›ected in his Chicago speech. 

Critical memory informs the process with which we are socialized and, in
turn, in›uences our habitus. We are taught within the family unit, the school
classroom, the community in which we live, and the larger society that sur-
rounds that community who we—as individuals and as parts of a larger
group—are and how to act like ourselves. When Houston Baker locates him-
self in the American South (within the space of the black church, the black
family, and an all-black elementary school), he gestures toward a few of the
many in›uences that shaped his habitus. These encounters taught him how
to continually be himself as a black person. In addition, they conveyed a
sense of belonging to a larger community, comprised of individuals with sim-
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ilar claims of blackness, by connecting his personal or individual experiences
to other similar (black) experiences. Habitus does not end there. It continues
to develop over time as it is affected by societal events. Beyond immediate
communal and familial matters, black habitus has been shaped by the legacy
of black captivity and other manifestations of discrimination within society:
racial pro‹ling and employment discrimination, among others. These expe-
riences and memories structure our behavior. The past, memories and pre-
viously learned lessons, “survives in the present and tends to perpetuate it-
self in the future.”38 The experience of the black body becomes futured, the
present and future understood from a past perspective. If habitus re-creates
a prior experience in the present moment, then the question arises whether
the black body in the present is merely a clone of the black body in the past
with the same experiences and the same outlook. If so, can we ever escape
from this closed loop of blackness? 

We are never entirely trapped by our habitus for three reasons: (1) within
habitus, there is room for difference through interpretation; (2) we have
multiple habitus; (3) we can change our habitus. Despite the fact that habi-
tus is learned and regulated, our actions are not predetermined. Habitus is
like having the “feel” for a (sporting) game. We know the rules, yet we can act
in a manner of our choosing within the parameters of the rules. Bourdieu de-
velops this contention: “A sport, at any given moment, is rather like a musi-
cal work: it is both the musical score (the rules of the game, etc.), and also the
various competing interpretations (and a whole set of sedimented interpre-
tations from the past); and each new interpreter is confronted by this, more
unconsciously than consciously, when he proposes ‘his’ interpretation.”39 Al-
though the rules may be codi‹ed and unchanging, the way we read those
rules varies widely from moment to moment and from person to person. If
we were to watch a single athlete over a series of games or an actor through-
out the run of a play, then we would observe the subtle variances of inter-
pretation. The game or script remains the same, but the actions vary without
breaking the rules. Habitus can help account for the differences among black
folk who have undergone similar experiences.

We have more than one habitus. In order to avoid confusion, I will refer
to multiple moments of habitus as habiti and use habitus to connote it in its
singular form. We are the sum total of a series of overlapping habiti. Each
works together to determine who we are and how we act. Baker, for example,
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possesses both the habitus of a black person and the habitus of an academic,
among other habiti. It is important for us to acknowledge both because they
effect the manner in which he behaves and affect the manner in which we
read his body. The habiti of Baker differ from the habiti of a black actor, a
black homeless person, or a black laborer. While all of them have a connec-
tion to a black habitus, the critical memory of the black body, their actions
and experiences will differ because of the in›uences of their other habiti. 

We can change our habitus. This third contention undoubtedly will raise
an eyebrow or two among readers, who are probably wondering how you can
change a habitus when it often is thought to be unconscious. Although we in-
ternalize our habiti and quickly forget that we are repeatedly projecting
them, we can control their particular expression. Admittedly, conscious con-
trol is rare. We change a habitus through the acquisition of new tastes. Taste,
a manifestation of habitus that “raises the differences inscribed in the physi-
cal order of bodies to the symbolic order of signi‹cant distinction,” is
learned.40 A member of a certain group learns to appreciate the tastes of that
group. Conversely, a person can gain access to a new group (a new habitus)
by learning to appreciate the tastes of another. This happens all of the time.
The ‹rst member of a family to go to college develops a new habitus, one un-
related to her parents. She learns new tastes. This is not to say that she loses
her former habitus. Instead her new academic habitus exists alongside her
other ones. To understand how multiple habiti work together, let us imagine
scenarios in which college students from underprivileged minority back-
grounds return home during academic breaks. They must switch registers
and access a different habitus. They often ‹nd themselves acting differently
in each setting. They may speak with an affected accent. They may use dif-
ferent types of words (code switch) and may incorporate more (or less) ges-
tures into their conversations, among many other possibilities. Without in-
voking the word habitus Richard Rodriguez has written about this pattern in
his semiautobiographical Hunger for Memory, a book that used to be sent to
every minority, ‹rst-year Yale undergraduate in advance of their arrival on
campus.41 Habitus allows us to think about the black body as a construct built
by the sedimentation of similar experiences, critical memories, and enact-
ments. It enables us to see that black bodies can be different—variably situ-
ated within society and equipped with opposing habiti—but can at the same
time be read from a common perspective. 
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Repository of Experience

Black bodies have projected upon themselves a series of contradictory im-
ages premised upon the disjunction between their daily lived realities and so-
cietal assumptions, the myths, of the black body. In focusing upon the black
body, I draw attention to how select individuals worked under and, at times,
against the shadow of these projections. Whether we refer to it as a surro-
gate, an epithet, or a metonym, the black body continually doubles real bod-
ies. Although Embodying Black Experience spans approximately two cen-
turies, from 1810 to the present day, it has not been arranged
chronologically. We will not encounter Saartjie Baartman and Tom Molin-
eaux, who appeared as attractions in London in the same year, in the same
chapter. The composition of each chapter has been organized by genre: pho-
tography, sport (boxing), theater, and museum display (historical artifacts).
This approach not only renders the structural similarities across the selected
case studies more visible but also creates the space (and opportunity) to
adopt a different tone in each chapter. I shift the balance among biography,
history, critical reading, and phenomenology in order to offer multiple per-
spectives on the experience of the black body. Considering that the majority
of individuals introduced within this book lived in the same regions and, of-
ten, during overlapping time periods, the chapters—and the experiences en-
countered within them—inform one another.

Chapter 2 looks at the daguerreotypes of black captives taken by Joseph
T. Zealy and reads them alongside Richard Roberts’s studio portraits and
Walker Evans’s Resettlement Administration (later known as the Farm Se-
curity Administration) photographs. The Zealy daguerreotypes were created
at the request of natural scientist Louis Agassiz, who was looking for evi-
dence to support his beliefs that blacks were not of the “same blood” as
whites. The chapter adds to the scholarship on these images by focusing
upon the stillness of the captives who were required to sit before Zealy’s
camera. Noting that a nonblurry daguerreotype image taken in 1850 neces-
sitated that the photographed subject remain still for upwards of a minute, it
draws attention to the captives’ performance of motionlessness and contends
that their performances invite comparison with their other enactments of
stillness (even while in motion) throughout the Middle Passage. The chapter,
then, engages with the images of Roberts, a janitor and semiprofessional “in-
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sider photographer” of black Columbia, South Carolina, in the 1920s. His
pictures allow us to see the concerted efforts of his subjects to appear as their
best selves and, perhaps, to refute popular stereotypes and caricatures of the
black body. The ‹nal section goes “on the road” with Walker Evans as he doc-
uments government-sponsored relief efforts during the Great Depression.
Evans’s images af‹rm the black body’s place within the popular iconography
of the period. 

Chapter 3 examines how Muhammad Ali transformed stillness into a per-
formance of strength at the United States Army Induction Center in Hous-
ton in 1963. In addition, it spotlights the similar experiences of earlier gen-
erations of boxers: Tom Molineaux, Jack Johnson, and Joe Louis. Each
heavyweight had a direct connection to the experience of black captivity,
faced societal caricatures and stereotypes of blackness, and attempted to cre-
ate a persona that differed from the prize‹ghters who preceded him. Jack
Johnson did the things—sleeping with white women and taunting white
men—that captive boxers and black bodies, more generally, could not. Joe
Louis orchestrated a performance of an anti–Jack Johnson persona to help
him claim the heavyweight championship. Muhammad Ali, familiar with the
stories of both Johnson and Louis, critiqued the image of Louis as a “black
white hope” and saw parallels between himself and Johnson. The embodied
experience of Johnson affected Ali to such a degree that he once performed
the role of the Johnson-like protagonist, Jack Jefferson, in Howard Sackler’s
play The Great White Hope with James Earl Jones, the actor who originated
the role, seated in the audience. 

Chapter 4 chronicles instances in which the replay of the experience of
the black body reappears on the stage in the present. It examines the lived
realities of Saartjie Baartman, the ‹rst “Hottentot Venus,” as re-presented in
Suzan-Lori Parks’s play Venus; Sally, Robbie McCauley’s great-great-grand-
mother, who lived on a plantation and reappears in the performance artist’s
play Sally’s Rape; and playwright-performer Dael Orlandersmith, whose play
Yellowman reenacts past critical readings of Orlandersmith’s own body. In
my analysis of the experiences of these three women, I discuss how history
touches their bodies and, conversely, how we can understand history through
an examination of the black body. In Parks’s play, the title character stands in
for the actual Saartjie Baartman and the other women who were paraded
throughout Europe in the eighteenth century under the banner of the “Hot-
tentot Venus.” McCauley projects across her own body the experiences, as
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she imagines them, of Sally, Sally Hemings, and the thousands of black
women and men who were sexually assaulted throughout the era of black
captivity. The critical fascination with bigness and blackness as embodied in
Orlandersmith’s performance in Yellowman reveal the ingrained and ongo-
ing nature of social and racial prejudices that enabled the exhibition of Baart-
man two hundred years earlier. In each play, the playwright establishes the
black body as the screen on which the drama of racism and abuse get
(re)played.

Chapter 5 looks at the public abuse of the black body within the lynching
spectacle in the United States between 1880 and 1930. It explores how the
black body as the centerpiece of the lynching spectacle was dismembered
into (and dis-remembered as) souvenirs, fetish objects, and performance re-
mains. It introduces a series of individuals who were unwillingly cast in the
lynching tragedy and asks, for example, what meaning the toes of George
Ward had to the white mob members who paid one dollar per toe and kept
them as keepsakes of his witnessed murder. Against this history, I present
James Cameron, a lynching survivor, and chronicle both his creation of
America’s Black Holocaust Museum, a museum remembering the horrors of
American lynching, and his establishment of himself within the museum as
its “star exhibit.” Cameron repeatedly told his story of near-death to his 
museum visitors with the aim of continually reviving the historical moment
in the present and, in so doing, giving his guests access to his experience and
the experiences of less fortunate lynching victims. Cameron’s centrality
within his own museum underscores the function of the body as the reposi-
tory of black memory and historical experience.
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chapter two

Still Standing: Daguerreotypes, 
Photography, and the Black Body

It is singular what a peculiar in›uence is possessed by the eye of a well-painted
miniature or portrait. —It has a sort of magnetism. We have miniatures in our
possession, which we have often held, and gazed upon the eyes in them for the
half-hour! An electric chain seems to vibrate, as it were, between our brain and
him or her preserved there so well by the limner’s cunning. Time, space, both
are annihilated, and we identify the semblance with the reality.

—Walt Whitman, on the daguerreotype, Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 2 July 1846 

In March 1850, seven black individuals, who dwelled in Columbia, South
Carolina, were brought to the portrait studio of daguerreotypist Joseph T.
Zealy. Like so many of Zealy’s other clients, Alfred, Delia, Drana, Fassena,
Jack, Jem, and Renty were there to have their pictures taken—and, as a re-
sult, to be captured for time immemorial by the new photography process
that many people, including poet Walt Whitman, had identi‹ed as a form of
painting at its most advanced state. Although the lack of historical records
prevents us from knowing whether all seven arrived at once or over several
days, Zealy’s photographs evidence their presence and offer a limited
glimpse at their movements within his studio. The captives, one at a time, sat
on a wooden chair provided by the photographer, faced his camera, and re-
mained still for upwards of a minute until their likenesses were recorded on
the daguerreotypes’ polished, silver-surfaced plates. Subsequently, they
stood before the camera and then turned to the (left) side in order to present
the daguerreotype machine with their pro‹les.1 After turning yet again, they
moved out of the camera’s sight and disappeared from history.

In the early images, the seated captives’ posture resembles that of other
subjects who appear in mid-nineteenth-century daguerreotypes. With
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shoulders square and head raised and level, they sit on a high-backed chair
(equipped with an iron headrest). Their physical comportment bears a strik-
ing similarity to that of abolitionist Frederick Douglass and Liberian presi-
dent Joseph Jenkins Roberts, who had their portraits taken by this relatively
new photographic method in the late 1840s and early 1850s. The differences
between the two sets of photographs emerge in terms of clothing. Whereas
Douglass and Roberts appear well dressed—if not, dressed up—for the por-
trait session, Alfred, Delia, Drana, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty appear in
the opposite manner. They are dressed down and, literally, undressed. In
their initial pictures, they sit with their shirts either pulled down to their
waist or entirely removed. Regardless of gender, they appear bare-chested
before the camera. In the latter images, they stand, completely naked. Their
clothing, either bunched up or folded neatly on the ground (or chair) occu-
pies the space off-frame along with the photographer and, perhaps, the
other captives, who may have watched the photography session take place
and awaited their turn before the camera. It is the nudity of the ‹ve men and
two women in Zealy’s daguerreotypes combined with the manner of their
pose and the knowledge that the daguerreotype process was most popular in
the early to middle nineteenth century that helps the viewer of the pho-
tographs to realize that Alfred, Delia, Drana, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty
are black captives who were compelled to appear before Zealy and his cam-
era.2 Their presence in the picture reveals their condition of servitude and
bondage.

In this chapter, I study the photographs of Joseph Zealy, Richard
Roberts, and Walker Evans. Each photographer captured a moment in the
lives of their subjects and, in so doing, invite us, the viewers of their images,
to witness the phenomenal experiences of the men and women who stood (or
sat) before them. Zealy introduces us to black captives who labored on plan-
tations in Columbia, South Carolina. Roberts presents black residents of the
same city in the 1920s. Evans renders black bodies visible within the iconog-
raphy and critical memory of the Great Depression. Although all photo-
graphic technology can freeze time, the pictures addressed here differ from
most others in that their subjects actively perform stillness, an enactment of
arrest that resonates with their daily, lived embodied experiences. I contend
that a consideration of the stillness of black bodies within photography offers
insight into the experience of the Middle Passage, the transatlantic crossing
of black captives, and an opportunity to revisit conceptualizations of the
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Renty, Congo (pro‹le portrait). Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology
and Ethnology, 2004.24.27432A.

[To view this image, refer to  
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Black Diaspora as pure movement. The performance of the photographic
subjects, especially those who sat before Roberts, demonstrates the efforts of
black folk to rehabilitate and, indeed, refashion societal images of the black
body. Furthermore, the still stand of black bodies, either in the studio or on
the street, enabled the creation of the photograph and, in turn, established a
place for the captives within the historical archive. In light of the concerted
efforts throughout the era of legalized black captivity (and beyond) to pre-
vent the recording of black history and memory, the preservation of past ex-
periences within their bodies and the writing of history with(in) their perfor-
mances are especially powerful acts. Thanks to their past stillness, we now
have access to their experiences.

The Transmission of Truth

The portrait session involving Zealy and his subjects was arranged by Robert
Gibbes, a local physician, upon the request of famed Harvard natural scien-
tist and comparative anatomist Louis Agassiz. Swiss-born, Agassiz emigrated
to the United States in 1846 and quickly became a leading natural scientist
and, arguably, the most famous one in the United States. He was the ‹rst
person to theorize the existence of an “Ice Age.”3 A strict creationist who be-
lieved that life originated as part of a divine scheme, Agassiz classi‹ed plant
and animal species by geographical origin within a series of tiered categories,
with humankind occupying the highest tier in the highest category of each lo-
cale. Despite being a lifelong critic of evolutionism because it did not ac-
knowledge the role of the Creator, Agassiz unwittingly built the foundation
for such rival theories through the development of a system that, according
to its proponents, implied the occurrence of evolution. A given species could
evolve from one level to the next (e.g., apes to humans). As Darwin observed
in the The Origin of Species: “This doctrine of Agassiz accords well with the
theory of natural selection.”4

Despite the lack of surviving documents by Louis Agassiz that detail the
conclusions he reached after studying the Zealy daguerreotypes, historical
fragments can be pieced together to offer a glimpse at his aims. In his 1851
Essay on Classi‹cation, the comparative anatomist theorized that life began
as a “thought of God” and occurred in separate geographical areas simulta-
neously.5 He contended that these “thoughts” resulted in the development of
regionally speci‹c life-forms—plants, animals, and human types. The dis-
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similarities of geographically distinct bodies anchored themselves not only in
their differing creation histories but also in their exposure to the transforma-
tive effects of environment (climatological and geographical in›uences) over
time. As a result, Agassiz concluded that the African body bore no relation to
the European body. In selecting seven captives and commissioning the Zealy
daguerreotypes, Agassiz likely sought to study the impact of environmental
change, speci‹cally geographical relocation, on a singular body type (i.e., the
“African” body) across generations. In support of this experiment, he visited
at least four plantations belonging to B. F. Taylor, Wade Hampton II, I. Lo-
mas, and F. N. Green in Columbia, South Carolina, a city where he fre-
quently vacationed and guest-lectured; inspected the bodies of at least seven
captives; and identi‹ed at least seven captives whom he wanted pho-
tographed for further study.6 Of these seven, ‹ve were born in Africa (Alfred,
Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty) and two (Delia and Drana) were American
born. Delia and Drana were the daughters of Renty and Jack, respectively.
Although there is not any evidence to suggest that Agassiz was present in
Zealy’s studio during the portrait session or that he had ever met Zealy, the
repeated poses and postures of the captives suggest that the photographer ei-
ther received explicit orders related to the positioning of the seven captives
or imagined which positions would best satisfy the desires of his patron’s sci-
enti‹c eye.

Agassiz, a student and self-described “intellectual heir” of George Cu-
vier, the doctor who studied the actual, living body of Saartjie Baartman (aka
“The Hottentot Venus”) and placed her remains and a plaster cast of her
body on display for the world to see, believed that scienti‹c discoveries were
found in ‹rsthand observations and not in textbooks.7 Noting that there was
infrequent agreement among the practitioners of the natural sciences, he felt
that the only conclusions a scientist could trust were his own. This was a les-
son that he shared with his students. Lane Cooper, author of Louis Agassiz
as Teacher, reveals that the Harvard professor repeatedly instructed them to
“Learn to read the book of nature for yourself.”8 Similarly, Laura Dassow
Walls, in her 1997 article on Agassiz, writes that he “liked to claim as his
greatest achievement neither a theory nor an institution, but a method: ‘I
have taught men to observe.’”9 She further contends, “What [Agassiz]
teaches is nothing but vision, a seeing of such crystalline purity, so emptied
of self, that it registers naught but the thing itself, in its purity; the scienti‹c
seer will be a pure vessel for the transmission of truth from nature to hu-
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manity.”10 Walls’s analysis of Agassiz proves of interest because she seems to
say that the natural scientist was able to extract himself from his own analy-
ses (and experiments), thus leaving only the object(s), and, in this case, the
body of inquiry.

Agassiz’s vision, contrary to Walls’s assessment, was not a model of “crys-
talline purity.” An established scholar, the natural scientist, especially toward
the end of his life, felt threatened by the theories of Darwin, which not only
challenged some of his widely accepted ‹ndings but also, and even worse, ap-
propriated his work under the godless umbrella of evolutionism.11 According
to David B. Williams, Agassiz’s disagreements with Darwin’s theories began
before the 1859 publication of Origin of Species. Williams reveals that Dar-
win sent Agassiz, along with Asa Gray, another respected scientist and one of
Agassiz’s Harvard colleagues, early copies of the unpublished Origin manu-
script with the aim of soliciting a favorable review from them. Anticipating an
Agassiz rebuff, Darwin humbly asked, within his cover letter, “As the conclu-
sions at which I have arrived on several points differ so widely from yours, 
. . . I hope that you will at least give me credit, however erroneous you may
think my conclusion, for having earnestly endeavored to arrive at the truth.”12

Agassiz never replied to Darwin’s letter. However, his copy of the manuscript,
which along with Darwin’s letters to both Gray and Agassiz comprise a part of
the Gray Herbarium archive at Harvard University, suggests that he not only
read Origin but also disagreed with many of Darwin’s conclusions. His mar-
ginalia dismisses Darwin’s theories as “monstrous,” a “mistake,” and “likely to
mislead!”13 Several months later, following the publication of Darwin’s book,
Agassiz continued to disagree with its fundamental concepts. Williams quotes
a letter from Asa Gray to Joseph Hooker, an English botanist, in which Gray
summarizes Agassiz’s reaction to Darwin’s work in the following manner:
“When I saw him last, [he] had read but part of it. He says it is poor—very
poor!! (entre nous). The fact [is] he growls over it much like a well cudgeled
dog [and] is very much annoyed by it.”14

While Agassiz’s disagreement with Darwin is not indicative of an unwa-
vering, ‹xed bias that might have compromised his ability to render impartial
scienti‹c judgments, his comments, expressed in an earlier letter to his
brother-in-law, demonstrate this bias. Shortly after arriving in the United
States from his native Europe in 1846, the Harvard scientist checked into a
hotel in Boston and encountered two black porters who were employed
there. Although it is unclear whether Agassiz had ever seen or, at the least,
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interacted with black folk before this point in time, it is clear that he found
this particular encounter to be memorable and noteworthy. In the letter, he
wrote:

It is impossible for me to repress the feeling that they are not of the same
blood as us. In seeing their black faces with their thick lips and grimacing
teeth, the wool on their head, their bent knees, their elongated hands, their
curled nails, and especially the livid color of their palms, I could not take my
eyes off their face in order to tell them to stay far away.15

Within his letter, Agassiz reveals not only his observational skills but also his
partiality. He draws attention to the distinctiveness of the lips, teeth, hair,
hands, ‹ngernails, and complexion of the porters. It is the differences be-
tween these features and the unspoken but presumed Caucasoid body that
con‹rms his belief that blacks comprise a different species, a different
“blood” than do whites. Agassiz’s bias emerges not necessarily within his de-
scription of the black body, which repeats earlier and engenders future cari-
catures, but in the palpable anxiety and, perhaps, fear that accompanies his
description. According to his own account, Agassiz’s encounter with the
porters prompted a visceral reaction to the black body that erupted with such
force that he found it “impossible to repress the feeling.” The “grimacing”
black body with its “elongated hands” and “curled nails” proved monstrous to
him. Similar to the young white boy in Frantz Fanon’s oft-cited encounter,
Agassiz confronted the black body and realized that he feared it.16 He
wanted the body to stay away, “to stay far away.” Look, a Negro! I’m fright-
ened! Unlike the boy, Agassiz, mesmerized by the black body, could not
speak.

Four years after his encounter with the hotel porters, Agassiz visited sev-
eral South Carolinian plantations and selected at least seven captives—Al-
fred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, Renty, Drana, and Delia—whose bodies he wanted
photographed. In the years between his arrival in the United States and his
plantation visits, it is conceivable that his attitudes toward the black body
changed. Now residing in Massachusetts, the ‹rst state to abolish slavery, and
a seasonal visitor to South Carolina, the state with the largest African Ameri-
can population in the United States, Agassiz likely encountered black bodies
with great frequency. Was he startled and silenced each time that he saw a
black body? Was he continually in a state of shock? Certainly, his visits to the
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plantations of Taylor, Hampton, Lomas, and Green suggest that he managed
to replace his desire for distance from black folk with a scienti‹c interest that
necessitated proximity. After all, he had to encounter numerous bodies, who
likely stood still before him, so that he could select the ones to be pho-
tographed. Then again, his commission of Zealy, through Gibbes, could be
read as a desire to limit the time that he had to spend in the presence of the
black body. He might have preferred spending time with the photograph
over the person. In light of the available evidence, it is not likely that Agassiz
was able to change his mind or to look at black bodies without having his prej-
udices color his perspectives and, therefore, cloud his vision. The strength of
his reaction to the porters and his impassioned rejection of Darwin’s theories,
which Agassiz could have interpreted as promoting a reading that blacks and
whites have the same “blood,” seem to deny this possibility.

The well-accepted, nineteenth-century theories of racial difference, in-
cluding those championed by Louis Agassiz, were predicated upon ‹ndings
that were corrupted by the personal biases of avowedly objective scientists.17

In encouraging his students not to trust the conclusions of others but to read
the “book of nature” for themselves, the Harvard professor not only champi-
oned the power of individual interpretation but also discouraged a more bal-
anced approach in which scientists might test and, eventually, synthesize the
‹ndings of others within their own research. Whereas Darwin embraced
portions of Agassiz’s studies in his evolutionary theories, Agassiz not only dis-
missed the ‹ndings of Darwin but also may not have ‹nished reading the
Origin manuscript. As Gray noted in his letter, four months after having re-
ceived Darwin’s draft, Agassiz had “read but part of it.”

In addition to Agassiz’s preconceived notions that may have tainted the
“purity” of his scienti‹c vision, the natural scientist’s ‹ndings could have
been compromised by his decision to study the daguerreotypes rather than
the physical bodies of the captives. He might have privileged the photograph
because he, like many others, could have believed that the new photographic
technology was capable of capturing the “truth” of nature. In an 1840 article
for Alexander’s Weekly Messenger, published in Philadelphia, novelist, poet,
and amateur cryptographer Edgar Allen Poe introduced his readers to the
daguerreotype and praised its virtues from a near-scienti‹c perspective:

If we examine a work of ordinary art, by means of a powerful microscope, all
traces of resemblance to nature will disappear—but the closest scrutiny of a

Still Standing 33



photogenic drawing discloses only a more absolute truth, a more perfect
identity of aspect with the thing represented.18

Poe writes that daguerreotypy, which does not require brushstrokes, more
than any other visual medium re-presents objects and people as they actually
appear. Like a mirror, the daguerreotype showcases the photographed sub-
jects as they are. It is easy to imagine mid-nineteenth-century of‹cers of
large corporations and universities bemoaning the creation of this new tech-
nology that would deprive them of the “touch-ups” of portraiture and the lib-
eral interventions of painters who could use their mastery to present ideal-
ized versions of their subjects. Whereas Poe praised the new medium for its
ability to capture a truthful likeness, Walter Benjamin, a century later, fa-
mously opined that it could reproduce the image but could not capture the
essence contained within the painted ‹gure. The daguerreotype both was
and was not or, to use a concept popular within the discipline of performance
studies, was “not not” the photographic subject.19

It is the tension between readings of the image alternately as truthful and
soulless that troubles any attempt to study the Zealy daguerreotypes. On the
one hand, the daguerreotype’s supposed ability to capture nature lessened
Agassiz’s reliance on the physical body. Rather than having Jem stand before
him for hours on end, Agassiz could examine Jem’s image at leisure. Within
the daguerreotype, Jem remains standing. Even today, he continues to stand
still. When the image gets read as “truth” and when scienti‹c vision applied
to it is labeled as “pure,” the potential for misreading increases in proportion
to the decrease in both scienti‹c skepticism and self-regulation. On the other
hand, the photographic portrait does not capture the spirit of the subject. We
can think of elementary school portraits that, although offering a likeness of
their subjects, often fail to seem “real.” They look posed. Perhaps the ram-
bunctious child appears overly sincere; as cultural anthropologist John Jack-
son, Jr., has observed, this performance of sincerity complicates and under-
mines traditional notions of authenticity.20 Ultimately, the portrait session,
directed by the photographer, subject, or both, creates a product that bears
a resemblance to the subject but fails to be the subject. When we look at the
daguerreotype of Delia, are we really seeing Delia?

This is the question that has troubled the various readings of Zealy’s da-
guerreotypes since they were discovered by Harvard archivist Elinor Reich-
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lin in 1976. Beginning with Reichlin’s 1977 article in American Heritage
Magazine, scholars, curators, and art historians repeatedly have attempted to
provide authoritative close analyses of the images and/or have included them
in art exhibitions with the aim of compelling the viewer to encounter and in-
terpret them for themselves. What emerges from the various attempts at
studying the images is the fact that they neither engender nor privilege a sin-
gle narrative. Although scholars have created corrective readings with the
aim of counterbalancing the presumed ‹ndings of Agassiz, the interpreta-
tions vary. Reichlin, who elects not to read the images but rather to recount
the historical circumstances of the portrait session, makes a brief reference
to the “humiliation” that the seven captives must have felt before identifying
them as “real survivors of a painful epoch.”21 Alan Trachtenberg, in his 1990
book Reading American Photographs, seeks to empower the subjects by as-
serting that they are “performing the role of specimen.”22 His invocation of
the word performing rescues the ‹gures from being objecti‹ed by the cam-
era and the various looks that ghost it—Zealy’s, Gibbes’s, Agassiz’s, Reichlin’s,
and ours among numerous others. Despite their captive status, they still have
power and control over their representation. In contrast, art historian
Cherise Smith elects to read the ‹gures as being powerless. Nevertheless,
Smith, referring to the daguerreotypes of Delia, observes, “She gazes into
the camera, appearing calm, yet painfully aware of her inability to change the
situation.”23 Despite the fact that the author does not afford Delia agency, it
is possible that her selection and use of the word appearing, similar to 
Trachtenberg’s performing, could be read as an attempt to grant the ‹gure
corporeal agency. Although Delia cannot extract herself from the studio ses-
sion, she can control her physical comportment and facial expressions. She
can perform calm. While it is possible to create empowering counterreadings
of these images, there is little in the photographs themselves that support
these conclusions, as Michael Kimmelman noted in his review of “Police Pic-
tures: The Photograph as Evidence,” an exhibition that included several
Zealy daguerreotypes. Kimmelman announces that interpretations of the im-
ages are based more upon the viewer’s imagination than anything contained
within the frame but cannot resist the temptation to offer his own reading:
“They prove only that we see in photographs what we want to see. I stare at
Zealy’s picture of Renty Congo, a slave from South Carolina, and ‹nd only a
man of doleful beauty.”24 In each case, from Agassiz to Trachtenberg to 
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Renty, Congo (front portrait). Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnology, 35-5-10/53038.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



Kimmelman, the ‹gure of the interpreter shapes the interpretation more
than the image. The “truth,” that a black body sat before a camera, of the 
daguerreotype portrait is of secondary importance.

Crossed Bodies

In his review essay, Kimmelman, possibly overlooking the comma that sepa-
rates Renty’s name from his geographical origin, identi‹es him as “Renty
Congo.” While this unintended error offers the photographed ‹gure a last
name that replaces that of the plantation master with something that sounds
more identi‹ably “African”—an activity that would consciously be employed
by many African American civil rights activists more than a century after
Renty entered Joseph Zealy’s studio—the reality is that the images, when
discovered, failed to include a last name for any of the seven ‹gures featured
in the daguerreotypes. In her 1977 article, Reichlin writes that the ‹fteen
surviving images, when she found them a year earlier, were individually en-
cased in a frame marked with the imprimatur of Zealy’s studio and were ac-
companied by a note identifying the captives by a single name, the planta-
tions on which they labored, and the geographical regions of their birth.
According to the note, Renty was identi‹ed as being from the Congo; Alfred,
Foulah; Fassena, Mandingo; Jack, Guinea; and Jem, Gullah. Both Delia and
Drana were listed as being “country born.” It is not known who recorded the
notes—Zealy, Agassiz, Gibbes, or someone else entirely.25 The uncertainty
that shrouds the notes’ authorship also calls into question the accuracy of the
identi‹cation of each captive’s geographical origin.

I am inclined to trust those notes. Renty’s presence in the daguerreotype
signals his status as a black captive in South Carolina. This reading renders
less signi‹cant whether his name really was Renty and whether he dwelled
on B. F. Taylor’s plantation (or on another plantation). Furthermore, Agas-
siz’s desire to chronicle physical changes effected by differing geographical
locations/climates suggests that he needed to know from where each ‹gure
derived. While the dispersion of black bodies across the Middle Passage and
throughout the hemisphere calls into question de‹nitive knowledge of ori-
gins, Joseph E. Holloway asserts that South Carolinian plantation owners
preferred captives from select regions of Africa to perform speci‹c functions
on their plantations. Angolans were often purchased to labor in the ‹elds,
Guineans and Mandes in the house or in another skilled position. In re-

Still Standing 37



sponse to this consumer-driven demand, Holloway notes, “Slave merchants
took great care, throughout the entire history of the South Carolinian trade,
to inform potential buyers of the African region and geographic point of orig-
ination of the slaves being sold.”26 Considering that plantation masters often
knew the origins of their African-born captives and that Agassiz required this
information in support of his study, there is a high probability that the seven
captives who appear in Zealy’s daguerreotypes derive from the places
recorded on the accompanying notes.

While the bulk of academic criticism focuses upon Delia, likely the
youngest captive to be photographed, it is the ‹ve men—Alfred, Fassena,
Jack, Jem, and Renty—who most intrigue me. Although these writings on
Delia by Mandy Reid, Deborah Willis, and Carla Williams, among others,
provide cogent, corrective readings by spotlighting how the presentation of
clothing (the pulled-down shirt) reveals that she, as a captive, was compelled
to appear before Zealy’s camera, those same texts, through the reproduction
and re-presentation of her image, continue to objectify her for the multiple
gazes of their readers.27 She becomes a sexual object, the embodiment of
“specimen,” and an idealized xenotype of the “other.” In much the same way
that the circulation of lynching photographs, as Eric Lott, has noted, “partic-
ipate[s] in the act of lynching,” the hypervisibility of Delia’s image promotes
her ongoing objecti‹cation. I wonder if Agassiz, similar to Baron Docteur,
the character based upon George Cuvier, in Suzan-Lori Parks’s play Venus,
had more than “a scienti‹c interest” in the display of the black female body.
Is this why the daguerreotypes were hidden—shelved in a cabinet? This is
not to say that Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty are free from the exoti-
cizing, objectifying, and, indeed, erotically charged look. They too have been
undressed before Zealy’s camera. In one daguerreotype, the fully nude back-
side of Jem has been photographed. The camera’s gaze, never challenged by
Jem’s direct address, lingers upon his body and invites comparisons to the
more contemporary photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe, Thierry Le
Goues, and Lyle Ashton Harris. In turn, it creates ambivalence in the spec-
tator that resembles that experienced by art critic Kobena Mercer upon en-
countering Mapplethorpe’s photographs of black male nudes.28 My interest
in these ‹ve ‹gures has less to do with their physical appearance—their state
of undress—and more with the materiality and the facticity of their bodies.
Each captive—Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty—survived the Middle
Passage. Their bodies are not the products of the Middle Passage. They em-
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body the Middle Passage. It is possible to locate the experience of the “black
Atlantic” within their bodies and to identify their stillness as an integral part
of their Atlantic crossings and, more generally, the Black Diaspora.

Despite the innocuous beginning of “diaspora” as a signi‹er for the act
of scattering seeds, it, over time, has gained traction within critical discourse
through its application as a descriptor of the dispossession and enforced ex-
ile of Jewish communities in the eighth and sixth centuries BCE and later as
a shorthand for bodies in motion—describing the exilic movements of
African captives across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, the forced reloca-
tion of indigenous peoples within the Americas, and the dispersal of Asian
laborers throughout the Caribbean and Central America, among other
places. With the passing of time and the heightened interest in the effects of
globalization, the diaspora label, according to Nicholas Mirzoeff, evolved
from a pejorative—suggesting “disruption” or “excess”—to a positive attri-
bute, implying “interconnectedness.” Diasporic groups, within academic
discourse, transformed from unwanted refugees of the past into idealized
banner carriers and, perhaps, the “‹rst citizens” of a new, largely imagined,
global future. It is the (in)voluntary exiles, with experience crossing cultural
differences and national boundaries, who not only embody the spirit of
global ›ow and exchange but also the possibility of refashioning nationalist
societies into global communities. The rede‹nition and revaluation of the
diasporic experience has prompted the search for and the labeling of an in-
creasing number of groups as “diasporic.” Today, there are so many “dias-
poras” that it seems like every minoritized group—organized by common
racial, religious, or sexually oriented af‹liations—has one to call its own to
remember and, on occasion, to commemorate within academic conferences
and publications.

The multiplicity and, indeed, the ongoing multiplication of diasporas has
prompted several scholars to call for caution and precision in the application
of the diaspora label with the aim of preventing the term from losing its
ef‹cacy. Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur in the introduction to Theo-
rizing Diaspora observe:

Analogous to the problematic use of the term border within branches of area
and ethnic studies in general, the term “diaspora” risks losing its speci‹city
and critical merit if it is deemed to speak for all movements and migrations
between nations, within nations, between cities, within cities, ad in‹nitum.29
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Although the concept of the “border,” like “diaspora,” maintains its critical
merit but could bene‹t from a theoretical rearticulation, especially within
the discipline of performance studies, the authors correctly contend that the
overuse of any critical term will result in a loss of speci‹city and, perhaps,
meaning. Kim D. Butler offers a similarly cautionary note: “Human beings
have been in perpetual motion since the dawn of time, but not all of their
movements have resulted in diasporas.”30 In an effort to protect the descrip-
tor from the blurring nature and dulling impact of misapplication, Butler re-
viewed published scholarship on the label and identi‹ed the following three
characteristics: ‹rst, “There must be a minimum of two destinations”; sec-
ond, “There must be some relationship to a real or imagined homeland”; and
third, “There must be a self-awareness of the group’s identity.”31 To these
features, Butler added a fourth characteristic “involving the temporal-histor-
ical dimension: its existence over at least two dimensions.”32 Although the
author is careful not to explicitly downgrade another’s diaspora, her fourth
condition, which requires that the dispersal of bodies be an ongoing activity
that spans a signi‹cant period of time, eliminates the possibility of refugees
or “temporary exiles,” who ›ee their homes to escape a momentary crisis
(hurricanes or the manipulations of a single political regime), from being un-
derstood as a diasporic people. By delimiting the possible applications of the
concept, Butler con‹rms the legitimacy of those long-recognized and widely
accepted events, such as the Black Diaspora, which consisted of the disper-
sal of human bodies across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, throughout the
Americas, the Caribbean, and Europe, and resulted in the creation of a self-
aware group identity centered upon a reality-based, and an imagined, con-
cept of Africanness alongside the recognition that an ancestor was displaced
in the past.

The Black Diaspora itself is an expansive concept that has been broad-
ened over the years to consider not only the movement of Africans as cap-
tives across the oceans but also the postcolonial return of their children. As
Tiffany R. Patterson and Robin D. G. Kelley have observed, it is no longer
dependent upon the naming (or imagining) of Africa as the origin or the
identi‹cation of “African” cultural practices that appear to have survived not
only the transoceanic crossings but also the centuries since the ‹rst ships set
sail. Its de‹nition anchors itself in the act of being scattered—which implies
origin, movement, and destination in the same moment. Awam Amkpa, in an
ongoing project that expands upon the writings of K. Anthony Appia, offers
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an insightful challenge to assumptions of Africa as merely the staging ground
for the later movement, across oceans, of black captives by investigating the
“pre-modern” movements of heterogeneous, native African communities
that took place before and during the Black Diaspora. Amkpa contends that
multilingual African societies, divided into distinct ethnic and cultural
groups, have been in circulation on the continent for centuries (thus ac-
counting for their linguistic and cultural differences). Their frequently no-
madic existences belie theories of “African” culture as singular and static. In
short, he argues that black bodies were on the move long before captives
were exported across the oceans. Amkpa’s research in this area is worthy of
extended consideration for its ability not only to counter assumptions of orig-
inary presences and locations but also to expand the temporal-historical di-
mensions of black bodies in motion.33

As the limits of “diaspora” have been pushed by readings of postcolonial
return or premodern communal activities, the scholarly emphasis on dias-
pora as movement has similarly increased. While movement or, at least, dis-
placement stands at the heart of the diaspora concept, I, like Butler, am re-
luctant to endorse any efforts that seek to read it solely as pure movement.
Theories that focus primarily on the process of dispersal, with an attendant
interest in routes, pathways, and passageways, threaten to overshadow and,
potentially, absent the bodies that are actually moving. Despite the fact that
Paul Gilroy, in The Black Atlantic, critiqued the theorization of “abstract em-
bodiments of the triangular trade” by underscoring the materiality of the
ship and recounting the travels of select ‹gures, including Martin Delany,
Frederick Douglass, and the Fisk Jubilee Singers, contemporary critical en-
gagements with his seminal book tend to treat the ship as a metaphor and its
“routes” as abstractions without sustained and meaningful consideration of
the bodies that traversed those routes on those ships. Such overlooking of
black bodies threatens to absent from history the African captives who sur-
vived or perished during the voyage while, ironically, protecting and main-
taining a more contemporary identitarian category that presumes their past
travels. I deliberately employ the word overlooking here because black bod-
ies are not being neglected consciously. Instead, like a student who sits in the
front row of her class and, because of her proximity to the professor, gets
overlooked (or looked beyond), they are such an obvious and proximate part
of the diaspora that they often fail to be considered. As a result, it is possible
for a person to think of the diaspora in terms of the circulation of ships, mu-
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sic, or food without ever considering physical bodies. Although the ship may
serve as a useful and productive metaphor, the cargo holds on those ships
were ‹lled with human bodies. The Zealy daguerreotypes, particularly those
featuring Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty, restore the historical pres-
ence of individuals who have been overshadowed, if not absented, by dias-
poric theories that center the movement of other commodities. They remind
us that the bodies, occasionally densely packed as cargo and often shackled,
were rendered immobile even as they moved across an ocean. They reveal
that stillness, like movement and the body, is an integral and de‹ning part of
the Black Diaspora.

To echo Reichlin’s description, Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty are
“survivors.” They endured the multiple legs and enforced immobility of the
Middle Passage journey. Their stillness before Zealy’s camera recalls this ex-
perience. Contrary to popular belief, movement was not the primary feature
of the Middle Passage. Captives were not always running from captors,
marching (as captives) to loading docks, sailing on boats to the Americas, and
marching (yet again) to auctions to be auctioned. Within and betwixt these
movements, there was a lot of stillness. The captives, con‹ned within hold-
ing cells, spent more time waiting to travel the Atlantic than it took them to
sail across the ocean. Once loaded on the boats, the shackled captives con-
tinued to have limited spatial options. They remained immobile even as they
moved. Historian Herbert Klein gestures toward the stillness of bodies
within the transport of African captives when he quanti‹es the length of their
various movements and, more important to this study, their waits:

To put the so-called Middle Passage in context, it should be recalled that the
water crossing on average took a month from Africa to Brazil and two months
from the West African coast to the Caribbean and North America. But most
slaves spent at minimum six months to a year from capture until they boarded
the European ships, with time waiting on the coast to board the ship alone
being on average three months.34

Klein dispels the romance of black diasporic movement by drawing attention
to the prolonged periods in which African captives did not move. Simple
arithmetic, using Klein’s ‹gures, tells us that the black captives’ crossing,
from capture to American arrival, lasted between seven and fourteen
months. They had to endure the wait at the various camps constructed as rest
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areas on their way toward the coast; the wait within the holding cells along
the shipyards before they were loaded onto ships; and, of course, the wait on
the auction block (and the various holding cells that both preceded and fol-
lowed the auction itself). These sites where captive bodies were kept immo-
bile not only remain today but also, as Edward Bruner’s, Sandra Richards’s,
and Saidiya Hartman’s separate writings on slave castle-dungeons in Ghana
reveal, have become tourist destinations for “diasporic Africans” who seek an
encounter with the material remains of the diaspora and/or to imaginatively
experience a part, the wait, of the Middle Passage.35 Even while being trans-
ported across the Atlantic or Indian oceans, the con‹ned and shackled bod-
ies experienced the stillness of the wait for upwards of sixty days. The irony
appears: the movement of the captives was predicated upon a delimitation of
their spatial options and a concerted effort to render them motionless.

The stillness of the body that was subjected to and survived the diaspora
appears in Zealy’s daguerreotypes of Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty.
Unlike contemporary photography and digital imaging in which a moment
can be recorded within a fraction of a second, the daguerreotype process de-
manded that the photographic subject remain motionless for upwards of
three minutes in order to generate a clear, nonblurry image. While this did
not pose a problem in the creation of funerary portraits or landscape pho-
tographs, it was the source of great dif‹culty in the taking of pictures of liv-
ing subjects. Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre, the inventor of the technology
that bears his name, praised the success of his new creation but also
identi‹ed its shortcomings when he publicly introduced the daguerreotype
in September 1839.

Everyone, with the aid of the DAGUERREOTYPE, will make a view of his
castle or country-house: people will form collections of all kinds, which will
be the more precious because art cannot imitate their accuracy and perfec-
tion of detail. . . . Even portraits will be made, though the unsteadiness of the
model presents, it is true, some dif‹culties.36

Although technological advances had lowered the exposure time to a minute
by 1850, the process still required subjects to remain motionless and to en-
dure the wait. The quality of the Zealy photographs suggests that all seven
captives were subjected to the wait of the photography session. They did not
merely sit or stand for Zealy. Instead, they remained sitting and remained
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standing and were caught in the process—the act of doing so. In addition,
the multiple images of the same captives in different poses reveal that their
enactment of stillness occurred more than once. It repeated at least twice.
Despite the fact that Reichlin only found ‹fteen daguerreotypes of the seven
captives in a cabinet drawer, it is likely that Zealy took more than ‹fteen pic-
tures and those pictures either await discovery, perhaps in another drawer, or
were destroyed (or discarded) in the Civil War era. How many other captives
were exposed to the look of Agassiz and Zealy?

While Manthia Diawara, Joseph Holloway, and Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,
have written persuasively about the global reach of the diaspora and its im-
pact upon contemporary culture through an analysis of music, food, and lit-
erary tropes, I ‹nd myself most invited into the critical memory of the dias-
pora and aware of its affect and effect upon present-day “diasporic Africans”
whenever I encounter the images of Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty.37

These men were born on the African continent, held in holding cells along
the Atlantic coast, loaded upon ships destined for the Americas, con‹ned for
upwards of two months on those ships, transported to South Carolina, sub-
jected to the auction block or the slave market, and sent to work on the plan-
tations of B. F. Taylor and Wade Hampton II, among others. Decades later,
they were summoned to be inspected by Agassiz, transported to Zealy’s stu-
dio, and ordered to remain motionless multiple times before his camera. I
am fascinated by these men because their bodies represent the Middle Pas-
sage in a way that inanimate commodities cannot. They dispel the romance
of travel narratives and challenge the academic thrall to movement through
a seemingly effortless but, undoubtedly, physically taxing performance of
stillness. It is these men who sat and stood still in cells, holds, blocks, and
plantations who repeat those prior performances within the studio session.
Furthermore, their performance of stillness opens up new possibilities for
critical reading strategies and, indeed, positionings for cultural historians and
scholars. Their daguerreotypes, unlike other photographs—most famously
the motion studies of Edweard Muybridge—which offer the impression that
image-capturing technology could not capture the movement of life, suc-
ceeds in capturing motion.38 That motion is stillness. To look at Alfred is to
see a person who stood still not for a brief moment but upwards of a minute.
It is to see a person who consciously is enacting motionlessness. His perfor-
mance becomes atemporal. It collapses the past with the present with the
promise of extending into the future. Alfred stands still and still stands.
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All Eyes on Me

Although it is unknown how much in›uence the directives of Agassiz and/or
Gibbes had on the (re)presentation of Alfred, Delia, Drana, Fassena, Jack,
Jem, and Renty, the daguerreotypes bear the markings of a professional pho-
tographer. Zealy’s presence and, indeed, gaze in the studio session appear
most clearly in the manner in which he used lighting to reveal the bodies of
his subjects. With a light source located behind or next to his daguerreotype
machine, J. T. Zealy projected a focused beam of light on the captives’ faces.
This intervention rescues the black body from the encroaching darkness of
the studio and gives it what Melissa Banta deems a sculptural quality.39

Through lighting, the daguerrian not only transformed a scienti‹c study into
an object of art for future audiences but also succeeded in creating an image,
similar to art historian Rosalind E. Krauss’s de‹nition of sculpture, that “is
peculiarly located at the junction between stillness and motion.”40 Although
his specially lit daguerreotypes give the impression of liveness with the
promise of movement and breath, they are recorded, motionless, and silent.
With qualities that extend beyond a still life but fall short of a tableaux vivant,
a popular nineteenth-century performance practice in which actors re-cre-
ated easily recognizable paintings through a variety of still stands, they func-
tion as a limen, simultaneously separating and being the living/dead, mov-
ing/still, and breathing/breathless.41 The aesthetic stillness of the
daguerreotypes echoes the captives’ multiple performances of stillness
throughout the Middle Passage and within Zealy’s studio.

Despite Zealy’s role as daguerrian, Brian Wallis notes that the “author-
ship” of these images “pertains more to Agassiz than to the photographer.”42

Although the comparative anatomist was not present at the portrait session,
he constructed the scene by commissioning Zealy, through Gibbes, to imag-
ine his future, scienti‹c look at the captives and then to re-create that look in
the present moment. The captives’ nudity underscores their objecti‹cation
for a general spectatorial gaze and a speci‹c scienti‹c eye. Standing still
within the studio, the seven slaves are captured, by the daguerreotype
process, performing “the role of specimen.” The resulting images further
commodi‹ed an already commodi‹ed body, reducing it to a miniaturized,
two-dimensional object with a scienti‹c value tantamount to the life-size,
three-dimensional ‹gures of the slaves themselves. The daguerreotypes may
have proven more valuable to the scientist because they could be transported
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to his Harvard laboratory. Their compact size could travel more easily than
the bodies of the seven captives. More importantly, the fact that Massachu-
setts was a free state likely prevented Agassiz from even considering bringing
them to Harvard. It is easy to imagine the uproar that would have been gen-
erated by the docking of a boat with seven slaves who were destined to be-
come objects of study at Harvard and possibly future residents in the univer-
sity’s Museum of Comparative Zoology.43 The daguerreotypes, created for
the Harvard scientist, enabled him to study the bodies of individuals who
were still slaves despite their move to a free state and their accession into the
scientist’s collection.

In addition to imagining Agassiz’s future look in the present moment,
Zealy also re-created Agassiz’s past inspections of the captives in the present
moment as a futured look. His daguerreotypes reprised a past performance
for the future. In March 1850, Agassiz, escorted by Gibbes, visited several
South Carolinian plantations with the aim of encountering captives who
were born in various regions of the African continent. Gibbes, writing to Dr.
Samuel Morton, a friend and a leading proponent of phrenology, recalled,
“Agassiz was delighted with his examination of Ebo, Foulah, Gullah,
Guinea, Coromantee, Mandrigo (sic), and Congo Negroes.”44 Considering
that the importation of captives into the United States was banned in 1808,
the natural scientist likely limited his study to individuals who were in their
midforties or older.45 Although it is dif‹cult to determine the age of the
seven individuals within the daguerreotypes, the presence of wrinkles and
gray, receding hair on the men suggests that they were born prior to 1808.
Within his letter, Gibbes elects not to describe the nature of the interaction
between the captives and Agassiz. Instead, he simply notes, “[Agassiz] found
enough to satisfy him.”46 In light of the fact that the surviving daguerreo-
types feature men who are identi‹ed as Congo, Foulah, Gullah, Guinea, and
Mandingo, ‹ve of the seven regional designations identi‹ed by Gibbes, it
follows that Agassiz inspected the bodies of more than seven captives and se-
lected only seven to be photographed and/or that more than seven captives
were photographed, although only the daguerreotypes of seven of them
were found by Reichlin. Regardless of the exact number, the daguerreotypes
exist as a replay of the captives performing “the role of specimen” before
Agassiz and as a re-creation of Agassiz’s previous look at their bodies. Their
still presence in the studio and, by extension, in the picture, can be attrib-
uted to their prior stand on the plantation grounds before the comparative
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anatomist. Indeed, a consideration of the look of Agassiz at the black body
within Zealy’s daguerreotype reveals the existence of a temporal vortex that
threatens to collapse the past (Agassiz on the plantation), the present
(Zealy’s studio session), and the future (Agassiz’s look at the daguerreotype).
Within this vortex, Alfred, Delia, Drana, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty are
caught within a cycle of repetition within which they are repeatedly and
ceaselessly enacting stillness.

Although the captives ‹nd themselves continually standing or sitting still
before differing temporal audiences, Alan Trachtenberg, in his study of the
daguerreotypes featuring Delia, Drana, Jack, and Renty, contends that their
gaze challenges efforts to objectify them:

The absoluteness of their con‹nement to [the role of specimen] has the un-
intended effect of freeing their eyes from any other necessity but to look back
at the glass eye staring at them. Their gaze de‹es the scrutinizing gaze aimed
at their nakedness, and challenges the viewer of these daguerreotypes to
reckon with his or her own responses to such images.47

The “con‹nement” of the captives proves “freeing.” With these words, the
cultural historian suggests not only that there is potential for movement
within stillness but also that stillness itself can be a source of agency. Each of
the four captives, within the context of a tight medium shot, returns the look
of the observer (the camera, Zealy, Agassiz, and us). The daguerreotype gives
the impression that the captives are looking at us. This returned look proves
powerful when we consider that blacks, throughout the era of captivity and
into the post-emancipation years, could be punished or killed for looking a
white person in the eyes. “Reckless eyeballing” combined with a whistle
killed Emmett Till in 1955, more than a century after the studio session.
Thanks to the pause of the daguerreotype process, which magni‹es the cap-
tives’ stillness, the captives never look away.

In addition to the captives’ direct address, it is worth considering the
“space off” looks of those enslaved who were outside of any single da-
guerreotype’s frame but were present during the portrait session. Although
the absence of material (documented) evidence prevents us from having a
full picture of the scene of Zealy’s studio on that March day in 1850, it is
dif‹cult to resist the temptation to imagine the scene of the session and the
movement (or lack thereof) of the captives. Film theorist Christian Metz
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noted the allure of the off-frame space in photography: “The spectator has
no empirical knowledge of the contents of the off-frame, but at the same
time cannot help imagining some off-frame, hallucinating it, dreaming the
shape of this emptiness.”48 Melissa Banta, the curator of the Harvard
Peabody Museum photography collection that includes the Zealy daguerreo-
types, has maintained that the captives arrived together (or near the same
time) and were ordered as a group to remove their clothes.49 While it is pos-
sible and probable that the captives from the same plantation arrived to-
gether, the fact that the daguerreotypes show them in various states of un-
dress—nude, shirtless, or with shirt pulled down—suggests that the captives
were not told to disrobe at the same time. While it is conceivable that shortly
after the captives arrived at his studio, Zealy could have ordered Delia,
Drana, and Renty to pull their shirts down, Jack to remove his entirely, and
Alfred, Fassena, and Jem to completely undress and then to wait for their
turn before his daguerreotype machine, it is more plausible that the direc-
tives were issued in the moments immediately preceding their performance
of stillness and not all at once.

If the captives arrived at the same time and remained together within the
studio session, then it is likely that they recognized the body that performed
stillness before themselves and the camera as their futured bodies. They too
would have to disrobe and then sit (or stand) before Zealy. Conversely, the
captives who had appeared before the daguerreotype machine had to have
understood that the off-frame captives were waiting to replay their own prior
experience of the body (i.e., to do what they had just done—sit or stand still).
If, like Merleau-Ponty, we contend that a person’s awareness of self emerges
through the look at another (or, even, the look of another), then it follows
that Renty and Jack might have ‹rst recognized their own experience of still-
ness and, indeed, captivity through their observations of fellow captives who
were con‹ned in rest areas, holding cells, ship holds, and on auction blocks
and realized that this experience, again, was repeating in the present mo-
ment. Although they certainly did not have to imagine life as a slave—they
lived the experience of captivity every day of their lives—the witnessing of
their fathers’ stillness may have given Delia and Drana an insight into how
the embodied histories of captivity have been transferred upon them. In ad-
dition, the shared environment of the studio session, which featured at least
seven black captives in various states of undress, likely underscored the com-
monality of the black captives’ experiences in that moment and, perhaps, the
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fact that their individual bodies were being viewed as a singular type of body,
the black body as imagined by Agassiz and imaged by Zealy.

Within the daguerreotypes, we can also see ourselves. By this suggestion,
I am not offering an essentialist argument that ‹nds a universal kinship in
every black body—although I am not entirely hostile to this position—in or-
der to suggest that there is an instantaneous bridge between the body posing
and the one looking. What I am saying is that we can see our re›ections in
the daguerreotypes, literally. Daguerreotypes, silver-surfaced plates polished
to a mirrorlike ‹nish onto which images are positively burned and later de-
veloped over mercury and ‹xed with salt solutions, are highly re›ective.
When a person looks at a daguerreotype, she, more often than not, will see
her re›ection alongside or superimposed over the framed image. In fact, this
distracting element was an occasionally cited critique of the photographic
method. The re›ective surface brings us, the viewer, into the picture. If we
were to look at the original daguerreotypes, then we would see in their aged
and weathered silver surfaces both the ‹gure of the photographed subjects
and also our own re›ections.50 This is a crucial attribute of the daguerreo-
types that does not appear in the widely circulated paper-based photographic
or digital reproductions of the images. Despite the fact that the paper-based
copy prevents us from having this experience, we must try to picture our-
selves in the daguerreotype even as we look at its surrogate. We must imag-
ine ourselves as the seer who sees the captives as photographed and as the
seen who is photographed (or, more accurately, re›ected) alongside the cap-
tives. In this way, not only does the distance between the captives as being
there in the frame and the viewer, outside the frame, disappear but so does
the temporal separation between the 1850 studio session and our third mil-
lennial spectatorship. The result is that we enter their present and they join
us in our present. The past/passed becomes present.

The capacity of the daguerreotype to serve as a spatial and temporal
bridge allows the contemporary viewer to realize that neither race nor the
history of “race,” as a social concept, is something from which black bodies
can easily escape. It does not instantly lose its meaning the moment that a
century ends or a new millennium begins. It simply cannot be discarded be-
cause ethnologists in the past have employed the term to read black bodies
as being different from and inferior to differently colored bodies. The da-
guerreotype shows us that past events continue to echo in the present. We
can see ourselves in the past. They also reveal that the futured—our ever
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evolving present viewed from a past perspective—is implicated in the past.
This is why futured is always passed (tense). To read the daguerreotypes is
not to revisit a race-themed endgame in which the black body exists as a se-
ries of limited historical possibilities. Instead, the daguerreotypes reveal the
convergence of the past, present, and future.

Déjà vu, All Over Again

The reverberations of the Zealy daguerreotypes can be felt in the 1920s por-
traits of Richard Samuel Roberts, a semiprofessional photographer who lived
and worked in Arsenal Hill, the predominantly African American section of
Columbia, South Carolina. His surviving images, more than three thousand
glass negative plates depicting assembled families, church groups, and social
organizations, offer the contemporary viewer a privileged glimpse into the
communities within which black men, women, and children lived. Although
the majority of Roberts’s surviving images are studio-based portraits, there
are scores of pictures that were taken outdoors within black Columbia.
While such “on the road” images record a variety of lived experiences of the
photographic subjects—a child’s birthday party and the scene of a baseball
game, among other events, I focus here upon the portraitist’s studio-based
photographs depicting “dressed up” subjects with the aim of drawing a com-
parison with those of Joseph T. Zealy. They not only bear a compositional
similarity to the earlier daguerreotypes but also challenge the objecti‹cation
of black bodies as the black body that occurs within the work of Zealy.

Studio portraits tend to resemble one another. The expectations of the
form (and the photographed subject) demand this. Subjects appear centered
within the frame and, more often than not, look directly at the viewer of their
image. Some sit. Others stand. Although painted and photographed portraits
belong to collections of art museums across the globe, they often are not
considered “art” or, at the least, representative of a particular artist’s oeuvre.
For example, the National Portrait Gallery, the London-based museum ded-
icated entirely to portraiture, acquires paintings and other images based not
upon the artistic merit of the work (including the status of the artist) but on
the historical signi‹cance of the subject. According to the museum’s self-de-
scription, it “was established with the criteria that the Gallery was to be about
history, not about art, and about the status of the sitter, rather than the qual-
ity or character of a particular image considered as a work of art.”51 The Na-
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tional Portrait Gallery’s philosophy is straightforward. Visitors and viewers of
the portraits accidentally may encounter “art” when looking at the portraits
that hang on the museum’s walls, but they always will be surrounded by his-
tory. Tom Molineaux, the African American boxer who appears in the next
chapter, is a part of this history and maintains a presence at the Gallery.

Many scholars and artists, including Paul Ardenne, Frances Borzello, and
Shearer West, have written in support of the artistry of portraiture. While I
do not disagree with them, I elect, within this chapter, to read the subjects of
the various photographs primarily as subjects of history, whose imaged pres-
ence offers the contemporary reader (of the photograph) the opportunity to
encounter a past historical moment and to better understand the embodied
experiences of those ‹gured within it. Roberts’s photographs are particularly
powerful because they reveal the conscious efforts of both the photographer
and the photographed to create a differing and more honest depiction of the
black body to contest the popular, caricatured representations that circulated
at the time of the portrait sessions. This attribute was underscored in the
promotional advertisement for a 2004 exhibition of Roberts’s images at the
Columbia Art Museum: “At a time when American society often presented
stereotyped images of African Americans in ‹lms and advertisements,
Roberts amassed a sophisticated body of portraits that reveal the sensitivity,
individuality, and intelligence of his subject.”52 Although the advertisement
overreads the pictured bodies by identifying abstract, unquanti‹able ele-
ments (i.e., “sensitivity” and “intelligence”) within the pictures, the conscious
efforts of the subjects can be read not by focusing upon the immaterial but
rather by paying close attention to the material elements that ‹ll the frame—
physical bodies and clothing.

The subjects in Roberts’s portraits are related to the subjects in Zealy’s
daguerreotypes. Despite the fact that there is not any evidence to support
the contention that the numerous, unidenti‹ed faces who appear in
Roberts’s surviving negatives are direct relations to any of the black captives
who stood still before Agassiz (and later Zealy), the fact that the individuals
lived in the same city, shared a recent history of black captivity, and were sep-
arated by, on average, two generations opens up the possibility. Could the
unidenti‹ed person in this or that portrait be related to Alfred, Delia, Drana,
Fassena, or Jem? Could she be one of their children? Grandchildren? Great-
grandchildren? While we can delight in imagining the possibilities, new evi-
dence is unlikely to surface that conclusively will genetically link them. Nev-
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Reverend Charles Jaggers. From A True Likeness: The Black South of Richard
Samuel Roberts, 1920–1936, edited by Thomas Johnson and Phillip Dunn, by per-
mission from the Estate of Richard Samuel Roberts and Bruccoli Clark Layman, Inc.



ertheless, we can contend with some certainty that the bodies share similar
histories with the ones in the daguerreotypes. Despite not being related to
these captives, Roberts’s numerous subjects are the daughters, sons, grand-
children, and great-grandchildren of captives who lived and worked on
southern plantations, especially on plantations in South Carolina. Their bod-
ies, like the bodies of Delia and Drana, are the children of the Middle Pas-
sage. They are the offspring of those individuals who survived the journey.
Furthermore, their daily reality, living in Columbia in the 1920s, was affected
by the history and legacy of black captivity.

In select instances, the bodies in Roberts’s portraits could have been the
same body seen/scened in the daguerreotypes. Roberts’s photograph of Rev-
erend Charles Jaggers, a preacher who served as an advocate for the home-
less and who sat before the photographer’s camera sometime between 1921
and 1924, assists this reading. Within the portrait, the reverend, an elderly
black man who appears short in stature, sits in a studio chair. He wears a
white-collared, button-down shirt under a dark-colored sweater, vest, and
sport coat. Dark creased pants, possibly slacks, black socks, and shoes com-
plete his out‹t. With his arms positioned on the armrests of a seemingly
oversized chair, Jaggers holds a Bible in his left hand and a walking cane in
his right. Both are raised as if he is showing these objects to the viewer. He
looks directly at us—the viewer of his image. Although his mouth is closed,
Jaggers appears to be smiling or, perhaps, smirking. In the background of the
image, a decorated canvas hangs on which we can see that a window, ornate
wall decorations, and ›owers have been painted.

Despite the presence of all of these details, the most important feature to
this analyst is the body of Reverend Charles Jaggers. Born in 1831, Jaggers,
white-haired in the photograph, was at least ninety years old at the time of
the portrait session. His aged body functions as an index of generational con-
stancy and change. It reveals that the subjects of Zealy’s daguerreotypes and
Roberts’s photographs were not necessarily unique. Jaggers, a former captive
who labored on a South Carolinian plantation, was nearly twenty years old
when Agassiz inspected the bodies of black captives on various plantations
and Zealy photographed them.53 Despite the fact that the circumstances of
Jaggers’s birth would have prevented him from being selected alongside the
other men in the surviving daguerreotypes, Jaggers conceivably could have
joined both Delia and Drana as scienti‹c examples of the “country born”
black body, the after to the before embodied by Alfred, Fassena, Jack, Jem,
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and Renty. What separates the daguerreotype from the portrait session is a
mere life-span. The bodies featured within each become less distinct. They
could be the same body.

Obviously, every body could not have been the same body imaged for
Agassiz’s study. Although Jaggers may be an exception, his presence within
Roberts’s collection helps us to realize that the comparatively younger sub-
jects in the same set of photographs share a historical experience similar to
that of those who were compelled to sit before Zealy’s camera. This similar-
ity, which accounts for divergences in individual lifestyles, also appears in
Roberts’s re-creation of the studio moment in Columbia, South Carolina.
He, along with his subjects, who agreed to sit or stand still, created images
that challenged and, ultimately, rehabilitated mainstream representations of
the black body. Unlike the black captives who are exposed for Zealy’s cam-
era—photographed naked and nearly naked—the black customers in
Roberts’s portraits wear layers upon layers of clothing and accessories. For
example, unlike Renty, whom he remarkably favors, Reverend Charles Jag-
gers wears a lot of clothes: shirt, vest, and suit jacket. Each layer barricades
his body from the objectifying look of the viewer. Furthermore, his acces-
sories, the Bible and the cane, de›ect attention away from his body and en-
able a variety of possible readings of both his body and his multiple habiti.
The Bible suggests a religious ‹gure and, perhaps, a priest. The cane con-
forms to our suspicions that the subject is advanced in age. His clothing—
meticulous in appearance—suggests a person of higher social standing. In
the other photographs within Roberts’s collection, viewers similarly en-
counter layers of clothing and accessories worn across the bodies of his sub-
jects. The presence of clothing within the studio portrait proves neither
shocking nor alarming. The lack of exposed ›esh is not surprising. However,
it does spotlight the controlled nature of the earlier daguerreotypes. Alfred,
Delia, Drana, Fassena, Jack, Jem, and Renty were made to undress and
forced to stand or sit still before the camera. The nudity of the ‹gures in the
daguerreotypes testi‹es to their captive status in the same way that the ac-
cessories on the bodies of Roberts’s subjects represent their independence.

The legibility of Roberts’s portraits derive, in large part, from the pres-
ence of clothing and accessories. It is not necessarily these items in them-
selves but how they are worn that suggests that many of the photographer’s
subjects “dressed up” for the portrait session. In his portrait of “Mr. and Mrs.
Boyd,” Roberts presents a married, middle-aged couple. The husband,
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Mr. and Mrs. Boyd. From A True Likeness: The Black South of Richard Samuel
Roberts, 1920–1936, edited by Thomas Johnson and Phillip Dunn, by permission
from the Estate of Richard Samuel Roberts and Bruccoli Clark Layman, Inc.



dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and tie, sits to the right of his wife, who
wears a black-and-silver evening dress. A white scarf, wrapped around her
neck and draped over her left shoulder, completes the out‹t. Interestingly, it
is the scarf, as a fashion accent, that spotlights the Boyds’ desire to “dress
up.” While Mrs. Boyd’s costuming, either as a version of her best self or
imaginatively as a member of a higher social class, proves successful on its
own merits, the fact of her performance reveals itself once we consider the
self-presentation of her husband. Unlike his wife, Mr. Boyd’s costuming is
immediately apparent. He wears a wrinkled shirt and an equally wrinkled
suit jacket. Furthermore, his tie hangs off-center and appears to be too short.
In many of the other portraits, wrinkled and/or mis‹tting clothing signals the
subjects’ efforts to control their representation. While Mr. Boyd’s ill-‹tting
clothing suggests that he does not regularly wear a suit, it also spotlights a de-
sire to be photographed and, by extension, to be, preserved within history
looking his best. Although these aspects suggest the class status of the sub-
jects and their inability to perform the “look” of a higher class, they also,
through their visible failure, spotlight the intentions of the subjects and of
the photographer to project a certain image of the black body. The crooked
tie and wrinkled shirts reveal a group of working-class men and women who
sought to perform and render static in a photographic image their idealized
selves. They wanted to capture not their everyday selves but themselves ei-
ther as they saw themselves or as they imagined themselves to be.

Unlike the Zealy daguerreotypes, Roberts’s portraits were commissioned
by their subjects. They were not going to be shipped to an Ivy League school
to be closely examined by a scientist who was looking for evidence that blacks
and whites were inherently different. They were not meant for museum ex-
hibition. Instead, they were constructed for the interior, private space of the
familial home. The photographs served multiple purposes. They were keep-
sakes, depicting beloved family members. They were memorials, featuring
the recently deceased. In short, they were history. To a people who had been
forcibly separated from their families, auctioned away to new “masters,” and
denied the opportunity to record their memories, photography allowed the
past to be accessed in the present and the present to be captured for the fu-
ture. As cultural critic bell hooks has written, the value of photographic tech-
nology anchors itself in its ability not only to preserve history but also, and
more importantly, to document it in a manner than can be easily transported
and, if the need arises, hidden for future rediscovery:
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The camera was the central instrument by which blacks could disprove rep-
resentations of us created by white folks. . . . For black folks, the camera pro-
vided a means to document a reality that could if necessary, be packed,
stored, moved from place to place. It was documentation that could be
shared, passed around. And, ultimately, these images, the worlds they
recorded, could be hidden, to be discovered at another time.54

There is power in the photograph; it affords the agency to refute “representa-
tions of us created by white folks” through its ability to document “reality.”
This image of lived reality carries within it the potential to challenge and, pos-
sibly, erase stereotypes and caricatures of blackness. More constant than ora-
ture and smaller than a memory quilt, the photograph, as a historical docu-
ment, reveals to the viewer, in the present, a past presence that is now absent.

The photograph pauses the ›ow of time and grants the viewer a privi-
leged glimpse into a moment that no longer exists. It enables an encounter
with the past even as it compels us to acknowledge that our present and, in-
deed, our future soon will have passed. Susan Sontag, the in›uential art
critic, echoing the writings of Phillipe Dubois and Christian Metz, refers to
this attribute in the following manner: “To take a photograph is to participate
in another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely
by slicing out this moment and freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s re-
lentless melt.”55 The picture-taking process creates evidence of the subject’s
presence in the present while foreshadowing his or her impending disap-
pearance. An example of this appears in late nineteenth-century mortuary or
funerary daguerreotypes of deceased children that were taken as evidence of
that child’s existence. A death image is created to recall a passed life. An-
other, more contemporary, example is the placing of the photograph of the
once living body, such as Emmett Till, near a casket containing the actual,
physical remains of the same body that now no longer lives. The juxtaposition
of the image of the body with the body itself suggests that the image will re-
place the body. In fact, this transference likely already has occurred for those
well-wishers and respect-payers who ‹nd that the photograph proves a bet-
ter likeness of the dead than that person’s actual corpse. Eventually, the
physical body will be interred or cremated. It will disappear but its photo-
graph will remain. The value of the memento mori function of the photo-
graph anchors itself less in abstract notions of haunting or ghosting and more
in the suggestion that the image can offer access to a past bodily presence.
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This is not to say that Mr. and Mrs. Boyd visited Roberts’s studio, posed
for his camera, and gained a newfound awareness of their own mortality. De-
spite the fact that the photograph preserves them in the present for the fu-
ture, it probably was taken to commemorate any one of dozens of possible
celebrations and events. Was this their wedding anniversary? Was this one of
their birthdays? Was this picture destined to be a gift for someone? Or was
Roberts merely offering a discount on studio portraits? Regardless of the
reason, the picture became a historical document possessing a particular
meaning to the subjects within the image that may or may not differ from the
meaning that it has to the viewer of the image. In reading the image without
regard to the unknowable event that prompted the studio session, I focus
only upon the fact that the Boyds’ presence within the photograph makes
them subjects of history who were capable, in tandem with Richard Roberts,
of controlling their own representation. Despite the passage of years and the
passing of the Boyds, the photograph, a memento mori, renders present the
still bodies of the married couple.

In addition to revealing the photograph’s ability to record the present for
the future, Roberts’s images visualize the touch of the past on the present.
Several of his pictures feature elderly subjects, like Reverend Jaggers, who
survived the era of black captivity within the United States. Whereas Jaggers
sits alone, the majority of the other older ‹gures appears alongside younger
family members. These depictions of multiple generations within a single
frame not only preserve a present moment for future re›ection and remem-
brance but also and, more abstractly, suggest that the past has made an im-
pression on the present. This is the reason that cross-generational pho-
tographs—pictures of children with their parents; grandchildren with
grandparents; or, the gold standard, children, parents, grandparents, and
great-grandparents—are deemed valuable. In Roberts’s photograph of a pair
of unidenti‹ed women, this generational touch appears. The image features
an older woman, perhaps in her eighties, sitting in a high-backed wooden
chair to the left of a younger, standing woman perhaps twenty or thirty years
old. Both appear before the same painted backdrop that hung in the portrait
of Jaggers. The older woman, with white hair, parted in the middle and
combed down to each side, sits, upright, wearing black-rimmed glasses; a
thin, knee-length coat over a patterned black dress, which fastens near the
neck with a jeweled, butter›y clasp; and ›at-bottomed black shoes. The
younger woman, standing to her right, wears a long, ›owing, white day dress
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Untitled. From A True Likeness: The Black South of Richard Samuel Roberts,
1920–1936, edited by Thomas Johnson and Phillip Dunn, by permission from the Es-
tate of Richard Samuel Roberts and Bruccoli Clark Layman, Inc.



with a butter›y-style pin (or clasp) at waist level, under a black-and-white
jacket. She also wears a black cloche hat and a gleaming necklace. She stands
slightly behind the older woman with her right hand at her side and her left
hand on the left shoulder of the seated woman.

The presence of the two women within the frame of the studio portrait
suggests that they share a connection. Unfortunately, the “unidenti‹ed” sta-
tus of the sitters prevents us from knowing the nature of their relationship.
Were they grandmother and granddaughter? mother and daughter? friends?
lovers? neighbors? Regardless of the nature of their relationship, the
arrangement of the ‹gures, with the younger woman’s hand touching the
shoulder of the older woman, proffers the sense of shared intimacy between
the subjects. While this “intimacy” easily could have been engineered by
Roberts, who likely arranged his subjects and determined their pose, the
presence of the two women within the portrait studio and their appearance
within a single frame reveal their willingness and, perhaps, even desire to be
photographed together. This complicit desire required corporeal enact-
ment—the hand on the shoulder in addition to their physical presence/ap-
pearance within the photograph—in order to be made legible to the viewer
of the image. Beyond gesturing toward their relationship, this touch literally
connects the two ‹gures—bridging the physical space separating them. Ar-
guably, it can be said to give the younger woman access to the older woman’s
experience of the body. The encounter establishes each subject as a witness
to the other’s staging of her own future. The younger (or older) woman pos-
sesses the ability to offer an informed, albeit subjective account of her per-
ception of the actions and experiences of the other. Considering the age dif-
ferential, we can predict that the younger woman is likely to live longer than
the woman who sits before her and, as a result, become an authority on that
woman’s experience. This is not to say that she can testify to the experiences
of the older woman as perceived through her (the older woman’s) eyes or as
felt through her body. Instead, it is to say that she can speak, from her own
vantage point, as a person who shared a space, a moment, and the same pres-
ence with the now absented ‹gure and, as a result, can testify that the
woman, indeed, was there and can describe what that woman might have felt
and seen because she (the younger woman) too was there. This authority
predicates itself upon the imagination, remembrances, and subjective posi-
tioning of the survivor. However, there is no guarantee that the younger
woman will outlive her photographic partner. The high mortality rate of
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black women—which could account for the conspicuous absence of Drana’s
and Delia’s mothers in Agassiz’s study—suggests that the older woman, hav-
ing endured the history of slavery, decades of prejudice, and, perhaps, the
dangers of childbirth, may be the survivor, and that the younger woman will
have plenty of challenges awaiting her.56

In The Visible and the Invisible, incomplete and posthumously pub-
lished, phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty observes that a person can
comprehend the perspective of another by situating the imagined vantage
point of that other person within her own body. He writes, “This other who
invades me is made only of my own substance: how could I conceive pre-
cisely as his, his colors, his pain, his world, except as in accordance with the
colors I see, the pains I have had, the world wherein I live?”57 Merleau-Ponty
underscores the seeming uniqueness of experience by grounding it within
the individual. Although we can approximate the experience of another, ours
will never be the same. This does not mean that a similar experience cannot
be shared among or understood by multiple bodies. While the body stands at
the center of individuated experience, it also ‹lters shared, including per-
ceived, experiences. This ‹ltering, a form of translation, transforms another’s
experience into something recognizable, bearing a resemblance, to one’s
own self. Our ability to talk to one another about whether a particular food
dish is too salty, a movie scary, or the weather hot hinges upon our capacity
to translate or ‹lter perceived and/or announced experiences of other bodies
within our own. Although Merleau-Ponty’s writings on the internalized
processes that render recognizable another’s experience of the body offer a
way of thinking about similar, embodied black experiences, they do not ac-
count for the external factors that structure similar experiences, especially
among minoritized bodies. Unlike a person who has to decide whether her
conception of “salty” resembles a friend’s before (dis)agreeing with that
friend’s assessment of a particular entrée, the target of racial pro‹ling or
race-based lynching does not have the opportunity for such equivocation.
The event happens and an experience gets created regardless of whether the
person “sees” herself as being recognizable from without or, for that matter,
from within as a black body. Certainly, this experience creates an affect that
prompts self-evaluation, but the self-evaluation itself does not solely engen-
der the experience. In addition to emerging from within the subject, these
experiences externally envelop her.

When Roberts’s subjects, Reverend Jaggers and the Boyds among hun-
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dreds of others, entered his portrait studio, they challenged the contempo-
rary representation of the African American body within society. While we
will never know how aware they were of these environmental/external rep-
resentations, the popularity of racist commodities and the public speeches of
local politicians suggest that they were inescapable. Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,
discusses the role that such themed commodities played in the rei‹cation of
black stereotypes at the dawn of the twentieth century:

To roll back the social, economic, and political clock to 1860, American
racists ›ooded the market with tens of thousands of the most heinous repre-
sentations of black people, on children’s games, portable savings banks, trade
cards, postcards, calendars, tea cosies, napkins, ashtrays, cooking and eating
utensils—in short, just about anywhere and everywhere a middle—or work-
ing-class person might peer in the course of a day.58

The projection of racist imagery on everyday possessions—salt shakers and
ashtrays—served the purpose of ingraining stereotypes through repeated,
daily reinforcement. While the ‹gures in Roberts’s portraits may not have
possessed such objects, it is dif‹cult to imagine them not being aware of their
existence. In addition, the subjects lived during the championship reign
(1908–15) of black heavyweight boxer Jack Johnson, who not only beat a se-
ries of “white hopes” in the boxing ring but also, and more controversially,
was married to, and eventually imprisoned for his relationships with, white
women. Racist caricatures of Johnson circulated throughout major (white)
newspapers, and race riots occasionally erupted following Johnson’s victories
during this period. For many of Roberts’s subjects, the rise of Jack Johnson
may have encouraged them to prepare for a spate of racial violence, includ-
ing lynchings. Some had to have remembered that two decades earlier, Ben
Tillman, their U.S. senator, stood on the ›oor of the Senate and forcefully ad-
vocated the murder of all black bodies who behaved like Johnson.

We of the South have never recognized the right of the negro to govern the
white man, and we never will. We have never believed him to be equal to the
white man, and we will not submit to gratifying his lust on our wives and
daughters without lynching him. I would to God the last one of them was in
Africa and none of them had ever been brought to our shores.59
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Tillman died in of‹ce in 1918, a few years before Reverend Jaggers sat to
have his portrait taken by Roberts. The temporal proximity of the senator’s
statement and his Senate tenure to the lives of the subjects allows the possi-
bility that they could have been aware of the senator’s, among others’, state-
ments against the black body. For those not acquainted with his words, they
likely were aware of the physical threats that he championed. Considering
that the last “legal lynching,” in which a trial was not conducted, in South
Carolina occurred in 1947, nearly forty years after Tillman’s speech and
twenty-‹ve years after Reverend Jaggers sat before Roberts’s camera, it is
likely that the subjects in Roberts’s photographs shared the common experi-
ence of knowing both how they were being depicted and what dangers po-
tentially awaited them outside of black Columbia.60

In the face of negative stereotypes and physical threats, the subjects
within Roberts’s portraits present an air of calm and civility. They do not re-
semble in the present—within their photographs—the image constructed by
fearful South Carolinians, like Tillman, or fearful South Carolinian tourists,
like Agassiz. What we see are re‹ned individuals, who appear either individ-
ually or with family members or friends. Whether they dressed up because
they were paying for the portrait session or because they wanted to challenge
contemporary caricatures of blackness, their presence within the pho-
tographs rehabilitates previously circulated images of blackness.

The Pause, Revisited

In the preceding sections, I discussed the role that the still image plays
within the studio portraits of J. T. Zealy and Richard Roberts. I noted that it
renders the past (and passed bodies) present, thus bridging differently
placed (temporally) and spaced bodies and enabling the transmission or
sharing of embodied experiences. In this section, I continue my analysis of
the black body, speci‹cally the black body scened in the southeastern United
States, by reading it from a slightly different angle. Rather than focusing on
portraits, I look at documentary photographs, speci‹cally the 1930s Reset-
tlement Administration images of Walker Evans, and discuss their ability to
record the presence of the “pause” that existed not only within the studio
moment but also within the daily lives of the photographed.

The Resettlement Administration (RA), later renamed the Farm Secu-
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rity Administration (FSA), was created in 1935 for the expressed purpose of
remedying the negative effects of the Great Depression on the rural areas of
the United States. A federal agency, the RA directly funded new construc-
tion projects, such as the building of dams, irrigation canals, highways, and
houses that, in turn, created employment opportunities in economically de-
pressed regions. In order to document the Depression-era plight of Ameri-
cans and, later, to record the success of its initiatives, the RA opened an In-
formation Division under the leadership of Roy Stryker, an economics
professor with little experience in arts management. Stryker hired nearly a
dozen photographers, supplied them with ‹lm, and ordered them to travel
through portions of the United States and document governmental relief ef-
forts. Although he assigned his staff to speci‹c regions of the country, he did
not order them to take any certain type of pictures. They were free to cap-
ture whatever caught their eye. Dorothea Lange, one of Stryker’s more fa-
mous photographers, recalled her ‹rst impression of the Information Divi-
sion’s headquarters in the following manner: “I found a little of‹ce, tucked
away, in a hot muggy summer, where nobody especially knew exactly what he
was going to do. And this was no criticism, because you walked into an at-
mosphere of a very special kind of freedom.”61 Walker Evans exploited this
freedom.

Walker Evans had little in common with the poor, uneducated, land-
locked subjects in his RA photographs. A wealthy midwesterner by birth,
Evans was educated at the most prestigious boarding schools in the North-
east and later at Williams College. After two semesters at Williams, Evans
withdrew and with his father’s (‹nancial) support spent three years learning
French and reading French literature in preparation for a move to Paris. He
set sail on 6 April 1926 and stayed there for one year. Evans’s single year in
Paris, according to several of his biographers, informed his artistic eye and
in›uenced his future photographs. Maria Morris Hambourg, writing for the
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 2000 catalog on the photographer, joins the
company of those scholars who romanticize the effect of his year abroad
when she writes, “Evans was good at absorbing Frenchness through a kind of
literary and experiential osmosis.”62 Despite his shyness, which presented it-
self in the young photographer’s tendency to shadow the American expatri-
ate community, including Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald, and to
peer into their windows but never enter establishments to associate with
them, Morris Hambourg asserts that “Evans was a natural in the Baude-
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lairean role” of the “perfect ›aneur.”63 It is this role that she says character-
izes Evans’s approach in his later photographs, including his RA work.

Evans, contrary to his legendary depictions within academic texts, was
not a ghost of European modernism who managed to ›oat into the domiciles
of rural farmers and record their lives undetected. In fact, he was the com-
plete opposite. Evans knew that he was a white man of privilege who lacked
any substantive experiential connection with the people whom he pho-
tographed. How did Evans, as stranger and outsider, succeed in capturing
what art historian Michael Brix calls the “undisguised expressions” of his sub-
jects faces?”64 Evans, in a Boston interview answers, “For one thing, we com-
pensated these people. We bought them, in a way. That sounds more corrupt
than it was meant to be. We went into their houses as paying guests, and we
told them what we were doing, and we sort of paid them for that. Good
money.”65 The seeming honesty of Evan’s RA photographs roots itself in his
status as intruder and outsider. A self-described “aristocrat” who worked for
the federal government, Evans traveled throughout the most economically
depressed regions of the southeastern United States, and compensated
people for appearing within his photographs. Despite his expressed apoliti-
cism, Evans stood as the personi‹cation of FDR big government. Similar to
the relief organizations that necessitated that needy rural farmers wait in line
to obtain assistance, the photographer insisted that his subjects perform cer-
tain tasks for money. They had to stand still for his camera.

Evans’s success at recording the faces (and bodies) affected by the Great
Depression in the American Southeast can be seen in the fact that Michael
Brix and Brigit Mayer observe that “our present conception of America in
the thirties is strongly in›uenced by Evans’s FSA photographs.”66 This seems
to have been Evans’s goal: to record the present for future consideration. In
his “Author’s Note” for the original 1938 collection of his photographs, Evans
writes:

The journalism of the present is so corrupt that its products in the ‹eld of
photography are only sparsely and accidentally of any value whatever; and
only in time, when removed from their immediate contexts, will they serve
the purpose under discussion. In example, photos of prominent people will
be printed to advertise something, or just for themselves, or as in the case of
“society” illustrations, merely to advocate the ‹tness of such-and-such a per-
son’s activities; but the accidental use to which these images may be put by
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future students and examiners of the period is far from the minds of the news
photographers or of their employers. And then one thinks of the general run
of the social mill: these anonymous people who come and go in the cities and
who move on the land; it is on what they look like now; what is in their faces
and in the windows and the streets beside and around them; what they are
wearing and what they are riding in, and how they are gesturing that we need
to concentrate, consciously, with the camera.67

Evans realized that the photograph represents absented presence; past sub-
jects appear present despite their present-day absence. The ability of the im-
age to survive the subject enables previously unimagined uses of the pho-
tographs. For example, the studio portraits of Zealy and Roberts, along with
Evans’s RA photographs, have been exhibited in art museums. While the “ac-
cidental use” of images cannot be controlled, Evans urged photographers to
focus upon the often overlooked with the aim of restoring and, perhaps,
af‹rming their societal and historical presence. In recording the present for
the future, the photographer succeeded in rendering the Great Depression
visible. The lasting value of this action appears when we consider historian
Lewis Allen’s description of the Great Depression: “One of the strangest
things about the Depression was that it was so nearly invisible to the casual
eye (and to the camera for that matter). To be sure, the streets were less
crowded with trucks than they had been, many shops stood vacant. . . . There
just didn’t seem to be many people about.”68 Within his photographs, Evans
gave the Depression a face. He revealed that there were many people who
were “about” but previously ignored. These individuals, although rarely seen
in shopping plazas, stood in government relief lines and were, in many cases,
black.

Walker Evans’s 1941 photograph Love or Leave America, despite having
been taken four years after the photographer ended his association with the
Resettlement Administration, offers a useful starting point in a discussion of
how his photographs capture the pause that manifested itself within the lives
of black bodies in the southeastern United States during the Depression era.
The photograph depicts four white women being chauffeured in a parade
celebrating Italian-American heritage. One sits in the front passenger seat.
The other three occupy the rear of an open-topped black convertible. All
wear white uniforms accented with a large, presumably red, white, and
green, pageant-like ribbon. A similarly colored bow adorns their white hats.
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On the automobile, two American ›ags are frozen in midwave and a white
sign (with red lettering) proclaims: “Love or Leave America.” What interests
me in the photograph is not the images in focus, but rather those left
blurry—those grainy, background ‹gures captured on ‹lm, namely the spec-
tators who are caught in the process of being passed by the car.

The spectators, with the single exception of a white man who stands to-
ward the edge of the left frame of the photograph, are all black. Black men
stand next to black women and behind black children, thus giving the im-
pression of a series of assembled black families gathered together to witness
the spectacle of the parade occurring before them. Contrary to our expecta-
tions of how spectators of a parade are supposed to act, the men, women, and
children do not wave, cheer, point at, or even applaud the carload before
them. Instead, they stand with their arms folded and look away from the
women. Their attention and gaze are directed elsewhere. They look (to their)
right. The women are at center. Heightening this feeling of spectatorial de-
tachment within the photograph is the seeming indifference of the women
within the car who—also contrary to our expectations—choose to ignore the
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crowd by not waving. The inactivity and the tension between the two groups
appear even more pronounced given the pause established by Evans’s cam-
era. It is only the sign, “Love or Leave America,” that bridges the gap. It
speaks. The sign, read within the context of the photograph, suggests that the
imagined America that the white women claim to represent excludes diver-
sity. America is white. It is industry. It is indifferent to the presence of oth-
ers. It threatens, “Love it or Leave It.” Despite the ultimatum, there appears
to be no real opportunity within the photograph to “leave.” Looking at
Evans’s picture, we can see that the black spectators are hemmed in not only
by the street and the car before them but also by the barbed-wire fence be-
hind them. There is no escape. They cannot leave. The only alternative for
these ‹xed bodies is to look away . . . and they do.

Many of Evans’s RA photographs, similar to Love or Leave America, are
de‹ned by their ability to record the ‹xed status of the black body within the
American landscape. In his pictures, black men, women, and children are
depicted in exterior, rural settings. They sit outside of barbershops and wait
in federal relief lines. In each setting, a feeling of slowness, stillness, and sta-
sis exists within the photographs that exceeds the pause granted them by
Evans’s camera. We can see this in the series of photographs taken by Evans
in 1936 of men waiting outside of a barbershop in Vicksburg, Mississippi. In
one of the photographs, four men, sandwiched between the wooden, clap-
board structure of the barbershop and the city street, wait their turns on the
sidewalk of E. C. Clay, the barbershop proprietor. Three men sit. One
stands. Of the seated men, the two on the edges, who appear to bracket the
others, look strikingly similar in both posture and dress. They sit, slightly
hunched over, on their respective stools with hands rested on their laps and
wear almost identical clothing: scuffed shoes, worn work pants, a slightly
wrinkled white work shirt covered by a light jacket. In contrast to the weath-
ered and worn look of these men, the other men project an aura of
con‹dence. The seated man, wearing a white shirt, tie, and slacks and lean-
ing back in his chair with his legs crossed, and the standing ‹gure to his left,
who is dressed entirely in black—slacks, turtleneck, sweater—present an im-
age signi‹cantly brighter than the drab working-class look of the men who
bracket them. In the next photograph within the series, the number of idle,
prospective patrons is reduced by one and the seeming indifference of the
three remaining men transforms itself into a focused interest in the look of
Evans and his camera. They return his look. In the photograph, the working-
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class man positioned to the left in the earlier photograph has disappeared,
and only his stool remains. The other three men, in shirt and tie, black turtle-
neck, and worn work shirt, appear in essentially the same positions as in the
earlier photograph, except that their look is now directed at Evans. They
watch him take their portraits. Whether their returned gaze is de‹ant toward
or compliant with the act of having their picture taken, it is clear that they ac-
knowledge the presence of the photographer, an outsider, within their space.
Speaking of Evans’s series of barbershop photographs, Jeff Rosenheim
writes:

It is, however, Evans’ series of photographs depicting African-American men
before a row of barbershops that makes his work in Vicksburg a high point in
his career. After discovering a row of ramshackle wooden shops that descend
one of the city’s hills, he made a few views looking down the street toward the
six stores and recorded the general scene, a stage set for the human traf‹c
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meandering along the sidewalk. Then he set up his camera opposite three ad-
jacent barbershops in the middle of the row. . . . To capture momentary ges-
tures, he used his second-fastest shutter speed, one-twenty-‹fth of a second,
the paradoxical result is that the men appear to have been posed.69

What is of particular interest in Rosenheim’s reading of Evans’s photographs
is his suggestion that the space of the barbershop is marked by the move-
ment—the “human traf‹c”—of potential customers. Evans is fortunate to
capture this activity on ‹lm. References to the “meandering” pedestrians and
their “momentary gestures” suggest a feeling of restlessness. They also es-
tablish the need for the heightened shutter speed of Evans’s camera to
record the images appearing before them before they are forever lost. Such
aspects do not appear within the photographic sequence. The men remain in
essentially the same position as in the earlier photographs. With the excep-
tion of the disappearance of one man and the returned look of the subjects,
little else has changed in the picture.

This feeling of stillness continues into Evans’s 1937 photographs of black
›ood refugees in Forrest City, Arkansas. Each photograph in the series de-
picts a fragment of the relief line in which black men, women, and children
stand awaiting their food rations. The theme of fragmentation, which pre-
sumably began with the ›ood’s severing the refugees from their homes, con-
tinues with Evans’s selective editing of the line and appears most visibly in
the way that his camera frame cuts and splinters the bodies of his subjects. In
one memorable photograph, Evans centers two hands belonging to two dif-
ferent refugees. The hardened, weathered, and well-worked hands grasp
onto one of the few remaining objects remaining to them. On the left, a hand
holds a tin plate, most likely a plate initially given by a government relief or-
ganization or private charity. To the right, the hand holds a chipped ceramic
bowl. Each waits its turn to ‹ll those empty dishes with food. The faceless-
ness (not necessarily anonymity) of the photograph contrasts with the detail
and contours of the lines on the hands, the chips on the bowls, and the wear
on the background clothing that speak in speci‹c detail of the hardships en-
countered because of the ›ood. Faces are not needed. Bodies are. The frag-
mentation of bodies urges the viewer to focus on the body part and to imag-
ine the part as whole and, through this imaginative recovery, to see the body
as a core text rife with meaning.

When Evans does depict faces, he presents them in the same style as

70 embodying black experience



those hands. They become speci‹c points of focus that testify in detail to the
larger and comparably more general suffering of the ›ood victims. It is no ac-
cident that the bodies remain split and severed by his frame even as faces
come into focus. Most of Evans’s photographs of ›ood refugees are framed
by the partially present people who either were not successfully captured in
their entirety or failed to escape completely from Evans’s frame. In this par-
tial presentation, the photographer succeeds in relaying to his viewer the fact
that the experience that they are attempting to read from the faces of those
caught on ‹lm is incomplete and signi‹cantly larger than his view‹nder al-
lows to be recorded. It is indeed only a fragment. This technique continues
into arguably the most powerful of the refugee photographs, namely Evans’s
pictures of the children who wait in the relief line. Either tilting his camera
down or squatting to capture the faces of children, Evans cuts off the heads
of the backgrounded adults from the image and succeeds in relaying the im-
pression of children unknowingly caught within a dire situation. Framed
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against the headless bodies of black men and women, the children appear
even smaller and more vulnerable. Heightening our spectatorial connection
with the young refugees is the fact that they willfully return the look of
Evans. They look at his camera. They look at us. They watch us watch them.
What does a child think as she watches a person watch her in a time of need
but refuse to help? What does a child think as she watches her parents and
other black bodies, who are similar to her, stand in a relief line?

Evans, his camera, and our prolonged look at the refugees are facilitated
by the relief line itself. Like the space of the barbershop that demands a wait
long enough that the promise of a haircut seems almost an impossibility, the
relief line with its in‹nite, as depicted by Evans, length demands a temporal
investment that seems like it will never pay off. In this waiting, time slows
down and the opportunity for the extended moment to be captured on ‹lm
occurs. Positioned before the refugees and with his camera not only in hand
but also poised to record, Evans seems to have made the most out of his en-
counter with a moment in which time has stood still.

Evans’s RA photographs are reminiscent of Zealy’s daguerreotypes in
that they showcase the stillness of black bodies. Like the captives who are
standing and sitting before the daguerreotypist, the subjects in Evans’s pic-
tures are in the process of performing an activity. They too are sitting and
standing. They sit outside of shops and stand along streets and in relief lines.
The only difference is that Evans’s subjects did not have to remain standing
or sitting in order to allow the picture-making process to complete itself.
Whereas the captives had to perform motionlessness, the RA subjects could
move and yet still appear still. Evans’s heightened shutter speed allowed this.
Despite the fact that they could move, the bodies in the RA photographs did
not. They probably assumed a similar posture before the click, (obviously)
during the click, and even after the click of Evans’s camera. Indeed, Evans’s
photographs give the impression that the bodies in the frame are still stand-
ing. We watch them perform their everyday selves. Thanks to the pause
granted by the camera, we are granted an opportunity to enter the past and
witness the experiences of these selected black bodies.

Looking Back

In The Four Fundamental Elements of Psycho-Analysis, the published collec-
tion of a series of lectures delivered at the École pratique des hautes études,
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Jacques Lacan recounts an experience he had on a ‹shing vacation taken in
his early twenties. Allying himself with a family of ‹shermen, all of whom
would “die very young from tuberculosis,” he set out to sea. He recalls:

One day, then, as we were waiting for the moment to pull in the nets, an in-
dividual known as Petit-Jean, that’s what we called him . . . , pointed out to me
something ›oating on the surface of the waves. It was a small can, a sardine
can. It ›oated there in the sun, a witness to the canning industry, which we,
in fact, were supposed to supply. It glittered in the sun. And Petit-Jean said
to me—You see that can? Do you see it? Well, it doesn’t see you!70

Lacan continues on to say, “He found this incident highly amusing—I less
so.” Trying to understand why he did not share Petit-Jean’s amusement, he
offers the following: “The fact that he found it so funny and I less so, derives
from the fact that . . . I, at that moment—as I appeared to those fellows who
were earning their livings with great dif‹culty, in the struggle with what for
them was a pitiless nature—looked like nothing on earth. In short, I was
rather out of place in the picture.”71 This encounter maintains a lasting
signi‹cance to Lacan because it demonstrates to him the fact that he does
not control every perspective and vantage point. The world is not laid out for
his eye alone. There are multiple looks and perspectives. In some of those
perspectives, he may be centered. In others, he may be nothing more than a
“spot.”

The experience of Lacan proves of interest to this analysis on the photo-
graphic representations of the black body by Zealy, Roberts, and Evans in
that it reminds us that there is more than one perspective at work when we
look at the images. As we examine the faces captured by Zealy, they look back
at us. In Roberts’s portraits, the same occurs. It is dif‹cult to study the pho-
tographs and, speci‹cally, the subjects within them without having the sen-
sation that they are staring at you. In Evans’s photographs, the returned look
is often multiple. We, the viewers, feel like we are being overpowered by
their collective gaze. Even within his fragmented images of splintered (by
the frame) bodies, there is the feeling that those off-frame heads are watch-
ing Evans (and, by extension, the viewer) take pictures of their children—in
the same manner that the off-frame or “space off” captives may have
watched Zealy take pictures of the other captives.

In addition to the presence of multiple gazes, the power of the images
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derives from the photographs’ ability to facilitate and stage an encounter be-
tween the contemporary spectator and the past (and passed bodies). This
may explain why Agassiz, an outspoken advocate of close analysis and obser-
vation, elected to study the daguerreotypes of the captives rather than to
work solely with the captives themselves. The daguerreotypes gave the im-
pression of physical presence within a photographic copy. Writing for the
Brooklyn Daily Eagle in summer 1846, Walt Whitman described this new
form of image technology as being so lifelike that “time, space, both are an-
nihilated, and we identify the semblance with the reality.”72 More recently,
Alan Trachtenberg, summarizing dominating, historical perceptions on the
daguerreotype, wrote, “The daguerreotype lent special authority to the no-
tion that a photograph repeats its original—not so much a copy as a simu-
lacrum, another instance of the same thing.”73 The photographic copy re-
creates the body. The viewer can engage with the imaged body in as much as
she can engage with a living, breathing person. Herbert Blau, discussing the
virtual image, supports this contention: “The fractitious reality of the ‹gures
on a screen could have considerably more vitality, as if they were truly alive,
than the ›esh and blood actors on stage.”74 While each theorist agrees that
the imaged body and the physical body are not the same, all acknowledge
that there are similarities between the two. The absented body in the da-
guerreotype, photograph, or screen can give the impression of presence. In
granting these bodies a presence, the photographs allow their viewer to en-
gage with the bodies of the imaged subjects. The temporal and spatial col-
lapse that results from the past being given a presence in the present (and fu-
ture) fosters the idea that the bodies within the frame are within reach. We
can almost touch them. They can almost touch us. This is the magic of the
photographs of Zealy, Roberts, and Evans.

The images share a number of similarities. Chief among them is their
ability to foreground the stillness of the black body in the moment of the
photography session and in the everyday lives of their subjects. The captives
had to sit before Zealy’s camera and not move for a minute or more. The
clients in Roberts’s studio also had to remain motionless as they sat or stood
before the photographer and posed for his camera. In Evans’s nonstudio im-
ages, the subjects, who, of the three groups, had the most freedom to move,
remained still. The heightened shutter-speed of the photographer was not
needed. There is the sensation that the image might have looked the same
(or similar) had he used a daguerreotype machine. In addition to capturing
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the likenesses of its subjects on a metal plate, glass plate, or celluloid nega-
tive, the camera records the stillness within its subjects’ lived experience.
The seven captives lacked freedom and were forced to labor on South Car-
olinian plantations. Prior to appearing on the plantation, ‹ve of them experi-
enced the wait—in cells, on holds, and on blocks—of the Middle Passage.
Those who appear within Roberts’s photographs lived their lives not only bat-
tling the stereotypes of the black body as a criminal body but also avoiding
lynch mobs who threatened to render the black body permanently still. The
black men and women in Evans’s photographs appear trapped. Sandwiched
between parade routes and wire fences, forced to stand, out of necessity, in
government relief lines, and compelled to suffer the seemingly interminable
wait of the barbershop, his subjects lead lives marked by stillness.

Although the black body scened within the southeastern United States
has been the focus of this chapter, this analysis of stillness is applicable to
bodies who reside(d) outside this region. The FSA photographs of Gordon
Parks, who was hired by Stryker several years after Evans ended his associa-
tion with the governmental agency, demonstrate this continued trend within
his documentary photographs of residents of Maryland and Washington,
D.C. Certainly, lynching pictures, which appear within James Allen’s With-
out Sanctuary collection, literally present the stillness of the black body in
both the American Southeast and beyond. The Depression-era portraits of
James VanDerZee, a Harlem-based photographer, stage scenes of af›uence,
wealth, and plentitude that appear consciously designed to combat stereo-
typical, caricatured images, or, in the case of the lynching pictures, terroriz-
ing images of the black body. In the next chapter, I continue to discuss the
role of stillness in the experience of the black body by introducing the em-
bodied experiences of four professional boxers and chronicling how one of
them, Muhammad Ali, succeeded in controlling the presentation and re-pre-
sentation of the black body by literally standing still.
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chapter three

Between the Ropes: 
Staging the Black Body in American Boxing

There are languages of the body. And boxing is one of them.

—Norman Mailer, King of the Hill

My case revives his story.

—Muhammad Ali, comparing his legal troubles with those 
of boxer Jack Johnson

On April Fool’s Day, 1967, undisputed heavyweight boxing champion
Muhammad Ali received a letter from President Lyndon Baines Johnson.1

Opening the envelope, Ali was greeted with the following words printed in
capital letters across the top of the correspondence: ORDER FOR
TRANSFERRED MAN TO REPORT FOR INDUCTION. Ali had been
drafted. Four weeks later on 28 April 1967 at 8:30 a.m., the heavyweight
champion arrived at Local Board No. 61 in Houston to be inducted into the
United States Army. After ‹lling out the necessary paperwork and taking a
written test, Ali was subjected to a series of invasive physical examinations.
He remembers:

“Gimme your papers,” the next doctor snaps as I move into his stall. He’s
‹dgeting and he speaks with a strong Southern drawl. “Take off your shorts 
. . . all the way down.” He adjusts his glasses and appraises me like I’m a bull
that came into the herd. “Up closer!” he snorts, leaning down to examine my
penis. Of all the doctors I face, he is the most hateful. . . . The doctor jabs his
hand into my testicles. He feels around with his thumb until he ‹nds the spot
he’s looking for, and tells me to cough. “Again,” he says. “So you don’t want to
go and ‹ght for your country?” His hand is tight on my testicles and I say
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nothing. A chill creeps over my whole body, and I think of the days when cas-
tration and lynchings were common in the South.2

Following the examination, the doctor ordered Ali to get dressed, to go to the
“reception room” for lunch, and to stay there until his name was called for in-
duction.

The induction ceremony is a rather simple one. A group of drafted men
are instructed to stand in a horizontal line. When the name of a drafted man
and his “service,” the branch of the military in which he will serve, are called,
he is to take a single step forward. The step inducts him. In the step, the
drafted man crosses an invisible threshold and in the passage announces his
willingness to ‹ght (and therefore die) for his country, thus essentially negat-
ing his “drafted” status. When Ali heard his birth name, “Cassius Clay,”
called within the induction room and as part of the ceremony, he stood still.
When his name was called a second time, Ali, again, did not move. The lieu-
tenant in charge of the ceremony, now looking even more intently at Ali,
then called, “Mr. Ali.” Still no movement. After having called out the cham-
pion’s name three times—twice by his birth name and once by his assumed
Muslim-identi‹ed name—the lieutenant ushered Ali to a small room and
warned him that failure to take the step would result in criminal prosecution
and carried a penalty of up to ‹ve years in a federal prison and a ten-thou-
sand-dollar ‹ne. The induction agent informed Ali, “I am authorized to give
you an opportunity to reconsider your position. Secret Service regulations
require us to give you a second chance.”3 Presented with this “second
chance,” Ali thanked the lieutenant and respectfully declined stating, “Thank
you, sir, but I don’t need it.” To which the lieutenant responded, “It is re-
quired that you go back into the induction room, stand before the podium
and receive the call again.”4 Realizing the futility of the situation, Ali re-
turned to the induction room, stood in line once again, heard his name
called, remained standing, heard his name called again—now for a ‹fth
time—and still did not move. Finally, the lieutenant, realizing that the cham-
pion was not willing to be drafted, ended the ceremony and escorted Ali back
through the building, downstairs, and ultimately outside, but not before no-
tifying him that he would soon be contacted by the United States Attorney’s
Of‹ce.

Exiting the induction center, Ali faced a crowd of fans, a swarm of re-
porters who wanted to know whether the champion had taken the step, and
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a single, elderly, white woman who managed to capture the eye of the heavy-
weight champion as he was ushered to an awaiting taxicab. Ali recalls:

“You headin’ for jail. You headin’ straight for jail.” I turn and an old white
woman is standing behind me, waving a miniature American ›ag. “You goin’
straight to jail. You ain’t no champ no more. You ain’t never gonna be no
champ no more. You get down on your knees and beg forgiveness from God!”
she shouts in a raspy tone.5

The image of the elderly white woman waving her small ›ag and taunting Ali
is reminiscent of the four women in Walker Evans’s Love or Leave America
photograph, who sit in a black automobile adorned with ›apping American
›ags and a sign that reads “Love or Leave America,” and pass a grouping of
black families assembled to witness a parade in which the women themselves
are participants. While there are certainly differences between the two—it is
Ali who enters the car while the woman is left on the sidewalk; it is only one
white woman and not four, and she directly hails Ali while the women in
Evans’s carload allow their sign to speak for them—the thematic similarity of
the images lessens the impact of their differences. In the previous chapter, I
contended that Evans’s photograph showcases the captive status—the en-
forced stillness—of the backgrounded black bodies. Hemmed in not only by
the street (and the processional) before them but also by a barbed wire fence
behind them, the black spectators of the parade do not have the option to
“leave.” They are trapped. Similarly, the “old white woman” at the induction
center reminds us of the ‹xed positioning of the black body. Revisiting the
scene of the induction ceremony, it is clear that the drafted body—in this in-
stance, the drafted black body—has no real opportunity to “leave.” The body
that takes a step forward becomes institutionalized within a branch of the
armed services, renounces its civilian status, and moves closer to becoming a
war casualty. The body that stands still ‹nds itself caught within an endless
cycle of hailings and through the cycle is repeatedly reminded of how
dif‹cult it is to occupy the space between the federal military and the federal
prison. A slight movement—indeed, a single step—is a decisive act. The
body that takes a step back faces another form of institutionalization. To
paraphrase the woman, the body that steps back is headin’ for jail, headin’
straight for jail. It’s goin’ to jail. The repetition implies a certainty of the
space/place in which the body will ‹nd itself. It will be in jail.
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Both the induction ceremony and the woman’s words, as remembered by
Ali, prompt a further investigation into the stillness of the black body. They
seem to suggest that Ali’s body could operate only within—and, therefore,
was trapped within—three spaces: the military, the boxing ring, and the
prison cell. When Ali refused to enter the military by not taking the step at
the induction ceremony, he not only turned his back away from one of the
three spaces specially designated for the exhibition of the black body but also
initiated a chain of events that would ultimately further reduce his spatial op-
tions. A few hours after Ali’s enactment of stillness, the World Boxing Au-
thority (WBA) stripped the prize‹ghter of his title, and the New York Boxing
Commission took his boxing license. The World Boxing Commission (WBC)
and the International Boxing Federation (IBF) would shortly follow their
lead. Ali was no longer champion. In fact, he could no longer enter the ring
in a sanctioned professional bout. Two months later, the former champion
was convicted of refusing induction and given the maximum sentence: ‹ve
years imprisonment and a ten-thousand-dollar ‹ne. True to the woman’s
words, Ali found that he was “no champ no more” and was “goin’ straight to
jail.”

In this chapter, I present the similar and repeating experiences of four
black professional boxers: Tom Molineaux, Jack Johnson, Joe Louis, and
Muhammad Ali. I share their biographies and, along the way, reveal how
their lived realities were affected by both societal projections of the black
body and their critical memories. Molineaux, a black captive, fought on the
plantations of his “master,” eventually won his freedom, and traveled to Lon-
don, where he competed for the championship title. Johnson, the ‹rst black
heavyweight boxing champion, endured and, at times, embraced the projec-
tion of racist stereotypes and caricatures throughout his championship
tenure. Louis, determined to create an image that contrasted with Johnson’s,
crafted a public persona as a “Black White Hope.” Ali, the most contempo-
rary of the boxers pro‹led within this chapter, was acquainted with the sto-
ries of black captive boxers, Jack Johnson, and Joe Louis. Familiar with the
tragic falls of the boxers who preceded him, he refused to behave like his
predecessors. Whereas the others either agreed to allow their bodies (and
celebrity) to be used by the U.S. government or ›ed governmental authori-
ties, Ali held his ground. His performance of stillness refashioned the ways
that he was seen within the space of a military induction center and within
society at large.
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Sporting the Black Body

It is not known when or, for that matter, how boxing as a spectator sport be-
gan. The most accepted theory is that boxing, which features combatants
‹ghting before an assembly of spectators, evolved from the public staging of
human sacri‹ces in honor of a god or in memory of a deceased relative.
Whether the sport developed from the early stagings of gladiatorial combat
in Roman-ruled Britannia in the third or fourth centuries or, as is popularly
rumored, began with a bored aristocrat ordering his butler to ‹ght a butcher
in 1681 for his amusement, boxing became a popular and widespread pas-
time by the early 1700s.6 It was formally taught within a variety of British
academies beginning in 1719 and spawned a championship series less than a
decade later. The lessons learned within British academies were brought
back to the United States by the sons of wealthy colonizers and, later, Amer-
icans, who studied in England and then sought to re-create the sport within
the United States, especially on southern plantations.

The exhibition of the black body, as a captive body, in the boxing ring
within the United States began with boxing lessons on southern plantations.7

As with all forms of instruction, boxing lessons require that the sport be
demonstrated and then repeatedly demonstrated before the boxing pupil.
The student, then, gets brought into the demonstration, is carefully moni-
tored, and is coached to ensure that the lessons are learned. Considering that
lessons on southern plantations during the era of captivity likely followed this
basic formula, it is important to ask who demonstrated the sport, repeated it
for the bene‹t of black captives, and coached them. While the logical answer
is that the older captives taught the younger ones how to box, it fails to ad-
dress the question of who taught the ‹rst captive on each plantation? Lack-
ing options, the “instructors” likely would have been the sons of plantation
owners who studied in England and brought the sport back with them.8 With
the “owners” as the “instructors” in the sport of boxing, the lessons them-
selves re›ected the institutional system of race-based oppression that was
captivity. Despite the momentary inversion when the white body as demon-
strator performed (boxing) before black bodies as spectators and became the
object of their look, the moment that the captive was brought into the
demonstration to spar with his or her “owner” marked the return of the black
body as an objecti‹ed body.

Although the sparring exercises may have presented the captives with
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the opportunity to vent their aggressions against the white bodies who
claimed to be their “master,” the captives must have been aware of the
reprisals that would come their way if they did hit the plantation owner even
within the frame of sport. Not unwilling, but knowing better than to strike
the “master,” the captives became analogous to punching bags that were
placed within the ring for the amusement (or exercise) of the white body.
Continually beating their captives under the guise of instruction, the planta-
tion owners repeatedly reaf‹rmed their racial dominance.9 Like Thomas
Sutpen in William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom, owners staged the black
body in order to demonstrate white superiority.10 Through sparring, they
“instructed” not only the captive body in the ring but also those outside of it,
the witnesses to the ring event, to accept the black body’s position as inferior
and subordinate.

Once the lessons were learned, the boxing ring on southern plantations
became the place in which plantation owners would pit their best ‹ghters
against one another. More lucrative than cock‹ghts, these events attracted
white spectators who often would wager on the outcome.11 To the captives,
the incentives for performing well within these ‹ghts were obvious. Beyond
the threat of punishment or even death for a loss, there was the promise of
better treatment (better food, better lodging) and even the possibility of win-
ning one’s own freedom. Despite the fact that the sport was staged within an
enclosed area (the ring) that was surrounded by spectators, boxing often of-
fered an escape from the conditions of captivity. It contained within itself the
promise of freedom. “Masters” would promise their enslaved boxers a
prize—sometimes manumission—if they were successful within the ring.
For those who were never offered such rewards or never received them, the
ring presented them with the chance to fully control their own body and ex-
ert mastery over another—activities that were not possible for a black captive
outside of the sport of boxing. An example of the sport’s liberating potential
appears in the case of Tom Molineaux, a former black captive who became a
professional ‹ghter and a legitimate contender for the (British) heavyweight
championship.

There are many rumors and few recorded facts about the life of Tom Mo-
lineaux. It is assumed that Molineaux was born in captivity on a southern
plantation in South Carolina, Virginia, or Maryland in 1784. It is rumored
that his father was a successful captive “boxer” and his mother a ‹eld cap-
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Molineaux (Tom Molineaux), by and published by Robert Dighton, hand-coloured
etching, published January 1812. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery (London),
NPG D13314.
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tive.12 Despite the questions that circulate around his parentage, it is widely
accepted that Molineaux fought in boxing contests staged by his “owner” and
eventually was awarded his freedom following a victory in the ring over a
black captive from a nearby plantation.13 In its brief biographical sketch of
the boxer, the International Boxing Hall of Fame (IBHOF) notes:

[Molineaux] began boxing other slaves while plantation owners wagered on
the bouts. Finally after defeating a slave from a rival plantation, he was given
his freedom and $500. He traveled to New York and then, in 1809, he left for
England and began boxing.14

The IBHOF account gestures toward a commonly told story that Molineaux
won so much money for his “master” that he was gifted his freedom as a re-
ward. Although it remains unclear why the “master” would dispense with
such a valuable, pro‹t-generating captive, consistent references to the sum
of money given to Molineaux, some $10,000 in contemporary dollars, sug-
gests that the “master” had accumulated enough wealth to no longer require
the services of Molineaux.

After two decisive wins in England, Molineaux was scheduled to ‹ght
Tom Cribb, the British heavyweight champion. The match, set for 10 De-
cember 1810, drew a large crowd because it was both a title ‹ght and fea-
tured a black American against a white Englishman.15 Although the ‹ght was
undoubtedly one of the more talked-about events of the year in England—as
evidenced by its memorialization in lithographs, mass-marketed commodi-
ties (toy ‹gures), and pub songs, there remains little in American cultural
memory of the ‹ght itself.16 What is readily known is that Cribb successfully
defended his title, Molineaux lost, and a rematch was scheduled for ten
months later on 18 September 1811. Beyond that, things begin to get a little
hazy. The IBHOF notes in the boxer’s biography that in their ‹rst ‹ght “Mo-
lineaux collapsed after 39 rounds,” but Alex Brummer in a 1989 Guardian
article claimed that Molineaux knocked out Cribb in an early round:

Tom Molineaux, a former slave, became the ‹rst known victim of referee
racism when he knocked out the British Champion Tom Cribb, in the 26th
round on 10 December 1810, at Copthall Common in Susses (sic). In the in-
terests preserving Caucasian superiority, the 30-second count was extended
to two minutes to ensure Cribb’s victory 16 rounds later.17
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Although Independent columnist John Sutherland contends that “the chron-
icles I have looked at record that the Bristol batterer won it fair and square,
both times,” Cribb’s actions after the ‹ght suggest otherwise.18 His agree-
ment to a rematch shortly after his ‹rst bout with Molineaux implies that his
initial ‹ght with the former captive was at the very least competitive and of-
fers the possible reading that doubts might have existed over the legitimacy
of “The Champion of Champions” win. A rematch was required to repair and
restore his image. For Molineaux, a rematch offered him another chance at
victory, a purse signi‹cantly larger than a bout with a lesser-known boxer, and
the opportunity to bolster his celebrity status. Following Cribb’s decisive win
in the second ‹ght, the champion, without retiring or relinquishing his title,
subsequently refused to ‹ght another opponent for the next eleven years. He
of‹cially retired from boxing as heavyweight champion in 1822. While Cribb
abandoned the ring, the former captive, setting a precedent that would be
followed by a series of future black boxers including Jack Johnson and Joe
Louis, stayed in the ring past his prime, continued to make an exhibit of his
body for less and less money, and eventually faded into obscurity. By 1812, a
single year after his rematch, Pierce Egan, a sportswriter, described Molin-
eaux as “unknown, unnoticed, unprotected, and uninformed.”19 Six years
later in Galway, Ireland, Molineaux was knocked out in a boxing match
against a local blacksmith. Carried to a nearby military barracks by two black
British soldiers to recover from his injuries, Molineaux died a few days later.

Exactly one century after the ‹rst Molineaux-Cribb match, a black body
was again in the public spotlight as he entered a boxing ring and fought for the
title in a heavyweight championship bout. It was the same play with one im-
portant difference: the black body was now the reigning heavyweight cham-
pion. The players were Jack Johnson, the current champion, and Jim Jeffries,
the former (white) heavyweight champion who had retired undefeated in 1905
and through retiring initiated the chain of events that would lead to Johnson
winning the championship from Canadian Tommy Burns in 1908. The John-
son-Jeffries match would become the biggest event in boxing and one of the
most signi‹cant sporting events of all time. It was scheduled for 4 July 1910.

Performing the Exhibited Body

John (Jack) Arthur Johnson, like Tom Molineaux, was the son of a former
captive who, it is rumored, was a bare-knuckle boxer on a Maryland planta-
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Jack Johnson, between 1910 and 1915. DWA photo, Library of Congress, LC-USZ6-
1823.



tion.20 Unlike Molineaux or even Johnson’s father, Johnson, born in the years
following the emancipation of black captives, was not reared within the space
of a plantation in which his body would have been staged for the amusement
and potential gain of a “master.” Instead, he was raised “free” in Galveston,
Texas. Despite these differences—in time, location, and “status,” Johnson
found himself continually replaying the experience of the black body in cap-
tivity. His body was repeatedly displayed as an object for amusement and
even potential ‹nancial gain for others. What separates the champion from
the contender is that Johnson, over the years, not only became increasingly
aware of his own exhibited status but also actively sported his own body for
‹nancial gain. Through performance, a performance of himself as a body on
display, the prize‹ghter asserted control over the presentation of his body.

Jack Johnson, according to biographer Geoffrey C. Ward, began boxing
in the form of street ‹ghting at the age of twelve at the behest of either his
maternal grandmother, Grandma Gilmore, or his mother, Tiny Johnson.
Quoting from an unpublished memoir written by the future heavyweight
champion during his stay in Leavenworth State Prison (1920–21), Ward re-
counts a version of Johnson’s often changing tale about how he was drawn
into his ‹rst ‹ght. In this account, the biographer asserts that Grandma
Gilmore witnessed another child “strike” her grandson and promptly yelled
the following to him: “Arthur, if you do not whip [that boy], I shall whip
you.”21 Johnson, spurred to action, “sailed into [the boy] and whipped him.”
In other versions, Tiny Johnson, or Lucy, one of Johnson’s sisters, is credited
as being the motivational (and threatening) source.22 Interestingly, his father
rarely is identi‹ed as an in›uence on his career. Despite the varying accounts
concerning the manner in which Johnson was introduced to ‹ghting, there is
a consensus on the fact that the champion’s ‹rst extended encounter with the
sport of boxing occurred in the form of street ‹ghting at an early age in
Galveston, Texas. While his brawls on the streets served, as Johnson biogra-
pher Randy Roberts notes, to “de‹ne him as a man,” it also caught the atten-
tion of white men who were looking for cheap amusement and possibly a
nearby attraction on which to gamble.23 Eyeing Johnson and the other black
youths with whom he fought, these white spectators staged “battles royal” in
which Johnson and others were herded into a “ring” and encouraged to ‹ght.
The last child standing, able to ‹ght, or willing to continue ‹ghting was de-
clared the winner. The “winner” usually received the pocket change from the
spectators. The losers returned home bruised and empty-handed. Some-
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times the spectators, in an effort to heighten the entertainment value of the
boxing spectacle, would create new rules. Ralph Ellison, in Invisible Man, of-
fers his reader an accurate portrayal of the scene of the battle royal and the
nature of its shifting rules—blindfolding, in this instance—when he allows
his ‹ctional narrator to recall the experience of being caught within one of
these ‹ghts:

A glove smacked against my head. I pivoted, striking out as stif›y as someone
went past, and felt the jar ripple along the length of my arm to my shoulder.
Then it seemed as though all nine of the boys had turned upon me at once.
Blows pounded me from all sides while I struck out as best as I could. So
many blows landed upon me that I wondered whether if I were not the only
blindfolded ‹ghter in the ring. . . .

Blindfolded, I could no longer control my motions. I had no dignity. I
stumbled about like a baby or a drunken man. The smoke had become
thicker and with each new blow it seemed to sear and further restrict my
lungs. My saliva became like hot bitter glue. A glove connected with my head,
‹lling my mouth with warm blood. It was everywhere. I could not tell if the
moisture I felt upon my body was sweat or blood. A blow landed hard on the
nape of my neck. I felt myself going over and my head hitting the ›oor.
Streaks of blue light ‹lled the black world behind the blindfold. I lay prone,
pretending that I was knocked out, but felt myself seized by the hands and
yanked to my feet. “Get going, black boy! Mix it up.”24

The purpose of the battle royal was less to stage the athleticism of particular
black youth and more to create a forum in which to ‹rst exhibit the black
body and then to proceed to demean and debase it. It served to remind the
bodies both inside and outside the ring that the black body was an object for
amusement. The types of battles royal in which Johnson was staged as par-
ticipant or encouraged to witness were not substantially different from the
‹ctional encounter imagined by Ellison. According to Ward, who relies heav-
ily upon Johnson’s unsubstantiated hyperbolic statements to create a larger-
than-life account of the prize‹ghter, the future champion also appeared
blindfolded within the ring and, like Ellison’s protagonist, faced the charge of
the other black boys. Unlike the novelist’s narrator, Johnson, according to
Ward, “retreated to the corner and, with his back to the ropes, knocked out
the ‹rst two with right hands to the jaw, then connected to the midsection of
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the third, dropping him to his knees,” eventually knocking out the fourth and
‹nal person in the ring.25 Gerald Early, author of The Culture of Bruising,
takes a more measured approach. He simply states, “The Black ‹ghter Elli-
son particularly wants to suggest [in Invisible Man] is Jack Johnson.”26 When
actual battles royal differed from Ellison’s imagined scenario, they were of-
ten worse. Roberts, speaking of the battles royal staged in Galveston, offers:

When the dignity of one-on-one battle was permitted, it usually involved
some other twist to subtract from the ‹ghter’s self-respect. For example, as a
preliminary to the Johnson-Joe Choynski [sic] ‹ght in 1901 in Galveston, two
one-legged “colored boys” fought each other. To the cheers of the all-white
audience, they hopped around the ring as if ‹ghting on pogo sticks. Other
one-on-one contests saw ‹ghters tied together by the arms or ankles, or
forced to take turns ‹ghting each other, or even to ‹ght nude.27

Although Johnson, in his early twenties, was spared the humiliation of actu-
ally participating in the spectacle that occurred before his exhibition with
Choyinski, his previous experiences performing in battles royal and staged
‹ghts combined with his possible witnessing of the preliminary “match” did,
in fact, make him a participant within the spectacle. At the very least, John-
son, once in the ring, must have known that his body was being perceived in
a similar manner as those “one-legged ‘colored boys.’” His body was their fu-
tured body.28

While Choyinski’s biographers remember the 25 February 1901 John-
son-Choyinski exhibition for the latter’s victory by knockout—one of the few
early career knockouts Johnson would suffer—Johnson scholars refer to it as
the beginning of his career as a professional ‹ghter. This is not because he re-
ceived a large paycheck following the “exhibition” or he caught the eye of
boxing managers who wanted to schedule additional ‹ghts for the up-and-
coming ‹ghter. In fact, neither happened. What did is that both Johnson and
Choyinski, with Johnson still lying on the canvas, were arrested for violating
Galveston’s ordinance against prize‹ghting and were carried to the local jail.

Within the con‹nes of Galveston’s jail, the two boxers were well treated
by both the of‹cials at the jail and the inmates within it who were fans of
their sport. As evidence of the popularity of boxing inside the jailhouse, the
warden encouraged both ‹ghters to spar for his of‹cers’, his prisoners’, and
his own amusement. Although Johnson biographers disagree on the fre-
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quency with which these jail-based exhibitions were staged, there is consen-
sus on the fact that they did take place throughout the twenty-four days dur-
ing which the boxers were incarcerated before the charges against them
were dismissed.29 In the month that they were together, Choyinski essen-
tially trained Johnson in the trade of professional boxing. Johnson’s boxing
career therefore “began” in late February 1901.30 A year after his “exhibi-
tion” with Choyinski, Johnson was established as an up-and-coming profes-
sional boxer in California, one of the few states where prize‹ghting was legal,
and had landed a high-pro‹le match with Jack Jeffries, the brother of the
reigning heavyweight champion and soon-to-be “Great White Hope” Jim
Jeffries.31 The ‹ght was scheduled for 16 May 1902. At the time, Johnson was
still an unknown ‹ghter and Jeffries was well recognized as a boxer with lim-
ited abilities. Despite the expected noncompetitiveness of the bout, the
match sold well among audiences who attended less for the boxers in the ring
than for the boxer who would be outside of it watching the event, namely
heavyweight champion Jim Jeffries. While Jim Jeffries was the intended ob-
ject of the spectatorial eye, Johnson upstaged the champion upon entering
the ring. The Los Angeles Daily Times’ post‹ght coverage underscores the
role that Johnson as spectacle played in the match and its surprising out-
come:

Mistah Johnsing made his appearance last night in a most amazing pair of
pink pajamas.

The crowd, which ‹lled every nook and cranny of the Pavilion gasped with
admiration and astonishment when the pinkies came up through the ropes. It
wasn’t an ordinary, inoffensive kind of pink. It was one of those screaming,
caterwauling, belligerent pinks.

Mistah Johnsing was the only person in the hall whose nerves were not af-
fected. Any fellow who could gaze-one rapt, fascinated glance at those
pinkies and not go down to defeat, paralyzed must be a better ‹ghter than
Brother Jack. These were undoubtedly the chief cause of his defeat.

Mistah Johnsing himself was seemingly unconscious of the riot that en-
cased his legs.32

The degree to which Johnson proved an object of fascination for those in at-
tendance can be seen in the preceding commentary. Ample attention is di-
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rected toward the boxer’s appearance and scant mention is made of his deci-
sive victory. Johnson knocked out Jeffries in the ‹fth round.

Beyond the fact that Johnson defeated the younger brother of the heavy-
weight champion, what really matters is the manner in which he did it. Un-
like earlier moments in his career in which Johnson found himself staged for
others—in battles royal or in the various exhibitions with Choyinski—John-
son, in this moment, alerts his audience outside the ring and even his oppo-
nent within it that what they are witnessing is a performance. They are
watching not the black body exhibited for others but a black body that has
chosen to perform itself as an exhibit for itself. In this turn of phrase, the
body gains agency by replaying the conventions of the boxing spectacle dif-
ferently. Entering the ring, Johnson guaranteed that the ensuing ‹ght would
be witnessed on his terms.33 If he were to lose, then his parody of the exhib-
ited body would lessen the likelihood that spectators would contend that the
‹ght re›ected the superiority of the white body over the black body.34 If he
were to win (which he did), then the victory would add insult to injury. The
success of the Johnson-Jeffries ‹ght set a precedent that would be followed
by the boxer in successive bouts. Although he no longer would don pink pa-
jamas (but would wear colorful robes), he would often taunt his opponents in
the ring, talk with the spectators in attendance at the event throughout the
‹ght, and make in›ammatory comments preceding and following his
matches. Each activity served to remind all involved with the ring event—
from the spectators, to the ‹ghters, to the referees—that boxing was a per-
formance and that Johnson was its star.

Contrary to what many may expect, the prize‹ghter’s quick victory did
not spur talk of a match with the Jeffries viewing from the audience, for two
reasons. First of all, it was popularly known that Jack Jeffries lacked the tal-
ent in the ring that his brother possessed. A Johnson victory against Jack was
not tantamount to a win over Jim. Second, it was well known that Jim Jeffries
drew the “color line.” Continuing the tradition begun by heavyweight cham-
pion John Sullivan in 1892, Jeffries agreed to ‹ght any man, except a black
man.35 While some may have imagined the pairing, they had to have known
that it was highly unlikely that the two would ever meet within a sanctioned,
professional match.36 When Jim Jeffries, unable to ‹nd worthy (white) oppo-
sition, retired from boxing, still undefeated, in 1905, the idea of a Johnson-
Jeffries match seemed a near impossibility.
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Heavyweight boxing champion Jack Johnson posing outdoors, ca. 1915. Underwood
& Underwood / Corbis.
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In the years between the Jack Jeffries match and Jim Jeffries’ retirement,
Johnson continued to both ‹ght and win. He fought the relatively few white
boxers of caliber who were willing to set aside the color line and all of the
best black boxers of the period, including Joe Jeannette and Sam Langford.
When Jeffries retired and Moses Hart was named the new heavyweight
champion, Johnson sought a title match against him. Hart refused. As it
turned out, Hart’s refusal proved less of a setback than Johnson initially
thought, for the newly crowned heavyweight champion lost in his ‹rst title
defense against Canadian Tommy Burns. By 1906, Johnson had a singular
goal: to ‹ght Burns and win the heavyweight championship. In order to
achieve this aim, the prize‹ghter had to stalk the Canadian for nearly two
years. Wherever Burns went, Johnson followed. In those years, Johnson trav-
eled throughout North America and spent extended periods of time in both
England and Australia. To make money, the boxer would stage boxing exhi-
bitions and would appear onstage within a variety of vaudeville acts and
plays, including Othello. Finally, Burns, having fought the majority of the
white contenders and in need of money, agreed to ‹ght Johnson in Australia
on 26 December 1908. Despite receiving little attention in the United
States, the Johnson-Burns bout did produce at least one item that was wor-
thy of the headlines: the heavyweight champion was now a black man.

Independence Day

The Johnson-Jeffries ‹ght has been investigated in numerous academic and
popular books and articles from a variety of angles. Collectively, these texts
cover in detail the original plan to stage the ‹ght in California, the refusal by
Governor J. N. Gillett to allow the ‹ght in his state, a refusal motivated by a
vigorous letter-writing campaign by religious organizations that cited the
(racial) consequences of a Johnson victory, the eleventh-hour decision by
Nevada governor Denver S. Dickerson to present the bout in Reno, the
pre‹ght publicity, the blow-by-blow events of the actual ‹ght, and, of course,
the chaos that ensued following Johnson’s decisive victory. Rather than trace
the exhaustive history of a ‹ght that remains intact in the American cultural
memory and accessible within a variety of texts, plays, ‹lms, and digital
sources, I propose to look at one largely unexplored aspect of the ‹ght,
namely the imagined meaning of the two bodies involved in the ring.

As can be expected, “Jack Johnson” was received differently by black and
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white audiences. To black men and women, “Johnson” represented the race.
Able to look through the boxer’s ›ashy appearance and over his penchant for
white women, the black bodies who watched and applauded each of the
champion’s victories saw themselves in his visage. Like the unnamed narra-
tor in Invisible Man who does not have a name because “none seemed to ‹t,
and yet it was as though [he] was a part of all of them, had become sub-
merged within them and lost,” “Jack Johnson” represented more than Jack
Johnson.37 He was the black community (at least when he stood in the
ring).38 Evidence of the black community’s support for the prize‹ghter ap-
pears in various black newspapers—such as the Chicago Defender—which
chronicled, with great frequency and detail, the near-daily events in the
boxer’s life throughout his championship reign. When Johnson signed a con-
tract to appear in a new Broadway show, the black press noted it. When he
traveled to a new city, the press published his itinerary. If his plans called for
a stop in Chicago, or any other large city with a signi‹cant black population,
then the press would tell its readers where and when to welcome the cham-
pion. Consistently, thousands of black spectators would attend these wel-
come and send-off events. On the eve of the Johnson-Jeffries ‹ght on Inde-
pendence Day of 1910, the Boston Globe reported that a congregation of a
black church in Hutchinson, Kansas, had planned for the following morning
(during the ‹ght) to “pray and sing religious hymns until Johnson wins the
battle ‘if it takes all night.’ ”39 The fact that a Massachusetts-based newspaper
reported the activities of a congregation in Kansas who were focused on the
outcome of a ‹ght in Nevada gestures to the level of national attention di-
rected toward the ‹ght by the black community and their vicarious involve-
ment in the ‹ght itself. The Kansas church would not be the only black social
organization holding a vigil for the champion. Such events were to occur all
over the United States.

The extent of the public interest, both within and outside the black com-
munity, in the ‹ght can be seen in another Boston Globe article that ap-
peared on 2 July 1910. The article succeeds not only in spotlighting the in-
tensity of the national focus on the ‹ght but also in offering a glimpse into the
manner in which the performance in Reno would be replayed before differ-
ently placed bodies across the United States:

In San Francisco one paper has taken a huge arena where the public can
gather on July 4 and hear the news of the ‹ght as it comes sizzling over the
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wires from the ringside. Nothing less than a calamity like that which struck
the city four years ago can keep the people out. At other places actual con-
testants will reproduce the blows and counters that are occurring in the
mountain fastness of Nevada.

In every city of any consequence bulletins will be ›ashed over the heads of
yelling multitudes, the returns will come by special wire to every club of
prominence in the United States and Canada, not to speak the countless re-
sorts of different character.

Where matinees are held the news will be read between acts for the delec-
tations of the theatre patrons, men and women alike. Streets from Bangor to
Seattle, from Edmonton to Key West, will echo to the clank of presses and
the cries of newsboys, and yet prize‹ghting is tabooed.40

The ‹ght would be everywhere—not just in Reno. Replayed before differ-
ently placed audiences with varying investments in the ‹ght (and its out-
come) in near real-time, spectators, unable to travel to Nevada—at a time
before the advent of live television—could say that they were there at the
‹ght and had seen it “live.” In light of the degree of national attention di-
rected toward the match, it follows that the black communities who saw
“Jack Johnson” as representative of their bodies would place an added em-
phasis on the bout. The match was an event. It had meaning.

Equal to the esteem given Jack Johnson by blacks was the loathing di-
rected toward him by many whites. To them, “Jack Johnson” represented the
most detestable traits of the black race. He was arrogant and ›ashy, and his
desire for white women established him as a threat. The popular animosity
toward the heavyweight champion can be seen in his descriptions by the
press. Even the most liberal northern newspapers reminded their readers
that Johnson was “the big black” or the son of “a slave mammy.”41 Clearly, the
most threatening aspect of Jack Johnson to those who feared him was his li-
aisons with white women. The champion himself derived pleasure from this
image and even worked to promote it. Randy Roberts writes:

Consciously, Johnson exploited the myths. . . . In public he wore tight-‹tting
silk shirts and liked his companion of the hour to run her hands over his chest
and back. Perhaps the most blatant exploitation of the myth was a practice he
sometimes employed while training of wrapping his penis in gauze bandages,
enhancing its size for all to see.42
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It is this public image—Johnson as the hypervisible and hypersexual black
“buck”—that would lead to his downfall. In the year following the cham-
pion’s victory, federal agents would begin to mount a case against Johnson us-
ing the rarely invoked and vaguely worded Mann Act, a law designed to pre-
vent the importation of foreign prostitutes by organized crime factions. The
law made it illegal for a man to transport a woman who was not his wife
across state lines for the expressed purpose of sexual intercourse. With a
jilted lover as its prime witness, the federal government mounted its case
against Johnson. He was convicted in May 1913, sentenced to a year and a
day in prison, and ›ed the country, only to return ‹ve years later penniless
and willing to serve his sentence.

Compared to Johnson, “Jim Jeffries” was a veritable saint in the eyes of
dominating culture. Since disappearing from the public spotlight with an un-
defeated record, the former champion had remained perfect to them. In fact,
Jeffries was almost mythic. Like Paul Bunyan, he was viewed as a midwestern
man chiseled by his environment and not softened by the city. James J. Cor-
bett, the former heavyweight champion and trainer to Jeffries, noted on the
eve of the Johnson-Jeffries ‹ght, “Jeff is the embodiment of all that is power-
ful and brutish in the white man. He always lived to nature, and fortunately
for him has but little experience with big cities, and the taming effects of big
cities. He is like a wild horse that has never been bridled.”43 Eight years ear-
lier, the Los Angeles Daily Times similarly used an animal metaphor to de-
scribe Jeffries. Contrasting the reigning champion with Jack Johnson, who, at
the time, was ‹ghting “Brother Jack,” the Times reported, “There was a hush
heard presently. Jim, ‘de champ,’ was coming. Mistah Johnsing, over in his
corner, opened his eyes and looked at the great hulk of a man in a gray un-
dershirt the way a little mangy dog with a lame leg stops in the road and looks
at a St. Bernard.”44 Despite the passage of time, the myth had remained in-
tact. Entering the ring on 4 July 1910, Jeffries was heavily favored to win.

Throughout the match, the spectators in attendance at the event in Reno
and those who witnessed it via its various replayings around the country
watched in near silence as their mythic hero was being cut down to size. 
W. W. Naughton, who chronicled the ‹ght for the Washington Post, de-
scribed the scene in the following way:

The ‹nish differed from all of the ‹nishes of championship ‹ghts I have seen.
There was one yelp when Jeffries was tumbled the ‹rst time, just as there is
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when the end of any ring event is in sight. Then those who yelled seemed to
suddenly remember that a negro was beating down a white man. In the other
knockdowns Jeffries fell in silence, and when [referee Sam] Berger inter-
fered and the decision went to Johnson there was no acclaim, such as is gen-
erally in evidence when a ‹ghter has worked his way to a victory.45

John S. Sullivan, the former heavyweight champion and an outspoken Jef-
fries supporter before the ‹ght, noted in his syndicated column:

All of Jeffries’s much-vaunted condition and prodigious preparations that he
went through availed him nothing. He wasn’t in it from the ‹rst bell tap to the
last, and he fell bleeding, bruised, and weakened in the twenty-seventh sec-
ond of the third minute of the ‹fteenth round, no sorrier sight has ever gone
to make pugilistic history. He was practically knocked out twice this round.46

Adding to the “sorry sight” of the fallen champion was the fact that the ‹ght
had to be stopped to prevent further harm to both Jeffries the man and “Jef-
fries” the legend. The New York Daily Tribune reports that Jim Corbett, “who
stood in Jeffries’s corner during the ‹ght telling Johnson what a fool he was
and how he was in for the beating of his life,” ran into the ring as Johnson
stood over Jeffries. According to the newspaper, Corbett was “crying, Oh,
don’t, Jack; don’t hit him.”47 In the other journalistic reviews, there is a gen-
eral consensus that the spectators at the event pleaded for the referee to in-
tervene and prevent Jeffries from being counted out. Indeed, Berger did stop
the ‹ght before the count of ten and Johnson was awarded the knockout.

Despite being saved the humiliation of being counted out, Jim Jeffries’
status as an icon of American heroism was over. Two days after the match,
the New York Daily Tribune described the former champion in the following
way: “In his every stumbling movement, in his bowed head, in the depths of
his sombre eyes, in the nervous rubbing of his swollen face and blackened
eyes, in his almost timid shrinking back from the public, Jeffries showed that
his defeat had dealt him a terrible blow.”48 The extent of Jeffries’ fall in the
eyes of his supporters can be seen in the new words used to characterize him
following the loss. He was now timid, somber, nervous, and stumbling. Fur-
thermore, the battered status of Jeffries’ body served not only to destroy his
image following the match but also motivated some to reevaluate the myth of
Jeffries as it existed before the ‹ght. For example, Rex Beach, in his post-
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match assessment, noted, “I doubt that even in his best days, Jeffries could
have won from the African.”49

By far, the most damage to Jeffries’ reputation came from the person who
similarly bruised his body. While Jeffries was extraordinarily humble in his
defeat, noting, “I shot at the mark, but missed it. There is nothing to do but
to congratulate the winner,” Johnson was a model of arrogance.50 Immedi-
ately following the match, Johnson, within his changing room and sur-
rounded by a swarm of reporters and trainers, was quoted as having said the
following:

I could have fought for two hours longer. It was easy. . . . I’m going to give one
of my gloves to Jeffries and the other to Corbett. I guess Jeff won’t be so
grouchy now. Somebody wire my mother. I wish it was longer. I was having
lots of fun. Not one blow hurt me. He can’t hit. He won’t forget two punches
I landed on him. He was only half the trouble Burns was.51

In Johnson’s other comments, the boxer speaks from a perspective that sug-
gests an awareness of media characterizations of the champion as the “son of
a slave mammy.” In a published letter to the editor written (and printed) be-
fore his bout with Jeffries, Johnson wrote:

When I go into the ring to ‹ght Mr. Jeffries I will do so with full con‹dence
that I am able to defeat him at the game of give and take. I honestly believe
that in pugilism I am Jeffries’ master, and it is my purpose to demonstrate this
in the most decisive way possible.52

Indeed, Johnson both mastered and was the master of “Mr. Jeffries.” In an
inversion of the Faulkner scene, the black body stood over the “just fallen”
white body and through this posturing told the world that the white body
could no longer lay hold to claims of dominance and supremacy. The cap-
tive’s son had become the “master’s” master.

Johnson, following the ‹ght, intensi‹ed his race-themed rhetoric by em-
bracing his hypersexual reputation and portraying Jeffries as the object of his
sexual desire. At a train-stop rally in Ogden, Utah, the champion declared,
“Well, people, I turned the trick, and I’m going back to Chicago to my old
mammy. I went out there determined to turn the trick and I had no trouble
in doing it.”53 A “trick” is a sexual act performed by a prostitute, and John-
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son’s ‹guring of Jeffries as a john who gets “turned” by him further chips
away at the former champion’s iconic status.54 He becomes the victim of a
sexual assault. The assault is worsened, within the popular imagination, by
the fact that it was Johnson, a black body, who was the aggressor. While not
responding to this particular statement, Jeffries’ post‹ght comments do ex-
press a heightened embarrassment over the fact that his assailant was a black
man. He states, “I don’t regret the fact of my defeat so much as I do that it
was a Negro who beat me. . . . I would have rather been beaten three times
over by a man of my own race than to have been the means of placing a Ne-
gro in this position.”55 Undoubtedly, “position” assumes a second meaning
when read relative to Johnson’s comments.

Return of the Rope

On the same day that Jack Johnson entered the ring to ‹ght Jim Jeffries and
exposed the myth of white superiority, a series of white-on-black race riots
erupted across the United States. The New York Times offers an example of
one such riot in Clarksburg, West Virginia: “Angered at the demonstration of
Negroes celebrating the Reno victory, a posse of 1,000 white men organized
here tonight soon after the announcement of the news and drove all the Ne-
groes off the streets. One was being led with a rope around his neck, when
the police interfered.”56 I am intrigued by this incident, for it represents a re-
versal of the events that occurred earlier that day. Despite an earlier victory,
the black body, once outside the ring, was brought back into the “ring” and
again staged for the amusement of a white audience. The act of lynching cre-
ated a new spectacle that served to neutralize the exploits of the black body
between ropes by featuring a body hanging from one. The return of the rope
marked the beginning of a second performance, a replay of the ‹rst but with
a different ending.

Jack Johnson, too, would eventually ‹nd himself caught within the “ring”
replayed. Returning from his self-imposed exile and willing to serve his
prison sentence for violating the Mann Act, the heavyweight ‹ghter was
taken to Leavenworth State Prison and to the of‹ce of its “ex-of‹cio warden”
and superintendent, Denver S. Dickerson. Dickerson, the former Nevada
governor who had played an instrumental role in staging the Johnson-Jeffries
bout in Reno, offered Johnson two options. On the one hand, the boxer
could appear in publicly presented and ‹lmed prison-based exhibitions
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against fellow prisoners and professional ‹ghters, the latter traveling into the
prison in order to ‹ght the former champion. If Johnson elected this option,
then he would receive better treatment, including a larger cell, an easier
work assignment, and larger food rations. On the other hand, the prize‹ghter
could reject the ‹rst option.57 Refusal meant a shared cell, longer and
harsher working conditions, limited food rations, and continual harassment
from the prison of‹cials. Johnson agreed to return to the ring.

With each “exhibition,” the prize‹ghter lessened the impact of his prior
boxing performances, particularly his successful encounters with both Jef-
fries (Jack and Jim). Regardless of the manner in which the former champion
performed or presented himself within the ring, it was clear to all who at-
tended the ‹ght or witnessed it via its various (primarily ‹lm) replayings that
the body within the ring was a convicted body, a controlled body. The frame
of Leavenworth had neutralized the power of Johnson’s performance and
had given his body a newly captured status: incarcerated, con‹ned, dis-
played, and exhibited. Standing in the ring, the former champion replayed
the experience of Tom Molineaux, Molineaux’s father, and possibly Johnson’s
own father—all of whom fought on plantations. He also re-created his own
prior performances of appearing in battles royal as a child, witnessing them
as an up-and-coming ‹ghter, and being staged in numerous jail-based “exhi-
bitions” against Choyinski.

Following his prison stay, Johnson discovered that he could regain nei-
ther the heavyweight championship title nor control over the presentation of
his own body. With note to the former, two things were against him. The ‹rst
was that Johnson was past his prime in boxing. The few remaining champi-
onship-caliber years he had left were squandered in his ‹ve-year exile and
one-year prison stay. The second, and more signi‹cant factor, was that the
reigning (white) heavyweight champion, Jack Dempsey, ironically, respected
the “color line” that Johnson himself redrew as champion.58 With the pinna-
cle of the profession kept permanently out of his reach, the former champion
fought in numerous ‹ghts and repeatedly rented his body out as an exhibit
for decreasing amounts. To earn money, Johnson made appearances at the
1933 Chicago World’s Fair. Randy Roberts writes:

He boxed exhibitions with children. For a dollar your son could ›ail away at
the once great and proud champion. . . . For a dollar Johnson had agreed to
become a freak. For a dollar he was willing to push aside his challenging,
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threatening past and become the black man whites wanted to see. The only
refuge for the man who recants is the freak show.59

While Roberts’s analysis is a bit harsh, especially considering the nationwide
economic depression occurring at the time and the former champion’s per-
sonal debts resulting from his exile, he is correct in his assessment that John-
son spent his ‹nal years as an exhibit for hire. Despite the infrequent mo-
ments when Johnson’s nobility seemed restored—for example, he
campaigned for Frederick Delano Roosevelt in 1935 and, two years later, of-
fered to train heavyweight champion Jim Braddock, who was slated to ‹ght,
and would lose to, Joe Louis (Braddock declined the offer)—the down-and-
out ‹ghter worked a series of jobs that were united only by the fact that they
similarly staged his body for the amusement of white audiences. Johnson
continued to box until he was sixty-eight years old.60 “In the closing years of
his life,” Finis Farr notes, “the steadiest employment Johnson had was lec-
turing in Hubert’s Museum, the noted collection of educated ›eas, fortune-
telling machines, and sideshows . . . in New York.”61 Johnson’s “lecturing”
was a form of exhibiting himself as a freak or oddity for the entertainment of
others. Similar to the 1933 World’s Fair, Jack Johnson showcased “Jack John-
son” for a price.62 The decline of Johnson, like Saartjie Baartman (the “Hot-
tentot Venus”) and the thousands of lesser-known ‹gures who appeared
within the freak show circuit, offers a glimpse into the similar experiences
engendered by participation in the boxing ring and the freak show, two me-
dia linked by the spectacular display of the black body.

After Jack Johnson lost his championship title in 1915 to Jess Willard, a
black boxer would not be given a chance to compete for the heavyweight belt
until 1937, twenty-two years later. White boxers, neither wanting to lose to a
black ‹ghter nor to create another “Jack Johnson,” simply redrew the color
line by refusing to ‹ght a black contender. Between 1915 and 1937, there
were a dozen title ‹ghts and seven heavyweight champions: Jess Willard
(1915–19), Gene Tunney (1926–28), Max Schmeling (1930–32), Jack
Sharkey (1932–33), Primo Carnera (1933–34), Max Baer (1934–35), and
James J. Braddock (1935–37). When the opportunity did arise for a black
boxer to vie for the championship title, it was neither an accident nor an
oversight. It occurred thanks to a combination of a marketing campaign to
promote the image of the contender as the anti–Jack Johnson, elevated
American nationalism and patriotism in the face of the growing threat that
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was German fascism, and the unparalleled abilities of the contender himself.
Joe Louis, the son of an Alabama sharecropper, the great-great-grandson

of a former captive, and the great-great-grandson of that captive’s white
“master,” moved from Lexington, Alabama, to Detroit in 1916 at the age of
twelve.63 In Detroit, Louis frequented a local gymnasium where he learned
how to box and eventually launched his amateur ‹ghting career. A successful
amateur, Louis attracted the attention of John Roxborough, an African
American lawyer who agreed to manage the future heavyweight. Roxbor-
ough knew that Jack Johnson’s legacy threatened to derail the careers of his
most promising black ‹ghters. In an effort to give those under his manage-
ment a better chance at the title, Roxborough carefully crafted their public
image. He would not allow his ‹ghters to be photographed with white
women, to be seen entering a nightclub without a black female companion,
to gloat over the fallen body of an opponent (something that Johnson did in
many of his ‹ghts), to “‹x” a ‹ght, or to prolong a ‹ght for the sole purpose
of humiliating the opponent (another Johnson tactic). Roxborough, intent on
informing the general public of his code of ethics, encouraged reporters
af‹liated with regional newspapers to publish his “rules.”64 Several did. “Rox-
borough’s rules” became an unof‹cial contract that prescribed the actions of
his ‹ghters, including his most successful boxer, Joe Louis.

Joe Louis’s rise to the status of contender cannot be attributed solely to
the maintenance of his public image. He was a tremendously talented
‹ghter. Between July 1934 and June 1936, the ‹rst two years of his profes-
sional boxing career, the future champion won all twenty-seven of his ‹ghts,
with twenty-two of them being by knockout. In contrast to most emerging
‹ghters, who seek to build an impressive (win) record by ‹ghting mediocre
or declining opponents, Louis primarily fought contenders and former
champions—and he fought them often. Among those he defeated were for-
mer champions Primo Carnera and Max Baer, whom he fought within three
months of each other—on 25 June 1935 and 24 September 1935 respec-
tively. By the eve of his subsequent ‹ght with then number one contender
and former heavyweight champion Max Schmeling, Louis had overwhelmed
the boxing world with the speed of his ascent up the heavyweight rankings.
Despite being black and not even the highest ranking contender, he had be-
come the most prominent celebrity in the sport in the United States. An ex-
ample of Louis’s status within the boxing world can be seen in an article cir-
culated by the Associated Press on 26 March 1935, before he had fought
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either Carnera or Baer. It contends that “Louis has put boxing back on its
feet.”65 Other contemporary articles on the boxer made frequent mention of
his consecutive victories (often by knockout) and observed that he “has
burned up the heavyweight division.”66 On the morning of his 19 June 1936
match with Schmeling, Louis was the ten-to-one favorite. He would lose (but
would win the rematch). A year after his bout with the German, he would
‹ght heavyweight champion Jim Braddock for the title. Louis, again, was fa-
vored to win, and he did.

When Louis bested Braddock on 22 June 1937 to become the heavy-
weight champion, there was not widespread protest or panic. Whereas John-
son’s victory resulted in a series of riots and lynchings throughout the nation,
such incidents did not occur following Louis’s win. There are several reasons
why a backlash did not occur. Above all, it was expected that Louis would
win. Unlike the Johnson-Jeffries match, in which oddsmakers, blinded by the
myth of Jeffries, favored the former champion to defeat the current one and
were shocked by the outcome, the Braddock-Louis event was more trans-
parent and predictable. It was commonly known that Braddock was a cham-
pion on the decline. A talented and aging ‹ghter who suffered from arthritis
in both hands and had not fought a title defense in nearly two years since
winning the championship, he seemed an unlikely victor over the best of the
younger heavyweights. When Braddock entered the ring to defend his cham-
pionship title, there was not any expectation that he would leave it with his ti-
tle intact. The ‹ght was a coronation. It was, from start to ‹nish, a ritual to
mark the ascendancy of Louis.

In addition to the fact that everyone was prepared for the fall of Brad-
dock, John Roxborough had cultivated the “Joe Louis” persona in order to
prepare boxing audiences for the rise of another, the second, black heavy-
weight champion. In the years immediately following the Great Depression,
Louis existed as a working-class hero—who, despite being a member of the
underclass and relatively uneducated, persevered, climbed to the top of the
rankings, and exempli‹ed, to all, the bene‹ts of a good work ethic. Two
decades before the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education
and, effectively, ended legalized segregation, Louis embodied the promise
not only of Alain Locke’s New Negro but also the integrationist future of the
black body. Both envisioned a muted blackness in which the stereotypical ex-
cesses that were best exempli‹ed by Johnson—gold teeth, white women,
lawbreaking, and so on—were rewritten into a quieter and, perhaps, lighter
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blackness. In the opening moments of his championship reign, Louis main-
tained his anti–Jack Johnson performance. On the night of his victory over
Braddock, rather than breaking out of character in this moment of exulta-
tion, Louis kept to his manager’s script. Unlike Johnson, who celebrated his
victory by mocking Jeffries, Louis spoke brie›y about his achievement and
proceeded to praise Braddock. A New York Times reporter, summarizing the
new champion’s words and mannerisms following the victory, wrote, “Louis
took his triumph with customary stoicism.”67

Finally, the lack of widespread concern over the possibility and eventual-
ity of Louis being the heavyweight champion may have rooted itself in the
perception that it was the lesser of two evils. Braddock was originally slated
to ‹ght Max Schmeling, the number one contender for the title. Schmeling,
a German ‹ghter, climbed to the top of the rankings by decisively beating
every boxer of promise, including Louis. He was next in line for the title—or,
at least, for the opportunity to compete for the title. Scheduled to ‹ght the
German, Braddock broke his contract and opted for a match against Louis.
Why did he do this? On the one hand, it seems like Louis would be a slightly
easier opponent for Braddock than Schmeling (since Schmeling beat Louis).
On the other hand, it could be asserted that Braddock sensed that he might
lose his title defense and preferred that the heavyweight championship be
held by an American—even if that American was black—over a German. In
The Greatest Fight of Our Generation, Lewis Erenberg acknowledges both
as factors but identi‹es a third, more compelling reason: money. Erenberg
writes, “Despite his contract to ‹ght Schmeling, Braddock and his managers
had their eye on the biggest payday they could ‹nd.”68

It is interesting and, quite frankly, surprising that, less than a generation
after the Johnson-Jeffries match, race was not the de‹ning issue of the Brad-
dock-Louis ‹ght.69 In fact, it is (generally) not mentioned in the press cover-
age of the ring event. Although Louis’s various monikers—the “Brown
Bomber,” “Tan Tornado,” and “Sepia Slugger,” among others—drew promi-
nent attention to the racialized status of the contender and, therefore, pro-
moted a greater level of racial awareness than any of the title ‹ghts in the
past twenty years, there was not a consistently expressed concern or anxiety
within newspapers over the prospect of a black heavyweight champion.
While several editorials, especially in southern newspapers, used racist lan-
guage and characterizations in their portrayal of Louis, the volume of their
critiques was much lower than in previous years. It is not clear why this was
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the case. There are a number of possible reasons. A plausible one is that box-
ing, as a sport, had lost its popularity in the United States through the steady
succession of champions who seemed less grand than the ones who preceded
them. For example, Braddock, despite being heavyweight champion, had
lost ‹fteen matches in the ‹ve years before winning the championship from
Max Baer in 1935. It is conceivable that the aftermath of the Great War and,
more immediately, the Great Depression had given the general population
other things to worry over than the race of the champion of an increasingly
irrelevant sport. It is possible that the northern migration of blacks into in-
dustrial cities had established vibrant and segregated cultural communities
that did not threaten the established social order and, therefore, lessened
concern over a black champion. It could even be argued that Louis, outside
of the black community, wasn’t deemed “black” enough to promote wide-
spread anxiety. Although a lot can happen in a generation (and a lot did hap-
pen between 1910 and 1937), it is important to note that American society
did not resolve its racial issues within this span of years, as evidenced by the
continued popularity of lynching across the United States. Three months be-
fore Louis met Braddock for the championship, Time magazine chronicled
the manner in which Bootjack McDaniels, a twenty-six-year-old black man
who had been accused of murdering a (presumably white) grocer in Duck
Hill, Mississippi, was treated by a mob shortly after proclaiming his inno-
cence in a courthouse.

Bootjack McDaniels, a lanky Negro with powerful shoulders, was asked to
confess ‹rst. He gibbered that he was innocent. A mobster stepped forward
with a plumber’s blow torch, lighted it. Another ripped McDaniels’s shirt off.
Again he refused to confess. Then the blue-white ›ame of the torch stabbed
into his black chest. He screamed with agony. The torch was withdrawn. He
reiterated his innocence. Again the torch was turned on him and the smell of
burned ›esh ›oated through the woods. Again he screamed, and when it was
withdrawn this time he was ready to confess. . . . When his confession was de-
livered in suf‹cient detail, the lynchers fell back and a volley of bullets
crashed into Bootjack McDaniels, 1937’s lynching victim No. 2.70

While it is true, as Erenberg notes, that “little racial animosity in the part of
whites was expressed toward Louis and his breaking the color line,” it is con-
ceivable that “racial animosity” could have been redirected toward other,
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more proximate black bodies.71 Did Bootjack McDaniels exist not only as a
“murderer” but also as “Joe Louis” or “Jack Johnson” in the eyes of individu-
ated mob members?

Interestingly, race emerged as the primary issue within coverage of
Louis’s ‹rst match with Schmeling. This is not to say that there was a mass
movement of white Americans who objected to the occurrence of the ‹ght,
as happened in Johnson-Jeffries. This movement did not occur. In the pre-
views of the ‹ght, which did not get nearly as much media attention as John-
son-Jeffries, Braddock-Louis, or Louis-Schmeling II (rematch) because it
was not a championship match, the issue of Louis’s blackness does not ap-
pear to have been the most signi‹cant factor to American journalists. When
race does get mentioned within the American press, it surfaces in the context
of critiquing and, indeed, ridiculing the German government’s objection to
the ‹ght over the fear that a black man might beat a white man in a public fo-
rum and before a world audience. Despite the fact that the rhetoric used by
the Germans echoed that of American politicians and religious ‹gures dur-
ing Johnson’s championship years, the U.S. press relished spotlighting these
statements as overtly racist. In a 8 April 1936 article, the New York Times
chronicles the German position in the following manner:

The National Socialist sport authorities are boycotting plans for a German ex-
cursion to the Max Schmeling–Joe Louis ‹ght in the United States in June. 
. . . There are two explanations for the decision by the same Nazi functionar-
ies who are propagandizing so enthusiastically for international sport in the
case of the Olympics, to take the rather drastic step of boycotting the Schmel-
ing-Louis ‹ght. The ‹rst is race prejudice. The Nazi authorities feel that
Schmeling as an “Aryan” and a representative of the Third Reich should not
be ‹ghting a Negro. . . . The second explanation is the Nazi prejudice against
professional sport resulting from the theory that sport is essentially a political
matter—a theory that reappears in every leading article in the Reich Sport
Journal, even when it is devoted to the coming Olympics.72

The German boycott can best be understood when we recall that the match
was set to take place two months before the 1936 Olympics, which were to
be held in Berlin. German chancellor Adolf Hitler viewed the Olympics as
the perfect venue to showcase the (physical and intellectual) superiority of
the German state, as represented by the Aryan body, over all other nations

106 embodying black experience



and bodies, especially the black body. In this light, the match between the
German hero and the black American carried a greater racial/political mean-
ing to the parties involved because it not only preceded the summer games
but also condensed the arguments of racial pride and nationalism into a sin-
gular body rather than diffusing them among multiple bodies. It was an all-
or-nothing gamble. If Schmeling were to lose, then the (German) national
agenda of Aryan superiority would also be lost or, at least, compromised. The
myth of Aryan superiority would be revised in the same manner that the
myth of Jim Jeffries had been rewritten following his match with Jack John-
son. Fortunately (for the German fascist agenda), Schmeling won. He was
toasted throughout Germany and declared a national hero. Jesse Owens,
winner of four gold medals at the 1936 Olympics, found inspiration in Louis’s
defeat and later noted that “inwardly many of us were trying to atone for Joe’s
loss.”73

Throughout his twelve-year reign and twenty-seven title defenses as
heavyweight champion, the longest tenure and the most title matches in the
history of boxing, Louis maintained his dutiful and respectful public image.
He not only lent his celebrity status to support the U.S. military in World
War II but also joined the armed services as a physical education instructor.
In 1949, Louis, still champion, retired from boxing. He was the second
American ‹ghter—Gene Tunney was the ‹rst—to retire undefeated. Louis’s
decision was both mourned and praised. Rather than wanting to see the
champion lose the title to another boxer, there was a general sentiment ex-
pressed in newspaper columns that the ‹ghter should retire because he was
too noble to be humbled in the ring. Arthur Daley, in an editorial, applauded
the ‹ghter for his decision to retire as champion. He wrote:

The Louis career comes to an end with the champion still on his feet. If he
had continued in the ring, his ‹nish inevitably had to be different. The end
would have come with the Dark Destroyer groveling on the canvas and star-
ing at the lights with unseeing eyes, a knockout victim of some fellow he
could have ›attened with a punch in his prime. This is the better way by far.74

Nevertheless, the champion attempted a comeback. Over the next two years,
he would twice attempt to regain his title. He would lose both matches. In
his ‹nal bout with Rocky Marciano, Daley’s words came back to haunt the
former champion. In the eighth round of the match, Marciano knocked
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Louis through the ropes of the ring and onto its canvas apron. Semicon-
scious, lying on his back on the apron and with his legs in the ring, suspended
on the third (from the top) rope, with the referee and Marciano, standing
within the ring, looking at him, and with camera ›ashbulbs blazing, Louis
ended his professional ‹ghting career.

Black White Hope

Three months after Ali refused to take the step at the induction center,
Howard Sackler’s play The Great White Hope premiered at Arena Stage in
Washington, D.C. The play, which chronicles the rise and fall of the boxer
Jack Jefferson, a character based on Jack Johnson, was a critical and com-
mercial success. Advertised as a “modern Othello,” the production not only
revived the dormant discussions concerning Johnson’s life but also launched
the career of its lead actor, James Earl Jones. In his autobiography, Muham-
mad Ali recalls a conversation that he had with Jones in which the actor ex-
plained Ali’s in›uence on his performance of the Johnson-like Jefferson. He
writes:

Jones told me that he had built his Jack Johnson concept around me and my
life, but I told him I had been offered $400,000 to play Jack Johnson in a
movie even when I was in exile, when I had no income, and I had turned it
down. A black hero chasing white women was a role I didn’t want to glorify. I
thought a black male hero needed to glorify, in real life or on the screen,
some of the black women who brought them and their brothers into the
world.75

Ali’s association with Johnson proves of interest to this analysis because he
both distances himself from and identi‹es with the controversial ‹gure at
strategic moments. On the one hand, Ali rejected many of Johnson’s lifestyle
choices and social tastes. The earlier ‹ghter’s penchant for alcohol and
women, particularly white women, garnered criticism from Ali. As the pre-
ceding excerpt reveals, Ali was aware of the iconic status that comes with be-
ing the heavyweight champion. For Johnson to associate with white women
was, in the mind of the more contemporary ‹ghter, to effectively insult all
black women. A black man—“a black hero”—should be with a black woman.
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The ‹rst black (heavyweight) boxing champion should have known better.
Ali, the seventh black champion, knew this.

On the other hand, Ali viewed his persecution following his decision not
to be inducted as analogous to the experience of Johnson following his victo-
ries over Burns and Jim Jeffries. James Earl Jones, appearing on a late-night
television talk show program in 2003, recalled that, during the 1968 Broad-
way run of The Great White Hope, Ali attended the production several times.
After one show, long after the audience had departed the theater, the former
champion, according to Jones, asked him to sit in the audience and then pro-
ceeded to perform a scene from the play with himself in the role of Jack Jef-
ferson. According to Jones, Ali remarked that he knew the story of Johnson
because it was his story. All a person had to do was to replace white women
with Ali’s contemporary issues around the draft to see the similarity.76

Overall, Ali thought himself to be a man of greater principle than both
Jack Johnson and Joe Louis. Recently converted to Islam, the champion dis-
liked the manner in which Johnson lived his life. He was a poor role model
and a deeply ›awed representative of black folk. On the contrary, Louis suc-
ceeded in projecting a positive image of the black body, but this projection
was more arti‹ce than truth. Whereas the public Louis was a man of wealth
and privilege who remained faithful to his wife, his black wife, throughout his
lifetime and appeared as the model of clean living, the private (real) Louis
was weighed down by tremendous debt, had involved himself in numerous
extramarital affairs with black and white women, and suffered, toward the
end of his life, from drug addiction. Although an awareness of the real Louis
reveals his “customary stoicism” to be a brilliant performance of stillness, one
that enabled him to attain the championship, there is not any evidence to
suggest that Ali drew inspiration from him for his still stand. Angered by the
comments and actions of “conservative” black boxers like Louis and mid-
dleweight Sugar Ray Robinson, who repeatedly critiqued him for his politi-
cal stances, Ali began to view boxers of their generation and demeanor as the
modern-day equivalent of houseboys on southern plantations during the era
of captivity. They were passive ‹gures who had lost their “‹ght,” accepted the
bribes of dominating society, and willingly assumed the role of the noncon-
frontational black body.77 They were black people that white people would
like. Aware of how Joe Louis’s image was crafted to respond to Johnson, Ali
was determined neither to be controlled nor to have his image created by
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others. In his autobiography, he writes that he was not going to allow himself
“to be groomed, deliberately, or not, to become a ‘White Hope.’ Of course, I
understand that they would prefer that the White Hope be white. But,
Hopes having come upon hard times in boxing, I could see that they would
settle for a Black White Hope, as long as he believed what they believed,
talked the way they talked, and hated the people they hated. Until a real
white White Hope came around.”78

Muhammad Ali’s determination not to become a black white hope ap-
pears in his various stands, the most obvious being his literal stand taken at
the induction center in Houston. In order to fully appreciate what Ali did on
28 April 1967, it is necessary that we revisit his experience of the body on that
day. Ali traveled to Houston for the sole purpose of responding to the draft
letter. Entering the induction center, Ali passed a crowd of people who were
there to see the heavyweight champion and to learn whether or not he would
take the step within the induction ceremony. Inside the center, Ali com-
pleted all of the necessary paperwork, disrobed, and subjected himself to the
invasive inspections of various health of‹cials, and then was escorted to the
room where the ‹nal part of the draft ritual, the induction ceremony, was to
occur. It was there that Ali elected to stand still. Why would Ali respond in
this manner? If the heavyweight champion did not want to enter the military,
he could have remained at home. A ‹gure in the public spotlight, Ali could
have announced his decision through the various print and broadcast media
that were available to him rather than performing it, through his body, in the
interior space of the induction center. Why did Ali travel to Houston?

The heavyweight champion’s decision to travel to Houston and partici-
pate in the draft ritual re›ects his mastery over the representation of his
body. Ali, not wanting to be the black white hope, a Joe Louis character who
hid his own desires in order to project those of dominating society, refused to
be a body for others—or at least, a body for others who were not of his choos-
ing. Entering the induction center, the prize‹ghter gave the impression that
he would support the government and enter the armed forces. He would
agree to be drafted. Otherwise, why would he appear? Like other famous
Americans in the past, Joe Louis, Jimmy Stewart, and Clark Gable, among
others, who appeared in propaganda campaigns and served in World War II,
he not only would lend his celebrity to aid the war effort but also would be-
come an active booster for the cause. He was there to announce his willing-
ness to serve his country by taking the step. Adding to this expectation was
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the heightened visibility of former white heavyweight champions Gene Tun-
ney and Rocky Marciano, who, contemporary with Ali’s experience in Hous-
ton, traveled across the country and encouraged Americans to join the war
effort. White hopes supported the war. Black white hopes supported the war.
Surely, Ali would too.

He did not. Ali’s stand rested upon his valuation of his personal, religious
beliefs over the national agenda. Ali was not only a Muslim but also a Mus-
lim minister. Having converted to Islam in 1965, shortly after winning the
heavyweight championship, the prize‹ghter instantly became one of the
most recognizable Muslim ministers within the United States and abroad.
He traveled extensively, preaching to the Islamic faithful and to those con-
sidering converting to Islam. Although many public ‹gures and innumerable
ring opponents doubted the sincerity of the champion’s conversion, Ali fre-
quently and openly spoke about the redemptive value of his new faith. A
decade after adopting Islam, the champion explained how his developing
habitus saved him from repeating the life choices of Jack Johnson and Joe
Louis. In a 1975 Playboy interview, he re›ected:

If I was Cassius Clay today, I’d be just like Floyd Patterson. I would probably
have a white wife and I wouldn’t represent black people in no way. . . . If I was
Cassius Clay tonight, I’d probably be staying in a big hotel in New York City,
and I might say, “Well, I got time to have a little fun. I’m going out to a big
discotheque full of white girls and I’ll ‹nd the prettiest one there and spend
the night with her.”79

His conversion was neither a publicity stunt nor a ploy. The champion
viewed it as inextricably linked to his particular vision of the black body, as in-
formed by the teachings of the Nation of Islam.

Ali’s efforts to avoid the draft exceeded his performance at the induction
center in Houston. In the preceding weeks, he and his legal team petitioned
the federal courts to nullify the prize‹ghter’s draft notice. On the evening be-
fore the induction ceremony was to take place, Ali sent an eleventh-hour pe-
tition to a federal judge in which he asserted that he could not be both a
Muslim minister and a soldier.80 The two were incompatible. His petition
was rejected. With the courts having dismissed his case, Ali faced two op-
tions: either maintain his principles and refuse to be inducted into the army
or overlook his beliefs and behave in the manner that the government
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wanted him to act. Although the champion knew that high-ranking of‹cials
within both the American government and the three boxing associations
wanted him to publicly support the war by consenting to be drafted, Ali re-
fused to be miscast in a role that did not adequately re›ect his beliefs. He re-
fused to be another person’s idea of the black body. In his autobiography, the
prize‹ghter reveals why he felt that dominating culture found so shocking his
decision not to take the step:

They don’t look at ‹ghters to have brains. They don’t look at ‹ghters to be
businessmen or human, or intelligent. Fighters are just brutes that come to
entertain the rich white people. Beat up on each other and break each other’s
noses, and bleed, and show off like two little monkeys for the crowd, killing
each other for the crowd. And half the crowd is white. We’re just like two
slaves in that ring. The masters get two of us big black slaves and let us ‹ght
it out while they bet. “My slave can whip your slave.”81

Unlike Tom Molineaux, a captive boxer who was staged by his “master,” or
Joe Louis, who allowed the national agenda to be projected across his own
body, Ali actively refused to assume the position of the silent screen upon
which the desires and thoughts of dominating culture would be projected.
Ali controlled Ali. He determined what he thought, where he would go, what
he would do, and how he would behave. Whether (or not) those actions co-
incided with the hopes of dominating society, Ali did not care. He was his
own master.

Ali’s performance in the induction center reveals his mastery over the
presentation and re-presentation of his own body. Aware of how the black
body, speci‹cally the black body in boxing, had been staged by others, the
heavyweight champion, through his actions in Houston, succeeded in script-
ing and directing a performance in which he stood at its center. Rather than
remaining at home and refusing to respond to the draft notice, Ali elected to
travel to the center and chose to participate in each of the various medical in-
spections before demonstrating his unwillingness to take the step. Why
would Ali do all of these things? Why did he not remain at home? First of all,
Ali’s decision to travel in order to stand still revealed that he—and not any-
one else—controlled his body. Despite the fact that he was ordered to report
for induction and ordered to strip by the medical doctor in the center, Ali, by
not taking the step, showed that he never relinquished control of his body. In
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fact, he consented to the draft letter, consented to the doctor’s demands, and,
most importantly, did not consent to the lieutenant’s call in order to demon-
strate that the presentation and the staging of his body required his (and only
his) permission.

Second it was common knowledge that Ali did not want to be drafted and
that he would not allow himself to be drafted. As early as mid-March 1967,
following a publicly made federal announcement that Ali would be drafted
and weeks before the prize‹ghter would receive his draft notice, Ali began,
in press interviews, to make statements not only against the war effort in
Vietnam but also against his participation in it. On 17 March 1967, Dave An-
derson, writing for the New York Times, observed that Ali probably would
not consent to being drafted.82 Less than a week later, Ali appeared at a rally
at Howard University where, according to an unidenti‹ed New York Times
reporter, he said “he will go to prison before he serves [in the army].”83 On
the eve of the induction ceremony, Robert Lipsyte, in another New York
Times article, quoted the heavyweight champion as saying, “I don’t want to
go to jail but I’ve got to live the life my conscience and my God tell me to.
What does it pro‹t me to be the wellest-liked man in America who sold out
to everybody?”84 The following day, Lipsyte reported, in the ‹rst sentence of
his front-page article on Ali’s induction performance, “Cassius Clay refused
today, as expected, to take the one step forward that would have constituted
induction into the armed forces.”85 Ali’s decision was not a surprise.

What is impressive about Ali’s performance is the fact that everyone, in-
cluding Ali, knew that he was going to refuse the draft and that he would be
charged with having committed a felony crime (for the refusal), and yet he
still arrived at the induction center on 28 April 1967. He went there not only
to stand still but also to face the federal charges that would result from his
stand. He arrived at the center prepared to be arrested and sent to jail.
Robert Lipsyte, in his article written on the eve of Ali’s visit to the induction
center, observed that the prize‹ghter had placed a number of personal pos-
sessions in storage and had moved out of a hotel where he was staying with
the expectation that he would be taken to jail for an undetermined period of
time following his refusal to be inducted.86 By appearing at the induction
center, Ali did something that Jack Johnson did not do. Whereas Johnson ran
away from the authorities, Ali traveled to them. He stood before the law and
demanded that his individual rights, speci‹cally his religious freedom, be re-
spected. He expressed these sentiments in a second stand that he took at the
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induction center. Escorted by the lieutenant in charge of the ceremony back
through the building, Ali made a brief stop in a room where a collection of
news media were stationed to cover the champion’s refusal to take the step.
Appearing before the cameras, Ali elected not to say anything in that mo-
ment and proceeded to distribute a prepared statement. Within the state-
ment, he asserted:

I strongly object to the fact that so many newspapers have given the Ameri-
can public and the world the impression that I have only two alternatives in
taking this stand: either I go to jail or go to the Army. There is another alter-
native and that alternative is justice. If justice prevails, if my constitutional
rights are upheld, I will be forced to go neither to the Army nor jail.87

With his words, Ali told the assembled media that he decided to not take the
“step” in order to maintain his liberty, his freedom. Furthermore, he re-
vealed that he employed the stillness of his own body to critique the notion
that his body had to be con‹ned in either the federal military or the federal
prison. Whereas Jack Johnson’s movements in the face of the Mann Act
charges resulted in his eventual incarceration, Ali stood motionless in order
to prevent his own body from being ‹xed.

The Final Round

In the preceding sections, we encountered the experiences of the body of
Tom Molineaux, Jack Johnson, Joe Louis, and Muhammad Ali. Although the
sociotemporal environment of each prize‹ghter’s life differs from the others,
there are a number of similarities that connect their bodies. Each had a sim-
ilar relation to captivity, having lived in or under the threat of captivity. Each
knew that his body represented more than the physical limits of his own
body. Each, as time progressed, learned the experiences of those who pre-
ceded him and made life decisions aware of the fate of the others. All of the
boxers within this study were ghosted by the institution of black captivity
and/or the threat of incarceration. Tom Molineaux, born a captive to captive
parents, learned to box on the plantation and appeared in plantation-based
matches. His presence within the American boxing ring reminded everyone
who participated in his ‹ghts, either as ‹ghters or witnesses, of his enslaved
status. Johnson, the son of black captives, replayed the experience of Moli-
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neaux’s body when he was forced to appear in battles royal as a child and
when he agreed to appear in exhibitions at Leavenworth State Prison. Louis,
the great-grandchild of black captives and the great-great-grandson of their
white “master,” managed to avoid the experience of Molineaux and Johnson
for the ‹rst half, the championship years, of his life. Unfortunately, the
prize‹ghter discovered not only that he was nearly bankrupt following his re-
tirement but also that he owed the federal government several years back
taxes. Lacking money and constantly under the threat of incarceration for tax
evasion, Louis returned to the ring to ‹ght exhibitions, referee bouts, and
even wrestle. Ali, the descendant not only of black captives but also (accord-
ing to a rumor begun by his family) prominent white legislator Henry Clay,
spent four years, between the induction ceremony in 1967 and the Supreme
Court’s June 1971 ruling in favor of Ali, living under the threat of incarcera-
tion.88 Barred from entering the ring and dispossessed of his championship
title, the former champion struggled to make a living without compromising
his ideals. When Ali was vindicated and allowed to reenter the ring, his best
years had been lost to the draft controversy.

Each of the boxers knew that his body represented a meaning that ex-
ceeded his own physical body. “Molineaux” was more than Molineaux.
“Johnson” more than Johnson. “Louis” more than Louis. “Ali” more than Ali.
Molineaux, on the American plantation, represented his “master.” When he
entered the ring to ‹ght the captive of another plantation, he embodied all of
his master’s interests. Like the bird in a cock‹ght or a horse on a racetrack
that stands in for its owner, the black body on the plantation mirrored the
“master.” When Molineaux won his match, the “master” won. Once in En-
gland, Molineaux continued to represent more than himself. Within the ring,
he not only symbolized “America” but also the bodies of black boxers who
preceded him in the English ring, including his trainer Bill Richmond. John-
son comprehended the signi‹cance of his body and worked to create his own
mystique. During a time when he was seen as representing the race, the
heavyweight champion, although not explicitly a race man, relished every op-
portunity when he could humiliate a white opponent by prolonging a match
or insulting him in interviews (or even at the match). Joe Louis, a Roxbor-
ough protégé, knew that image was everything. He understood that how a
person appears and how he actually is do not have to be the same. Through-
out his boxing career, he obeyed each of Roxborough’s rules and became the
anti–Jack Johnson in the process. Offering a glimpse into the untarnished
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public image of Louis at the time of his ‹rst retirement in 1949, Arthur Da-
ley eulogized the champion: “Boxing became a better place because of the
presence of Joe Louis in it. . . . He was a King in every mannerism.”89 In con-
trast to Louis, Muhammad Ali crafted and controlled his own image cre-
ation. Not only did he eventually convince the world to accept his religious
conversion and his new name (Ali versus Clay) but he also, through sheer
repetition, created his own legacy. Repeatedly referring to himself as “The
Greatest” in newspaper interviews, televised sports pro‹les, and his own au-
tobiography, the champion persuaded the American public that he was, in-
deed, the greatest heavyweight champion ever to hold the title.

Most importantly, each successive ‹ghter knew the experience of the
boxer(s) who preceded him. In many ways, the boxers, aware of the past ex-
periences of others, were able to identify the similarities between their tem-
porally disparate bodies. Beyond merely acknowledging that certain condi-
tions recur, they allowed their knowledge of the past to shape their behavior
in the present. While it is speculative to say that Molineaux watched his fa-
ther perform in boxing rings on plantations and, perhaps, realized how his
body would be perceived years later, we can, with greater certainty, say that
Johnson was aware not only of the roots of plantation-based boxing contests
but also the residue or legacies of those matches decades later in battles
royal. Knowing how the black body was seen and manipulated by others,
Johnson actively refused to be a body for others (black or white). Both inside
and outside the ring, the heavyweight champion did everything that a black
captive boxer, like Molineaux, was prohibited from doing.90 He openly
taunted his white opponents, he declared himself the master of the white
body, he consorted with white women and embraced the stereotype of the
hypersexual black body. In short, he represented the postemancipation fears
of the nation. If Johnson represented the black body at the extreme limit of
self-indulgence, then Louis was the body constructed to be accountable to
others. Louis knew Johnson. The two ‹ghters resented one another and
thanks to Roxborough never appeared in public together—or, at least, in a
picture together. The second black heavyweight champion understood that
Johnson’s exploits would make it dif‹cult for future black ‹ghters and, more
generally, future black athletes to reach the pinnacle of their respective
sports. In an effort to give himself the best chance possible at the title, he be-
came the antithesis of all that Johnson represented. He was soft spoken,
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rarely smiled in post‹ght pictures, did not drink, married a black woman, and
worked to end his bouts as quickly, and ef‹ciently, as possible. As champion,
Louis maintained the facade. When called upon by the government, he
joined the armed services and allowed his likeness to appear on numerous
military recruitment posters. Even as he was being hounded by the Internal
Revenue Service for back taxes in the 1960s, Louis maintained his allegiance
to his country and became an outspoken critic of Ali. Ali understood the ex-
periences of Molineaux, Johnson, and Louis. He realized that captive boxers,
like Molineaux, were commodities. He respected Johnson for his indepen-
dence but felt that the controversial champion failed to meet his expectations
of a “black hero,” a champion of and for the black community. Overly con-
cerned with his public image, Louis could not be both “Louis” and Louis. He
could not be himself in public. Hiding his true nature, the public Louis, ac-
cording to Ali, was a hypocrite.

By knowing the story of the experience of Molineaux’s, Johnson’s, and
Louis’s body, Ali could anticipate the expectations that dominating culture
had for his own. He knew that dominating culture wanted to control the
black body and that each of the ‹ghters who temporally preceded him had
agreed to be controlled by others. Molineaux fought in matches staged by his
master. Johnson appeared in battles royal and in prison exhibitions. Louis
loaned his likeness and celebrity to national propagandist campaigns. What
did each boxer receive in exchange for their efforts? Molineaux died impov-
erished in a military barracks. Johnson, similarly, died without money after
spending years working the carnival circuit and appearing in exhibitions.
Louis, hounded by the IRS, took a job as a greeter at the front doors of a Las
Vegas casino and died a destitute drug addict. Reviewing the experiences of
the three ‹ghters, it is not surprising that Ali elected to take a path different
from those who preceded him. He refused to allow himself to be used.
Whereas he could have taken the step at the induction center and probably
would have been given a vanity military assignment (like Louis, who ful‹lled
his military obligation by working as an army boxing instructor) and, more
importantly, would have retained his heavyweight title, the champion knew
that such agreements played a role in the loss of a ‹ghter’s integrity. Had
Johnson not agreed to ‹ght in Dickerson’s exhibitions at Leavenworth, then
his historical legacy would have been decidedly more positive. Had Louis ig-
nored Roxborough’s rules and the demands of dominating culture, then he,
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even if he never attained the heavyweight title, would have ful‹lled Ali’s cri-
teria for the black “hero.” Unlike Molineaux, Johnson, and Louis, Ali will-
ingly sacri‹ced material comfort and his freedom to defend his principles.

Ali’s performance of stillness proves of interest to this study because he
succeeds in reclaiming and reappropriating a position that has, for centuries,
disempowered the black body. In order to see how enforced stillness repeats
across the black body, we can think of black bodies, throughout history,
shackled together, either loosely or densely packed in cargo holds; forced to
stand motionless on auction blocks as they were poked, prodded, groped,
and inspected by doctors and potential “masters”; tied to whipping posts on
plantations; placed in jails and prisons at disproportionate rates in the poste-
mancipation period to the present day. Ali, in the moment of the induction
ceremony, reclaims the stillness of the black body and transforms it into a po-
sition of power. Despite the loss of his title, his boxing licenses, and four
years’ worth of earnings in the ring, Ali, through his stand, left the induction
center having won a major victory. He succeeded in getting the U.S. govern-
ment, represented by the lieutenant, to acknowledge his religious conver-
sion. After hailing Ali unsuccessfully several times by the name “Cassius
Clay,” the lieutenant submitted to the prize‹ghter and referred to him as
“Mr. Ali.” This easily overlooked victory was the ‹rst of several for the heavy-
weight champion. He did not have to go to jail. He did not have to pay the
$10,000 ‹ne. He remained a “hero” to the black community. He proved that
the black body could be a body for itself and a body for select others. He
demonstrated that the repeated, similar conditions and expectations of the
black body do not automatically lead to the creation of the same experience
of the body.
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chapter four

Touching History: 
Staging Black Experience

The cover of the Theatre Communication Group’s (TCG) edition of Suzan-
Lori Parks’s play Venus features a silhouette of Saartjie Baartman, a South
African woman who gained European celebrity status as the “Hottentot
Venus” in the early nineteenth century.1 Her ample backside, a condition
known as steatopygia that endowed her with a shape that the bustle at-
tempted to approximate four decades later, made her famous. The cover em-
phasizes this feature—this main attraction—by centering the ‹gure against a
white backdrop against which the black bottom of Baartman appears even
more pronounced. Superimposed and vertically running down her silhou-
ette, the name of the play—V-E-N-U-S—appears. The letter U, located at
her midsection, has been scripted in a font that is nearly three times larger
than any other letter and, in turn, emphasizes her steatopygia. The U attracts
the eye and subtly encourages a reading of “Us.” TCG draws additional at-
tention to Baartman’s midsection by incorporating latitudinal and longitudi-
nal lines around her lower torso. The con›uence of these design elements
suggests a play that not only centers a black body within (and, perhaps, as)
the world but also locates “us,” the viewers, within the experience of the
black body.

The cover gestures toward the play’s ability to reenact and ›esh out the
experience of the black body. A blue silhouette of the Hottentot Venus
stands against the black one. The misalignment of the images—blue over-
lapping black—hints at the ways in which Saartjie Baartman has been ap-
proximated in both life and art. In Venus, an actor plays “Venus Hottentot”
and/as Baartman. In real life, Baartman simultaneously was and was not this
role. The slippage between her willing role-play, the enforced projection of
the role across her body, and her relative silence within the historical record
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appear within the opening moments of the play. Venus begins with Venus
Hottentot standing upon a rotating platform. Similar to the TCG cover, she
appears in pro‹le. Her pronounced backside, enabled by the adornment of a
prosthesis, is on display. She “revolves” until she “faces upstage,” thus en-
abling spectators to continue to gaze upon her body without having their
looks challenged by her. Her movements followed by her stillness are remi-
niscent of Alfred, Fassena, and Jem, among others, who, as Alan Trachten-
berg has noted, performed “the role of specimen” before Joseph Zealy’s cam-
era. As Venus stands still and silent, the other company members in the
production introduce themselves to the audience. Following the last intro-
duction, they point to the black body on the platform and name her as the
Venus Hottentot. The actor, playing the title role, repeats after them: “Venus
Hottentot.” She con‹rms the label and, in so doing, appears to consent to her
new identity. On the heels of Venus’s acceptance of their projection of the
black body, a character declares: “The Venus Hottentot iz dead.” Another
adds: “There wont b inny show tonite.” Despite these proclamations, the
viewer suspects that there will be a show tonight but may wonder whether
the silent ‹gure on display, the black body, will speak again.

Reconstructed from the surviving historical documents that feature
Baartman—the lectures of George Cuvier, the doctor who dissected Baart-
man and paraded her remains around the world; the recorded, eyewitness
accounts of spectators who paid to see Baartman on display in various carni-
val circuits; and the court proceedings, prompted by many of those negative
accounts that sought to determine whether Baartman was being exhibited
against her will—Suzan-Lori Parks’s play Venus re-creates not only the expe-
rience of the “Hottentot Venus,” but also the environment within which she
lived. In her historical revisitation, Parks encourages her audience to ask sev-
eral questions. Can historical documents represent the experience of a black
body? Can the experiences of the displayed black body get reclaimed by the-
ater? Or does the representation of the body, as centered and central to the
dramatic narrative, replay or reenact its previous experience of being the ex-
hibited body, but before a different audience? How do the repeated similar
experiences of passed/past (historical) black bodies touch the black body in
the present and in the future? In the following pages, I explore each of these
questions by looking at how three playwrights—Parks, Robbie McCauley,
and Dael Orlandersmith—use theatrical reenactment to gain access to the
experience of select historical ‹gures. Parks stages Baartman. Robbie Mc-
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Cauley mines her dreams to represent the sexual assault of her great-great-
grandmother. Dael Orlandersmith, despite viewing her play as nonhistorical
and not autobiographical, tells a story that re›ects the treatment of her own
body. In bringing the bodies of the characters Baartman, Sally, and Alma
within their respective performance projects—Venus, Sally’s Rape, and Yel-
lowman—to the stage, each playwright activates black memory and gives
voice to embodied black experiences.

“She’d Make a Splendid Freak”

Born in 1789 into the Griqua tribe, a part of the Khoi-Khoi (or Khoisan)
people who lived on the Eastern Cape of South Africa, Saartjie Baartman
worked as a ‹eld hand on a Dutch colonial farm.2 By the age of nineteen or
twenty, she had attracted the attention of William Dunlop, a visiting ship’s
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doctor. According to rumor recorded as history, Dunlop convinced Baartman
that she could greatly pro‹t by returning to England with him and exhibiting
herself as an oddity in the English carnival circuit. “With stars in her eyes,”
Baartman scholar and South African anatomist Phillip Tobias notes, she “ac-
cepted his offer.”3 Arriving in Piccadilly in 1810, Baartman appeared on a
“stage two feet high, along which she was led by her keeper and exhibited
like a wild beast, being obliged to walk, stand or sit as he ordered.”4 Naked
with the exception of face paint and a ›imsy apron of feathers tied around
her waist, Baartman was paraded throughout the greater London area over
the next four years. In addition to these public displays, Baartman was also
exhibited in private sessions. While these sessions certainly suggest the like-
lihood that the young woman was prostituted, recorded history resists such
conclusions. Sold to an animal trainer in 1814, Baartman was taken to
France, where she continued to appear as an oddity on display for both pub-
lic and private consumption. As the entertainment at a social event for
French politicians, Baartman attracted the attention of George Cuvier,
Napoleon’s surgeon and Louis Agassiz’s future mentor, who claimed a “sci-
enti‹c interest” in her and initiated an association that lasted well beyond
Baartman’s death less than a year later. Despite the close scrutiny of Cuvier,
who experimented with Baartman’s body while she was alive and eventually
dissected her following her death, the actual cause of her death remains un-
known. It is generally felt that syphilis, tuberculosis, and the consequences of
alcoholism were the primary culprits.

In death, Baartman remained on display. Cuvier created a plaster cast of
her body, dissected her body—preserving her genitals and brain in a glass
jar—and reassembled her skeleton. The results of his autopsy served as the
basis of a series of lectures that he delivered around the world and were later
published. The physical remains of Baartman’s body were shipped to the
Musée de L’Homme (Paris) and placed on display until the middle of the
twentieth century. While the preserved brains and genitals and the reassem-
bled skeleton were the ‹rst items to be shelved—literally taken off display
and put on a shelf in a back storage room—by the museum curators, the plas-
ter cast remained on exhibit until the mid-1970s. According to several mu-
seum guides, the cast was removed not because of public protest but because
it was creating problems for the museum staff. Apparently, the image of
Baartman awakened the sexual desires of tourists that occasionally erupted
in the form of visitors groping the cast, masturbating in the (public) presence
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of the cast, or attempting to sexually assault tour guides after having seen
Baartman.5 The cast was removed to maintain decorum. In February 2002,
the cast, skeleton, and jarred remains were returned to Baartman’s native
South Africa. Six months later, they were buried. Between the homecoming
and burial, Suzan-Lori Parks won the Pulitizer Prize for drama.6

Parks’s Venus restages and to a certain extent remembers Saartjie Baart-
man. Written nearly a decade before Baartman’s remains were returned to
South Africa, the play succeeds in gathering up the material remains of
Baartman’s life, as recorded in history and science and repeated in myth and
legend, in order to reinvent Baartman. Before our eyes, the woman who had
spent over 150 years as a series of parts on display becomes whole again.
While the play does take liberties with what is known about Baartman—chief
among them is the suggestion that Cuvier and Baartman developed a ro-
mantic relationship—the portrait of Baartman accords with extant historical
and legal accounts. Within the frame of the theater, as within the frames of
history, myth, and science, she remains an object of curiosity, an exhibit of
otherness—a woman with magni‹ed proportions (emphasized in the play
through the use of prosthetic accessories)—at whom we look.7 The question
of whether or not Parks’s play repeats the objecti‹cation of Saartjie Baartman
and, more generally, the black body is worth considering. Does the play em-
power her or merely recast her in the role of exhibit of otherness? The most
cited and critiqued opinion on this matter belongs to Jean Young, who rails
against both Parks’s play and Richard Foreman’s 1996 production of it.
Young’s argument is relatively straightforward. As its title, “The Re-ob-
jecti‹cation and Re-commodi‹cation of Saartjie Baartman in Suzan-Lori
Parks’s Venus,” suggests, the article details the author’s belief that the play
restages Baartman again (and again) as a freak or oddity. She remains an ob-
ject of otherness to be gawked at, pointed to, groped, and abused. Young
most strenuously objects to the play’s suggestion that Baartman was “an ac-
complice in her own exploitation,” assuaging white male guilt over her exhi-
bition not only through Baartman’s complicity but also through the casting of
a black male actor as the Baron Docteur in the Foreman production.8 With
note to this latter theatrical-historical inversion, Young writes, “This attempt
at multicultural casting by director Richard Foreman suggests that Black
men are the primary exploiters of Black women, further distancing white
males from a recognition of Baartman’s (i.e., the Black woman’s) exploitation
and dehumanization.”9 In short, Young as spectator of the theatrical text,
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played and replayed, witnessed and rewitnessed on recorded video, objects
to the fact that at no point in the text does the playwright or the director
point a ‹nger of blame at the individuals who brought her from South Africa
to England, who caged and exhibited her, who pro‹ted from her exhibition,
who paid to see her, who dissected her, and who ultimately participated in
her dissection by attending the museum exhibitions of her displayed re-
mains. The play merely stages a woman who wants to be staged. This is
Young’s complaint.

Michele Wallace, in her review of the live performance for the Village
Voice, takes a different tack. To her, the play, as well as Foreman’s produc-
tion, fuses multiple elements so as to distance the audience, bring them into
history, and ultimately entertain them. Reading Wallace’s review, I ‹nd that
there is not the slightest hint of frustration. After offering a brief historical
introduction of the real Saartjie Baartman, she writes:

But don’t waste your precious brain cells trying to correlate the tale I’ve told
with the one Parks tells of Baartman as a lusty, lovely lady who falls in love
with the mad scientist who will ultimately dissect her. Just sit back and enjoy
Parks’s outrageous script and Richard Foreman’s deft staging and directing.
Don’t be afraid to laugh at the plentiful humorous sight gags. Parks’s point is
at once archeological and devilishly playful, a Brechtian process of refamil-
iarizing what is ordinarily considered a mundane body part in order to plunge
us backward into a period of history we’ve chosen to forget.10

For Wallace, Parks deftly takes her audience backward in time to consider
the political rami‹cations of the backside. More than a mere meditation on
the mundane, the play encourages us to seriously consider the representa-
tion of the black body. Wallace’s most profound insights on the play are in-
troduced in the ‹nal sentence of her review. Wallace observes that Venus
“actually draws upon a wide range of divergent, comparatively new and un-
explored discourses: stereotypes of race and gender in Western culture, the
plight of the black female body in representation, and the ethnographic sub-
ject of the social sciences as a by-product of colonial power, wherever there
were inconveniently located indigenous populations who couldn’t or would-
n’t get with the program.”11 Despite the lack of elaboration, the author, con-
trary to Young, seems to suggest that a not so subtle critique of colonialism
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and representational histories exists within the play. The play is more com-
plex than Young’s initial assessment.

W. B. Worthen continues Wallace’s argument in both point and style.
Having introduced Young’s review, Worthen challenges it by referring to an
unpublished article by Irma Mayorga and Shannon Steen: “[The authors]
undertake a fully-developed challenge of Young’s essay, citing both inconsis-
tencies in Young’s article and making a case for the play’s strategic represen-
tation of Baartman; they argue that Venus challenges the ‹ction of
identi‹cation with Baartman, or the sense that her subaltern subjectivity is
recoverable, especially in the visual dynamics of theater.”12 Faced with the
dif‹cult task of imagining a “fully-developed challenge” from a single sen-
tence summary, we can only pretend to know what the argument is. Does the
Brechtian style mentioned by Wallace prevent any sort of identi‹cation with
the title character? Are we deliberately kept at a distance in order to under-
stand Baartman as an object of otherness? Rather than reobjectifying her,
does our abeyance reveal the workings of the colonialist structure? Does the
framework of theater and the spectatorial relationships that it engenders
prevent the audience from doing anything but looking at Baartman? Is the
goal of the piece to become aware of one’s look? Is this why the play operates
as a meditation on the mundane? As the mundane gains interest (becomes
more interesting to us), do we enter history and encounter the race-based
representational practices of nineteenth-century science (e.g., the workings
of Cuvier and Louis Agassiz)?

Rather than repeating the methodological approaches of Wallace and
Worthen, who seem to point at the play and say that “there is something im-
portant there,” without actually detailing what or where “there” is, it is nec-
essary that we sharpen our analysis by separating Foreman’s production of
the play from the play text. Despite the fact that I would usually cringe at
such a suggestion, Venus operates as one of the exceptional cases in which
the original production actually creates an obstacle to a clear interpretation
of the play text. Evidence of this appears in the fact that Worthen elects to
read a Stanford production as the representative performance rather than
Foreman’s original staging at the Yale Repertory Theatre. Moreover, Young’s
negative review often makes reference to the heavy-handed intervention of
the director and how his presence may have disrupted authorial intent. A
quick perusal of the other reviews of the production reveals that Worthen
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and Young are not alone in their critique of Foreman. These reviews consis-
tently remark upon the presence of Foreman’s signature décor—the network
of strings, crisscrossing overhead—and how this imprint marred the produc-
tion. Alvin Klein, a New York Times reviewer, offers the most critical reading
of the Yale Repertory Theatre production: “That Richard Foreman, the
revered playboy of the avant-garde, is the director for Ms. Parks’s intense
cause defeats it perversely, creating further distancing and reducing it to dri-
vel and ostentation.” He later adds, “With style being all, ‘Venus’ comes off
as snob theater, full of exclusivity, pretense and showy effects, signifying
trendiness.”13 Several weeks later, a letter to the editor appeared in the New
York Times. It echoed Klein. Having read another New York Times article on
Foreman’s style by Don Shewey, the letter writer, Murray Berdick, observes,
“Some of the confusion I experienced a few weeks ago at the Yale Repertory
Theater in New Haven has dissipated, now that Don Shewey has told me
more about Richard Foreman . . . I understand now that the inexplicable fea-
tures of the production are all mannerisms of Mr. Foreman’s.”14 After outlin-
ing each of these features—the strings and a red light that remained blinking
throughout the production, Berdick concludes his letter with the following:
“The photo with the article suggests that the playwright and the director
have a good relationship. But I think the director has put his personal and
psychic needs ahead of his responsibility to communicate the playwright’s
message to the audience.”Although Berdick’s conception of Parks’s message
remains unknown, it is evident that he found Foreman’s directorial inven-
tions to be distracting. These inserted elements stole attention away from the
playwright, play, and the black body.

The Limit of Language

The need to sever the presence of Foreman and the spectral presence of his
production of Venus from our analysis of Parks’s play appears in Berdick’s let-
ter. Foreman’s imprint obscures the playwright’s message. While the phrase
“playwright’s message” dangerously elides with other equally problematic
theatrical clichés such as “director’s vision,” which ultimately mean nothing,
we can, nonetheless, study the medium through which that “message” ex-
presses itself: language.15 How does Parks utilize language and linguistic
style within Venus? How does language and linguistic style comment on phe-
nomenal blackness and the experience of Saartjie Baartman?
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Every text on Suzan-Lori Parks—whether academic criticism or theatri-
cal reviews of her work—discusses the playwright’s unique relationship to
language. In one of the earliest major newspaper reviews of her writing, Mel
Gussow, reviewing Parks’s 1989 production of Imperceptible Mutabilities in
the Third Kingdom for the New York Times, likens Parks to Adrienne
Kennedy and Ntozake Shange and notes that her play “has a playful sense of
language.”16 Three years later in a Boston Globe pro‹le, Patti Hartigan ob-
serves, “What she is about is language, the sheer sensuality and physicality of
words. There are no stage directions in Parks’s script, she says she writes the
movements into the dialogue so that actors inherently know what to do while
speaking.”17 Alvin Klein, in his review of the 1994 premiere production of
The America Play at the Yale Rep, notes that “the verbal acrobatics, perpet-
ual punning and provoking subtexts” make the play “a cerebral workout.”18

David Richards, reviewing the play three months later, after it moved to New
York’s Public Theatre, comments that it “relies heavily on wordplay, symbol-
ism, and free association.”19 Two years later, Klein, writing about Venus, de-
clared, “The playwright is on her customarily unstoppable word high.”20

Shawn-Marie Garrett, in an October 2000 American Theatre pro‹le of
Parks, summarizes the playwright’s style in the following manner:

Like Ntozake Shange before her (though in a different style), she crafts a the-
atrical poetry that bears the same relation to black dialectical forms that, for
example Joyce’s language bears to the speech of the Dubliners he heard and
remembered. Meanwhile, Parks’s spelling, which can make her plays look
impenetrable on the page, is part of a tradition in African-American letters of
deliberately damaging and reshaping written English. Shange writes that
African-American writers have to take English “apart to the bone / so that the
malignancies / fall away / leaving us space to literally create our own image.”
Parks’s approach is more playful, and the dangers (as well as the pleasure) of
image-creation are major themes of The America Play and Venus.21

In the more academic treatments of Parks’s work, the playwright’s use of lan-
guage remains central to commentary. Harry Elam and Alice Rayner con-
tend that “it is precisely in words that Parks herself identi‹es the intersec-
tions that comprise her theatre: the intersection of ritual, language, gesture,
history, and ethnic identity.”22 W. B. Worthen centers “the patterns of verbal
and gestural echo that run throughout” Parks’s plays, particularly Venus.23
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Joseph Roach, reading The America Play, investigates Parks’s use of liturgi-
cal silence to mine and restage history and historical ‹gures. Comparing the
play with Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and Femi Oso‹san’s The Oriki
of a Grasshopper, Roach observes that these plays “share a memory of the
Atlantic world that eludes conventional narrative. They must seek other lan-
guages for their retelling—languages of image, of gesture, of sound, and es-
pecially of silence.”24 Elizabeth Lyman chronicles how “Parks relies upon vi-
sual effects of typographical and page design to create a linguistic
accompaniment to verbal dialogue and stage direction.”25 Contrary to what I
will assert later in this section, Lyman maintains that Parks’s language and
linguistic style is visual and does not merely strive toward the visual. In sum,
the volume of critical work that centers Parks’s use of language points to an
academic and “high-cultural” infatuation with the uniqueness of her prose.
Parks, in a comment about the 2002 bidding war among publishers who
sought the rights for her ‹rst novel, Getting Mother’s Body, appears to com-
ment on the frenzy her writing has generated within the theater community.
She states, “They’re excited about the writing. I love it. I love it, but it’s
weird, the reaction. What’s going on? Did I sprinkle crack cocaine on the
pages?”26

I, too, wish to meditate on the use and function of language within Venus.
Rather than highlighting its musical in›uences, “rep and rev” form, or non-
standard use of English—all tenable subject matter for an analysis of the
play—I will focus on the limitations and failures of Parks’s “language.” This
focus should not be considered a critique. In fact, it is my contention that the
playwright should be lauded—as she has been—for attempting to take the
written word where it ultimately can never go. In striving to give the word a
multidimensional visual presence, Parks takes her readers and audiences to
the very ends of textuality. We can see this in the playwright’s scripting of ges-
tures and her stage directions, emphasis on nonverbal moments, and even
the narrative history of the Hottentot Venus that fails to adequately repre-
sent the body of Saartjie Baartman.

Parks incorporates the gestural and physical into her words. Or, more to
the point, her writing strives toward visual embodiment. In a 1992 Boston
Globe article, the playwright is quoted as saying, “Language is about breath-
ing. It’s about teeth and mouth and spit in your mouth and how your jaw
works and what your hands are doing. It’s all there. It’s in the lines and the ac-
tors can pick it up and do something with it.”27 Two years later, in “Elements
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of Style,” Parks expanded her understanding of the physicality of words by
noting:

Words are very old things. Because words are so old they hold; they have a big
connection with what was. Words are spells in our mouths. My interest in the
history of words—where they came from, where they’re going—has a direct
impact on my playwrighting because, for me, Language is a physical act. It’s
something which involves your entire body—not just your head. Words are
spells which an actor consumes and digests—and through digesting creates a
performance on stage. Each word is con‹gured to give the actor a clue to
their physical life. Look at the difference between “the” and “thuh.” The “uh”
requires the actor to employ a different physical, emotional, vocal attack.28

Venus, as with all of Parks’s plays, is ‹lled with the “physicality” of language.
An example appears in the following moment taken from the play’s overture:

THE MAN, LATER THE BARON DOCTEUR.
I say:
Perhaps,
She died of drink.

THE NEGRO RESURRECTIONIST.
It was thuh cold I think.

THE VENUS.
Uhhhh!

THE CHORUS OF 8 HUMAN WONDERS.
Turn uhway. Don’t look. Cover her face. Cover yer eyes.

In the preceding excerpt, the characters come alive and into being through
the playwright’s use of the “uh” sound. Whether the “uh” requires the actor
to employ a differing physical, emotional, and vocal attack may depend upon
the actor playing the role, but it is clear that the “uh” creates and distin-
guishes the characters. The Baron Docteur, a representative of conventional,
standardized, and successful Western education, remains “uh”-free. His
speech is proper and punctuated. In contrast, the Negro Resurrectionist, the
Venus, and the Chorus of 8 Human Wonders are marked as being different
from the Baron. They are minoritized individuals who express themselves in
a minoritized, nonstandarized speech pattern. They are the embodiments of
“uh.” Each expresses his or her “uh” formation differently. It is an article, a
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declaration, and an adverb. Despite these differences, the “uh” sound comes
together and repeats itself in a strange accumulation of “uhs” within the ex-
cerpt. Within this concatenation, the “uh” strives to project an experience of
the minoritized body.

While the presence of “uh” certainly informs the audience’s expectations
of the characters appearing within the play, the “uh” sound is not inherently
physical, gestural, or visual. Certainly aural, the sound and the process by
which that sound is generated may prompt the actor to become newly aware
of her body, but it does not immediately conjure the image of the body. We
may hear the sound of the actor but we cannot see her. This is the limit of
language. The physicality of Parks’s language is aural and visceral but not vi-
sual. You can hear it. You can feel it. You cannot see it.29 We can attribute this
feature of the playwright’s writing style to her training as an actor who
wanted to become a playwright. “I knew that the only way I could become a
better writer,” Parks once told an interviewer, “was to study acting. But I
never wanted to be an actor, Never. Ever. Ever.”30 Her decision to study act-
ing may root itself in the playwright’s desire to better understand how the
body speaks. Parks listens to the body and then strives to record its voice.
This is the basis of the “physicality” of her language. It is not anchored in her
writing “uh” and then creating a performance based upon that utterance by
an actor. The performance begins before the writing. She imagines herself or
some other body with whom she converses saying “uh.” The focus here rests
not on the utterance itself but the process by which that utterance manifests
itself, the position of the body at the moment of enunciation, and the rever-
berations of the sound having been spoken. This is what she seeks to encap-
sulate in language. Language strives to become something that it can never
be. It can gesture toward that prior physical enactment but it will never fully
embody the moment that precedes the utterance.

Parks also reaches the limit of language in the form of “spells,” which she
de‹nes as an “elongated and heightened (rest). Denoted by repetition of
‹gures’ names with no dialogue. Has sort of an architectural look.”31 An ex-
ample of a “spell” in Venus appears below:

THE VENUS.
THE BARON DOCTEUR.
THE VENUS.
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Continuing her de‹nition, Parks writes:

This is the place where the ‹gures experience their pure true simple state.
While “no action” or “stage business” is necessary, directors should ‹ll this
moment the best they see ‹t. The feeling: looking at a daguerreotype; or the
planets aligning and as they move we hear the music of their spheres. A spell
is a place of great (unspoken) emotion. It’s also a place for an emotional tran-
sition.32

A spell, occupying the space between a beat and a moment, is the point at
which something happens. It is a special, nonverbal happening that is ‹lled
with meaning. It exists beyond words. It is an experience. As an actor-play-
wright, Parks runs into the spell at the very moment that language begins to
fail her. How do you represent that which refuses to be represented? How do
you express the nonverbal in words? You cannot. Rather than attempting to
write stage directions or dialogue that approximates the moment without
embodying it, Parks stops short. She introduces the participants and then re-
sorts to silence. We must imagine the moment. We must conjure our own
spells. The spell operates as a moment where language absents itself in an ef-
fort to evoke a physical, visual presence. It marks the place where the word
surrenders to the image. While the dialogue that precedes any given spell
certainly creates the environment in which the spell gets enacted, the fact re-
mains that the spell itself is both improvised and imagined. It is a scripted
improvisation. It is where the playwright stops writing, the actor stops read-
ing, and they momentarily move beyond the ends of language and into the
realm of visuality.

The limit of language repeats as a replay within Venus in Parks’s repre-
sentation of historical documents that pertain to Saartjie Baartman.33 The
presence of these various recorded and archived materials proves of interest
to our study because they give the impression that they are honest represen-
tations of Baartman when, in reality, they only obscure her image. The lec-
tures of Cuvier restage Baartman as an exhibit within a new space and, ar-
guably, before a differing audience. The stage becomes the examining table.
The carnival, the lecture hall. Baartman remains the object to be seen. The
court transcripts drawn from the 1810 case to determine whether the young
woman was being exhibited against her will similarly restage Baartman.
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Within the actual transcripts, Baartman remains silent. The magistrate either
speaks for her or summarizes what she supposedly said to him or others be-
hind closed doors.34 The eyewitness accounts of Baartman’s mistreatment
that prompted the court proceedings rehearse her position as a body on dis-
play for others in that we continually experience her exploitation through the
vantage point of others who paid money for the privilege of seeing a black
body on display. Their humanitarian concern emerges only after their cu-
riosity has been satiated. In each case, we never encounter Baartman. We
never see her. We do not hear her speak. She remains absent and silent
within history.35

What the presence of these historical documents reveals is the absence of
the black body within recorded history. Speci‹cally, it points to the absence
of Saartjie Baartman within the volumes of recorded history. How can there
be so many sources concerning Saartjie Baartman while her body remains in-
visible and silent? How can we know so much about the woman called the
Hottentot Venus and at the same time know nothing? What the entrance of
written history does in this moment is to reveal a known truth. Those who
record and preserve history have often overlooked the black body. Ironically,
the end result of these historical ‹gures’ overlooking of Baartman’s body is
that they fail to adequately represent her.

Reclaiming the Black Body

In her review Jean Young identi‹es Parks’s representation of the black body
as the play’s tragic ›aw. It is not dif‹cult to side with Young. Imagine wit-
nessing the performance of Venus at the Yale Repertory Theatre. Not only
does Yale, as does every collegiate institution of a similar age and prestige,
have a fraught relationship with the history of black captivity and the equal
treatment of women, but there is also the fact that sitting alongside you are
predominately white patrons who paid signi‹cant sums of money to witness
the event.36 This is the bite in Young’s critique. She sees the replay of history
in the very presence of white audiences paying to see a black female body ap-
pear on stage as an exhibit of otherness. Interestingly, a similar argument can
be used against Robbie McCauley and Jennie Hutchin’s Sally’s Rape, a per-
formance piece examined later in this chapter. Young’s response begs the
question: can a play like Venus create an opportunity to reclaim and refash-
ion a more positive image of the black body? Young would say no. To her,
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Parks reobjecti‹es and recommodi‹es Baartman. Parks, like Cuvier, pack-
ages Baartman and displays her to the masses for a price. Young’s conclusion
anchors itself in her reading of the historical inaccuracies of the Foreman
production and Parks’s display of Baartman. Both offend her. It is not
dif‹cult to understand her offense. I am offended whenever I work with
Zealy’s daguerreotypes or the photographs of lynched and burned black bod-
ies. These images always remind me of the day when I, as a child, discovered
a book on my parents’ bookshelf turned to the image of a black body, Willie
Brown’s body, burning before a crowd of white men dressed up for the
evening/event and posing before the camera and the body, and realized with
horror that that body—that body there—could be my own.37 Young’s reac-
tion is justi‹ed. It is not, however, the only reaction. Whereas Young ‹nds the
play offensive, Michele Wallace thinks of it as “fun.” The fact that Wallace
views Venus differently simply gestures toward the imbrication of black habi-
tus, black memory, and the personal nature of visceral response, which itself
emerges through differing learned experiences of blackness. Where does
such a reaction belong in academic discourse? As I tell my students, you
must begin with your “gut reaction” and then work outward. You must return
to the body. 

Worthen, despite his general disagreements with Young, brie›y sides with
her when he notes that history—or at least, the history represented within
Venus—cannot be reclaimed. Although Worthen makes repeated reference
to history, it is worth noting that his “history” is textual: written and recorded.
Within Venus, it is the textual traces of Baartman’s very existence and exhibi-
tion. It is the lectures conducted by Cuvier, the court transcripts, and other
similar records. These traces specter the body. They mark its prior presence
and its “It’s right here before my eyes” status. In many ways, history (the text)
becomes the body of Baartman. She is the text made ›esh. Can we take back
this history? Not according to Worthen. He believes that the very condition
of theater prevents this from occurring. The theater, a place for seeing, ulti-
mately re-creates the body of Baartman as a spectacle. Rather than reclaim-
ing the body, it recapitulates it. He writes, “Performance can surrogate his-
tory, metaphorize it, cite it, but not reclaim it, at least not this history: it is too
closely bound to the rhetoric of performance itself—‘don’t look’—a rhetoric
that determined how Saartjie Baartman would enter history.”38

While the theater certainly makes the look apparent, the presence of the
look does not rule out the possibility of reclaiming embodied experience.
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The drawback with the proposal outlined by Worthen and Young is that the
theater can only reobjectify the black body. Part of the confusion may rest in
the word reclaim. Worthen uses it to connote historic erasure followed by a
rewriting. There is the feeling that a successful reclamation consists of audi-
ences being able to see the character Baartman onstage without being
ghosted by the lived reality of Baartman. However, there is an alternate way
to consider theatricalized efforts to engage with and, ultimately, to reclaim
aspects of the past. The black body, the accumulated and repeated similari-
ties of the embodied experiences of black bodies, is a body that is made to be
given to be seen. It is a projection that is always on display, always on stage,
and always in the process of its own exhibition. In light of this past, present,
and futured condition of the black body, it is not suf‹cient to say that the
framing of theater can only repeat what occurs in everyday life. Support for
this contention threatens to ignore all of the future possibilities of black bod-
ies onstage and seems to suggests that the body can only be a historical body
replayed.

Re-claiming does not require that we erase the past and script a new one.
The pre‹x tells us this. To reclaim is to take something back. It is to possess
something in the present while knowing that it has only recently been back
in your possession. It is to remain aware of its previous “claims” even as you
articulate your own. It is to know the past in the present as you work toward
creating a future. Read from this perspective, Parks’s play allows us to re-
claim, to take back, and to know the passed/past in the present for the future.
On a variety of levels, it enables us to claim the experience of Baartman and
the other, lesser-known women who were subjected to the title “Hottentot
Venus.” First and foremost, Parks’s play, to echo Wallace, encourages us to
focus on an often-overlooked body part and to understand its historical
signi‹cance. The centrality of exposed ›esh, including but not limited to the
buttocks, reveals that there is an originating point—the body—in the experi-
ence of the black body. It is the presence and recognizability of the black
body within the medical theater, in the boxing ring, before the camera, and
on city streets that spark an experience of phenomenal blackness.

Second, we need to consider the physical movement of the remains of
Baartman from the Musée de L’Homme. After nearly a decade of negotia-
tions, the skeleton and plaster cast of Baartman were ‹nally returned to the
Khoisan people of South Africa. Back “home” and given a long overdue bur-
ial, the remains are no longer on display, and the almost two-hundred-year
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show has ended. As Parks, employing her characteristic spelling, declares,
“There wont b inny show tuhnite.” Despite the fact that the remains were re-
turned several years after Parks’s play was ‹rst produced, the process of re-
claiming them had begun before the play had even gone into production. It
seems logical to say that Parks—in light of the abundant research required to
write the play—had to have been aware of the efforts of the Khoisan people
and the South African government to reclaim Baartman’s remains. Whether
the ‹nal lines of the character Baartman were written merely to give an up-
date on the location of Baartman’s body or to spur those in attendance to sup-
port the Khoisan–South African cause, the fact remains that the playwright
reminds us that even as the character Baartman’s exhibition is ending before
the theatrical audience, the real Baartman—even in death—continues to be
on display. The character Baartman, referring to herself at the end of the
play, declares, “Loves corpse stands on show in museum. Please visit.”

An American Theatre article by Shawn-Marie Garrett hints at yet an-
other way of understanding the process by which Parks reclaims embodied
histories. Referring to Parks, she notes, “Her theatre of history, then, unlike
August Wilson’s, is a space of simultaneity. History for Parks is not necessar-
ily a progressive experience, or even a set of ‹nished events that can be di-
vided and dramatized by decade. The pain of the past that has never passed
is precisely what sharpens the bite of her wicked satire.”39 Reviewing the
‹nal words of the character Baartman, we can see that her exhibition contin-
ues. There is no absolution in death. “Loves corpse stands on show in mu-
seum.” In these words, we can see that history has been paused but has not
passed. The result is that Baartman, a historical ‹gure of the past, has not
passed but remains paused in the moment of her exhibition. What Parks suc-
ceeds in doing throughout the play is animating the still body of Baartman.
This is why the play begins and ends with the character’s still stand and the
pronouncement that “Thuh Venus Hottentot iz dead.”

Finally, the reclaimed status of the embodied experience of Saartjie
Baartman anchors itself in her request that we “Please visit.” Why does she
want us to visit? After all, one might think that more spectators would only
heighten the feeling of objecti‹cation and commodi‹cation. Even the play,
according to Young, does this as a replay. It reobjecti‹es and recommodi‹es
her. Is this her aim? The answer may rest somewhere between Parks’s need
to converse with the dead to tell their stories and our need to rewrite history
by digging it up in order to encounter our paused passed/past. To converse
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with history is to both see it—as imagined, remembered, and/or reenacted—
and to be touched by it. Literary critic Hershini Bhana Young offers an elo-
quent description of this process, in relation to Saartjie Baartman:

The black body is thus always a collective as it remembers both its ghosts
and that which has traumatically marked it as Other. The arti‹ciality of the
appendage that conjures up Baartman’s ghost speak to the weight of vio-
lence that has inorganically fragmented and reconstituted the black body,
creating a racialized creature with phantom limbs. This body, overburdened
by the discourse of race and representation that created its blackness in the
‹rst place, can only survive by acts of (aesthetic) identi‹cation that create
community.40

In Haunting Capital, Young champions a similar conception of the black
body but develops it through a literary analysis structured upon trauma the-
ory and accounts of ghosting. Although the author privileges a reading of the
experience of the black body as being phantasmic, she similarly acknowl-
edges that an engagement with embodied black experience offers access to
the “weight of violence” that frequently accompanies the black body. The act
of conversing with history—of passing on stories—invites a consideration of
that violence. It enables that weight to be encountered, recognized, and,
eventually, shared. An example of this appears in Robbie McCauley and Jen-
nie Hutchins’s Sally’s Rape, in which McCauley shoulders the “weight of vi-
olence” that was directed toward her great-great-grandmother.

Touching History

Sally’s Rape, Robbie McCauley’s 1992 Obie Award–winning performance
project, roots itself in the presentation of two women, one black (McCauley)
and one white (Hutchins), who, initially over tea, civilly discuss various as-
pects of their lives and upbringing. Interspersed throughout these vocalized
nostalgic retreats are several moments where McCauley recounts, and to a
certain extent relives, the experience of her great-great-grandmother, Sally,
who was sexually assaulted on the ground(s) of a Georgia plantation. Al-
though the recounted and represented act appears in only two of the ten
scenes, it remains central to (and centered in) the play. The title of the per-
formance project draws itself from the assault, remembered; and the various
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nostalgic conversations that revolve around childhood, etiquette, and distant
memories exist as a counterpoint to the experience of Sally. In this section, I
investigate how the body touches history and how history touches the body.
How does, for example, the black body experience the embodied histories of
prior bodies? I question: how does the passed become futured across present
bodies?

On a certain level, the body is the futured history—the future made
past—of a prior body. My body is the futured body of my great-great-grand-
mother, my great-grandmother, my grandmother, and my mother. It is the
future manifestation of my ancestors’ bodies viewed from a past perspective
in which the future past, the futured, is the then-present that is now. To look
at my skin, my own body, and my image re›ected in a mirror is to see not only
me—standing there looking at myself—but also to view the various parts of
these other bodies that ghost my own. I am the embodiment of their experi-
ence of the body. I am the causal result of their bodily activities. Of course,
my body will never be the same as their bodies. They are many and I am but
one. Differences will exist. However, it is my body, as the site of similarity,
where we come together.

Robbie McCauley’s body is her ancestral body. It represents, and indeed
re-presents, the bodies and the embodied experience of her ancestors whose
previous actions invoked her current presence. McCauley, herself, con‹rms
this connection early within Sally’s Rape when she asserts, “I become others
inside me.”41 Among the many “others” inside her stands Sally, McCauley’s
great-great-grandmother. Within the performance project, McCauley reveals
to her audience that the experience of Sally haunts her in the present. In
dreams, she not only remembers Sally and remembers Sally’s experience of
the body, but also believes that she has become Sally and shares Sally’s expe-
riences of the body in the moment of the sexual assault. She declares, “In the
dream, I am Sally down on the ground being done it to.”42 McCauley can ac-
cess and replay the experience of her great-great-grandmother, in part, be-
cause the embodied experiences of Sally were always already in the perfor-
mance artist’s body. Standing before an audience, four generations after the
assault, McCauley exists as evidence (the stain) of the rape act. She is its fu-
tured remains. She carries it with her because it is her. It is an experience of
the body that she may not have personally experienced, but it is an experi-
ence of the body (of Sally’s body) that constructs her person. If the assault had
never occurred, then McCauley would not be here to talk about it. Without
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the rape act, there would not be a Robbie McCauley. Her experience of the
body began the moment that the plantation “master” assaulted Sally. Her fu-
ture was located in this past enactment. This is why she can “be” Sally.

When McCauley does re-present the “rape” of her great-great-grand-
mother within the context of a dreamt remembrance, it is important to note
that Hutchins does not play a role. Interestingly, the sexual assault is recast
and remembered as a solitary act. McCauley, alone, replays it. Rather than
perform the moment of the assault, the performer presents the assault as an
aftereffect, a happening that happened and now is being reviewed within the
context of a remembrance. Within the performance of the remembered en-
counter in which McCauley is “bein’” Sally “being done it to,” there is not an
aggressor. There are not any movements or physical gestures to give the im-
pression of the rape act occurring onstage. Neither is there an attempt at in-
troducing a real (visible, onstage) or imagined “master.” Instead, McCauley
sits naked, wrapped in a blanket, and remembers the “rape.” This remem-
brance combined with her posture establishes the action as an aftereffect. It
happened but its reverberations can still be felt. The echo of the rape act ap-
pears in the language that the performance artist employs to describe her
dream of the assault. She declares:

In the dream I. I am being Sally. Bein’ bein’ I . . . I being bound down I did-
n’t didn’t wanna be in the dream, bound down in the dream I am I am Sally
being done it to I am down on the ground being done it to bound down did-
n’t wanna be bound down on the ground. In the dream I am Sally down on
the ground being done it to. In the dream I am Sally being done it to bound
down on the ground.43

The echo of the remembered assault can be heard not only through the rep-
etition and fragmentation of the central phrase “I am Sally bound down on
the ground being done it to” but also through the similar sounds of the often
repeated words bound, down, and ground. Together these recurring ele-
ments create a loop in which the experience of the sexual assault continually
returns to be experienced again and again. We can think of each sentence in
the preceding excerpt as the point where the cycle repeats. In the dream I
am Sally down on the ground being done it to. What does it mean for the ex-
perience of Sally to repeat? To repeat across generations? To repeat within
the frame of theater as a representation of an actual, prior moment?
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Although the experience of Sally that gets replayed in the preceding ex-
cerpt is certainly singular—it pertains strictly to Sally—the experience cre-
ated by the replay, the performance of McCauley’s dream, is multiple and
variable. Several factors contribute toward the widening of this experience of
a single body into an inclusive arena for multiple bodies. On one level, Mc-
Cauley can imagine and approximate her great-great-grandmother’s reac-
tions in the moment of and following her sexual assault. Her ability to access
this experience in a tangible manner begins with her realization that she
must work backward, commencing with herself as the remains of the perfor-
mance, the rape, until she can reach the original act itself. This movement
toward reclaiming the past from a past perspective located within the future,
a future that is passed, gets complicated when we realize that the remains
from which she began were created not only by the experience of Sally’s body
but also of the unnamed, within the performance project, “master.” When
McCauley replays the moment of the assault, as an imagined reenactment, a
dreamed remembrance and an aftereffect of having been done it to, what
she accesses is not only the ‹rst-person thoughts of Sally but also the ‹rst-
person thoughts of the “master,” her great-great-grandfather. Although Mc-
Cauley’s approximation of Sally’s experience of the body gets voiced within
the project, the experience of the “master’s” body remains unspoken despite
the fact that it provides the actions to which McCauley’s Sally reacts. We can
imagine the voice and remembered experience of the “master,” who also re-
sides within McCauley, as providing the antiphony to McCauley’s dream re-
membered:

In the dream I. I am being Master. Bindin’ Bindin’ I . . . I binding down I did-
n’t didn’t wanna be in the dream, binding down in the dream I am I am Mas-
ter doing it to I am down on the ground doing it to binding down didn’t
wanna be binding down on the ground. In the dream I am Master down on
the ground doing it to. In the dream I am Master doing it to binding down on
the ground.

This inversion clari‹es an aspect of McCauley’s performance. It suggests that
McCauley, caught between the experiences of both of her ancestors, does
not comfortably inhabit either one. Within Sally’s Rape, she imagines the ex-
perience of her great-great-grandmother and expresses her desire to escape
both the dream and the re-created moment of the rape act. She states, “I
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didn’t didn’t wanna be in the dream,” and later, “I didn’t wanna be bound
down.” While the experience of rape, as remembered and imagined, pro-
vides a likely explanation for her discomfort, it could also be asserted that
McCauley has dif‹culty imagining and re-creating an assault between two
bodies who dwell within her own. In the inversion of the remembrance in
which McCauley becomes “master,” we can make a similar argument con-
cerning the discomfort generated over assuming the role of, in the dual
sense, ancestral rapist: a rapist as an ancestor and a rapist who assaults an an-
cestor. Although the ambivalence of the “master”—didn’t wanna be binding
down—in this imagined scenario does not accord with popular representa-
tions of such “masters,” the fact remains that within McCauley’s perfor-
mance project the actions from which it draws its title occur between her
great-great-grandmother and her great-great-grandfather. When remem-
bered through her body as both the screen across which the dream gets
played and the remains of the act that the screen seeks to capture, the rape
of Sally invokes the presence and experience of both Sally and the unnamed
“master.”44

The absented presence of the “master” within the performance project
encourages the widening of the experience of Sally to include more than just
Sally, McCauley’s great-great-grandmother. The performance artist herself
initiates our move toward such a reading in both Sally’s Rape and within its
preface when she introduces another Sally, Sally Hemings, the captive and
mistress of Thomas Jefferson. Sally Hemings, like Sally, was also “raped” by
her “master.” McCauley, in the preface to her play, writes: “I’m going against
the myth of the romance of the slave master and the overseers with the slave
women, even Thomas Jefferson. I’m going against the myth because it was a
power thing, so we call it rape. Sometimes it was actual, brutal rape; some-
times it might have been romantic. It doesn’t matter. It was a rape that hap-
pens in those power situations.”45 To McCauley, rape includes not only an
act of forcible aggression against one’s will but also seemingly consensual re-
lationships in which the two participants widely vary in terms of symbolic
capital. Despite the fact that the relationship between Jefferson and Hem-
ings is considered to be loving and romantic within the popular imagination,
McCauley reminds us that Hemings was Jefferson’s captive and begs us to
ask whether a loving, romantic relationship could exist under such condi-
tions.46 Although Hemings lived in the eighteenth century and may have
consented to her relationship, and McCauley’s ancestor lived a century later
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and may not have consented—as evidenced by her imagined protestations—
there are several obvious similarities between the two women. They were
named Sally. They were sexually involved with their “masters.” They bore
children by their “master.” Clearly, the experience of Robbie’s Sally is not
unique.

The similar, repeating experiences of both Sallys reveal how history op-
erates as a replay across the black body. In the dream, I am being Sally. Sally’s
experience repeats that of Sally Hemings. Sally Hemings’s that of her
mother, Elizabeth Hemings, and her grandmother (whose name escapes
recorded history). Sally Hemings’s grandmother was an African captive who
was sexually involved with the English captain, Captain Hemings, who over-
saw her transport from Africa to the Americas. Once she was in the United
States, John Wayles purchased the now pregnant African captive. Shortly
thereafter, Elizabeth (Betty) Hemings was born and her parentage was dis-
covered.47 Many years later and after the death of Wayles’s third wife, the
plantation “master” took Betty Hemings as his lover and fathered six chil-
dren, including Sally, by her. These children, always considered to be ser-
vants, were raised alongside his other (white) children from his previous
marriages. When Wayles’s (white) daughter Martha married Thomas Jeffer-
son in 1772, Betty and her children, Martha’s illegitimate stepmother and
half-siblings, moved to Monticello, Jefferson’s estate, to live with them. Fol-
lowing Martha’s death a decade later, Jefferson took Sally as his lover and fa-
thered at least one of her six children. Reviewing Hemings’s genealogy, it is
dif‹cult to ignore the repeated similarity of the liaisons of plantation mas-
ters—Captain Hemings, John Wayles, and Thomas Jefferson—with black
women. It happens again and again and again over at least three consecutive
generations.

While there are few narratives by black women that document the earli-
est instances of such liaisons, the fact that they did occur can be seen in many
of the surviving, recorded court proceedings and legislative acts of colonial
America. In 1630, eleven years after the ‹rst black captives were brought to
Jamestown, Hugh Davis, a white settler in the Jamestown colony, was
charged and punished for being sexually involved with a black captive. It was
ordered that Davis “be soundly whipped before an assemblage of Negroes
and others for abusing himself to the dishonor of God and the shame of the
Christians by de‹ling his body in lying with a Negro.”48 With public punish-
ment not curbing racial intermixture and the increasing number of mixed-
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race childbirths, the Virginia Assembly needed, in 1632, to of‹cially deter-
mine the status of these offspring. The result was the following decree:
“Whereas some doubts have arisen whether a child got by an Englishman
upon a Negro should be free or slave, be it therefore enacted by this present
grand assembly, that all children born in this country shall be bound or free
according to the condition of the mother.”49 With the decree, sexual rela-
tionships no longer appeared to carry the immoral signature evident in the
earlier ruling. It also deemed such relationships and the products of such li-
aisons to be potentially pro‹table. The black female body became the site for
both pleasure and pro‹t for the “master.” Literally, he could pro‹t from his
pleasure.

Although the legislature, relying upon popular (conservative) notions of
white femininity to prevent the liaisons of white women with black men, un-
knowingly opened the possibility that white female abolitionists could have a
series of relationships with black men and populate the colony with free mu-
lattos, it closed the door in 1691 when it created a new law declaring that a
white woman who had a mixed-race child had to pay a ‹ne to the church and
that the child would be taken into slavery until the age of thirty. The goal of
the legislature was clear. Racial intermixture was permissible, moral, and
pro‹table when it involved a white male and a black female. In light of the
fact that these encounters were protected both by law and by the privacy of
the plantation setting, the question arises: How many women had an experi-
ence similar to Sally’s? The fact that the Virginia State Legislature, in an ef-
fort not to disenfranchise its leading and oldest families, passed a law, in
1785, that a person with less than an eighth black blood was white reveals the
widespread nature of racial intermixture within the period. This law con-
trasts with the ones enacted a century later in which “one drop” of black
blood or the presence of one black ancestor was all it took to be considered
legally “black.” What the earlier law reveals—something that legislators later
disavowed—is an awareness that racial intermixture occurred often and that
very few people, if anyone, were racially pure.50 Clearly, the experiences of
Sally, Sally Hemings, Betty Hemings, and Betty Hemings’s mother were not
unique to them. How many Sallys were there? How many of us, both black
and white, have a Sally in our past? It is dif‹cult to conceive of the experi-
ence of the black body or phenomenal blackness without these histories of
assault. It is an experience that was not limited solely to women. While black
men had access to the abuses of their female ancestors, they too were the tar-
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gets of sexual assault. In addition to the more frequent accounts of the
sodomizing of the black male body as part of a lynching campaign, black
males were the targets of sexual abuse within the era of black captivity. The
protagonist (Simon) in Tanya Bar‹eld’s play Blue Door is a black slave who
was repeatedly abused by his “master.”

The touch of history on the black body appears not only in the realization
that McCauley’s body is her ancestral body, but also in the performance
artist’s ‹guring of her body in a historically signi‹cant manner. Speci‹cally,
she replays the moment of the auction block within Sally’s Rape. Occurring
as a prologue of sorts to her dreamed remembrance of Sally’s experience, the
auction block scene begins with McCauley quickly and unnoticeably stand-
ing on a block and dropping her sack dress. Her ascension, as does her nu-
dity, catches the audience unaware and by surprise.51 At the moment that the
audience begins to understand what has happened, Hutchins goads them
into chanting, “Bid ’em in.” As the group, repeating the phrase, speaks, their
collective voice gains strength. Bid ’em in. Bid ’em in. Bid ’em in. The words
of McCauley in this moment prove less signi‹cant than her physical position.
Her body speaks. In re-creating the moment of the auction block before a
theatrical audience, the performance artist collapses the temporal distance
between herself and those who were forced to stand on the auction block.
Her body becomes representative of their bodies. Her body becomes an ex-
ample of the black captive body on display. Beyond the external association
of nudity, the similarity between the two temporally distinct performances
appears through the foregrounding of the auction block itself. The auction
block, from an African American cultural perspective, is an American icon. It
represents the black body being stripped of its individuality and displayed, as
a commodity, for the highest bidder. Captives on blocks do not have names;
they have (lot) numbers. When McCauley ascends her block and drops her
dress, she catalyzes our memories of the auction block as a site of black op-
pression. On the block, she is no longer Robbie McCauley, a performance
artist whom an audience has paid to see. She absents herself to reveal an ex-
perience of the black body, which rejects the speci‹city of a name because of
the commonality of its history.

In Conjure Women, a documentary ‹lm featuring McCauley re›ecting
upon Sally’s Rape, the performance artist asserts, “I am interested in break-
ing silences about things that are hard to talk about.” The experience of black
captivity and the memories of the abuse of black bodies comprise the
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dif‹cult subject matter of her play. In making this statement, McCauley
aligns herself with cultural theorist Houston Baker. She underscores the im-
portance of critically mining black memory. She agrees that everyone needs
to engage with and re›ect upon the embodied black experiences that con-
tinue to structure social relationships. Risking not being “liked,” the perfor-
mance artist dares to shift the nature of her civil conversation with Hutchins.
She activates the memory and experience of the decidedly uncivil treatment
of her ancestors and shares them with Hutchins and her audience. McCauley
demonstrates Hershini Bhana Young’s assertion that to “pass on a story, to
enter the portal of re-memory where the past, present, and future come to-
gether, often means the inheritance of injury.”52

The power of Sally’s Rape is rooted in the reenactment of the abuses of
black bodies on stage. It emerges through McCauley, standing naked on a
block, as audiences gape and stare and chant and gasp and respond in a host
of other ways. It is within these moments that the reverberations of history—
the echoes of phenomenal blackness—can be felt. Standing still before the
audience, McCauley becomes not only her great-great-grandmother but also
Saartjie Baartman and all of the other women who were called “Hottentot
Venus.” Despite the fact that her performance mirrors the exhibition of
Baartman and the thousands of black bodies who were forced to stand as
“lots” in auctions, McCauley controls the larger frame within which she ap-
pears and, in so doing, encourages those who witness her performance to
read the black body from her perspective. In the course of the performance,
she addresses her audience and declares, “I wanted to do this—stand naked
in public on the auction block. I thought somehow it could help free us from
this.” The stage directions reveal the “this” to be “her naked body.” Mc-
Cauley volunteered to stand on the auction block and, in so doing, to open
the ›oodgates of black memory associated with this bodily positioning. Her
performance invites comparison with Muhammad Ali, who similarly sub-
jected his body to inspection and, later, stood still in order to fashion a new
understanding of the black body. However, McCauley’s stand does not “free
us” from the black body. To the contrary, her presence onstage reminds us of
the ways in which the black body structures the everyday experience of black
folk. It only takes her nude body on stage to jog memories of black captivity.
Her presence and the meaning that it creates within Sally’s Rape reveal the
persistence of the idea of the black body as a projection frequently applied to
individuated black bodies.
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In her play Yellowman, Dael Orlandersmith similarly mines the in›uence
of the past on the present. Although her protagonist, like McCauley, strives
to break free from the experience of the black body, the play stages the pass-
ing of the “inheritance of injury” from one generation to the next.

Shouldering History

In Yellowman, playwright and actress Dael Orlandersmith, following in the
footsteps of Suzan-Lori Parks and Robbie McCauley, remembers and stages
the bodies “being done it to.” The play’s core characters, the “lithe bodied”
and “extremely light-skinned” Eugene and “large-sized . . . medium brown”
Alma, encounter, react against, and, ultimately, embody societal prejudice
that manifests itself in the form of internalized race-based self-hatred and in-
trablack racism. The drama of the play anchors itself in how the characters,
who were childhood friends who later became lovers, were indoctrinated by
the racist rants and tirades of their relatives. It is harrowing to watch as the
young, innocent, race-blind Eugene and Alma are subjected to their parents’
stereotypical conceptions of blackness. Emphasizing the in›uence that
adults have on their children, the same actor often plays parent and child.53

Alma’s mother, Odelia, spews gin-fueled critiques of her daughter’s black-
ness that emerge from and target the same body. At regular intervals
throughout the play, Odelia tells her daughter that she is an “ugly black
thing.” Apparently, the bodies being done it to are doing it to themselves.

Commissioned by the McCarter Theatre and developed over two con-
secutive summers at the Sundance Theatre Lab beginning in 2001 under the
supervision of Emily Mann, Yellowman fuses Mann’s theater-of-testimony
style with Orlandersmith’s tendency to meditate on societal racism within
her performance projects. The result is an engaging play built upon long, de-
scriptive, and, at times, repetitive monologues that give the piece not only a
documentary feel but also a revealing insight into the psychological interior-
ity of the play’s characters. Similar to Orlandersmith’s solo works Beauty’s
Baby and My Red Hand, My Black Hand, the play prompts its audience to
ask: What does it mean to be raced, to be visibly marked as a racial other,
within contemporary society? In contrast to her other works, Orlander-
smith’s Yellowman features a second performer who shares the stage with the
play’s protagonist, Alma. According to the playwright, the performance piece
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was expanded to include two actors with the explicit aim of making the play
more palatable to regional theaters that were reluctant to program one-per-
son performance pieces and, perhaps, were less likely to include a one-
woman show featuring a darker-skinned, full-‹gured black woman.54 From
the beginning, the play proved to be a critical success. Of the plays discussed
in this chapter, Yellowman garnered the most positive reviews and had the
greatest commercial appeal. It was named a ‹nalist for the 2002 Pulitzer
Prize in Drama (losing to Suzan-Lori Parks’s Topdog/Underdog) and won Or-
landersmith the 2002–3 Susan Smith Blackburn Prize, an “award given an-
nually to a woman who deserves recognition for having written a work of out-
standing quality for the English-speaking theatre.” Why was the play so well
liked, and apparently so widely? If the story of a white French doctor’s thinly
veiled lust for a black African woman whom he eventually would dismember
and the portrayal of the experiences of a black captive being bid on and later
sexually assaulted by a plantation “master” did not invite widespread critical
acclaim, then what was so inviting about the problematic love affair between
the light-skinned Eugene and darker-complexioned Alma that results in
murder and a willful miscarriage? Is it that same-race liaisons are less threat-
ening to theatrical audiences than miscegenation?

One explanation often cited for the play’s critical success is its ability to
honestly depict the damage created by self-hatred. Consistently, reviewers
asserted that Yellowman audiences, regardless of their race, skin color, na-
tionality, sex, gender, or bodily shape, could identify with the issues at the
heart of the play. Curtain Up reviewer Karen Osenlund, having attended the
2002 premiere productions at the McCarter and the Wilma theaters, ob-
served that the character Alma “‹ghts the negative self image that most of us
experience, whatever sex or color we are.”55 Referring to the reactions of fel-
low spectators at the performances, Osenlund wrote, “You can feel the
recognition in the audience.” Claire Hamilton, reviewing a 2004 production
that did not feature either Orlandersmith or her costar, Howard Overshown,
at the Everyman Playhouse in Liverpool, England, contended that “the story
may not directly re›ect your own experience, but I defy you to leave the the-
atre unmoved or unashamed at the prejudice that corrupts the human spirit
in all walks of life.”56 That same year, in a different production that also did
not feature Orlandersmith or Overshown at Arena Stage in Washington,
D.C., theater critic Peter Marks observed:

Touching History 147



The play harbors intimations of “Romeo and Juliet”: Does anyone in Verona
remember the root cause of that “ancient grudge” between the Capulets and
Montagues? Indeed, you could substitute Alma and Eugene for any couple
anywhere, from Belfast to Belgrade, that has had to run the gantlet of inter-
family opposition.57

Although a few theater critics cautioned prospective audiences about the
severity of the language, the plentiful racial epithets strewn throughout the
play, and, in one instance, advised against bringing young children to the
show, the majority praised both Orlandersmith and her play for offering a
truthful, recognizable, and relatable drama about the anxieties related to
self-image or familial tensions.

I am intrigued by these repeated suggestions that anyone who has had an
anxious moment related to her own self-image or familial dysfunction can
identify with Alma, because they consistently downplay the speci‹c, racial-
ized experience addressed within the play. Faedra Chatard Carpenter, in her
investigation into “anxiety provoking” moments in performance projects in-
volving color consciousness, offers an insightful study of the varied negative
reactions that speci‹c audience members had to Yellowman. Rather than
privileging newspaper columnists, Carpenter interviewed theater historians
who witnessed multiple productions of the play and were attuned to the re-
actions of fellow audience members. Among the recounted experiences priv-
ileged within her study, the author incorporates her own memories of watch-
ing the 2004 production of Yellowman at Arena Stage, the same production
witnessed by Marks.

Upon arriving in the theatre I was immediately struck by the sight of several
white patrons trying to sell their tickets in the theatre lobby. I had never wit-
nessed this in a regional theatre before. . . . From that point on I became very
aware of audience reaction. Not only did I notice the blank expressions, but
there were many seats that emptied at intermission, never to be ‹lled again 
. . . what I found most disturbing in terms of audience reaction was not the
early departure of some white audience members, but rather the multiple mo-
ments of inappropriate laughter that erupted from black audience members.58

Carpenter’s experience suggests that some critics (perhaps Marks?), in an ef-
fort to highlight Yellowman’s broad audience appeal, might have overlooked
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the speci‹c, visceral reactions that spectators were having to the play and
were staging within the space of the theater. Select patrons traveled to the
theater in order to create a public show of their unwillingness to witness the
performance. Others, having weathered the ‹rst half of the play, opted to
leave. In the two favorably reviewed productions of Yellowman that I at-
tended in 2004 in Chicago and in 2007 in upstate New York, I did not ob-
serve anyone attempting to sell their tickets. However, a signi‹cant percent-
age, possibly as many as 25 percent, of audience members did not return for
the second act of the Chicago production. Although the motivations for the
Arena Stage’s spectators’ decision to sell their tickets or leave early are un-
known, the limited number of explanations range from having extra tickets to
the show (which still implies an unwillingness to see the production), to the
late hour of the show, to a desire not to witness a production with racial/racist
overtones. The patrons at Arena Stage who either deliberately or inadver-
tently created a public spectacle of their resistance could have assumed that
the play, involving issues of embodied black experience, would cast them, as
Robbie McCauley did in one memorable moment in Sally’s Rape, as the race
villain, the slave auctioneer or, worse, the plantation master. This does not
happen within Yellowman. What greets the spectator, regardless of race, who
enters the theater is the history of bodily abuse and the historical weight of
racist stereotypes and caricatures condensed into language and then de-
ployed, like weapons, by Orlandersmith’s characters. The result is a theatri-
cal experience that can overwhelm, offend, and prompt a desire for escape—
whether physical departure or laughter. While Carpenter does suggest that
the “inappropriate” laughter likely resulted from the women’s own discom-
fort with the material presented within the play, the profound impact of their
laughter on Carpenter and, perhaps, other audience members rests in the
fact that bodies that share a similar history of oppression and are substi-
tutable for the abused body on display appear to derive pleasure from the
enactment of abuse. Imagine a black spectator laughing at—or, in the face—
of Drana, Bootjack McDaniels, or Saartjie Baartman. The laughter heightens
the feeling of vicarious victimization potentially felt by other spectators.

Orlandersmith scripts these heightened moments within Yellowman.
Every time the actress playing Alma becomes Odelia and equates blackness
with bigness and ugliness, she appears to derive pleasure from an insult. The
characters seem to be laughing at themselves. This, according to Nicole
Fleetwood in her Theatre Journal review of the 2002 production of Yellow-
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man at the Manhattan Theatre Club, is the insurmountable problem of the
play. Orlandersmith creates “a closed world of black on black discrimination”
without addressing the larger, societal factors that led to the internalization
of dominating stereotypes and prejudices.59 Although the playwright does
not explicitly center the structures of violence that undergird societal biases,
she utilizes her “closed world” to reveal a palpable fear or anxiety of black-
ness that is symptomatic of a larger, social problem. The majority of her char-
acters share a desire to protect their children (or grandchildren) from having
to live the black experience within the United States. It is this goal that fuels
a longing for “lightness” and prompts their actions. A pregnant Alma willfully
aborts the child she carries because her child could share her skin tone. Eu-
gene’s light-skinned grandfather disinherits his darker-skinned son-in-law
and names his grandson his heir—but only after he learns that Eugene and
he are the same complexion. Odelia encourages Alma’s relationship with Eu-
gene but not with Alma’s darker-complexioned friend Alton. Despite their
varying skin tones, Orlandersmith’s characters understand the complexities
and complicatedness of embodied black experience. They have all been
racially pro‹led by one another.

Orlandersmith introduces this theme and enables a reading of the com-
monality or, at least, the similarity of embodied black experience within
Alma’s opening monologue. Sitting “in a chair upper stage right on a raised
platform talking directly to audience,” Alma declares:

My mother women like my mother and her mother before her toiled/ tugged
the soil beside the men. They were dark and therefore not considered pretty/
. . . the men beat them/ leave them/ they ride them/ they don’t make love to
them/ they ride them/ the men/ always on top/ like my father/ they rode/ on
top/ they rode/ they entered/ they shot their seed/ then left them. My
mother/ women like my mother and her mother too/ ate it/ accepted it.60

With these words, Orlandersmith as Alma describes the experience not only
of Odelia and Odelia’s mother but also of “women like my mother and her
mother before her.” This reference to others who exist outside of the frame
of the play and beyond the present moment serves as a reminder that those
bodies being ridden and then abandoned—the ones being done it to—are
not products of the playwright’s imagination. Orlandersmith grounds these
embodied experiences within real bodies who toiled, tugged, and tilled the
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soil. While we might presume that the playwright locates these bodies within
South Carolina, the setting of Yellowman, she does not de‹nitively place
them. Her silence invites us to be more inclusive and consider the hundreds
of thousands of black bodies—captive, indentured, leased, and free—who
worked the cotton, tobacco, and other agricultural ‹elds across the United
States.

Alma’s monologue, linking black bodies, sexual assault, and the ground,
invites a return to Robbie McCauley’s frequently repeated phrase in Sally’s
Rape: “I am Sally down on the ground being done it to.” The attention given
to the ground, the soil, in the repeated victimization of the body in each, sug-
gests that place structures the abuse and exploitation of the black body. On-
going academic investigations of the treatment of black bodies within African
slave “castles,” onboard ships within cargo holds, and within the current
prison industrial complex privilege this perspective. As background, back-
drop, or setting, the plantation conditions the abuses of the black body, in
part, because the productivity of the land was tied to the labor, in the dual
sense, of those who cultivated it. Deborah Gray White in Ar’n’t I a Woman?
asserts that “some women of childbearing age plowed and ditched when they
were pregnant,” but the majority, owing to their “masters’” desire for “nat-
ural increase,” were spared the arduous work assignments until they reached
middle age.61 Angela Davis offers a more colloquial account of the abuses of
those who were forced to work: pregnant captives subjected to physical pun-
ishments were instructed to lie on the ground, with their enlarged bellies po-
sitioned in a previously dug hole, before being whipped.62 The positioning of
the “body down on the ground being done it” was meant to protect the cap-
tive’s child and the master’s investment. Does the transmission of embodied
black experience, the socialization of blackness across generations, begin in
this grounded, prenatal moment? Is the child also being whipped? Does the
unborn child of a black captive sense her own captive status before she has
been birthed?

In addition to prompting questions related to the socialization of black-
ness and revealing the entanglement of race, sexuality, and geography within
a speci‹c sociohistorical moment, Alma’s opening monologue invites consid-
eration of the play’s situation of black women as unseemly, unloved sexual
objects. Suggestive of the manner in which animals are mated for breeding
purposes, her words establish black women in a past moment as depersonal-
ized ‹gures who are mounted, impregnated, and, subsequently, left. There
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are historical precedents for Orlandersmith’s depictions: the sexual assaults
of black women on slave ships and on plantations by white sailors and plan-
tation masters. In his 1789 autobiography, Olaudah Equiano, speaking of the
treatment of “cargoes of new Negroes” by sailors and clerks in route to the
Americas, recalls that

it was almost a constant practice with our clerks, and other whites, to commit
violent depredations on the chastity of the female slaves; . . . I have known
our mates to commit these acts most shamefully, to the disgrace, not of Chris-
tians only, but of men. I have even known them to gratify their brutal passion
with females not ten years old.63

A century and a half later, in 1937, W. L. Bost, a former captive who was in-
terviewed as part of the Federal Writers Project, alluded to ongoing sexual
assaults of black women committed by white plantation “masters” in South
Carolina and North Carolina during the waning years of legalized black cap-
tivity. Bost observed, “Plenty of the colored women have children by the
white men. She know better than to not do what he say. . . . If the missus
[“master’s” wife] ‹nd out she raise revolution. But she hardly ‹nd out. The
white men not going to tell and the nigger women were always afraid to. So
they just go on hoping that things won’t be that way always.”64 The opening
monologue in Yellowman gestures toward these experiences. It refers to the
uncounted and uncountable numbers of assaults that occurred throughout
three centuries of legalized captivity. The objecti‹cation and commodi‹ca-
tion of the black body lasted for so long and occurred within so many places
that the black body’s experience seems almost atemporal and ahistorical. It is
against this backdrop that the decision to “accept”—but not to allow or to un-
derstand—the treatment can be viewed as a survival mechanism.

Unlike Sally’s Rape, Venus, or the scenarios outlined in the preceding
pages, Yellowman centers the relationships of black men and black women.
There are not any white characters within this play. The sexual encounter de-
scribed by Alma, in the opening monologue, occurs between black folk.
What is the effect of casting black men, instead of white men, as the histori-
cal victimizers of black women? In›uenced by Jean Young’s disagreement
with Richard Foreman’s decision to cast a black actor to play the Baron Doc-
teur in Venus, we can say that this decision scripts a new past, a new histori-
cal record, that absolves the white (male) body of its complicity in the abuse
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of the black body. Indeed, when the play ‹nds itself subject to negative crit-
icism, this is the point that is raised most often. Its presentation of a “closed
world,” to invoke Nicole Fleetwood’s phrase, cloaks the dominating structure
that positions the black body, both male and female, as object and victim.

Although Fleetwood makes a compelling point that the presence of black
bodies combined with the absence of white characters can be understood as
de-emphasizing the role that dominating society played in the structuring of
embodied black experience, there is a way of reading and thinking about the
play that does not lessen the complicity of the plantation masters, overseers,
and professional slave breeders among others in the abuse of the black body.
It is not accidental that the two characters are the results of differently com-
plexioned parents. Alma’s mother Odelia is dark-skinned and her father
light-skinned. The opposite is true for Eugene. In addition, Eugene engages
in a sexual relationship with Alma, who, according to Odelia, is “ugly, black.”
Although all of the pairings involve black bodies, they also gesture toward a
series of past sexual assaults, presumably (but not necessarily exclusively) by
white men upon black women. The lightness of Eugene, his mother, and his
grandfather, for example, exists as the by-product of the type of encounter
described by both Equiano and McCauley. Each character, like McCauley,
exists as a by-product (or stain) of that prior act and, as a result, carries both
the experiences of the light (and, at some historical point, white) and the
darker complexioned within themselves. While Eugene’s grandfather’s ge-
nealogical proximity to whiteness could explain his intense hatred of black-
ness, there may be another way of looking at this response. What led his
daughter and his grandson to covet that which he despised?

Providing counterpoint to Alma’s spoken anxieties relating to her self-im-
age and Odelia’s critiques of blackness, the desire for brown skin is an-
nounced by Eugene, as he recounts his ‹rst, teenage experience “making
out” with a girl, a “fair girl” who was introduced to him by his childhood
friend Wyce. He recalls thinking, “The girl is sweet and ‹ne but Alma is
sweet and ‹ne to me—I want this girl to be Alma.”65 Later, when he an-
nounces his desire for Alma and kisses her, he states, “Kissing Alma, I was
home—I knew I was ‹nally home.”66 When they “make love,” he takes care
“not to ride her” but to “make love to her.”67 He ‹nds her “beautiful.” Al-
though the play’s centering on Alma and Eugene prevents any sustained un-
derstanding of the nature of the relationships involving the other characters,
there is a brief moment when Thelma, Eugene’s mother, explains her attrac-
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tion to Eugene’s father. His father, according to Thelma, “is one of the gen-
tlest human beings there is.”68 Black gentleness stands in contrast to the
white (sexual) violence in each character’s ancestral past. These statements
in support of the beauty and desirability of blackness are signi‹cant because
they reveal that Eugene and Thelma covet the type of blackness that Alma
seeks to escape. What is the source of their longing? It could be steeped in
an effort to recover some lost part of themselves (i.e., their blackness). It
could be to create darker and darker progeny whose appearance at some
point in the future effectively would disavow the appearance and, perhaps,
the actions of the “master,” overseer, or breeder. Or it could be the embod-
ied lust of the “master,” overseer, or breeder (re)asserting itself.

Black Like Me?

Dael Orlandersmith, in a series of interviews, has asserted that Yellowman is
not autobiographical. “Everyone assumes that [it is autobiographical] be-
cause I’m in it,” she noted in a 2002 interview.69 According to Joyce Paran,
the McCarter dramaturg who worked on the play, Orlandersmith “is pretty
adamant about thinking of herself as an artist telling a story.”70 Although the
playwright admits that the play is “very, very loosely based upon a family”
whom she encountered in South Carolina, the rest is pure ‹ction. Any sug-
gestion that the play re›ects her own experiences or, more generally, engages
the experiences of the black body, in Orlandersmith’s eyes, is a complete mis-
reading. In several interviews, the playwright makes a concerted effort to
identify herself as apolitical within her plays and to promptly end any asser-
tion that she speaks for or seeks to document the history of black people. In
the same 2002 interview, she declares, “My background may not be similar
to another black person’s background. . . . Certainly, there is a given history,
but we are also individuals. And when people expect us to write about the
same thing, I have a major problem with that.” Despite the playwright’s de-
sire to be seen as an artist capable of inventing a fully realized scenario, it is
dif‹cult to ignore the resonances and resemblances between elements of the
play and her own life.

Even as Orlandersmith cites her experiential differences from other, un-
named black bodies, her similarity to her character Alma is unmistakable.
The playwright has revealed that the ‹rst play that she saw, as a child, was
The Great White Hope, premised on black heavyweight boxing champion
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Jack Johnson, whose color renders him an outcast in society and whose ro-
mances with white women led to criminal prosecution and eventual impris-
onment.71 How impactful was this play’s staging of black vice and white de-
sirability on her young mind? More recently, the playwright has said that her
entrance into the theater was prompted by her dif‹culty being cast in com-
mercial television and ‹lm. The industry, according to Orlandersmith, de-
sires lighter complexioned actresses: “A Halle Berry, a Jada Pinkett—lighter-
skinned actresses are working more so than darker-skinned black actresses. 
. . . And darker-skinned people are made to feel ugly because they are
dark.”72 It is dif‹cult to imagine Orlandersmith not identifying with her own
protagonist’s racial anxieties.

Her anxieties (if any) could have been heightened by the critical recep-
tion of her performance as Alma. Despite the fact that the playwright has
noted that she only added a second performer to Yellowman to increase the
odds of it being produced in regional theaters, her lighter-complexioned
costar (Overshown) consistently received higher praise by theater critics.
While the majority of reviewers lavished praise on both actors, several inti-
mated that Orlandermith, despite being an experienced solo performer, ap-
peared tense, anxious, and never entirely at ease on stage. David P. Stearns,
reviewing the 2002 opening night production at the Wilma Theatre, sug-
gested that the playwright’s seeming discomfort could be located in the au-
tobiographical nature of the play.

The playwright is also the star, and knowing that there have to be some auto-
biographical elements (both character and creator attended Hunter College,
for example), you wonder how she can stand to relive this pain-steeped nar-
rative on a nightly basis. During bows, as costar Overshown was smilingly re-
ceiving applause, Orlandersmith remained visibly shaken. The run of this
play has only just begun. Pray for her.73

In the critical reviews of Orlandersmith’s prior performances, including The
Gimmick (1996) and Monster (1999), there is not any indication that the ac-
tress does not control the stage. It is conceivable that the subject matter of
Yellowman, possibly a re›ection of the playwright’s experience, could have
affected the manner in which she approached the role. Having to carry and
endure the “weight of violence” and an “inheritance of injury” throughout an
evening’s performance, the performer could have been exhausted by the
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emotional and physical toll of playing Alma. It is also possible that the pres-
ence of Overshown may have compelled the solo-performance artist to adapt
her style to accommodate another presence onstage. This could explain her
apparent discomfort.

What is fascinating about the critical reviews of Orlandersmith’s early
performance projects, especially those written by Peter Marks, is the atten-
tion that they direct toward her body. Marks, in his review of Monster, writes,
of Orlandersmith, “It is impossible not to empathize with the character as
she stands on a darkened stage, her ample ‹gure ‹lling every inch of her
black leotard.”74 It is not clear what elicits Marks’s empathy: Orlandersmith’s
autobiographical tale, in which she was called “white girl” because of her “as-
pirations that de‹ed boundaries” of blackness, or Orlandersmith’s physical
size—a big, black body squeezed, within Marks’s imagination, into a piece of
clothing that reveals her body-shape. In his review of The Gimmick, Marks
makes frequent reference to the actress’ physical size. He describes her as
“imposing in size,” and notes that “Ms. Orlandersmith ‹lls the New York
Theater Workshop with the outsize proportions of her formidable fury . . .
[S]he ‹lls the space.” He calls her “unapologetically large,” and makes refer-
ence to her “intimidating body.”75 Although Marks does not refer to her skin
color, I suspect that it is implied—as bigness and blackness are corollaries in
many, popular descriptions of black bodies. Indeed, the critic in his 2004 re-
view of Yellowman recollects that Orlandermith is “big and black” and seems
to long for her “big” and “awkward” presence in the Arena Stage production.
Alma’s opening monologue echoes Marks’s review:

My mother women like my mother and her mother before her toiled/ tugged
the soil right beside the men/ They were dark and therefore not considered
pretty/ they were dark and large—therefore sexless. They were sometime
bigger than the men/ their bodies ‹lling space.

There is a similar attention to bigness ampli‹ed by blackness. Both are un-
desirable. Although they can elicit empathy, they, with their heightened
presence, also threaten and intimidate. Despite the fact that Orlandersmith
promptly dismisses any attempt to draw parallels between herself and Alma,
the resonance of Marks’s words opens up the possibility that Yellowman
might have been in›uenced by or written in reaction to critical receptions of
her earlier performance work. In channeling the spirit of the ‹ctional Odelia
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and presenting her voice before an audience, the playwright appears to cite
and embellish the critical readings of her own body. She stands before mem-
bers of the audience and, perhaps, tells them what they might be thinking
about her or, perhaps, what they suspect that the person next to them might
be thinking about her and themselves.

Orlandersmith, similar to McCauley in Sally’s Rape, asserts that she
wants to move beyond the black body or, at least, blackness. In the majority
of interviews, the playwright rebuffs efforts to identify her aesthetic as bear-
ing black traces, roots, or style. Unlike Suzan-Lori Parks, who, while citing
the unique nature of her own life experiences as an “army brat,” draws
in›uence from jazz style and rhythms, Orlandersmith keeps identi‹ably
black arts at a distance and downplays their in›uence on her dramaturgy.
Her repeated dismissals, combined with her frequent citation of her partial
Puerto Rican identity, being half black and half puertoriqueña, within nearly
a dozen newspaper reviews proffer the impression that Orlandersmith does
not want to be read as black and, as a playwright, does not want her work to
be understood as being representative or, perhaps, emblematic of black
style. The lady dost protest too much. And like Gertrude (in Hamlet), who
watches the play within and comments upon the characterization of herself,
the public Orlandersmith seems to make proclamations that do not jibe with
the more accurate portrayals on stage. Although Orlandersmith emphasizes
her Puerto Rican identity with the aim of suggesting that the black experi-
ence does not solely de‹ne her, it is important to remember that a similar ex-
perience of blackness, anchored in negative reactions and responses to
darker skin complexion as manifested through theatrical and televisual per-
formances of blackface, is a part of Puerto Rican cultural identity. Indeed,
the privileges associated with lightness compared with darkness (Taino or
Afro-Caribbean) in Puerto Rican history are analogous to the situation
within Yellowman. Although Orlandersmith wants to move beyond the body,
like McCauley, her appearance onstage and her replaying of select, racialized
experiences only reify it. This return to the body proves particularly power-
ful and impactful. The problem is that Orlandersmith believes that she is
breaking the cycle of repetition and return. She thinks that she is moving
away from the black body by placing her black body onstage. Even as the
story of Yellowman proves increasingly self-referential, the playwright-per-
former contends that the story is not about her and that she exists outside
these embodied black experiences.
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In spotlighting Orlandersmith, I seek not to ›atten the differences that
separate her from Suzan-Lori Parks and Robbie McCauley but to emphasize
her staging of repeated, similar experiences that have affected, and, indeed,
effected black bodies over the past two centuries. Yellowman is ghosted by
the history and legacy of sexual assaults in slave castles, ships, and planta-
tions. The voice of Odelia echoes the spoken barbs of countless individuals
whose prejudices justi‹ed the institution of black captivity within the Amer-
icas and supported discriminatory policies in the century following emanci-
pation. Eugene’s ‹nal condition, alone and in prison, resembles Saartjie
Baartman’s status at the close of Venus and similarly reminds the audience
that captivity continues to haunt the black community. The three plays dis-
cussed in this chapter—Venus, Sally’s Rape, and Yellowman—are dif‹cult
plays to watch. Referring to Orlandersmith’s play, Chuck Smith, resident di-
rector at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago and the director of a 2004 pro-
duction of the play, told me that he would never direct the play again. He
cited the “hatred” that gets spoken and pointed out that the sheer repetition
of Odelia’s and Eugene’s grandfather’s words within rehearsals and perfor-
mances “wears you down.” The same can be said about the other two plays.
Venus centers a black body put on display both in life and in death. It stages
the power dynamic between white seer/master/aggressor and black
seen/slave/victim that Robbie McCauley identi‹es as “rape.” Within the play,
the black body exists as a freak, an oddity, and ultimately, a scienti‹c speci-
men. In Sally’s Rape, McCauley wants to interrogate the past histories of
bodily abuse, speci‹cally sexual assault, that ghost black bodies in the pres-
ent. After all, she (McCauley) is the result of a past rape act. The “master’s”
aggression is part of her being. At the same time, she wants to move beyond
this history and to move beyond the black body by, ironically, restaging past
abuses across her own body. While she reenacts the auction block moment
by recasting audience members, who paid to see her perform, as potential
masters who now must bid on her naked body, she represents the rape act as
a dream remembered. The assault does not occur onstage—only her imag-
ined memories of it. Much like Parks, McCauley’s replay can be read as an
interventionist act. She uses reenactment to assert the black body’s agency in
scenarios within which it historically has been rendered powerless. Although
the performance artist explicitly expresses a desire to move beyond bodily
based experiences, her production only emphasizes its importance. Similar
to Venus and Sally’s Rape, Yellowman stages the weight of past sexual as-
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saults and the ongoing socialization of skin color prejudice that must be
shouldered in the present. The character Alma exists as a modern-day Baart-
man; Eugene as one of Sally’s children. Despite the twenty-‹rst-century set-
ting, the characters have not reached the point in which their blackness no
longer de‹nes them nor structures their experience of the body. Taken to-
gether, the three plays, which present stories based upon or inspired by the
lives of real people, suggest that the past bears an impression on the ongoing
present.

In the preceding sections, we engaged with the black body on display or,
to put it another way, the black body as spectacle. Saartjie Baartman’s body
transformed her into a sideshow attraction that, in turn, caught the attention
of George Cuvier. Robbie McCauley’s body echoed the abuse of other bod-
ies whose sufferings and labor on the grounds of southern plantations en-
gendered future generations of black bodies. Dael Orlandersmith’s body, on
the twenty-‹rst-century stage, reminded us not only of the way in which
stereotypes of blackness are maintained through the cross-generational so-
cialization of children but also the race-conscious perceptions (and, indeed,
projections) of members within dominating society. In Venus, Sally’s Rape,
and Yellowman, Parks, McCauley, and Orlandersmith use the theater to gain
access to these historical experiences of the black body and present them be-
fore an assembled audience. Although they frequently contend that their
pieces seek to move beyond and, in short, to transcend the black body, I have
maintained that the power of their respective performance projects anchors
itself in the authors’ ability to replay in the present the past experiences of
bodies that have passed.

In this ‹nal section, I look at the character/caricature of the “black wel-
fare mother” in Suzan-Lori Parks’s In the Blood and contend that the play-
wright’s staging of a black body coupled with her presentation of it as silent
or rarely verbal, encourages audiences to imagine the experience of the body
and, eventually, to speak on her behalf (and in her support). Loosely based
on Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Parks’s In the Blood centers
Hester LaNegrita, a homeless, illiterate, black woman who independently
raises her ‹ve children. Throughout the dramatic narrative, Hester encoun-
ters a series of individuals: Chilli and Reverend D., the fathers of two of her
children (Jabber and Baby, respectively); The Welfare Lady, the federal pro-
gram personi‹ed; Doctor, the embodiment of the federal Medicare system;
and Amiga Gringa, her homeless “white” friend. Although each individual
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can provide some form of assistance to Hester, they do not. Instead, they use
her—often sexually—before discarding her. Simultaneously abused and ne-
glected by these ‹ve characters, Hester struggles to survive each day and to
provide for her children. Eventually, poor nutrition, poverty, and the weight
of societal ridicule prompt her to kill her eldest child, Jabber. The play ends
with Hester, standing at center, covered in blood as bars are lowered around
her body.

In the Blood begins with a chorus, comprised of all ‹ve individuals, talk-
ing to one another about Hester. Their voices overlap and they speak to-
gether as one, not necessarily in unison, but from a single mind-set. It is clear
that they view Hester as being socially beneath themselves. More to the
point, they blame her for her various predicaments—single motherhood,
poverty, and homelessness. At various intervals, they announce, “SHE’S A
NO COUNT / SHIFTLESS / HOPELESS / BAD NEWS / BURDEN TO
SOCIETY / SLUT!”76 These words, which are declared before Hester ap-
pears onstage, frame the expectations of the audience. The play will be about
a woman who is at fault for her social status and standing. With the entrance
of Hester, who appears in tatters compared to the more re‹ned clothing of
the chorus, the chorus parts and the play begins. It takes several minutes for
the audience to realize—with the entrance of Hester’s ‹ve children—that
the choral members will play dual roles. It takes several more, with the en-
trance of the Doctor, for spectators to understand that the chorus has been
triple cast. The actor who plays Doctor also plays Trouble, Hester’s son, and
the role of chorus member. Reverend D. is Baby and also a part of the cho-
rus. The Welfare Lady (hereafter Welfare) is Bully and chorus. Amiga Gringa
is Beauty and chorus. Chilli is Jabber and chorus. Despite the multiple cast-
ing, it is immediately clear that the adult roles can be equated with the cho-
rus and should be read as distinct from the children. In short, the chorus
consists of Chilli, Reverend D., Amiga Gringa, Welfare, and Doctor.

Throughout the dramatic narrative, the individuated choral members in-
teract with Hester. The nature of their respective encounters re›ects an ex-
tended familiarity with the protagonist, despite her lower social standing,
and reveals their responsibility for her homelessness, poverty, and single-
parent status. Chilli and Reverend D. are absent fathers who refuse to pay
child support. Welfare underemploys Hester by paying her to make dresses.
Doctor loans her a dollar and threatens to perform a hysterectomy on Hes-
ter but does little to elevate her social position. Amiga Gringa steals money
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from Hester. Each encounter ends with the choral member leaving Hester
and, before exiting the stage, speaking in direct address to the audience.
Parks labels these moments “confessions.” They are the moments when the
individuated choral characters, who have already demonstrated their role in
Hester’s “low” status, reveal to the audience that their involvement is more
complex than initially presented. What makes these confessions dramatically
interesting, beyond offering more examples of how Hester was used, is that
they end without the characters accepting their roles in her mistreatment.
Toward the end of his visit with Hester, Doctor announces that she will have
to have a hysterectomy, referred to as a “removal of your womanly parts,” be-
cause of the number of children she has had—each by a different father. His
state-sponsored intervention suggests that Hester actively disregards safe-
sex practices and that her actions and the consequences of her actions, her
children, have created problems for the locality. As a result, she, like an ani-
mal, must be corrected—“‹xed.” Following his announcement, the Doctor
confesses the following to the audience:

When I see a woman begging on the streets I guess I could bring her in my
house / sit her at my table / make her a member of my family, sure. / But there
are hundreds and thousands of them / and my house cant hold them all. /
Maybe we should all take in just one. / Except they wouldnt really ‹t. / They
wouldnt really ‹t in with us. / Theres such a gulf between us. What can we
do? / . . . / Shes been one of my neediest cases for several years now. / What
can I do? Each time she comes to me / looking more and more forlorn / and
more and more in need of affection. / At ‹rst I wouldn’t touch her without
gloves on, but then—/ (Rest) / we did it once in that alley there, / she was /
phenomenal. / (Rest) / . . . / Sucked me off for what seemed like hours / But
I was very insistent. And held back / and she understood that I wanted her in
the traditional way. / And she was very giving very motherly very obliging very
understanding / very phenomenal. Let me cumm inside her. Like I needed
to. / What could I do? / I couldn’t help it.77

Robbie McCauley would identify Doctor as a rapist. Indeed, all of the other
adult characters within the play use their elevated social status to abuse Hes-
ter. Welfare, despite maintaining that she “walk[s] the line between us and
them / between our kind and their kind,” reveals that she participated in a
ménage à trois involving herself, her husband, and Hester.78 Ending her con-
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fession, Welfare declares, “It was my ‹rst threesome and it wont happen
again. And I should emphasize that she is a low-class person. What I mean is
that we have absolutely nothing in common.”79 Reverend D., after having
Hester perform oral sex on him and then compensating her with a “crumpled
bill,” states, within his confession, “Suffering is an enormous turn-on.”80 De-
spite his involvement with her, the Reverend, who has fathered her youngest
child, refuses to allow her “to drag me down / and sit me at the table / at the
head of the table of her fatherless house.”81 Chilli, Hester’s ‹rst love, father
of Hester’s ‹rst child, and, possibly Hester’s ‹rst sexual/romantic partner, re-
vokes his marriage proposal to Hester after encountering her children. His
rejection, simply stated within his confession, appears as follows: “She was
my ‹rst. / We was young. / Times change.”82 Amiga Gringa convinces Hester
to appear in sex shows for money.

Similar to Doctor, each character explains their actions to the theatrical
audience. Collectively, their words chronicle a series of assaults against the
black body and offer a glimpse at how historical re›ections can simultane-
ously center the black body and overlook the experiences of the black body.
It is easy to picture George Cuvier, especially as imagined by Parks, or Louis
Agassiz or Sally’s “master” using similar wording to describe and, indeed, jus-
tify their actions. It is not dif‹cult to envision how racial privilege and social
capital informed the manner with which Jim Corbett, Captain Hemings,
and, perhaps, Walker Evans interacted with black folk. Hester’s silence in-
vites a closer examination of the black body. Although she exists at the center
of each confession, Hester remains silent. Parks, as playwright, does not give
her protagonist an opportunity to directly address the audience. She is pre-
vented from being able to tell her story—to relay the facts from her per-
spective. This is not to say that the character is mute within the narrative. She
interacts with the ‹ve chorus members but does not offer any insight into her
perspective. Admittedly, the playwright does script a sixth and ‹nal “confes-
sion” that she awards to Hester. However, this “confession,” in style and con-
tent, differs from the ones that precede it. Whereas the other monologues
are relatively long and develop both logically and realistically, Hester’s ‹nal
words are comparatively shorter and more expressionistic. Her repetitive,
wandering statements appear to be more a vocalization of her fragile mental
condition—after having killed her son—than a persuasive, direct appeal to
connect with the audience. Hester’s silence is intriguing. Why is she the only
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character who does not confess? Why does Parks deny her the opportunity to
testify about her experiences?

I am making the following assumption: that confession and testimony are
related terms. Despite the fact the former tends to carry an association of
guilt over actions performed, whereas the latter centers itself on witnessed
events and often allows the speaker to choose silence rather than to incrimi-
nate herself, they share the fact that they gain their legitimacy through an as-
sociation with governmental or religious institutions and that they are spoken
narratives performed by participant-observers before a disinterested third
party. While Parks, a talented and dutiful linguist, may have elected to use
the word confession to associate a sense of guilt or, at least, immorality with
each of her characters, the content of their monologues appears equally to
confess and to testify to their actions. This is a both/and scenario, not an ei-
ther/or. Within their confessions, the characters testify. “To testify,” writes
Shoshana Felman, “is more than simply to report a fact or an event or to re-
late what has been lived, recorded and remembered. Memory is conjured
here essentially in order to address another, to impress upon a listener, to ap-
peal to a community.”83 Felman’s de‹nition reminds us that testimony, like
confession, begins at the point of reception and not at the moment of enun-
ciation. With its increasing speci‹city of the role of the audience in testi-
mony—from merely “another” to “listener” to “community”—Felman’s de-
scription suggests that the receptor of the delivered testimony represents the
locality, the society in which the testi‹er lives. To testify is to speak to your
neighbor in the form of a direct appeal. Within our present-day, mediatized
society, testimony is everywhere. It is both unavoidable and inescapable. It is
impossible to turn on the television and not be confronted with a spoken per-
sonal narrative in the form of court proceedings, therapy sessions, talk shows,
and infomercials. While one might have contended in the past that testimony
differed from confession in that the former was a public act and the latter
private, our contemporary media environment erases this difference. At any
time and, virtually, in any place, we can encounter the personal narratives
(whether testimonies or confessions) of others.

Noting the overabundance of people willing to talk about themselves be-
fore an audience and recalling that each chorus member in In the Blood de-
livers a confession, we are even more surprised that Hester, the protagonist
and the center of both Parks’s narrative and the narratives of the chorus
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(which are also Parks’s narratives), does not confess. At no point in the play
does she do what Doctor, Amiga Gringa, Welfare, Reverend D., and Chilli
do. She does not stand at the center of the stage, look directly at us, the au-
dience, and tell us about her past and past encounters. Instead, she remains
silent. When she does elect to speak, she rambles incoherently. Unlike the
others who confess, Hester jabbers. In light of Parks’s careful use of language
in her dramaturgy, it seems intentional that Hester, after killing Jabber, loses
the capacity to speak on her own behalf and before an audience. While this
certainly offers one possible explanation of why Hester remains silent or,
more accurately, lacks the ability to confess, there are other, equally plausi-
ble options. First, the chorus members represent the spectators in the audi-
ence. With the exception of Amiga Gringa, each chorus member is a re-
spected ‹gure within the imagined community of the play. Even Gringa,
thanks to her seeming whiteness, has access to societal privilege. These con-
nections allow the chorus members to appeal to the various privileges that
they share with the play’s spectators. In their confessions, they are speaking
with peers and, perhaps, colleagues, people who understand their point of
view and likely share their biases and prejudices. Hester, a member of the
underclass, cannot interact with her audience on the same level as these oth-
ers. Her only recourse is to not talk, or to talk to herself.

Second, we can borrow Giorgio Agamben’s reading of the limits to the
authority of the witness and apply it to In the Blood. In Remnants of
Auschwitz, Agamben suggests that there is a fundamental deception in the
testimony of witnesses. According to him, the ideal witnesses are those who
did not survive to testify. He writes, “The ‘true’ witnesses, the ‘complete wit-
nesses,’ are those who did not bear witness and could not bear witness. They
are those who ‘touched bottom.’”84 The inability of these idealized nonwit-
nesses to testify necessitates the emergence of others who must attempt to
speak from the unknowable position of the absent witness. In the case of the
Holocaust, the present witness must pretend to speak from the position of
the dead. Although Hester lives and, therefore, seems capable of speaking
on her own behalf, she too needs a surrogate because she has “touched bot-
tom.” Agamben’s reading of the true or complete witness suggests that suc-
cessful witnessing and testimony require distance from the actions, events,
or persons that they detail. Hester is too close to the experience to be able to
witness it, and therefore, to be able to speak about it. Indeed, she is the ex-
perience, or at least the sexualized body that creates the experiences for the
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chorus members. She continues to live that embodied experience in the
present, whereas the chorus members recount their interactions with her
from a past perspective.

Third and, perhaps, most interestingly, Hester’s silence compels us spec-
tators to imaginatively situate ourselves in her place in order to understand
her behavior as announced in the confessions of the chorus members or wit-
nessed onstage. It encourages us to attempt to understand her perspective
and experience of the body. Her silence elicits our empathy. This may have
been Parks’s intention. In a January 2004 interview with a student journalist
at Eastern Michigan University, Suzan-Lori Parks was asked, “What is the
one quality that you think that every person should work on improving?” The
playwright replied, “Compassion.” When pressed to explain why she chose
that word, Parks responded:

Because if you can see someone’s side of it regardless of who they are, what
they’re going through, if you can see, you know, Saddam Hussein getting his
mouth opened and feel something other than, like, the thing you’re pro-
grammed to feel . . . that’s a great, powerful thing, and it’s a force for positive
change. You know, if you can see the Unabomber and feel compassion for
him, if you can see the sniper and feel compassion for him. You know? If you
can see the serial killer and feel compassion for him, that’s a great thing.
That’s what Jesus and Gandhi and Buddha and Martin Luther King did.85

What does it mean for Parks to equate silence with compassion? Saddam
Hussein, the former president of Iraq who was deposed and imprisoned by
the United States in April 2003 and executed in 2006, appeared silent in the
publicly circulated images of his health inspection (by U.S. doctors) follow-
ing his arrest, and yet Parks suggests that his silence should encourage com-
passion for him. Silence elicits empathy. Why? In a world in which people
rush to tell others about themselves, the disempowered often lack a voice. Si-
lenced and marginalized by the dominating society within which they live,
these individuals enter into the national dialogue when they are the subject
matter of the conversations of the more empowered. They rarely are the
ones speaking. What Parks succeeds in doing is showcasing the vocal mar-
ginalization of the disempowered within her play. She gives their silence a
presence and a voice. Their silence encourages us, audience members and
readers of her play text, to listen more attentively for the voice that never will
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arise and then to give voice, through our collective imagination, to the body
whose activities we witness.

Each of the playwrights featured within this chapter sought to break si-
lences involving the black body. Parks takes two black bodies, places them
onstage, and invites us to imagine their experiences. McCauley channels the
memory of an ancestor alongside dreams about her encounters on the plan-
tation grounds and performs them across her body. Yellowman stages epi-
thets and descriptions of blackness that have been employed for centuries to
‹x an idea of the black body into a stereotype. Orlandersmith reveals how the
internalization of these words has structured experiences of the body. What
is striking about these plays is that they challenge the muting effect of his-
torical erasure or historical misrepresentation by centering not the voice but
the body. It is the body that speaks. In the next chapter, I continue to address
the historical touch and the embodied voice by looking at the role that the
black body has played within lynching campaigns in the twentieth century
within the United States. I suggest that the events rarely were generative of
remains of the performance, and that the body, either living or dead, became
the chief artifact of those social enactments. I also offer an account of how a
single lynching survivor has used his body and his memories of his near-
death to create a memorial to racial violence within the United States.
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chapter five

Housing the Memory of Racial Violence: 
The Black Body as Souvenir, Museum, 

and Living Remain

People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them.

—James Baldwin, Stranger in the Village

On 2 April 1899, approximately two thousand white men, women, and chil-
dren participated, as both witnesses and active agents, in the murder of Sam
Hose in Newman, Georgia. Sam Hose was burned alive. In the ‹nal mo-
ments of his life, the assembled crowd descended upon his body and col-
lected various parts of it as souvenirs. The Spring‹eld (Massachusetts) Re-
publican recounted the scene of Hose’s dismemberment in the following
manner:

Before the torch was applied to the pyre, the negro was deprived of his ears,
‹ngers and genital parts of his body. He pleaded pitifully for his life while the
mutilation was going on, but stood the ordeal of ‹re with surprising fortitude.
Before the body was cool, it was cut to pieces, the bones were crushed into
small bits, and even the tree upon which the wretch met his fate was torn up
and disposed of as “ ‘souvenirs.”’ The negro’s heart was cut into several pieces,
as was also his liver. Those unable to obtain ghastly relics direct paid their
more fortunate possessors extravagant sums for them. Small pieces of bones
went for 25 cents, and a bit of liver crisply cooked sold for 10 cents.1

Seven months later in December 1899, the New York World, in an article en-
titled “Roasted Alive,” reported on the similar fate of Richard Coleman in
Maysville, Kentucky, before a crowd of “thousands of men and hundreds of
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women and children.” The article noted that “long after most of the mob
went away little children from six to ten years of age carried dried grass and
kindling wood and kept the ‹re burning all during the afternoon.”2 It also re-
vealed that “relic-hunters visited the scene and carried away pieces of ›esh
and the negro’s teeth. Others got pieces of ‹ngers and toes and proudly ex-
hibit the ghastly souvenirs to-night.”3 In a 27 February 1901 Chicago Record
article on the hanging and burning of George Ward before a crowd of four
thousand people in Terre Haute, Indiana, the newspaper gave the following
account of the scene of Ward’s murder:

When the crowd neared the ‹re tired of renewing it after two hours, it was
seen that the victim’s feet were not burned. Someone called an offer of a dol-
lar for one of the toes and a boy quickly took out his knife and cut off a toe.
The offer was followed by others, and the horrible traf‹c was continued,
youths holding up toes and asking for bids.4

Sam Hose, Richard Coleman, and George Ward are three of the more than
three thousand black men, women, and children who were lynched across
the United States between 1880 and 1930. My investment in the lynching
tragedy does not center itself on the horrifying numbers of black men,
women, and children who were forcibly taken from their homes (or from jail
cells), paraded throughout town, and executed before a mass mob.5 Nor does
my interest rest in the allegations and charges used to justify these assaults—
from stories of sexual assaults on white women to violations of minor laws
and ordinances (such as vagrancy or trespassing). Nor am I interested in
reading lynching in terms of a prescripted performance or ritualistic prac-
tice. These areas have been addressed, in books and articles, to the point of
near-exhaustion in the areas of African American studies, English, history,
sociology, and performance studies. What captures my attention is some-
thing that appears within the majority of these disciplines but has received
scant attention in each: the dismemberment of the black body for souvenirs
following the lynching event. I am interested in this feature, in large part, be-
cause I am haunted by the image of white hands, variably male or female,
adult or child, holding aloft a slice of Sam Hose’s crisped liver, Richard Cole-
man’s burned ›esh, or George Ward’s toe. As a means of working through my
own complicated relationship with this image while simultaneously spot-
lighting an often-neglected area of lynching scholarship, I here focus upon
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the black body as a target of racial violence and read its experiences as en-
capsulated within lynching souvenirs and as represented within museum dis-
plays. In the ‹rst part of this chapter, I look at the black body in the aftermath
of the lynching event and variously read it in terms of the souvenir, the fetish,
and the performance remain. I contend that the lynching keepsake can not
only be de‹ned by, but also can exceed, each of these three terms. Contain-
ing within itself the various features of the souvenir, the fetish, and the re-
main, the body part recalls and remembers the performance of which it is a
part. It not only gestures toward the beliefs that motivated its theft but also
renders visible the body from which it was taken. In the second part, I chron-
icle the efforts of a lynching survivor, James Cameron, to create a lasting
memorial to the history (and horrors) of racial violence that has targeted the
black body within the United States. I discuss not only how the museum ac-
creditation process can lead to the silencing of this history and the erasing of
these horrors from governmentally sponsored displays but also how the ex-
perience of a single body can disrupt the racialized disciplining process of
black stillness via the commemoration of spectacular violence.

Part I: The Body as Souvenir

The lynching souvenir is a spectacular performance remain or, more accu-
rately, a remain of a performance spectacle. Although not typical of all lynch-
ings, nearly a third of them were orchestrated affairs in which allegations of
criminal wrongdoing by the accused were circulated in such a totalizing man-
ner that the community rendered the accused guilty in advance of and with-
out a trial. With the populace “so powerfully insistent on guilt, so uninter-
ested in any other scenario,” advertisements were placed in local newspapers
in which the date, time, location, and even the schedule of activities (the pro-
gram) were announced.6 On the scheduled day and at the appointed hour,
scores of spectators would assemble to witness the public staging of
vengeance acted upon the accused by the victim or the victim’s family, the
prolonged torture of the accused by the lynching organizers, the lynching (by
burning, hanging, or shooting) of the accused, and the dismemberment of
the accused’s body into souvenirs. As public performances, lynchings far sur-
passed all other forms of entertainment in terms of their ability to attract an
audience and the complexity of their narratives. A lynching was an event—
something not to be missed. In this section, I seek to understand the purpose
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and the function of the souvenirs collected by participant-observers at the
scene of the lynching event.

The word souvenir has its origins in the Latin word subvenire, which
means “to come into the mind” (OED). Both a noun and a verb, souvenir can
refer to the actions taken to ensure that something or someone is remem-
bered, or can serve as a trigger toward that remembrance. Its memorial func-
tion, whether as a transitive verb or an actionable noun, anchors itself in its
ability to bring the sensation of the other—an other person or an other
place—into one’s own body or conception of self. The souvenir, according to
Susan Stewart, author of the only book-length study of the concept, “is by
de‹nition incomplete. And this incompleteness is always metonymic to the
scene of its original appropriation in the sense that it is a sample.”7 It exists
after the fact—after the passage of the event or the experience of which it
was once a part, as part of the whole—in order to gesture back to the event
or the experience that was. Stewart observes:

But whether the souvenir is a material sample or not, it will exist as a sample
of the now-distanced experience, an experience which the object can only
evoke and resonate to, and can never entirely recoup. In fact, if it could re-
coup the experience, it would erase its own partiality, that partiality which is
the very source of its power.8

The souvenir refers back to a larger experience, of which it is a fragment. If
the souvenir could be the entire experience rather than just a part, then it
would cease to be a souvenir. Jean Baudrillard makes a similar claim, observ-
ing that the collectible is “divested of its [originary] function and made rela-
tive to a subject.”9 Incomplete in itself, the souvenir requires an accompany-
ing narrative furnished by its possessor in order to ‹ll in that which is missing
and to allow the fragment to re›ect the event or experience of which it is a
part. For example, a seashell, removed from a beach, can represent a beach
vacation. Although the shell may not carry any real meaning in and of itself,
it assumes a symbolic value when a narrative is attached to it.

An aura or a sense of mystique shrouds the souvenir because, in addition
to being incomplete, it is also illicit. It “always displays the romance of the
contraband, for its scandal is its removal from its ‘natural’ location.”10 Cer-
tainly, the appeal of a souvenir, to the person who takes the object and the au-
dience to whom it is displayed, anchors itself in the souvenir’s stolen quality.
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Taken away from its environment, which is unlike the one in which it is dis-
played, the souvenir’s presence reveals its own theft. In the case of the shell,
its presence in the apartment of a landlocked city-dweller underscores the
fact of its removal from its natural environment. Despite its incomplete and
stolen nature, the souvenir threatens the stability of the present through its
portrayal of the past as ‹xed and controllable. According to Stewart, it func-
tions to “authenticate a past or otherwise remote experience and, at the same
time, to discredit the present.”11 Jane Desmond, in Staging Tourism, situates
this aspect of the souvenir within a “salvage paradigm”:

This belief assumes that that which is natural is vanishing and is in need of
saving. . . . Ultimately, this is a liberal attitude with potentially conservative
outcomes. While seeming to celebrate cultural difference or the natural
world, this paradigm dehistoricizes certain people, practices, geographic re-
gions, and their animal inhabitants, setting them up as avatars of unchanging
innocence and authenticity, as origin and ideal.12

The souvenir saves the past and represents it in the present. It records the
that which was in a material object that can be referenced and revisited over
time. In contrast, the present, the that which is now, existing just beyond
ourselves, resists both objecti‹cation and commodi‹cation because its ongo-
ing status disallows the creation of an entrapping retrospective narrative.
This retrospective narrative, when attached to the souvenir, ‹xes the past and
thus renders it unchanging. It also creates the possibility of historical revision
in that the narrative itself determines the meaning of the keepsake. For ex-
ample, in the case of the shell, my accompanying narrative supplements its
incompleteness and enables it to represent my beach vacation while simulta-
neously displacing the historical origins of the shell itself.

The lynching keepsake satis‹es each of these descriptors of the souvenir.
First and foremost, it is incomplete and ‹nds a sense of wholeness through
an embrace of an accompanying narrative. In the cases of the crisped liver of
Sam Hose or the burned ›esh of Richard Coleman, it seems unlikely that
anyone encountering either without the aid of a story to ›esh out the details
of the lynching event would know what she was seeing.13 George Ward’s toe,
even if recognized as being a toe, would still remain incomplete without the
aid of a narrative to identify the original possessor of the body part and to re-
lay the process of its collection. It is only when the details of the burning of
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each individual are revealed that the objects become meaningful as sou-
venirs.

Unfortunately, the narratives attached to these body parts are dif‹cult to
locate. As performance scholar Kirk Fuoss realized, “One of the most
signi‹cant aspects regarding the subjects of lynching is precisely the way in
which the true and complete story evades the truth-telling capacity of even
the ablest investigator employing the most insightful and uncompromising
methods.”14 What makes the stories so evasive is not necessarily the lies and
falsehoods told to the investigators, but the general unwillingness of mem-
bers of localized communities to share their tales with strangers or outsiders.
Arthur Raper, the sociologist who ‹rst offered a comprehensive study of
lynching in 1933, referred to this tendency toward silence when he observed,
“A lynching makes a lot of otherwise good people go blind or lose their mem-
ories.”15 An example appears in the court transcripts of a 1930 case involving
the lynching of two teenagers in Marion, Indiana. In the following exchange,
Earl Stroup, an “outside” prosecutor, questions Bert White, the town’s long-
time local sheriff.

Q. You have no doubt talked to a number of people who were spectators
there and saw a lot of this.

A. Yes sir.
Q. Who?
A. I couldn’t say.
Q. Acquaintances of yours were there?
A. Well, people—business people that were there in the crowds that night

and was there on the street: I expect the whole town was down there.
Q. Can you name any particular person?
A. No sir I couldn’t name any particular person.16

White’s stonewalling of Stroup reveals the dif‹culty of obtaining the narra-
tives of the people who participated, even as witnesses, in the various lynch-
ing campaigns. His selective amnesia explains how, as Raper noted, “Of the
tens of thousands of lynchers and onlookers, the latter not guiltless, only
forty-nine were indicted and only four have been sentenced.”17

When the ‹rst-person stories of lynching events were revealed to out-
siders of the community in which the lynchings had occurred, they either
were broadcast by overzealous children or were spoken conspiratorially in
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hushed tones to avoid detection. Walter White in Rope and Faggot, his 1929
study of lynchings in the southern regions of the United States, gives an ex-
ample of the ‹rst type of leak by opening his book with the following per-
sonal anecdote:

In Florida some years ago, several lynchings and the burning of the Negro
section of the town followed the attempt of a Negro pharmacist to vote in a
national election. One morning shortly afterwards I walked along the road
which led from the beautiful little town to the spot where ‹ve Negroes had
been burned. Three shining-eyed, healthy, cleanly children, headed for
school, approached me. As I neared them, the eldest, a ruddy-cheeked girl of
nine or ten, asked if I was going to the place where “the niggers” had been
killed. I told her I might stop and see the spot. Animatedly, almost as joyously
as though the memory were of Christmas morning or the circus, she told me,
her slightly younger companions interjecting a word here and there or nod-
ding vigorous assent, of “the fun we had burning the niggers.”18

The children, in their sheer enthusiasm, share their narratives with White.
Interestingly, the author elects to spare his reader the details given him and
offers merely a summary of what was said. White’s anecdote intrigues me be-
cause it underscores the vividness of the memory of the children who at-
tended the lynching event. Compared to the memories of “Christmas morn-
ing or the circus,” the children’s re›ections likely arrived in a torrent ‹lled
with so many details that the listener must have been taken aback by them.
This memory of the children and their (later) willingness to show White the
site of the burning—that is, if they had the time to do so—underscores the
fact that these narratives did not immediately disappear.

Sociologist Orlando Patterson, in Rituals of Blood, writes, “It takes little
imagination to understand now, how the powerful—and for the children who
were forced to watch, no doubt traumatic—experience of watching the tor-
ture, mutilation, and the burning alive of the African-American victim would
have become encoded forever, through the overwhelming odor of his roast-
ing body, on the memories of all who participated.”19 Evidence in support of
Patterson’s claim appears in the 1997 documentary Third Man Alive, in
which several senior citizens recall witnessing the performance of two lynch-
ings in 1930.20 Despite the passage of years and the onslaught of age, their
memories remain so fresh and complete that at least one of them, like
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White’s informants, becomes animated in the retelling. If we consider
White’s sources, along with those depicted in the video documentary, to be
representative of the participant-observers at the scene of the lynching spec-
tacle, then it follows that lynching memories and the narratives through
which they were expressed remained alive within localized communities but
rarely may have been shared with outsiders. Whereas the youth and care-
lessness of children explain one way in which these narratives escaped the
protective silence of the communities, it would be a mistake to assume that
the only leaks were children. James Allen, the collector of a series of post-
cards that later became the much-discussed Without Sanctuary exhibit,
gained his ‹rst lynching images by attending antique fairs and ›ea markets
and, within those spaces, by being approached by individuals who, in a whis-
per, would offer to show and sell him various images of lynched ‹gures.21

Allen remembers that “a trader pulled me aside and in conspiratorial tones
offered to sell me a real photo postcard.”22

While it is remarkable that Allen was able to obtain the various images
that ‹ll his collection, what fascinates me, within the context of the accessi-
bility of lynching narratives, are not the pictures on the postcards but the few
lines of text that appear on the back of them. Although these words were
written in a relatively public forum (postcard), they signal the types of con-
versations and exchanges people would have held within a private space. On
one card, a son, referring to the image of the burned body of William Stan-
ley, who was murdered in August 1915, writes to his mother, “This is the Bar-
becue we had last night, My picture is to the left with a cross over it, Your
son.”23 On another, an unidenti‹ed author, on a postcard depicting the
March 1910 murder of Allen Brooks, notes:

Well John—This is a token of a great day we had in Dallas, March 3, a negro
was hung for an assault on a three year old girl. I saw this on my noon hour. I
was very much in the bunch. You can see the negro on a telephone pole.24

What these few lines reveal is that the lynching campaigns—and, more im-
portantly, the crowd’s participation as witnesses, in the execution of those
campaigns—were signi‹cant events in the participants’ lives. They motivated
discussion and prompted audiences to share their experiences with one an-
other. According to Jane Desmond, such narratives tended to “authenticate
the acts of travel and of witnessing and then in turn position the recipient as
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witness to the sender’s experience. In this way, a public act (seeing a sight) is
transformed into a private history (what I saw) with social meaning (look at
what I saw).”25 Beyond merely projecting a sense of wholeness upon an in-
complete souvenir, these accompanying narratives appealed to a community
of listeners. This displaying and sharing—a form of showing and telling—
rendered the object and the event from which it was taken meaningful
within a given community.

As powerful as the accompanying narratives are, they do not replace the
need for the souvenir itself. The magic of the souvenir anchors itself in its
status as contraband, an object improperly removed from a given place or an
event. This is why the body part as a keepsake trumps postcards or pictures
of the same lynched body. The former contains, in a Benjaminian sense, an
aura lacking in the latter. The desire for the actual body parts was so pro-
nounced that spectators literally stripped the scene of the lynching campaign
for souvenirs that bore even the slightest relation to the event that had tran-
spired there. Dennis Downey and Raymond Hyser, in their book No
Crooked Death, underscore the frenzy for authentic items in their account of
the behavior of the crowd following the murder by burning of Zachariah
Walker in Coatesville, Pennsylvania, on 12 August 1911:

Approximately one hundred and ‹fty individuals maintained an all-night vigil
near the ‹re, waiting to collect souvenirs. Some of the more aggressive
among them used fence railings to dredge Walker’s bones from the glowing
embers. The manacles and footboard were also pulled from the pyre and
then doused in water and broken up as souvenirs. The next day, several en-
terprising boys even sold some of Walker’s remains to anxious customers in
Coatesville. A curious reporter who visited the lynching site several months
later found many changes, including the absence of grass where the burning
took place and the almost complete demolition of the split-rail fence. “Visi-
tors have carried away anything that looked like a souvenir,” he wrote.26

The absence of remains at the site of the lynching campaign reveals the ac-
tions of collectors who, in the aftermath of the event, took everything having
to do with the lynching site—even the blades of grass that the ashes of the
body had touched. To possess a souvenir of Zachariah Walker’s body or of the
scene of his murder was to have material evidence of one’s presence at and
proximity to the event. Recalling that the site was stripped bare, the souvenir

Housing the Memory of Racial Violence 175



likely reminded its viewer of the looting that occurred in the aftermath of
Walker’s murder. Its presence as a souvenir underscored its absence from the
scene of the lynching campaign.27

In addition to referencing their status as contraband, lynching souvenirs
embody the past in the present. They not only ‹x the black body within a his-
torical moment, but also transform it into a captive object to be owned, dis-
played, and, quite possibly, traded. What makes them so interesting is that
they, much like the contemporary mass-produced, stereotypical commercial
images of the black body, sought to commodify the body at a time when it
was gaining new liberties in the present. The majority of scholars who have
published studies on the lynchings of black men, women, and children agree
that the motivating factor for such campaigns was a postemancipation back-
lash in which white, working-class residents of primarily agricultural com-
munities sought to stay the perceived threats of increased social rights and
property ownership by African Americans. Robyn Wiegman, in American
Anatomies, views lynching campaigns as an organized effort by the dominat-
ing elements within society to prevent the “transformation from chattel to
citizenry” of black folk.28 Lynching objecti‹ed the bodies and rendered them
permanently still. Lynching souvenirs commodi‹ed black bodies. Walter
White asserted that “lynching is much more an expression of Southern fear
of Negro progress than Negro crime.”29 Michael J. Pfeiffer, in Rough Justice,
observed that lynchers “sought to ‘preserve order,’ that is to uphold the hier-
archical prerogatives of the dominant residents of the locality.”30 W. Fitzhugh
Brundage, in Lynching in the New South, writes that lynch mobs “enacted a
ritual that af‹rmed their racial beliefs but also embodied their commitment
to such values as white male dominance, personal honor, and the etiquette of
chivalry.”31

The lynched body, as a keepsake, conforms with the various attributes of
the souvenir as outlined by Stewart, Baudrillard, and Desmond. It is there-
fore surprising that Stewart considers such “souvenirs of death” to be “the
most potent antisouvenirs.”

They mark the horrible transformation of meaning into materiality more
than they mark, as other souvenirs do, the transformation of materiality into
meaning. If the function of the souvenir proper is to create a continuous
and personal narrative of the past, the function of such souvenirs of death is
to disrupt that continuity. Souvenirs of the mortal body are not so much a
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nostalgic celebration of the past as they are an erasure of the signi‹cance of
history.32

In the case of the body, Stewart contends that it is always already more than
material; the effort to transform the meaning that it has into material (i.e., to
turn the body into a screen upon which another meaning can be projected)
exists as a form of historical erasure. Her argument suggests, in the case of
lynching souvenirs, that George Ward’s toe would represent the lynching
campaign and, perhaps, the desire of the lynch mob to ‹x the body in the
past—but not the lynched person George Ward. To view Ward’s toe as a sou-
venir would be to erase George Ward from history.

Despite our own misgivings, we have to realize that the body, within
lynching scenarios, did serve as a souvenir or keepsake for those who at-
tended the lynchings; we must accept the fact that the souvenir, by de‹ni-
tion, includes the body.33 The body part gains its status as souvenir at (spa-
tially) and in (temporally) the moment of its removal. Its theft signals a break
in which the keepsake assumes a projected meaning that may or may not cor-
respond with its prior, pre-removed status. Although it is unfortunate that we
could lose sight of the person in our analyses, the reality is that the souvenir
exists at the moment of its removal. It is at this point that the body part liter-
ally disassociates itself from the body. I suggest, therefore, that we reject any
assertion that the body part cannot be a souvenir. In the preceding pages, I
demonstrated that it satis‹es the most signi‹cant attributes of the souvenir:
it is incomplete and requires an accompanying narrative; its allure is its sta-
tus as contraband, continually gesturing toward its own theft; it brings the
past into the present by giving it a tangible, material form. Although the body
part as keepsake threatens to erase the deceased body from history, I con-
tend that the possibility of such historical revision is itself an aspect of the
souvenir. In the pages that follow, I continue my investigation of these lynch-
ing souvenirs within the frame of fetishism and performance remains. I
maintain that the referent (George Ward) of the souvenir (toe) never entirely
disappears.

The Body as Fetish

Whereas the body part, when viewed as a souvenir, underscores its own ma-
teriality and consequently absents its originary wholeness, when read as a
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fetish it regains its prior prefragmented status. Additionally, it projects—or,
perhaps more accurately, has projected upon itself—powers that exceed its
tangible properties. Beyond being the stolen catalyst that aids in the creation
of a retrospective narrative concerning a witnessed event, George Ward’s
toe, for example, as a fetish object could be viewed as possessing magical
abilities capable of bringing luck or restoring health. In this section, I exam-
ine the body parts as fetish objects with the aim of understanding why spec-
tators collected them and how the meaning they bore directly referenced the
lynching victims themselves.

In Crowds and Power, Elias Canetti contends that the desires within a
group to kill and to collect pieces of the recently killed as souvenirs increase
in proportion to the size of the swelling crowd. Detailing the scene of a pub-
lic execution, he writes, “The real executioner is the crowd. . . . It approves
the spectacle and, with passionate excitement, gathers from far and near to
watch it from beginning to end. It wants it to happen and hates being
cheated of its victim.”34 According to Canetti, the act of witnessing the death
of another transforms and ultimately leads to the disbanding of the group,
because in these moments the assembled spectators “recognize the [exe-
cuted] as one of themselves . . . for they all see themselves in him.” Haunted
by the re›ection of their own mortality, they disperse “in a kind of ›ight from
him.”35 Why do the actions of Canetti’s racially unmarked audience at a pub-
lic execution differ from those of the white spectators who attended the
lynching of a black individual? Unlike Canetti’s “baiting crowd,” whose new-
found self-awareness compels them to ›ee the murder scene, the lynching
audience lingered. In the murders of both Ward and Coleman, spectators re-
mained at the site for hours after both men had been killed. Furthermore,
they dismembered each body and collected its pieces as souvenirs of the
lynching event that they had witnessed. If the spectators had recognized
themselves in the ‹gures of either man, it seems unlikely that they would
have behaved in the manner in which they did. Instead, the crowd acted
more like game hunters in the moments following a successful hunt. They
sought souvenirs that could not only represent the experience of the hunt,
but also testify to their presence at and, presumably, their participation in the
death of their game. Canetti contends that such behavior is typical of the
“hunting pack,” “the most primitive dynamic unit known among men.” He
asserts that in the aftermath of the kill, “each man now wants something for
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himself, and wants as much as possible.”36 George Ward’s toe and Richard
Coleman’s tooth became analogous to a bear’s claw and a shark’s tooth. They
were trophies. Unlike the animal pieces, however, the parts belonging to the
human body were deemed special. They had value, meaning, and, by some
accounts, unique powers. These body parts as trophies were not just sou-
venirs. They were fetish objects.

Meaning “charm” or “sorcery” and deriving from the Portuguese word
feitico, the word fetish was employed by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Portuguese merchants to describe the sculptures, ‹gurines, trinkets, and
other religious possessions of their West African trading partners. Offering a
useful de‹nition of the term in his two-part investigative study, William Pietz
asserts that the fetish object has four traits: it is materially based; it synthe-
sizes multiple elements in a single body; it has social value; it has the power
to affect the physical body. “The ‹rst characteristic to be identi‹ed as essen-
tial to the notion of the fetish,” Pietz writes, “is that of the fetish object’s ir-
reducible materiality.” He continues, “The truth of the fetish resides in its
status as a material embodiment; its truth is not that of the idol, for the idol’s
truth lies in its relation of iconic resemblance to some immaterial model or
entity.”37 Whereas the idol does not have any power in itself, the fetish’s
magic emerges from its ability to resemble or reference something else.38

For example, a cruci‹x does not have any real power other than its ability to
reference the suffering of Jesus Christ. To pray to the cross is not to pray to
the material object of the cross, but to Christ; the underlying premise is that
the cruci‹x connects the praying body to Him. In contrast, the fetish, as
Joseph Roach observes in Cities of the Dead, possesses “original motive pow-
ers.”39 Its power is both contained within and emerges from its materiality.

Furthermore, the fetish object “has an ordering power derived from its
status as the ‹xation or inscription of a unique originating event that has
brought together previously heterogeneous elements into a novel identity.”40

The lynching souvenir as fetish object satis‹es this requirement in its ability
to condense multiple meanings into a single body. George Ward’s toe can
represent George Ward, the lynching campaign, Ward’s dismemberment,
white chivalry, and dozens of other meanings that rally together at the site of
the body (part). The toe, as fetish, structures and orders these meanings but
exists as the sum total of them all. The third attribute of the fetish object is
that it has social value. The fetish object carries meaning to those individuals
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who desire to possess or who already own it. It is important to note that this
value does not have to be widely accepted or universally understood; the
Portuguese merchants did not hold the same religious beliefs as their trading
partners. Finally, the fetish object must cause an effect in the physical body
of the possessor or, as Pietz noted, it requires “the subjection of the human
body (as the material locus of action and desire) to the in›uence of certain
signi‹cant material objects that, although cut off from the body, function as
its controlling organs at certain moments.”41 In the most dramatic reading of
this attribute, the fetish exerts a real, tangible effect upon the physical body;
its embrace or presence heals a sick person or helps an infertile person con-
ceive a child. If we think of the somewhat caricatured image of the voodoo
priestess manipulating a doll and the resulting effect on the human body,
then we have gained a glimpse of the fetish object in its most extreme form.

Of the few published accounts that mention lynching souvenirs, Andrew
Buckser’s 1992 article, “Lynching as Ritual in the American South,” most
closely reads these collected body parts in terms of fetishism. Despite not
employing the word, he repeatedly states that the mass mobs who partici-
pated in the lynching campaigns and subsequently dismembered the body
believed that the remains were magical, or at least had the capacity to bring
about physical changes in the body of the possessor. He observes that the col-
lectors of body parts “attributed to these souvenirs the power to bring luck or
to promote health.”42 Buckser makes repeated references to such keepsakes
as “good luck charms”; George Ward’s toe might have been the equivalent of
a rabbit’s foot. If we take the author’s account at face value, then the lynch-
ing souvenirs were fetish objects. They were thought by those who collected
them to be material objects that were meaningful, valuable, and capable of
exciting a physical effect upon the body. Unfortunately, Buckser’s claims are
unsubstantiated; he does not cite a single source in support of his statements
that people viewed souvenirs as being either magical or lucky.

Despite the fact that she does not view the body part as being particularly
lucky, Trudier Harris, in Exorcising Blackness, her 1984 study of white-on-
black lynchings as re›ected in both history and literature, suggests that it did
bestow symbolic power on its possessor. The author maintains that the ma-
jority of lynchings were used to check the threat of black male sexuality.
Through the murder and castration of the black male body, the men within
the crowd sought to reaf‹rm their privilege and status in society. According
to Harris, sociopolitical power and sexual potency are indistinguishable:

180 embodying black experience



For white males involved in the lynchings and burnings of black males, there
is a symbolic transfer of power at the point of executions. The black man is
stripped of his prowess, but the very act of stripping brings symbolic power
to the white man. His actions suggest, that, subconsciously he craves the very
thing he is forced to destroy. Yet he destroys it as an indication of the politi-
cal (sexual) power he has and takes it unto himself in the form of souvenirs as
an indication of the kind of power he would like.43

Harris reads the actions of the white lynchers as forms of phallus and penis
envy. The crowd checks its perceptions of the excesses of the black male’s
sexuality through a dismemberment of his body. The body parts themselves
as souvenirs and fetish objects signal the removal of the sexual threat and the
crowd’s desire for the power contained within such threats. Harris’s critique
reads the black body through a lens of psychoanalytic fetishism, conse-
quently ‹xating the various stereotypes of the black body, potentially over-
looking the social factors that contributed to these lynchings and ignoring the
presence of women within such performance spaces. Still, her underlying
thesis foregrounds the power contained within the various trophies of the
lynching spectacle.

Unlike Harris and, to an extent, Buckser, Orlando Patterson does not
view the lynching souvenir as being socially signi‹cant as a collectible before
the enactment of the lynching performance. It is the lynching event itself
that transforms the souvenir into a fetish object, giving it value, meaning, and
motive powers. According to Patterson, a sociologist, the lynching spectacle
can be read as a religious rite whose allure appears in its seeming ability to
transform the everyday object into something rife with spiritual meaning.
The body part, like the eucharistic wafer, changes within the framework of
the performance event. Often incited by the rhetoric of priests or ministers,
frequently occurring on Sundays, and usually conducted in public communal
areas, lynchings, Patterson contends, bore striking similarities to religious
services. Likening the spectacle to a sacri‹cial rite, he asserts:

Because the sacri‹ces did not take place in already consecrated places such as
churches, the use of ‹re as a consecrating agent became necessary, in this way
serving the multiple functions of consecration, torture, and the divine devour-
ing of the soul. The stakes to which the victims were tied were obviously con-
secrated in the process also, since they became relics to be treasured.44
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The lynching event was a racial holocaust. It transformed the lynching vic-
tims into martyrs, not only sanctifying their bones but also the various prop-
erties of the murder scene. Much as people seek splinters from the True
Cross on which Christ was nailed, and similar to Catholic churches blessed
by their possession of the bones of deceased saints, the witnesses cum col-
lectors sought a religious experience in their pursuit of lynching souvenirs.
The souvenir-as-relic became a way for participant-observers to enhance
their spirituality. Furthermore, the relic as a fetish object, with its perceived
original motive powers, could be thought to bestow certain effects upon the
physical body of its possessor. If the chalice that Christ’s lips touched could
bring eternal youth and the bones of St. Peter could consecrate the grounds
of a basilica, then what, if any, power rested in George Ward’s toe?

George Ward’s toe, in reality, could not bring luck, resolve sexual anxi-
eties, or engender a religious experience. While I do concede the possibility
that some individuals may have held such beliefs, my discomfort with such
an overarching reading of the meaning contained within the body parts rests
in the fact that each reading absents the body of George Ward. The lynching
souvenir becomes a number of possibilities, but none of them is as a repre-
sentation of the lynching victim himself. Is it possible to hold Ward’s toe
without thinking of Ward himself or, at least, being aware of the body that
was once Ward? I do not think so. In fact, I would assert that the value, the
meaning, and even the desire for the lynching souvenir rested in the popular
awareness that the possessed keepsake not only lived but also existed as a
subject. This thing here was alive. It was him. The souvenir as a fetish object
had the power to remember the dead.

The crowd’s desire for the living remain, the fetishized lynching souvenir,
and its meaning and value are all irrevocably tied to the lynching victim. Elias
Canetti, at various points in Crowds and Power, remarks that the act of wit-
nessing death, which entails being in its presence, leads not only to the
recognition that the witness too could have died but also, and perhaps more
importantly, that the witness has survived. She is lucky—because she contin-
ues to live. The lynching souvenir becomes, for her, a treasured keepsake re-
membering her encounter with death as well as a charm that protects her
from death. The witness is lucky because she was not George Ward. Simi-
larly, the souvenir’s symbolic power emerges at the moment the spectator re-
alizes that the lynching victim has died. Canetti writes, “Simply because he is
still there, the survivor feels that he is better than [the dead].”45 In his read-
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ing of lynchings as a sacri‹cial rite, Orlando Patterson makes an important
observation that bears on this discussion of the crowd’s awareness of the life
contained within the souvenir: “An essential part of the sacri‹cial rite is that
some profound change occurs in the sacri‹ced object, and there is awe in ac-
tually witnessing the transition from a state of life to a state of death.”46 In-
deed, according to Patterson, the silence-inducing transformation proves so
striking, with its religious overtones, that the crowd feels compelled to strip
the scene for mementos. Despite my doubts that the audience viewed the
lynching body part as a consecrated object, I believe that the particular allure
of the body part rested in its status as both a part and a remain of the trans-
formation process. The possession, once viable, no longer lives.

In their reconstitution and remembrance of the lynching victim, the
crowd had neither the opportunity nor the occasion to know the actual per-
son being lynched. Considering the racial politics of the period and the fact
that lynchings were intended to stem the social advancement of African
Americans, it seems likely that the body part as souvenir prompted thoughts
of an imagined and perhaps mythical construct of the black body. It was not
George Ward’s toe. It was a black toe. Some nigger’s toe. This disavowal,
through the creation of a generalized substitute, of the particular (the refer-
ent), absented the actual body from the lynching scene without jeopardizing
its symbolic value as both souvenir and fetish. Perhaps the best way of un-
derstanding how Ward could disappear within the recollected spectacle that
dismembered him is to consider two very different scenarios involving his re-
mains. In the ‹rst, the crowd descends upon his body and collects pieces as
souvenirs of the event they have witnessed. In the second, Ward’s family, af-
ter the crowd has departed, searches the lynching site for pieces of the lynch-
ing victim to bury. Within each scenario, the body part triggers a different
conception of Ward. Surely, the crowd and the family members did not think
of the same person, in the same manner, in their respective interactions with
his bodily remains.47 Although I suspect that those who collected body parts
were not seeking to commune with the recently departed (but still present),
I believe it is important to consider the possibility of such an action occur-
ring. Is there a way in which a person can know George Ward through the
possession of his parts? Is it possible to see him when we look at his sou-
venired and fetishized toe? I believe it is.

To touch the body, even as a collected part, is to gain access to its em-
bodied experience, memory, and history. It is to encounter the skin and
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bloodstream memories about which contemporary artist-scholars Brenda
Dixon-Gottschild and August Wilson have written.48 These past experiences
survive in the present, across new and present bodies, because the body it-
self remembers the violence that was directed against it. This violence lands
upon and marks the body. It shapes its movements and governs its actions. It
is this experience of violence, a body-marked violence, that gets passed from
generation to generation through the socialization of children. For example,
a child’s “whuppin” echoes prior acts of corporeal punishment, such as the
whippings of captives on plantations. From this perspective, future bodies
carry the markings, the scars, of a passed/past violence. Violence passes. To
touch the body part, as a souvenir of a lynching event, is to reopen or
reawaken the embodied experience of prior bodies. Admittedly, this “inher-
itance of injury,” as Hershini Bhana Young calls it, requires recognition and
imagination. We must ‹rst acknowledge the similarities between our bodies
and another body. Once we can see the body (part) as whole, living, breath-
ing, and performing, then we can imagine the activities and experiences that
led to the body’s fragmentation, death, silence, and stillness.

In the previous chapter, I developed this contention through a close
analysis of Suzan-Lori Parks’s play Venus and Robbie McCauley’s perfor-
mance piece Sally’s Rape. I asserted that Parks and McCauley could access
the embodied experiences of Saartjie Baartman, Sally Hemings, and Mc-
Cauley’s great-great-grandmother, among others, because their embodied
experiences reside within the black body. This occurs because African Amer-
icans share a common history and, more importantly, the legacy of that his-
tory structures similar experiences of the body. Whereas the differences in
bodies and lifestyles among other “obvious axes of division,” as Paul Gilroy
terms them, affects the imagined experience and threatens to encourage the
creation of a construct as substitute for the original body, the possibility ex-
ists that the imagined reconstruction could resemble the actual experience of
that same body.49 Is it feasible to say that a person can know entirely the ex-
periences of another through the touch? No. To make such a claim would be
to fall into the trap of racial essentialism. What I am asserting is that the pres-
ence and proximity of another person, even as a collection of parts, requires
you to take that person into account. You must deal with her. You must en-
gage with her. You must interact with her. The compulsory nature of this en-
gagement promotes an awareness of a person who is literally other to one’s
self. Admittedly, this interaction does not have to espouse understanding,
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compassion, or empathy, but it does mandate recognition. It forces us to see
George Ward, not just a toe.

The Body as Remain

In the preceding two sections, I have discussed the lynched body as a sou-
venir and as a fetish object. I have argued that the lynching keepsake satis‹es
the core requirements of the souvenir and have challenged the contention
that such death remains are antisouvenirs. Concerning the collected body
part as a fetish object, I have introduced an anthropological understanding of
the concept and explained how the body part, in the aftermath of the lynch-
ing campaign, could be perceived as possessing unique powers. In this sec-
tion, I look at the body in terms of the remain. I contend that its presence al-
lows us to re-member the performance event.

In recent years, there has been a noticeable move within the discipline of
performance studies to rede‹ne the concept of performance from the
ephemeral to the remaining. Whereas scholars from Herbert Blau to Peggy
Phelan have helped to build the popular understanding of performance as
that which is “always at the vanishing point” or that which “cannot be saved,
recorded, or documented,” more contemporary voices, like those belonging
to Philip Auslander, Rebecca Schneider, and Matthew Reason, have offered
compelling cases to the contrary.50 Auslander, who insists that recordable and
savable performance already exists in the form of theatrical productions that
utilize media technologies, critiques the traditional understanding of perfor-
mance: “All too often, such analyses take on the air of melodrama in which vir-
tuous live performance is threatened, encroached upon, dominated, and con-
taminated by the insidious Other, with which it is locked in a life-and-death
struggle.”51 Phelan, in a 2004 article, responds to such a critique and updates
her original argument by acknowledging that “the technology capable of
broadcasting live art has grown enormously” in the twelve years since she ‹rst
wrote about the role that disappearance plays in performance. Although she
concedes that media can “record and circulate live events,” she refuses to give
them “live performance” status. She notes that “these technologies can give us
something that closely resembles the live event, but they remain something
other than live performance.” According to the author, the value of live per-
formance, in which the bodies of actors encounter those of the spectators, is
the “possibility of [each group] being transformed during the event’s unfold-
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ing.”52 Although the spectator might be affected by the screened image, the
presence of the spectator cannot effect a transformation in the prerecorded
image. Schneider, in a more nuanced approach, similarly critiques this thrall
toward disappearance by suggesting that performance can both disappear and
remain. In her aptly titled article “Performance Remains,” the “performing
theorist” observes, “For upon any second look, disappearance is not antithet-
ical to remains. Indeed, it is one of the primary insights of poststructuralism
that disappearance is that which marks all documents, records, material re-
mains. Indeed, remains become themselves through disappearance as well.”53

Although Auslander and Schneider agree that performance is savable, the lat-
ter’s approach proves more diplomatic in that it seeks to create a space for the
performance remain within the extant theories of others. Schneider encour-
ages her reader “to think performance as a medium in which disappearance
negotiates, perhaps becomes, materiality.”54

The lynching spectacle exists as an example par excellence of the type of
performance for which Schneider advocates. It stages the transformation of
the living body into a set of lifeless parts to be collected; the spectacle be-
comes materiality. In the case of George Ward, his lynching enacts his disap-
pearance. The person and, indeed, the body (as a whole) recognized as Ward
vanishes in the moments surrounding his death. However, these same mo-
ments also mark the rebirth of a dismembered Ward as performance re-
mains. His death creates souvenirs of his life. Their presence, as a conse-
quence of his absence, bestows meaning, value, and the perception of power
upon them. More interestingly, these material remains testify to the lynching
victim’s former living status. They continually evoke the victim’s body
through a repeated underscoring of its absence. Ironically, Ward’s newfound
visibility anchors itself in the fact of his invisibility. This is the magic of the
performance remain. It remembers its own disappearance and, as a result,
renders the performance event whole again.

The word remain acts both a noun and a verb. As a noun, it refers to “that
which remains or is left (unused, undestroyed, etc.) of some thing or quan-
tity of things.” As a verb, it means “[to] continue to exist; to have perma-
nence; to be still existing or extant” (OED). Coupled together, the two mean-
ings suggest a temporally ambiguous object that existed in the past (and was
saved), exists in the present, and will continue to exist in the future. The re-
main remains; it not only lingers, but also, in some instances, lives. Within
the context of theater and performance studies, the remain can be thought to

186 embodying black experience



be the opposite of the stage property (or prop). Unlike the prop, which, as
Andrew Sofer has observed in The Stage Life of Props, is “visibly manipu-
lated by an actor in the course of performance,” the performance remain
gains its social value and meaning through an accompanying narrative pro-
vided by its possessor, a person who bore witness to the original performance
event.55 Despite these differences, the remain does share one signi‹cant at-
tribute with the prop; both evoke a sensation of “pleasure in seeing the relic
revived, the dead metaphor made to speak again.”56

This sense of pleasure in the revival of the body part as remain appears in
Samuel Pepys’s recollection of his encounter with Queen Katherine of Valois
on 23 February 1669.57 According to the famed diarist, the skeletal remains
of the monarch, who died in 1437, were on display at Westminster Abbey on
the day that Pepys encountered them. Remembering both the queen and the
day, he recalls that he held “her upper part of her body in my hands. And I
did kiss her mouth, re›ecting upon it that I did kiss a Queen, and that this
was my birthday, 36 years old, that I did ‹rst kiss a Queen.”58 Despite the fact
that Pepys interacts with an assortment of two-hundred-year-old bones, he
believes that he has had an encounter with the queen through his interaction
with her remains. Prodded by his imagination, he revives the body in the
present in order to enable the touch of ›esh on ›esh to occur. It is important
to observe that Pepys writes that he did not kiss bones, or even the remains
of the queen, but rather that he did kiss a queen. She lives through his re-
membrance. The diarist’s account and actions reveal that it is possible to cre-
ate a personal, physically intimate, and temporally present experience with
human remains. Collectively, his experience suggests that we can re-member
the body of another through an embrace of his or her remains.

In the cases of Sam Hose, Richard Coleman, and George Ward, each in-
dividual had to be dismembered in order to be remembered. The remains of
their bodies remind the viewer of their ordeal. When we are confronted with
a dismembered ‹nger, we are compelled to imagine the hand and, by exten-
sion, the body from which it was taken. We similarly are invited to restage (in
our minds) the process of its removal. The same applies when we are con-
fronted with the various other corporeal souvenirs of lynching campaigns—
teeth, toes, slices of liver, and clumps of hair, among other body parts. The
souvenir as fetish object as performance remain exists both as a metonym,
referencing the lynching campaign, and as a synecdoche, reminding the
viewer of the formerly whole body of which it is a part. Indeed, the power of
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the black body as souvenir emerges from its seeming ability to exceed each
of the previous terms. It is and is not a souvenir. It is and is not a fetish. It is
and is not a performance remain.

Re›ecting upon the frequency with which participant-observers de-
scended upon the body of the lynching victim with the aim of collecting sou-
venirs, and recalling that the lynching event was one of the most spectacular
performance events of past two centuries, it is dif‹cult to understand how or
even why theater and performance studies scholars would deny the existence
of such performance remains. While I acknowledge that the assertion that
performance disappears or vanishes both creates a sense of urgency to the
documentation of the live event and bestows a greater cultural value (be-
cause of its seeming rarity) upon the art form, I am convinced that such an
approach prevents contemporary scholars from fully exploring all of the di-
mensions of the performance event, including the important role that the
performance remain plays within remembered performance. It has been my
contention that the remain as fetish object and souvenir not only encapsu-
lates but also provides access to the entirety of the performance event. It
brings the past into the present and, in so doing, allows its possessor to touch
history. Through its accompanying narratives, it appeals to a community of
listeners and gains social meaning in the process. It also creates the possibil-
ity of an imagined, personal interaction with the original body, even as a con-
struct, that exists within the present as a series of parts. In short, the value of
the performance remain is in its seeming ability to reactivate the expired per-
formance event.

For the white participant-observers who attended the lynching event and
collected souvenirs, the lynching souvenir certainly held meanings different
from what it holds for me, a critic and black scholar who is more than three
generations removed from the lynchings discussed in this chapter. Whereas
the spectator might have used the souvenir to remember her experience at
the scene of the event or to represent her determination to prevent the so-
cial ascendancy of African Americans, I employ it to gain access not only to a
particular historical moment, but also to the embodied experience of a
speci‹c person within that moment. In the case of George Ward, the perfor-
mance remain grants me, along with other contemporary audiences, the op-
portunity to remember the body of Ward. It renders the body whole again
and, in so doing, offers a perspective on the lynching event that ended his life
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and created the remain. Although no one knows exactly what Ward was
thinking in his ‹nal living moments, the remain has the potential to activate
the various embodied experiences that lie dormant within the body and, in so
doing, offers the possibility of approximating Ward’s experience. Whether
the possessor of Ward’s part proves successful in the endeavor to know Ward,
his history, or the scene of his murder, her possession of his remains allows
her to remember the nature of his disappearance. His toe may be a souvenir,
but it also is the lynching spectacle.

Part II: Living History

Haunted by memories of his near-death at the hands of a lynch mob who
murdered two of his friends in Marion, Indiana, on 7 August 1930, Dr. James
Cameron founded America’s Black Holocaust Museum in Milwaukee in
1988 with the aim of creating a public memorial to the estimated 3,000 black
men, women, and children who were lynched between 1880 and 1960. As
originally conceived by Dr. Cameron, America’s Black Holocaust Museum
was a museum of horror, or perhaps, to use a word often employed by the
founder himself, a museum of “terror.” Entering the museum space, visitors
were confronted by two life-size wax black ‹gures that had been “lynched.”
With heads crooked to the side to give the impression of broken necks and
death, they hung from a fabricated tree. Moving beyond the slightly swaying
black bodies, visitors entered the main gallery, which was ‹lled with pictures
and newspaper clippings documenting past lynchings. On one wall, the nar-
rative of the lynching tragedy was delivered through a sequence of pho-
tographs.59 In the ‹rst image, a local sheriff delivers a black teenaged male
into the hands of a white mob. In the next, the teenager, now dead, hangs
from a tree and before members of the same crowd. In the ‹nal photograph,
the same body, now unrecognizable, burns before the assembled audience as
spectators mug for the camera. Elsewhere within the museum, visitors en-
countered a mannequin dressed in the actual robes of a Ku Klux Klan mem-
ber. Further on, they reached the real-life Cameron, or in some instances his
grandson, who would unroll an enlarged, poster-sized reproduction of the
famed photograph of the lynchings of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith,
Cameron’s less fortunate friends, and relay the story of how Cameron nearly
became a part of the picture. Adding authority and, perhaps, authenticity to
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the narrative, the museum founder would show his guests a dried, somewhat
shriveled, and surprisingly small piece of rope that he would say was used to
hang either Shipp or Smith.

Considering the content of the museum’s early displays, it follows that
guests of, and visitors to, the museum could ‹nd themselves emotionally un-
settled by their experience. Newspaper columnists, critics, and reporters var-
iously have described America’s Black Holocaust Museum, including its
“chamber of horrors,” as “disheartening” and “heart-rending,” among related
adjectives.60 Museum visitors had similar reactions. In a 1995 New York
Times article entitled “Man’s Museum of Terror Relives Terror for Blacks,”
Dr. Cameron, referring to the behavior of patrons at his museum, noted, “A
lot of grown folks have to sit down after they see this.”61 Creating such an af-
fect (and effect) appears to have been Cameron’s goal from the beginning. In
a 2004 interview, he not only re›ected upon the emotions that he felt during
his visit to the Yad Vashem Museum in Jerusalem but also revealed how
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those emotions encouraged him to strive to evoke a similar response within
the visitor of the museum that he would found. Cameron recalled:

When you walk in that museum . . . the tears just start ›owing out of your
eyes. You can’t help it. And you see the oven, the gas chambers and the pits
dug out with bodies in them and others standing on the edge, ready to be
mowed down by machine guns. And other artifacts in there just disturb you
emotionally. So, when I came out of there and composed myself I told my
wife, I said honey, we need a museum like this in America to show what has
happened to Black people and freedom loving White people in this country
who have been trying to help us ever since we’ve been here.62

Cameron’s goal, in the creation of America’s Black Holocaust Museum, was
to reveal the horrible history of lynching to his museum visitors by emotion-
ally disturbing them. He sought to invoke tears. He strove to create an envi-
ronment in which the normally staid and historically distant museum patrons
would lose their composure when confronted in the present with detailed
depictions of past violence. The museum was meant to overwhelm, to hor-
rify, to offend, and to enlighten.

In fall 2004, I visited America’s Black Holocaust Museum with the aim of
encountering a lynching souvenir. Although I did not know the particulars of
the museum’s collection, I knew that it housed a fragment of the rope that
was used in the Marion lynching. I wanted to see this souvenir. After driving
for approximately an hour from Chicago, I reached the city limits of Mil-
waukee. Signs along the highway directed me to the museum, which is lo-
cated in a primarily African American, seemingly underclass, and arguably
deteriorating neighborhood in the Bronzeville section of the city. The mu-
seum itself proved small and somewhat boxlike, rectangular in shape and
consisting of one level. Entering the museum, I paid the ‹ve-dollar admis-
sion fee and walked into the main exhibition gallery, which was ‹lled with six-
foot cardboard displays depicting various generic moments in black history.
Two rooms branched off of this main exhibition space. To the north, there
was an all-purpose room that on this occasion was being used for a child’s
birthday party. The other, a video theater, offered seating for approximately
one hundred spectators and featured a large screen upon which the 2001
documentary Third Man Alive, about Cameron’s experience in Marion, was
projected. The video theater marks the end of the museum. Once you have
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reached it, nothing, with the exception of a closet-size bookstore and gift
shop, remains to be seen. Somewhat depressed by my experience at the mu-
seum—I had driven all the way to Milwaukee to see a rope and there was no
rope—I decided to stay and watch the documentary. My traveling compan-
ion and I were the only ones in the museum, other than those in attendance
at the birthday party and the sole person at the reception stand. I turned on
the video player, sat in the ‹rst row, and watched the documentary.

Within the video, Cameron tells his story and displays the rope fragment.
In one segment, the founder stands within the space of his museum, and, in
the background, the original displays, including the two wax ‹gures, can be
seen.63 Making full use of being the only person in the theater, I rewound the
video and reviewed the museum’s depiction within the documentary. Al-
though only onscreen for a few seconds, there, clearly depicted, were two
hanging bodies. Did I miss this? How could I overlook something like that
within a one-room gallery? Immediately, I returned to the main gallery and
looked for what I had just seen on the video. The wax ‹gures were not there.
In fact, there were not any references to lynchings at all within this museum
space. Not only was there no rope, there were no lynched ‹gures and no
lynching pictures. Searching for answers, I approached the woman who sold
me the tickets to the exhibition. I asked, “What happened to the displays de-
picted in the documentary? The wax ‹gures?” She replied, “Oh, we took
them down awhile ago.” She elaborated: “People would leave here in tears,
crying. It was too much for them. People didn’t want to bring their kids. We
received a lot of complaints, so we took it down. It’s a shame ’cause people
should see it.”

The decision to remove parts of the permanent collection and, in so do-
ing, to unravel Cameron’s vision for the museum, prompts a series of ques-
tions: how do you remember or memorialize a history that is too dif‹cult and,
perhaps, too traumatizing to revisit? How do exhibits that remember atroci-
ties committed within the borders of this country violate the seemingly un-
written rules of proper or ethical museum display? I here interrogate these
questions by exploring whether a museum can house the memory of Amer-
ica’s lynching history, by discussing the role that “ethics” plays in the con-
temporary museum display, and examining the aspects of Cameron’s original
exhibits that succeeded in offering a glimpse of the experience of the black
body in the midst of the lynching spectacle.
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Can a Museum Remember This History?

The lynching event does not lend itself easily to museumization, the process
through which tangible materials from past/passed events or people are col-
lected, stored, and later displayed, for the following three reasons: lynching
spectacles were ›ash events; they were not site speci‹c; and they targeted
the individual and not the community. Although not entirely spontaneous
performances, lynchings were ›ash occurrences in which little advance no-
tice of the event was given. Often incited within hours or perhaps days of the
public broadcast of an alleged crime, the lynching spectacle was staged be-
fore its victim formally had been given a trial. The lynchings of Thomas
Shipp and Abram Smith, along with the near-lynching of James Cameron,
occurred hours after they had been accused of robbery, rape, and murder. It
only took a few hours, after similar allegations of criminal misconduct spread
throughout Duluth, Minnesota, for tens of thousands of people to gather to-
gether to participate in the lynchings of Elias Clayton, Elmer Jackson, and
Isaac McGhie on the evening of 15 June 1920. The relative immediacy of the
lynching spectacle suggests that lynchings, unlike other publicly staged hu-
man atrocities (African captivity, the Holocaust, or the Trail of Tears, among
others) was not a systematic act that was planned in advance, enacted in a
uniform manner, and, most importantly to this study, generative of
signi‹cant remains that could be collected for museological purposes.64

As ›ash events, lynching spectacles were conducted within locales that
were selected for their preexisting features, such as the presence of a tree or
streetlight, or the ability of the site to accommodate a large crowd. They did
not require the creation of camps, scaffolds, or other structures that could
exist afterward as architectural remains of the performance event. In fact,
lynchings occurred with such rapidity that the site, even when not disman-
tled for souvenirs, bore few, if any, visible signs or markings of the events that
had occurred there. While the space of the lynching likely triggered memo-
ries in those who attended the event or knew its victims, the site proved in-
capable of memorializing the lynching tragedy. A contemporary example of
the inability of the lynching site to remember the event that it hosted ap-
peared in choreographer-dancer Ralph Lemon’s 2004–5 performance proj-
ect Come Home Charley Patton in which Lemon, within an accompanying
documentary video, visits the site of the Duluth lynching. Within the video,
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Lemon sits on a street corner and looks up at a streetlight. The light stands
in the same place where another “lightpole” once stood from which Clayton,
Jackson, and McGhie were hanged.65 Although the symbolism of Lemon’s
revisitation proves immediately apparent—a black man sits and looks (rever-
ently?) up at the site where three young black men were lynched—his ac-
tions do not conjure images of the lynching event. The lynched bodies nei-
ther haunt the documentary nor, as can be discerned within the video, the
space of Duluth. The site cannot remember the tragedy. Similarly, the jail
from which Cameron and his friends were extracted in Marion, despite be-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places, has been converted into an
apartment building, ironically (perhaps purposefully?) for low-income,
largely black residents.66 The memory of the jail’s prior role was preserved
primarily by Cameron, who, by his estimation, returned to the site over forty
times with the aim of reminding/informing people of the events that oc-
curred there.67

Complicating efforts to memorialize lynchings, within the museum con-
text, is the fact that lynchings, despite their relative frequency on a national
scale, occurred rarely in localized communities and almost always targeted
a speci‹c individual or individuals. The speci‹city of the lynching event, en-
acted in a particular town as a response to a particular allegation, makes it
dif‹cult to create a generalized memorial or monument to the entire body
of spectacularized murders. Having reviewed many of the published ac-
counts of lynching spectacles, including Cameron’s, I am taken by their em-
phasis on the individual. Separately and collectively, they literally under-
score the tragic nature of the lynching event, which as a tragedy involves
the destruction of its protagonist(s). While there are similarities in the man-
ner in which these performances were enacted and in the behavior of the
crowd who attended such performances, their repeated emphasis on the in-
dividual makes it dif‹cult to think of the recounted lynching as being con-
nected with a larger, more systematized structure of events. Despite the
fact that numerous scholars, including Orlando Patterson, Robyn Wieg-
man, and Trudier Harris, repeatedly have used the word ritual to describe
the manner in which the lynching performance was enacted, it is important
that we remember that the lynchings themselves, even with their similari-
ties, were local affairs that were independent of one another. While it is not
dif‹cult to identify shared qualities that seem to link such public spectacles
of death, it would be erroneous to assume that the lynchings themselves
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were conducted as part of a single, grand narrative. As Kirk Fuoss noted,
“Any notion of a typical ‘lynching’ is best regarded as a convenient
‹ction.”68

Considering the ›ash aspect of lynching spectacles, the generic nature of
the sites in which they were performed, and the speci‹c features of individ-
uated lynching events, Dr. James Cameron’s goal to create a museum to re-
member the history of race-based lynching appears unattainable. Contrary
to other historical museums, even museums remembering other genocides,
which use carefully arranged and extensive collections to build toward a
seemingly complete account of a past event or people, America’s Black Holo-
caust Museum sought to memorialize the history of lynching with the aid of
three types of displays: the material remains of the rope, on-site photographs
depicting actual lynchings, and, perhaps most importantly, Dr. Cameron
himself, whom at least one reporter has described as the museum’s “star ex-
hibit.”69 The presence of the rope fragment, the only actual material remain
of any lynching on display at America’s Black Holocaust Museum, under-
scored the material absence of the museum. Unlike exhibitions in other mu-
seums that remember the murders of large numbers of individuals through
displays of signi‹cant quantities of mundane objects (such as shoes), the sin-
gle piece underscores the dif‹culty of remembering the entire lynching
tragedy. It prompts the realization that out of an estimated 3,000 lynchings,
the only remains that can be displayed within the only museum dedicated to
the remembrance of such lynchings is this one, small bit of rope.

Although photographs taken during the lynching spectacle offer ir-
refutable evidence of the event’s occurrence and, as a result, are historically
valuable, their public presentation threatens to repeat and restage their past
violence in the present. Eric Lott, responding to James Allen’s controversial
collection of lynching images, including his Without Sanctuary exhibition,
observes:

The pictures reanimate in the present the racial civil war they document.
One irony of such pictures is that while they are taken by and for (and some-
times of) white people, their terroristic value depends on their being seen by
black people. The terror they inspire relies on black viewers being placed in
the minds of white lynching participants, seeing themselves with violent
white eyes . . . black spectators are subjected to the violence committed both
in and by these photographs.70
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Lott, like Grace Elizabeth Hale in her exhibition review of Without Sanctu-
ary, notes that the purpose of such photographs was to disseminate the ter-
ror of the lynching event. Whereas blacks rarely were present at lynchings,
images documented the events and enabled blacks to witness them through
their photographic remains. Certainly, one can think of the public nature of
lynching postcards—which were designed to be seen by people other than
the addressee—to begin to understand this feature. Hale writes, “Souvenirs
extended the work of lynchings far beyond the time and place of the actual
murder.”71 In the case of exhibits like Without Sanctuary, the violence not
only gets extended to the present but also spreads geographically to the var-
ious places where the collection has been displayed. The same issues appear
in Cameron’s museum. Although his collection is signi‹cantly smaller than
Allen’s, it also re-presents lynchings from the perspective of the participant-
observer and similarly repeats the terror that the original images were in-
tended to evoke. Indeed, efforts to distinguish Cameron, the black survivor,
from Allen, the controversial white collector who has pro‹ted from display-
ing the black body in various states of agony, become dif‹cult when we ac-
knowledge that America’s Black Holocaust Museum hosted Without Sanctu-
ary for an open-ended run in 2002. Rather than inserting a critical space
between the two displays, Cameron, and his curatorial staff, embraced the
traveling collection. Cameron’s son, in a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article,
referred to the visiting exhibition as “the icing on the cake.” He further
stated, “We don’t know how long it will be here. If [Allen] wants to keep it
here, it would be ‹ne with us.”72

With the rope being too small to capture the entirety of the event and the
photographs having the capacity to re-create the potentially traumatizing ex-
perience of witnessing the lynching spectacle (whether mediated or not),
Cameron’s narrative assumed greater meaning. Unfortunately, this too
proved problematic. As Giorgio Agamben’s reading of the complicated sub-
ject positions of survivors of atrocities who are called upon to testify about
the event(s) that they survived reminds us, the notion that spectacular deaths
can produce accurate “witnessed” testimonies proves fallacious on two ac-
counts: ‹rst, the witnesses called to testify are those who did not experience
the death, and, second, those who did experience the death cannot testify.
Agamben’s observation applies to Cameron, the lynching survivor, who
missed the event, the murders of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith that he
seeks to recall. Although he can remember the sounds of the lynch mob, out-
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side the jail, calling for the murder of his friends and can recall being
dragged through the streets of Marion with a rope around his neck, Cameron
fails to shed any light upon the most dramatic and, indeed, the ‹nal act of the
lynching tragedy.73 His narrative or testimony fails in the moment that it mat-
ters most.

America’s Black Holocaust Museum, as originally conceived by
Cameron, appears incapable of representing the entirety of the lynching nar-
rative. The lack of material remains, the problems within witnessed accounts
combined with the lynching event’s ›ash nature, and emphasis on the indi-
vidual suggests that a comprehensive memorialization of the lynching spec-
tacle cannot be accomplished within a museum space: certainly, not within
the displays of Cameron’s museum. These limits offer a compelling reason
for the museum to abandon its attempts to memorialize the lynchings of
African Americans within the United States. However, the museum staff did
not change the exhibit because they became aware of the dif‹culty and, per-
haps, impossibility of memorializing the history of lynching with their origi-
nal collection but because their existing display proved too disturbing for
those in attendance. This shift toward a more conservative exhibition, within
which all mention of lynchings and other abuses was eliminated, was de-
signed to cater to its audience and, perhaps, to conform to the “ethical” stan-
dards of its peer museological institutions rather than to acknowledge the
presently unattainable nature of Cameron’s original goal.

Creating a Proper Museum Display

The decision of America’s Black Holocaust Museum’s curatorial staff to
shelve the wax ‹gures, rope, and lynching photographs (among other previ-
ously displayed items) is not surprising. The earliest indication of this shift
appeared in a 1998 Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article celebrating the mu-
seum’s tenth anniversary. In the article, Marissa Weaver, the executive direc-
tor of the museum, expressed her desire that America’s Black Holocaust Mu-
seum “become a member of the American Association of Museums, which
recognizes excellence in the museum community.”74 In support of this goal
toward accreditation and eventual membership, the article noted that the
museum “recently completed the ‹rst step of the association’s Museum As-
sessment Program (MAP), which included a visit by a museum professional
and a report of the expert’s recommendations.” Although the article does not
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reveal the ‹ndings of the MAP expert, it quotes an optimistic Weaver as say-
ing, “That was a giant step for us in terms of moving the museum forward on
a national level.” She further estimated that the accreditation process could
take ‹ve years.

The museum accreditation process is not tremendously dif‹cult. The
American Association of Museums’s (AAM) de‹nition of a museum, em-
bracing those used by the International Council of Museums (ICOM) and
the federal government’s Museum and Library Services Act, proves
suf‹ciently broad that most nonpro‹t entities that collect and display items,
for essentially any purpose, qualify as a museum.75 For example, the current
list of AAM-accredited museums includes the American Museum of Fly
Fishing, dedicated to “preserving our ›y-‹shing heritage for future genera-
tions.”76 Among the AAM’s more stringent requirements are the following:
organizations must have been in operation for at least two years, own 80 per-
cent of their permanent collection, operate within a physical facility, and
have a mission statement. At the time of its application, America’s Black
Holocaust Museum could have satis‹ed each of these requirements. Two of
the remaining criteria, however, may have caused problems for the museum
and necessitated ‹ve years to remedy. First, AAM mandates that its mem-
bers “have the ‹nancial resources to operate effectively.” Although the ‹nan-
cial affairs of America’s Black Holocaust Museum are not publicly available,
its ten-year existence suggests that it could generate the ‹nancial resources
to maintain itself into the future. Indeed, the museum not only has existed
for an additional ten years since the accreditation review but also has been
cited, by numerous local politicians, as a potential centerpiece of an urban
renewal initiative for the Bronzeville section of Milwaukee.77 The second,
potentially thorny requirement, is that an AAM member museum must con-
form with the organization’s Code of Ethics for Museums. The Code, in its in-
troduction, reads:

[Museums] are organized as public trusts, holding their collections and in-
formation as a bene‹t for those they were established to serve. . . . As non-
pro‹t institutions, museums comply with applicable local, state, and federal
laws and international conventions, as well as with the speci‹c legal standards
governing trust responsibilities. This Code of Ethics for Museums takes that
compliance as given. But legal standards are a minimum. Museums and those
responsible for them must do more than avoid legal liability, they must take
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af‹rmative steps to maintain their integrity so as to warrant public
con‹dence. They must act not only legally but also ethically. This Code of

Ethics for Museums, therefore, outlines ethical standards that frequently ex-
ceed legal minimums.78

The Code, seeking to maintain public con‹dence and trust in AAM muse-
ums, requires that museums behave in a manner that exceeds their legal lia-
bility. Among its extralegal mandates, two, appearing under the “program-
ming” heading, may have ruined America’s Black Holocaust Museum’s
chances for accreditation and membership. Programs must be “accessible
and encourage participation of the widest possible audience consistent with
[the museum’s] mission and resources” and “respect pluralistic values, tradi-
tions, and concerns.”

The museum, as curated by Dr. Cameron, violated both of these condi-
tions. Filled with tear-inducing and potentially traumatizing exhibits, it was
not designed to reach out to the “widest possible audience.” Although one
could say that the nature of the displays was consistent with the museum’s
mission to educate its patrons about the history of lynchings and racialized vi-
olence in the United States, an obvious response would be that such a history
can be portrayed in a manner that would neither offend nor horrify.79 Be-
yond the displays, others might have been offended by the museum’s invoca-
tion of the word Holocaust. Wisconsin State Senator Glenn Grothman, writ-
ing of America’s Black Holocaust Museum in a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
article, noted, “First of all, there was no black holocaust was there?” and
added, “Calling that museum the Black Holocaust Museum is an insult to
Jews.”80 Although the article points out that Grothman, who is not Jewish,
had never visited the museum, the possibility exists that others shared
Grothman’s objections.81

Although the mandates of the AAM appear well intentioned, they pre-
vent the establishment or, at least, the accreditation of museums, like Amer-
ica’s Black Holocaust Museum, that seek to expose the less palatable aspects
of U.S. history. In this instance, they render historical responsibility incom-
patible with museum ethics. Vivian Patraka reaches a similar conclusion in
her discussion of the absence of the various local, intranational atrocities that
have occurred throughout American history in the United States Holocaust
Museum’s depiction of genocides around the world. Patraka makes a much
needed critique of national museum culture when she notes that the United
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States has succeeded in remembering the abuses committed abroad but has
yet, within any federally funded or federally assisted museum project, re-
membered those that have occurred closer to home. Patraka writes:

Is showing genocide within our borders “going too far” . . . ? There are
African American and Native American museums slated for the Smithsonian
Mall but, as Philip Gourevitch has noted, no “Museum of Slavery” or “Trail of
Tears” museum. Perhaps recognizing the contributions of speci‹c ethnicities,
emphasizing what their continuing presence and vitality offers us as a nation,
constitutes a celebratory means of covering over what was done to them and
who and what has been permanently lost. Our democratic discourse must re-
press highly visible borders. Thus, in order to sustain its ‹ctions of nation-
hood and its imagined community, it must produce yet another set of highly
visible representation of what it marks as a genocide occurring “elsewhere.”82

Patraka makes a compelling point. The eagerness with which national, pub-
lic museums or private museums located on federal land point to the abuses
of human rights abroad without looking inward at similar atrocities that have
occurred is troubling. The lack of a major museum or even a major exhibit
within a major museum documenting these events suggests that the divisive
history of the past has been deliberately bypassed in favor of an integra-
tionist, forward-looking narrative. Certainly, such an approach would appeal
to the “widest possible audience” while respecting their “pluralistic values,
traditions and concerns.” Within the currently maintained ‹ction of the na-
tion-state, the lynching spectacle neither merits prolonged mention nor
space within the context of the “ethical” museum. To pause and re›ect upon
any of the thousands of black individuals who were killed at the hands of
lynch mobs could threaten to unravel the fabric of the nation. In order for
the museum to maintain the con‹dence and trust of the public, not only in
the museum itself but also in the nation, it must not reveal the spectacles of
violence that have occurred.

When Proper Ain’t Enough

Within America’s Black Holocaust Museum, the violence directed against
the black body was put on display. The rope fragment was used in the mur-
der of either Thomas Shipp or Abram Smith. The photographs paused the

200 embodying black experience



moment of the lynching spectacle, eternally inviting spectators to witness it,
and, as Eric Lott memorably wrote, “[made] our looking violent.” Cameron
himself, as the sole survivor of the Marion lynching, not only was beaten se-
verely but also was imprisoned for crimes that he did not commit. In sum,
every object on display within the museum depicted the black body as the
target of violence and abuse. Even the wax black ‹gures had been lynched.
Collectively, the original museum displays prompt the question: does the re-
presentation of such violence distract the spectator or patron from under-
standing the history being remembered within the space itself?

According to Elizabeth Alexander in her 1995 article, “Can You Be
BLACK and Look at This?” “Black bodies in pain for public consumption
have been an American national spectacle for centuries.”83 They serve as the
scenes of violence in which the spectacle of assault and suffering is continu-
ally played and replayed. Although Alexander, at the time, was referring to
the infamous “beating” of Rodney King by members of the Los Angeles Po-
lice Department, her comments describe accurately the spectacular abuse of
the black body in both the past and the present: from the display of corporal
punishment on plantations, to the spectacle of lynching, to the televised as-
saults enacted against civil rights demonstrators, to the recent images of
black suffering in New Orleans. While this pairing of blackness and suffering
problematically enables the continuance of potentially racist associations of
blackness with poverty and criminality, the reality is that the publicly pre-
sented and mediated black body often appears in a moment of crisis. Amer-
ica’s Black Holocaust Museum, within its collection and various exhibits, re-
membered many of these moments.

Several scholars and historians have written about, to use Alexander’s
phrase, the black body in pain. Less documented is how the embrace of
those images, within the black community, has been used not only to struc-
ture behavior but also to memorialize the body subjected to violence. Clau-
dine K. Brown, in “Mug Shot: Suspicious Person,” contends that images of
violence targeted against the black community have created a greater aware-
ness of how the black body needs to present itself within the present. More
than a Du Boisian notion of knowing how one is perceived from without, the
idea that emerges from looking at such images is that one better behave and
appear in a certain manner as a means of reducing the likelihood of becom-
ing a victim of violence. The image makes the body responsive to the vio-
lence that potentially awaits it.
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The best and earliest example of how the display of the abused body can
structure behavior and preserve the memory of a past violence for the future
is the presentation of Emmett Till’s remains at his 1955 funeral service and,
equally importantly, his re-presentation within the pages of several “black”
newspapers and magazines. Shaila Dewan, writing for the New York Times
on the ‹ftieth anniversary of Till’s murder, described the appearance of the
young boy with the following words: “Mutilated is the word most often used
to describe the face of Emmett Till after his body was hauled out of the Tal-
lahatchie River in Mississippi. Inhuman is more like it: melted, bloated,
missing an eye, swollen so large that its patch of wiry hair looks like that of a
balding old man, not a handsome, brazen 14-year-old boy.”84 In her article,
Dewan proceeds to remind/inform her reader that the controversial decision
to have an open cof‹n belonged to Till’s mother; that “an image of young
Emmett in a straw hat was taped to the cof‹n for comparison”; that pho-
tographs of the boy’s abused body were ‹rst published in American Defender
followed by Jet and Chicago Defender, all black publications; and that “no
mainstream publications, even those that editorialized against the acquittal,
printed the photographs.” According to Chris Mettress, the editor of The
Lynching of Emmett Till, and one of Dewan’s interviewees, the publication
of Till’s image in newspapers effected different reactions among the white
readership of the mainstream press and the black readership of the black
newspapers. Quoted in Dewan’s article, he observed: “You get testimony
from white people coming of age at the time about how the case affected
them, but you don’t get them testifying, like countless blacks, that the Jet
photo had this transformative effect on them, altering the way they felt about
themselves and their vulnerabilities and the dangers they would be facing in
the civil rights movement. Because white people didn’t read Jet.”85 The dis-
play encouraged black audiences to recognize the possibilities of themselves
being the body within the picture at some future time. Elizabeth Alexander
makes a similar contention when she discusses the impact of Till’s display on
the black community by noting that it “indoctrinated . . . young people into
understanding the vulnerability of their own black bodies coming of age, and
the way in which their fate was interchangeable with Till’s.”86 Although it is
not clear what type of response the same image would have received if
printed within the mainstream press, the response within the black commu-
nity, as interpreted by Mettress and Alexander, suggests that the published
image not only gave a face, that of a fourteen-year-old boy, to the race-based
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violence that had existed for decades but also established the spectators/
readers as witnesses to a past violent act. Despite being geographically and,
perhaps, temporally separated from the space of the Chicago South Side fu-
neral service and of the Money, Mississippi, murder, they were given the op-
portunity to bear witness to the enactment of history and, as witnesses, in-
vited to testify about their experience standing in the face of Till and the
violence that was directed toward him.

James Cameron, within the space of his museum, offers his visitor a sim-
ilar opportunity to witness the past. Although he could not resurrect the
physical bodies of his friends who were murdered in Marion, he did the next
best thing within his display. He placed wax ‹gures in their stead with the
aim of approximating the experience of actually standing before the real bod-
ies that had been lynched. While we initially might think that their presence
would shatter the founder’s attempt to offer real—and, therefore, horri‹c—
depictions of American lynching spectacles, Richard Voase contends that
“meaning is created in the mind of the visitor, rather than by the objects en-
countered . . . whatever meanings visitors create in their minds are shaped by
their own memories, interests and concerns as much as by their encounter
with the attraction.”87 In short, the visitor projects her own thoughts and
memories across the material museum and, in so doing, makes meaning and,
perhaps, renders “real” the inauthentic object on display. Voase, using
Madame Tussaud’s wax museum as an example, notes that “research has
shown that visitor satisfactions emanated from an exploration of the memo-
ries, feelings and emotions associated with the person represented by a wax
‹gure, rather than in the artistry of the ‹gure.”88 Through a similar appeal to
the imagination, Cameron’s wax ‹gures may have invited the museum spec-
tator into the event being restaged in a way that could not have occurred with
actual, ›esh-and-blood bodies.89 At the very least, the hanging wax bodies,
life-size replicas of Shipp and Smith, gave a sense of size and scale to the
“real” lynchings depicted in photographs on the museum’s walls. They also
prompted a lingering question for the historian looking back at their display:
could a wax face trigger the need to testify in a manner similar to that of Till’s
actual face?

In addition to the possible effect caused by the spectator’s encounter
with the wax ‹gures, we need to consider the role that photographs of past
lynchings played within America’s Black Holocaust Museum. Could they op-
erate in the same manner as those in Till’s case? Despite the obvious differ-
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ences that the image of Till was created with the consent of his mother and
was presented within the predominately black community by the black press,
while the lynching images were photographed without the consent of the
lynching victims or their families and were circulated as souvenirs for white
spectators at the spectacle, we need to ask whether or not these photographs
can be rehabilitated and reappropriated by their display within Cameron’s
museum. Among the images originally on display, many of them loaned,
copied, or purchased from the Tuskegee Insitute’s lynching archive, there
are two types that merit special consideration. The ‹rst is the series of images
depicting the handing-over of the black teenaged male by the sheriff to the
murderous crowd, followed by his subsequent hanging and burning. Unlike
the majority of surviving photographs, in which only one image of the event
appears, this sequence demonstrates what Orlando Patterson has described
as the “transition from a state of life to a state of death.”90 Within and across
these images, the photographic spectator bears witness not only to the loss of
life but also, and perhaps more importantly, to the transformation of a living,
sentient subject into an object to be destroyed. As harrowing and horri‹c as
the photo sequence is, it exists as one of the few images in which the black
body appears alive before death. In a way, the photographer, in his sequen-
tial arrangement, does what Mamie Till did for her son. The brutality of the
lynching scenario appears within and, perhaps, between the juxtaposition of
the living with the dead.

The second is the infamous photograph of the Marion lynching. Unlike
the former series that adorned the walls of the museum, this latter image
originally was not displayed and only appeared as part of Cameron’s, or his
grandson’s, lectures to museum visitors. By keeping the image hidden from
the spectator, the museum founder was able to introduce the various players
in the lynching tragedy. Through his narrative, Cameron gave his guests an
opportunity to know Shipp and Smith before unveiling, or more accurately,
unrolling the image of their dangling dead bodies, as the spectators of Till’s
face, whether in Chicago or through the pages of the black press, encoun-
tered the unblemished face of the teenager and then confronted the horror
of his ‹nal appearance and, in the process, were able to bear witness to the
violence that was projected across his body. This presentational strategy not
only makes the actions of the white crowd, who mug before the camera, even
more appalling but also shields Cameron’s museum from the type of criti-
cism that has been targeted against James Allen’s Without Sanctuary exhibi-
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tion, a collection of images presented largely without context. Whereas
Cameron’s more informative approach humanizes the objecti‹ed black body
at the heart of the lynching spectacle, the former, as Michael Eric Dyson has
observed, “[does] the ultimate disservice to black people.”91 It, according to
Grace Elizabeth Hale, “[leaves] viewers with an exhibit that is too close to
the spectacle created by the lynchers themselves.”92

Cameron’s important and redemptive contribution to the Marion lynch-
ing photograph underscores his centrality in the effort to memorialize the
lynching tragedy. In addition to being the founder of America’s Black Holo-
caust Museum and the sole survivor of the Marion lynching, Cameron, who
died in June 2006 at the age of ninety-two, was widely recognized as the liv-
ing remains of the lynching spectacle. James Allen referred to him as “the
memory of America on lynchings.”93 Similarly, countless reporters, from
across the globe and with varying interests, treated the museum founder as
the embodied history of American lynching. In the ‹nal two decades of his
life, he appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show (twice), the 700 Club, The
Jerry Springer Show, and scores of others.94 In 2005, when the United States
Senate offered an apology for turning a blind eye to the thousands of lynch-
ings that terrorized the black community from the late nineteenth to the
twentieth centuries, it apologized to him. Although Cameron is the most vis-
ible person associated with the history of American lynching and, in most
cases, has been viewed as its embodiment, the question remains: can a mu-
seum largely founded upon the memory of a single individual memorialize
the history of American lynching?

After an extensive reimagination in 2005, the Yad Vashem Museum in
Jerusalem reopened with a new multi-million-dollar facility ‹lled with even
more artifacts, giving it the largest Holocaust collection of any museum in
the world. The museum’s previous permanent exhibition—the one Cameron
saw in 1976—was shelved. Gone were the images of human atrocities that
emotionally unsettled Cameron and inspired him to found his own museum
of horror. In their place were different photographs, family portraits and per-
sonal pictures of people who would soon be uprooted from their homes,
con‹ned in camps, and, in many cases, murdered. Explaining the motivation
for the change in Holocaust-era photographs, Johnny Dymond, writing for
the BBC, noted, “Put simply, too many of them were taken by Nazis, and too
many of them make the Jews look like faceless victims rather than once-liv-
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ing and breathing individuals.” In the new exhibit, according to Avner Shalev,
chairman of the Yad Vashem Directorate:

We put the individual at the centre. We’re telling the story through the eyes,
the mouths, the feelings of the individual. Eye to eye, person to person. . . .
We believe that if you get some human pieces of experiences, you can build
your own empathy, you can think “what is my responsibility? Where am I in
this story? What does it mean to me?”95

The new exhibition sought to portray the Holocaust survivors as individuals
and not victims, with the assumption being that the gravity of the Holocaust
experience along with its history could be relayed best from one person to
another.

Although Cameron patterned the design of his museum after the original
Yad Vashem collection, the manner in which he introduced the history of
lynching to his audience was more akin to the contemporary museum. He re-
vealed the history of the lynching spectacle by sharing his story and his expe-
riences with museum guests: person to person. While his narrative con-
strains itself to the incidents in Marion, the vividness of his story, ‹lled with
details and remembered emotions, proves so vibrant that the remembered
event can be rewitnessed by newer and (temporally) more present audi-
ences. It invites them into his experience and memories, allowing them to
become a part of the lynching spectacle and to empathize with the bodies
centered in the picture. Does this experience of vicarious witnessing make
Marion representative of all lynchings? No. It does not. However, it does en-
gender an experience of a lynching that then can be used to gain access to
and to approximate the experience of other similar lynchings. Historically,
the Marion tragedy has served this function. In 1937, Abel Meeropol, after
seeing the photograph of Shipp and Smith, was inspired to write a poem,
“Strange Fruit,” and, shortly thereafter, adapted it into a song, with an
arrangement by Sonny White, for Billie Holiday, who popularized it. To-
gether, the photograph, the poem, and the song have helped to make the
Marion lynching the most famous or infamous of the estimated 3,000 white-
on-black lynchings in the United States. Furthermore, the existence and rel-
ative accessibility of material (rope) and living (Cameron) remains of this
particular event within America’s Black Holocaust Museum make it a likely
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starting point in any effort to memorialize the history of lynching within the
United States.

Despite the fact that it is dif‹cult, if not impossible, to memorialize the
history of American lynching within a museum space, Dr. James Cameron,
with his original displays, succeeded in presenting parts of that history. In
building the museum around himself and his experiences, most notably his
memories of the lynching in Marion, he not only managed to create a monu-
ment to the best-remembered lynching, from a popular culture standpoint,
in U.S. history but also offered his patrons an opportunity to imaginatively
witness a lynching through the presentation of photographs, the rope frag-
ment, and his engaging narrative. The founder’s ability to trigger the imagi-
nation of his guests through a combination of actual, fabricated, and living
remains is impressive considering the many obstacles that stood in his way:
from the event’s ›ash nature to the scarcity of available material remains.
While these obstacles create gaps and holes within the historical display, the
museum’s original collection did offer a vivid, disturbing, and emotionally
unsettling picture of the abuses targeted against the black body over time.
Considering the museum’s ability to achieve the goals of its founder, it is sur-
prising that its curators would dismantle its permanent collection in favor of
a more generic and, perhaps, censored reading of black history. The revised
collection, with the exception of the video documentary, did not offer a sin-
gle image or reference to lynching. Gone were the wax ‹gures, the pho-
tographs, the rope, and the real-life Cameron. No longer a place of “terror,”
the museum became an annual destination for regional school ‹eld trips and,
on occasion, a place to celebrate special events such as a child’s birthday
party. In July 2008, the twentieth anniversary of the opening of America’s
Black Holocaust Museum, the museum’s Board of Directors “temporarily”
closed the museum and placed its permanent collection in storage. America’s
Black Holocaust Museum has yet to reopen.
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Epilogue

In January 2009, psychologists at York University (Canada), the University of
British Columbia, and Yale University published the results of a study that
“examine[d] why acts of blatant racism against blacks still occur with alarm-
ing regularity.”1 After staging a “racist incident” in which a white actor calls a
black actor, who bumps into him, a “clumsy nigger” before unsuspecting
nonblack subjects, the authors observed that the majority of their 120 sub-
jects “respond[ed] with indifference.”2 Their conclusion: apathy enables
racist acts. In February, the New York Post, a newspaper known for printing
controversial headlines, published a political cartoon depicting a chimpanzee
murdered (by the police) that appeared to represent President Barack
Obama.3 In April, a poll conducted among teachers in the United Kingdom
revealed that 64 percent of respondents “agreed or strongly agreed that
racism [against ‘black and ethnic minority’ students] was an issue in schools
generally.”4 In May, Omar Edwards, an off-duty black police of‹cer who was
engaged in “police action,” was mistaken as a criminal suspect and gunned
down by a fellow New York policeman.5 In June, an eighty-eight-year-old
“neo-Nazi” opened ‹re in the U.S. Holocaust Museum—killing a black se-
curity guard—in protest of the presidency of Obama. In July, black literary
scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr., was mistakenly identi‹ed as a burglar at-
tempting to enter his own home and was arrested by the police for what cul-
tural critic Michael Eric Dyson termed “housing while black.” In October, a
Louisiana judge refused to issue a marriage license to an interracial couple
“out of concern for any children that the couple might have.”

Spectacular events, charged, racializing scenarios that not only envelop
black folk but also structure their embodied experiences, occur every day.
They happen in schools, in the workplace (even as you are applying for a job),

209



in restaurants, and on the street. At times, they are subtle: the closed-door or
behind-the-back conversations black folk suspect are occurring but to which
they do not have access. It is these suspicions that cultural anthropologist
John L. Jackson labels racial paranoia. At times, spectacular events are too
›agrant to be ignored: racial pro‹ling or the burning of a cross. This book
places a spotlight on several of these scenarios and chronicles the ways in
which black folk have responded to the violent intrusion of race/racism in
their lives and reveals the similarities between the embodied black experi-
ences of the past and the present. The performance of Renty before J. T.
Zealy’s daguerreotype machine resonates with the stillness of hundreds of
thousands of black bodies in police precincts and detention centers. The
stand of Ali, against governmental efforts to control and marshal his body, ges-
tures back toward earlier efforts to control the bodies of Tom Molineaux and
Saartjie Baartman and, perhaps, foreshadows the contemporary experience of
Muslims within the United States, whose movements are tracked as part of an
ongoing “War on Terror.” The nightmares of Robbie McCauley remind us
that the experiences of prior generations can be accessed and replayed by
their descendants. James Cameron exempli‹es and, indeed, embodies the
process through which history and memory reside within the black body.

The frequency with which spectacular events occur exists as proof that
we do not live within a “postrace” society. The everyday abuses of black folk
continue with alarming regularity. In The Many Costs of Racism, Joe R. Fea-
gin and Karyn D. McKinney assert that a person cannot be black within the
United States and not experience some form of racism. They contend that
ingrained racist attitudes and discriminatory actions have created “powerful
domino effects on [black] families” in which black individuals “discover that
racist actions have bankrupted them of all of their future possibilities.”6 A
black job applicant may not get hired for the position for which she applied.
Her unemployed status could affect the standard of living of her family, the
possibility of her children attending college or university, her sense of self-es-
teem, and even her health. Devah Pager, a sociologist, tested this theory by
recruiting black and white subjects to pose as applicants for the same job.
She discovered that white applicants with a felony conviction were as likely
to be contacted for interviews as a black applicant with a “clean” background.
Pager concluded: “Being black in America today is just about the same as
having a felony conviction in terms of one’s chances of ‹nding a job.”7

Although it is tempting to place “the problem of the color line” squarely
within the twentieth century and to look forward, with blinders, and assert
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that past racisms no longer structure the experience of black folk, such an act
not only would overlook the daily experiences of black people but also ignore
the many ways in which twenty-‹rst-century thinking resembles nineteenth-
and twentieth-century racial logic. At the current moment, the study of ge-
netics, speci‹cally DNA tracing, has offered “new” evidence of the biological
differences between blacks and whites. Pharmaceutical companies, seeking
to exploit these differences, have begun to create and market race-speci‹c
medicines. In addition, for-pro‹t companies are performing genetic tests for
paying customers and offering them an opportunity to document their an-
cestral place of origin on the African continent and, for a few dollars more, to
obtain a certi‹cate of racial authenticity. It is dif‹cult to encounter any of
these companies or their advocates without thinking about Louis Agassiz’s
conviction that blacks are not of the “same blood” as whites. Furthermore,
black folk, especially young males, continue to be stripped of their liberty
and incarcerated at alarming rates. According to the United States Bureau of
Justice Statistics, “newborn Black males [born in 2000] in this country have a
greater than 1 in 4 chance of going to prison during their lifetimes.”8 The era
of black captivity continues.

The goal of this project is not to ignore the myriad ways in which West-
ern societies have evolved over the past two centuries. Instead, it is to ap-
preciate the progress that has been made not only by black folk who em-
ployed performance(s) to respond to the intrusion of spectacular violence
into their lives but also by those who took the time to learn from the experi-
ences of earlier generations. Mr. and Mrs. Boyd, through collaboration with
Richard Roberts, were able to control their presentation and, indeed, re-pre-
sentation in a manner that was not possible for Jack, Drana, or the other men
and women who sat before Zealy’s camera. Muhammad Ali was able to assert
mastery over his own body in a way that Tom Molineaux could not. Suzan-
Lori Parks restages the experience of Saartjie Baartman and imagines the life
of a homeless black mother on public assistance with the aim of enticing em-
pathy, which was denied to both the real Baartman and every woman who
has been labeled as a “black welfare mother.” It is possible that recognizable
blackness will no longer be a determining factor in a person’s embodied ex-
perience by the end of the current century. However, the path toward that
future moment, as Barack Obama noted in a 2008 “Speech on Race,” re-
quires that we “embrac[e] burdens of the past without becoming victims of
our past.”9
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Chapter Two

1. Mandy Reid, following the lead of art historian Brian Wallis, asserts that the
‹fteen surviving daguerreotypes “can be divided into two series”: a “physiognomic”
and a “phrenological” approach: Mandy Reid, “Selling Shadows and Subtance,” Early
Popular Visual Culture 4.3 (2006): 291. They base this conclusion on the presence of
two types of poses: the captives either sit or stand before the camera. However, none
of the captives are depicted doing both—standing and sitting. Although Reid’s and
Wallis’s theory is plausible, the lack of information related to the behavior of the cap-
tives within the portrait studio prevents us from knowing what happened. It is equally
plausible that the subjects, based upon their state of dress, sat ‹rst and then stood be-
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de‹ned by poses of leisure—reclining on sofas, etc.—and as a result are composi-
tionally dissimilar to Zealy’s images.

3. In 1837, Agassiz publicly theorized the possible existence of an Ice Age. Thirty
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about the effects of a “sudden intense winter that was to last for ages.” I am thankful
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Chapter Three

1. A presidential letter, an event in any household, proved even more noteworthy
in the Ali household thanks to the fact that the heavyweight champion was an out-
spoken critic of the war in Vietnam and had announced his intention not to serve if
drafted. Because of his antiwar stance, Ali was the only American heavyweight cham-
pion other than Jack Johnson not to be invited to the White House during his cham-
pionship reign. In recognition of his athletic achievements and political activism (in-
cluding his 1963 stand), Ali received the Presidential Citizens Medal in 2001 from
President William Clinton and the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2005 from Pres-
ident George Walker Bush. Both ceremonies occurred in the White House. He was
an invited guest at the presidential inauguration of Barack Obama in 2009.

2. Muhammad Ali with Richard Durham, The Greatest: My Own Story (New
York: Random House, 1975), 167.
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8. Chris Mead, Champion: Joe Louis, Black Hero in White America (New York:
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9. Nat Fleischer, in his ambitious multivolume study of the black body in boxing,

Black Dynamite, contends that Tom Molineaux was trained by an English boxer
(Davis) and that he was punished by his “master” for not training hard enough. He
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writes, “Davis complained that young Tom was too docile and didn’t take his training
too seriously. When the master became aware of that, he thrashed Tom” (35).

10. William Faulkner, introducing the nature of his protagonist’s (Thomas Sut-
pen’s) ‹ghting through the eyes of his wife, Ellen, writes:

Yes, Ellen and those two children alone in that house twelve miles from town,
and down there a hollow square of faces in the lantern light, the white faces on
three sides, the black ones on the fourth, and in the center two of his wild ne-
groes ‹ghting, naked, ‹ghting not like white men ‹ght, with rules and weapons,
but like negroes ‹ght to hurt each other quick and bad. Ellen knew that, or
thought she did, that was not it. She accepted that—not reconciled: accepted it
almost with gratitude since you can say for yourself, Thank God this is all; at least
I know all of it—thinking that, clinging still to that when she ran to the stable
that night while the very men who had stolen into it from the rear fell away from
her with at least some grain of decency, and Ellen seeing not the two black beasts
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groes himself. Yes. That is what Ellen saw: her husband and the father of her
children standing there naked and panting and bloody to the waist and the negro
just fallen evidently, lying at his feet and bloody too save that on the negro it
merely looked like grease or sweat.

Sutpen, like the plantation owner who teaches his captive how to box, makes a con-
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he continually reestablishes his (white body’s) “supremacy” and “domination” over
them. William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (New York: Vintage, 1991), 20–21.
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14. “Enshrinees: Tom Molineaux,” International Boxing Hall of Fame (2007),
http://www.ibhof.com/pages/about/inductees/pioneer/molineaux.html.

15. The Molineaux-Cribb bout was not the ‹rst interracial ‹ght in England. Bill
Richmond, a black American sailor, fought Cribb on 8 October 1805. Cribb won.
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Molineaux’s exploits, relatively few Americans even knew his name. No doubt word
of his deeds circulated orally, but the sparseness of documentary evidence forces us
to the conclusion that American interest was neither broad nor deep. Indeed, the
most astonishing thing about Tom Molineaux is that we know so little about him.” El-
liot J. Gorn, The Manly Art: Bare Knuckle Prize Fighting in America (Ithaca, N.Y.:
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writes, “In jail, the warden allowed Johnson and Choyinski to box in the courtyard
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John Lee at the age of ‹fteen (In the Ring, 37).
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the last.

32. “Pink Furies Blaze Away,” Los Angeles Daily Times (17 May 1901), 2.1.
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work on transvestitism. In “Black and White TV: Cross-Dressing the Color Line,”
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The overdetermined presence of cross-dressing in so many Western ‹gurations
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of black culture suggests some useful ways to interrogate notions of “stereotype”
and “cliché.” For the immensely evocative concept of the “invisible man” coined
by Ralph Ellison ‹ts the description of the transvestite as that which is looked
through, rather than at, in contemporary criticism and culture. The recurrent
thematic of transvestitism is and as an aspect of black American culture—and,
equally, as a device deployed to subvert or disempower that culture—is seldom
noticed. Yet as we will see, it is one of the master’s tools that does, in fact, help to
dismantle the master’s house.

For Garber, the act of costuming the black body is a potentially empowering act. It
not only renders visibility to a heretofore “invisible” body but also grants the body
control over its own image, its seen (scene) status. Furthermore, the level of visibility
and the acceptance of one’s own image varies within the black community as it is re-
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varying levels of “realness.” While the experiences of Jack Johnson and all of the other
bodies introduced in this project suggest a rejection of the contention that the black
body is invisible or transparent, there remains an important link with the work of Gar-
ber. Through Johnson’s strategic transvestitism, the boxer creates a seen body that is
entirely coded by him. What the white audiences in attendance at the ‹ght in Los An-
geles see—those “caterwauling, belligerent pink” pajamas—are what Johnson wants
them to see. He controls their look. At the same time, it can be argued that members
of the black community who may have witnessed the ‹ght would realize the unreal at-
tire and would revel in the prize‹ghter’s parody. We can think of Mary Ann Doane’s
articulation of excess and spectatorship in “Film and the Masquerade” to better un-
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tural Anxiety (New York: Routledge, 1997), 268; Mary Ann Doane, Femmes Fatales
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trial for violating the Mann Act, Washington wrote, “It was the white man not the
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