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Abstract: Ethnic Traditions in the Construction of African American, Native American and Latina Female Identity

     This paper would consider new ways African American, Native American and Latina women artists in the postmodern era have constructed appropriate identities in self-portraits.  It would explore the use of totemic objects, material, braiding, tattoo, feminine accoutrements and mythic presence in the works of such artists as Lois Mailou Jones, Bettye and Alison Saar, Faith Ringgold, Emma Amos, Howardena Pindell, Barbara Chase-Riboud, Lorna Simpson, Jaune Quick-To-See Smith, Kay WalkingStick, Melanie Yazzie, Frida Kahlo, Ana Mendieta, Yolanda Lopez and Ester Hernandez.

     All of these artists, although coming from different traditions, are in a minority status in American culture, bith as women and as non-Caucasians.  In their self-portraits they have used the traditions of their background to express who they are ans where they are coming from. These artists have made conscious decisions not to identify with dominant cultural icons of identity.  They have employed myths, symbols and materials associated with African, Native American and Latina culture to create unfamiliar, deviant and often defiant portraits of themselves.  This has resulted in a vibrant art with new signifiers, iconographies and connections.

     In this presentation individual artist's and their self-portraits would be discussed, such as Lois Mailou Jones Self Portrait in which she declares her African heritage in two tribal sculptures in the background or Jaune Quick-To-See Smith's use of  Indian symbols in her Red Mean self-portrait.  Younger artists such as Melanie Yazzie's installation of the objects and memories she carried in her trunk when she was sent off to school or Ester Hernandez's back tattooed with the Virgin of Guadalupe would also be examined for new techniques and ideology.  Many of these works do not show visually accurate representations of the artist but rather create new identities and personae based on cultural heritage, personal experience and, often, feminism.  They depart from traditional self-portraiture to explore new areas of visualization and reference and, in the process, iniate the viewer into new ideas and experiences.  In this way their inclusion in a postmodern art world is especially appropriate, in an era which includes more than the narrowly defined limitations of modernism.

