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Introduction 

 

I looked down the line,  

And I wondered. 

          

                James Baldwin, Go Tell it On the Mountain 

 

In my study of the art of the United States, the question of inheritance repeatedly 

surfaced, then submerged, moving out of sight as quickly as it had come into view. 

Intrigued, I followed the threads that led away from its textual instances, and found 

myself among the tangled ends of a confusing and overwhelming array of discourses. 

But perhaps this appearance of “knottiness,” “diffusion,” or “imprecision” was due to 

an improper perspective? If I could look at the question of inheritance from a proper 

vantage point, gather untangled textual instances together in a single location would I 

then see a figure? The diffusion and imprecision of inheritance’s presence within 

texts does not, as we might be tempted to assume at first, make the concept of 

inheritance weak. To the contrary, this diffusion and imprecision is the very source of 

its strength. The concept of inheritance is powerful. In fact, it is so powerful that 

Aristotle uses inheritance as a metaphor for metaphor. He writes in the Poetics, 

“Metaphor (metaphora) consists in giving (epiphora) the thing a name (onomatos) 

that belongs to something else (allotruou).”1 Metaphors of inheritance (and 

                                                
1 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy” New Literary 
History 6 no. 1 (1974): 31. 
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inheritance is present in art history’s texts in modes other than metaphor) are so 

thoroughly embedded in key philosophical and aesthetic concepts (matter and form, 

beauty and ugliness) that they often pass unnoticed. We could say that metaphors of 

inheritance are ubiquitous. As soon as attention is drawn to them, they will be seen 

everywhere. Regardless, their ubiquity should not lead us to the assumption that 

because metaphors of inheritance are “everywhere” their presence in art history’s 

texts is incidental. It is true that if a large enough field is taken as a focus of study, 

affinities and repeated themes will undoubtedly be found. However, I argue (and in 

no way exhaustively) that inheritance is more than a pervasive notion, theme, or 

thread that runs red through the history of art, bleeding into the topics through which 

it is woven. It is all of these things. But inheritance is also a grammar, a complex 

network of related processes, meanings, and functions.  

Inheritance has played a significant role in the development of art history as a 

discipline. It is a discourse that art history mobilizes in order to secure normative 

concepts. One such example is the author, who, in Foucault’s words, “remains at the 

contours of texts—separating one from the other, defining their form, and characterizing 

their mode of existence.”2 The function of an author is to “characterize the existence, 

circulation, and operation of certain discourses within a society.”3 In art history, the 

author inhabits a literal genealogy; his name is assigned a place on an outline that 

describes relationships between fathers and sons. For the sake of this genealogy, certain 

                                                
2 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” in Donald F. Bouchard, ed., Donald F. 
Bouchard and Sherry Simon, trans. Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected 
Essays and Interviews (Ithica, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980), 123. 
3 Ibid., 124. 
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affinities and differences are mobilized to establish an author’s legitimacy. By definition, 

this results in the production of a set of illegitimate producers—those who are not granted 

the status of the author, whose productions are not granted the status of works.  

  As Aristotle’s quotation on metaphor indicates, inheritance is one of the 

foundational concerns of Western philosophy—metaphor itself is figured in terms of 

inheritance’s structure. When metaphor takes place, it is as a result of “something else” 

bequeathing its property, its name, to another thing. Metaphor, and by extension, 

inheritance, is thus tied to Western conceptions of what representation is. In addition, as 

studies of kinship have shown, the act of bequeathing property and propriety (or 

legitimacy) is intimately tied to the literal, and often violent, maintenance of normative 

conceptualizations of gender, reproduction, sexuality, and race. For these reasons, and 

many others, I suggest that it is important to understand the specific and necessary work 

that inheritance, as a discursive notion, performs in art history’s texts. 

However, it is also necessary to step back and consider what it is that art history does. 

It is a cultural invention designed to carry out a task. Speaking broadly, art history 

functions to secure philosophy’s domain. Art history is infused with metaphors of 

inheritance because it is a product of philosophy’s origin story as written by Plato in his 

Timaeus. This origin story, as Judith Butler and Luce Irigaray have shown, is gendered 

and heteronormative. The story necessitated the delineation of matter and form in order to 

produce and secure philosophy’s Subject, figured as white and male. Jacques Derrida has 

alluded to the way in which philosophy subsequently projected the “problem” of matter 

and form (a binary that Plato set within a discourse of reproduction and inheritance) onto 

aesthetics and art history. In Parergon, Derrida writes. 
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A seminar would treat of art. Of art and the fine arts. It would thus answer to a 

program and to one of its great questions. These questions are all taken from a 

determinate set. Determined according to history and system. The history would 

be that of philosophy within which the history of the philosophy of art would be 

marked off, insofar as it treats of art and of the history of art: its models, its 

concepts, its problems have not fallen from the skies, they have been constituted 

according to determinate modes at determinate moments [my italics]. This set 

forms a system, a greater logic and an encyclopedia within which the fine arts 

would stand out as a particular region.4 

 

I do not claim to understand everything that Derrida writes in Parergon. Nevertheless, in 

Chapter 4, I try to draw together, from the vantage point of inheritance, the threads that 

Butler, Irigaray, and Derrida leave temptingly dangling. What is the relationship between 

art history and philosophy and how does inheritance function within that relationship? 

Why is art history a project of tracing the genealogy of forms and their (masculine) 

creators? What role does framing play in the establishment of genealogies, disciplinary 

domains, and subjectivities? To what degree is it possible to disrupt a genealogy? Why 

would we want to disrupt a genealogy?  

Though I am not aware of art historical studies that consider the topic of 

genealogy as I consider it here, I am not the first to notice that the traditional art historical 

                                                
4 Jacques Derrida, “Parergon,” in Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting.  Translated by 
Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987), 
18. 
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narrative is patrilineal and Eurocentric.5 Feminist art historians such as Linda Nochlin 

have stated clearly that it is not enough simply to insert women artists (or black artists or 

Native American artists) into an existing art historical narrative (or genealogy) that 

excludes them. Rather, it is necessary to take steps to deconstruct exclusionary concepts 

such as authorship or genius (a word that, as art historian David Summers has pointed 

out, has its roots in biological metaphors of reproduction). Along the same lines, I do not 

propose that art historians replace a patrilineal narrative with a matrilineal narrative, or a 

Eurocentric narrative with an Afrocentric narrative. These strategies have been tried, but 

they ultimately fail to disrupt the dominant art historical narrative. Clearly, a genealogy 

can handle a number of insertions, but these insertions have to be of a certain type and 

need to be inserted in a certain way so as not to place too much tension on the thread that 

ties the dominant narrative together. I maintain that it is necessary to deconstruct 

genealogical structure itself. What must a genealogy disavow to maintain its integrity?  

In order to gain an understanding of the mechanisms of inheritance it is necessary 

to move in and out of the proper domains art history establishes. This project is dedicated 

                                                
5 Foucault’s genealogical method is relevant to a project focusing on inheritance. In 
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (1977) Foucault explains that genealogy is a method 
that privileges illegitimate and discontinuous knowledges in order to undermine unitary 
bodies of theory. Though Foucault’s method informed my thinking, I rarely refer to it 
directly. The presence of Foucault’s concept of genealogy in readers’ minds will 
inevitably lead to productive slippages between Foucault’s use of the term to designate a 
method and my own use of the term. I use the term in its traditional sense. It designates 1) 
the study of the history of families and the line of descent from their ancestors; 2) a 
pedigree or line of descent that can be traced directly from an ancestor or earlier form, 
especially that of an individual or family; and 3) a chart or table that shows the line of 
descent from an ancestor or earlier form, especially that of an individual or family. For a 
description of Foucault’s genealogical method see Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, History,” in Paul Rabinow, ed. The Foucualt Reader (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1984). 
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to understanding works of art from the colonial, federal, modern, and contemporary 

periods in the United States that, in a paraphrase of James Baldwin’s words, look down 

the line and wonder.6 It provides an analysis of inheritance as a theme in works of art, 

objects of material culture, art criticism, and art history, but it primarily seeks, by way of 

looking closely at works of art, to understand the way in which inheritance haunts art and 

art history. I focus on the United States for several reasons.  First, the formation of the 

United States was premised on anti-aristocratic sentiments. In other words, one of the 

foundational sentiments of the early Republic was that privilege and position should not 

be inherited or tied to blood relations. This is an exceedingly generous idea that most 

were devoted to in theory. However, it set up a practical problem for the nation’s citizens 

who looked to Europe and marveled at its artistic culture, which appeared to be the 

product of the aristocracy. I will show that a U.S. elite identified itself by attempting to 

trace its genealogy to founding members of the North American colonies. In addition, an 

elite was identified by way of a discourse of refinement. The latter discourse tied together 

the legitimizing mechanisms of genealogy and a discourse of beauty. I will explain that 

the discourse of refinement excluded, in particular, African-Americans from the civic 

body, and, thus, from access to social justice that inclusion in the civic body entailed. 

Second, the economy of the United States was rooted in the practice of slavery. As a 

result of the lived conditions of slavery, prohibitions in regards to interracial sex were 

introduced in order to secure the contours of the European-American civic body. These 

prohibitions were flouted (often violently) on a regular basis, and the fact of 

                                                
6 James Baldwin, Go Tell it on The Mountain (New York: Bantam Dell, 1980), 3. 
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miscegenation is one of those things that a genealogy must disavow to maintain its 

integrity, and, thus, the legitimacy, of those who it ties together. 

My dual focus on American art and contemporary art, in line with the efforts of 

numerous emerging scholars of American art, seeks to undermine the way in which 

contemporary art has been estranged from its links to the history of American art. The 

traditional presumption that these two areas of study—contemporary art and American 

art—are distinct to such a degree that they should be treated as separate fields is 

weakening under pressure. This division itself is the product of a genealogical 

understanding of art history that requires that “breaks” be inserted into a narrative in 

order to maintain the integrity of a disciplinary domain. Despite art history’s dutiful 

maintenance of the boundary between American art and contemporary art, Kara Walker, 

Fred Wilson, Dario Robleto, Ann Hamilton, and many other contemporary artists who 

address early American visual culture and history in their work, purposefully trouble this 

boundary. The work of these artists shows us that the traditional art historical division 

between American and contemporary art allows us to indulge in a dangerous assumption 

that the ideals embodied in early American art have disappeared from contemporary 

culture. In fact, we are haunted by the legacy of these ideals. By way of an analysis of 

inheritance, I hope to uncover the ideological uses to which these dangerous 

historiographic erasures have been put.  

In essence, my historiographic approach models itself after the methods of the 

artists mentioned above. First, I look at contemporary culture and analyze the images, 

ideas, and categories it inherits. Second, I consider how contemporary appearances of the 

discourse of inheritance in art history are related to historical appearances of the 
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discourse of inheritance in art history. In order to illustrate how I came to imagine the 

above methodology, I would like to describe Kara Walker’s project After the Deluge. In 

2005, Walker was invited by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York to curate an 

exhibition. The museum gave her “carte blanche” to make new work, select work she 

had previously made, or to “mine” the Metropolitan’s collection in the manner of Fred 

Wilson’s significant intervention at the Maryland Historical Society.7 Wilson’s work, 

titled Mining the Museum (1992) “mined” the Maryland Historical Society’s collection of 

historical artifacts, in particular those that were marginal and placed in storage. Wilson 

rearranged the artifacts such that the “legitimate” historical narrative of Maryland, 

delineated by the arrangement of the refined objects usually on display, was disrupted by 

the display of objects from the museum’s archives that attested to Maryland’s history of 

slavery and racism. The “illegitimate” history Wilson made visible is that which made 

possible the ideological and literal production of the refined objects usually on display. 

Walker’s exhibition diverged from Wilson’s in significant ways, although Walker 

remarked that she looked to Wilson’s intervention as a model.8 

Initially, Walker was “overwhelmed” by the possibilities the Metropolitan’s offer 

opened up. However, Walker decided to organize the exhibition around the themes of 

fluidity, muck, and the failure of containment after Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf 

coast in August 2005, and flooding subsequently caused the New Orleans levee system to 

fail catastrophically. In the exhibition catalogue, she writes, “murky, toxic waters become 

                                                
7 Kara Walker, interview by Gary Tinterow, “Kara Walker at the Met: After the Deluge,” 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art Special Exhibition Podcast (New York: 2006), 
http://www.metmuseum.org/audio/exhibitions/mmaExhibPodcast.03282006.mp3. 
8 Ibid. 



 9 

the amniotic fluid of a potentially new and difficult birth, flushing out of a coherent and 

stubborn body long-held fears and suspicions.”9 The exhibition brought together images 

from Walker’s contemporary body of work, as well as images, sculptures, and paintings 

from the Metropolitan’s vast collection.  

When viewing photographs of Walker’s installation, which prominently displayed 

a nineteenth-century Nail Figure from the Democratic Republic of Congo (or Angola), I 

was reminded of the Museum of Modern Art’s controversial and well-known exhibition 

“‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern.” A 

photographic reproduction of a nineteenth-century Male Power Figure (Nkisi), or Nail 

Figure from the Democratic Republic of Congo serves as the frontispiece in the 

“Primitivism” catalogue. (In the catalogue, the Nail Figure is identified as a “fetish 

figure.”) The MoMA’s exhibition opened in December 1983 and displayed “tribal” 

objects alongside the work of prominent Modernist artists in order to emphasize the 

formal affinities between them. Though the appearance of nail figures in Walker’s 

exhibition and the MoMA’s exhibition is a coincidence, it is nevertheless useful to 

consider Walker’s installation in relation to the criticism of the MoMA’s exhibition. In 

his well-known essay “Histories of the Tribal and the Modern,” James Clifford 

problematized the notion of “affinity” that the MoMA deployed. He called “affinity” an 

“allegory of kinship” that is “produced by careful selection and the maintenance of a 

specific angle of vision.” This angle of vision tells a universalizing story of a “Modernist 

                                                
9 Kara Walker, After The Deluge (New York: Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., 
2007), 9. 
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Family of Art” that excludes other stories.10 In his challenge to the ideology of affinity, 

Clifford asks, “why could one not learn as much about Picasso’s or Ernst’s creative 

processes by analyzing the differences separating their art from tribal models or by 

following out the ways their art moved away from, gave new twists to, non-Western 

forms?”11 In the conclusion to his critique of affinity, he suggests that the public needs 

“exhibitions that question the boundaries of art and of the art world, an influx of truly 

indigestible ‘outside’ artifacts.”12 It is not clear to me what would constitute an 

indigestible outside artifact, but I do think that Walker’s installation effectively 

interrogates the boundaries of the art and the art world. Significantly, it did not do this by 

emphasizing differences between “tribal” objects, canonical works of American art, and 

Walker’s own contemporary images. Nor did the installation attempt to locate 

indigestible outside artifacts. Rather, it reproduced illegitimate affinities in order to 

construct a story that “illustrated” the ways in which racist nineteenth and twentieth-

century policies, practices, and images from the past burst forth into the present when the 

levees failed to contain both floodwaters and the open secret of systemic racism and 

poverty.   

A close look at two images that were juxtaposed in Walker’s exhibition—

Winslow Homer’s Dressing for the Carnival (1877) (fig. 1) and Walker’s own Untitled 

(2002) (fig. 2)—serve to illustrate how this was achieved. Dressing for the Carnival 

depicts a group of African Americans celebrating the Fourth of July. Homer based the 

                                                
10 James Clifford, “Histories of the Tribal and the Modern” in Jack Flam and Miriam 
Deutch, eds. Primitivism and Twentieth-Century Art: A Documentary History (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003), 352, 354, 355. 
11 Ibid., 355. 
12 Ibid., 365. 
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painting on an illustration titled Our Colored Militia—A “skid” Dressing for the Parade 

on the Forth of July, which appeared in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper on July 17, 

1875 (fig. 3). The garment worn by the central male figure in Homer’s painting, and 

stitched together by the female figures that flank him, is a Jonkonnu festival costume. 

These costumes were worn by a Christmas or New Year’s Day celebrant of Jonkonnu—

an Afro-Caribbean derived tradition of masquerade that worked its way into African 

American communities as a result of commerce between the Caribbean islands and the 

southeastern United States.13 The painting alludes to a question posed by abolitionist 

Frederick Douglass on July 5th, 1852, “Are the great principles of political freedom and 

of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us?”14 

Douglass contended that justice was tied to racial inheritance. He asserted, “The rich 

inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, 

is shared by you, not by me.”15 It became increasingly clear in the years following the 

Civil War that the political freedoms emancipation extended could not be guaranteed by 

the Freedmen’s Bureau in the face of the political disorganization and racial resentments 

that plagued the South.16 The African Americans in Homer’s painting celebrate the 

Fourth of July despite extreme poverty, de facto disenfranchisement, and relentless racial 

                                                
13 Richard J. Powell, “Introduction: Winslow Homer, Afro-Americans, and the ‘New 
Order of Things’” in Peter H. Wood and Karen C. C. Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images 
of Blacks: The Civil War and Reconstruction Years (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1989), 11-12. 
14 Sidney Kaplan, The Black Presence in the Era of the American Revolution 1770-1800 
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1973), 231. 
15 Kaplan, 240. 
16 W.E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York, Dover Thrift Editions, 1994), 
17. 
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violence. This fact accounts for the veil of solemnity that hangs over the face of Homer’s 

painting. 

In After the Deluge, Walker juxtaposes Homer’s painting with one of her own 

pencil drawings. The drawing depicts two minstrel figures appropriated from a small 

minstrel poster, the first figure with his foot through the banjo of a second figure. The 

first figure’s foot lands between the legs of the second figure, whose anxious sidelong 

glance falls on the body of a third figure, a disintegrating black woman. The woman’s 

body forms a pool of paint, ink, tar, oil, blood, or bodily muck in which the minstrel 

figures stand. Walker describes this figure as murky, blackish, and “not really real at all” 

because based on so many stereotypes. The blackness of this figure and its well-defined 

borders enables it to function somewhat like a silhouette, but Walker has added details to 

the face and torso that give the figure a disturbing three-dimensionality in juxtaposition 

with the flatness of the pool of muck into which she dissolves.  

The figure is in a position similar to that of the woman in Walker’s 

African/American, a linocut print from 1998 (fig. 4). It is as if Walker has rotated this 

earlier silhouette figure and added an illusion of depth. The rotation of the figure in the 

pencil drawing provides us with a direct view of the figure’s genitalia (a part of black 

woman’s anatomy that has played a large role in racist discourse since the eighteenth 

century). Our act of viewing the woman’s genitalia is doubled by the first male figure’s 

act of thrusting of his foot violently into the second man’s banjo, and subsequently, his 

groin. The female figure in the pencil drawing calls attention to the way in which the cut 

silhouette form, like drawing, printmaking, and painting, takes a body and make it flat. 

Seen alongside African/American, which presents us with a more explicitly 
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“primitivized” image of a black woman, our attention is drawn to the way in which 

“flatness” as an ideal of Modernist painting is linked to Western artists’ encounters with 

objects from Africa and the South Pacific that MoMA’s “Primitivism” exhibition aimed 

to describe. Walker sets this act of flattening the figure within a narrative of violence 

present within representational systems, but this representational violence can also be 

read alongside, and thus related to, the social violence that haunts the lives of those 

depicted in Dressing for the Carnival. In After the Deluge, Walker asks us to 

acknowledge the way in which representational systems exercise a violence that needs to 

be understood in relation to social violence. 

Because, like Walker, I am looking at works of art from disparate periods, I do 

not conceive of my project as a history of objects or artists in the traditional sense. 

Rather, I examine works of art in four ways. First, works of art are instances whereby 

inheritance is made visible as the concern of artists or patrons—the works take 

inheritance as their subject matter directly, or the subject matter or function of the work 

reflects the history of inheritance as a legal or social institution. Second, works of art, by 

definition, are understood as objects upon which art history has exercised its rules of 

legitimization, legitimization being what inheritance, as an ideological formation, 

produces. Allow me to turn briefly to Marcel Duchamp’s notorious Fountain (1917) to 

make this latter point clear. Duchamp called attention to the boundaries drawn by 

legitimizing discourses when he asked an art institution to assimilate a foreign object—a 

urinal signed with the pseudonym R. Mutt (fig. 5). The Society of Independent Artists in 

New York had advertised an open exhibition, and yet the readymade was refused 

admittance on two grounds. First, on the ground that it was immoral or vulgar, and 
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second, on the ground that it was plagiarism. The first charge referred to the fact that the 

object is something into which men urinate, and the second charge referred to the fact 

that the mass-produced object was not made by the submitter. In two issues of The Blind 

Man, an anonymously authored statement accompanied by a photo of Fountain by Alfred 

Stieglitz defended the readymade against these two charges. The statement, presumably 

written by Duchamp, defended Fountain against the charge of immorality by noting that 

it was a fixture seen every day in the display windows of plumbers’ shops. He 

straightforwardly rejected the terms upon which the charge of plagiarism was made with 

the following statement. “Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not 

has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that its 

useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view—created a new 

thought for that object.”17 The defense against the charge of immorality is significant 

because it points to the significance of context. The movement of the urinal from shop 

window to art gallery provoked a change in the way the object was interpreted. This was 

because the object moved between two interpretive discourses—one that assigns 

utilitarian value and one that assigns artistic value. Though the shop and the gallery 

similarly display objects for consumers and viewers, each institutional context 

performatively produces its objects—commodities, works of art—according to its rules 

of legitimization. In this way, the “same” object can be brought into being as either a 

commodity or work of art, depending on its institutional context, and according to the 

varying institutional habits that delineate meaning and grant propriety. The above is 

                                                
17 Marcel Duchamp, “The Richard Mutt Case” in Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, eds. 
Art In Theory, 1900-1990 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1992), 252. 
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significant to this project because legitimacy and illegitimacy are states articulated and 

maintained within a discourse of inheritance. Today, Duchamp’s urinal is ensconced in 

art history’s narratives as a legitimate work of art. Its security is insured in part because 

Duchamp occupies a paternal position in the genealogy of conceptual art. For example, 

conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth wrote, “The function of art, as a question, was first raised 

by Marcel Duchamp. In fact it is Marcel Duchamp whom we can credit with giving art its 

own identity.”18  

Third, in this dissertation, I explicitly imagine works of art as coming into being 

according to the performative logic of materialization outlined in Judith Butler’s theory 

of gender construction. I draw little distinction between the way in which objects and 

bodies acquire status—as art objects, as Subjects—in metaphysical systems. I am able to 

maintain this lack of distinction because both objects and bodies are tripped up by the 

gendered philosophical category of matter. We can see the boundaries art history has 

drawn by looking at how art objects can work to trouble art history’s contours and by 

looking at how excluded objects enable the materialization of art history’s contours. 

Here, I shift into using the word “contour” as opposed to “boundary.” I do this for two 

reasons. First, Butler repeatedly makes use of the word contour in her writing, and I want 

to harness the implications of her use of the word for the argument I further in chapter 

two. Second, the word contour allows me to draw a connection between the concept of a 

boundary or line and the concept of a literal contour in a drawing or other image. 

Materialization happens, according to Butler, as a result of the repeated inculcation of a 

                                                
18 Joseph Kosuth, “Art after Philosophy” in Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, eds. Art In 
Theory, 1900-1990 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1992), 855. 
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norm. One way that works of art can trouble boundaries is by deconstructing contour and 

its mechanisms. These works offer us a complex picture of the relationship between art 

and art history because they are formal statements on line, on that which forms shape, 

and yet they also function as critiques of the way in which art historical lines, or 

genealogies, contribute to a discourse of inheritance. In other words, contours are always 

being thought of in multiple ways at once in this text.  

Contours are metaphorical, in the sense that they describe genealogies, boundaries 

between disciplinary domains, and the figure as a Subject in philosophical or political 

systems. They are also literal, in that drawings or silhouettes produce contours that are 

the object of formal analysis. Contours in works of art are material, but also function 

conceptually, in that they work to represent the logic of contours within art and art 

history. In other words, contours function as a border between that which is included and 

excluded from the discipline. However, it is necessary to keep in mind that even when 

contour is functioning conceptually or metaphorically, it affects the way in which 

individual or specific bodies (or works of art) are understood and positioned in relation to 

discourses of gender, race, and sexuality (or art historical genealogies). Exclusion can 

result in both conceptual and literal violence. At any given time, someone, somewhere, is 

killed or injured as a result of their position in relation to a contour that safeguards 

normative boundaries of gender, race, national, or sexual identity. In Kara Walker’s 

silhouette work, contours are used to represent violations and scenes of violence, but her 

method of cutting into the paper with a knife makes the material of the work a recipient 

of literal violence. This is also made evident in works such as African/American. To 

create a linocut print, an artist cuts away (with a knife our gouge) the linoleum 
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surrounding the figure that is meant to appear in the final print. In African/American, 

Walker leaves the traces of this cutting visible. The negative space around the figure is 

not “blank,” like the white museum walls on which her paper silhouettes are usually 

installed. Instead of cutting away the linoleum completely, such that the negative space of 

the print would be blank, Walker allowed the ridges formed around the gouges in the 

linoleum to remain. These ridges appear in only some areas surrounding the figure, and 

they function as a trace of Walker’s cutting when the image is reproduced on paper. 

African/American is a record of a performance that enacted the process by which 

bodies acquire legibility. The acquisition of legibility, for both objects and bodies, is, 

according to Butler, tripped up by a gendered conceptualization of matter and form. 

Matter and form are part of a gendered binary—dating back to Plato—that operates as 

part a system or logic of inheritance. Because of this ancient history, the analysis of the 

relationship between inheritance and art history is a daunting task. In “Form and Gender” 

(1994), art historian David Summers has provided an extensive review of the way in 

which the language of reproduction, which relies on distinctions between form and 

matter, figures prominently in art history. It is worthwhile to review both his thoughts on 

the significance of the distinction between matter and form and the context in which this 

essay was written. Summers’s analysis is part of a larger discussion on the “crisis in art 

history.” In order to contextualize this crisis to which Summers is responding, it is 

necessary to consider briefly an essay by Donald Kuspit. Kuspit’s essay, “Conflicting 

Logics: Twentieth-Century Studies at the Crossroads” (1987), begins with the phrase “art 
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history is in crisis.”19 For Kuspit, the crisis in art history is multidimensional and 

precipitated by art history’s engagement with “outsiders” who maintain that the 

methodologies utilized in the discipline of art history lag behind those dedicated to the 

study of other arts. If art history is to remain relevant, the “distinction between the art-

historical and the extra-art historical, what is proper and improper art history, must give 

way. Or the boundaries must be re-drawn, in light of a larger, non-hermetic 

understanding of art and art history, and the role of both in the humanities. The whole 

decorum and topography of art history must change. It must understand itself to exist in a 

field of humanistic operations, as one of many cross-fertilized investigations.”20 For 

Kuspit, the question of art history’s area of sovereignty, its jurisdiction, its property, is a 

legalistic one. The breakdown of art history’s sovereign control over its territory, its 

invitation of outsiders, leads to a collapsed discipline with open or porous boundaries—

one that may be allegorically figured by the dissolving body of Kara Walker’s black 

woman in After the Deluge. This leads to the potential “ungovernability” of art history’s 

boundaries (art history conceived as a territory) and/or its contour (art history conceived 

as a figure or form). In this way, the crisis in art history is related to the feminist critique 

of patrilineality.21 This critique threatened the discipline’s borders and the distinctions it 

                                                
19 Donald Kuspit, “Conflicting Logics: Twentieth-Century Studies at the Crossroads” Art 
Bulletin 69 no. 1 (1987): 117. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Feminism’s critique of patrilineality informed my initial approaches the question of the 
general relationship between art history and inheritance. Feminist artists and art historians 
have grappled with the patrilineal structure of art history since the beginnings of the 
movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and have tied the critique of this structure to 
the spatial metaphor “inside” and “outside.” See Linda Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power 
and Other Essays (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), 145-146; Suzanne Lacy, “The 
Name of the Game,” Art Journal 50, no. 2 (1991): 64-68; Mira Schor, “Patrilineage,” Art 
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had drawn between “inside” and “outside.” Further complicating this critique was 

Jacques Derrida’s troubling of the concepts “inside” and “outside” in texts such as Of 

Grammatology and Parergon. 

David Summers, like Kuspit, investigates the crisis facing the art historical 

discipline. However, Summers contends that the origin of this crisis can be found not in 

art history’s engagement with “outsiders,” but rather in the discipline’s modern reliance 

on the concept of form. Summers shows how this move toward a reliance on form was a 

development that not incidentally coincided with the exclusion of women from the 

history of art.22 The inter-relationships between form, matter, and art history are 

examined by first considering the discipline’s use of language rooted in biological, 

sexual, and reproductive metaphors. As a result of the deeply gendered (and very ancient) 

opposition posed between form and matter, art history as a history of form is tantamount 

to a genealogy of fathers and sons.23 It is also important to note here that part of my 

project is to point out that Kuspit’s concern with “outsiders” invading art history’s 

disciplinary body is part of the same discourse of inheritance that privileges form and the 

boundaries it provides. Kara Walker’s work shows us that art history’s reliance on form 

not only results in the exclusion of women, but also the exclusion of many other Others 

to whom ancient philosophers, such as Aristotle and Plato did not grant the status of 

subjectivity. 

                                                
Journal 50, no. 2 (1991): 58-63. For an analysis of women’s articulation of a narrative of 
artistic succession that is predicated on a theory of matrilineage see Jessica Dallow, 
Family Legacies: Race, Gender, and Inheritance in the Art of Betye and Alison Saar 
(PhD diss., The University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2000). 
22  David Summers, “Form and Gender,” New Literary History (Spring, 1993): 394. 
23 Ibid., 406. 



 20 

According to Summers, what distinguishes art history from other historical 

disciplines that make inferences based on documentary evidence is that art history is 

formalist. There is a presumption that works of art are “essentially forms or 

‘compositions’ of forms,” and that these forms somehow enable the art historian to infer 

things about the past.24 However, with the advent of postmodernist and deconstructionist 

theories, physiognomic inferences made from expressive form began to appear circular, 

self-generating, and subjective, and their connection to other kinds of historical evidence 

“magical.” As a result of the doubt surrounding formalist inferences, “contextual” art 

history opposed itself to “formalist” art history. Nevertheless, formalism and 

contextualism are mutually defined concepts in art history. Summers writes that the idea 

of form “provided the basis for an internal, self-contained art history . . . in which forms 

themselves evolve; and precisely because it is presumed to be essential, form has also 

provided the basis . . . for relating art and its history to other kinds of history.”25 I would 

argue that contextual art history, then, was not a reaction to the ruin of formalist art 

history, but perhaps an effort to buttress that ruin (or “center,” to put it in Derrida’s 

terms) in order to save the structure from collapse.  

Faced with these problems that endanger the art historical discipline, Summers 

critiques the concept of form with the aim to replace formal analytic language with a 

revised analytical language that would function in a comparable manner. Summers turns 

to an analysis of the discipline’s use of language that is biological, sexual, and 

                                                
24 Summers, 384. 
25 Ibid. 
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reproductive in origin. For example, in the following passage Summers recounts the 

etymology of words such as author, genius, creator, and patron: 

 

Author is from auctor, which is from augere, to increase, produce, or originate. 

Only by extension, etymologically speaking do authors just write texts; they are 

more generally progenitors and founders, as Cezanne is (or was) often called “the 

father of modern painting.” Genius is from gignere, to grow, and is related to 

gens, race, people. In classical Latin, creare means to produce, beget, or bear; it 

was in medieval theology that creation became a diving prerogative – the creature 

cannot create, as Augustine wrote – and it was only in modern times that the term, 

still trailing its theological clouds of glory, came to mean a radical originality of 

invention, still, in a less grand sense, making something out of nothing. This 

metaphor had been appropriated by the end of the fifteenth century, but the 

classical meanings are by no means consigned to the past. We still use this 

language and are very much within the largely unconscious reach of its 

implications. Such metaphors are to be found concealed in the everyday language 

of art history. A “patron,” from pater, is metaphorically a father, and the notion of 

genius is merely displaced if it is supposed that the patron rather than the artist 

gives the essential stimulus to the making of works of art. As art historians, we 

use “reproductions” of works, and if artists make self-conscious reproductions, 
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then the issues of “authenticity” and “originality” are much more likely to be 

comparable to questions of paternity than of maternity.”26 

 

Summers provides an extended analysis of the word “concept” by way of a comparison 

of a late sixteenth-century print The Young Michelangelo Asleep at a Window to three 

other works: Veronese’s Vision of St. Helen, Michelangelo’s Night and a copy after 

Michelangelo’s Leda and the Swan. In the print, Michelangelo’s relaxed posture before 

an open window bears a “thematic kinship” with the posture of the female figures of St. 

Helen, Night, and Leda. As a result of this kinship, Summers concludes that the print 

means to show Michelangelo in the process of producing concetti, or concepts. 

According to Summers, a concetto is “a form of the verb concepire, to conceive, from the 

Latin concipio, concipere, to lay hold of entirely, to absorb (as liquid), to catch (as a fire), 

hence to conceive (as a child).” 27 A concetto is something conceived in the mind, which 

here functions—in contrast to Platonic Ideas, the product of non-material intellect—as a 

material organ tantamount to a matrix, or womb.28  

Summers’s argument that concetti are the product of an implicitly feminine 

process of reproduction is supported by the fact that Michelangelo is shown in a posture 

associated with the female figures mentioned above. In the image of St. Helen, the 

window, empty in the portrait of Michelangelo, is used as a kind of screen onto which St. 

Helen’s dreams are projected. By copying St. Helen’s posture, Michelangelo is shown to 

                                                
26 Ibid., 392. 
27 Ibid., 386. 
28 Ibid. 
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the viewer as a “sleeper, a visionary, perhaps as the object of divine love and grace.”29 

The empty window, far from indicating a mind that is blank or empty, is, according to 

Summers, his “dreaming soul,” the place where “concetti develop” where Michelangelo 

“gives birth to forms, again as if in a womb.”30 In Summers’s essay, Michelangelo’s 

Night is used to support the contention that the womb, chaos, night, and the mind that 

gives birth to concetti, occupy the feminine side of gendered binaries. Taken together 

they are passive figures of imagination or fantasy, realms that would produce monsters 

without the active male principle of form.  

Turning to ancient philosophy, Summers points out that these passive figures need 

an active male principle because Aristotle’s logic does not allow for a matrix that 

generates progeny on its own. A matrix is by definition passive, and an active principle, 

such as semen, is necessary for generation. Aristotle transferred the passive and active 

principles to matter (hyle) and form (eidos or morphe), respectively. Semen is associated 

with completed or perfected form; it is capable of transmitting life and the appearance of 

the father.31 The relationship between form and matter is ultimately one of sexual and 

aesthetic desire. Aristotle writes in the Physics: “what desires the form is matter, as the 

female desires the male and the ugly the beautiful.”32 Summers writes that the classical 

                                                
29 Ibid., 337-38. 
30 Ibid., 338. 
31 See Ibid., “When Cicero translated hyle into Latin, he used the word materia, which 
like hyle, means building material, and in so doing he associated matter for the tradition 
that followed with mater, mother.”  
32 Ibid., 397. The ancient history of the gendered dynamic between matter and its relation 
to form leads Summers to seek paternity, “if Michelangelo’s imagination is the potential 
mother, who is the father?”32 Summers attempts to answer this question that motivates 
much of Western metaphysics by noting the importance of the Leda and the Swan motif 
to Michelangelo. 
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definition put forth by Aristotle of hylomorphism—the idea that things are gendered 

unions of form and matter—retained the negative connotations of the mother and 

receptacle in Plato’s Timaeus (for Plato, this receptacle “is” a principle of non-being that 

exists in contrast to form).33 Ultimately, Summers’s analysis of the origin of the crisis in 

art history turns us to the question of matter and form and the way in which this binary is 

linked to the historical negotiation of sexual (and racial) difference. Kuspit’s analysis 

likewise spins on the question of form, in that his anxiety stems from the fact that art 

history, like the masculine subject, is always in danger of losing its recognizable contour 

against ever-shifting terrain. 

It is necessary that art historians not allow the biological and reproductive 

metaphors Summers describes simply to be objects worthy of note. This, I argue, is 

because these biological and reproductive metaphors are part of a genealogical discourse 

within art history that rhetorically and ideologically compels and mythologizes gender 

normativity, heteronormativity, and racial purity. Genealogical metaphors generate 

narratives that performatively produce—by way of exclusion—the legitimate bodies, 

objects, and histories afforded political, social, and cultural legibility. Regardless, this 

dissertation does not offer a “solution” to the problem of metaphors in art history, nor 

does it call for a prohibition on the use of metaphors of inheritance in art history. For 

many reasons, this would be an impossible task—as I have already noted, to use any 

metaphor is to mobilize the logic of inheritance. Rather, I recognize that metaphors of 

inheritance are dangerous precisely because they are so necessary and useful. My project 
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asks art historians to pay attention to such metaphors and to develop methods to make 

them work in productively illegitimate ways. 

Before explaining the fourth way in which works of art are used in this 

dissertation, I need to take a short detour through a discussion of how the relationship 

between art and art history has been conventionally conceived. Roughly speaking, the 

relationship between art and art history has been conceived as harmonic or disciplinary—

art and art history and criticism are complimentary practices that support each other 

according to a phenomenological logic, or art history and criticism exercise rules that 

limit and define artistic expression and assign value to works of art according to 

determinant criteria. In the first case, art and art history legitimize each other by way of 

the fact that we need artists, artworks, and viewers of art in order to have a “complete” 

aesthetic experience (art history and criticism as the professionalization of seeing art 

objects). The logic of witnessing underlies this understanding of art history because, like 

photography, art history accounts for something’s appearance. In the second case, art 

history and criticism legitimize art objects that fit into a dominant theory of what counts 

as art. Objects that fit this theory are looked at (recognized) and displayed (legitimized by 

art institutions). Those objects that do not picture this theory are not looked at 

(unrecognized), and because art institutions do not recognize them these works are not 

seen as legitimate. One way in which art history has tried to contend with the 

exclusionary logic of this conception of art history and criticism is to widen art history’s 

scope to include all visible or human made objects (e.g., visual studies, material culture 

studies). This solution is linked to an understanding of art history’s capacity to bear 

witness. In response to the institutional critiques launched by feminists and groups such 
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as the Art Workers Coalition in the 1970s, critical art historians began to question the 

way in which the discipline refused to look at the artistic production of groups 

marginalized on the basis of gender, race, geography, and class.34  

I propose an additional way of conceiving the relationship between art and art 

history, and this proposal accounts for the fourth way in which works of art are used in 

this dissertation. I alternately imagine art history as a body and a line. First, as a body it is 

a macabre figure, the decomposing corpse of a woman that I return to in search of 

evidence. It is an inherited body, and one that I want to identify, to claim. I want to lay it 

to rest, and yet I feel obligated to complete a task, to uncover the traumatic crime that 

placed this figure in my imagination. In Specters of Marx, Jacques Derrida writes 

“inheritance is never a given, it is always a task.”35 One of these tasks, articulated in The 

Work of Mourning, is “listening to the canon.”36 One of Derrida’s devoted translators, 

Michael Naas, wrote the following in response to this injunction. 

 

One begins by listening to the canon to learn first of all what the canon says about 

itself, that is what it says about reading and writing, legacy and pedagogy, about 

itself as the place or giver of all value. One begins by listening to the canon 

because the canon always gives us more than we imagine, more than we could 

                                                
34 An exhaustive account of the ways in which art history and criticism’s relation to art 
has been conceived is not possible here. For a more thorough account see Donald 
Preziosi, ed. The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998). 
35 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, & the 
New International (New York: Routledge, 1994), 54. 
36 Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 84. 
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have expected, because the canon always gives us, in its folds, something 

noncanonical, something that can never be simply included in the curriculum.37 

 

Though his description of the canon is both moving and beautiful, I am suspicious of the 

maternal plenitude found in the canon Naas describes. Reading deconstructively, I look 

for traces of that which is excluded, and thus, by necessity (or always already) included 

in any given text. Naas is critical of the way in which the canon posits itself as the place 

or giver of all value, and yet he goes on to describe the canon as always giving the 

noncanonical to those of us who think, read, and write within the “irreplaceable” and 

“inescapable” history it describes. Naas’s characterization of the canon as that which 

always gives to us threatens to reinscribe it as the source of all meaning and value. As I 

understand it, the traces of the noncanonical present in the canonical cannot be 

characterized as gifts given to those who take the trouble to look beneath the canon’s 

skirt; these traces are better characterized as evidence of erasure, scars that tell us of cuts 

inflicted. The noncanonical cannot simply be added to the curriculum because it is always 

already decomposed; it is excessive, in the sense that its remains cannot be contained.  

Second, as a line, art history is a complex genealogy with ornate branches. 

Written genealogies are narratives—one narrative instance ultimately generating many 

others—and drawn genealogies consist of lines and boxes containing names—these 

spread out across the page exponentially from a central pairing. The common metaphor 

or figure for this structure is a tree, a natural architecture. A comparison of the Joseph 

                                                
37 Michael Naas, Taking on the tradition: Jacques Derrida and the Legacies of 
Deconstruction (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), xxix. 
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Talbot family tree (19th century) (fig. 6) and Ad Reinhardt’s satirical “How to Look at 

Modern Art in America” (1946) (fig. 7) makes apparent how art history has borrowed 

this conceptual structure. The roots and central trunk of Reinhardt’s tree consist of the 

names of artistic great-grandfathers and grandfathers. Branches spreading out from this 

central trunk are inscribed with the names of fathers, and from these branches dangle 

leaves inscribed with the names of sons.  In other conceptualizations, art movements and 

works of art can be substituted for names. These two imaginings of art history—as body, 

as line—are not easily disentangled. As Kara Walker’s silhouettes show, the drawing or 

cutting of a figure depends on the logic of line or inscription. Genealogies, linear 

systems, function to frame and materialize bodies; they hold bodies in boxes overwritten 

with names.   

This brings me to the fourth way in which art objects are understood in this 

dissertation. Art objects and art history are conceived as existing in a relationship to each 

other tantamount to the relationship between matter and form. The art object is for art 

history the body of evidence against which the discipline undertakes a process of 

(under)writing. Art history is for the art object a source of pedigree and legitimization. It 

offers the art object a place on a line. I agree with Jacques Derrida’s well-known 

conclusions that there can be no outside to this type of textual dynamic, insofar as it is 

either permanent or final. I propose that between art and art history there is the possibility 

for a sustained critique, by which I mean that drawing on the lines that sustain the 

relationship between art and art history results in the mutual and temporary 

destabilization, dematerialization, and making strange of both discourses. Each thread of 

a deconstructive reading leads from within either relation to a place laterally outside. 



 29 

However, by way of these simultaneous detours through art objects and through art 

history, inexorably the needle is drawn back to “our” place of record, which, as a result of 

frequent visitation by others, has had its beat altered somewhat. All critical art historical 

gestures are subsumed some time after they are made, but they are made again, 

repeatedly drawn nowhere, back and forth, rhythmically, as stitches across a cut.  

With the introduction of this mixed (or improper) metaphor, I have in mind a 

specific work by Dario Robleto, Sometimes Billie is All That Holds Me Together (1998) 

(fig. 8). This work consists of buttons crafted from melted vinyl Billie Holiday records 

(in other works the records used as the material for his works are those inherited from his 

mother). The artist writes on this work, “several new buttons were crafted from Billie 

Holiday records to replace missing buttons on found, abandoned, or thrift store clothing. 

After making the discarded clothing whole again, they were re-donated to the thrift stores 

or placed back where originally found.”38 Functioning as a DJ, and clearly influenced by 

DJ and hip-hop cultures, Robleto remixes and re-circulates a voice and a beat, both of 

which have been altered but rendered useful for a different context.39 For Robleto, songs 

are “liquid: never dead and never a finished entity.”40 In the work of Robleto, an 

inheritance is reworked, melted down, mixed. The buttons contain a now-inaudible 

record of a voice and a beat that circulates both on the inside and the outside of the 

genealogy through which the voice and the beat have passed.  

                                                
38 Todd Smith, New Frontiers 3: Dario Robleto (Charlotte, NC: Mint Museum of Art, 
1999), 1. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Paola Morsian, “Dario Robleto. The Difficult Art of Being a Fan” in Dario Robleto: I 
Thought I Knew Negation Until You Said Goodbye (Contemporary Arts Museum, 
Houston: 2001), 6. 
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When thinking about Robleto’s Sometimes Billie is All That Holds Me Together it 

is important to consider the way in which the meanings of the performances, the 

materials, and the words and metaphors used to describe the work are mixed. The record 

is understood in multiple ways. It is, literally, a vinyl record that has stopped circulating 

on the turntable, but that continues to circulate in a different kind of economy—namely, 

that of the thrift store. The thrift store is a place where clothing and other objects are 

passed “down,” not through a family, but from one stranger to another, often from one 

socio-economic group to another. Thrift stores are precisely those places where people 

get rid of those things that we do not deem worth keeping or storing for intimate relations 

who will follow us. (It is for this reason that it always seems strange when I find family 

photographs in thrift stores or antique shops). The objects people send to thrift shops are 

worn out, out of style, or maybe the original reason for saving an object has been 

forgotten. We often ask when sorting through our closets, “Why did I hold on to this old 

thing?” Robleto’s work calls attention to the role of archival records—birth records that 

attest to the legitimacy of an individual. The button is also a remnant of a record that, like 

a photograph, functioned as evidence of Billie Holiday’s presence before an audience or 

in a studio. 

In its final form, Sometimes Billie is All That Holds Me Together consisted of 

painted vinyl buttons that were re-circulated on thrift store clothing, and buttons that 

remained available for exhibition in the museum gallery. Robleto’s literal destruction of 

the record leaves the historian, whose task is to establish legitimate chronologies and 

provide accurate descriptions of the formal qualities of a piece, in doubt. Did Robleto 

really use Billie Holiday records? Should it matter if the buttons were not made from 
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“authentic” Billie Holiday records? What if, at the last minute, he could not destroy Billie 

Holliday records and used Metallica records instead? Are these buttons the same as the 

buttons sewed on to the thrift store clothing? Is there evidence of Robleto’s sewing? Is 

there evidence of the donation? Are there photographs? Robleto’s work shows us quite 

clearly that the discourse of inheritance and its metaphors are not something that artists 

and art historians can simply prohibit or work around. However, Robleto’s work, like 

Kara Walker’s, is effective as critique because it acknowledges indebtedness to 

inheritance’s discourses, but opens these discourses up to reformulation and acts of 

mixing or miscegenation. 

Robleto has referred to his artistic practice as mixing and sampling, which is the 

process of composing hybrid musical work by using mechanical turntables, computerized 

samplers, and disparate readymade musical fragments appropriated from popular culture. 

In his complex installation piece If We Do Ever Get Any Closer at Cloning Please Tell 

My Scientist-Doctor to Use Motown Records as My Connecting Parts b/w The Polar Soul 

(1999-2000), Robleto makes use of the Motown vinyl collection owned by his mother 

when she was a young girl and a drop of his own blood. He thus emphasizes genealogical 

connections that are historical, familial, and biological. As mentioned above, the 

discourse of inheritance works in all of these arenas in order to produce narratives that 

resist the inclusion of hybrid identities.41 I mention Robleto’s If We Do Ever Get Any 

                                                
41 Hybridity is a term that has been used by post-colonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha to 
describe identities in transit or flux, identities that settle on margins where cultural 
differences are contested, negotiated, and unsettled. For Bhabha, a state of hybridity or 
“in-betweeness” can upset singular identities based on the presumed stability of gender, 
race, and class categories. The term literally refers to the characteristics of the offspring 
of plants or animals of different species. It is thus related to the more derogatory terms, 



 32 

Closer at Cloning. . . because it was included in the exhibition gene(sis): Contemporary 

Art Explores Human Genomics, organized by the Henry Art Gallery in 2002. This 

exhibition and others, such as the How Human: Life in the Post-Genome Era, which was 

organized by the International Center of Photography in 2003, addressed increasing 

public concern about contemporary developments in genomics. Public debate centered on 

works of transgenomic artists such as Eduardo Kac, who, in 2000, created GFP Bunny, a 

green fluorescent rabbit named Alba whose glow was caused by a synthetic gene that 

causes fluorescence in animals (fig. 9). It is important to note that the conceptualization 

of this project took place within the crucible of numerous examinations of the 

relationships between genomics, art, and philosophy. However, because I am primarily 

examining the work of contemporary artists who are concerned with questions of 

inheritance, genealogy, and legitimacy rooted in historical legacies, my project does not 

focus on works of art that engage genomic questions. Though it is clear that Dario 

Robleto’s work is concerned both with questions of inheritance rooted in historical 

legacies and genomics, it would have been impossible to cover all of this ground in one 

project.  

                                                
mongrel or half-breed. Within scientific discourse today, hybridity, in general, has 
positive connotations, in that hybrid plants and animals are usually bred in order to resist 
specific diseases or to produce greater yields. Despite some overlaps in the terms’ 
meanings, in this dissertation I focus on the critical capabilities of the concept of 
miscegenation. Primarily, I do this because I am writing on race and gender relations 
within the U.S., and more specifically, race and gender relations between African and 
European Americans. The term miscegenation was coined in the U.S. in the mid-
nineteenth century specifically to refer to marriage or cohabitation between black and 
white men and women. Miscegenation, then, refers to specific acts that threaten 
genealogies as conceptualized within a U.S. context. 
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In addition to being exposed to developments in the areas of art and genomics, I 

was also influenced by the reassessment of the role of kinship studies in anthropological 

inquiry.42 The 1998 conference “New Directions in Kinship Study: A Core Concept 

Revisited,” reviewed by Sarah Franklin and Susan McKinnon in Current Anthropology, 

consisted of five panels that considered that changing definitions of kinship studies. The 

first panel investigated the “‘border-crossing’ practices and meanings entailed in 

transracial, transnational, and transcultural adoptions.”43 The second panel considered 

new reproductive technologies and the changing meanings of biology, “as ‘natural facts’ 

come to be created in the lab—but also the complex negotiations of kinship in the context 

of surrogacy, egg donation, assisted conception, and cloning.”44 The third panel looked at 

the “old theme” of genealogies, but considered their new uses in the areas of genetic 

counseling, the Human Genome Diversity Project, and biomedicine.45 The fourth panel 

on the question of kinship as “knowledge, information, and property,” but examined 

through “photography, computerized artificial-life modeling, and claims to knowledge as 

intellectual property.”46 The last panel, which carries the most significance for my 

project, examined the “historical and contemporary entanglements of the cultural 

meanings of blood, seed, lineage, and evolutionary inheritance—and the ways in which 

these are mobilized to create the inclusions and exclusions definitive of kinship.”47 In my 

dissertation, I see the art historical discipline following the rules and structure of kinship, 

                                                
42 Sarah Franklin and Susan McKinnon, “New Directions in Kinship Study: A Core 
Concept Revisited,” Current Anthropology 41, no. 2 (2000): 275-279. 
43 Ibid., 275. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
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and as subsequently following the corresponding Euro-American historical analogies of 

kinship—“from biology to blood to genes to code to information.”48 The conference also 

considered what kinship has signified historically.  

 

Kinship systems have often been theorized as classification systems and even as 

grammars. In turn, such social technologies of naming and classifying, or of 

sorting and dividing, are seen to be generative of the kinds of material, relational, 

and cultural worlds that are possible or livable, and for whom. As a classificatory 

technology, kinship can be mobilized to signify not only specific kinds of 

disconnection and exclusion, as well as the boundary-crossing trickster 

movements that confound such classificatory moves, kinship also speaks to the 

possibilities for equality, hierarchy, and violence. Moreover, kinship’s 

classificatory maneuvers can be mobilized to bring into being the inclusions and 

exclusions, the relations of equality and hierarchy, and the boundary fixing and 

boundary crossing that together define and defy other categories of relation, 

including genders, sexualities, races, species, machines, nature, and culture.49 

 

It was worthwhile to quote Franklin and McKinnon’s summary of kinship’s historical 

significations in detail because their description of kinship—the possibilities it opens up 

and the relationships it closes down—supports my argument that art history’s structure is 

                                                
48 Ibid., 276. 
49 Ibid., 277. 
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rooted in a discourse of inheritance. Moreover, their description alludes to what is at 

stake in that recognition. 

Chapter 1 sets out to show how art history’s grammar is rooted in the language of 

inheritance and kinship. I consider the canonical seventeenth-century American portrait 

Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary (1674). This portrait depicts a mother and child along 

with the material goods to be passed on to later generations (fig. 10). Art historian Wendy 

Katz argues that the double portrait, about which there is abundant literature on American 

art history, “reinforced the physical imagery of inheritance.”50 Janine Antoni’s Umbilical 

(2000), a silver object formed from the cast of the artist’s mouth, is connected, by a cast 

replica of a silver spoon in the family pattern, to a cast of her mother’s hand (fig. 11). Of 

this very different artwork, art historian Nancy Princenthal writes, “Antoni’s most 

explicit essay on the varieties of genealogy, Umbilical intertwines personal history and 

art history, psychology, and biology.”51 Despite the wide chronological gap between 

these works, they are explicit examples of works of art that have inheritance as their 

central concern, and this fact repeatedly drew the two works together in my thoughts. 

Both works can be understood as instances whereby inheritance is made visible as the 

concern of artists or patrons—they take inheritance as their subject matter directly, and 

the subject matter or function of the work reflects the history of inheritance as a legal or 

social institution in the United States. My purpose here is not to establish a lineage 

between the earlier work and the later work premised on the concept of a tradition or an 

                                                
50 Wendy Katz, “Portraits and the Production of the Civil Self in Seventeenth-Century 
Boston,” Winterthur Portfolio (Summer/Autumn, 2004): 126. 
51 Nancy Princenthal, “Janine Antoni: Mother’s Milk,” Art in America (September, 
2001): 2. 
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artistic line of influence. I see these two works as showing that inheritance is a theme 

revisited by artists because its discourse structures how art, art history, representation, 

and reproduction are understood and defined. In addition to functioning as instances 

whereby inheritance is made visible, analysis of these two works side-by-side leads me to 

an explanation of how the discourse of inheritance historically has functioned in relation 

to the discourse of art history. Like the establishment of a history of art, the establishment 

of a lineage or genealogy depends on both written documents and the visible or 

physiognomic characteristics of its objects for coherence.  

In the second section of this chapter, I turn to historiographic analysis, as opposed 

to an analysis of specific works of art, in order to explain the ties between art history and 

genealogy. I argue that art historical narratives are genealogical, constituting art objects 

and the legitimate and illegitimate relations art historical narratives name. Works of art 

are understood as objects upon which art history has exercised its rules of legitimization 

(legitimization being what inheritance, as an ideological formation, produces). By way of 

a critique of the metaphors of inheritance embedded in the discourse of material culture 

studies, I imagine works of art as coming into being according to the performative logic 

of materialization outlined in Judith Butler’s theory of gender construction. We can see 

the boundaries art history has drawn by looking at how art objects can work to trouble art 

history’s contours and also by looking at how even those that are excluded enable the 

materialization of art history’s contours. 

Chapter 2 attempts to “queer” formalist analysis and mimic the gestures and 

habits of the practice of material culture studies. It also builds on the previous chapter’s 

focus on matter and gender to consider contour and legitimacy as effects of the 
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performativity of genealogies. I read Judith Butler’s work with an eye toward the 

metaphors of contour on which she relies. In her critique of the category of sex, she 

writes, “what constitutes the fixity of the body, its contours, its movements, will be fully 

material, but materiality will be rethought as the effect of power, as power’s most 

productive effect.”52 Contour is a powerful formal element functioning in literal and 

conceptual ways in art and art historical discourse, and Butler’s conception of it 

necessitates that art historians think about form differently, as a productive effect of 

contour. For Butler, a contour is produced by way of an “exclusionary matrix by which 

subjects are formed.”53 This exclusionary matrix requires the “simultaneous production 

of a domain of abject beings, those who are not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the 

constitutive outside to the domain of the subject.” This leads Butler to ask, “What 

qualifies as bodies that matter, ways of living that count as ‘life,’ lives worth protecting, 

lives worth saving, lives worth grieving?” 54 Her question leads me to suggest that the 

questions we ask about art history’s contours have a political or ethical component, by 

which I mean that these questions, and the answers we give in response to them, are 

necessarily tied to how we think about kinship, subjectivity, and about which bodies 

count as “bodies that matter.”  

The chapter provides a reading of Marcel Duchamp’s assisted readymade Belle 

Haleine: Eau de Voilette, an empty Rigaud perfume bottle in an oblong case (fig. 12). 

The reading of this readymade serves as a first attempt to take into consideration the 

                                                
52 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On The Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 2. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., 3. 



 38 

implications of Butler’s theory of contour for art history. For that purpose, objects other 

than Duchamp’s could have been chosen. Significantly, it is not necessary to use a work 

of art that is “about” contour in order to read a work of art with the implications of 

Butler’s ideas in mind. The main reason Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette was chosen for 

this chapter was because it functions as a counterpoint to the New York Colony Club’s 

exhibition titled “The Lady” (1922), an “aristocratic” variant of the many Colonial 

Revivalist exhibitions originating in the 19th century that displayed “colonial relics.”  

This chapter, then, provides a specific example of an exhibition that mobilizes the 

discourse of inheritance on behalf of its objects, its patrons, and its viewers. Though a 

Frenchman, Duchamp contributed in significant ways to the conceptualization of a 

specifically American art before and after the Second World War. I follow the contours 

of Duchamp’s readymade in order to deconstruct the Colony Club’s ambition to 

legitimize the twentieth-century U.S. elite by way of the display of “inherited” 

aristocratic and colonial artifacts. This argument draws on my previous explanation of the 

way in which the bequeathing of objects produces the legitimate inheritor it names. The 

Colony Club’s exhibition makes use of a gendered trope—the fear of the disappearance 

of “The Lady.” This latter figure stands in the place of an unarticulated anxiety brought 

on by a fear of miscegenation, by which I mean a fear of the conceptual and literal 

blurring of the contours of the national body. The objects in the exhibition, as well as the 

readymade Belle Haleine, stand in for bodies that are threatened by disappearance. 

Duchamp’s work eventually brings me to a consideration of the silhouettes of Kara 

Walker, which become the focus of Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. Both Duchamp and Walker 

employ forms that, on one hand, are associated with colonial and colonial revivalist 
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artistic production and the picturing of families and genealogies, and, on the other hand, 

are engaged with questions of delineation. 

Chapter 3 turns to the work of Kara Walker in order to outline the history of 

refinement in the United States. Nineteenth-century Philadelphia functions as a kind of 

“case study,” but is also particularly significant because it was one of the few locations 

where the African American community achieved a level of economic stability such that 

the acquiring of “refinement” was a reasonable goal. Refinement functioned as the 

impetus behind exhibitions such as the Colony Club’s The Lady, and I argue that the 

boundary the discourse of refinement established between the refined and the rude also 

articulated the boundaries of political freedom and justice. Described in Richard L. 

Bushman’s The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, and Cities (1992), I believe 

this effort towards refinement to be the product of a discourse of inheritance rooted in 

anxiety resulting from the perceived threat of miscegenation. Miscegenation resulted in 

the bleeding of the white body’s political (figural) delineation into the matter of excluded 

racial and illegitimate others that constituted its background. Though in most cases it 

makes more sense to conceive of this relationship as the background of blackness 

bleeding into the purity of whiteness, I reverse it here because I want to emphasize the 

way in which the white body was delineated by contours that miscegenation weakened. 

Though the white body was “contaminated” by miscegenation, the breakdown of the 

white body’s contours also led to a collapse of its figure, a “bleeding” of the edges that 

delineate form from matter. It is this collapse or “bleeding” that I want to emphasize. 

This movement, in my mind, is akin to a “seeping out” of matter that the white body had 

been able to disavow as a result of matter’s containment within secure contours. 
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Refinement’s drawing of the secure boundaries of political freedom and justice 

necessitated violent exclusions. Thus, in nineteenth-century Philadelphia African 

American schoolteachers and artists such as Sarah Mapps Douglass saw refinement as an 

important strategy that could be utilized to promote abolition and gain respect and equal 

rights for free African Americans. She felt that the acquisition of beauty and taste would 

break down racial prejudices that closed avenues of social and economic advancement. In 

order to promote the refinement of adolescent female pupils, student scrapbooks, started 

by female teachers, contained watercolor studies of flowers, excerpts of poetry written in 

fine penmanship, and affirmative prose written by African Americans who had achieved 

prominence.55 Competence in artistic genres such as watercolor or penmanship was seen 

as a mark of a woman’s refinement among the mid-nineteenth century middle class. Still 

life and botanical illustration were meant to inspire, according to historian Steven Loring 

Jones, “an appreciation of beauty, a sense of accomplishment, and an obligation of 

responsibility.”56 Works such as Douglass’s signed painting of flowers in a vase, then, 

show how beauty and one’s responsibility to working toward political freedom and social 

justice were tied together by way of refined accomplishments such as fine penmanship 

and artistic skill. Beneath this image, Douglass, also a prominent abolitionist, wrote 

“Lady, while you are young and beautiful, ‘forget not’ the slave, so shall ‘Heart’s Ease’ 

ever attend you.” In contrast to the floral imagery that dominates the work of Douglass 

and Hinton, the watercolors of Kara Walker employ the violent and rude iconography 

                                                
55 Hinton later displayed her watercolor paintings at the 1889 Colored Industrial Fair in 
Philadelphia. See Steven Loring Jones, “A Keen Sense of the Artistic: African American 
Material Culture in 19th Century Philadelphia,” International Review of African 
American Art 12, no. 2 (1993). 
56 Ibid., 9. 
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that dominates the large silhouette panoramas for which she is best known. My aim in 

this chapter is to show how Walker draws on the fraught history of African American 

refinement in her silhouettes and watercolors, and in the process registers the ways in 

which beauty articulates the boundaries of political freedom and social justice. With its 

delineations brought into being by way of a cut, the silhouette is the formal manifestation 

of the period’s aesthetic values. Through her improper use of the silhouette and small-

scale watercolors and drawings—forms associated with genteel refinement—Walker 

undercuts the exclusionary power of this discourse. Her undercutting of this discourse is 

significant because refinement racialized the practice of creating and appreciating 

something labeled beautiful. Moreover, refinement’s discourse went on to influence the 

strategies and goals of twentieth-century civil rights movements. 

Chapter 4 begins with an analysis of Marcel Duchamp’s Allégorie de genre 

[Allegory of Genre] (1943) (fig. 13). The analysis of the themes and formal qualities of 

Allégorie de genre needs to be thought of in relation to the Colony Club’s exhibition 

“The Lady” and Duchamp’s readymade Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette and the general 

focus on the delineation of classed and gendered bodies in Chapter 2. However, the 

analysis of Allégorie de genre provides a way to think about how the drawing of 

contours—both national and ontological—is violent and dependent on cuts. This work 

leads me to an extended analysis of a work by Walker entitled Cut (fig. 14). Like 

Duchamp’s Allégorie de genre, Walker’s figures are often reminiscent of the black paper 

silhouette of George Washington. Walker’s work shows that in the creation of this 

silhouette, the ideal contour of the national body was metaphorically reproduced by way 

of a violent act of exclusion. Though her work has elicited heated debate amongst 
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African American artists, I argue that Walker’s silhouettes function effectively as critique 

because their formal characteristics rely on the logic that mirrors the process of political 

disenfranchisement. In addition, I survey the academic debate that surrounds Cut, and 

begin to open up a space for some critical questioning of the notion of “unspeakability” 

that frequently appears in writing on Walker’s work.   

In the latter half of this chapter, I argue that Walker undercuts the formal 

language that sustains the production of those bodies (usually white and male) that 

philosophy cares to lend integrity. Walker does this in two ways: first, with the 

conceptual and iconographical use of miscegenation, and, second with the strategic use of 

beauty to present miscegenation. When miscegenation appears in Walker’s work, I think 

of it in relation to the historical invention of miscegenation in the eighteenth century and 

its use as a motivation for violence, but I also think of it as metaphorical. Miscegenation 

has been associated with illicit desire, illegitimacy, the disruption of proper lineage, and 

an improper mixing that ultimately generates the dangerous invisibility of characteristics 

thought to be a threat to purity. The above must be understood in relation to a critical 

analysis of beauty and its relation to contour because miscegenation is opposed to beauty 

in its classical construction. Johann Joachim Winckelmann writes, “Beauty should be like 

the most perfect water drawn from the lap of the source, which, the less taste it has, the 

healthier it is considered to be, since it is purified of all foreign parts.”57 Taking the 

writing of Jacques Derrida, Judith Butler, and Luce Irigaray as starting points, I argue 

that Walker “mimes” and “usurps” the beautiful in the same way that Irigaray “mimes” 

                                                
57 Simon Richter, Laocoon’s Body and the Aesthetics of Pain: Winckelmann, Lessing, 
Herder, Moritz, Goethe (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1992), 30.  
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and “usurps” philosophy. Walker’s act, in effect, unbinds the category of beauty such that 

it can be put to use toward a radical practice of critique of normative conceptualizations 

of race, gender, and sexuality.  
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Chapter 1 

Genealogy 

 

The canonical seventeenth-century American portrait Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary 

(1674) depicts a mother and child along with the material goods to be passed on to later 

generations (fig. 9). Art historian Wendy Katz argues that the double portrait “reinforced 

the physical imagery of inheritance.”58  Janine Antoni’s Umbilical (2000), a silver object 

formed from the cast of the artist’s mouth, is connected, by a cast replica of a silver 

spoon in the family pattern, to a cast of her mother’s hand (fig. 10). Of this very different 

artwork, art historian Nancy Princenthal writes, “Antoni’s most explicit essay on the 

varieties of genealogy, Umbilical intertwines personal history and art history, 

psychology, and biology.”59 Despite the wide chronological gap between these works, 

they are explicit examples of works of art that have inheritance as their central concern, 

and this fact repeatedly draws the two works together in my thoughts. These works of art 

can be understood as instances whereby inheritance is made visible as the concern of 

artists or patrons. Both works take inheritance as their subject matter directly, and the 

subject matter or function of the work reflects the history of inheritance as a legal or 

social institution in the United States. My purpose here is not to establish a lineage 

between the earlier colonial work and the later contemporary work premised on the 

concept of a tradition or an artistic line of influence. I see these two works as showing 

                                                
58 Wendy Katz, “Portraits and the Production of the Civil Self in Seventeenth-Century 
Boston,” Winterthur Portfolio (Summer/Autumn, 2004): 126. 
59 Nancy Princenthal, “Janine Antoni: Mother’s Milk,” Art in America (September, 
2001): 2. 
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that inheritance is a theme revisited by artists because its discourse structures how art, art 

history, representation, and reproduction are understood and defined. In addition to 

functioning as instances whereby inheritance is made visible, analysis of these two works 

side-by-side leads me to an explanation of how the discourse of inheritance historically 

has functioned in relation to the discourse of art history. Like the establishment of a 

history of art, the establishment of a lineage or genealogy depends on both written 

documents and the visible or physiognomic characteristics of its objects for coherence. In 

the second section of this chapter, I turn to historiographic analysis, as opposed to an 

analysis of specific works of art, in order to explain the ties between art history and 

genealogy. I argue that art historical narratives are genealogical, constituting art objects 

and the legitimate and illegitimate relations art historical narratives name. Works of art 

are understood as objects upon which art history has exercised its rules of legitimization 

(legitimization being what inheritance, as an ideological formation, produces).  

In her essay “Solo, Solo, Solo,” Rebecca Schneider points out that it is the “drive 

to ‘legitimacy’ that results in the isolation of white ‘fathers’ of performance art.”60 

Indeed, the drive to legitimacy results in the isolation of white “fathers” of art in general, 

and this is one of the reasons why it is important to address the question of legitimacy 

directly. Schneider’s essay was written in response to her uneasiness with “repeating” a 

critique of the solo artist (the singular and its link to origin and originality) for a 

conference at the 2001 Centre National de la Danse in Paris.61 She eventually decided 

that the repetition about which she felt uneasy was a scholarly approach that she wanted 

                                                
60 Rebecca Schneider, “Solo, Solo, Solo” in Gavin Butt, ed. After Criticism: New 
Responses to Art and Performance (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2005), 24. 
61 Ibid. 
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to engage explicitly. In her essay she includes a short passage on the politics of the 

“again.” This passage explains what is at stake in any critique of the mechanics of 

legitimacy. 

 

Remembering that ‘again’ bears a persistent politics haunted by white cultural 

orientations to repetition still invested in property (and its idealized twin, 

propriety). Indeed, ‘again’ seemed newly important to me in the conservative-

again climate of the 2000s when a senior colleague recently nonchalantly 

remarked that my reiteration of the critique of origin is unoriginal ‘feminist old 

hat in a post-identity age.’ To him, critiquing our cultural thrall to originality and 

the general project of fauxing founding fathers is, and I quote, “been there done 

that.” And yet this scholar could merrily dismiss my work as what he called 

“illegitimate history” as if his choice of the language of legitimacy did not expose 

his investment in the very patrilineages we had supposedly ‘already’ and ‘overly’ 

troubled. Been there. Done that.62 

 

In this passage, Schneider makes it clear that it is the reiteration of the language of 

legitimacy that exposes an investment in a patrilineage that has supposedly already been 

disrupted. In addition, the passage provides an example of the way in which the language 

of legitimacy is used to silence critical or “nagging” voices and to reinforce positions of 

authority. In the latter section of this chapter, I critique the various ways in which 

material culture studies reiterates the language of legitimacy, despite the discipline’s 

                                                
62 Ibid., 27. 
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origins in critiques of the art historical discipline, which had deemed the everyday objects 

of material culture studies’ focus “illegitimate.” The ultimate object of this critique is to 

establish a way of thinking about the “matter” of material culture studies and art history. 

How do we talk about “matter” in such a way that we do not reiterate the heteronormative 

and gendered conceptualization of the matter/form binary that has its roots in a discourse 

of inheritance? 

 

Inheritance Made Visible 

 

Meant to be viewed with the portrait of John Freake, the double portrait Elizabeth 

Freake and Baby Mary shows Elizabeth Freake seated on a chair and holding her infant 

daughter Mary.63 Their hands form a compositional ring that leads from Elizabeth’s 

jeweled left hand reaching out to Mary’s right hand. The composition draws our eyes 

from Mary’s wrist to Elizabeth’s right hand resting on Mary’s shoulder, and then across 

Mary’s shoulders and left arm to Mary’s left hand, which comes to rest on Elizabeth’s 

breast. This compositional ring of haptic affection between mother and daughter pivots 

around the gold wedding ring, similar in color to Mary’s over-dress, that Elizabeth wears 

on her left thumb. The portrait perhaps illustrates that the bond between Elizabeth and 

                                                
63 Margaretta M. Lovell writes that eighteenth-century portraits were often hung together 
in pairs in one of the principal downstairs rooms. She cites Jules Prown’s estimate that 
45% of Copley’s business was for portraits ordered in pairs. The Freake portraits can be 
understood as early examples of this tendency in the United States. See Margaretta M. 
Lovell, “Painters and Their Customers: Aspects of Art and Money in Eighteenth-Century 
America” in Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the Eighteenth Century, eds. 
Cary Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert (Charlottesville and London: The 
University Press of Virginia, 1994), 284-306. 
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Mary is the product of the marriage bond. Elizabeth looks directly at the viewer, and 

baby Mary gazes off to the right, outside of the frame of the painting. The background, 

engulfed in shadow, provides the contrast necessary to produce the figures’ striking 

silhouette. The foreground receives direct light that highlights the bright colors of 

Elizabeth and Mary’s clothing, their fair hair, dark eyes, pale skin and rosy lips and 

cheeks. Although the Freake portrait shares the flat, linear, silhouette seen in Elizabethan 

portraiture, the compositional arrangement of portraits by Elizabethan artists, such as 

Hans Holbein, are somewhat different. The latter crop the sitter more closely, and make 

use of colorful graphic patterning and more even light distribution between foreground 

and background. In effect, the Elizabethan artist flattens the image more severely.  

Another stylistic quality that the Freake portrait and Elizabethan style portraiture 

share is an interest in detailed depiction of costume. Elizabeth’s taste for strong, brilliant 

colors conforms to the common preference in Europe in the seventeenth century. She is 

shown in an olive green over-dress, perhaps of a lightweight fabric such as silk, beneath 

which she wears a red under-dress of a heavier fabric such as velvet, ornately 

embroidered (probably with silver and gold) along the exposed hem. The lightweight 

fabric of the over-dress produced graceful draping, and the Freake artist diligently tries to 

capture the drape of the fabric in the portrait. As was the fashion, only Elizabeth’s under-

dress is decoratively trimmed, and only along exposed edges. The over-dress has no 

trimming but is arranged and tied such that the ornamentation of the under-dress is 

exposed. Above the over-dress, Elizabeth wears a white apron, indicating perhaps that 
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though a gentlewoman she is not idle.64 Black and red ribbons festoon the sleeves and 

front opening of the olive green bodice. On the sleeves, the artist paints the ribbon 

hanging loosely in a naturalistic manner. A generous white chemise, trimmed with lace, 

puffs out from beneath the sleeve of the bodice. A lace-edged kerchief covers Elizabeth’s 

hair. Elizabeth parted her hair down the center, and likely plaited it together in the back 

and wound it into a coil.65 The kerchief is tied stiffly beneath Elizabeth’s chin and comes 

to a point over the forehead, as was the fashion in Europe. Pearls were a popular form of 

jewelry in Europe, often worn in the hair, around the neck and around the wrist. Elizabeth 

thus wears multiple strings of pearls around her neck. Elizabeth is likely wearing black 

pearls around her wrist. Around her shoulders she wears a wide rounded lace collar. Only 

the very rich could afford large collars of lace, and so these collars more commonly were 

made of linen with lace trim. Compositionally, Elizabeth’s collar frames her face, and 

provides an ornate pattern that echoes the pattern of her embroidered hem. This echoing 

of pattern is conceptually appropriate because both the lace and the embroidery indicate 

that the family is wealthy.         

The two ornamental patterns also frame Baby Mary. The artist depicts Elizabeth 

with a collar made entirely of lace, but the artist depicts Mary with a linen collar with 

lace trim. A linen bib extends from her collar down the entire length of the front of her 

over-dress. John Freake’s probate records list a lemon yellow silk. Possibly, this silk was 

used to construct Mary’s overdress and her bonnet trimmed with lace. Mary’s short 

sleeves are folded instead of gathered and tied like her mother’s sleeves. The lace-

                                                
64 See Carl Köhler, A History of Costume (New York: Dover Publications, 1963), 319. 
65 Ibid. 
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trimmed sleeves of a white under-dress peek out from beneath these over-sleeves. The 

under-dress sleeves are gathered decoratively at the elbow with matching yellow ribbons. 

The artist has painted the ribbons in the Freake portrait more naturalistically than in other 

portraits of children assigned to him.66   

From the detailed depiction of Elizabeth and Mary’s clothing it is clear that the 

portrait is meant to serve in part as a visual record of the family’s status and possessions. 

Due to its great value, families passed down clothing in the same way as other prized 

possessions. We see more evidence of the sitter’s concern with family status and lineage 

in the depiction of the objects that surround the figures in the portrait. The artist depicts 

the Cromwellian chair at an unnaturalistic angle in order to enhance its visibility. For the 

sitter, a record of the family’s possession of the expensive chair was more important than 

a naturalistic depiction, which, if adhered to, would have placed the chair behind 

Elizabeth and out of our view. Compositionally, the similar colors used in the 

representation of the chair and drapery in the left top corner draw the two objects 

together. As a result, they function to frame Elizabeth and Mary. A table covered with an 

imported rug visible to the left of Mary serves a similar framing function. The tradition of 

covering tables with expensive imported rugs as a symbol of status is evident in portraits 

through the eighteenth century in North America and in Europe. 

Colonial artists did not arrive in North America expecting to practice portrait 

painting in the dedicated manner of prominent European portrait painters. According to 

art historian Wayne Craven, these artists, sometimes referred to as “limners,” primarily 

                                                
66 The other extant portraits are those of the Gibbs children and the Mason children. 
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practiced utilitarian painting—signs, furniture, and houses.67 Within this colonial New 

England context, however, the distinction between utilitarian and fine art painting is 

difficult to maintain because portraits were understood to have a utilitarian function. 

Craven writes, “These are family portraits; that is, they are familial icons, and this 

provided ample utilitarian and societal value for their existence, which was to celebrate 

marital domesticity and family lineage as well as social position.”68 Accordingly, colonial 

inheritance law classified portraits as personalty—“moveables” such as personal effects, 

household goods, financial assets, livestock, and slaves. John Freake’s probate inventory 

lists personalty held by prosperous gentleman-merchants, some of which is depicted in 

the portrait of Elizabeth and Mary as emblematic of the family’s affluence and social 

position. For example, the Cromwellian chair on which Elizabeth sits was upholstered 

with woven wool called Turkey work. These chairs were the finest type available in 

colonial New England, and an inventory of John Freake’s estate at his death indicates that 

the household had fourteen of these chairs.69 

Wendy Katz argues that in colonial New England portraits were executed in two 

modes, each associated with a particular gentlemanly ideal. The first was an emblematic, 

linear painting style that focused on contour and silhouette, which originated during the 

Elizabethan period in England. The second was a painterly style practiced by Anthony 

van Dyck that relied on the manipulation of lights and darks to create the illusion of 

                                                
67 Wendy Katz implies that it is possible gentleman amateurs painted colonial portraits. 
68 Wayne Craven, “The Seventeenth-Century New England Mercantile Image: Social 
Content and Style in the Freake Portraits” in Colonial American Portraiture: The 
Economic, Religious, Social, Cultural, Philosophical, Scientific, and Aesthetic 
Foundations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 39. 
69 Craven, 47. 
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three-dimensional form. According to Katz, the illusionism of the latter style implied that 

character was tied to circumstances such as time, company, and setting.70 In contrast, the 

fixed, linear silhouette of the Elizabethan mode implied that truth and character were 

visible only when contingencies such as time, company, and setting were ignored. This 

latter mode remained prominent in England and colonial America through the end of the 

seventeenth century, despite the ascendance of van Dyck’s baroque style among 

fashionable sitters in Europe. Katz argues that the Elizabethan style retained its relevance 

in colonial New England because it maintained the ideal of a hierarchical social body. 

This ideal was attractive to colonists who sought to transfer the traditional privileges of 

English gentlemen to New England.71  

Two of those traditional privileges, which colonists may have sought to transfer, 

were primogeniture, a practice that required feudal lords to pass all realty to the eldest 

son, and entail, a practice by which land could not be alienated, but had to pass on to 

heirs of the body from generation to generation, with preference to the eldest son.72 By 

the 1670s, however, these traditional practices in England were complicated by the move 

toward greater testamentary freedom, with testators feeling that the freedom to determine 

the distribution of personalty would encourage the obedience of women and children. 

Those who opposed testamentary freedom argued that women and children needed the 

protection guaranteed by national testamentary and intestacy laws that standardized 

intestate division. Regardless of these complications, realty was bequeathed with 

                                                
70 Katz, 103. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Carole Shammas, Marylynn Salmon, and Michel Dahlin, Inheritance in America: 
From Colonial Times to the Present (Galveston, Texas: Frontier Press, 1997), 24, 29. 
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preference to the eldest son. Settlements in North America governed by dissenters from 

the Church of England often departed somewhat from these customs. The Puritans, for 

example, followed the Biblical imperative that the eldest son should receive a double 

share, and his siblings equal divisions of what remained.73 Settlements frequently set 

limits on how little a testator could award widows and children so as to avoid a situation 

in which widows and children became burdens of the state. If a widow was not granted 

the minimum accorded to her by common law she could appeal to the courts and receive 

her fair share. Testators frequently deviated from the common law simply because death 

was so prevalent among both parents and children that conformity to traditional practices 

was impossible. During the early period of settlement, women and daughters could 

inherit much larger shares of estates because husbands died with young children, or 

because fathers died without male heirs. This practice became increasingly rare as the 

century went on.74 Historian Carol F. Karlsen has convincingly argued that anxieties 

about female inheritance lay at the heart of most witchcraft accusations during the 

colonial period.75 Female inheritance provided women with a materially better life and 

increased chances for advantageous marriage or remarriage, but it also left women in a 

position of vulnerability.76 

Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary nostalgically borrows elements from the 

Elizabethan style that evoked the traditional privileges of British nobility familiar to John 

Freake, Elizabeth’s husband and a prominent merchant, lawyer, and property owner 
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England (New York, London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1987), 210. 
75 Ibid., 83. 
76 Ibid. 



 54 

descended from a noble English family. However, as I will show, the Freake painter also 

borrows heavily from a Dutch style of portraiture and still life painting that Katz does not 

consider because she focuses more narrowly on John Freake’s English ancestry. Katz 

writes that the Elizabethan style, or the family portrait generally, while evoking 

traditional privileges, would have at the same time produced anxiety in viewers such as 

John Freake. As a representation of a material body that stands for the family line, the 

portrait serves as a metaphor of the way in which the materiality of inheritance can 

undermine dynastic structure. Katz writes, 

 

For men such as Freake, the unshadowed family portrait—which was dangerously 

detachable from the house, not descending with the manor and the land so much 

as passing through the female line—blurred the dynastic with the physical body, 

the clearly segmented and static nature of one signaling the persistence of the 

other in a state that undermined inherited privileges.77 

 

Succumbing to the vulnerabilities of the physical body, John Freake died when an 

explosion occurred upon one of his docked ships in 1675, only a year after the paintings 

were completed. He left Elizabeth and their children a substantial fortune that secured 

Elizabeth an advantageous marriage. However, upon Elizabeth’s second marriage to 

Elisha Hutchinson, the property Elizabeth was granted by John Freake would have 

transferred, according to common law, to Hutchinson. Undermining John Freake’s fears, 

as hypothesized by Katz, the family portraits actually stayed more securely within his 
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genealogical line than the rest of his estate. The portraits did not descend with the manor 

and the land into the hands of Elizabeth’s second husband and his children, but instead 

were passed to Mary, John Freake’s only surviving child upon Elizabeth’s death, which 

followed the death of Elisha Hutchinson. According to common law, widows were 

allowed to write wills bequeathing personalty if her husband gave his approval, but they 

did not have power to bequeath land.78 Widows such as Elizabeth tended to be more 

generous to daughters than to sons, and thus daughters were more likely to receive 

personalty. Additionally, upon marriage, daughters often moved away from the family 

home, making the bequeathing of personalty more practical. 

In an added twist to the history of the Freake portraits, x-ray technology has 

allowed scholars to deduce that the portraits were originally painted in 1671 and then 

revised in 1674. Though changes were made to the portrait of John Freake (fig. 15), the 

most significant changes were made to the portrait of Elizabeth Freake. In the 1671 

version, Elizabeth is depicted alone with a fan or book on her lap. By 1674, the portrait 

was altered to include Mary. Significant changes were also made to Elizabeth’s clothing 

during the 1674 revision. Analysis of the change in Elizabeth’s clothing between the 

1671 and 1674 versions has concluded that the revised portrait reflects the waning of 

Puritan rule and the increasing dominance of mercantilist values in colonial New 

England. In the 1671 version, Elizabeth was shown wearing a black dress with red 

ribbons arranged in a stiff, horizontal pattern, a pointed neckerchief which extended to 

her waist was worn over a narrower and stiffer whisk, her hood was worn in a rounded 
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shape as opposed to a peaked shape, and her sleeves were more voluminous (fig. 16).79 

Her costume appears to have been similar to that worn by the devout Calvinist women 

depicted in Frans Hals’s The Women Regents of the Old Men’s Home at Haarlem (1664), 

indicating that the style of the Freake portraits is as much indebted to Dutch painting 

traditions as it is to English painting traditions (fig. 17). Two of the women in the portrait 

wear the pointed white collars Elizabeth wears, and three of them wear a rounded white 

cap as opposed to the peaked cap fashionable in Europe at the time. Additionally, the 

tonal relationships between background and foreground in the Freake portraits bear more 

similarity to those we see in the work of Hals, and the detail with which costume is 

depicted in the Freake portraits could be as indebted to the tradition of Dutch still life 

painting as to Elizabethan practice. Further, conceptual similarities exist between colonial 

painting and the tradition of Dutch still life, both of which emphasize the pious 

accumulation of material goods in tandem with the vanitas theme. In colonial New 

England, we see these themes in portraits such as the self-portrait of Captain Thomas 

Smith (ca. 1691), and also in portraits of children, such as Elizabeth Eggington (1664), 

which sadly often served as memorials or memento mori (fig. 18). Given the prevalence 

of childhood death, Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary is akin to a still life painting. It can 

be read as a memento mori. The Mary depicted in the portrait was Elizabeth’s eighth 

child. Her first child, also named Mary, died shortly after birth in 1662.  

Alternate interpretations of the portraits and the surrounding evidence have 

suggested that the Freake portraits were originally marriage portraits and then updated in 
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1671. The original versions would thus have been painted as early as 1661. This 

hypothesis has been discounted because other extant works evidently by the same hand 

are dated no earlier than 1670.80 However, for two reasons it is tempting to entertain this 

earlier date. First, the sweeping nature of the changes between the 1671 portrait and the 

1674 portrait can be better explained by a longer time period between the first painting 

and the revision. Second, portraits are almost always commissioned to mark significant 

events that affect the drawing of the family line—inheritance, marriage, death, and first 

issue.81 Thus, it is not unreasonable to propose that the portraits were first commissioned 

as marriage portraits, and then revised in 1674 when Mary was born, as a way both to 

mark her birth and memorialize the death of their “first issue,” who was also a girl named 

Mary. Regardless of whether the first painting was completed in 1661 or 1670, the shift 

toward a representation that emphasized mercantilist values was also a shift toward a 

representation that privileged the physical imagery of inheritance. The latter portrait 

places greater focus on those objects that would be inherited by the next generation—

chairs, textiles, and jewelry. Moreover, as I have already mentioned, the structure of 

inheritance law in the colonies was such that these objects (including the portrait itself) 

would have been those most likely to be inherited by daughters such as Mary. The 

addition of Mary serves as additional evidence of the portrait’s tie to the celebration of 

family lineage. When the portraits of John Freake and Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary 

are hung together, Mary is positioned between her parents. Her position in the 

                                                
80 The other extant portraits are those of the Gibbs children, the Mason children, and the 
portrait of Edward Rawson. See the Worcester Museum online catalogue at 
http://www.worcesterart.org/Collection/Early_American. 
81 Lovell, 287.  
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composition emphasizes her descent from the pair. In addition to serving as a memento 

mori, the representation of Mary functions as an emblem of the continuation of the 

Freake family line and Elizabeth’s role as an ideal Puritan wife and mother.82  

In her discussion of eighteenth-century colonial portraiture, Margaretta M. Lovell 

notes that despite the wide-ranging collection habits of the British, prosperous families in 

the North American colonies primarily purchased portraits. She understands these 

portraits as functioning as more than individualist expressions of wealth and vanity. 

Rather, she maintains that the movement of wealth between generations defines the 

relationship between wealth and portraiture in the eighteenth-century.83  

 

Eighteenth-century small tradesmen and journeymen artisans were infrequent 

patrons of the portraitist, not because they could not afford his ware . . . but 

because they did not need portraits. The need arises when there is inheritable 

substance, and the consecutiveness of the family line—the preservation of the 

‘house’ in the most medieval sense—is at stake. . . . Portraits, then, are documents 

of the family line in operation. . . . They are generational documents with a 

diachronic as well as a synchronic audience.84 

 

Because there was more wealth with each passing decade of the eighteenth century, there 

was more demand for portraits. What I have shown here is that portraiture’s tie to 

genealogy was established and exploited in colonial New England by the last third of the 
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seventeenth-century. Inheritance constitutes the matter of the colonial portrait, which in 

turn can then be seen to embody the history of inheritance as a legal and social institution 

during the colonial period. The legal and social institutions that govern the process of 

inheritance have changed significantly since the colonial period. Nevertheless, many of 

genealogy’s traditional values (purity, legitimacy, heterosexuality, gender normativity, 

privileging of blood relations) have remained constant and continue to shape 

contemporary declarations of what constitutes a proper family.  

Like the seventeenth-century portrait Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary, Janine 

Antoni’s Umbilical (2000) shows that inheritance’s discourse permeates the metaphors 

used to conceive the relationship between art, art history, representation and 

reproduction. Antoni uses semiotic concepts such as the index and metaphor (both of 

which follow inheritance’s structure) in order to draw attention to the genealogical 

structure that underlies the concept of art historical lineage (more on this below). 

Umbilical was originally shown along with other works that meditated on the question of 

inheritance, genealogy, and ontogeny in an exhibition titled The Girl Made of Butter held 

at the Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art in Ridgefield, Connecticut in 2001.85 

                                                
85 For a full account of the exhibition’s themes see Nancy Princenthal, “Janine Antoni: 
Mother’s Milk” Art in America (September, 2001): 125-128. The exhibition took its title 
from a traditional Bahaman folktale in which a mother forgets to tend to her daughter, 
who is made entirely of butter. In the story, two boys wish to court the daughter, not 
knowing she is made of butter. The mother, aware that the heat generated by the two boys 
will melt her daughter, keeps them at bay. However, one day, the mother is so absorbed 
in her cooking for the two boys she forgets to keep watch. The boys see their chance to 
sit down next to the girl. As she slowly melts from the heat the boy’s radiate, the girl tries 
to remind her mother to wash her skin with cool water. The mother does not hear her, but 
when she finally remembers the girl, she finds only a pool of melted butter where her 
daughter once had been. This is a cautionary tale purporting that the purity of girls is a 
fragile state maintained by the mother’s devout repetition of a disciplinary task. The 
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Umbilical was constructed from a cast silver spoon from Antoni’s family’s silver pattern 

and negative impressions of Antoni’s mouth and her mother’s hand. The piece alludes to 

inheritance’s biological and cultural discourses in complex and layered ways. 

The mouth and hand of Umbilical would have been constructed from negative 

impressions captured indexically by a malleable material such as wax, which was then 

attached to the original spoon. From that assemblage of three parts, a single cast would 

have been made, and from that cast the piece was set in silver. In semiotics, the index, 

which I argue follows inheritance’s structure, is defined as a representation in which the 

relationship between sign and referent is factually or existentially contiguous. For 

example, the small footprints that appear on the unofficial certificate of birth serve as a 

record or mark of the presence of the infant and the fact of the birth. The material that 

receives an indexical impression can be thought of as “inheriting” that impression. 

Roland Barthes alluded to this indexical quality in the photograph when he wrote, “The 

photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. . . . A sort of umbilical cord links the 

body of the photographed thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal 

medium, a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed.”86 Like a photograph, 

the infant’s footprints can function both as a record of presence and as a means of 

                                                
mother’s inattention to the task of dousing the girl with cool water coupled with the heat 
of the boys sexual desire robs the girl of her purity, the absence of which leads to bodily 
disintegration or death. That the girl is made entirely of butter is meant to stand as a 
metaphor of purity. At the same time, the girl is an uncanny figure. The butter girl can be 
understood as being the product of, as Princenthal puts it, “the cognate miracle whereby 
mother’s milk…is transubstantiated into a growing baby girl.” Yet, she is not made of the 
flesh, bone, and blood of her mother; she is composed entirely of a foreign substance 
other than her mother—butter made from cow’s milk. The thematic threads of this story 
are woven loosely throughout the works included in the exhibition. 
86 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1981), 80. 
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identification. The index can thus serve ontological and disciplinary (bureaucratic, 

archival) functions. My analysis of Umbilical’s use of the index, then, aims to explain 

how the discourse of inheritance likewise serves both ontological and disciplinary 

functions.  

In her essay identifying the index as the preoccupation of the art of the 1970s, 

Rosalind Krauss claimed that Marcel Duchamp first recognized the connection between 

the index and the photograph.87 Writing of works that photographically capture fragments 

of the artist’s body, she concludes “the indexical presence of either the photograph or the 

body-cast demands that the work be viewed as a deliberate short-circuiting of issues of 

style. Countermanding the artist’s possible formal intervention in creating the work is the 

overwhelming physical presence of the original object, fixed in this trace of the cast.”88 

The shift from a concern with issues of style to a focus on the indexical may reflect a 

shift in contemporaneous popular scientific discourse on inheritance. Evelyn Fox Keller 

writes that Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories—dominating the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries—focused on mechanisms of transformation and a belief in “blending 

heredity,” the view that an offspring’s characteristics are a blend of the parents’ 

characteristics. We can see the influence of this focus in evolutionary and eugenic 

discourses and in stylistic analyses of works of art premised on notions of progress, 

refinement, and purity (most famously put forth in Clement Greenberg’s “Towards a 

Newer Laocoon”).89 Additionally, the genealogical structure of diagrammatic art 
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88 Ibid. 
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eugenic discourses of the 1920s and 1930s in the United States. 
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historical trees such as “Les Grandes Etapes de L’art Moderne” (fig. 19) and the book 

jacket for Alfred H. Barr Jr.’s Cubism and Abstract Art (1936) (fig. 20) allow for thinking 

of artistic styles as part of an evolutionary process of development from singular artistic 

fathers or styles blended to form new styles. Edward Tufte, for example, refers to Barr’s 

diagram as a “didactic genealogy of interacting isms.”90 In her discussion of Umbilical, 

Princenthal knowingly calls attention to the “lineage” of Antoni’s piece—works such as 

Duchamp’s With My Tongue in Cheek (1959) (fig. 21) and Bruce Nauman’s From Hand 

to Mouth (1967) (fig. 22)—and the way in which Umbilical plays on the genealogical 

structure of art history’s concept of historical precedent. This artistic lineage is paternal, 

and it is similar to that drawn by Krauss in her essay on the index. 

Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories dominated the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. However, the notion of “blending heredity” failed to account fully for 

intergenerational stability. In the mid-twentieth century, writes Keller, “the task of 

searching for the laws of constancy—that is, of accounting for intergenerational 

stability—thus fell to Darwin’s heirs.”91 During this “century of the gene” scientists 

focused on this task, and conceptualized the gene as a kind of stable code or “program” 

that “makes” an organism what it is.92 Thus, biological inheritance came to be thought in 

terms of codes carried in the body, which were then indexically “expressed” by way of an 

ontogenetic process. The index, which functions as a marker of a physical presence 
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within an economy of reproducibility, is tied to the understanding of inheritance in terms 

of codes. 

In addition to making use of the logic of the index, the reproduction of an object 

cast from a mold takes on meaning as a metaphor for the process of inheritance. The 

spoon’s design, originally cast from a commercial mold, comes to represent the family in 

the form of the “family pattern” by virtue of being purchased at some point in the past 

and then passed down from generation to generation. In this way, the piece alludes to 

genealogy’s role in the process of passing on wealth, status, and privilege. From this 

recognition of the connections between wealth and inheritance comes the common phrase 

that someone was “born with a silver spoon in his/her mouth.” The phrase means to 

express that a child was born not only into wealth, but also with a set of inherited, not 

earned, privileges at his or her disposal. The teeth of Umbilical not only consume these 

privileges, but also metaphorically consume the mother. The spoon’s handle, which 

carries the family pattern, is a metaphor for DNA (in which patterns of behavior and 

physiognomy are thought to be encoded) and also an umbilical cord (through which life 

itself is passed). Here, Antoni calls attention to the intertwining of cultural legitimacy and 

biology. The mold of Antoni’s mouth and the impression of her mother’s handprints 

allude to official identity records, such as dental records and fingerprints. At the same 

time as identity is posited as something established along the lines of a family pattern, 

marks of identification such as dental impressions and fingerprints are unique to each 

individual. Like other pieces in The Girl Made of Butter, such as Momme (1995) (fig. 26) 

and Cradle (1999) (fig. 27), Umbilical expresses the tension between individual and 

familial identity. This is another way that Umbilical addresses the genealogical structure 
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of art history’s concept of historical precedent. The tension between individual and 

familial identity is mirrored by the tension between an individual artist and artistic 

influence or lineage.  

Advertisements from the 1920s, a period of colonial revival in the U.S. that will 

be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, emphasized the connection between ancestry 

and silverware. For example, an advertisement for 1847 Rogers Bros. Silverplate named 

one of their patterns “Ancestral.” The accompanying image depicts a group of diners in 

Rococo/Colonial costume, and the text that accompanies the image reads, “A new pattern 

that befits this finest silverplate—used and loved by generations of fastidious hostesses! 

To-day, as always, ‘1847 Rogers Bros’ represents the peak of good taste” (fig. 23). An 

additional set of silverware from the period was given the title Heirloom Plate. The text 

in one advertisement for this product reads along the bottom, “from generation to 

generation.” The advertisement is compositionally divided down the center by an 

illustration of a serving spoon. On one side of the spoon a couple from the colonial period 

is depicted, and on the other side of the spoon, a modern couple from the 1920s is 

depicted. The image implies that the silverplate functions as a link or bridge between 

generations (fig. 24). An additional advertisement for the company emphasizes the way 

in which the silverplate will, over time, be endowed with happy memories (fig. 25). The 

advertisement depicts a bride in conversation before a fireplace, presumably with her 

grandmother and mother. Beneath this image is the word “Memories.” The text for the 

advertisement reads, “Happy memories cling to the silver which has been handed down 

to us from generation to generation. These heirlooms—sanctified by age and cherished 

for their associations—are the dearest of our possessions. . . . [Heirloom Plate is] truly a 
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silverware fit to hand down from generation to generation.” In Umbilical and Cradle, 

Antoni is drawing on these connotations of ancestry and inheritance tied to family 

silverware (fig. 28). 

The process of molding also functions as a metaphor for what is figured as a 

maternal process of nurturing, educating, and cultivating a child. (We often speak of 

children as “impressionable”). Umbilical sets up an uneasy equation between the process 

of “molding” children and the artistic process of molding the matter of sculpture. In both 

cases, the object of these cultivation efforts—children, sculpture—is understood as 

somehow representing the “creator.” Umbilical also resembles a cultivated flower, 

specifically a tulip. The impression of the artist’s mouth resembles the petals, the spoon 

the stem, and the mother’s hand, a leaf. In this way, the piece plays on the culture/nature 

dichotomy—flowers are both cultivated and a product of nature. This dichotomy has a 

long history and also functions as a visual trope that lends itself well to discourses of 

inheritance in American art history. John Singleton Copley’s Mrs. John Winthrop 

(Hannah Fayerweather) (1773) (fig. 29) serves as an example. Art historian Paul Staiti 

writes that Copley’s portraits functioned as “authenticating narratives” that helped 

constitute class during the late colonial period. In addition to being gendered objects, 

“fruits and flowers,” he writes, “were active agents in Copley’s staged presentations of 

character and class.”93 

The association of women with the cultivation of plants has its roots in the 

tradition of depicting women with flowers as evidence of their fertility and purity. Staiti 
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more specifically calls attention to the importance of horticultural craftsmanship in the 

colonial United States. Hannah Fayerweather Winthrop is depicted seated at a table while 

holding a nectarine branch, with its stem cut precisely for grafting, and a nectarine, the 

fruit of her labors.94 In the eighteenth century, experimentation with hybrids was seen as 

evidence of a woman’s discipline, handiwork, and character. The hybrid did not simply 

grow wild; it was reared. Cultivation of hybrids was thus seen as a metaphor for the 

cultivation of moral education, as, according to Lockean thought, character was nurtured, 

not innate.95 Mrs. Winthrop holds the nectarine stem at its base in the same way that 

Antoni’s mother’s hand holds the handle of the spoon. In the portrait of Mrs. Winthrop, 

the hand and leaves are distinct, whereas Antoni collapses these. This collapse illustrates 

one of Jacques Derrida’s key points regarding metaphor. “Like mimesis, metaphor comes 

back to physis, to its truth and its presence. There, nature always refinds its own, proper 

analogy, its own resemblance to itself, takes increase only from itself. Nature gives itself 

in metaphor.”96 In other words, Antoni’s collapsing of hand and leaf shows that each 

relies on the other to function as a legitimizing metaphor. The stem of the nectarine will 

be grafted, used to produce cloned plants with the same DNA as the original plant. 

Antoni’s piece uses the spoon’s family pattern, which decorates the “stem” or umbilical 

cord, as a metaphor for DNA and the passing on of inherited biological traits. However, 

the silver spoon also stands for the passing on of a cultural legitimacy associated with the 

                                                
94 Staiti, 20-21. 
95 Staiti, 21. 
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upper class and the cultivation of its manners, the latter a task that in large part falls to 

women.   

Antoni is attracted to her mother’s choice of feminine self-definition. “There’s 

always the temptation to hide behind her idea of femininity,” she testifies, “because it still 

works.”97 Momme shows Antoni’s mother in a photographic portrait that makes use of the 

iconography of traditional female portraits. Her mother is seated demurely on a couch 

wearing a flowing white dress and gazing absently out a window. A vase of flowers and a 

folding photo frame, likely framing portraits of her mother’s mother and father, sit on a 

table to her side. The elegance of the photo is disrupted by an awkward hump that bulges 

from her mother’s lap. This protuberance leads our eyes to a third foot surrealistically 

peeking out between the feet of Antoni’s mother—a full-grown woman is hidden beneath 

her mother’s skirts. The photograph, referring to birth and the photographic iconography 

of femininity and genealogy, also refers to Antoni’s statement about the temptation to 

hide behind her mother’s idea of femininity. This ideal of femininity is not universal. 

Rather, this ideal can trace its origins to discourses on the proper behaviors of a lady that 

were tied to efforts to make class and lineage visible. According to Staiti, choreographed 

bodies, settings, and objects formed visual biographies, and these elements of refinement, 

worn on the body and displayed in the domestic environment, calibrated social positions 

in graphic ways. Made legible to others, elements of refinement constituted class.98 

Umbilical shows that this eighteenth-century ideal of femininity still works. The piece 

plays with the idea of refinement as both a cultivation of manners, and as an industrial 
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process that removes impurities from metals in order to produce a purer form. The 

discussion of Kara Walker’s work in Chapter 3 fully examines the racial implications of 

thinking about refinement in terms of producing purity.  

Umbilical’s resemblance to a flower alludes to more than the idea of cultivation 

and feminine refinement mentioned above. Through its use of the cut flower—a common 

symbol in still life painting of the inevitable decay of living things—a dental impression 

and fingerprints—both used to identify bodies—Umbilical functions as a memento mori. 

It is both a still life and a portrait of mother and daughter, akin to the Freake portrait. 

During the colonial period, art was thoroughly embedded in the legal and social 

discourses of inheritance. Paintings and decorative art objects constituted the physical 

imagery of inheritance and were possessions that were used to articulate and give 

meaning to genealogical relations. These objects were part of what marked the 

transference of wealth and the legitimacy of the receiver of wealth.  

 

Art History, Genealogy, and Matter 

 

Analysis of Mrs. Freake and Baby Mary and Janine Antoni’s Umbilical shows 

how works of art that take inheritance as their subject matter reflect the history of 

inheritance as a legal or social institution. However, this analysis also points out that 

these works allude to the way in which a genealogical structure underwrites art history. 

Thus, it is necessary to turn to historiographic analysis, in addition to specific works of 

art, in order to explain the ties between art history and genealogy. In this section, I argue 

that art historical narratives borrow genealogical metaphors in order to legitimize specific 
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disciplinary concentrations, aesthetic and value judgments of art objects, and theories of 

art making. Additionally, art historical narratives are genealogical in structure, by which I 

mean that they performatively constitute art objects and the legitimate and illegitimate 

relations art historical narrative’s name.  

In his analysis of the crisis facing the art historical discipline, David Summers has 

shown that the discipline’s language is rooted in biological, sexual, and reproductive 

metaphors. I want to begin with an example of an art historian’s use of genealogical and 

ontogenetic metaphors to characterize the field of American art history, because art 

historical crisis articulated by Summers was also articulated within the specific context of 

the study of the art of the United States. In “Coming of Age: Historical Scholarship in 

American Art,” Wanda Corn outlines the history of scholarship in American art during a 

period of division in the field. The thrust of her argument is that despite its 

methodological conflicts, American art has finally “come of age.” It enjoys the 

respectability and legitimacy of a discipline, and the controversy and conflict that mark 

the field is a sign of accomplishment and methodological diversity. In addition to the 

biological and developmental metaphor “coming of age,” Corn uses the metaphor of the 

proper family to describe the discipline’s historical progress. American art history was an 

unwanted “stepchild” of art history excluded from larger art historical debates as a result 

of its illegitimate ancestry. At the time Corn was writing, it had come to pass that 

American art had been welcomed at the “family table” for debate. In her essay, Corn 
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notes that there has sadly never been significant criticism of studies of American art from 

cognate fields within the discipline of art history.99  

Why does Corn use metaphors of families, lineage, and biological development in 

order to describe the final acceptance of American art as a legitimate area of art historical 

study? Corn’s use of these metaphors is not an isolated case. In the 1980 foreword to the 

new edition of America’s Old Masters, James Thomas Flexner wrote about the 

“stepchild” status American art held when he first published his study on Benjamin West, 

John Singleton Copley, Charles Willson Peale, and Gilbert Stuart in 1939.100 At the time, 

American museums considered most American art so inferior to European art that it “was 

only considered necessary to represent America by a small covey of dilapidated 

canvasses languishing yellowy in a dark hallway.”101 According to Flexner, disdain for 

American art was “the correct sophisticated attitude,” and any examination of American 

art up to that point had as its motivation two considerations—class and genealogy.  

 

Much of the interest had spilled over from the eagerness of pre-Depression 

American millionaires to hang on their walls expensive, social-position-enhancing 
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likenesses of eighteenth-century British aristocrats. Collectors more patriotically 

inclined bought equivalent American portraits. . . . The other interest was largely 

genealogical. People who owned portraits of their own ancestors wanted to know 

more about the ancestor and who had painted the picture.102 

 

Evidence of the marriage of art historical scholarship and genealogical research is seen in 

Louisa Dresser’s catalogue Seventeenth Century Painting in New England completed in 

1935. Published in tandem with an exhibition at the Worcester Art Museum, the 

catalogue was the first printed monograph published on the subject of seventeenth-

century painting in colonial New England. Members of the committee for the exhibition, 

which approved Dresser’s catalogue, were also owners of some of the works in the 

exhibition. Not all owners of paintings were descendents of the portrait’s sitter. Many 

were perhaps the “patriotically inclined” collectors Flexner mentions, and still more 

paintings were held by historical societies, genealogical societies, libraries, and 

universities. Regardless of ownership, primary research focused on establishing 

provenance (a history of the object’s passage to an institution or collector for purposes of 

authentication), and thus depended on genealogical research and inherited family 

documents that shed light on the relations between individuals who sat for portraits and 

those who inherited portraits. For example, according to “strong family tradition” the 

portrait of Governor John Endecott (c. 1665), owned by William Endicott, Esq., a 

member of the exhibition committee, “has descended to the present owner through nine 

generations, passing from eldest son to eldest son, never by will but by family agreement, 
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and neither the wills of John Endecott and his son John, nor the inventory of the former’s 

estate mention a portrait.”103 An additional story attached to the portrait explains its poor 

condition: “Shortly after the Revolution it is traditionally supposed to have been scrubbed 

with soap and sand by a colored slave.”104 No documents verify the claims of the owner. 

The diary of Rev. William Bentley attests to the portrait’s presence at the Endecott estate 

as early as 1796, but the diary does not mention either of the above stories about the 

painting.  The critical comments accompanying the portrait of the Mason Children (1670) 

(fig. 30) include a genealogical chart showing that Paul Hamlen, Esq., the owner of the 

painting, is a direct descendant from Joanna Mason through his mother (fig. 31). Though 

in the catalogue the genealogical chart is used primarily to establish provenance, we can 

also see from it that the painting, like the Freake portrait, descended for many years 

through the female line. Interest in family genealogy was one of the main motivations 

behind early historical work on American art, and in the introductory essay to Dresser’s 

exhibition catalogue information from estate inventories was used to establish the social 

context of paintings. Genealogy was and still is used to authenticate works of art by way 

of establishing their provenance. This research was situated alongside the formal 
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considerations of connoisseurship, though a colonial painting’s style was frequently 

traced to European styles in a genealogical fashion.105  

In Dresser’s catalogue, genealogy is understood as hard evidence upon which to 

base interpretations about a painting’s meaning and history—works of art are used to 

legitimize genealogies and genealogies are used to legitimize works of art. However, the 

apocryphal stories above, with roots in family tradition, reflect common cultural biases. 

In “Creating Lineages” Historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich writes that the establishment of 

lineages must be thought of as a creative act that has more to do with culture than DNA. 

“Even the simplest genealogy is not an exercise in finding out what is there, an enterprise 

in fact gathering. It is about making meaning.”106 Ulrich emphasizes that she is not 

accusing genealogists of “inventing the lines they trace.” Rather, she wants genealogists 

to recognize that, like historians, they “select and give form” to evidence using concepts 

of the self and family shaped not only by biological fact, but by law, custom, historical 

accident, and personal choice.107  

Ulrich’s essay was part of a larger collection of essays published by the New 

England Historic Genealogical Society in 2002. The Art of Family: Genealogical 
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Artifacts in New England aimed to articulate the relationship between studies of 

genealogy and studies of the decorative arts. The decorative arts considered included 

family registers, portraits, samplers, gravestones, silver, furniture, and clothing. These 

commonly inherited objects often contain factual information that can be included in a 

genealogy, such as names and dates, and they are also often objects of social and personal 

value whose passage—or provenance—can be traced from generation to generation. The 

Art of the Family’s interdisciplinary focus can be attributed to the influence of material 

culture studies, which began to take shape in the 1970s. Wanda Corn notes that scholars 

such as John Demos, who wrote the introduction to the volume, helped to move the focus 

within the study of decorative arts and seventeenth and eighteenth-century art from 

questions of connoisseurship and identification of the artist’s hand to questions about 

class, the relations between family members, and the representation of gender.108 The 

1976 Bicentennial, which triggered a colonial revival that in turn renewed interest in the 

social history of the colonial period, also contributed to the intertwining of the study of 

colonial art and material culture studies. Writing in 1982, Thomas J. Schlereth explains 

that part of the interest in American material culture was due to the fact that in the 1970s 

the Federal government funded projects that focused on American social history.109 In 

addition, during the late 1960s and early 1970s historians of American art began to 

question the narrow focus of the field. In particular, the field’s elitism, the restrictiveness 
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of the canon, and the privileging of male artists and high art masterpieces.110 Upsetting 

these values, material culture studies did not recognize the traditional art historical 

divisions such as those between high art genres and the decorative arts. Those who 

practiced material culture analysis advocated a convergence of disciplines and argued 

that in order to secure meaningful cultural historical interpretations, the objects used as 

evidence could no longer be parceled out as the special preserve of the different 

disciplines.111 Questions about class, kinship, and gender came into prominence during 

this period because scholars began to consider the family as a legitimate object of study. 

This interest in the family and the patrilineal structure of art history was tied to feminist 

reevaluations of both, but also to anti-feminist response to the purported “dissolution” of 

the family in the 1970s, which paralleled art historians’ worries about the dissolution of 

art history.112  

 Feminist artists and academics were also significant instigators of the movement 

away from connoisseurship and toward the analysis of material culture. Feminist artists 

such as Miriam Schapiro focused on material culture and kinship, and early feminist 

journals such as Chrysalis published essays focused on women’s craft and material 

culture. Artists, art historians, and other scholars obviously approached these interests in 

different ways. In the well-known Womanhouse project led by artists Judy Chicago and 

Miriam Shapiro, Faith Wilding’s Crocheted Environment made use of a web/womb 
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structure, and referenced both women’s craft traditions and surrealist art (fig. 32). Dining 

Room made clever use of colonial revivalist décor. In this installation, a large mural 

parodied the erotics of colonial still life painting by depicting a halved watermelon that 

alluded to female genitalia in the center of the image. An ornate chandelier hung above a 

colonial-style dining table upon which artificial food was served. The juxtaposition of the 

mural and the artificial food worked to critique the veracity of representations and the 

gendered and classed meanings they bear (fig. 33).  

Feminist journals from the period were similarly interested in analyzing the way 

in which culture constructs gender norms, reevaluating the contributions of women in the 

arts and sciences, and understanding the role of the “domestic sphere” and kinship 

structures in forming women’s identities. Broadly speaking, the explorations of these 

questions necessitated the analysis of those domestic and cultural artifacts later 

understood to be the “proper” objects of material culture studies, cultural studies, and 

American studies. For example, Charlotte Wolf analyzed marriage and family textbooks 

in “Sex Roles as Portrayed in Marriage and the Family Textbooks: Contributions to the 

status quo,” published in 1975 in Women’s Studies. She concluded her analysis by urging 

an examination of the assumptions that “both marriage and the family as we know them 

are necessary, desirable, and inevitable; the assumption that the status quo family is prior 

in importance to individual development; the assumption that the dominant-male and 

subordinate-female relationship reflects the state of nature; the assumption that the status 

quo, middleclass, white family typifies American families everywhere and in all 
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circumstances.”113 In 1976 Ruth Schwartz Cowan analyzed the advertisements, articles 

and advice columns in The Ladies’ Home Journal, McCall’s, American Home, and other 

similar magazines in order to understand how the “feminine mystique” descended upon 

American women during the interwar period. An earlier version of the article was 

presented in 1973 as a presentation at the Society for the History of Technology and then 

published in Thomas J. Schlereth’s Material Culture Studies in America as an example of 

material culturists working with domestic artifacts. Neither Wolf’s nor Schwartz 

Cowan’s essays made significant use of the techniques of visual analysis. The journal 

Signs also published essays in the 1970s that considered objects of material culture in 

order to critique normative gender ideologies. Helene E. Roberts’s “The Exquisite Slave: 

The Role of Clothes in the Making of the Victorian Woman” considered how dress 

defines sex roles by way of analysis of crinolines, trains, tight skirts, sleeves, and the 

corset’s tight laces. However, like the articles in Women’s Studies, the analysis was 

primarily textual.114  

In the late 1970s, and throughout the 1980s, Winterthur Portfolio, one of the first 

journals dedicated to material culture studies, increasingly featured essays devoted to the 

analysis of gender in relation to material culture. Though much of this work also 

remained textual, with objects serving as illustrations, Jules Prown’s essays “Style as 

Evidence” (1980) and “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory” 

(1982) urged students of material culture to move away from this tendency. In his 
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anthology Material Culture Studies in America, Schlereth attributes this art historical 

approach to material culture studies to Prown, who was an historian of American art at 

Yale University.115 In 1977, the Center for the Study of American Arts and Material 

Culture was established at Yale University as part of the American Studies Program. 

Symptomatic of larger philosophical shifts, material culture studies served as a catalyst 

for the breakdown of firmly established disciplinary boundaries. The rise of material 

culture studies resulted in skepticism on the part of formalist art historians who did not 

see these common objects as legitimate objects of study. Nevertheless, the methodologies 

of material culture studies, as outlined by Jules Prown, were formalist. Perhaps the 

controversy was not over the legitimacy of the method, but, in a testament to the 

performative nature of method, over the objects legitimated by way of the application of 

traditional art historical methods.  

The discipline of material culture studies attempted to re-draw the contours of art 

history. As practiced by Prown, the method entailed the drawing of an account of the 

material object and its empirical properties prior to speculation on the object’s meaning. 

In “Mind in Matter,” Prown argued that material objects provide a window into cultures 

of the past because objects are a precise physical embodiment of a culture’s mental 

processes. He defines material culture studies as a means rather than an end, a discipline 

(a mode of investigation) rather than a field (a subject of investigation). Though it differs 

from art history (both a discipline and a field) art historians commonly look to material 
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culture studies to legitimize the inclusion of cultural objects previously excluded from the 

discipline. This breakdown of traditional categorical boundaries, along with the 

introduction of theory from “outside” the discipline of art history, played a role in the 

“crisis” in art history. It was a development, among others, that led art historians to ask: 

What is art history’s legitimate object? What is inside and outside art history’s body? 

These questions form the basis of an effective critique of the art historical discipline. 

However, the genealogical and reproductive metaphors pervading Prown’s writing on 

method and his students’ conceptualizations of their relation to Prown’s “legacy” need to 

be addressed. Thus, the remainder of this chapter will be devoted to an analysis of David 

Lubin’s introduction to the conference “British and American Art at Yale: Papers in 

Honor of Jules David Prown,” and Jules Prown’s own writings on material culture 

studies. 

In his introduction to the conference honoring Prown, David Lubin, a student of 

Prown, uses genealogical metaphors in order to establish the legitimacy of the history and 

methods of material culture studies and its practitioners. As the beneficiaries of a 

methodology—conceived as intellectual “property” legitimized by a degree granted by a 

specific institution—Prown’s students are situated within an intellectual lineage. Lubin 

refers to the symposium composed of papers delivered by Prown’s students as more than 

merely a family affair.116 Lubin confers legitimacy on the study of material culture by 

way of invoking genealogical metaphors. He states that the old-fashioned study of 

iconography, rejected by hermeneutics and deconstruction as lacking in sufficient 

                                                
116 David Lubin, “British and American Art at Yale: Papers in Honor of Jules Prown,” 
The Yale Journal of Criticism (Spring, 1998): 3-7. 
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epistemological rigor, genetically prefigures material culture studies. Lubin emphasizes 

that an object’s legitimacy must be established by a figure of authority, someone who has 

power within a discourse that confers legitimacy. Virtually any vector of inquiry into the 

cultural and historical significance of the object is legitimate, he states, so long as a 

logically compelling case for that legitimacy is made. Material objects themselves are 

things we have inherited from the past. As a result, one is able to “open doors to the past” 

by paying close attention to the physicality of objects that have been proudly bequeathed 

to us by that past.117 Material culture studies insists on direct, and if feasible, tactile 

engagement with material objects rather than with their photographic reproduction. This 

problematically posits the photograph of an object as a kind of step-object “outside” 

material culture. Without the actual object—access to which is often determined by 

economic and social privilege—one’s experience of an object is inauthentic. Lubin may 

not intend for his dialogue to be exclusionary, but I am nevertheless interested in 

examining why Lubin gravitates to metaphors of inheritance that center on the question 

of legitimacy when laying out the history and methods of material culture studies, a 

practice that originally sought to critique the way in which art history used notions such 

as legitimacy to exclude objects from its canon.  

I contend that one reason for Lubin’s choice of metaphors drawn from a discourse 

of inheritance is that the defining concept in material culture studies—the idea of “mind 

in matter”—emerges from a discourse of inheritance. As David Summers and Judith 

Butler have shown, the binary mind/matter is constructed within a gendered matrix and 

can be traced to the problematic of reproduction. In the opening chapter to Bodies That 
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Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex,” Butler writes that because this gendered 

matrix works to constitute materiality, feminists need to question the taking of materiality 

as irreducible, and instead conduct a critical genealogy of the formulation of the concept 

of materiality. Butler, like Summers, is concerned with matter as an historical category. 

However, she examines the concept of matter from the perspective of feminist 

philosophy, and not from the perspective of art history.  

 

The classical association of femininity with materiality can be traced to a set of 

etymologies which link matter with mater and matrix (or the womb), and, hence, 

with a problematic of reproduction. The classical configuration of matter as a site 

of generation or origination becomes especially significant when the account of 

what an object is and means requires a recourse to its originating principle.118  

 

The analysis of Antoni’s Umbilical demonstrated the numerous ways in which the 

“problematic of reproduction” is at work in configurations of femininity and materiality. 

Prown conceives of the object according to the classical configuration, as a site of 

generation or origination that obtains meaning by way of attributing an object’s form or 

shape to its reception of that which is conceived in the artist’s mind. Culture leaves its 

impression on matter. Objects, then, are understood as indexes of culture “ready and able 

to be reexperienced and interpreted today.”119 Umbilical illustrates the ways in which this 

indexical conception of the art object is deeply embedded in the discourse of inheritance. 

                                                
118 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex" (New York: 
Routledge, 1993). 
119 Jules Prown, “Mind in Matter” Winterthur Portfolio (Spring, 1982): 17. 



 82 

Butler writes that in a reformulation of the materiality of bodies there will be a “recasting 

of the matter of bodies as the effect of a dynamic of power, such that the matter of bodies 

will be indissociable from the regulatory norms that govern their materialization and the 

signification of those material effects.”120 Umbilical is the product of a “recasting” that is 

an effect of regulatory norms that govern materialization. In my analysis, I sought to 

show how these regulatory norms operate as part of a discourse of inheritance.  

Despite the fact that I am critical of Prown’s conceptualization of the object, the 

tools of material cultural studies can be used as a means to pass between lineages, to 

trouble the discourse of inheritance that confers legitimacy, and to engage in acts of art 

historical miscegenation. The tools of material culture studies can be used in this way 

because the discipline implicitly and explicitly critiques the way in which art history uses 

notions such as legitimacy to exclude objects from its canon. However, what happens 

when we ask material culture studies the question Butler asks of feminism: “What does it 

mean to have recourse to materiality, since it is clear from the start that matter has a 

history (indeed, more than one) and that the history of matter is in part determined by the 

negotiation of sexual difference?”121 Gayatri Spivak has written, “If I understand 

deconstruction, deconstruction is not an exposure of error, certainly not other people’s 

error. The critique in deconstruction, the most serious critique in deconstruction, is the 

critique of something that is extremely useful, something without which we cannot do 

anything.”122 Butler critiques two concepts that feminism cannot do without, namely the 
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concepts “women” and “materiality.” Like feminism, material culture studies cannot do 

anything, cannot do without, the concept of matter.  

Before turning further to the genealogy of matter’s formulation as a concept, I 

want to describe the way in which the mind/matter binary is mobilized in Prown’s 

thinking on material culture studies. In “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material 

Culture Theory and Method,” Prown writes that objects created in the past are the only 

historical occurrences that continue to exist in the present. They provide an opportunity 

by which “we encounter the past at first hand; we have direct sensory experience of 

surviving historical events.”123 According to Prown, the methodology of material culture 

studies aspires to the objectivity of the scientific method. Because Prown aims for 

objectivity, he grapples with the issue of bias as a result of historians’ specific cultural 

perspectives. However, he argues that the historian’s use of his or her senses allows him 

or her to circumvent cultural bias. He writes:  

 

This affective mode of apprehension through the senses that allows us to put 

ourselves, figuratively speaking, inside the skins of individuals who 

commissioned, made, used, or enjoyed these objects, to see with their eyes and 

touch with their hands. To identify with them empathetically, is clearly a different 

way of engaging the past than abstractly through the written word. Instead of our 

minds making intellectual contact with the minds of the past, our senses make 

affective contact with the senses of the past.124 
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Prown states that one of the most essential qualities of an object for the study of 

material culture is authenticity. “The optimum object is the gravestone because it is 

geographically rooted and attended by a great deal of primary data; we are quite secure in 

attaching it to a particular cultural complex.” 125 The question of “authenticity” is central 

to discussions of legitimacy and illegitimacy, and a gravestone is the sort of cultural 

object that is used to establish genealogies. Further, it signifies what Prown refers to as 

the “material” of material culture—base and pragmatic things that are usually relegated to 

the realm of death and the feminine. Material culture studies aims to reject the dualism of 

mind versus matter by positing a union of mind and matter in the object. Butler, however, 

has made it clear that such a resolution is not sufficient. These binaries, even in their 

reconciled mode, are part of a phallogocentric economy that produces the feminine as 

that economy’s constitutive outside. 

In Bodies That Matter, Butler begins her critique of feminists’ recourse to 

materiality by facing a problem perceived by critics of “poststructuralism,” namely that 

what has been labeled poststructuralism marks the dissolution of matter as a 

contemporary category and thus the dissolution of the ground of ethical and political 

values.126 This more general critique of poststructuralism has been aimed at 

poststructuralist feminists such as Butler, by translating the categories matter and “the 

body” into the more specific category, “the female body.” As Butler describes it, the 
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contention is that postructuralism’s dissolution of matter is tantamount to the dissolution 

of the female body as a category and thus the dissolution of the ground of feminism as a 

critical practice.127 I wonder if the dissolution of the female body as a category that 

troubles some feminists can be understood as running parallel to the dissolution of form 

as a category that troubles Summers, as discussed in the Introduction. In other words, if 

art historians do not have recourse to the matter/form pair that collapses to form the art 

historical object, what serves to ground art historical practice? In what ways does the idea 

of form parallel the idea of sex, as that which constructs matter or makes matter 

intelligible?  

The question, though, is not whether or not there should be references to matter or 

form, just as for Butler the question is not necessarily whether or not there should be 

references to matter or women. Butler makes it clear that she does not believe that the 

options for theory are reducible to presuming materiality or negating materiality—calling 

a presupposition into question is not the same as “doing away with it.” Rather, calling a 

presupposition into question is to “free it from its metaphysical lodgings in order to 

understand what political interests were secured in and by that metaphysical placing.” In 

other words, “epistemological uncertainty” is not tantamount to “political nihilism.”128 

She writes: 

 

The category women does not become useless through deconstruction, but 

becomes one whose uses are no longer reified as ‘referents,’ and which stand a 
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chance of being opened up, indeed, of coming to signify in ways that none of us 

can predict in advance. Surely, it must be possible both to use the term, to use it 

tactically even as one is, as it were, used and positioned by it, and also to subject 

the term to a critique which interrogates the exclusionary operations and 

differential power-relations that construct and delimit feminist invocations of 

“women.”129 

 

Butler’s contention is that if a discursive practice such as art history or feminism renders 

matter an irreducible ground it ontologizes (or brings into being) a gendered matrix. If the 

genealogy of that gendered matrix is simultaneously foreclosed from critical inquiry, the 

discourse “fixes” the gendered matrix in its place.130 What art historians gain from critical 

inquiry is a multiplication of the ways in which works of art can come to signify. This is 

significant not because it is simply enjoyable to play with multiple meanings, but because 

if works of art and bodies are ontologized by way of the same metaphysical system, 

opening up works of art to unpredictable significations contributes to opening up gender 

to unpredictable significations. It is important to emphasize here that “the body” is not a 

metaphor for “the work of art.” Rather, both “the body” and “the work of art” are 

ontologized, or brought into Being, by way of a discourse of inheritance, akin to 

phallogocentrism, embedded in the history of metaphysical thought.  

 However, this leaves us with the question of how precisely the gendered category 

of matter interacts with art historical narratives, which, as I have said, are genealogical 
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and performatively constitute art objects and the legitimate and illegitimate relations they 

name. Butler provides a way to answer this question because in addition to outlining how 

the category of matter is gendered, she aims to link the question of the materiality of the 

body to the performativity of gender. As stated above, Prown conceptualizes the art 

object in the same way that the body is conceptualized—according to what Butler refers 

to as the “classical configuration.” Art historical narratives, like genealogies, function to 

place art objects/bodies on lines. It is the act—thought of as a “reiterative and citational 

practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names”—of placing bodies that 

produces the legitimate occupants of a line.131 The analysis of the historiography of 

American art has shown that genealogy was quite literally a model for art historical 

narratives and practice, and that these narratives and practices had productive effects, in 

that they functioned to legitimize and produce works of art as such. 

Butler’s performative theory of gender can contribute to the development of a 

critical art historical methodology that responds to its genealogical structure. Butler uses 

the idea of the performative articulated in J.L. Austin’s How To Do Things With Words 

(1955) in order to re-imagine a constructionist theory of gender. Austin defined the 

performative as a form of speech in which the issuing of an utterance is also the 

performance of an action. For example, the phrase “I do” uttered in the course of the 

marriage ceremony, or “I give and bequeath my watch to my brother,” as occurring in a 

will. These two examples illustrate the way in which the performative works within 

inheritance’s discourse and establishes the legitimated relationships described in 

genealogy. The process of inheritance relies on the performative utterance or act, which 
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ultimately establishes the legitimated relationships described by genealogy (in a 

traditional sense). Moreover, by using the bequeathing of a watch as an example, Austin 

emphasizes the importance of time in performative acts generally, and alludes to the 

notion of linear history that is engendered by genealogical models (e.g. privileging the 

tracing of paternal lineal descent). Austin also provides an example of naming: “I name 

this ship the Queen Elizabeth—as uttered when smashing the bottle against the stem.”132 

Butler reminds us of Saussure’s postulation that the “name” is productive of the “thing.” 

The thing does not preexist the “name” as such. Rather, the reiterative act of naming 

brings the thing into being. Thus, it is the performative process of naming—a discourse, 

in other words—that produces legitimate or illegitimate signs. 

 

The body posited as prior to the sign, is always posited or signified as prior. This 

signification produces as an effect of its own procedures the very body that it 

nevertheless and simultaneously claims to discover as that which precedes its own 

action. If the body signified, as prior to signification is an effect of signification, 

then the mimetic or representational status of language, which claims that signs 

follow bodies as their necessary mirrors, is not mimetic at all. On the contrary, it 

is productive, constitutive, one might even argue performative, inasmuch as this 

signifying act delimits and contours the body that it then claims to find prior to 

any and all signification.133 
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Butler does not understand the performative as an act by which a subject simply brings 

into being what she/he names (the subject implied by Austin’s “I”). Rather, she 

understands it as a reiterative power of discourse that produces the very phenomena it 

regulates and constrains (the “I” functions as a shifter; it is borrowed).  

In Butler’s formulation, performative language functions as that which binds 

power and the body in mutual dependence. In the move of the infant from an “it” to a 

“she” or a “he,” the girl is “girled,” “brought into the domain of language and kinship 

through the interpellation of gender.”134 The naming, or interpellation, is the “setting of a 

boundary” (one might say an outline or delineation) by way of a “repeated inculcation of 

a norm”135 “Sex,” then, is a “regulatory ideal whose materialization is compelled.”136 

Because matter is materialized by way of the effects of regulatory power, it is necessary 

to think of matter not as a site or surface, but as a “process of materialization that 

stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call 

matter.”137 Although Butler does not explore the issue of inheritance, its procedures are 

implicated in her formulation of the discursive production of legitimate bodies. The 

bequeathing of names, property, objects, and methods, materializes and legitimizes the 

beneficiary; the process produces or marks the legitimate inheritor it names.  

Butler uses a visual metaphor of contour to outline a theory of gender based on 

the presence of a regulatory force with the power to “produce,” “demarcate,” “circulate,” 

                                                
134 Judith Butler, "Variations on Sex and Gender: Beauvoir, Wittig and Foucault," in 
Feminism as Critique: On the Politics of Gender, ed. Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla 
Cornell (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 139. 
135 Butler, “Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex,” 8. 
136 Ibid., 1. 
137 Ibid., 9. 



 90 

and “differentiate” the bodies it controls. The subject is constituted by way of 

circumscription, by way of the exclusion of abject beings from the status of subject. 

Abject zones are “unlivable” and “uninhabitable,” yet populated by those who do not 

enjoy the status of the subject. Following Butler, I argue that to outline a history of art is 

to draw a boundary around particular bodies or works of art worth preserving. It is to 

constitute an inside and an outside, a “subject” and an “abject,” a “zone of inhabitability” 

and a zone of “uninhabitability,” a zone in which things are preserved, and a zone in 

which “the beautiful things have disappeared.” Butler’s performative theory of gender 

contributes to an art historical methodology by asking art historians to think differently 

about delineation, demarcation, and contour. Butler’s work compels us to “queer” the 

formalist reading of objects by mimicking its gestures and habits, and thereby 

aggregating unexpected things, passing between different lineages, troubling the 

discourse of inheritance that confers legitimacy, and engaging in acts of art historical 

miscegenation. In the next chapter, my aim is to put into practice a “queering” of the 

formalist reading of objects by mimicking the gestures and habits of the practice of 

material culture studies.  
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Chapter 2 

Contour and Materialization 

 

Everything will flower at the edge of a deconsecrated tomb: the flower with free 

or vague beauty (pulchritudo vaga) and not adherent beauty (pulchritudo 

adhaerens). It will be, for (arbitrary) example, a colorless and scentless tulip 

(more surely than color, scent is lost to art and to the beautiful. . . .: just try to 

frame a perfume). 

    Jacques Derrida, “Parergon” 

 

This chapter attempts to “queer” formalist analysis and mimic the gestures and 

habits of the practice of material culture studies. It also builds on the previous chapter’s 

focus on matter and gender to consider contour and legitimacy as effects of the 

performativity of genealogies. I read Judith Butler’s work with an eye toward the 

metaphors of contour on which she relies. In her critique of the category of sex, she 

writes, “what constitutes the fixity of the body, its contours, its movements, will be fully 

material, but materiality will be rethought as the effect of power, as power’s most 

productive effect.”138 Contour is a powerful formal element functioning in literal and 

conceptual ways in art and art historical discourse, and Butler’s conception of it 

necessitates that art historians think about form differently, as a productive effect of 

contour. For Butler, a contour is produced by way of an “exclusionary matrix by which 
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subjects are formed.”139 This exclusionary matrix requires the “simultaneous production 

of a domain of abject beings, those who are not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the 

constitutive outside to the domain of the subject.” This leads Butler to ask, “What 

qualifies as bodies that matter, ways of living that count as ‘life,’ lives worth protecting, 

lives worth saving, lives worth grieving?” 140 Her question leads me to suggest that the 

questions we ask about art history’s contours have a political or ethical component, by 

which I mean that these questions, and the answers we give in response to them, are 

necessarily tied to how we think about kinship, subjectivity, and about which bodies 

count as “bodies that matter.”  

I provide a reading of Marcel Duchamp’s assisted readymade Belle Haleine: Eau 

de Voilette, which consists of an empty Rigaud perfume bottle in an oblong case (fig. 12). 

The reading of this readymade serves as a first attempt to take into consideration the 

implications of Butler’s theory of contour for art history. For that purpose, objects other 

than Duchamp’s could have been chosen. Significantly, it is not necessary to use a work 

of art that is “about” contour in order to read a work with the implications of Butler’s 

ideas in mind. The main reason Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette was chosen for this 

chapter was because it functions as a counterpoint to the New York Colony Club’s 

exhibition titled “The Lady” (1922), an “aristocratic” variant of the many Colonial 

Revivalist exhibitions originating in the 19th century that displayed “colonial relics.”  

This chapter, then, in addition to attempting to “queer” formalist analysis, provides a 

specific example of an exhibition that mobilizes the discourse of inheritance on behalf of 
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its objects, its patrons, and its viewers. Though a Frenchman, Duchamp contributed in 

significant ways to the conceptualization of a specifically American art before and after 

the Second World War. I follow the contours of Duchamp’s readymade in order to 

deconstruct the Colony Club’s ambition to legitimize the twentieth-century U.S. elite by 

way of the display of “inherited” aristocratic and colonial artifacts. This argument draws 

on my pervious explanation of the way in which the bequeathing of objects produces the 

legitimate inheritor it names. The Colony Club’s exhibition makes use of a gendered 

trope—the fear of the disappearance of “The Lady,” a figure that stands in place of an 

unarticulated anxiety brought on by a fear of miscegenation, by which I mean a fear of 

the conceptual and literal blurring of the contours of the national body. The objects in the 

exhibition, as well as the readymade Belle Haleine, stand in for bodies that are threatened 

by disappearance. Duchamp’s work eventually brings me to a consideration of the 

silhouettes of Kara Walker, which become the focus of Chapters 3 and Chapter 4. Both 

Duchamp and Walker employ forms that, on one hand, are associated with colonial and 

colonial revivalist artistic production and the picturing of families and genealogies, and, 

on the other hand, are engaged with questions of delineation. 

 

The Lady’s Contours 

 

The 19th century witnessed an interest in genealogy that corresponded with the 

fashionable desire to collect Colonial antiques, which for some had the potential to 

signify hereditary superiority and respectable ancestry. As part of what is known as the 

“Club Movement,” the country’s elite organized themselves into institutions such as the 
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Colonial Dames, the Descendants of the Signers of the Declaration of Independence, the 

Society of Mayflower Descendants, and the Daughters of the American Revolution. The 

Colony Club, the first elite New York social club for women, could boast of members 

such as Anne Tracy Morgan, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, and Abby Aldrich 

Rockefeller, who was also a member of the National Society of Colonial Dames and the 

Mayflower Descendants. In the 1920s, there was a fear of the loss of American 

institutions, ideals, and traditions in the face of a rapidly increasing immigrant 

population. A colonial revival, in homes and fashion, also surfaced during this era, and 

this patriotic revival was connected to a concern with the perpetuation of American 

ancestry. 

 In June, 1922 Vogue magazine published Weymer Mills’s article “The Lady: The 

Colony Club Holds an Unusual Art Exhibition to Revive the Fragrance of Femininity” 

(fig. 34).141 The small exhibition, organized by Mrs. Egerton L. Winthrop and Miss Mary 

Parsons included drawings, prints, furniture, lace, fans and “other bibelots” that were 

loaned to the club by women of “social distinction.”142 Mills argued that
 

the fragrance of 

femininity was in need of “resuscitation.” The lady, he wrote, had been “incarcerated in 

the Victorian glass case with long-wilted wax flowers.”143 Among the items Mills 

describes were fans that had “wafted the scented air of a more exquisite century than 

this,” Spanish velvet slippers, a music stand made by Louis XVI for Marie Antoinette 
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Revive the Fragrance of Femininity,” Vogue 59, no. 22 (June 1, 1922). The exhibition 
took place between March 12-March 15, 1922. I have found only one copy of the catalog, 
housed in the Chrysler Museum Library in Norfolk, VA.  The catalog is coupled with that 
of an exhibition of portraits of George Washington.  
142 Mills, 54-56. 
143 Ibid. 



 95 

(fig. 35), a Louis XV sofa, a pincushion with “a past of fragrant memory” made from 

scraps of gowns worn by Martha Washington (fig. 36), a lock of the hair of Charlotte, 

Princess of Wales, framed in ivory, and a book with the coat of arms of Mme. de 

Pompadour emblazoned upon it.144 The exhibition attempted to stretch out its hands to the 

“ravishing ghosts” of the précieuses of the seventeenth century; it parted “time’s curtains 

to catch her shadow.”145 Mills’s article, like the exhibition, is unapologetically 

sentimental. He proposes that the further one goes back in time, the closer one gets to 

something akin to the “essence” of femininity. “The lady of yesterday was a paragon,” he 

muses, “but the lady of the day before yesterday was more of a paragon. I think a century 

or two ago the tree of femininity was in perfect flower.”146  

 The so-called “unusual” exhibition was not all that unusual. It was, I believe, a 

more explicitly “aristocratic” variant of the many exhibitions originating in the 19th 

century that displayed “colonial relics.” During the Civil War, women organized Sanitary 

Kitchens, staffed by women in colonial costume, to raise funds for the care of wounded 

soldiers. In addition to offering “old tyme” food, the kitchens displayed family treasures 

and heirlooms in an effort to stress both the antiquity of the United States and its stability 

in the face of divisive conflict. At the Philadelphia Exposition of 1876 “Washington 

Relics” were displayed for fair visitors. According to art historian Karal Ann Marling, 

observers felt that objects such as George Washington’s military clothes, field gear, and 
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household items from Mount Vernon, “hinted at the sense of intimacy with the hero 

fostered by the impress of that once-living heart and hand upon fragile fabric.”147  

While “The Lady” was on view, the Colony Club also exhibited portraits of 

George Washington. The acquisition and display of the objects of the declining European 

aristocracy in “The Lady” indicates a fanciful desire to lay claim to its heritage, while the 

display of portraits of George Washington functions contradictorily to celebrate the 

nation’s anti-aristocratic and democratic origins. In addition, the exhibition’s hanging of 

Washington’s portraits is indicative of a desire to display the nation’s conjugal origins. 

The joint exhibition represents multiple foremothers “coupled” with a single forefather. It 

includes Martha Washington as one of many “foremothers,” whereas and George 

Washington appears as a unitary and transcendent subject. The exhibition memorializes 

Washington by way of painting, a traditional category of high art that requires the 

presence of a contemplating subject at bodily remove from the representation. In contrast, 

it memorializes “the Lady” by way of material culture or the applied arts, which are 

designated as such due to their direct contact with the body. 

 Although from very different traditions, “The Lady” enters into a historical and 

thematic dialogue with avant-garde artist Marcel Duchamp’s assisted readymade Belle 

Haleine: Eau de Voilette (1921). Though Belle Haleine allows me to perform a 

deconstructive critique of the exhibition “The Lady,” I do not believe that Duchamp was 

responding directly to the exhibition at the Colony Club. That said, members of the 

avant-garde, such as Florine Stettheimer, a friend of Duchamp’s, had exhibited at the 
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Colony Club, and the Museum of Modern Art was known to sponsor lectures at the 

Colony Club for its members. What I want to focus on is how both Belle Haleine and the 

exhibition “The Lady” mourn the loss of the substance behind a scent by way of a 

fetishization of eighteenth century bodies. The Colony Club exhibition cherishes objects 

that once touched powdered, scented, bodies; Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette exudes a 

scent that lingers in an object once full and wet, but now empty and dry. Both the 

exhibition and the readymade remind their viewers of the experience of touching 

inherited objects—the experience of releasing the fragrant trace of the deceased as they 

unfold linens and open drawers, cases and boxes. Belle Haleine places on view both an 

empty perfume bottle nestled seductively in its case, and a cosmeticized and embalmed 

woman entombed in her coffin. “The Lady” displays relics in glass vitrines of women 

long-deceased (fig. 37). 

As mentioned above, Belle Haleine consists of an empty Rigaud perfume bottle 

crafted from frosted glass, and its oblong case. The bottle’s shape echoes the panniered 

silhouette of a marquise at Louis XV’s court; a silhouette revived in the brocade Régence 

style costume of white and gold chosen by Gloria Morgan Vanderbilt for the 1924 

Vanderbilt fancy-dress ball (fig. 38). Just as the surface of Mrs. Vanderbilt’s gown 

features exquisite floral appliqué in quintessential Régence colors, the surface of the glass 

bottle features a floral design positioned at its lower center. Two wings project gracefully 

from this design, and embrace the perfume’s label like parentheses. The neck of the bottle 

is delicately adorned with a frayed, rose, satin string. It mirrors the necklaces worn by 

Mrs. Vanderbilt and the Deco models in fashion magazines (fig. 39).  It was common in 

the 1920s for perfumeries to legitimize their products by drawing associations between 
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their products and the luxurious excesses of the French Rococo. For example, an 

advertisement for Houbigant, Paris boasts, beneath a reproduction of Vigee-Le Brun’s 

Marie Antoinette at Versailles (1783), that Houbigant was the “parfumeur” to the queen 

herself (fig. 40). 

 The original crown-shaped gold Rigaud label affixed to Belle Haleine: Eau de 

Voilette’s bottle was replaced by a small photo-collage designed by Duchamp and Man 

Ray (fig. 41). The substituted label takes the shape of an hourglass, and its top section 

contains a photograph of Rrose Sélavy, Duchamp’s notorious “alter ego.”148 The oval 

photograph of Sélavy cites the poses popular in fashion photography of the time, while 

repeating the dominant shape used in Rococo design. Like the female models in Vogue 

advertisements and fashion portraits, Sélavy, her neck adorned with pearls, peers out 

seductively from beneath a narrow-brimmed hat (fig. 42). Around her image, the label is 

filled in with narrow radiating lines. These same lines continue in a band, like a twisted 

grosgrain ribbon, around the circumference of the label. In uppercase letters, the phrase 

“Belle Haleine,” French for “Beautiful Breath,” and a pun on “Beautiful Helen,” is 

written in ink beneath Sélavy’s image.  Beneath the words “Belle Haleine,” the 

underlined words “Eau de Voilette,” French for “Veil Water,” are written in an elegant, 

undulating, script. On the next line, Rrose Sélavy’s highly stylized initials “RS” are 

flanked by two petite art deco flowers. Emphasizing “Rrose” as a figure of “reversal,” the 

“R” has been written as its mirror image, so that its flourishing tail rhymes with the 

exaggerated upper serif of the “S.” In 1921, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette was featured 

                                                
148 Rose Sélavy was born in either 1920 or 1921, around the year Belle Haleine: Eau de 
Voilette was made. See Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp (New York: Da 
Capo Press, 1987), 64.  
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on the cover of the first and only issue of Duchamp and Man Ray’s New York Dada, a 

magazine that aimed to popularize in New York the Dada movement already “in vogue” 

in Paris.149 Like New York Dada and perfumes of its day, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette 

emphasizes its transatlantic appeal—at the bottom of the label, and again in uppercase 

letters, appear the words “New York” and “Paris.”150 In part, this transatlantic emphasis 

served to legitimize the product in the eyes of the American consumer, who often saw 

Paris as the city that defined elite, or aristocratic, taste.151 

 The entire ensemble is tightly coffined in a case of deep violet lined with a 

delicate fabric in a complimentary shade of creamy yellow. Belle Haleine: Eau de 

Voilette’s allusion to death is made clear by way of Rigaud advertisements featured in 

popular magazines dating from 1919 and 1920. These show that the scent contained in 

the bottle used for Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette was Un Air Embaumé, which, in 

everyday parlance, means something akin to “balmy air.” However, the word 

“embaumer,” a French cognate of the verb “to embalm,” means not only to perfume or to 

scent, but also to treat with preservatives that prevent decay.152 Given Duchamp’s well-

known penchant for puns and double-meanings, it can be assumed that he would intend 

                                                
149For more on the transatlantic movement of artists during the inter-war period see 
Wanda Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). 
150 The humor of the New York Dada cover lies in the fact that Duchamp and Man Ray 
have moved the advertised product, normally relegated to interior pages, to the front of 
the magazine. Moreover, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette stands in for the cosmeticized 
images of models that graced the covers of popular magazines.  
151 See Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, and Cities 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1992). 
152 Peter Collin, Helen Knox, Margaret Ledésert, René Ledésert, eds. Harrap’s New 
College French and English Dictionary (Lincolnwood, IL: National Textbook 
Company), 267. Moreover, the word can mean to be fragrant or to smell of something, as 
in “l’église embaume l’encens, the church is heavy with incense.” 
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for the viewers of New York Dada and Belle Haleine to recognize the bottle of this 

popular perfume and draw out the double meaning of the word embaumé. This conclusion 

is reinforced by that fact that the outside of the case retains the gold Rigaud label, 

although it has been altered (fig. 43). The label, shaped like a crown, has at its apex the 

letter “R.” The original words on the label, “Un Air Embaumé, Rigaud, Paris,” have been 

replaced with the signature of Rrose Sélavy and the date 1921. The “R,” however, 

through its association with “Rrose,” retains its relevance. In Belle Haleine, the words 

“Rrose Sélavy” serve as both the signature of the artist and as a brand name. According 

to her calling card, Sélavy had a “complete line of whiskers and kicks” available in both 

New York and Paris.153  She also had a line of clothing that coupled fashion and death: 

“La mode pratique, création Rrose Sélavy: La robe oblonge, dessinée exclusivement pour 

dames affligées du hoquet.”154 According to this note, Sélavy designs fashionable oblong 

robes, like Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette’s oblong box, exclusively for women with 

afflictions.155  

The early advertisements for Un Air Embaumé describe it as “the exclusive 

perfume with a touch of the Orient,” while depicting orientalist scenes on par with Edith 

M. Hull and George Melford’s then popular film, The Sheik (1921), starring Rudolph 

Valentino.156 A later advertisement, however, traded the orientalist theme for an emphasis 

                                                
153 The complete calling card can be found in Michel Sanouillet and Elmer Peterson, The 
Writings of Marcel Duchamp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 105. It reads: 
“Precision Oculism; Rrose Sélavy; New York—Paris; Complete Line of; Whiskers and 
Kicks.” 
154 Sanouillet and Peterson, 106. The note appeared in the program for André Breton’s 
speech on black humor at the Comédie des Champs Elysées. 
155 Ibid., 107. 
156 Advertisements for Rigaud dating from April 1919 and March 1920. 
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on social distinction and authenticity: “To the woman of genuine social distinction only a 

very few perfumes are acceptable . . . Among them is Rigaud’s Un Air Embaumé, an 

authentic Parisian fragrance of most intriguing personality”157 In popular American 

culture, both the Orient and the “woman of social distinction,” or “lady” were associated 

with both “ages past” and “timelessness.”158 In “The Imaginary Orient,” art historian 

Linda Nochlin writes that in picturesque images of the Orient “time stands still,” there is, 

in effect, an “absence of history.”159
 

This vision of timelessness, however, is actually a 

reaction to the fear of the orientalist picturesque’s disappearance: “The same society that 

was engaged in wiping out local customs and
 

traditional practices was also avid to 

preserve them in the form of records.”160 There is a desire in orientalist imagery to 

present the “decay” of its body in order to emphasize the need for the intervention of 

Western “preservationists.” In the Colony Club exhibition, the presentation of the “lady” 

as “timeless” is linked to the same fear of her disappearance and death. The museum as 

an institution prevents the “decay” of bodies.
 

In its presentation of the art object collapsed 

with the embalmed body, Duchamp’s Belle Haleine makes this explicit.  

 In its attention to objects that have meaning as a result of their proximity to bodies 

and their tendency toward decay and dematerialization, the Colony Club exhibition 

succeeds in dramatizing to an elite public a vision of an “essence” of a classed femininity 

                                                
157 “Rigaud’s Un Air Embaumé,” Vogue 65, no. 2 (May 1, 1925): 133. 
158  A full analysis of the intersection of Orientalism, gender, history, and timelessness in 
Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette is beyond the scope of this chapter. See Linda Nochlin, 
“The Imaginary Orient,” in Linda Nochlin, The Politics of Vision: Essays on 19th 
Century Art and Society (New York: Harper and Row, 1989). See also Edward W. Said, Orientalism 

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
159 Nochlin, 35. 
160 Ibid., 62. 
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that is in constant danger of being forgotten and dematerialized. “The lady” is only a 

lingering scent or shadow. Belle Haleine locates the site of the threat of death and decay 

within the contour of the panniered feminine body. Judith Butler, in a discussion of 

Simone de Beauvoir, describes femininity’s association with the body or the immanent 

and masculinity’s association with the disembodied or the transcendent. According to 

Beauvoir (and as evidenced by the presentation of George Washington as disembodied 

and the “lady” as tied to objects threatened with disappearance) men attempt to safeguard 

their disembodied status by allowing women a monopolization of the body, a symbol of 

“human decay and transience, of limitations generally.”161 The ideal of disembodiment 

implies the presence of a desire to avoid not only decay and transience, but to avoid the 

limitation of contour and the threat of violation or entry that is dramatized in bodies with 

contours. At the same time, for the subject, contours are necessary in order to maintain 

distinctions between self and other.  

It is notable that the Colony Club’s exhibition turns to the eighteenth century for 

its picture of femininity, when it is in the eighteenth century that the idle woman is 

“sexualized” and her contours drawn.
 

In A History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault writes 

that the eighteenth century saw the bourgeoisie considering for the first time that “its own 

sex was something important, a fragile treasure, a secret that had to be discovered at all 

costs.”162  The first figure to be sexualized or “invested” by the deployment of sexuality 

was the idle woman who inhabited the outer edge of both the world, in which she always 

                                                
161 Judith Butler, “Variations on Sex and Gender: Beauvoir, Wittig and Foucault,” in 
Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cornell, eds. Feminism as Critique: On the Politics of 
Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 133. 
162 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Vol. 1 (New York: 
Vintage Books: Random House, 1990), 121. 
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appeared as a value, and the family, where she was charged with conjugal and parental 

obligations [my italics].163 The bourgeoisie created for itself a “body to be cared for, 

protected, cultivated, and preserved from the many dangers and contacts, to be isolated 

from others so that it would retain its differential value . . . by equipping itself with—

among other resources—a technology of sex [my italics].”164 The bourgeoisie in the 

eighteenth century used the deployment of sexuality to draw both the contours of its 

“class” body, “with its health, hygiene, descent, and race,” and the contours of its 

inhabitable space.165   

 The illustrations for Vogue’s review of the exhibition reflect the Colony Club’s 

investment in the episteme Foucault describes by way of their emulation of eighteenth 

century silhouettes or “shadow portraits” (fig. 44). The black figures on the stark white 

page are delineated and sealed, their edges not threatened with penetration or 

dematerialization. Silhouettes were a way to fix, capture, or preserve the outline of a 

body prior to the development of the photographic record. Shadow portraits made use of 

a transient and immaterial index of the body, and yet, like photography, they served as an 

index of presence. They were “time’s” attempt to “catch shadows.” Like a photograph, 

these images could be made by anyone who had the right tools—paper, pencil, and 

penknife. The cutting of the body’s contours mimics the violence inherent in the process 

of the delineation of contour.  

In the Colony Club exhibition, femininity is historicized—or outlined—only 

insofar as its history serves the purpose of a genealogy. This genealogy legitimizes the 

                                                
163 Ibid. 
164 Ibid.,123. 
165 Ibid.,124. 
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object presented, such as the pincushion made from scraps of Martha Washington’s 

gowns, by serving as evidence of the object’s historical or verifiable contact with more 

essentially feminine eighteenth-century bodies. It is necessary for these objects to be 

historically legitimated as a result of their own legitimizing power. Butler writes that in 

the move of the infant from an “it” to a “she” or a “he,” the girl is “girled,” or, “brought 

into the domain of language and kinship through the interpellation of gender.”166 In other 

words, it is through this interpellation that a body is legitimized or materialized. It is also 

the point at which a body enters into the contours of a family genealogy. However, Butler 

goes on to state that the “‘girled’ of the girl does not end there. On the contrary, that 

founding interpellation is reiterated by various authorities and throughout various 

intervals of time to reinforce or contest this naturalized effect. The naming is at once the 

setting of a boundary and also the repeated inculcation of a norm.”167 Drawing on 

Butler’s formulation of gender’s materialization, I maintain that the inheritance (or 

disinheritance) of specific categories of objects like those on display in the Colony Club 

exhibition—those associated with fragility, the body, and the material—plays a part to 

reinforce the founding interpellation of gender. Inheritance has a legitimizing effect 

because it produces or marks the legitimate inheritor that it simultaneously names and 

genders (in this case, the New York cultural elite). The bequeathing of an object is 

tantamount to passing on the “fragile treasure” and “secret” associated with the creation 

of “class” sexuality. That there is a need for reiteration emphasizes the instability of the 

body’s legibility outside genealogies. As noted by Butler, regulatory schemata are not 

                                                
166 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 535. 
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timeless structures, but are “historically revisable criteria of intelligibility that produce 

and vanquish bodies that matter.”168 In other words, inheritance, functioning as a 

regulatory schema, is an act that needs to be reiterated, and the way that inheritance 

functions to produce intelligible subjects will change over time. Additionally, inheritance 

can function to “vanquish” bodies, in that disinheritance or expulsion from a genealogy 

can lead to both a literal and ontological “homelessness.” 

 The acquisition and display of the objects in “The Lady” is indicative of a desire 

to transform a class body into an aristocratic body. The interest in George Washington 

and the eighteenth century is linked to the Colonial Revival that followed the first World 

War. This revival illustrated that the relationship between the nation’s anti-aristocractic, 

democratic origins and its elite classes was not an easy one. This tension is embodied, for 

example, in Richard Morris Hunt’s Marble House (1888) in New Port, Rhode Island, 

built for Mr. and Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt. The façade of Marble House is modeled on 

the White House, while the back is modeled on Versailles. The house’s bronze and steel 

grills have adapted the initials “W.V.” from those of Louis XIV. This same obsession 

with aristocratic pretensions can be seen in the Régence style costume of white and gold 

chosen by Mrs. Reginald C. Vanderbilt for the 1924 Vanderbilt fancy-dress ball. These 

pretentions are parodied in Belle Haleine’s fanciful scripted initials, and their association 

with the crown depicted on Rigaud’s gold label. However, in the reversal of the “R,” 

which alludes to the “reversal” of gender, and the erasure of the words on the original 

label, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette sees their appropriation as a kind of mask or artifice 

worn over a “real” classed or gendered body. It should be made clear, however, that these 
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pretensions as not merely “costumes” or “masks.” Rather, they represent an attempt to 

cite conventions of authority in order to establish contours that describe class categories. 

In Steichen’s photograph of Mrs. Vanderbilt, we can see how the formal emphasis on 

contour—the contours formed by way of her outstreched arms that hover above her 

ballooning skirt—is similar to that seen in Claire Avery’s illustrations for the exhibition 

of “The Lady.” What the silhouette form does is first, picture the way in which contour is 

involved in both the literal and conceptual delineation of bodies, and second, function 

ideologically to link the contoured body—in this case, Mrs. Vanderbilt’s—to colonial 

ancestry. The iconography of the silhoutte form, especially during periods of Colonial 

Revival, becomes synonymous with colonial ancestry. In part, this was because portrait 

silhouettes were used by women during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

to construct scrapbooks that outlined family relationships. Scrapbooks such as these can 

be seen at The Library Company in Philadelphia, and the examples housed there often 

include silhouttes cut during visits to the Peale Museum, the first museum established in 

the United States. Colonial ancestry came to function as an alternative to aristocratic 

ancestry. It established that those who held a position within the contours of a genealogy 

that could be traced to Colonial forefathers and foremothers were more “legitimately” 

American than those who could not.  

Though Foucault does not draw this historical connection, it is at the same 

moment in the mid-eighteenth century during which the American colonies were formed 

as a resistance to aristocratic rule that he locates in Europe a shift in power away from an 

aristocratic body, legitimized by blood, toward a bourgeois body, legitimized by health, 
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hygiene, descent, and race. As a result of this shift, a different kind of preoccupation with 

blood haunted the bourgeois body.169 Foucault explains, 

 

The aristocracy had asserted the special character of its body, but this was in the 

form of blood, that is, in the form of the antiquity of its ancestry and of the value 

of its alliances; the bourgeoisie on the contrary looked to its progeny and the 

health of its organism when it laid claim to a specific body. The bourgeoisie’s 

‘blood’ was its sex. And this is more than a play on words; many of the themes 

characteristic of the caste manners of the nobility reappeared in the nineteenth-

century bourgeoisie, but in the guise of biological, medical, or eugenic precepts. 

The concern with genealogy became a preoccupation with heredity; but included 

in bourgeois marriages were not only economic imperatives and rules of social 

homogeneity, not only the promises of inheritance, but the menaces of heredity.170  

 

Duchamp’s Belle Haleine, like Steichen’s portrait of Mrs. Vanderbilt, serves as an 

illustration of a regulatory schema’s ability to create legible bodies, to give them a “stable 

sense of contour.”171 However, Belle Haleine provides a picture of the evacuation of 

aristocratic blood from the body of the bourgeoisie and the subsequent “haunting” of the 

bourgeois body by the ideologies associated with the aristocratic body—namely, its 

blood, the antiquity of its ancestry, the value of its alliances. The bottle’s contour, 

mimicking that of the feminine eighteenth century body, is placed within the contour of a 
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coffin, alluding to both the death and the preservation of the ideologies of aristocratic 

genealogies. Appropriately, the bottle contains only the lingering scent of the wet 

perfume that once fully inhabited it and constituted its meaning and purpose. Duchamp’s 

readymade functions, perhaps, as a commentary on what he saw as a contradiction 

between the United States’ inception as a nation opposed to status acquired as a result of 

blood relations and the turning of Colonial forefathers and foremothers into a “substitute” 

aristocracy. Exiled from Europe as a result of WWI, Duchamp perhaps would not have 

had the romanticized view of European aristocracy held by the American elite. Unlike 

Europe, the United States did not have a period during which power was transferred from 

the aristocracy to the bourgeoisie (the term bourgeoisie does not transfer neatly to the 

United States). Instead, as I will show in the next chapter, it went through a period in 

which the goal of refinement spread from the Colonial elite to the middle-class. 

 The perfume bottle also points to the bourgeois concern with hygiene. This is 

significant because discourses of hygiene and eugenics were rampant in America during 

the 1920s. The devastation of the war and the flu epidemic had something to do with this, 

but does not explain the phenomenon in its entirety. In Belle Haleine, the implied 

replacement of blood with a hygienic perfume, a chemical compound, serves prematurely 

to “embalm” the body, while it metaphorically represents the blood’s hygiene. Why 

would this premature embalming and “hygienic” blood be necessary? Drawing from 

Foucault, we may argue that it is necessary because the preservation of the bourgeoisie is 

linked to the process of its growth and the establishment of its hegemony.172 This growth 

is linked to an understanding of what the “‘cultivation’ of its own body could represent 
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politically, economically, and historically for the future of the bourgeoisie.”173 In the 

eighteenth century, as well as in the early twentieth century in the United States, works 

were published in great numbers that dealt with issues such as hygiene, longevity, 

children’s health, and improving the human lineage. Foucault asks the reader of his 

history of sexuality to bear witness to the fact that the above discourse attests to the 

correlation of a concern with the body and sex with a type of “racism.” This racism, 

however, was different than that manifested by the nobility; it was a “dynamic racism, a 

racism of expansion” that was tied to a period of rapid colonialisation of non-European 

territory.174 The deployment of sexuality is that which ensured both the proliferation and 

preservation of the ideal bourgeois body for purposes of expansion.175 Belle Haleine 

takes contour and its mechanisms as its subject. When read alongside the Colony Club 

exhibition, the way in which contour and its mechanisms were deployed to mark The 

Lady’s disappearance (her body, her genealogy) becomes evident. Moreoever, the display 

of “inherited” aristocratic and colonial artifacts perpetuated the myth that there was a 

need in the United States for both the proliferation and preservation of the ideologies that 

sustained the body and scent of “The Lady.”  

 

The Materialization of the Art Object 

 

When discussing gender in her essay “Variations on Sex and Gender,” Butler 

emphasizes the way in which the acquisition of gender is a project, a reinscription of 
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cultural norms on the body. She writes,  

 

Taking on a gender is not possible at a moment’s notice, but is a subtle and 

strategic project, laborious and for the most part covert. Becoming a gender is an 

impulsive yet mindful process of interpreting a cultural reality laden with 

sanctions, taboos and prescriptions. The choice to assume a certain kind of body, 

to live or wear one’s body a certain way, implies a world of already established 

gender norms in a way that reproduces and organizes them anew.176 

 

I am interested in using Butler’s theory of choice, and her overall theory of the 

materialization of gender, in order to examine further Duchamp’s Belle Haleine and his 

taking of the name Rrose Sélavy. The relation between Duchamp’s readymades and 

Judith Butler’s theory of gender have not been explored sufficiently by art historians. 

Butler’s theory of gender construction allows for a reconceptualization of the way in 

which works of art materialize in relation to genealogies. The taking on of a gender is a 

cultural project, a “daily act of reconstruction” that “incessantly” takes place, albeit 

without an origin or “choosing agent” who initiates the project from a distance.177 In 

other words, there is no disembodied “choosing self” that exists “prior to its own chosen 

gender.”178 Butler, drawing on Simone de Beauvior and Jean-Paul Sartre, instead adheres 

to the notion of “prereflective choice,” which is described as a “tacit and spontaneous 
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act” or “‘quasi-knowledge.’”179 This prereflective choice is not a wholly conscious one, 

although it is accessible to consciousness by way of our eventual realization that we have 

made a choice. The artist or author is constructed as emblematic of a “choosing self” who 

initiates projects, who exists prior to the construction of the work of art. Duchamp’s 

“birthing” of Rrose Sélavy and his choosing of the readymade object can be read as an 

effort to embody the idea of “prereflective choice” that takes the form of a tacit and 

spontaneous act coupled with quasi-knowledge. Duchamp emphasized the way in which 

he attempted to undermine personal choice in the creation of the readymades by stating 

that choices were made in a state of “complete anesthesia.”180 Duchamp explained the 

following process when describing the “birth” of Rrose Sélavy to Pierre Cabanne. 

 

In effect, I wanted to change my identity, and the first idea that came to me was to 

take a Jewish name. I was Catholic, and it was a change to go from one religion to 

another! I didn’t find a Jewish name that I especially liked, or that tempted me, 

and suddenly I had an idea: why not change sex? It was much simpler. So the 

name Rrose Sélavy came from that. Nowadays, this may be all very well—names 

change with the times—but Rrose was an awful name in 1920.181  

 

In Duchamp’s notes on the readymades, he indicates that he saw their production as a 

kind of performative act that took place over time, in the same way that taking on the 

identity of Rrose Sélavy was a performative act that took place over time. The naming of 
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the readymade, whether through the signature of “R. Mutt” or “Rrose Sélavy,” serves to 

illustrate the way in which to inaugurate works of art an artist cites the authority granted 

to him or to her by way of social convention and the genealogical grammar of art history.  

Duchamp makes explicit the practice whereby a work of art is brought into being, 

or inscribed, by way of the artist’s naming of it at such. In a note titled “Specifications for 

‘Readymades,’” he writes, 

 

by planning for a moment to come (on such a day, such a date such a minute), ‘to 

inscribe a readymade’—The readymade can later be looked for. —(with all kinds 

of delays) 

 

The important thing then is just this matter of timing, this snapshot effect, like a 

speech delivered on no matter what occasion but at such and such an hour. It is a 

kind of rendezvous. 

 

—Naturally inscribe that date, hour, minute, on the readymade as information.182  

 

Duchamp’s body, then, like Belle Haleine, served as a kind of readymade in that it was 

inscribed as female by way of the act of naming it, or signing it, Rrose Sélavy. 

Duchamp’s taking on of the name Rrose Sélavy points to the way in which gender is 

itself a “readymade,” a thing that exists prior to the individual and which is 

performatively cited and evoked, but not created anew.  
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Although the act of naming himself “Rrose Sélavy” did not function fully to 

undermine the stability of Duchamp’s masculine gender, it serves as an allegory for the 

way in which gender materializes bodies. Duchamp emphasizes the importance of timing 

and the effect of a snapshot, such as that of “Rrose Sélavy” taken by Man Ray. For 

Duchamp, the naming is a kind of “meeting” of matter and apparatus (language, camera) 

that serves to materialize, capture, or solidify that which it encounters. Butler, too, offers 

a compelling way to think about the art object. As opposed to a “site” or a “surface” on 

which creation takes place, the art object can be understood as a “process of 

materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and 

surface we call matter.”183 As a project, Duchamp’s readymades call attention to the 

constructedness of gender and the constructedness of the art object, in that they trouble 

the idea of both gender and art as “radical acts of creation.” Thinking about the art object 

in terms of materialization as opposed to as a site of inscription allows for a movement 

away from the gendered form/matter binary deeply embedded in art history’s discourse. 

The Colony Club’s exhibition sought to describe femininity by way of the 

contours of eighteenth-century bodies threatened with disappearance. As stated above, 

the cutting of the contours of the body suggests that violence is inherent to the delineation 

of contour. This violence is acknowledged in the silhouettes of contemporary artist Kara 

Walker, which are the focus of the remaining chapters of this dissertation. In part, Walker 

becomes the focus of the remaining chapters because her troubling of the silhouette form 

functions as a critique of the form/matter binary and acknowledges the violence inherent 

to the delineation of contours and genealogies. However, in addition, while working on 
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this project it became apparent to me that it was not possible to write about the 

relationships between art history, genealogy, and inheritance in the United States without 

addressing the history of slavery and African American art. Although I had always 

intended for Walker’s work to be included in this project, this realization reinforced the 

significance of Walker’s work to my project. Her work, and the history from which it 

draws, became central. 

In Walker’s work, the black silhouettes against the white walls of the museum 

make the exclusion of black bodies from museums of art and narratives of art history 

explicit. Moreover, Walker’s work illustrates the ways in which Butler’s description of 

gender, as that which operates by way of exclusion and differentiation, legitimacy and 

illegitimacy, can be applied to race. In instances of both race and gender, the “subject” 

relies on the “abject” to make its contours visible. Walker’s silhouettes are deeply 

concerned with this interdependence of the subject and abject. Walker’s figures, such as 

those from her An Abbreviated Emancipation (from the Emancipation Approximation) 

(2002) (fig. 46), are reminiscent of the black paper silhouettes of George and Martha 

Washington by Wallace Nutting (fig. 47). Walker’s work shows that in the creation of 

this pair of silhouettes, the national body acquired its ideal origins and its contour was 

metaphorically reproduced by way of a violent act of exclusion that resisted 

miscegenation. In An Abbreviated Emancipation, a George Washington-esque figure sits 

erectly upon the back of a black man. Walker’s elegantly delineated contours echo those 

used to illustrate Vogue’s review of “The Lady.” A young black woman kneels before 

Washington, the nation’s progenitor, her torso intertwined with the profile of his legs. 

She wears a skirt reminiscent of an eighteenth-century gown and the grass skirt of the 
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stereotypical “primitive.” The Washington-esque figure, with an elegantly outstretched 

hand, reaches out to touch the top of the women’s head, as if blessing or anointing her. 

Instead, however, he is guiding her open mouth to his erect genitals. Although the work 

draws on colonial iconography, it alludes to the many late nineteenth-century depictions 

of President Lincoln emancipating slaves and the ironies of the Reconstruction and post-

Reconstruction eras. 

The works by Duchamp and Walker discussed in this chapter are significant 

because they function as formal statements on line (that which gives shape), and also as 

critiques of the way in which art historical lines (delineations that mark what is legitimate 

art and what is not, what is fine art and what is not, what is avant-garde and what is not, 

which artists can lay claim to significant traditions and which cannot) contribute to a 

discourse of inheritance. In other words, these works lead us to question the ways in 

which the logic of inheritance depends on delineations, and the ways in which 

disciplinary assignation of boundaries and borders draws from this logic. In this chapter, I 

read Judith Butler’s work with an eye toward the metaphors of contour on which she 

relies. In her critique of the category of sex, she writes, “what constitutes the fixity of the 

body, its contours, its movements, will be fully material, but materiality will be rethought 

as the effect of power, as power’s most productive effect.”184 I drew attention to her 

choice of the word contour because it is a powerful formal element functioning in literal 

and conceptual ways in art and art historical discourse. For Butler, a contour is produced 
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by way of an “exclusionary matrix by which subjects are formed.”185 This exclusionary 

matrix requires the “simultaneous production of a domain of abject beings, those who are 

not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject.” 

This leads Butler to ask, “What qualifies as bodies that matter, ways of living that count 

as ‘life,’ lives worth protecting, lives worth saving, lives worth grieving?” 186 Her 

question leads me to suggest that the questions we ask about art history’s contours have a 

political or ethical component, by which I mean that these questions, and the answers we 

give in response to them, are necessarily tied to how we think about kinship, subjectivity, 

and about which bodies count as “bodies that matter.”  

The Minneapolis Institute of Art’s 2007 visiting exhibition “An American Vision: 

Henry Francis du Pont’s Winterthur Museum” is a recent example of an exhibition that 

called out for an analysis of how art history’s countours are conceived. The exhibition 

covered the years 1640-1869. My critique of the exhibition here is premised on its 

disregard of the presence of African Americans and African American artisans in the 

U.S. between 1640-1869. The lack of inclusion of objects that reflect the lives and artistic 

production of African Americans is a reflection of du Pont’s collecting habits, but this 

lack opens up a place for art historians to question the degree to which the artifacts on 

display from the collection function to represent “American” material culture in any 

comprehensive or meaningful way, as the exhibition claims to do. The exhibition could 

have solved this problem by simply being more specific and thoughtful about the 

limitations of the collection and more modest in its claims. Instead, the exhibition 
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exemplified many of the problems inherent in a genealogical view of American art 

history. The following is an excerpt from the “An American Vision” exhbition brochure. 

 

By acquiring many of the finest and rarest items made or used in America 

between 1640 and 1860, [Henry Francis du Pont] chronicled American history 

through the objects Americans owned. Although du Pont’s collecting was driven 

by personal interests, he recognized the importance of building a representative 

collection. 

 

The exhibition does not expound on the ways in which it is impossible to maintain the 

claim that the collection is a representative collection of what Americans owned given 

that it limits its display to the finest and rarest items made or used in America between 

1640 and 1860. The exhibition organizers could have stated this differently, and they also 

could have been more attendant to the makers of these objects, who often were not of the 

same social class as the owners. Many unsigned examples of furniture may very well 

have been made by African American artisans, and the exhibition organizers missed an 

opportunity to explore this fascinating, and largely unwritten and unknown, history. This 

oversight produces an ethical problem given the claims the exhibition makes about its 

ability to represent the history of Americans by way of a persentation of objects that 

would largely be categorized as “material culture.”  

The exhibition is divided into five galleries, each focusing on a stylistic era 

corresponding to a period in U.S. History. These five galleries are titled “Early 

Settlement and Sophistication,” “A Passion for Rococo,” “East Meets West,” “The Arts 
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of the Pennsylvania Germans,” and “American Classicism.” Though the exhibition tells 

us something about the way in which the stylistic preferences of affluent early colonists 

functioned to proclaim status and wealth, it does not question the efficacy or accuracy of 

using these stylistic categories as a framework for outlining the contours of “American 

history” more generally. Thus, the exhibition exemplifies the problems inherent in a 

genealogical view of American art history that divides objects into stylistic “families.” In 

addition, the problems associated with a genealogical view of American art are 

encapsulated in the Minneapolis Institute of Art’s description of the exhibition as 

chronicling “America's past through the decorative and useful arts of our ancestors [my 

italics].”187 What does the phrase “our ancestors” mean for contemporary U.S. citizens at 

a time when the United States is facing increasing nativist sentiment and recent advances 

in DNA analysis has undermined comfortable understandings of race and American 

ancestry? This question takes on greater significance given that the objects on display 

exclusively represent the material culture of affluent European Americans. At its worse, 

the phrase “our ancestors” functions to legitimize white Americans as “true” Americans, 

as those who can lay claim to this ancestry as a result of their European heritage and 

physiognomical resemblance to those who inhabit the portraits on display in the 

exhibition (such as those by John Singleton Copley and Charles Willson Peale).188  

                                                
187 The Minneapolis Institute of Arts, “About the Exhibition,” http://www.artsmia.org/ 
winterthur/ (Accessed April 1, 2007). 
188 In “American as Apple Pie,” an essay published in an issue of Parkett that focused on 
Kara Walker’s work, Elizabeth Janus writes that a concentrated look at Walker’s work 
reveals that her methods recall early colonial painting, in particular that of late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth-century painters. Both Walker and these anonymous 
artists draw on the linear aesthetics of Tudor and Jacobean England, Dutch art, and 
eighteenth-century English court painting. The work by the above artists, according to 
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In his well-known project, Mining the Museum (1992), Fred Wilson rearranged 

the collection of the Maryland Historical Society in Baltimore, Maryland to show how 

the objects, typically on display in accordance to the neutral stylistic or chronological 

categories that were employed in the Winterthur exhibision, are tied to the history of 

slavery in the United States. In response to questions about Mining the Museum, Wilson 

stated, “I’m not trying to say that this is the history you should be paying attention 

to….I’m just pointing out that, in an environment that supposedly has the history of 

Maryland, it’s possible that there’s another history that’s not being talked about.”189 I 

disagree with Wilson in that I feel it is a mistake to characterize the history he presents in 

the installation as an “alternative” history or as “another” history. This characterization 

allows for a continued delineation of the history of refined objects from the context of the 

history of slavery in the U.S. It is not so much a matter of whether historians and the 

public choose to acknowledge the history of slavery alongside a stylistic history of 

American material culture, so much as it is the case that the historical meaning of these 

objects cannot be separated from a history of slavery. During the period of refinement in 

the United States, the objects functioned culturally as class and racial signifiers in a slave 

economy that relied on class and racial delineations for its legibility. 

In the next chapter, I focus on the significance of this history of refinement in the 

                                                
Janus, eschewed “graditions of values and tones…in deference to flat patterns of light 
and dark.” For example, the stark silhouetting of the sitter against a dark background is 
characteristic of the portraits of John Singleton Copley, an artist included in the “An 
American Vision” exhibition, and who Walker has cited as an influence. See Elizabeth 
Janus, “As American as Apple Pie,” 59 Parkett (2000): 139-140. 
 
189 Martha Buskirk, “Interviews with Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and Fred Wilson,” 
in Martha Buskirk and Mignon Nixon, ed. The Duchamp Effect: Essays, Interviews, 
Round Table (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), 187. 
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United States. This is necessary because refinement, a discourse that served, in part, as 

the impetus for exhibitions such as “The Lady” and “An American Vision,” racialized 

beauty. By gaining an understanding of how beauty was racialized, we can begin to see 

how Kara Walker, in her employment of narratives of miscegenation and in her 

occupation of the role of “negress,” troubles our traditional understanding of beauty, and 

thus allows for a critical redeployment of beauty. Duchamp’s statement in an interview 

with Cabanne that, “the beautiful things have disappeared—the public didn’t want to 

keep them. . . .,” suggests that there is an aspect of beauty that is threatening to the body 

politic.190 
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Chapter 3 

Refinement, Social Justice, and the Racialization of Beauty 

 

Beauty is just kind of an accident. Beauty is just a happenstance. Beauty is the 

remainders of being a painter.  

     Kara Walker  

Mommy makes mean art. 

        Kara Walker’s daughter, age 4 

 

In nineteenth-century Philadelphia, African American schoolteachers and artists 

such as Sarah Mapps Douglass and Ada H. Hinton believed that education and 

refinement were necessary to advance “the great cause.” Student scrapbooks started by 

female teachers for their adolescent female pupils contain watercolor studies of flowers 

following the traditions of still life and botanical illustration painted by Douglass (fig. 48) 

and Hinton (fig. 49).191 Competence in these artistic genres was seen as a mark of a 

woman’s refinement among the mid-nineteenth century middle class. Still life and 

botanical illustration were meant to inspire, according to historian Steven Loring Jones, 

“an appreciation of beauty, a sense of accomplishment, and an obligation of 

responsibility.”192 Works such as Douglass’s signed painting of flowers in a vase show 

                                                
191 Hinton later displayed her watercolor paintings at the 1889 Colored Industrial Fair in 
Philadelphia. See Steven Loring Jones, “A Keen Sense of the Artistic: African American 
Material Culture in 19th Century Philadelphia,” International Review of African 
American Art 12, no. 2 (1993). 
192 Ibid., 9. 
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how beauty and one’s responsibility to working toward political freedom and social 

justice were tied together by way of refined accomplishments such as fine penmanship 

and artistic skill. Beneath this image, Douglass, also a prominent abolitionist, wrote 

“Lady, while you are young and beautiful, ‘forget not’ the slave, so shall ‘Heart’s Ease’ 

ever attend you.” In contrast to the floral imagery that dominates the work of Douglass 

and Hinton, the watercolors of contemporary artist Kara Walker employ the violent and 

rude iconography that dominates the large silhouette panoramas for which she is best 

known. My aim in this chapter is to show how Walker draws on the fraught history of 

African American refinement in her silhouettes and watercolors, and in the process 

registers the ways in which beauty delineates the boundaries of political freedom and 

social justice.  

The themes of beauty and justice circulate in the work of Kara Walker and in the 

concerns of her supporters and detractors. Walker’s work draws from a wide range of 

iconographical references—shadow plays, traveling moving tableaux, the pre-Civil War 

period of America's south, historical romance novels, and slave narratives—and it 

employs motifs of miscegenation, explicit sexual acts, violence, and stereotypical 

imagery of African Americans. For these reasons, the beauty of Walker’s silhouettes is 

often theorized in terms of contradiction and seduction. Halley Harrisburg writes, “The 

most destructive aspect (of Walker’s work) is that the viewer is seduced by the eloquence 

of the silhouettes. They are very enticing. Once you’re in, you respond to very grotesque 

imagery. How can I be enjoying sodomy or whatever (the viewer wonders)? That kind of 
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question is not often provoked by art.”193 In an interview with Walker, Thelma Golden, a 

curator at The Studio Museum in Harlem, remarks that it is “the most powerful 

contradiction in your work—that it exists in a place of intense beauty.”194 Walker admits 

in the same interview that “I think that when I work out the larger pieces, I’m half 

conscious of keeping a sort of balance, even if it starts off in a skewed place, so that if 

some of the actions are ugly or ambiguous or not in keeping with a progressive view of 

ourselves, I try and at least make the gesture beautiful, and ultimately the form is 

beautiful.”195 The “seductiveness” of Walker’s work is understood as having either 

redeeming or damning qualities. In both cases, beauty is a kind of lure. I interpret the 

above comments in the following way. Either beauty entices in order to lead the viewer to 

an unexpected confrontation with critical imagery that destabilizes a co-opted and 

complacent multiculturalism. Or beauty seduces such that the viewer loses critical 

distance and becomes complicit in an economy that re-distributes racist and sexist 

imagery that had lost its currency in U.S. culture as a result of the work of the civil rights 

movements.  

                                                
193 Juliette Bowles, “The Debate Continues: Much Ado,” International Review of African 
American Art 15, no. 2 (1998): 44-47. I want to note that in this quotation Halley 
Harrisburg is responding not to the “grotesque” imagery of racial stereotypes, but to that 
of “sodomy.” A full analysis of this slip and its relation to the issue of Walker’s use of 
negative imagery would pull me away from the main points I am making here, but the 
comment warrants our full attention. 
194 Golden feels Walker to be one of the most significant contemporary artists concerned 
with the notion of beauty. According to Golden, Walker repositions the notion of beauty 
beyond the realm of trope and uses beauty for more radical artistic statements. See 
Thelma Golden, “A Dialogue with Kara Walker” in Thelma Golden, ed. Kara Walker: 
Pictures from Another Time (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, Inc.; Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Museum of Art, 2002), 45. 
195 Golden, 45. 
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Seduction is also a theme of detractors’ personal criticisms of Walker. I recount 

the following condemnations in order to show how beauty figures in the language used 

by Walker’s critics. Gallery director Halley Harrisburg, quoted above in full, claims that 

the most “destructive” aspect of Walker’s work is that “the viewer is seduced by the 

eloquence of the silhouettes.”196 Artist and author Faith Ringgold contends that collectors 

and viewers of contemporary art have seduced Walker and other young black artists. 

“Young black artists feel a lot of self-hate as descendants of slaves, and then someone 

comes along and calls that beautiful.”197 Here, young black artists are vulnerable to the 

seductions of those who equate beauty with expressions of self-hatred. In her dressing-

down of Walker in the journal The International Review of African American Art, Juliette 

Bowles implies that Walker has been seduced into embodying the dominant white 

culture’s ideas about what constitutes a seductive appearance for black women. She 

writes, “Baby sister, those extensions are tired. Discover your own beauty.”198 Bowles’s 

criticisms of Walker’s hair are meant to be applicable to Walker’s art, by extension.  

The question of justice is present in discussions of Walker’s work less explicitly. 

Walker’s statement above indicates how beauty is used as a kind of just compensation for 

imagery “not in keeping with a progressive view” of African Americans.  In other words, 

her “ugly” or “ambiguous” representations constitute an injustice that is compensated for 

by the introduction of beauty into those representations. Artist Betye Saar argues that the 
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disagreements over interpretation of Walker’s work are the result of a generational divide 

between those “who remember the history of blacks selling others in Africa and the 

history of struggle of blacks in the United States” and those who do not.199 As a result of 

a combination of historical distance, the effectiveness of the civil rights movement, and 

U.S. cultural amnesia, young black artists are unable to function as effective witnesses to 

injustice. Robert F. Reid-Pharr argues that this “thinness” of historical memory, which 

Saar rearticulates in her contention that historical memory is fleeting and fragile, stands at 

the center of Walker’s cut-paper aesthetic. He writes, “The differences between the two 

artists turn then on the belief—or disbelief—that it is possible for contemporary 

Americans to remember the history of slavery.”200 Walker’s work questions not only the 

very possibility of taking an accurate “likeness” of slavery’s history; she also takes into 

account the motivations—psychological and sociological—behind the desire to have one. 

Ultimately, Saar views Walker’s probing as undermining the historical and theoretical 

foundations upon which the African American movements for social justice were built.  

 However, it is a mistake to think that Kara Walker’s work is not concerned with 

social justice. I contend that Walker’s work is in fact about the very formal terms that 

allow beauty and justice to appear. Though the beauty of Walker’s silhouettes is usually 

discussed in terms of seduction, I want to focus instead on how in Walker’s work 

beauty’s standards are tied to a history of refinement that was responsible for articulating 

the boundaries of political freedom and justice. Described in Richard L. Bushman’s The 

Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, and Cities (1992), this narrative of refinement 
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is the product of a discourse of inheritance rooted in anxiety resulting from the perceived 

threat of miscegenation. Miscegenation resulted in the bleeding of the white body’s 

political (figural) definition into the matter of excluded racial and illegitimate others that 

constituted its background.201 Refinement’s drawing of the secure boundaries of political 

freedom and justice necessitated violent exclusions. Perhaps it is for this reason that 

Walker associates beauty with injury; it’s just an accident, just painting’s remains. With 

its delineations brought into being by way of a cut, the silhouette is the formal 

manifestation of refinement’s aesthetic values. Through her improper use of the 

silhouette and small-scale watercolors and drawings—forms associated with genteel 

refinement—Walker undercuts the exclusionary power of this discourse. Her 

undercutting of this discourse is significant because refinement racialized the practice of 

creating and appreciating something labeled beautiful, and refinement’s discourse went 

on to influence the strategies and goals of twentieth-century civil rights movements. 

Kara Walker’s work draws from this history of refinement but it also critically 

engages the contemporary turn toward the question of beauty. The first section of this 

chapter provides an overview of this turn in order to critique beauty’s reactionary 

reappearance as a focus in art history and criticism, and to establish beauty’s theoretical 

relation to justice and inheritance. I focus on Elaine Scarry’s On Beauty and Being Just 

(1999) because it serves as an explicit contemporary example of the way in which the 

metaphorical language of inheritance is employed when theorizing beauty and justice. Its 

use of genealogical metaphors prepares us to expect beauty claims to be accompanied by 

ancestral claims, or to claims to legitimacy established by way of genealogies, which, as I 
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have explained in previous chapters, function as performative narratives that articulate 

and produce legitimate and illegitimate subjects.  

 

Beauty, Justice, and Inheritance 

 

 “Beauty is back,” A.O. Scott claimed when contributing to the New York Times 

Magazine’s 2001 annual “Year of Ideas” issue.202 Modernism, he wrote, was 

characterized by a violent hostility or suspicion toward beauty that Postmodernism 

carried to even further extremes by “placing the idea of beauty under permanent 

ideological suspicion.”203 Purporting that the challenges to traditional canons of beauty 

had reached their end, he cited the critical writings of Wendy Steiner, James Elkins, and 

Elaine Scarry as evidence of a contemporary turn toward the question of beauty. 

Contemporary art registers beauty’s return by turning its back to the “duties of message” 

and the “didactic texts of postmodernism,” and turning its face to the “pleasures of 

medium” and “less dogmatic textures.”204 Scott does not see the “rediscovery” of beauty 

as a “retreat” from the world. Rather, he sees beauty’s rediscovery as evidence of a 

“renewed engagement” with the world. “To discern the world’s beauty,” he writes, “is so 

radical and counterintuitive a task that only a true artist would have the nerve to attempt 

                                                
202 A.O. Scott, “Beauty is Back,” New York Times Magazine (December 9, 2001), 58. 
The phrase “Beauty is back” was used first by Peter Schjeldahl in 1996. See Peter 
Schjeldahl, “Beauty is Back: A Trampled Esthetic Blooms Again,” New York Times 
(September 29, 1996). 
203 A.O. Scott, “Beauty is Back,” New York Times Magazine (December 9, 2001), 58. 
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it.”205 However, Scott’s claims are based on a convenient simplification of the role of 

beauty in art. For example, Barnett Newman’s well-known statement—“The impulse of 

modern art is the desire to destroy beauty”—is as much a revolt against the “academic 

prettiness” Scott mentions as it is the sign of an aversion to painting’s association with 

the decorative and the feminine that surfaces periodically throughout the history of art. 

Though Newman may have been critical of beauty, certainly his criticism cannot be 

conflated with Barbara Kruger’s or Lorna Simpson’s.  

In the Summer 2004 issue of Art Journal, Alexander Alberro responded to the 

sudden appearance of these texts that sought to return our attention to the subject of 

beauty. He writes that a common thread between the numerous contemporary writings on 

beauty is that they each “suggest histories of twentieth-century aesthetics in which the 

idea of the beautiful has been suppressed either by the incursion of the sublime or the 

dimension of the political.”206 In addition, Modernism, represented by the figure of 

Newman in Scott’s essay, is “reproached for rendering beauty outmoded, for sending the 

beautiful into ‘banishment’ or ‘exile’ so as to promote the experience of the sublime.” 207 

Indebted to Kant, recent writers oppose the experience of beauty to the experience of the 

sublime, and then go on to associate beauty with the feminine and the sublime with the 

masculine. Seeing these oppositions through the lens of historical feminism, Alberro 

notes, the writers urge us to conclude that Modernism’s privileging of the category of the 

sublime was symptomatic of its patriarchal denigration of the feminine.208 However, 
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historically speaking, many categories that trouble dominant narratives have been exiled 

from those narratives by way of a rhetorical association with femininity. Passivity, for 

example, is a category often feminized. But it would be irresponsible and essentialist to 

argue that an uncritical embrace of passivity is a feminist reclamation of a denigrated 

category. Alberro addresses the ahistorical way of thinking that enables this logic when 

he writes, 

 

Instead of recognizing the historical (and dialectical) interdependence of the 

aesthetic and the anti-aesthetic, today’s proponents of beauty remove these 

positions from their historical dynamic only to hypostatize the beautiful as the 

sole, undisputed, and universal bearer of a better society. Rather than rethink the 

category of the aesthetic from a historical position that could account for what 

produced its critique in the first place, and rather than examine whether under 

current conditions the anti-aesthetic itself might have been consumed or 

reconfigured by the historical process, these writers simply seek to suspend the 

messiness of history in the hope of returning us to an idyllic and abstract past that 

knew of no internal tensions, disputes, and contradictions.209 

 

The recent writings on beauty, then, are deeply nostalgic. A.O. Scott suggested that 

Scarry’s On Beauty and Being Just aimed to “recover the emotional core of aesthetic 

experience.” Alberro does not simply dismiss the nostalgia evident in statements such as 

Scott’s; rather he wishes to understand how this nostalgic turn is indicative of a larger 
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cultural condition. “The calls for a return to beauty’s order and perfection,” he begins, 

“are part and parcel of a rejection of the political dimension of the phenomenon that came 

to be referred to as postmodernism.”210 Second, he suggests that the call for a return to 

beauty is due to the “perceived loss of the sensual and transcendent dimensions of the 

artwork in the wake of the critical art practices of the 1960s and 1970s that negated the 

myth of artistic autonomy.”211 Lastly, he considers that our current age’s ability to 

achieve synthetic harmony, perfection, and wholeness (by way of digital sampling of 

images and sounds, aesthetic or plastic surgery, genetic engineering, cloning, virtual 

reality) has aroused unconscious cultural anxieties in the face of a new epistemology of 

the image. He argues that this new epistemology premised on the ability to manufacture 

flawless images eliminates chance, error, and the uncontrollable from the production 

process and blurs the distinction between copy and original in ways not imagined by mid-

twentieth-century theorists of reproducibility.212 Alberro’s linking of contemporary 

writings on beauty to anxieties surrounding genetic engineering, cloning, and 

reproducibility calls for a critical analysis of these contemporary writings that takes into 

account the historical role the concept of beauty played in discourses related to 

physiognomy, phrenology, and eugenics. 

Though Scarry aims to recover the emotional core of aesthetic experience, as 

Scott suggests, more importantly she aims to recover the moral imperatives resulting 

from finding beauty in objects and people. Scarry’s project thus conforms to the aim of 

many recent writings on beauty—to reanimate the link between judgments of beauty and 
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moral judgments within the realm of abstract ideals such as ethical fairness, truth, and 

justice.213 Alberro sees this turn as a reaction to a moment in history that “seems to have 

run out of control, catastrophically blowing us backward into the future.” 214 He writes,  

 

In the eyes of many of those who have recently advocated a return to the beautiful 

in art, the experience of beauty helps coalesce the disparate itineraries of human 

subjects through unspoken feelings and intuitive responses to magnificent works 

of art . . . it is now solely in the most personal, fleeting, and insubstantial facets of 

experience—namely, in the aesthetic and only in the aesthetic—that humans are 

seen to be able to come together in keeping with one another.215 

 

I want to look more closely at Scarry’s critical writing on beauty and justice for two 

reasons. First, as Alberro has shown, Scarry’s views on beauty reflect an essentialist view 

of beauty shared by dominant writers on art and culture in the United States.216 A 

deconstruction of her views is thus effective toward undermining ideological uses of 

beauty. Second, the language Scarry uses in order to perform her analysis of beauty and 

justice is indebted to metaphors of inheritance. An analysis of these metaphors shows 

how beauty is tied to a discourse of inheritance. Moreover, it establishes a historical 
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legacy whereby early American notions of beauty are manifested forcefully in the 

contemporary. 

The French philosopher Michel Foucault defines an ideological production as 

occurring when an “historically given function is represented in a figure that inverts 

it.”217 The example he cites in his well-known essay “What is an Author?” is that of the 

author who is culturally represented as the opposite of his historically real function. An 

author is thought to be the “genial creator of a work in which he deposits, with infinite 

wealth and generosity, an inexhaustible world of significations . . . as soon as he speaks, 

meaning begins to proliferate, to proliferate indefinitely.”218 To the contrary, Foucault 

argues in the following passage that the author is a “principle of thrift in the proliferation 

of meaning.” 

 

The author does not precede the works, he is a certain functional principle by 

which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one 

impedes the free circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, 

decomposition, and recomposition of fiction. In fact, if we are accustomed to 

presenting the author as a genius, as a perpetual surging of invention, it is 

because, in reality, we make him function in exactly the opposite fashion.219 
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In On Beauty and Being Just, Scarry argues that beauty, like the ideological conception 

of the author outlined by Foucault, is a principle of generosity and proliferation. 

Tellingly, the language Scarry uses in order to make these claims is indebted to 

metaphors of inheritance. Scarry’s use of metaphors of biological reproduction to 

describe beauty supports art historian David Summers’s thesis in his essay “Form and 

Gender” that “much of the metaphorical language—perhaps the fundamental 

metaphorical language—in which we discuss artistic invention is biological, and, more 

specifically, sexual and reproductive in character (at the same time, reproduction is 

characterized by analogy to art).”220  

Scarry divides her analysis of beauty and justice into two sections. The first 

section, titled “On Beauty and Being Wrong” explores the significance of errors about 

beauty. The second section, titled “On Beauty and Being Fair,” explores the relationship 

between beauty and justice. In the opening passages of “On Beauty and Being Wrong,” 

Scarry relies on a model of sexual reproduction in order to describe the workings of 

beauty. She argues that beauty’s generation is unceasing—it incites desire, requires its 

own replication, and ultimately leads to representation.  

 

Beauty brings copies of itself into being. It makes us draw it, take photographs of it, 

or describe it to other people. Sometimes it gives rise to exact replication and other 

times to resemblances and still other times to things whose connection to the original 

site of inspiration is unrecognizable. A beautiful face drawn by Verrochio suddenly 
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glides into the perceptual field of a young boy named Leonardo. The boy copies the 

face, then copies the face again.221  

 

Beauty prompts the begetting of poetry and laws, and the subsequent commentary upon 

them provided by institutions of education. Commentary is driven “to confer greater 

clarity on what already has clear discernibility, as well as to confer initial clarity on what 

originally has none.”222 The arts and sciences perpetuate beauty and incite the will toward 

begetting, distribution, and creativity.223 In addition to representation and the subsequent 

commentary on it, beauty leads to biological reproduction, in that it prompts the 

“begetting of children.” “When the eye sees someone beautiful, the whole body wants to 

reproduce the person.”224 Beauty is welcoming, perhaps seductive, a greeting that seems 

to “fit” one’s perception.225 The impulse toward begetting or replication is not simply one 

of many characteristics of beauty. Rather, according to Scarry, it is the central attribute of 

beauty, present without exception across different objects, rarified and everyday.226 The 

movement toward perpetual begetting encouraged by beauty is what inspires ideas of 

eternity, plenitude, and distribution—the fantasy that we can make “‘more and more’ so 

that there will eventually be ‘enough.’”227 Scarry’s reliance on metaphors of biological 

reproduction is what ultimately leads her to utilize metaphors of inheritance—the 

discourse that makes biological reproduction culturally legible—when articulating 
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beauty’s characteristics. She writes that the “generative object continues, in some sense, 

to be present in the newly begotten object.”228 The something or someone who initiated 

the creation of the object “remains silently present in the newborn object.”229 Scarry’s 

debt to the discourse of inheritance is also evidenced by her use of the narrative model of 

the Immaculate Conception to describe beauty’s insemination of a desire for truth in the 

mind. Beauty produces in the mind a “constant moistening” that makes it open to truth.230 

 

[A beautiful object] ignites the desire for truth by giving us, with an electric 

brightness shared by almost no other uninvited, freely arriving perceptual event, 

the experience of conviction and the experience, as well, of error. This liability to 

error, contestation, and plurality—for which ‘beauty’ over the centuries has so 

often been belittled—has sometimes been cited as evidence of its falsehood and 

distance from ‘truth,’ when it is instead the case that our very aspiration for truth 

is its legacy. It creates, without itself fulfilling, the aspiration for enduring 

certitude. It comes to us, with no work of our own; then leaves us prepared to 

undergo a giant labor.231 
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Our aspiration for truth is the “legacy” of beauty because error is one of beauty’s 

structural features. Beauty naturally incites a search or longing for truth. How so? As a 

result of beauty’s self-evident nature or “clear discernibility,” we are introduced to a 

powerful state of certainty and conviction when in the presence of a beautiful object. 

However, this fleeting state of certainty leaves us unsatiated because beauty also brings 

us into contact with our capacity to make errors of judgment.  Despite this give-and-take, 

beauty, over the long run, leads us closer to truth; it makes progress. This is because the 

state of certainty and conviction elicited by beauty is so pleasurable it incites a desire to 

locate “enduring sources of conviction—to locate what is true.”232 

Scarry’s interest in errors about beauty goes beyond the idea that we simply see 

things incorrectly at first, and then later stand corrected. Rather, as noted above, she 

views these errors as one of beauty’s structural features. The beauty of an object fills the 

viewer with a sense of conviction about the beauty perceived. However, “the act of 

perceiving that seemingly self-evident beauty has a built-in liability to self-correction and 

self-adjustment, so much so that it appears to be a key element in whatever beauty is.”233 

The moment of “correction in perception takes place as an abrasive crash.”234 The 

realization that one has misjudged something beautiful as ugly, or something ugly as 

beautiful, arrives in the form of a “perceptual slap or slam” with “emphatic sensory 

properties.”235  
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The correction, the alteration in the perception, is so palpable that it is as though 

the perception itself (rather than its object) lies rotting in the brain. In both cases, 

the perception has undergone a radical alteration—it breaks apart (as in breaking 

plates) or disintegrates (as in a festering flower). 236 

 

Scarry regards the recognition that something previously denied the attribution of beauty 

deserves this attribution as the more grave of the two errors made regarding beauty. The 

error of “undercrediting” occurs as a result of the failure of perceptual generosity.237 She 

writes, “This second genre of error entails neither the arrival of a new beautiful object, 

nor an object present but previously unnoticed, but an object present and confidently 

repudiated as an object of beauty.”238 The example she cites is her own erroneous 

declaration that “Palms are not beautiful; possibly they are not even trees.”239 Her 

recognition that the error may be due to the fact that palms grow in a hemisphere other 

than her own leads her to a consideration of beauty and cultural difference. 

 

The error may seem to be about the distance between north and south, east and 

west, about mistakes arising from cultural difference. Sometimes the attribution of 

a mistake to ‘cultural difference’ is intended to show why caring about beauty is 

bad, as though if I had attended to sycamores and chestnuts less I might have 

sooner seen the palminess of the palm, this green pliancy designed to capture and 
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restructure light. Nothing I know about perception tells me how my love of the 

sycamore caused, or contributed to, my failure to love the palm, since there does 

not appear to be, inside the brain, a finite amount of space given to beautiful 

things that can be prematurely filled, and since attention to any one thing 

normally seems to heighten, rather than diminish, the acuity with which one sees 

the next. Still, it is the case that if I were surrounded every day by hundreds of 

palms, one of them would have sooner called upon me to correct my error. Beauty 

always takes place in the particular, and if there are no particulars, the chances of 

seeing it go down. In this sense cultural difference, by diminishing the number of 

times you are on the same ground with a particular vegetation or animal or 

artwork, gives rise to problems in perception, but problems in perception that also 

arrive by many other paths.240 

 

Mistakes about beauty arise not from cultural difference, she argues, but rather from 

generalizations that erase the particulars of objects. Her erroneous belief that palms were 

perhaps “not even trees” was based on the idea of a composite palm she had managed to 

conjure without ever having seen particular palms.  She writes, “Conversely, when I now 

say, ‘Palms are beautiful’ or ‘I love palms,” it is really individual palms that I have in 

mind.”241 By not citing specific historical claims of this kind, Scarry succeeds in 

decontextualizing and dehistoricizing critiques of beauty premised on the notion of 

cultural difference. This allows her to erase the history of these critiques, which are 
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rooted in the activism of African Americans who challenged Eurocentric standards of 

physical beauty.242 Philosopher Paul C. Taylor labels this tradition antiracist 

aestheticism. Participants in this tradition are motivated by the “realization that a white-

dominated culture has racialized beauty, that it has defined beauty per se in terms of 

white beauty, in terms of the physical features that the people we consider white are more 

likely to have.”243 I am suspicious of the way in which Scarry avoids the question of race 

in her discussion of beauty. Her statement—“Palms are not beautiful; possibly they are 

not even trees”—follows the logical structure of racism—“Blacks are not beautiful; 

possibly they are not even people.” While she offers the statement about palms as a self-

deprecating gesture, to show her own errors about beauty, she trivializes those errors by 

not acknowledging their racial implications. History has shown us that racism is more 

than a conceptual generalization undermined by repeated exposure to individuals of a 

subjugated race. 

In addition to examining the consequences of errors about beauty, “On Beauty 

and Being Wrong” defends beauty against its critics. Scarry defends beauty against the 

criticisms that it causes a contagion of imitation—she cites the example of a beautiful 
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starlet after whom people obsessively style themselves—and that it leads to materialism 

and possessiveness. Scarry maintains that these phenomena represent imperfect 

manifestations of what is more broadly a “deeply beneficent momentum toward 

replication.”244 If, for example, an individual selfishly hoards a beautiful object, this is 

but a “miseducated” version of the same “generous-hearted impulse” that would lead 

someone to change one’s location so as to remain in beauty’s path.245 She writes, 

 

Rejecting the imperfect version of the phenomenon of begetting makes sense; 

what does not make sense is rejecting the general impulse toward begetting, or 

rejecting the beautiful things for giving rise to false, as well as true, versions of 

begetting. To disparage beauty for the sake not of one of its attributes but simply 

for a misguided version of one of its otherwise beneficent attributes is a common 

error made about beauty.246  

 

Scarry, like A.O. Scott, is critical of academic efforts to “disparage” beauty, arguing that 

the banishing of beauty from the humanities has been carried out as a result of incoherent 

political complaints against it.247 What beauty’s critics understand to be ideological is for 

Scarry an imperfect or “miseducated” use of beauty. Beauty is an ideal, “innocent of the 

charges against it.”248 Thus, its historical use as an ideological tool should not negate our 

appreciation for its otherwise beneficial characteristics, which she outlines in “On Beauty 
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and Being Fair.” This same argument could be made about divinity, genealogical purity, 

or any other concept that has historically anchored metaphysical thinking. Scarry does 

address the issue of metaphysics because she rightly sees that a “special problem arises 

for beauty once the realm of the sacred is no longer believed in or aspired to.”249 She 

proposes that though beauty is no longer anchored by metaphysics, the result for the 

perceiver is the same. Namely, the perceiver is “led to a more capacious regard for the 

world” because the requirement for plenitude is “built-in” to the beautiful object.250  

Scarry ultimately wishes to show how the beautiful object “assists us in getting to 

justice.”251 In “On Beauty and Being Fair,” Scarry supports her claim that beauty assists 

us in getting to justice by first addressing the political critiques of beauty. She cites two: 

first, beauty distracts attention from wrong social arrangements, making us indifferent to 

the task of bringing about social justice, and second, the act of staring, or sustained 

regard, elicited by a beautiful object is somehow damaging to it; the gaze, or “looking,” 

reifies the object that is meant to be the subject of our admiration.252 She rebuts these 

arguments by claiming that, among other things, they contradict each other. 

 

If, for example, an opponent of beauty eventually persuades us that a human face 

or a form or a bird or a trellis of sweet pea normally suffers from being looked at, 

then when the second opponent of beauty complains that beauty has caused us to 

turn away from social injustice, we will have to feel relieved that whatever harm 
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the principals are now suffering is at least not being compounded by our scrutiny 

of them. If instead we are persuaded that beauty has distracted us from suffering, 

and that our attention to that suffering will help reduce the harm, we will have to 

assume that human perception, far from poisoning each object it turns toward, is 

instead fully capable of being benign.253 

 

Scarry is speaking to two different things in this passage. First, she is speaking to the 

concept of the gaze as a kind of looking that is damaging to that which we regard as 

beautiful. Second, like Betye Sarr in her criticisms of young African American artists, she 

is speaking to the concept of witnessing as a kind of looking that plays a role in the fight 

for social justice. Scarry greatly simplifies the concept of the gaze as examined by Laura 

Mulvey in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” and thereafter by a diverse number 

of feminist artists and writers. She also ignores the complexities of witnessing as 

addressed by feminist writers and art historians such as Peggy Phelan and Jane Blocker. 

In Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, Phelan expresses skepticism toward the 

assumption that visibility equals political power. She thus looks to construct a way of 

knowing that does not take the surveillance of the object, visible or otherwise, as its chief 

aim. She writes, “Gaining visibility for the politically under-represented without 

scrutinizing the power of who is required to display what to whom is an impoverished 

political agenda.” In “A Cemetery of Images: Meditations on the Burial of Photographs,” 

Jane Blocker likewise considers the complexity of visibility, by way of an analysis of 

how the West imagined itself as witness to the genocide in Rwanda. She begins by 
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suggesting that to be a witness is not simply to see, but simultaneously to see and 

imagine. 

 

An eyewitness, because he does not recognize and cannot comprehend the horror 

at which he is looking, is forced to try to imagine it – that is, by definition to 

‘form a mental image of something not present to the senses.’ Yet an eyewitness 

must engage in imagining even as the material facts of atrocity are presented to 

him, even as he is in fact seeing them.254 

 

The witness’s seeing and imagining is not a “free and boundless form of creative 

work.”255 Rather, it is disciplined by the rules and habits of photographs. “These rules,” 

she writes, “involve not only the habits of depiction and of viewing depictions, but also 

of imagining oneself relative to what is depicted.”256 When faced with atrocity, the 

witness must “struggle to imagine his own witnessing of it, to see himself seeing.”257 In 

contrast to the structure of witnessing laid out here, the West conceives of its own 

witnessing in photographic and godlike terms—omniscient, disembodied, disinterested. 

258 Blocker writes, 
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The West sees, according to this mythology, impartially and from a distance, the 

way a camera sees. And yet, the one thing a camera cannot see is itself. In the 

blindness of that technology of witness, a world of cruelty and failed foreign 

policy lies.259 

 

Blocker’s description of the West’s mode of witness may remind us somewhat of Laura 

Mulvey’s well-known description of the gaze. In Mulvey’s formulation, the bearer of the 

look does not, like the West, see himself seeing. Rather, he occupies the pleasurable 

position of the camera, while the object of his gaze imagines herself being seen. Scarry’s 

formulation of vision as “fully capable of being benign,” does not account for the 

complexity of vision’s role in Western culture, nor does it account for the complexity of 

feminist thinking about that role. Nowhere in her essay does Scarry address specific 

“opponents of beauty.” Instead she writes of students speaking about the beauty of what 

they study “only in whispers,” the way in which unfortunate critiques of beauty “make 

their daily way into otherwise lively essays, articles, exams, conversations.”260 In 

Scarry’s view, conversations about beauty have been silenced.  

I have shown that Scarry simplifies the debate on the role of vision in Western 

culture. However, Scarry makes another claim that overlays this simplification. She 

defends beauty against those who argue that beauty distracts us from social injustice. 

Scarry writes, “far from damaging our capacity to attend to problems of injustice, 
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[beauty] instead intensifies the pressure we feel to repair existing injuries.”261 Scarry 

contends that the “equality of beauty enters the world before justice.”262 Unlike justice, 

beauty does not rely on human intelligence to bring it into existence.263 Her implicit 

assumption is that beauty, existing naturally in the world, quietly awaits human 

recognition. Second, beauty is available to the senses in a way that justice, except in rare 

cases, is not. Third, as a result of beauty’s “pressure toward distribution,” beauty is 

“generously…widely, present to almost all people at almost all times.”264 Beauty, she 

suggests, has a “distributional availability that comes from its being external, present 

(‘prae-sens’), standing before the senses.”265 Only after outlining these characteristics of 

beauty that differ from the characteristics of justice can she make the claim that the 

relationship between beauty and justice functions as more than analogy. She writes, 

 

When aesthetic fairness and ethical fairness are both present to perception, their 

shared commitment to equality can be seen as merely analogy, for it may truly be 

said that when both terms of analogy are present, the analogy is inert. It asks 

nothing more of us than that we occasionally notice it. But when one term ceases 

to be visible (either because it is not present, or because it is present but dispersed 

beyond our sensory field), then the analogy ceases to be inert; the term that is 

present becomes pressing, active, insistent, calling out for, directing our attention 

toward, what is absent. I describe this, focusing on touch, as a weight or a lever, 
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but ancient and medieval philosophers always referred to it acoustically: beauty is 

a call.266 

 

I began this analysis of Scarry’s argument about the relationship between beauty and 

justice by stating that beauty functioned like Foucault’s conception of the author. Rather 

than functioning as a call, or a principle of generosity and proliferation, as Scarry 

contends, I suggest that history shows us that the concept of beauty functions in a quite 

different fashion, as an ideological principle of thrift that limits, excludes, and chooses. 

Though Scarry’s arguments are flawed, her articulation of the significance of beauty from 

within a discourse of inheritance and in relation to justice points us in a direction we need 

to explore more fully in order to understand the historical role beauty has played in 

efforts to claim social justice for African Americans in the United States.  

 

Refinement and the Racialization of Beauty 

 

“Invoking beauty,” Wendy Steiner suggests, “has become a way of registering the 

end of modernism and the opening of a new period in culture.”267 In her discussion of the 

Freestyle show at the Studio Museum in Harlem, Steiner claims that the invocation of 

beauty allows artists to, in Scott’s words, “lift their work up from the confinements of 

identity politics.”268 Steiner’s choice of words implies that the invocation of beauty leads 

to racial uplift and political freedom. This section is meant to outline the history of how 
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the invocation of beauty came to have this power, and the way in which Walker’s work 

questions it. Walker’s questioning of the performative nature of the invocation of beauty 

is significant because beauty functions as an ideological figure to which privileged 

groups lay claim in order to secure their access to justice and contain its proliferation.269 

Art historian Anne M. Wagner remarks that Walker offers up excess in lieu of 

refinement, which follows an aesthetic of delimitation. “In Walker’s hands,” she writes, 

“the very idea of the silhouette portrait begins to leak, from its most vital and volatile 

points.”270 Darby English speaks of the “flat falseness” of the Walker’s silhouettes as 

compromising the “illusion of bodily integrity we sustain through looking.”271 However, 

before moving into a more detailed analysis of Walker’s work, it is necessary to outline 

how historians think the racialization of beauty occurred and what constitutes “the history 

of refinement” in the United States.  

In his analysis of the dynamics of interracial sex in the American colonies 

between the years 1700 and 1755, historian Winthrop D. Jordan remarks that the problem 

of ancestry was inescapable. However, before looking at how the colonists conceived and 

handled the problem of ancestry, Jordan considers the logical implications embedded in 
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the problem itself. The concept that heredity is “enmeshed in the facts and vocabulary of 

the sex act and physiognomic reproduction and physical parenthood” was not held to 

throughout history, he writes.272 When civil magistrates spoke of interracial sex in a 

pronounced and explicit biological mode, it was a significant change from what had 

previously characterized discussions of interracial sex. Jordan writes, 

 

That there could exist such a phenomenon as interracial sex meant that a physical 

rather than a religious (i.e., a cultural) distinction was being made. The fruits of 

such unions were distinctive especially by reason of their physiognomy. From 

time immemorial Englishmen had been born to a status, to a cultural role; now 

they were being born to an appearance, to a physical condition, as well. When the 

legislative assemblies of Maryland and South Carolina condemned sexual 

intimacies between white persons and Negroes as ‘unnatural and inordinate 

Copulations,’ they underlined the sheerly physical aspects of these relationships. 

That copulation between human beings should have been ‘unnatural’ and that the 

resultant offspring could be described, as they were as ‘mixt,’ ‘spurious,’ and 

‘mungril’ suggests that white men had come to think of interracial union as 

contradicting the laws of nature – which is to say that in America strange things 

had happened to the concept of natural law.273  
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Jordan concludes that it was only a step from the above way of thinking about interracial 

sex to equate whiteness with goodness and superior physical beauty, and racial 

intermixture with wickedness and monstrosity.274 Jordan shows that human beauty, 

linked to physiognomy, was understood in terms of inheritance. These same genetic 

metaphors were used to discuss beauty more generally. I have already noted art historian 

David Summers opinion that the “fundamental metaphorical language” used to theorize 

artistic invention is “biological, and, more specifically, sexual and reproductive in 

character.”275  

For Johann Joachim Winckelmann, one of the founders of the modern art 

historical discipline, miscegenation opposed classical beauty, figured ideally as a 

genealogically pure body. He remarked,  

 

From the principle of unity proceeds another characteristic of high beauty, the 

undesignation of the same. . . . According to this concept, beauty should be like 

the most perfect water drawn from the lap of the source, which, the less taste it 

has, the healthier it is considered to be, since it is purified of all foreign parts.276  

 

In the year that serves as a bookend to Jordan’s analysis, Winckelmann opens his 

Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture (1755) by 
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emphasizing Greece’s purification of imported foreign inventions, or “first seed,” and its 

climate’s particular suitability to the production of genius.277 Winckelmann’s art history 

is a narrative of an artistic heritage that represents the spirit of a culture bound by the 

contours of national geography. In Winckelmann, beauty is tied not only to a discourse of 

inheritance, but also to a discourse of political freedom. Art historian Whitney Davis 

writes that a vague notion of freedom granted by the state to its citizens characterized for 

Winckelmann the essential “spirit” that was productive of the beauty that characterized 

Greek culture during its classical phase.278  

Though a proper aristocracy was never established in the United States, Bushman 

has shown that the discourse of blood that pulsed through the European aristocracy’s 

veins, incidentally described by Michel Foucault in his Introduction to the History of 

Sexuality, was transferred to the United States in order to support the legitimacy of the 

newly established body politic. The aesthetics of refinement made the discourse of blood 

visible. In The Refinement of America, Bushman shows that the refinement of the North 

American colonies began around 1690. This date roughly correlates with the rise of 

modern aesthetics in the second and third decades of the eighteenth century.279 The chief 
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manifestation of this aim to refine was a “beautification campaign” that had as its goal 

the creation of a polite society equivalent to Europe’s. The elite, a category Bushman 

uses interchangeably with gentry, hoped that by way of the campaign every scene of 

daily life would be “turned into a picture.”280 Prior to 1790, only the gentry (wealthy 

merchants and planters, the clergy and professionals, officers of the courts and 

government) adhered to the genteel code. Bushman labels this period between 1690 and 

1790 the era of Gentility. Following the American Revolution, the middle class (smaller 

merchants and professionals ordinary well-off farmers, successful artisans, 

schoolteachers, minor government officials, clerks, shopkeepers, industrial entrepreneurs, 

and managers) begins to adopt the values of the genteel code as well. Bushman labels this 

period between 1790 and 1850 the era of Respectability.  

Kant’s writings on aesthetics cover the transition between these two periods. In 

Kant, justice and beauty are tied together. For Kant, if beauty is not possible, justice is 

not possible, because they both rely on the same consent to the universal. Donald W. 

Crawford has written that the Critique of Judgment is an “examination of the nature and 

status of our claims to aesthetic knowledge and our claims to teleological knowledge 

generally.”281 The Critique is primarily concerned with the “logic” of aesthetic 

judgments, e.g., with the universal principles that lie at the basis of, and thus, legitimize, 

our judgments of beauty, as opposed to questions about the “physiological” and 

“psychological” investigations of beauty made by empiricists such as Burke, Addison, 
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and Hutcheson.282 Moreover, Bushman’s description of a movement toward refinement in 

the U.S. from 1690 to 1850 finds a parallel in Michel Foucault’s thesis that from the 

eighteenth-century onward, Western societies were moving away from a “system of 

marriage, of fixation and development of kinship ties, of transmission of names and 

possessions,” what he calls a “deployment of alliance.” According to Foucault, the 

“deployment of sexuality” was superimposed on the older system, without completely 

supplanting it.283 

The creation of a polite, cultivated, or refined, society involved the adoption of 

new modes of speech, dress, body carriage, and manners, all of which were meant to 

express an inward grace. The signs of inward grace were worn on the body, but were 

extrapolated to the environment as well. Architecture, city planning, and landscape 

design expressed and supported the inward refinement of individuals. Unsurprisingly, the 

beautification campaign had “the unfortunate side effect of turning its promoters into 

critics who identified the ugly as the first step in creating the beautiful.” As a result of 

this aesthetic gaze, “life became a continuous performance, perpetually subject to 

criticism.” Bushman concludes that the adoption of a standard of rigorous judgment, 

performance, and self-surveillance served to deepen cultural and social divisions.  

 

Refinement created a standard for exclusion as well as a mode of association. . . . 

The rude had to be excluded for the refined to achieve the elevated condition that 

was their desire. As people strove to discipline themselves and their children in 
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the modes of genteel conduct, they divided themselves from all who refused to 

embrace the new principles.284  

 

Bushman’s study of refinement in the United States shows that beauty does not describe 

the essence of something; rather, like other discourses, it serves to establish relationships 

between the objects it produces, defines, differentiates, and contrasts.285 In order for the 

refined to maintain their elevated position, the rude had to be identified and disavowed.  

The adoption of new modes of speech, dress, body carriage, and manners that 

expressed an inward grace is evident in works of art from this period. In her Romantic, 

Grand Manner portrait painted by Thomas Sully in 1818, Eliza Ridgely (1803-1867) is a 

picture of refinement (fig. 50).286 In the same year Ridgely’s portrait was painted, it was 

exhibited at the Seventh Annual Exhibition of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 

Arts in Philadelphia. The portrait was commissioned by her father upon Ridgely’s 

completion of formal education at Miss Lyman’s Institution in Philadelphia. Miss 

Lyman’s Institution was a boarding school based on the British model of female 

education, and there Ridgely studied the suitable subjects for refined young women of the 

early nineteenth century—deportment, natural history, botany, grammar, literature, 

French, drawing, singing, dancing, piano and harp.287 The elements of the portrait’s 

composition work to temper movement and instead emphasize the balance and repose 
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refinement’s discourse privileged. The strict horizontality of the landscape serves as a 

counterweight to the repeated foreground vertical forms. The dynamic motion created by 

following the circular movement of line from the young woman’s head, to her arm, to the 

plucked string, to the sweep of clouds, and back to her head, is balanced by the rigidity of 

the triangular composition for which her head serves as the apex. The portrait emphasizes 

romantic sentiment tempered by the ease associated with refined deportment. The 

exaggerated whiteness of her skin reflects a classical ideal that implicitly opposed 

miscegenation. As stated above, for Winckelmann classical beauty was figured ideally as 

a body refined of impurities.  

Sully’s portrait, along with Henry Sargent’s The Tea Party (1824), shows how as 

a result of refinement’s aesthetic gaze, “life became a continuous performance, 

perpetually subject to criticism” (fig. 51) Sargent depicts the environment in which 

Ridgely would exhibit her refined taste, elegant manners, and musical talents. The 

curtained framing device in the foreground of the picture urges the viewer to imagine the 

figures as characters on a theatrical stage.288 Additionally, the placing of the figure of an 

African American servant in this image illustrates refinement’s logic. Excluded 

compositionally, spatially and socially, this peripheral figure occupies a separate room to 

the left of the main room in which the white guests mingle. The smiling black servant is 

shown holding a silver tray, presumably about to enter the main room to serve them. His 

nearness to a threshold, and placement directly beneath the female classical figure above 

it, indicates his physiognomic difference from the “ideal” classical figure and his 
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exclusion from the space of refinement. At the same time, the painting shows us the role 

African Americans played as a figure of difference in the performance of refinement. 

The American middle class began to adopt the values of the genteel code from the 

gentry between the years 1790 and 1850. Along with the white middle class, the African 

American middle class saw refinement as an important goal because it offered the 

promise of respectability. Bushman and others observe that African American efforts to 

achieve refinement tested the promise of inclusion respectability offered to the middle 

class.  Because refinement and gentility were useful in securing one’s identity along the 

lower boundary of the middle class, white middle-class Philadelphians were particularly 

threatened by black Philadelphians’ gestures of gentility. Edward Clay’s numerous 

caricatures lampooned African American’s focus on the acquisition of refined manners. 

Clay’s “A Black Ball, La Pastorelle,” dated from the early 1830s is significant to my 

analysis because it shows how the body’s outline was encoded with cultural meaning (fig. 

52). The bodies of the figures in the caricature are depicted with bulging anatomy and 

forward-leaning torsos that evoke bumbling gestures or failed performances of gentility. 

The enlarged buttocks of the male figure on the right are drawn from anatomical 

stereotypes with their own troubling history, and call attention to both erotic and routine 

bodily functions. The purpose of refined gestures, however, was to create the impression 

of an immaculate body and to isolate one body from another.289 The failure of Clay’s 

fantasized black bodies to perform genteel gestures is more evident when compared to 

the fantasized white bodies appearing in A.C.F. Edouart’s Mr. and Mrs. Josiah Quincy 

and Their Children, dated 1842 (fig. 53). Here, the figures are erect—keeping the line 
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from the base of the spine through the back of the head and neck as straight as possible. 

Each body is isolated from the others, and anatomy is contained within the strict outlines. 

According to Bushman, “failure to regulate the body left one looking clownish and 

ridiculous,” and we see how Clay utilizes this notion of failure rooted in refinement’s 

discourse to create racist humor.290  

In Clay’s caricature, the woman furthest to the left exclaims, “What a figure 

Broder Brutus look cutting him capers dare by himself.” Genteel individuals learned to 

“cut” or “turn” a good figure from dancing masters who taught refined movement. 

Walker’s Untitled (1995) shows how the act of cutting the silhouette plays on the refined 

ambition to “cut” a good figure (fig. 54). Though Walker’s figures are “cut” beautifully, 

they undercut the logic that allows the beautiful to appear. The figure stands with an erect 

posture somewhat similar to that which we see in the center boy and the seated father in 

the Quincy portrait, the bent knee displaying the ease that characterized the postures of 

the truly refined. Hidden within this figure is that of the black female primitive, a motif in 

Walker’s silhouette panoramas and installations. Her caricatured face serves as a 

counterpoint to the refined outline of the man’s profile while doubling as the back of his 

wig. Her breast with pointy nipple doubles as his collar and her grass skirt doubles as his 

coat tails. The figure as a whole shows how the ideal of beauty that the refined individual 

sought to embody relied on marking that which was cast as its opposite—the ugly or 

clownish. Walker’s silhouette functions effectively as a critique because its formal 

characteristics rely on a similar logic of defining an inside, or figure, against that which is 

cut away or disavowed—an outside or negative space. In addition, Walker complicates 
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what could become an oversimplification of this dichotomy by creating doubled figures 

that appear only by way of this logic.  

A similarly doubled figure, Walker’s Untitled (1998) (fig. 55) mimes the 1787 

abolitionist medallion Am I Not a Man and a Brother? produced by Josiah Wedgwood at 

the request of the Committee of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade 

(fig. 56). Wedgwood, an English potter and member of the London Society for the 

Abolition of Slavery, based the medallion on the design for the committee’s seal, which 

was perhaps executed by his chief modeler William Hackwood.291 The Jasper-ware 

medallion took the form of a cameo constructed from black basalt on white jasper. 

Wedgwood sent the medallions to Benjamin Franklin, president of the Pennsylvania 

Abolition Society, who distributed them to fellow anti-slavery advocates. In response to 

the gift, Franklin wrote to Wedgwood “I have seen in their countenances such Mark of 

being affected by contemplating the Figure of the Suppliant (which is admirably 

executed) that I am persuaded it may have an Effect equal to that of the best written 

Pamphlet in procuring favour to those oppressed people.”292 Though it is not a “true 

silhouette,” the medallion, with its black basalt figure set in profile against a white jasper 

ground, borrows from its code of aesthetics.  

                                                
291  Hugh Honour notes in The Image of the Black in Western Art vol. IV that in The Life 
of Josiah Wedgwood from His Private Correspondence and Family Papers… (1865-66; 
reprint ed., London, 1970), vol. II, 565-66, Eliza Meteyard states, “Hackwood modeled a 
design of a seal for the society, which was laid before the Committee on October 16, 
1787.” However, other documents at the Wedgwood Museum in Barlaston indicate that 
Hackwood after and original design by Henry Webber may have modeled the medallion. 
Webber was a modeler at the Wedgwood factory. Conflicting information from the 
Wedgwood archives indicates that Wedgwood sent Webber to Rome before the emblem 
was designed. 
292 Sidney Kaplan, The Black Presence in the Era of the American Revolution, 1770-1800 
(New York: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1973), 235. 



 158 

In “The Artistic Aims of the Silhouette,” Raymond Lister, a former Librarian of 

the Royal Society of Miniature Painters, Sculptors and Gravers, isolated the silhouette’s 

code of aesthetics. He began by insisting that the most important element in any 

silhouette is outline – it should be firm, crisp, and sharp, with no hesitation, “fluffiness,” 

or ragged edges. Decisive sharpness reveals the “essence of character” on which the 

silhouette relies for effect. A true silhouette thus omits details such as eyes, lips, ears, and 

hair. If the latter elements are depicted, the silhouette “loses its character as a shade and 

becomes a profile.”293 Though Lister maintains that profiles have a “legitimate” place in 

silhouette art, the profile-portrait and the shadow-portrait “aim at entirely different 

effects.”294 Specifically, the profile-portrait aims for a greater degree of representational 

realism. “Bound up with the problem of details in silhouette work,” he goes on, “is that of 

colour.”295 Lister insists that only black should be used to represent the sitter’s portrait, 

but that discreet use of color in the sitter’s dress, jewelry, or nosegay is permissible if it 

breaks the monotony of blackness in a large composition. Backgrounds should be neutral, 

preferably white. The danger color represents is that it serves as a gateway to three-

dimensional modeling. Three-dimensional modeling upsets the black flatness of the 

essentially two-dimensional art in which “every detail must accord with this 

limitation.”296 “Reversed” shades, white on black, are also disparaged – “Nobody ever 

heard of a white shadow outside the realms of fantasy.”297 Reversed shades are 
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acceptable only in large compositions, and only then as a “foil to the shade proper.”298 

Silhouettes should not be touched by paint, “for to mix two such widely-separated media 

would be a sure way to produce a bastard work of art.”299 The silhouette should be kept to 

a reasonable size, retaining intimacy and avoiding appearing “overwhelming in its black 

intensity.”300 In other words, it should conform to the aesthetics of the beautiful, but not 

enter into the aesthetics of the sublime. Proportion is also a consideration; figures should 

bear the same relation in scale to each other as they do in real life. Perspective may be 

introduced, but only to the extent that it does not undermine the silhouette’s essential 

two-dimensionality.  

According to Lister’s guidelines, Wedgwood’s piece is not strictly a silhouette; 

however, it conforms to the aesthetics of the silhouette by insisting on a clear outline, by 

representing its subject in profile, by using black to represent the subject, and by placing 

the black figure against a white, or neutral, background. Its three-dimensionality and 

detail depart from the strict guidelines set out by Lister. However, Lister himself notes 

that Wedgwood’s profile medallions have been wrongly held up as forerunners of the 

silhouette due to the striking similarity between Wedgwood’s portraits and those of 

eighteenth-century profilists.301 With Am I Not a Man and a Brother? Wedgwood was 

interested in portraying the “essence” of the man’s pious character in order to argue for 

his just emancipation. But it is not only the representation of the slave as pious before 

God that buttresses the man’s demand for freedom. The silhouette form is a manifestation 
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of the aesthetic ideology that dominated the United States during the early Republican 

period. This aesthetic ideology is related to that outlined in aesthetic writings on beauty 

and the sublime.302 In his analysis of Kant’s aesthetic theory Donald Crawford notes that 

Kant repeatedly spoke of form as ordering matter, as producing relational unity out of 

disparate elements.303 The use of the silhouette form raises the status of the slave body—

historically relegated to the status of matter and the particular—to that of a universal form 

– a figure, shape, ideal. By laying claim to formal unity, the slave body obtains the status 

of the beautiful. The detailed relief present in the medallion—such as the chains—are 

necessary in order to illustrate the injustice of the bondage of this ideal body that has 

achieved the status of beauty. The medallion makes three claims on behalf of the 

enslaved man—that he conforms to a classical ideal, that he is a Man, in a political, 

philosophical, and religious sense, and that he is a relation, a “brother,” politically and 

religiously. Each claim hinges on the others. 

The medallion’s ability to serve as an effective visual and semiotic argument on 

behalf of enslaved African Americans follows from the prevalence of “physiognomical 

thought” in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Physiognomical thought is a semiotic 

system wherein the physical serves as a semiotic index of the metaphysical. John Caspar 

Lavater’s “universally known and celebrated” writings on the pseudoscience of 
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physiognomy serve as celebrated examples of this mode of thought.304 Two English 

translations of Essays on Physiognomy, Designed to Promote the Knowledge and the 

Love of Mankind (1789-1793) appeared in the United States during this period and 

popularized the study of physiognomy for the purpose of gaining “the knowledge of the 

internal properties of any corporeal existence from the external appearances.”305 The 

American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania held both translations in 

their library. The first, published in London and issued by Lavater in 1789, was a deluxe, 

three-volume edition containing eight hundred engravings. The second, and the more 

popular, of the English translations was a version of Lavater’s Essays abridged by 

Thomas Holcroft in 1794, and published in Boston.306  

For Lavater, the silhouette functions as the “positive and incontestable proof of 

the reality of the Science of Physionomies.”307 He asks, “If the shade alone be an 

unequivocal sign of truth – what must the prototype itself be?”308 Lavater’s “Fragment 

Eleventh: Of Silhouettes,” contained in the 1789 three-volume edition of the Essays, hints 

at the way in which the silhouette articulates the relationship between beauty and justice. 
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In this fragment he discusses the peculiarities of the silhouette as a mode of 

representation, outlines the best methods of taking this “species of portraits,” and then 

provides “readings” of several silhouettes. In particular, Lavater focuses on the indexical 

primacy of the silhouette. 

 

The Silhouette of the human body, or of the face only, is of all portraits the 

feeblest and the least finished; but, on the other hand, it is the justest and the most 

faithful, when the light has been placed at a proper distance, when the shade is 

drawn upon a perfectly smooth surface, and the face placed in a position perfectly 

parallel to that surface. Such a copy is weak, for it presents nothing positive, and 

gives only the exterior contour of half the face; it is faithful, for it is the 

immediate impress of Nature, and bears a character of originality which the most 

dexterous Artist could not hit, to the same degree of perfection, in a drawing from 

the hand.309  

 

The silhouette justly represents its prototype, but it is also productive of just judgments. 

Lavater claims that even those who doubt the efficacy of the “simple silhouette” as a 

device for reading character will form, when shown silhouettes, judgments of the 

“prototypes” that are “exeedingly [sic] just.”310  

Walker’s Untitled, a silhouette that follows the guidelines outlined by Lister, 

depicts an African-American figure kneeling in the same position as the suppliant in 
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Wedgwood’s medallion. Walker’s figure is hybrid, and appropriates a complex 

iconography. She appropriates the legs and feet from Hackwood’s suppliant, but places 

what appears to be a bare-breasted torso of a skirted woman above them. The torso and 

skirt echo those of the three women nursing and suckling in The End of Uncle Tom and 

the Grand Allegorical Tableau of Eva in Heaven (fig. 57), but the skirt also has the 

jagged edges of the grass skirts worn by “primitive” women in her other works, such as 

African/American (1998) (fig. 4) or World’s Exposition (1997) (fig. 58).311 As in 

Wedgwood’s medallion, the kneeling figure’s arms are bent in prayer, her hands 

intertwined. The profile of the figure’s upturned head closely follows Hackwood, but the 

hair of Walker’s figure is distinctly feminine in style. Walker omits the chains that 

unambiguously render Hackwood’s figure a slave.312 Instead, Walker places an abstracted 

African mask on the woman’s head. The mask functions as a feathered Rococo hat, wide 

brimmed to shield one’s face from the sun, and an accessory frequently seen in the 

silhouette portraits of stylish eighteenth-century European women. Like any idol, the 

African mask comes between the suppliant and her God; her view is either partial or 

blocked, and the God she beseeches sees a mask, not her face. Walker’s figure also 

alludes to the crouching female figure in Edmonia Lewis’s Forever Free (1867) (fig. 59). 

Made while Lewis was in Rome, Forever Free is titled after a phrase from the 

Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 and dedicated to abolitionist William Lloyd 
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Garrison. Lewis would have been familiar with Patrick Reason’s Am I Not a Man and a 

Brother? (c. 1839), modeled after the Wedgwood medallion (fig. 60). She also would 

have been familiar with the women’s abolitionist emblem, based on the Wedgwood, and 

used as the header for the Liberator’s “Ladies Department” column.313 

Walker’s series of watercolors titled Negress Notes (Brown Follies) represents 

another way in which Walker draws from this history of refinement. As mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, in the work of Sarah Mapps Douglass beauty and one’s 

responsibility to work toward political freedom and social justice were tied together 

through the mastery of refined skills such as fine penmanship and artistic skill (fig. 61). 

Both of these refined accomplishments are in evidence in an untitled work found in the 

Amy Cassey album (fig. 62). The poem Sarah Mapps Douglass selects for the Cassey 

album is written in an elegant hand, remarking on the “fanciful similitude” between 

women and flowers. In his 1850 contribution to this album, Frederick Douglass 

apologizes in his self-taught handwriting for his rougher contribution to an album filled 

otherwise with “beauty, elegance, and refinement.”314 Walker’s work on the right serves 

as a title page for the drawings included in the series Negress Notes. In this piece she 

makes use of the watercolor medium, with its historical references to refined 

accomplishment, to parody the elegant script and confident botanical illustration seen in 

Douglass’s work. It is important to note that I am not suggesting that Walker has seen the 
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Cassey album and means directly to refer to it in her work. Rather, I maintain that Walker 

recognizes the way in which refinement played a part in the maintenance of racist 

stereotypes.  Her use of the title “Brown Follies” refers both to an old-fashioned musical 

revue, and to the “folly” or futility of undertaking the project of refinement, which, as 

historian Steven Loring Jones maintains, caused racial discrimination in nineteenth-

century Philadelphia to increase rather than lessen.315  

In another detail from the series, Walker depicts a white man in refined dress and 

a young black girl—both characters are motifs in Walker’s work (fig. 63). In contrast to 

the untitled silhouette discussed earlier, in which the figure is doubled by way of merging 

two figures back-to-back, the figures in the watercolor are isolated and facing each other. 

The watercolor takes viewing as its subject matter directly—a series of dashes leads the 

viewer’s eye from the little girl’s eye to the button on the man’s coat. The tension 

between the two figures is heightened by the composition, in that the encounter between 

the eye and the button takes place at the apex of a triangle that works as a large arrow, 

and like the dashes, diagrammatically, to guide our reading of the image. The button at 

which the girl directs her attention was another sign of refinement during this period. 

According to Bushman, silver buttons were a part of aristocratic dress, unsuitable for so-

called “lower ranks,” and an apparent obsession. Eighteenth-century storekeepers stocked 

buttons by the thousands, and large bags of them appear in inventories that date from the 

period.316 The watercolor’s emphasis on the girl’s recognition of the coat button 
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demonstrates that the distinctions between refined and rude, white and black, were visual 

distinctions that reflected and reinforced economic inequality.  

Additionally, our viewing of the watercolor on the white gallery wall doubles the 

girl’s viewing of the button on the white man. Like the button, skill in watercolor 

painting functioned as a mark of refinement, and our appreciation of the beauty of 

Walker’s watercolors—on view in an art museum, an institution historically rooted in 

efforts to “refine America” and in the nineteenth century usually off-limits to African 

Americans—implicates the viewer in the dynamic Walker illustrates. From this, we can 

better understand Walker’s self-deprecating presentation of herself as a “negress” who 

with great fanfare excels at refined performances such as silhouette cutting, drawing, and 

painting. Her work shows that the history of refinement racialized the practice of creating 

and appreciating something labeled beautiful.  

 

Beauty, Race, and Social Justice 

 

By way of conclusion, I want to tie this back to the issue of social justice raised 

earlier. Sarah Mapps Douglass saw refinement as an important strategy that could be 

utilized to promote abolition and gain respect and equal rights for free African 

Americans. She felt that the acquisition of beauty and taste would break down racial 

prejudices that closed avenues of social and economic advancement. This strategy 

continued to be seen as useful, with modifications, throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Leaders of the nineteenth and twentieth century civil rights 

movements in the United States generally shared Scarry’s view of beauty. In her analysis 
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of the intersection of race, politics, and beauty in the United States, sociologist Maxine 

Leeds Craig explains the significance of blacks claiming beauty in the post-

Reconstruction South. She writes, “An African American woman simply showcased as 

pretty made an effective counterclaim to caricatures of black women as humorously or 

monstrously ugly.”317 By way of hateful caricatures of blacks, the post-Reconstruction 

South hoped to show that the loss of the “white civilizing influence” resulted in blacks 

“regressing” to a state of licentious and violent barbarism.318 Thus, it is not surprising that 

in the late nineteenth century the first president of the NACW, Mary Church Terrell, 

urged black women to serve as an ‘ocular demonstration’ of the advancement and dignity 

of the race.319  

Church Terrell’s “ocular demonstration of advancement and dignity” is connected 

to a project of refinement that preceded her. Refinement was thought to have a double 

purpose for the black elite in the early nineteenth century. It would introduce the 

pleasures of beauty and taste, and break down racial prejudices that closed avenues of 

social and economic advancement.320 However, black efforts toward social and economic 

advancements via refinement were met with resistance. The middle-class guarded the 

boundaries of gentility against the “incursions” of the lower classes. Bushman writes, “Of 

all black people, aspiring blacks were the most threatening. Nothing could anger this 

middle-class population more than for people from the lower orders to lay claim to 

refinement and so to undermine the hard-won claims of those who had preceded 
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them.”321 The white resistance to black refinement was registered in media caricatures, 

street violence, and legislative efforts to curb voting rights.322 

In “The Task of Negro Womanhood” (1925), published as part of Alain Locke’s 

New Negro anthology, Elise Johnson McDougald writes of the African American woman 

living in 1920s Harlem. “She realizes that the ideals of beauty, built up in the fine arts, 

have excluded her almost entirely. Instead, the grotesque Aunt Jemimas of the street-car 

advertisements, proclaim only an ability to serve, without grace of loveliness.”323 Johnson 

McDougald recognized that the aesthetic standards of the fine arts that exclude black 

women’s bodies cast a shadow over refinement efforts, which had never been an end in 

themselves, but rather a means toward social, political, and economic recognition. She 

also lamented that African American women were ridiculed in popular culture, and used 

primarily to portray feminine viciousness and vulgarity. “This is the shadow over her,” 

she writes, “To a race naturally sunny comes the twilight of self-doubt and a sense of 

personal inferiority.”324  

W.E.B. Du Bois and Alain Locke both believed that the question of beauty was 

central to the struggle for social justice. In an essay on the aesthetic debates that took 

place between Du Bois and Locke during the Harlem Renaissance, philosopher Leonard 

Harris writes that the “achievement” of beauty is a strategy with political ends. 
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Du Bois and Locke believed that a person or social group popularly seen as 

beautiful, or capable of being seen as beautiful, would be seen as possessing, or 

capable of possessing, character and moral virtues. The character virtue of 

confidence or the moral virtue of courage, for example, can be conveyed by 

images of persons popularly seen as beautiful. Persons or groups seen as beautiful 

in Du Bois’s and Locke’s opinions meant that such persons or groups would be 

seen as transcending the mundane in popular social imagination and ascending to 

the height of the surreal or the sublime. Du Bois and Locke thus considered the 

struggle to create an image of the black population as beautiful simultaneously a 

struggle to create an image of the black population as possessing, or capable of 

possessing, character and moral virtues. 325 

 

Du Bois’s writing on beauty in Darkwater: Voices from Beyond the Veil shows us that his 

conception of beauty was tied to time. In “On Beauty and Death,” he writes that there is 

something in beauty that demands an end, whereas ugliness is indefinite, trailing off into 

“gray endlessness.”326 “We cannot conjure the end of all ugliness in eternal beauty,” he 

writes, “for beauty by its very being and definition has in each definition its ends and 

limits; but while beauty lies implicit and revealed in its end, ugliness writhes on in 

darkness forever.”327 In Du Bois’s writing, the battle between beauty, which is in essence 

complete, and ugliness, which is in essence incomplete, serves as a metaphor for the 
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battle for social justice. However, it is also more than a metaphor because Du Bois 

believes, like Scarry, that beauty and justice are tied to each other; it is impossible to 

imagine justice without a conception of beauty. Beauty, like the social justice movement, 

has form, definition, goals, limits, and ends. Because the notion of progress is implicit, 

beauty is tied to time; it inevitably leads to completion, endings, and death. Thus, for Du 

Bois, death is beauty’s triumph, not its failure. Ugliness, then, is formless; it has no 

definition, limits, or endings. Injustice, like ugliness, will never disappear because beauty 

and justice, its enemies, cannot be eternal. Against injustice, Du Bois can imagine only a 

“great and never-ending” procession of “beautiful things and visions and acts” that are 

each, in essence, complete.328 For Du Bois, beauty is a genealogy whose contours stand 

against the formless, eternal, writhing darkness of injustice and hate.  

 In a contemporary essay that serves to justify the ugliness of Walker’s imagery, 

art critic and historian Michelle Wallace (who is Faith Ringgold’s daughter) writes the 

following on beauty. It is worth citing here in full because it indicates how strong of a 

role of beauty places in narratives of black emancipation and survival. Prior to this 

passage, Wallace emphasizes that Walker explores the intersections of race and sexuality 

as a form of self-expression—Walker’s work is not about “the collective race.”329  

 

Yet there is also the agonizing question of black beauty—whether or not it is 

possible for anything black to ever be beautiful given the monumental insult to 
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the black body of the middle passage, slavery, and Jim Crow. My answer to that 

question is always an emphatic ‘Yes.’ Indeed, the insult was itself the response to 

the persistence of beauty. If we had not been beautiful, we never would have 

survived the ordeal to tell it. It should never be forgotten that there is no shortage 

of races or tribes who are being wiped from the face of the earth even as I write 

these words. How many of us belong to families who are disappearing, who are 

dying out, who will never be in touch? This is the way of the world and its people. 

Yet we African-Americans, a hybrid of many tribes, were not among the 

disappeared. We survived and continue to survive. It was our beauty that made 

our survival possible, and still does, because finally beauty is always the most 

fascinating thing in the world, the thing that no one can turn away from, no matter 

how much the antagonists may loathe or envy it. Nevertheless, when it comes to 

the works of Kara Walker’s short career, there are some things that we need to 

remember about young artists in general, which have little to do with race or 

gender. Art is not always about beauty. Quite often it is necessary that it be about 

something else entirely, even ugliness. An artist must continue to work as he or 

she can. She must attract attention. She must find some way to make herself and 

her work unforgettable, or risk artistic extinction.330 

 

The statement (surprisingly, given that it is coming from Wallace, an astute critic whose 

writing I respect immensely) contains many contradictions and blind spots. Wallace is 

making an effort to create a space for Walker’s work in the face of criticism from the 
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established black art community, and that is admirable. Regardless, it is extremely 

irresponsible and ahistorical to promote the idea that it was beauty that allowed African-

Americans to survive or “not disappear.” What does this say about “races and tribes who 

are being wiped from the face of the earth” as she writes the words above? Do they need 

more beauty? Is that why the world can turn away from them? Were the victims of 

Hurricane Katrina not beautiful enough? These questions call out for an answer or, at the 

very least, a clarification, because the narrative of African American survival she has 

constructed here is one that has completely bought into an equation of beauty and worth 

that has its origin in Western racist thought. I would feel more comfortable with her 

words if she appeared to have a more historical or critical perspective on beauty. Instead, 

her view of beauty is universalized—“because beauty is always the most fascinating 

thing in the world, the thing that no one can turn away from [my italics].”331 This is not 

an explanation of African American survival that does justice to what the historical 

record tells us African Americans did and continue to do in order to survive.  

 Interestingly, she implicitly equates African American beauty with racial 

hybridity. In the Introduction, I touched on the notion of hybridity that has grown out of 

post-colonial studies, and insisted that, for my purposes here, the term miscegenation has 

more critical weight. Wallace’s statement is an excellent indicator of why this is so. 

There is a curious privileging of the hybrid over of the pure, in that Wallace implies that 

the hybrid is more beautiful (perhaps more strong) and thus more likely to survive. This 

notion is borrowed from contemporary scientific and commercial discourses on hybrids 

that promote the breeding of hybrids because these animals and plants are said to be more 
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attractive, stronger and resistant to disease.332 The word hybridity also functions in a 

curious way to erase the fact of miscegenation and its complexities—the contradictory 

histories of love and violence implied when the topic of miscegenation is present in 

discourse on race relations in the U.S.  Further, both miscegenation and hybridity are 

opposed to classical ideals of beauty, as shown in this chapter. In this case, her argument 

can function as a positive statement against these ideals, in that she insists that hybridity 

is beautiful. Given this, however, I still feel it is necessary to be critical of beauty as it is 

conceived here. To claim that black is beautiful, that hybridity is beautiful—these are 

important statements of resistance to historical concepts of the beautiful that have 

excluded blackness and hybridity. However, the problem is similar to that which Nochlin 

addresses in her well-known essay “Why Have there Been no Great Women Artists?” It 

is not enough to unearth examples of talented women artists; it is necessary to 

deconstruct the idea of genius. Similarly, it is not enough to say that African Americans 

are beautiful; it is necessary to deconstruct the idea of the beautiful. It is necessary to 

deconstruct it because, as I outlined in my analysis of Scarry at the beginning of this 

chapter, it is tied to a discourse of inheritance that simultaneously functions to regulate 

access to social justice. 

 Another contradiction in Wallace’s statement is that, in the end, it is the 

deployment of ugliness that allows for Kara Walker’s survival as a young artist. Wallace 

writes, “She must attract attention. She must find some way to make herself and her work 
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unforgettable, or risk artistic extinction.”333 Though she is defending Walker and her 

practice with these words, the sentiments, at root, are similar to those of Faith Ringgold, 

who stated, “Young black artists feel a lot of self-hate as descendants of slaves, and then 

someone comes along and calls that beautiful.”334 Though Ringgold does not state this 

explicitly, she implies that it is white art world critics who confound the proper aims of 

impressionable young black artists by calling that which is ugly, beautiful. Ringgold’s 

statement posits that in order to be visible and to survive in the art world, young black 

artists’ self-expression must take the form of ugliness. Wallace does not discount this 

view. Instead, she functions as Walker’s apologist. At the very place in her statement 

where support could be given to Walker in the form of an explanation of the critical 

function of ugliness in Walker’s work, Wallace digresses, and implies that Walker 

focuses on ugliness in order to gain attention, in order to avoid artistic extinction. In 

essence, she caters to the white art world audience in order to survive.335 What the above 

indicates to me is not that Wallace does not wish to support Walker, but that Wallace’s 

views on beauty, ugliness, and Walker are profoundly ambivalent. This ambivalence 

comes across in the tone of the essay, in its use of “weasel language,” and in the 

confusing and contradictory statements that Wallace makes about beauty and ugliness. 

However, it is important to recognize that this ambivalence is symptomatic of the fervent 

belief that beauty enabled African Americans to survive in the face of the profound 
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injustice, hatred, and violence directed at African Americans, generation after generation, 

in the United States. This belief is evident in the writing of Du Bois described above.  

In Alain Locke’s “The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts,” an essay included in his 

anthology The New Negro: An Interpretation (1925), Locke sets out to explain the 

relationship between African American art and African art by way of a discourse of 

inheritance towards which he is simultaneously critical. He claims that though there is no 

connection between the arts of African Americans and the arts of Africans (this 

connection was severed as a result of the brutality of slavery’s displacement), African 

Americans “brought over as an emotional inheritance a deep-seated aesthetic 

endowment.”336 He goes on to say, “What we have thought primitive in the American 

Negro—his naïveté, his sentimentalism, his exuberance and his improvising spontaneity 

are then neither characteristically African nor to be explained as an ancestral heritage. 

They are the result of his peculiar experience in America and the emotional upheaval of 

its trials and ordeals.”337 He writes that the interest in African art during the 1920s 

originated with Europeans, and that without European interest, African art would have 

little influence on “western African descendants.”338  Nevertheless, he wishes to claim the 

legacy of African art. First, because he believes that African art will have more influence 

on upon “blood descendents, bound to it by a sense of direct kinship.”339 This kinship 

functions in opposition to those who “inherit by tradition only, and through the channels 
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of an exotic curiosity and interest.”340 Second, because the knowledge of African art 

releases African Americans from the burden and shame of cultural indebtedness to 

European culture. He writes,  

 

The legacy is there at least, with prospects of a rich yield. In the first place, there 

is in the mere knowledge of the skill and unique mastery of the arts of the 

ancestors the valuable and stimulating realization that the Negro is not a cultural 

foundling without his own inheritance. Our timid and apologetic imitativeness 

and overburdening sense of cultural indebtedness have, let us hope, their natural 

end in such knowledge and realization. . . . If the forefathers could so adroitly 

master these mediums [sculpture, painting, and the decorative arts], why not 

we?341  

 

Locke’s essay emphasizes the way in which the recognition of the beauty and 

significance of African art was not a simple matter of receiving credit where credit was 

due. Rather, the recognition of beauty in African art released African Americans from 

aesthetic bondage. Its motifs provided a language, a way to begin to think about the 

possibility of an authentic and free African American art. African art also provided a 

source of imagery of African people that was not filtered through the lens of Western 

racism (though Locke does acknowledge that African Americans will inevitably meet 

African images with alienation and misunderstanding as a result of the influence of 

                                                
340 Ibid. 
341 Ibid. 



 177 

Christianity and other European artistic conventions).342 Perhaps, then, Walker’s critics 

view the amalgamation of beauty and negative (or ugly) imagery in Walker’s work as 

undermining the historical and theoretical foundations upon which the African-American 

movements for social (and aesthetic) justice were built. This might explain why Walker is 

consciously or unconsciously led to use beauty as just compensation for imagery not in 

keeping with a progressive view of African Americans. 
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Chapter 4 

Holes, Miscegenation, and Beauty 

 

This chapter begins with an analysis of Marcel Duchamp’s Allégorie de genre 

[Allegory of Genre] (1943) (fig. 13). Throughout this chapter, I ask that the reader keep 

in mind the Colony Club’s exhibition “The Lady,” Duchamp’s readymade Belle Haleine: 

Eau de Voilette, and the general focus on the delineation of classed and gendered bodies 

discussed in Chapter 2. The analysis of Allégorie de genre provides a way to think about 

how the drawing of contours—both national and ontological—is dependent on cuts. 

Duchamp’s piece leads me to an extended analysis of a work by Kara Walker entitled Cut 

(fig. 14). Like Duchamp’s Allégorie de genre, contemporary artist Kara Walker’s figures 

are often reminiscent of the ever-popular piece of Americana—the black paper silhouette 

of George Washington. Walker’s work shows that in the creation of this silhouette, the 

ideal contour of the national body was metaphorically reproduced by way of a violent act 

of exclusion.  

Though her work has elicited heated debate amongst African American artists, I 

argue that Walker’s silhouettes function effectively as critique because their formal 

characteristics rely on the logic that mirrors the process of political disenfranchisement—

of defining an inside, figure, or citizen, against that which is cut away or disavowed, an 

outside, negative space, or slave. Nevertheless, Walker complicates what could become 

an oversimplification of this dichotomous structure by creating doubled figures that 

appear only by way of this same logic, and, significantly, often within a narrative context 

of miscegenation. For example, in The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical 
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Tableau of Eva in Heaven (1995) we are met with a peg-legged, sword-brandishing, 

plantation master giving “birth” to what can be read as a black child, a leg, or a phallus 

(fig. 57). Walker’s conceptual and iconographical use of miscegenation appears alongside 

the strategic use of beauty to present miscegenation. When miscegenation appears in 

Walker’s work, I think of it in relation to the historical invention of miscegenation in the 

eighteenth century and its use as a motivation for violence, but I also think of it as 

metaphorical. Miscegenation has been associated with illicit desire, illegitimacy, the 

disruption of proper lineage, and an improper mixing that ultimately generates the 

dangerous invisibility of characteristics thought to be a threat to purity. The above must 

be understood in relation to a critical analysis of beauty because miscegenation, as 

evidenced by the following quotation from Johann Joachim Winckelmann, is opposed to 

beauty in its classical construction. He writes,  

 

From the principle of unity proceeds another characteristic of high beauty, the 

undesignation of the same. . . . According to this concept, beauty should be like 

the most perfect water drawn from the lap of the source, which, the less taste it 

has, the healthier it is considered to be, since it is purified of all foreign parts.343  

 

Taking the writing of Jacques Derrida, Judith Butler, and Luce Irigaray as a starting 

point, I argue that Kara Walker “mimes” and “usurps” the beautiful in the same way that 

Irigaray “mimes” and “usurps” philosophy. Walker’s act, in effect, unbinds the category 
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of beauty such that it can be mobilized on behalf of critiques of normative 

conceptualizations of race, gender, and sexuality. Walker’s figures may literally come 

into view by way of a black and white pictorial logic, but that logic is troubled by the 

complexity of the historical realities and fictions her work evokes for the viewer. 

 

Holes 

 

The Colony Club’s exhibition “the Lady” sought to describe femininity by way of 

the contours of eighteenth century bodies that were threatened with disappearance. The 

cutting of the contours of the body constituted a violence that is likewise inherent in the 

delineation of the contours of a national body. Marcel Duchamp’s assemblage Allégorie 

de genre [Allegory of Genre] (1943) makes this explicit. It is comprised of gauze soaked 

with idodine, emblazoned with thirteen gold stars—representative of the original thirteen 

colonies—and fixed to a cardboard ground. The impetus for the assemblage’s creation is 

reminiscent of that of Fountain (1917) (fig. 5). The work was Duchamp’s contribution to 

Vogue magazine’s solititation for a cover for their February 1, 1943 “Americana” issue. 

The collage was rejected by the magazine, and Duchamp received forty dollars for his 

expenses. In an interview with Pierre Cabanne, Cabanne mentions that Duchamp 

“scandalized New York” with Allégorie de genre. Duchamp responds, 

 

Yes, and I don’t know why. Here’s what happened. Alex Liberman, who is an 

artist and the editor of Vogue magazine—he still edits it, I believe—asked me if I 

wanted to do a cover for the fourth of July, which is the American equivalent of 



 181 

the French July fourteenth. I accepted. I made George Washington in the 

geographical shape of the United States. In place of his face, I put the American 

flag. It seems that my red stripes looked like dripping blood, and Vogue lost their 

minds. They thought it would cause a scandal. So they refused my project. They 

send me forty dollars for my trouble and it never appeared. André Breton bought 

it for three hundred dollars.344 

 

As Duchamp explained, in Allégorie de genre the contour of the nation is literally 

embedded in the contour of the silhouetted profile of General George Washington. 

Washington’s profile is subtly altered so that it functions to mimic the political 

boundaries of the United States when the image is turned ninety degrees counter-

clockwise. The black areas of the collage function to represent the North American 

continent as a whole, surrounded by blue waters typical of cartographic representations. 

The profile of Washington is constructed out of strips of gauze soaked in iodine—

reddened in order to allude to the red stripes on the national flag, and the way in which 

the determination of national borders often relies on bloodshed, the wounding of bodies. 

Duchamp’s map makes visible what is obscured in most patriotic representations. The 

American landscape is shown as having soaked up the blood spilled in service to U.S. 

political ideals and expansionist motivations. Critically, the edge of the center strip of 

gauze that makes up the battered and bloody profile of Washington/the United States falls 

along the Mason-Dixon line, originally the boundary between Maryland and 
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Pennsylvania, but eventually understood as the dividing line between southern slave 

states and northern free states. By the 1940s, this line was figuratively  understood as a 

political and social dividing line between the South and the North. In this way, Duchamp 

refers to the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, and World War II as those which 

functioned to form the nation’s contours, literally and figuratively.  

The title Allégorie de genre calls attention to the way in which genres (a word 

rooted in the discourse of inheritance) are dependent upon laws that delineate inclusion 

and exclusion.345 Patriotic representations are their own genre, and often rely on allegory, 

which, like a nation or Duchamp’s assemblage, function by way of layered meanings and 

(su)stained metaphors. Duchamp constructed two additional works based on the profile of 

Washington seen in Allégorie de genre. For reproduction in VVV (no, 4, March 1944) 

Duchamp created another version of Allégorie de genre that consisted of a die-cut and 

printed sheet folded over a photograph of gauze, iodine, and stars in a different 

configuration than the first version made for Vogue magazine. In another version the 

positive and negative cutouts of Washington’s profile are presented in a mirrored 

relationship. The positive cutout is taken from brown wrapping paper and this was pasted 

on heavy black paper. This latter version is signed “for Joseph Cornell/ Affectueusement/ 

Marcel Duchamp/ N.Y. 1944” and can be found in Cornell’s Duchamp Dossier.346 

The elegantly delineated contours of her silhouettes, which at first glance seem to 

echo those used to illustrate Vogue’s article on “The Lady,” are, upon sustained viewing, 
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haunted by an iconography of violence, penetrability, excess, blood, and waste. This 

violence, which contour’s cuts necessitate, was repeatedly on display in the exhibition 

Kara Walker: My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love. On view at the 

Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, Minnesota from February 17 to May 13, 2007, the 

exhibition was the first full-scale museum survey of Kara Walker’s work. The exhibition 

welcomed the viewer with Cut. Made of black paper and glued to the gallery wall, this 

life-size silhouette depicts a leaping woman slitting her wrists with a straight razor. Blood 

pools on the “floor” beneath her feet. The piece elicits the humor contemporary viewers 

find in the overwrought gestures of early silent film—Lillian Gish, the “first lady of the 

silent screen” is here recast as a black heroine. Walker insightfully and seductively 

counterposes the gore of the suicide by rendering the billowing skirts and spurting blood 

by way of graceful arabesques. Walker is best known for panoramic silhouette 

installations such as The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical Tableau of Eva in 

Heaven, and many of these panoramic installations were beautifully installed in the round 

at the Walker Art Center (fig. 64). However, the exhibition’s most important 

accomplishment was that it presented the wide range of artistic practices that Walker’s 

thought confidently and critically employs.  

Notably, the exhibition had the effect of underscoring the way in which the 

silhouette form haunts all the media with which Walker works. This altered my 

understanding of the structure and import of these media. This effect is particularly 

evident in Walker’s recent video work. Testimony: Narrative of a Negress Burdened by 

Good Intentions (2004) is Walker’s first film, a silent silhouette-puppet animation 

recorded in black and white on 16mm film and then transferred to DVD. The piece tells 
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the story of the lynching of a plantation master’s son by his slave lover. The last scene of 

the film shows the young heroine of the story, the slave lover, fellating the plantation 

master’s son while he dangles pathetically in a noose tied to the branch of a moss-laden 

cypress tree. In the last shot, we are presented with a close-up of the slave lover’s profile 

as it is splashed with paint that doubles as the ejaculate of the lynched master’s son (fig. 

65). Jackson Pollock’s abstract expressionist drips are an immediate association. 

Suddenly, I am caught thinking about the problems of figuration that plagued Pollock’s 

later work, the position he holds as a “master” in art history’s narratives, the construction 

of a particular brand of artist-masculinity that went along with the assumption of that 

position, and the role Abstract Expressionism played in the United States’ propagandistic 

promotion of freedom and democracy following World War II. But the lover’s silhouette 

bathed in an opaque grey liquid works to call me back to Cut’s delicate rendering of 

blood’s arabesques, to the violence of the political disenfranchisement that Walker’s 

work addresses, to the shadows of figures captured on gallery walls and in the emulsion 

of 16mm film. I am left—as Walker puts it—to figure it out.347 

Art critics and historians who are left in a position to “figure it out” often turn to 

Kara Walker’s biography for answers. In part, this may be symptomatic of a desire to 

make Walker’s work about Walker, to distance it from work that is more “properly” 

engaged in analysis of race relations. Michelle Wallace’s comments cited in the last 

chapter serve to illustrate this, in that she avoids a discussion of the critical function of 

the exploration of the themes of beauty and ugliness in Walker’s work and instead links 

Walker’s deployment of ugliness to her personal ambitions. In Bomb magazine, 
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interviewer Matthea Harvey asked Walker if she “regrets, resents, or relates” to the use of 

her biography in interpretations of her work.348  Walker responded, 

 

It’s one of those things that makes me smile because it’s just a story. It has no 

relation to the truth of who I am or how I came to be. A few years ago a young 

historian, Gina Dent, gave a lecture about how often African American women, 

creative women, artists or writers, find that it’s not so much that their work is 

received critically as their body is received critically. Their whole body and 

biography become the source of query. The other part of her argument had to do 

with how often these same women have to resort to writing their own biographies 

or constructing their own critiques in order to counteract that.349 

 

By looking at two essays on Walker’s Cut, it becomes clear how Walker’s “whole body 

and biography” has become the source of query. Cut has been the focus of a dispute 

between Gwendolyn DuBois Shaw and Darby English, art historians with opposing views 

on the ways in which this image negotiates the question of Walker’s agency as an artist 

and the way in which the work is tied to Walker’s biography.  

Key excerpts from the essays that promote the differing interpretations of Cut 

were presented in the exhibition at the Walker Art Center. Gwendolyn DuBois Shaw 

argues that in Cut the depiction of “grotesque self-mutilation and ambiguous ecstasy 

speaks of the construction of Walker’s artistic persona and her attempts to better 

                                                
348 Matthea Harvey, “Kara Walker” Bomb (Summer 2007), http://www.bombsite.com/ 
issues/100/articles/2904. 
349 Ibid. 



 186 

understand her role in history by re-creating it in the present.”350 Additionally, Cut is seen 

as a representation of the pain of constantly performing an artistic identity intimately tied 

to race and gender and constructed by unavoidable relationships with members of the 

white art world.351 The crux of this latter argument relies on seeing the profile of a man 

with his hand upraised in the upper edge of the leaping figure’s skirts. This Svengalian 

figure, Shaw argues, is the man-behind-the-curtain who controls the artist’s body and 

career and preys on her sexual vulnerability. Cut, then, is an image of the artist sacrificing 

her artistic body for professional success.  Shaw writes,  

 

One can almost hear the command, ‘Jump! When I say ‘jump’!’ She [the artist] 

responds willingly, with an eager to please grin on her face. And then later, 

regretting the capitulation to those who would fetishize and control her body, she 

[the artist] re-enacts the moment [of capitulation] in Cut, under her own control 

and yet still out of her control.352 

 

According to Shaw, Cut illustrates the ways in which Walker fails to free herself from the 

mainstream art world in much the same way that Jean-Michel Basquiat failed to control 

the mode of his own artistic production and interpretation.353 Comparing Walker’s 

scrutiny of the subjects of historical domination and exploitation to Anselm Kiefer’s 

examination of Nazi iconography, she writes that it is “through their pain as artists, as 
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workers in the field of vision that they are called to wrestle with the legacy of tainted 

imagery that the non-visual world chooses to ignore, subsume, or reject.”354 Nevertheless, 

Shaw concludes her analysis of Cut by maintaining that there is “no possibility of 

transcendence through visuality, that the pain of invention will all too soon outweigh the 

pleasure of self-expression.”355 The “legacy of the past,” here characterized as both the 

tainted imagery that Walker deals with, and the history of unequal power relationships 

between African American artists and the mainstream art world, is “too much for the 

artist of the present to overcome.”356  

Darby English is critical of Shaw’s interpretation of Cut. He understands her 

conclusions to be the result of an erroneous collapse of the distinction between the work’s 

“identity statements” and the “artist’s identity.”357 In other words, he might agree that 

Shaw’s interpretation is symptomatic of Dent’s understanding of the confessional role 

African-American woman artists are asked to play. English counters Shaw’s 

interpretation of Cut with his own. 

 

The picture would seem to be a self-conscious send-up of the performances of self 

demanded by those who have simply caricatured Walker’s (caricatural) work, as 

a way of annulling or rendering invisible her refusal to be disciplined. Cut is, in 

effect, a performance of the very performance that Walker never consents to give. 
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In its place we are given a satire at once chilling and cheery of the obligation put 

upon her—to own up to a ‘self-destructive’ tendency.358  

 

What interests me about English’s response is the way in which he accuses Shaw, and 

those who he sees as caricaturing Walker’s work, of rendering her refusal to be 

disciplined “invisible.” Shaw is also concerned with the issue of visibility, maintaining 

that “visuality” does not offer the possibility of transcending the legacy of a past that is 

too much for any artist of the present to overcome. Here, it is worthwhile to turn to those 

writers who have considered the issue of visuality in relation to race and performance.  

In “Afterward: ‘Why Are There No Great Black Artists?’ The Problem of 

Visuality in African-American Culture” Michelle Wallace discussed the way in which 

“vision, visuality, and visibility are part of a problematic in African-American 

discourse.”359 For Wallace, this problematic is tied to questions about who produces and 

reproduces vision, and is related to issues of gender, sexuality, postmodernism, and 

popular culture. She maintains that African-American intellectuals must address the 

history of a “mostly invisible black visuality” and attempt to understand how regimes of 

visuality enforce racism and hold it in place.360 She writes, “We are in danger of getting 

wasted by ghosts, by what the black film historian Thomas Cripps calls ‘black shadows 

on the silver screen,’ by effusions and visual traces that haunt us because we refuse to 
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study them, to look them in the eye.”361 Wallace’s remarks here make her refusal to look 

Walker’s works “in the eye” all the more puzzling. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that 

Walker’s work, and the critical and historical analysis produced in relation to it, is part of 

an attempt to meet Wallace’s challenge. Though Wallace locates the problematic of black 

invisibility in regimes of visuality, she is quick to point out that this invisibility is a lie 

that needs to be disproved through scholarship.362 In Unmarked: The Politics of 

Performance, Peggy Phelan also examined assumptions about the connection between 

representational visibility and political power. She concludes that invisibility polices 

visibility. Thus, an agenda that seeks to gain visibility for the politically under-

represented is impoverished if it does not, at the same time, scrutinize the power dynamic 

of who displays what to whom.  

Shaw does not consider the complex power dynamics of visuality discussed 

above. Rather, she tends to romanticize invisibility as visuality’s ineffectiveness in regard 

to presenting or speaking about the “legacy of the past.” The “truth” of this legacy 

becomes something unrepresentable or unspeakable that can only be encountered by way 

of a sentimental recognition of its unrecoverability, absence, or failure to appear. In a 

moment, I will borrow from Rebecca Schneider’s writing on the logic of the archive in 

order to suggest that there are important similarities between the way in which visuality’s 

ineffectiveness is romanticized and the way in which art history and performance studies 

have problematically celebrated disappearance and ephemerality. For now, however, I 
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want to note that this sentimentalization of representation’s failure follows the structure 

of slave testimonials. 

Walker and Dent both recognize the role that testimony or confession plays in the 

critical reception of the work of African American women artists. The video Testimony: 

Narrative of a Negress Burdened by Good Intentions, according to the Walker Art Center 

exhibition catalogue, is presented in the spirit of slave testimonials. I will argue that 

Walker’s turn to the slave testimonial functions as a commentary on the position of 

African American woman artists in critical art historical discourse that Dent described 

and the way in which the testimonial functions as a legitimizing discourse that is tied to 

the literal and figural presence of the black woman’s body.363 The catalogue cites the 

following paragraph from Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl in order to 

explain the roots of the themes present in the narrative of Testimony. 

 

You may believe what I say; for I write only that whereof I know. I was twenty-

one years in that cage of obscene birds. I can testify, from my own experience and 

observation, that slavery is a curse to the whites as well as to the blacks. It makes 

the white fathers cruel and sensual; the sons violent and licentious; it 

contaminates the daughters, and makes the wives wretched. And as for the 

colored race, it needs an abler pen than mine to describe the extremity of their 

sufferings, the depth of the degradation.364 
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There is something in Jacobs’s last line that brings me back to Cut and its use of the 

pen/blade to show the inadequacy of narrative to describe suffering and degradation. It 

has to do with how as a result of the absences that are an inherent structural component of 

the silhouette, a kind of sentimental ineffectuality permeates the dialogue that surrounds 

Walker’s work. In other words, Walker’s silhouettes functions as signs that stand for the 

(African-American) body’s absence. Critics turn to Walker’s body and biography in order 

to fill up that hole. Walker, however, like Jacobs (but to different effect), deploys this 

sentimental ineffectuality strategically. The results are often (sadly) humorous. I suggest 

that the sentimentalization of the ineffectuality of the silhouette as representation (its 

status as a sign that stands for multiple absences, which are then linked to a history of 

traumatic disappearances) is the product of the privileging of an archival logic, and that 

this logic necessitates an accompanying discourse of confession. 

We see in the last line of Jacobs’s testimony—“And as for the colored race, it 

needs an abler pen than mine to describe the extremity of their sufferings, the depth of the 

degradation.”365 Jacobs’s is a powerful rhetorical strategy that leaves the horrors of the 

past to the imagination so as to avoid delimiting these horrors for the reader or 

desensitizing readers by way of the visual, aural, or textual repetition of these horrors. 

Though this strategy has many advantages, its political effectiveness is limited if it is 

allowed to simultaneously consign events of the past to a status of vague unanalyzability. 

In relation to the specific case of Cut, English could be said to see this romanticization of 

the silhouettes ineffectiveness as a representation of suffering as contributing to an 

erasure—a making “invisible”—of the ways in which Walker’s refusal to be disciplined, 
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and the actual history and aftermath of slavery in the United States, is before us in plain 

view.366  Walker’s After the Deluge (2006), which focused on Hurricane Katrina and its 

aftermath, can, I believe, be tied to the above problematic. 

The insightful foreword to the exhibition catalogue, written by Kathy Halbreich, 

the Director of the Walker Art Center, states that part of the Walker’s mission as an art 

institution is “to give space, alongside more familiar or palatable expressions, to the 

unfamiliar, the invisible, the unspeakable, and the contested.” This notion of 

“unspeakability” comes from Shaw’s book on Walker, and from its presence in the 

opening paragraph of Halbreich’s essay we can assume that it has some currency. Seeing 

the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker addresses the way in which Shaw’s own 

encounter with the installation The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical Tableau 

of Eva in Heaven was tantamount to a physical blow that rendered her temporarily 

disoriented and speechless.367 This experience of being left speechless is what serves as 

the impetus for the study, in that Shaw seeks to underscore Walker’s ability “to show 

what so many of her critics were unable to say.”368 She writes, “I wanted to understand 

better how [Walker] could tap both the latent and the virulent racist icons of the visual 

and textual past in order to make her audience ‘see the unspeakable.’”369 Thus, it is by 

way of visuality that Walker’s work allows audiences to experience that which is 

“unspeakable” about the past, and yet, it is this same visuality that, according to Shaw’s 

analysis of Cut, ultimately renders Kara Walker, the artist, mute.  
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What I want to suggest is that Walker’s work does not enable us to see the 

unspeakable. Rather, Walker’s silhouettes refer to multiple absences and gaps, holes that 

take the form of cuts and wounds. Readers of Walker’s work fill them because absence, 

though weightless and intangible, can be a terrible burden to carry. Walker says as much 

in her book After the Deluge, which was published following the exhibition at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. She writes, 

 

We tell stories of events to allude to the unspeakable. Rumors and jokes fill in the 

uncomforatble, antisocial gaps. Vulnerability, failure, panic tell of themselves 

through careful observation of things like body language and eye contact. I’ve 

seen music, dance, and Mardi Gras celebrations activate damaged, closed-off 

psychic spaces; they provide hope. But what role can the visual arts play in 

reexamining one of America’s greatest social falures? ‘Not much’ is the 

pessimistic conclusion I came to, followed by a close examination of a line of 

thinking familiar to Blacks, as expressed by my grandmother: ‘All you have to do 

in this world is stay Black and die.’ This phrase sums up multilayered experiences 

of suppression, resentment, and rage.370 

 

Her silhouttes call for rumors, jokes, biographies, histories, artist “confessions” and 

“testimonies” that fill in uncomforatble gaps. Walker’s sense of unspeakability differs 

from Shaw’s and Halbreich’s in that she admits that the visual arts, her silhouettes, fail to 

allow us to see the unspeakable. They are, in fact, caught up in the very same structure of 
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lack on which representation—whether visual or verbal—is premised. But we need to 

cast a more critical eye on the notion of “unspeakability” attached to Walker’s work for 

additional reasons. Primarily because art historians, critics, and viewers need to stop 

damanding that Walker endlessly perform confessionals as a way to avoid the task of 

bearing the holes, gaps, and wounds her silhouettes place before us.  

Walker is keenly aware of her role as a “confessor.” However, borrowing 

English’s words, her confessions are a performance of a performance that she never 

consents to give. Her confessions are a “satire at once chilling and cheery of the 

obligation put upon her.” On the opening page to her Narratives of a Negress, she 

reproduces an index card with typewritten text pulled from Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in 

the Life of a Slave Girl. It reads as follows. 

 

And now dear reader, I come to a period in my unhappy life, which I would 

gladly forget if I could. The rememberance fills me with sorrow and shame. It 

pains me to tell you of it; but I have promised to tell you the truth, and I will do it 

honestly, let it cost me what it may. I will not try to screen myself behind the plea 

of compulsion from a master; for it was not so. Neither can I plead ignorance or 

thoughtlessness. For years, my master had done his utmost to pollute my mind 

with foul images, and to destroy the pure principles inculcated by my 

grandmother, and the good mistress of my childhood. 

 

Many of the “dialogues” between the artist and her audience are performances in which 

Walker is expected to “spill her guts,” much as Jacobs does in Incidents in the Life of a 



 195 

Slave Girl. In an artist’s talk at the Walker Art Center that took place on June 16th, 2005, 

Walker explains that when painting in her parent’s attic as an undergraduate she became 

interested in the “truth-telling mythology of the black woman in our culture.”371 In 

narratives such as Jabobs’s, she found that in the act of telling their “truth” there was a 

corresponding negation, absence, or attempt to mollify or downplay the horrors or 

contraditions of living life as a slave. Walker subsequently “fled north” to graduate 

school in order to try to construct a story for herself. She states, “like the telling of the 

tale of the creation of my work,” it is a “very jumbled, back-and-forth kind of a story.” 

The implication here is that we are to understand the “tale of the creation of her work” 

that she delivers to us in a confessional manner in the artist’s talk, as functioning as a 

critique of the “truth-telling mythology of the black woman in our culture.”  

Neverthless, as an audience, we have a responsibility to question the power 

relationship inherent in acts of confession and truth-telling. In The History of Sexuality: 

an Introduction, Foucault writes that confession is a ritual of a discourse that has as its 

aim the production of truth.  

 

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the 

subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, 

for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner 

who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, 

prescribes, and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, 
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console, and reconcile….372 

 

Shaw’s notion of “unspeakability” sentimentalizes our lack of access to the bodies to 

which Walker’s works refer.  Here, then, we have a kind of mourning. Walker is asked, 

repeatedly, to produce, via the confession, the truth that is seen as absent from the always 

already inadequate archival history from which she draws (and Walker repeatedly alludes 

to the inadequacy of this history by way of her turning to what are categorized as 

fictions). Cut, then, is a kind of reperformance, but not of the sort that Shaw describes. It 

is a figure, a body, that reperforms absence on multiple levels. In Cut, the body is literally 

eruptive, and yet it remains, static, on the gallery wall; its form a trace.  

Perhaps, here, it is my turn to fill in an uncomfortable gap. I read (and I am not in 

any way suggesting that Walker reads her own work in this way or that others should 

read it as I do) the black paper of the silhoutte not as a representation of a shadow so 

much as a figure, a representation, that makes use of the semiotics of representation 

(which are premised on the necessity that the referent be absent in order for a sign to 

function as a sign) in order to “depict” absences resulting from collective traumas, of 

which Hurricane Katrina is only the most recent. Traumas, like physical traits, diseases, 

objects, and ideas, can be passed down from generation to generation. That which in our 

own life hurts us most is often something that maps itself on to someone else’s wound—

inherited wounds that we bear for each other, for those we love (or, in some cases, do not 

love). Though Walker’s silhouettes are often noted for their brutality and black humor, 
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they also refer to love. This love hovers at the edges of the silhouetts; it is implied in the 

repeated depiction of loss or miscarriage, of beloved possessions taken away—authority 

over one’s own body and the bodies one has produced and loved. In For the Benefit of All 

the Races of Mankind (Mos’ Specially the Master One, Boss) An Exhibition of Artifacts, 

Remnants, and Effluvia EXCAVATED from the Black Heart of a Negress VII (2002) (fig. 

66) a fetus is ripped from a woman’s womb while in The End of Uncle Tom and the 

Grand Allegorical Tableau of Eva in Heaven an infant is borne by the plantation master. 

This mis-carriage, alienation, or transfer of the fetus from one panorama to another is 

tantamount to a passage or birthing by which the infant, from the perspective of the 

mother, “dies.” As an image, this mis-carriage, or alienation of the fetus, perhaps brings 

us back to the way in which the silhouette works as a representation. Can a silhoutte be 

thought of as perpetually miscarrying that which it “depicts?” Maybe we see this 

dramatized in the figure that dominates the panorama For the Benefit of All the Races of 

Mankind. This figure has had her fetus stolen from her. She is depicted with a fetus-

shaped hole at her torso that we see only as a result of Walker’s employment of the 

negative space of the gallery wall. The figure attempts to chase down and take back the 

fetus that was stolen. But this body, by virtue of its silhoutte form, is already gone. 

Circumstances of partial or complete loss were characteristic of life under slavery to an 

unjust degree, and it is under them that the self-erasure, or suicide, that Cut points to can 

come to be seen by its actor as a necessary but tragic gesture of devotion, beauty, justice, 

freedom, and, ultimately, love. It is the witness—a family member, a lover, a friend, a 

reader, a writer—who must bear the catastropic image/absence, seen or imagined from 

afar or from a place of tremendous intimacy.  
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Beauty and Miscegenation 

 

I recognize that the previous section is tied to the topic of inheritance with very 

fragile threads. It had its origins in what I admit was a failed attempt to provide a 

literature review. Regardless, I left it there and will come back to it because I think it 

does illuminate some of the problems one encounters when writing on inheritance. 

Before I do that, though, I want next to focus on the topics of beauty and miscegenation 

that opened this chapter. Cut can also be read as encapsulating the formal and conceptual 

complexities of the silhouette form, by which I mean that the piece reenacts the process 

by which contour forms proper subjects and buttresses the philosophical, psychological, 

and physical conceptions of bodily integrity, but at the same time, it points to the fragility 

or “absence” of this integrity. Contour, as I am considering it here, is produced via the 

“exclusionary matrix” described by Judith Butler in Bodies That Matter. This 

exclusionary matrix inaugurates and informs the development of subjectivity. The act of 

exclusion requires the creation of a domain of abject beings that functions as the 

consitutive outside to the domain of the subject.  

When miscegenation appears in Walker’s work, I think of it in relation to the 

historical invention of miscegenation, and its use as a motivation for violence, but I also 

see it as metaphorical. Miscegenation is metaphorical in the sense that it can function 

metaphorically, but it also works within the realm of the metaphorical in that it is the 

threat of miscegenation that lies behind the concept of catachresis, improperly mixed 

metaphors. Miscegenation is associated with illicit desire, illegitimacy, the disruption of 

proper lineage, and an improper mixing that ultimately generates the dangerous 
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invisibility of characteristics thought to be a threat to purity. Deconstruction, as I 

understand it here, is writing, reading, viewing, and/or reproducing in this improper or 

illegitimate mode. Ultimately, I propose that there is a beauty that exceeds beauty. Beauty 

functions in two ways, as an ideal metaphysical concept that serves phallogocentrism and 

ethnocentrism and as an ungrounded figure that is akin to the feminine or “sphere of the 

excluded” as Judith Butler theorizes it. This beauty provides a site for a “critical mime,” 

and Kara Walker, in her work, performs this mime when she situates beauty within a 

discourse of miscegenation. 

The significance of Walker’s strategy of using beauty to present miscegenation 

can best be explained by way of an admittedly lengthy detour through two texts—

Butler’s writing on the gendered categories of matter and form in “Bodies That Matter” 

and Jacques Derrida’s examination of the discourse on the frame in philosophy in 

“Parergon.” In “Parergon,” Derrida discusses the discourse on the limit between the 

inside and outside of the art object that functions to organize philosophical discourses on 

art.373 Thus, by extension, the essay is interested in the question of “discourse on the 

beautiful, of discursivity in the structure of the beautiful and not only of discourse 

supposed to happen accidentally to the beautiful.”374 These are important distinctions to 

make because beauty’s apologists often see beauty as something in-itself that exists 

outside discourse. The subjects Butler and Derrida consider may at first seem disparate, 

but I believe they are tied to each other by way of two concepts, the parergon, a figure 
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that is understood to provide contour to the work of art while remaining outside it, and 

the receptacle (hypodoche), a place, site, or medium where the reproduction and 

instantiation of Forms occurs. It produces forms, but always remains outside of them, and 

cannot take on a likeness to any of the forms it produces. The receptacle occupies a 

central position in Butler’s criticism of the notion that matter is a necessary ground of 

feminist theory.  

Though he does not explicitly tie these two concepts together, Derrida 

acknowledges a connection between the questions of matter and the frame. While playing 

with the etymology of the word border in “Parergon,” he writes,  

 

The bord is made of wood, and apparently indifferent like the frame of a painting. 

Along with stone, better than stone, wood names matter (hylē means wood). 

These questions of wood, of matter of the frame, of the limit between inside and 

outside, must, somewhere in the margins, be constituted together.375  

 

In the following paragraphs I aim to show how these categories are constituted together, 

and will then apply my conclusions to explain what I see as the significance of Walker’s 

conceptual and iconographical use of miscegenation and her strategic use of beauty. 

From here, I will then be able to explain how Walker’s work offers her viewers a 

radically different way to think about beauty, one that deconstructs the traditional ideals 

of beauty that often serve as a barrier to justice, a topic I discussed at length in Chapter 3.  

To begin, I need to provide a review (to a slightly different end) of what Butler 
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aims to accomplish in her essay “Bodies That Matter” before I move on to an explication 

of the significance of Derrida’s “Parergon” in relation to Butler’s arguments. In “Bodies 

That Matter,” Butler wants to understand the “outsider” status of matter; its assumed 

exteriority to language. Matter functions in philosophical discourse to “effect the 

appearance of philosophy’s own exhaustive and coherent systematicity,” and to “sustain 

and secure the borders” of philosophical propriety. To explain how the category of matter 

does these things, Butler first traces the set of ancient etymologies (materia and hylē) and 

Classical Greek notions that link matter with the problematic of reproduction. She then 

turns to an analysis of the similarities between Aristotle’s notion of schema, which can 

mean “form, shape, figure, appearance, dress, gesture, figure of a syllogism, and 

grammatical form.” Matter, according to Aristotle, never appears without its schema, 

without a certain grammatical form that functions as the principle of its 

recognizability.376 Butler points out that Foucaut’s notion of “materialization,” described 

in Discipline and Punish, relates to Aristotle’s notion of schema in that Foucault 

conceives of the “soul” as an instrument of power through which the body is cultivated 

and formed. Butler writes, “In a sense, [the soul in Foucault] acts as a power-laden 

schema that produces and actualizes the body itself.”377  

However, Butler is critical of Foucault’s formulation because it fails to account 

for what is not only “excluded from the economies of discourse intelligibility that he 

describes, but what has to be excluded for those economies to function as self-sustaining 
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systems.”378 To address the problem of the way in which principles of intelligibility 

require and institute a domain of “radical unintelligibility that resists materialization,” 

Butler turns to Luce Irigaray’s analysis of the form/matter distinction in Plato.379 Butler 

summarizes Irigaray’s thinking on matter in the following way. 

 

There is for Irigaray, always, a matter that exceeds matter, where the latter is 

disavowed for the autogenetic form/matter coupling to thrive. Matter occurs in 

two modalities: first, as a metaphysical concept that serves a phallogocentrism; 

second as an ungrounded figure, worrisomely speculative and cateachrestic, that 

marks for her the possible linguistic site of a cricial mime. 

 

In these next few paragraphs, I want to unpack the summary above. Butler notes that 

Irigaray’s task is not to reconcile the form/matter distinction (an effort critiqued in 

Chapter 1 by way of an analysis of Jules Prown’s outline of the theory behind the practice 

of material culture studies) or the distinctions between bodies and souls. Instead, she 

wants to show how these binary oppositions are formulated by way of the “exclusion of a 

field of disruptive possibilities.”380 As mentioned in Chapter 1, this field is the product of 

a phallogocentric economy that produces the “feminine” as a “constitutive outside.” This 

“outside” enables the form/matter distinction to appear within philosophy.  

Though materiality is traditionally feminized, this “feminine” is specular, in that it 

deflects our attention from a site at which a cut has occurred, a site at which the feminine 
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is actually excluded, substituted, or erased from the philosophical binaries that serve to 

support the project of autogenesis (or metaphysics). Butler states this clearly in the 

following passage.  

 

Inasmuch as certain phantasmatic notions of the feminine are traditoinally 

associated with materiality, these are specular effects which confirm a 

phallogocentric project of autogenesis. And when those specular (and spectral) 

feminine figures are taken to be the feminine, the feminine is [Irigaray] argues, 

fully erased by its very representation. The economy that claims to include the 

feminine as the subordinate term in a binary opposition of masculine/feminine 

excludes the feminine, produces the feminine as that which must be excluded for 

that economy to operate.381  

 

Phantasmatic notions of the feminine present Irigaray and Butler with a problem. 

Namely, how does one “read a text for the movement of that disappearing by which the 

textual ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ are constituted?”382 It follows from the above that one 

cannot interpret the feminine by way of the proper specular figures that philosophy 

provides because these are self-serving figures. Thus, for Irigaray, the feminine appears 

only in catachresis, in “those figures that function improperly, as an improper transfer of 

sense; the use of a proper name to describe that which does not properly belong to it, and 
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that return to haunt and coopt the very language from which the feminine is excluded.”383 

Irigaray’s answer to the task of reading philosophy with an eye toward “locating” the 

feminine, then, results in her “citational practice,” her occupation/miming of the voice of 

the philosophical father, her usurpation of the “proper” for improper purposes.384  

 The form/matter distinction is especially significant to Irigaray because it is by 

way of the particular classical formulation of “matter” that supports autogenesis that the 

feminine is excluded from the proprietary discourse of metaphysics. The form/matter 

distinction that is offered up by a phallogocentric economy is articulated through a 

further materiality that functions as an inscriptional space, or site of inscription, that 

cannot be thematized properly. This is because it must be excluded in order for what 

Irigaray calls the Platonic economy to remain internally coherent.385 For Irigaray, this 

inscriptional site is a kind of materiality, but it differs from the category of “matter” in 

that it is the repository or receptacle of and for the feminine within a phallogocentric 

economy. It is this economy that conditions and enables the articulation of the category 

“matter” against the category “form.” It is important to note, as Butler does, that what is 

excluded from the binary matter/form is also produced by it. The repository or receptacle 

has no separable or fully independent existence as an absolute outside. It is internal to the 

system that produces it as a “nonthematizable necessity” that nevertheless threatens to 

disrupt the system’s appearance of coherence and systematicity.  

 The recptacle (discussed by Derrida and Irigaray elsewhere as the chora) is a kind 

of “passage” through which, according to Butler, “a form can be said to generate its own 
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sensible representation.”386 It can be imprecisely characterized as a place, site, or medium 

where the reproduction and instantiation of Forms occurs. In the Timaeus, Plato describes 

the receptacle as a “receiving principle” or “nurse,” the “dynamic nature (physis) that 

receives (dechesthai) all the bodies that there are (ta panta somata).”387 But this is a kind 

of catechrsis. For according to Plato, to know the all-receiving principle as a “nurse,” to 

know it metaphorically, or by analogy, is to know it by way of “bastard thinking.” In this 

sense, Plato sets up a prohibition on metaphor in regards to the receptacle. Butler writes, 

 

…the human who would know this nature is dispossessed of/by the paternal 

principle, a son out of wedlock, a deviation from patrilineality and the analogical 

relation by which patronymic lineage proceeds. Hence to offer a metaphor or 

analogy presupposes a likeness between that nature and a human form.388 

 

Derrida thus concludes that because the chora cannot be collapsed into any of the figures 

used to characterize it, collapsing the chora with femininity in a decisive way is a 

mistake. For Derrida, the chora destablizes the distinction between masculine and 

feminine in the same way that it can destabilize the distinction between form and 

matter—not as some radical outside or ambiguous in-between, but by threatening to 

disrupt the phallogocentric system that allows binary distinctions to appear by exposing 

the system’s displacement of its own groundlessness.  

Because the receptacle threatens to disrupt phallogocentrism’s fantasies, Plato 
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provides this all-receiving function with a set of requirements and prohibitions to keep it 

in check. The relevant passage from Plato is cited by Butler. 

 

[She] must always be called the same, for inasmuch as she always receives all 

things, she never departs at all from her own nature (dynamis) and never, in any 

way or at any time, assumes a form (eilephen) like that of any of the things which 

enter into her…the forms that enter into and go out of her are the likenesses of 

eternal realities modeled after their own patterns (diaschematizomenon)…. 

 

Butler summarizes these prohibitions as follows: 1) the receiving principle is not a proper 

shape and is not a body; it cannot be defined; 2) it cannot resemble, in that it cannot be 

like Forms or their “material, sensible, or imaginary copies;” 3) it is only to be entered; it 

is never to enter, penetrate, or generate. These prohibitions function to disallow the 

possibility of resemblance between the masculine and the feminine.  

Irigary concludes that it is here that a fantasy of a fully self-constituted patrilineality, 

autogenesis or self-constitution is effected. The receptacle is entered, but “sterile,” in that 

she never resembles the formative principle or that which it creates. As a result, the 

phallogocentric economy takes over the female power of reproduction and remakes it into 

an action of patrilineal self-sufficiency.389 Furthermore, because the receptacle can have 

no resemblance to forms, and given that ontology is constituted by way of form, the 

receptacle can have no being, it is “an impossible word, a designation that cannot be 
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designated.”390 Butler writes, 

 

This receptacle/nurse is not a metaphor based on likeness to a human form, but a 

disfiguration that emerges at the boundaries of the human both as its very 

condition and as the insistent threat of its deformation; it cannot take a form, a 

morphe, and in that sense, cannot be a body.391 

 

The receptacle has no proper name because it is that which “bounds and threatens the 

sphere of linguistic propriety” and “the figure of human reason.”392 Irigaray figures the 

receptacle in such a way that this outside that functions to bound and threaten is always 

the feminine. Butler questions this equation. “This is a move,” she writes, “that at once 

positions the feminine as the unthematizable, the non-figurable, but which, in identifying 

the feminine with that position, thematizes and figures, and so makes use of the 

phallogocentric exercise to produce this identity which ‘is’ the non-identical.”393 

Like Derrida, Butler rejects the notion that the receptacle can be collapsed with 

the feminine. However, she also maintains that it is incorrect to posit the feminine as 

monopolizing the sphere of the excluded. She notes that, in addition to women, Plato also 

excludes from the domain of the rational human, slaves (characterized as those who do 

not hold property and do not speak Plato’s language), children, and animals. “The 

Forms,” she writes, “require a number of exclusions; they are and replicate themselves 
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through what they exclude, through not being the animal, not being the woman, not being 

the slave, whose propriety is purchased through property, national and racial boundary, 

masculinism, and compulsory heterosexulity.”394 These excluded figures are tied to the 

bodily, to the functions the body performs, so that the “figure of human reason” is able to 

exist as a “figure of disembodiment.” This figure of a body that is nevertheless 

disembodied, is an effect, an “imaginary morphology…crafted through the exclusion of 

other bodies.”395 This body’s materialization, or constitution by way of contour, comes 

by way of the necessary dematerialization of other bodies denied contour. The receptacle, 

or the field of the excluded, “contributes to the contouring of things, but is itself 

undifferentiated, without boundary.”396 Nevertheless, the contoured, rational, 

disembodied figure is one in sustained crisis, always threatened by that which it excludes 

and cannot fully control.  

In addition to insisting that it is incorrect to posit the feminine as monopolizing 

the sphere of the excluded, Butler also argues that the prohibition against the receptacle’s 

assuming of a form can be taken as a prohibition against certain kinds of receptivity, such 

as the taking of a wife, that characterize what she calls phallogocentric homophobia. By 

placing limits on the kind of receptivity that the receiving principle can undertake, Plato 

works to secure the role of penetration to that of form and the position of penetrability to 

a feminized materiality. This securing of the impenetrability of the masculine 

deauthorizes, for example, masculine penetration of the masculine, feminine penetration 

of the feminine, and feminine penetration of the masculine.  From this, we can see that a 
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heterosexual matrix stabilizes the gendered matrix through which materiality as an 

irreducable ground is constructed.397  

 It is necessary to hold Butler’s more specific arguments in reserve for a moment 

in order to consider how the receptacle and the gendered matrix that constructs our 

understanding of materiality are related to the discourse of the beautiful deconstructed in 

Jacques Derrida’s “Parergon.” Derrida writes in passing that the opposition between form 

and matter, along with its derivatives (for our purposes, established above by way of the 

explication of Butler’s essay), holds a central position in the history of aesthetics. In the 

Introduction to this dissertation, I recounted David Summers’s views on the opposition 

between form and matter, and these should also be kept in mind here. Like the idealized, 

masculine, rational, disembodied, contoured, figure Butler describes as being the effect of 

a mobilization of matter’s gendered matrix, aesthetic discourses originating from 

philosophy, according to Derrida, exclude “that which comes to form, close and bound 

them from inside and outside alike.”398 Derrida characterizes this “forming,” “closing,” 

and “binding” in terms of “framing.”  

 

This permanent requirement—to distinguish between the internal or proper sense 

and the circumstance of the object being talked about—organizes all 

philosophical discourses on art, the meaning of art and meaning as such, from 

Plato to Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger. This requirement presupposes a discourse 

on the limit between the inside and outside of the art object, here a discourse on 
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the frame. Where is it to be found?399 

 

Though Derrida begins his essay with a discussion of Hegel and Heidegger, 

Kant’s Critique of Judgement captures most of Derrida’s attention in the “Parergon.” 

According to Derrida, Kant’s third Critique aims to identify in art “one of the middle 

terms (Mitten) for resolving (auflösen) the opposition between mind and nature, internal 

and external phenomena, the inside and outside.”400 Derrida argues that whenever 

philosophy determines art, or seeks to master it by enclosing it within the history of 

meaning or ontology, it domesticates it and assigns it a job as medium.401 This medium, 

mittelglied, middle articulation, or passage erected between the divisions and irreducable 

oppositions philosophy establishes “fills up” what Derrida describes as a lack, crack, or 

abyss.402 The third Critique, then, is premised on the notion that there is a third term “to 

cross the abyss, to heal over the gaping wound and think the gap” created by way of a 

series of cuts that establish the fields of the first two Critiques, which focus on theoretical 

and practical reason, respectively.403 Derrida writes, 

 

Since the Mittelglied also forms the articulation of the theoretical and the practical 

(in the Kantian sense), we are plunging into a place that is neither theoretical nor 

practical or else both theoretical and practical. Art (in general), or rather the 

beautiful, if it takes place, is inscribed here. But this here, this place is announced 
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as a place deprived of place. It runs the risk, in taking place, of not having its own 

proper domain. But this does not deprive it, for all that, of jurisdiction and 

foundation: what has no domain (Gebiet) or field (Feld) of its own, no ‘field of 

objects’ defining its ‘domain,’ can have a ‘territory’ and a ‘ground’ (Boden) 

possessing a ‘proper legality’ (Introduction, III).”404 

 

Focusing on the position of the Critique of Judgment in relation to the Critique of Pure 

Reason, he maintains that the Critique of Judgment is neither simply internal nor external 

to the Critique of Pure Reason. It is called up to supplement a lack, which is both product 

and production of the frame. In effect, the third Critique, the Mittleglied, functions as a 

parergon. Derrida argues that the “whole frame of the analytic of the beautiful” functions 

like a parergon, which he described earlier in the essay as follows.  

 

A parergon comes against, beside, and in addition to the ergon, the work done 

[fait], the fact [le fait], the work, but it does not fall to one side, it touches and 

cooperates within the operation, from a certain outside. Neither simply outside 

nor simply inside. Like an acccessory that one is obliged to welcome on the 

border, on board [au bord, à bord]. It is first of all the on (the) bo(a)rd(er) [Il est 

d’abord l’à-bord].405 
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Examples of a parergon include the transparent cloth that veils a nude’s genitalia, such as 

in Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Lucretia (1532) (a later, but very similar, version of this 

painting is illustrated in Derrida’s text) (fig. 67). Derrida’s essay also contains 

illustrations of decorative frames that are used to surround or frame the title of a text, or 

the “work,” such as Antonio Fantuzzi’s ornamental panel with an empty oval (1542-43) 

(fig. 68) Additionally, in “Parergon,” Derrida calls attention to the framing and margins 

of his own text (fig. 69). Because the prohibitions attached to the parergon are akin to 

those attached to the receptacle, I want to suggest that the feminine and beauty are 

related. Both come in two forms. There is a “specular” or metaphysical concept of beauty 

that is defined according to a regulative or ideological ideal. It is this beauty that Kant 

tries to define in the third Critique. It is the beauty that refinement sought to possess, and 

its ideal figuration is that of classical man. This beauty, like the specular feminine, works 

to produce or secure a contoured, rational, disembodied figure that is necessarily in a 

position of sustained crisis. This figure needs a regulative ideal of beauty in order to 

sustain the theories of theoretical and practical reason that undergird propriety, purity, 

and metaphysical subjectivity. As was shown in Chapter 3, it is propriety, purity, and 

metaphysical subjectivity that secure one’s access to justice.  

However, I wish to maintain that there is an “excessive” beauty that follows the 

structure of the “excessive” feminine. This beauty is, to borrow Butler’s words on the 

excessive feminine, “worrisomely speculative and catachrestic.” It marks the “possible 

linguistic site of a critical mime.” It is the site of the critical mime that I suggest Kara 

Walker occupies as an artist and a confessor.  
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Conclusion 

 

The need to know, or the need for work to be something, has to be suspended, 

because your head is wanting to say “That’s it” and your gut is going “That’s not 

really it yet.” 

               Ann Hamilton 

 

In her book After the Deluge, which was produced following the exhibition of the 

same name at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Walker reproduced an 

Associated Press image of an obese black woman swimming through the contaminated 

floodwaters of post-Katrina New Orleans (fig. 70). The woman is wearing a white tank 

top, and draped across her left shoulder is a drenched blue cloth, perhaps a shirt. In her 

left hand, she carries two six-packs of drinking water; their lack of contamination calling 

attention to the toxic, undrinkable, muck that surrounds her. The blue labels of the 

drinking water draw our eyes back to the blue cloth draped over her shoulder. In her right 

hand she holds onto a bloated, leopard-print, duffel bag. The color and bloat of the bag 

echo the color and bloat of the woman’s upper-arm. Together, the blue bottle labels and 

the leopard-print bag draw us to her face, which we see only in oblique profile. She is 

looking at something beyond the edges of the page, and to us, her path appears 

determined, but not tied to a certain end. In Homer’s The Gulf Stream (1899), we see 

rescue on the horizon for the shipwrecked black man that he does not see. In the AP 

photograph, perhaps the woman seeks out a certain refuge that is not captured in the 

frame of the photograph. As the woman moves across the page of Walker’s book, a trail 
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of inky-black water billows out behind her. This inky-black water becomes visible as a 

result of the woman’s disturbance of the thin layer of toxic oil that floats atop the water 

and provides a shimmering iridescence to its surface. In this woman, shown swimming 

for her life, I see many figures—Turner’s slaves thrown overboard, the woman dissolving 

into inky muck in Walker’s Untitled (2002) (fig. 2), Homer’s ship-wrecked black man 

surrounded by angry sharks, popular images of slaves moving through swamp-land in a 

dangerous and uncertain bid for freedom, the untitled series of inkblot works by Walker 

that play on the imagery of the Rorschach test (fig. 71).  

In this latter series from 1995, Walker folded a piece of paper in half and pressed 

it together while the ink on one side of the page was still wet. When unfolded, the 

inkblots take on the form of insects or other organic specimens pinned to a museum wall. 

The water that billows out behind the swimming woman reminds me of the “wings” of 

these inkblot insects. In one of these images, Walker has altered the inkblot to produce an 

image of a woman with a bulging watermelon as a phallus. The bottom half of the page 

becomes this figure’s double. There are similarities between this image and Untitled 

(2002) (discussed at length in relation to After the Deluge in the Introduction). In both 

images, a figure emerges out of an inky blackness that can be conceived as either a 

mucky pool or a shadow. Walker’s reference to the Rorschach test is a play on the fact 

that the things viewers see in the figures, drips, and blots that Walker displays are the 

product of the coupling of the artist’s and viewer’s projections.  

When looking at the image of the woman swimming through the contaminated 

floodwaters of New Orleans, I am struck by the way in which inherited images, ideas, 

and categories from the past retain their currency in the present. Walker is likewise 
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interested in this continued currency. In response to Juliette Bowles’s condemnation of 

her work in the International Review of African American Art, Walker writes that the 

“impassioned connections that many people have with [her] images suggests the 

continued currency of an exaggerated black body in American culture that refuses to be 

buried and is clearly intact enough to warrant further investigation.”406 The introduction 

to this project included statements on the ways in which I was going to read works of art 

for this project. Over the course of writing these chapters, I had forgotten the particular 

image of art history that I had invoked there. I invoked a figure, which like Walker’s 

exaggerated black body, “refuses to be buried” and is “intact enough to warrant further 

investigation.” In part, this figure emerged in reaction to my suspicion regarding Michael 

Naas’s understanding of the canon as a figure of maternal plenitude. At the same time, 

this figure predates my encounter with Naas’s writing, in that there have been many 

moments during my study of art’s history when I felt like I was enacting a kind of 

violence against a figure that should be allowed to rest in peace. Why did I insist on 

making this body, this figure, speak again?  

In my Introduction, I argued that traces of the noncanonical present in the 

canonical are not, as Naas maintains, gifts that we have been given. Rather, they are 

evidence of the erasure of a body that is always already decomposed, but whose remains 

cannot be contained. What I failed to mention, however, is that though the noncanonical 

is not given to us as a gift, it is nevertheless inherited. However, it is inherited, as Derrida 

writes, in the form of a task. My imagining of art history’s body emphasized the way in 
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which the reading of art history’s canon is not a process of waiting for the gifts that it 

may offer if we look closely enough. Rather, the practice of writing art history is a task 

not unlike that of an undertaker or a police officer investigating a crime scene. I wrote, 

 

I alternately imagine art history as a body and a line. First, as a body it is a 

macabre figure, the decomposing corpse of a woman that I return to in search of 

evidence. It is an inherited body, and one that I want to be able to identify, to 

claim. I want to lay it to rest, and yet I feel obligated to complete a task, to 

uncover the traumatic crime that placed this figure in my imagination. 

 

I described art history as the decomposing corpse of a woman that I returned to in search 

of evidence. In my imagination, this figure has always been situated within the contours 

of a geography. I have (strangely) imagined her floating over a map of the United States; 

I have found her hidden hastily within a grove of trees along the side of an Interstate; at 

times, she has washed ashore. All along I have been writing against the edges and planes 

of that body. For me, the body is not only a figure of art history. It is a figure of the 

subject of inheritance itself, which, like a decomposing corpse (or Walker’s silhouettes) 

is both horrifically present and traumatically absent. This figure, even in its absence, is 

excessive. I wrote that its remains could not be contained, and indeed, I found them 

everywhere. It seems to be a somewhat impossible task to gather them up and stitch them 

back together such that anything like a figure appears.  

Inheritance continues to be something that repeatedly surfaces, only to submerge 

and move out of my sight. Still intrigued, I follow the threads that lead away from its 
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textual instances, and I still find myself among the tangled ends of a confusing flood of 

discourses. I find myself in post-Katrina New Orleans, in a portrait of a Colonial mother 

and her daughter, in nineteenth-century Philadelphia, in 1920s New York. In some ways, 

the form this project has taken is symptomatic of the subject that it inevitably failed to 

describe. There were many moments when I felt as if I just needed to read more, write 

more, think more. I tried to use scholarship to shore up a body that was never going to 

stay together, no matter how tightly I wrapped the ribbons of my words around it. So 

what I hold now in my arms is a body, a history, a document; it is bloated in some parts 

(soggily filled to bursting like a leopard-print bag) and yet has other parts that are frayed, 

decomposed, on the edge of falling apart. Nevertheless, I continue to dutifully tend to 

these remains in an attempt to make sense of inheritance’s mechanisms, metaphors, 

genealogies, and contours. Because I still do not understand who or what placed in my 

imagination the macabre figure delineated above. I am lost . . . 

I opened chapter three with a quotation from Kara Walker’s daughter, who at age 

four, said that her “mommy makes mean art.”407 Walker’s daughter’s statement takes on 

a complicated significance (which Walker acknowledges) in light of the indefensible 

contention, made by Bowles, that “perhaps Kara’s pregnancy will change her work or 

inspire her to be more race affirming.”408 Over the course of writing this document, I 

became a mother, and it did change the way I viewed this project. It deepened my respect 

for Walker’s work, and in some instances made her work painfully unclear. It also 

complicated a topic that began with a set of misconceptions about the enormity of the 
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task I was undertaking, and which was already facing numerous complications. My 

daughter, if she ever opts to read these lines, would likely not say that my writing is 

mean.  However, she might say something akin to “mommy writes too much.” Perhaps I 

am writing to fill up holes and absences, writing in chalk around the contours of a place 

where my topic momentarily remained still, writing from the place where it was present, 

and then all too soon, seemingly taken from me. Regardless of whether the former is 

mere melodrama, I do know that whenever and wherever I write, I am continuing to write 

on and around this discourse I named inheritance. I remain drawn to the task of following 

its threads (dyed red and bleeding into the waterlogged cloth through which they are 

woven) for her.409  
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Figure 1: Winslow Homer, Dressing for the Carnival, 1877. 
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Figure 2: Kara Walker, Untitled, 2002. 
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Figure 3: “Our Colored Militia—A “skid” Dressing for the Parade on the Forth of 
July,” 1875. Illustrated in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (July 17, 1875), 333. 
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Figure 4: Kara Walker, African/American, 1998. Linocut. 
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Figure 5: Alfred Stieglitz, Fountain. Illustrated in The Blind Man 2 (May, 1917). 
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Figure 6: Joseph Talbot Tree, G.W. White. New York: Moss Engineering Company, 
nineteenth century. Illustrated in The Art of Family: Genealogical Artifacts in New 

England. Edited by D. Brenton Simons and Peter Benes (Boston: New England 
Historic Genealogical Society, 2002), 80. 
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Figure 7: Ad Reinhardt, “How to Look at Modern Art in America,” 1946. 
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Figure 8: Dario Robleto, Sometimes Billie is All That Holds Me Together, 1998. 
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Figure 9: Eduardo Kac, GFP Bunny, 2000. 
 
 



 228 

 
 

Figure 10: Freake Limner, Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary, 1674. 
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Figure 11: Janine Antoni, Umbilical, 2000. 
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Figure 12: Marcel Duchamp, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette (detail), 1922. 
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Figure 13: Marcel Duchamp, Allégorie de genre [Allegory of Genre], 1943. 
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Figure 14: Kara Walker, Cut, 1998. 
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Figure 15: Freake Limner, John Freake, 1674. 
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Figure 16: Carol Greger, Line drawing of Mrs. Freake showing original version of the 
portrait. Illustrated in Jonathan L. Fairbanks, New England Begins: The Seventeenth 
Century, vol. 3 (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts, 1982), 461. 
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Figure 17: Frans Hals, The Women Regents of the Old Men’s Home at Haarlem, 

1664. 
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Figure 18: Anonymous, Elizabeth Eggington, 1664. 
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Figure 19: “Les Grandes Etapes de L’art Moderne.” Illustrated in Raymond Nacenta, 
School of Paris: The Painters and the Artistic Climate of Paris since 1910 

(Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society, 1960), 26. 
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Figure 20: Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Dust Jacket for Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Cubism and 
Abstract Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936), 1936. 
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Figure 21: Marcel Duchamp, With My Tongue in My Cheek, 1959. 
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Figure 22: Bruce Nauman, From Hand to Mouth, 1967. 
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Figure 23: 1847 Rogers Bros., Advertisement for Ancestral Patter Silverware. 
Illustrated in Vogue 64 (November 1, 1924). 
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Figure 24: Wm. A. Rogers, Ltd., Advertisement for Heirloom Silverware. Illustrated 
in Vogue 64 (November 1, 1924). 
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Figure 25: Wm. A. Rogers, Ltd., Advertisement for Heirloom Silverware. Illustrated 
in Vogue 59 (June 1, 1922). 
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Figure 26: Janine Antoni, Momme, 1995. 
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Figure 27: Janine Antoni, Cradle, 1999. 
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Figure 28: Janine Antoni, Cradle (detail), 1999. 
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Figure 29: John Singleton Copley, Mrs. John Winthrop, 1773. 
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Figure 30: Freake Limner, The Mason Children, 1670. 
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Figure 31: Genealogical chart illustrating Paul Mascarene Hamlen, Esq.’s descent 
from Joanna Mason through her mother. Illustrated in Louisa Dresser, Seventeenth 

Century Painting in New England (Worcester, Massachusetts: Worchester Art 
Museum Trustees, 1935), 98. 
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Figure 32: Faith Wilding, Womanhouse: Crocheted Environment, 1972. 
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Figure 33: Beth Bachenheimer, Sherry Brody, Karen LeCoq, Robin Mitchell, Miriam 
Schapiro, Faith Wilding, Womanhouse: Dining Room, 1972. 
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Figure 34: Claire Avery, Illustrations for Weymer Mill’s article “The Lady: The 
Colony Club Holds an Unusual Art Exhibition to Revive the Fragrance of 

Femininity.” Illustrated in Vogue 59 (June 1, 1922), 54. 
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Figure 35: Music stand made by Louis XVI for Marie Antoinette. Illustrated in 
Weymer Mills, “The Lady: The Colony Club Holds an Unusual Art Exhibition to 

Revive the Fragrance of Femininity,” Vogue 59 (June 1, 1922), 54. 
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Figure 36: Pincushion made from scraps of Martha Washinton’s gowns. Illustrated in 
Weymer Mills, “The Lady: The Colony Club Holds an Unusual Art Exhibition to 

Revive the Fragrance of Femininity,” Vogue 59 (June 1, 1922), 54. 
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Figure 37: Edward Steichen, Mrs. Reginald C. Vanderbilt at the Vanderbilt Ball. 
Illustrated in Vogue 64 (November 1, 1924), 78. 
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Figure 38: Necklaces on line-drawn models, Vogue 64  
(November, 1924): 74. 
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Figure 39: Vitrine containing fans loaned to the Colony Club exhibition by women of 
“social distinction.” Illustrated in Weymer Mills, “The Lady: The Colony Club Holds 
an Unusual Art Exhibition to Revive the Fragrance of Femininity,” Vogue 59 (June 1, 

1922), 54 
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Figure 40: Elisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Portrait of Marie-Antoinette (à la rose), 
1783. Château de Versailles (Versailles, France), and Houbigant Paris, Inc., 
Advertisement for Houbigant, Paris perfume, Vogue 59 (May 1, 1922), 91. 
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Figure 41: Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette (detail), 
1921. 
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Figure 42: Man Ray, Rrose Sélavy, 1921. 
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Figure 43: Marcel Duchamp, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette (detail), 1921. 
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Figure 44: Claire Avery, Illustrations for Weymer Mill’s article “The Lady: The 
Colony Club Holds an Unusual Art Exhibition to Revive the Fragrance of 

Femininity.” Illustrated in Vogue 59 (June 1, 1922), 56. 
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Figure 45: Gilbert Stuart, George Washington (Athenaeum Portrait), 1796. 



 264 

 
 

Figure 46: Kara Walker, An Abbreviated Emancipation (from the Emancipation 
Approximation) (detail), 2002. 
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Figure 47: Wallace Nutting, Inc., Paired Silhouettes of George and Martha 
Washington, ca. 1918-1925. 
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Figure 48: Sarah Mapps Douglass, Untitled from the Elizabeth Smith album, 1833. 
The Library Company of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Figure 49: Ada Hinton, Untitled Floral Piece from the Martina Dickerson album, ca. 
1840. The Library Company of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Figure 50: Thomas Sully, Lady with Harp (Portrait of Eliza Ridgely), 1818. 
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Figure 51: Henry Sargent, The Tea Party, 1824. 
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Figure 52: Edward Clay, “A Black Ball, La Pastorelle,” ca. 1830. Illustrated in Richard L. 
Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, and Cities (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1992). 
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Figure 53: A.C.F. Edouart, Mr. and Mrs. Josiah Quincy and Their Children, 1842. 
Illustrated in Ian Berry, Darby English, Vivian Patterson, Mark Reinhardt, ed. Kara 

Walker: Narratives of a Negress (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2003), 162. 
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Figure 54: Kara Walker, Untitled, 1995. 
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Figure 55: Kara Walker, Untitled, 1998. 
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Figure 56: William Hackwood, Am I Not a Man and a Brother?, 1787.  
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Figure 57: Kara Walker, The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical Tableau of 
Eva in Heaven (detail), 1995. 
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Figure 58: Kara Walker, World’s Exposition, 1997. 
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Figure 59: Edmonia Lewis, Forever Free, 1867. 
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Figure 60: Patrick Reason, “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?,” ca. 1839. Illustrated in 
Sharon F. Patton, African-American Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 77. 
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Figure 61: Kara Walker, Negress Notes (Brown Follies) (detail), 1996-1997. 
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Figure 62: Sarah Mapps Douglass, Untitled, from the Amy Cassey album, 1833. The 
Library Company of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Figure 63: Kara Walker, Negress Notes (Brown Follies) (detail), 1996-1997. 
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Figure 64: Kara Walker, The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical Tableau of 
Eva in Heaven (detail), 1995. 
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Figure 65: Kara Walker, Testimony: Narrative of a Negress Burdened by Good Intentions 
(detail), 2004. 
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Figure 66: Kara Walker, For the Benefit of All the Races of Mankind (Mos’ Specially the 
Master One, Boss) An Exhibition of Artifacts, Remnants, and Effluvia EXCAVATED from 

the Black Heart of a Negress VII (detail), 2002. 
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Figure 67: Lucas Cranach the Elder, Lucretia. 1532. 
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Figure 68: Antonio Fantuzzi, ornamental panel with empty oval, 1542-43. Illustrated in 
Jacques Derrida, “Parergon,” in Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting.  Translated by 
Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987), 

65. 
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Figure 69: Jacques Derrida, “Parergon” in The Truth in Painting. Translated by Geoff 
Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987), 80. 
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Figure 70: AP Images/Bill Haber in Kara Walker: After the Deluge (New York, New 
York: Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., 2007), p. 8. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 289 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 71: Kara Walker, Untitled (details), 1995. 
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