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Kathleen D. Adrian

and defines her existence, replacing it with understanding, empower-
ment, and validity.

Lorna Simpson’s images of black female bodies are provocative and
progressive precisely because she calls attention to aspects of black fe-
male identity that tend to be erased or overlooked in a racist, sexist cul-
ture. Her work counters the stereotype. In mainstream art
photography, the vast majority of images representing black females
are full frontal views of the face or body. These images reaffirm the in-
sistence of a sort of surface understanding where what you see is what
you get. Simpson’s images interrogate this assumption, demanding
that the viewer take another look, a different look. Her black female
presence counters racist and sexist stereotypes through the pronounced
rejection of the fixed static vision of our identity. Yet Simpson’s concern
is not simply to interrogate but to look again, to see what has never
been seen, to bear witness. Against a backdrop of fixed, colonizing im-
ages where the black woman is represented as mammy, matriarch, or
servant, Simpson constructs a world of black female bodies that resist
and revolt, transform and recover. Her images of black female bodies
are initially different in that many of them are not frontal images. Backs
are turned, bodies are sideways, and specific parts are focused on and
repositioned in a manner that disrupts conventional ways of seeing.
The intent is that viewers look beyond the surface, beyond the race and
gender of the subjects.

Another example of African American feminist art that counters the
white male defined theory of a delineation of subject/identity, is the
work of Carrie Mae Weems (Lacan 1992: 609). As in Simpson’s work,
the photographs of Weems challenge the traditional discourses of docu-
mentary photography. The photographic images of Carrie Mae Weems
focus on how race and gender situate her within a cultural context of
exile, as she resists the forms of domination that try to keep her in
place. She defines herself as an “image-maker,” creating photographic,
oral and written responses to long traditions of storytelling. The chal-
lenge has been to recast in her own voice her photographic image-mak-
ing and the larger African American folk tradition. Combined with an
expansive vocabulary of verbal systems, photographs and mass-pro-
duced objects is an attempt to transform the representation of African
American women and reconfigure the racial experience, in essence to
reclaim control over the imaging of blackness. Weems’s play with the
impositions of position and point of view acquire historical perspective
given recent changes in identity politics. Such revision is evident in
Weems's own introduction of class and gender into the racial discourse
of her narratives (many of which deal with her identity as an educated
black woman from a working class background), and in her critique of
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feminist theory’s avoidance of the issues of black representation.

For black women, the mastering role of the photographic apparatus
has racial overtones that are unsettled by Weems's skillful parries with
her subject’s positions. For example, in the “Untitled” series of 1990,
Weems presents a fictional tableaux of the struggle within black rela-
tionships that moves the viewer beyond the colonizing gaze of the ste-
reotype towards an understanding of African Americans as people in
an attempt to confront deep-rooted fictions of the self. In the “Untitled”
series, Weems constructs a woman'’s story as a series of photographic
chapters, developing a story in which a woman sorts out conflicts be-
tween her ideals and needs in relation to her lover, her child, and
friends within a setting of domestic ordinariness.

The narrative proceeds through a space that is fixed rigidly by the
immoble position of the camera or viewer, the kitchen table that serves
as a barrier before the figure, and an overhead light that both recalls the
bare bulbs of interrogation rooms and a metaphor for the illuminated
examination by the artist of the woman'’s life.

Told in an autobiographical third person, each of the characters es-
tablishes a voice. While each tells his or her own story, we begin to see
the distances between men and women, families, and ethnic groups.
The photographer serves as the model protagonist, which allows the
viewer to identify with not only the subject but the artist as well. The
black female subject provides a figure for the identification of the spec-
tator, who assumes the position established by the camera. The double
victimization of black women by the gaze is at once invoked and de-
flected. The final set of photographs are without text, with only the
woman remaining in the image, the male figure having left. Her direct,
face to face confrontation across the kitchen table assures us of her abil-
ity to endure. Through the eyes of the black female persona that she has
created, she lets us know that she will not, nor will her protagonist, be
allowed to vanish or self-destruct under the withering effects of the
gaze. Instead, the female figure gazes directly at the viewer as an equal,
taking full control of her own space and possession of her sense of self
in the process.

Weems's interests compel recognition of race and representation
even as it moves beyond race to an exploration of gender and power
with universal implications. An example is the work, “Mirror/Mirror,”
where a black female, her back to the viewer, looks into a mirror that
possesses not her own reflection, but that of a white woman reflecting
back at her. The image is accompanied by text below the image that
states: “Looking into the mirror, the black woman asked, “Mirror, Mir-
ror on the Wall, Who’s the Finest of Them All?"” while the mirror’s re-
sponse is “’Snow White, you Black Bitch, and Don’t You Forget It!!!"”




