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Kathleen D. Adrian 

not allowed to be a voyeur. The denial of access is the effective means 
to challenge the dominant gaze. The work "Back," as mentioned before, 
counters this element of the gaze in that it reflects the gaze back to the 
viewer with the text "Eyes in the Back of Your Head." This text refer­
ences the effaced woman and embodies her with the ability to be 
watching the viewers themselves. This inverts the concept of the viewer 
watching with that of the viewer being watched. As a result, Simpson's 
work attempts to deny the history of the male gaze. This is a result of 
the patriarchy's definition of the black woman throughout history. The 
issue of watching that is referenced in Simpson's work lends itself more 
to that of surveillance. The reference to looking in Simpson's work also 
references the viewer in that it exposes the concept of the right to look. 
This right is recognized as the gaze. Simpson brings up issues of control 
and power as seen through the gaze of another. In her images, we are 
unable to see the face of the woman portrayed; we are unable to see the 
�"�~�e�r�s�o�n�"� in the body. The viewer is unable to project onto the subject 
his or her own construct of the subject's identity; the only identity that 
the subject then possesses is that of her own. Her references to looking 
refer to her personal experiences of oppression as recognized through 
her vantage point as an African American woman. 

One particular work by Simpson that illustrates many of these ideas 
is the piece entitled, "You're Fine/You're Hired" (1988). The piece is 
based on a true experience where Simpson had to take a physical exam 
�b�.�e�~�o�r�e� �s�~�e� could �b�~� hired as a secretary. The woman in the image is po­
�s�1�h�o�~�e�d� �i�n�~� classic 19th century pose of a frontal, reclining nude, yet 
the figure is fragmented into four sequential images, the body is 
clothed and �t�~�e� viewer only sees her from behind. The positioning of 
the woman with her back to the camera illustrates the stance of the art­
ist in her challenging the traditional role of the woman in art. She is also 
illustrating her inablilty to identify with the theories and discourse of 
�~�h�i�t�e� �~�e�m�i�n�i�s�t� artists, mostly pertaining to the gaze. The text that boxes 
m the image of the woman from all sides contains the title of the piece 
on the top and bottom. On either side of the figure is text that lists vari­
�o�u�s �. �~�e�d�1�c�a�l� procedures that she underwent, anatomical parts, and the 
pos1hon that �s�~�e� applied for. Surrounded by medical terminology and 
labels that defme her as subordinate, she is reduced to disembodied 
parts. The dress is a hospital gown and she reclines on an examination 
table. The juxtaposition of the text "You're Fine/You're Hired" holds a 
double �m�~�a�n�i�n�g�:� first, she was subjected to the physical violation of 
these �m�.�e�~�1�c�a�l� �t�e�s�.�t�~� to determine her status of being "fine" and, second, 
�~�e�r� reclmmg position within the job suggests additional physical viola­
tions or uses, that she would indeed be violated as the text indicates 
her position, by being "hired." The �f�r�a�g�m�e�n�t�a�t�i�o�~� of the figure is em-
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ployed to represent the organization of the body, directing the viewer's 
gaze to that which makes the body intelligible and useful, in a strategy 
of reorienting vision. She is once again decentering the white, male 
view of the woman and replacing it with her empowered and validated 
self that addresses historical dispossession and the exercise of power on 
the body. In a sense, she retaliates against her oppressors through this 
piece in that she counters the iconographic style of 19th-century art and 
turns it around so that it no longer has the same context for the audi­
ence that created and perpetuated it. 

Another image that focuses on the history of the body combined 
with medical history is "Guarded Conditions" (1989). These biological 
and medical concerns in her work disclose a complex physical reality 
that defines her representation of identity. In the photograph, a solitary 
figure stands as a symbol of victimization. Dressed in a shapeless, 
white gown and standing on a wooden pedestal, the woman is located 
in various situations of institutional surveillance: slave auctions, hospi­
tal examination rooms, and criminal line-ups. For Simpson, the repeti­
tion of the figure with a turned back and arms folded behind them, 
transforms the row of figures into sentinels, a silent collective of guard­
ians against the text below the photograph stating repeatedly: "Sex At­
tacks/Skin Attacks," text that determines the precarious social position 
of the black female subject. 

The works of Lorna Simpson illustrate the intrinsic nature of the 
decentering of subjects in African American feminist photography 
while also illustrating opposition to the white, heterosexual constructs 
of Post-Modernist theory. Her work also illustrates the levels of oppres­
sion that exist in society today. It calls to our attention issues such as 
racism, the lack of representation of African American women, subse­
quent stereotypes, and, most importantly, historical misrepresentation. 
This misrepresentation caused the creation of a discourse based on the 
idea of identity in African American feminist work, and in turn 
grounded African American feminist artists in the Modernist discourse 
of the self while still being contextualized within Post Modernism. The 
method that Simpson uses to convey these harsh truths is that of subtle 
prodding. Her images are not bombarded by apparent and boisterous 
racial and other references. Rather she approaches her work by making 
the viewer aware of the racism, misrepresentation, and stereotypes al­
most on a subliminal level while looking at the image. The meaning de­
rived from the images is more of understanding and empathy rather 
than that of animosity. Simpson's ability to produce images that ex­
plore meaning and reveal the truths about African American feminist 
photographers in the movement illustrate her ability and strength to be 
a Post Modern subversive. She undermines the very construct that built 
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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 d~fined theory of a delineation of subject/ identity, is the 
work of Carne 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 ~esists the forms of domination that try to keep her in 
place. She d~fmes herself as an "image-maker/' creating photographic, 
oral and written responses to long traditions of storytelling. The chal­
~enge has been to recast in her own voice her photographic image-mak­
ing and the larger African American folk tradition. Combined with an 
expansiv~ voc~bulary of verbal systems, photographs and mass-pro­
duce~ Objects ts an attempt to transform the representation of African 
Ame~1can women and reconfigure the racial experience, in essence to 
~eclan~ .control ov~~ the imaging of blackness. Weems's play with the 
11~1pos1hons 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!!!'" 
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