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portraits of black Civil War soldiers, leaving their guns to become the focal points of the works.
The chaotic brushstrokes cover the lower half of the soldier’s face and alludes to his own repressed
history through the role of the black Union soldier that goes largely overlooked in the American
narrative. As this whitewashing technique is incorporated into several of his paintings, Yet Another
Fight for Remembrance is the first time he began to use the whitewashing technique in a

contemporary context.

The title for the Time magazine cover refers to this Fight for Remembrance series. By
adding “Yet Another” to the beginning of the title, Kaphar is associating the present issue of police
brutality as a reoccurring form of oppression, which stems from years of systematic racism
embedded into the nation’s history. Kaphar states, “The act of painting itself becomes a fight to
remember the names of all the young black men who were taken too soon. A fight to remember

that when this issue disappears from the media, it is not permission to forget.”%*

Through its commission by Time magazine, Yet Another Fight for Remembrance becomes
a product of media culture itself. The inescapable force of the media has the power to shape how
social groups are represented and understood outside of white, mainstream America. Particularly,
the news media plays a large role in debates of civil rights by controlling racial representations (or
lack thereof) that are fed to the public. In Chapter 2 of The Routledge Companion to Media and
Race, Frank Ortega and Joe Feagin explain how media framing through the bias of journalists and

editors can shape audience perceptions.?® The benefits reaped from this power of control

24 Time Staff, “TIME Person of the Year 2014: Titus Kaphar’s Ferguson Protester Art,” Time, December 10, 2014,
http://time.com/time-person-of-the-year-ferguson-painting/

2 Frank Ortega and Joe Reagin, “Framing: The Undying White Racial Frame,” in The Routledge Companion to
Media and Race, ed. Christopher Campbell (New York: Routledge, 2017), Chapter 2, VitalSource.
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subsequently contribute to ideals of racial hierarchy and the white racial frame, a concept based

on the superiority of the white race over other races.

Christopher Campbell, editor of The Routledge Companion to Media and Race, asserts,
“Journalism, advertising, and the entertainment industry all have long histories of symbolically
annihilating and stereotyping people and communities that exist outside of the dominant culture.”?®
The media played the same role previously seen in the civil rights movement of the 1950°s and
60’s through their misconstrued choice of photography to visually represent events occurring at
that time and portray their own perspective of reality. Martin Berger, author of Seeing Through
Race: A Reinterpretation of Civil Rights Photography, explains the phenomenon of civil rights
photography and reinterprets it through its original context of the white media outlet that
continuously reinforced racial ignorance to a largely white audience. Berger contests that white
media outlets were explicitly interested in illustrating the conflict, which received more attention,
and ultimately, increased sales.?” Berger also states, “The determined efforts of the white press to
frame the civil rights movement as nonthreatening had the collateral result of casting black in the
role of limited power. With great regularity, iconic photographs show white actors exercising
power over blacks...”?® By understanding the foundations for civil rights photography, it becomes
easier to see what is still repeated in the present. As the white media controlled the white
population’s understanding of the civil rights movement then, today’s media can appear to follow

along those same lines. In Chapter 6 of The Routledge Companion to Media and Race, Kim LeDuff

theorizes, “that many of the old challenges that society faced in pre-Civil Rights America are

%6 Christopher Campbell, “Introduction,” in The Routledge Companion to Media and Race, ed. Christopher
Campbell (New York: Routledge 2017), Introduction, VitalSource.

27 Martin Berger, Seeing Through Race: A Reinterpretation of Civil Rights Photography (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2011), 3.

28 Berger, Seeing Through Race, 7.
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coming back to haunt us with a new and different twist.”?® The immense accessibility to
information and the constant turn of the media cycle has pushed the media to take on an immersive
form in daily life. New kinds of social media have provided accessible platforms for discussions

frequently omitted from the mainstream media, slowly working to eradicate the digital divide.

The protests in Ferguson were met with a media frenzy and became a turning point for
discussing racialized police violence. Campbell argues that American news coverage of Michael
Brown’s death “continued to rely on problematic journalistic processes that fail to reflect the
complexities of contemporary racism” while the younger generations that followed the event on
social media “embarked on a kind of post-modern media criticism.”*® Social media sites, like
Twitter, allowed people, especially people of color, exposed to the events to spread information
and images that otherwise may not have received national attention. Most of the time, these images
revealed more of an incident than what was reported to the public. One study called it “a form of
citizen journalism.”®! This continues to play a large role in the immense speed of the news media
cycle. Accessibility to information continues to expand and evolve through social media platforms.
Important movements, like Black Lives Matter, grew out of this multitude of new media coverage

and awareness.

Black Lives Matter stemmed from the social media hashtag, #BlackLivesMatter. It quickly
gained traction as photos and videos captured tangible proof of racism and violence inflicted upon

black Americans as they attempted to gain control of their own image and shift the dialogue to a

2 Kim LeDuff, “Critical Race Theory: Everything Old is New Again,” in The Routledge Companion to Media and
Race, ed. Christopher Campbell (New York: Routledge 2017), Chapter 6, VitalSource.

30 Campbell, The Routledge Companion to Media and Race, introduction.

31 Ginger E. Blackstone, Holly S. Cowart, and Lynsey M. Saunders, “Picture a Protest: Analyzing Media Images
Tweeted From Ferguson,” Social Media + Society, (October-December 2016): 4,
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116674029
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discussion about law enforcement’s actions to unharmed black men. The phone became a powerful
tool of visual evidence in recording and spreading documentation of injustice. Through this
increased spread of information and advocacy, #AllLivesMatter was explicitly created in
opposition to the #BlackLivesMatter movement, criticizing what it interpreted as a lack of
inclusivity. The problematic slogan implies that all lives are equally valued by the state, despite
the systematic oppression of racialized minorities. Additionally, the movement,
#BlueLivesMatter, was also created in a defensive response to the Ferguson protests and the Black
Lives Matter campaign. However, it advocated for the protection of law enforcement officers in
the alleged “war on cops” and promoted legislation that classified attacks on police as a “hate
crime.”3? While statistics contradict the claim of a “war on cops”, Blue Lives Matter equates the
choice of a profession with racial status.3® All Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter are, in a sense,

whitewashing the movement and dismissing the original mission of Black Lives Matter.

Yet Another Fight for Remembrance is revolutionary in comparison to the rest of his works.
Kaphar responds to the present issue of racism and police brutality, which speaks to his core as an
African American man living in the United States today. Instead of reconstructing the
representation of the protesters, he evokes his own experience as a black man to create a piece that

demonstrates his personal reaction to the events that occurred in Ferguson. Kaphar explains:

Like so many others, I’ve been struggling with what to do in response to what is happening
in Ferguson and throughout the rest of this country... I’ve been trying to make paintings
that speak to the gravity of the situation... What I make ends up feeling more like catharsis
than communication.3

32 Julia Craven, “32 Blue Lives Matter Bills Have Been Introduced Across 14 States This Year,” Huffington Post,
March 1, 2017,
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/blue-black-lives-matter-police-bills-states_us_58b61488e4b0780bac2e31b8
33 Martin Kaste, “Is There A ‘War On Police’? The Statistics Say No,” NPR, September 17, 2015,
https://www.npr.org/2015/09/17/441196546/is-there-a-war-on-police-the-statistics-say-no

34 Time Staff, “Time Person of the Year.”
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Kaphar’s articulated struggle to fully capture present issues is what leads to the creation of such
an aesthetically striking piece. One could speculate an emotional connection links the artist, Titus

Kaphar, to the subjects, the Ferguson protesters.

Kaphar takes on multiple approaches and visual techniques to communicate his perceptions
of representation and visibility. In the analyzed artworks, he utilizes composition, portraiture, and
references to photography and painting to achieve a heightened sense of revelation in his works.
Through a combination of these components, Kaphar takes on an innovative approach to critiquing

a visual culture that is historically based on the omission and erasure of minority subjects.

Throughout his practice, Kaphar elicits a central theme of exposing and revealing a truth.
He pushes figures to the foreground and forges a connection with the onlooker, in which they’re
forced to confront the subject and the context of the painting. In Behind the Myth of Benevolence
and Yet Another Fight for Remembrance, the viewer is faced with the representation of race, one
that is left out of the historical narrative and the other that is overtly visible in today’s media. His
works are meant to elicit discomfort, with, especially, the white viewer. Kaphar forces the viewer

to confront the trauma, slavery, and oppression that U.S. history has normalized.

In a majority of his work, he reclaims the art of portraiture by altering representations of
race. Wendy Wick Reaves examines the history of portraiture through a collection of essays in
Beyond the Face: New Perspective on Portraiture. Reaves explains, “Portraits reflect codes of
social and political environments...portraits are subject to new modes of interpretation and
audiences.”® Behind the Myth of Benevolence not only calls on the past depiction of the black

woman as a servant but reinterprets her in the form of a modern-day revisionism in the context of

35 Wendy Wick Reaves, “Introduction,” in Beyond the Face: New Perspective on Portraiture, ed. Wendy Wick
Reaves (Washington D.C.: National Portrait Gallery, 2018), 16.
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portraiture. Kaphar took the objectified figure of the enslaved African American woman who is
persistently marginalized in the art historical discourse and brought her to the foreground. This act
reflects the present-day awareness of the fiction that has been projected onto the perceptions of
history and society’s initiative to uncover such hidden truths. Kaphar seamlessly blends a
recollection of the past through his own contemporary translation. However, Yet Another Fight for
Remembrance recalls images of present day protests, reflecting on an intense point in the political
atmosphere. As Kaphar navigates current events and the weight of history on the present, he
assembles the protesters into a collective portrait and implements the whitewashing technique to
mask their individualities. While there seems to be a central character to the piece, due to the clarity
of his form and his closer proximity to the viewer, there seems to be no hierarchy, a component
that was previously established in group portraits throughout art history. The entirety of the
protesters is not recognizable to create the essence of the movement, in which the unit as a whole

is fighting for the same justice.

In his historical works, Kaphar looks back to paintings and portraiture in 18" and 19%"
European and American art. However, in Yet Another Fight for Remembrance, he referenced a
specific photograph of the Ferguson protesters taken by Scott Olson, a Getty Images photographer
(Figure 6). Distinguishing the difference of the two mediums and how they represent the subject
strongly contributes to Kaphar’s artistic choices. Roland Barthes differentiates the medium of
photography and painting in his book, Camera Lucida. He contends that photography offers a
realness and truth that a painted portrait could never capture.® Photography encompasses an actual
event, while painting constructs its own reality. Through a collection of essays in Shared

Intelligence: American Painting and the Photograph, Jonathan Weinberg and Suzanne Hudson,

36 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 77.
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along with other scholars, dispute the alleged “rivalry” of photography and painting. Weinberg
states, ““... the ways painters in the past exploited the camera to heighten depiction and create
narratives, or the ways photographers have tried to imitate the scale and function of painting, rather
than being peripheral to modernism, are central to its history.”®” As each medium borrows from
the other to enrich itself in an evolving digital society, the division between the two modes of

expression begin to blur.

When Kaphar translated the original photograph into oil paint, he essentially altered how
the image functioned. Weinberg states, “Paradoxically, camera-based paintings have the effect of
making us attend to photographs in surprising ways.” 3 The relationship between painting and
photography essentializes the realistic vision of the photograph. However, Kaphar does not aim
for a photographic quality to the piece as he applies the whitewashing technique over the image.
The technique mimics gestural brush strokes of Abstract Expressionism yet lack in its quality of
spontaneity, as he deliberately obstructs their identities with streaks of white. Suzanne Hudson
claims that, “one medium may not only provide a direct image source for another but can offer up
a malleable — and broadly instrumental — representational model.”*® Kaphar molds what was once

a documentary photograph, an image available for the public, into his own vision of protest art.

Kaphar highlights critical moments of African American oppression through particular
time periods in U.S. history. As he continues to disrupt the visual field through recontextualization
of the subject, it can lead to greater discussions of representation, or lack thereof. By employing a

variety of visual components and not-so-subtle innuendos, Kaphar demonstrates the ability to

37 Jonathan Weinberg, “Introduction,” in Shared Intelligence: American Painting and the Photograph, ed. Barbara
Buhler Lynes and Jonathan Weinberg (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2011), 4.

3 Weinberg, “Introduction,” 23.

39 Suzanne Hudson, “Ghosts of Ghosts,” in Shared Intelligence: American Painting and the Photograph, ed. Barbara
Buhler Lynes and Jonathan Weinberg (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2011), 149.
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critique the past and reflect on the present. Until we can understand what influences the
representation of race and who is excluded from the grand narrative, we will continue to consume
the whitewashed version of American history. Through an integration of powerful techniques and
challenging conceptions, Yet Another Fight for Remembrance, and the rest of his works, project a

desire to be seen, heard, and acknowledged within the scope of U.S. visual culture.
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Figure 1: Titus Kaphar. Yet Another Fight for Remembrance, 2014 (oil on canvas) 60 in x 48 in.
Commissioned by Time magazine. Represented at Jack Shainman Gallery.



Figure 2: Titus Kaphar. Behind the Myth of Benevolence, 2014 (oil on canvas) 59 x 34 x 7 in.
Represented at Jack Shainman Gallery.
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Figure 3: Titus Kaphar. The Jerome Project series, 2014 (Oil, gold leaf, and tar on wood panel) 76.5 x 59.5 in.
Private collection, The Studio Museum Harlem.



Figure 4: Titus Kaphar. Fight for Remembrance I, 2013 (oil on canvas) 62 x 50 in. Represented at Jack
Shainman Gallery.
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Figure 5: Titus Kaphar. The Fight for Remembrance I, 2013 (oil on canvas) Dimension unknown.
Represented at Jack Shainman Gallery.



26

Figure 6: Demonstrators protest the killing of Michael Brown on August 12, 2014 in Ferguson, Missouri.
Photo by Scott Olson/ Getty Images.



