Picturing Women proposal: “The Black Female Body in Photography”

Carla Williams and Deborah Willis

This proposal for a paper is based on our co-authored 2002 publication The Black Female Body: A Photographic History. This book is the first comprehensive study devoted to the photographic image of the black female body. The historical gaze has profoundly determined the visual construction of black women in contemporary society. The interplay between the historical and the contemporary, between self-presentation and imposed representation, is fundamental to this discussion. The book brings together contemporary art and its antecedents, from the earliest known photographic portraits made in Africa in the early 1840s, to little-known 1930s studies by acknowledged master Edward Weston, to work by contemporary artists and masters including Lorna Simpson and Carrie Mae Weems.

Deborah Willis will give a general overview of this history of photographic representation of black women. The representation of the black female in Western art has always been heavily governed by prevailing attitudes toward race, gender, and sexuality. Generally, categorizations of the historic black female body can be broken down in these terms: the naked black female, alternately the „National Geographic „ or „Jezebel‰ aesthetic; the neutered black female, or „mammy „ aesthetic; and the noble black female, a descendant of the „noble savage.‰ Even positive and seemingly neutral imagery is inescapably informed by these categories. In Europe in the nineteenth century, the body of the black female symbolized three themes: colonialism, scientific evolution, and sexuality, and her representation in art and photography followed along these prescribed lines. A number of significant developments in Western culture coincided with the invention of photography and further contributed to the way in which black females were regarded and ultimately visualized. The births of "popular culture" and modern visual pornography; the development of the natural sciences and the related disciplines of ethnology and anthropology; and the abolition of slavery both in the colonies and at home were practically simultaneous, and each served to compartmentalize, objectify, and categorize any manifestations of difference from the European ideal.

Among the twentieth-century movements discussed are the "New Negro" period, thus defined by professor and philosopher Alain Locke in 1925, which marked the first time that black photographers working in rural and urban communities took control of their self-representation. Black women for the first time also became commercial customers as well as artistic subjects. The "New Negro" image replaced the stereotypes of blacks as unintelligent, ignorant, and lacking a work ethic. Black photographers in the 1960s and 1970s organized exhibitions on black art, exploring the beauty of blacks and black heritage. Black photographers framed their photographs, especially the image of the black female nude, with a sense of pride in African ancestry informed by sexual desire and racial identity.

Since the mid-1970s, black women photographers have used self-portraiture to understand themselves in contemporary society. Kobena Mercer writes: „Self-portraiture has been a key pre-occupation of Diaspora artists in the West∑black artists have sought to shift the codes of the genre by working in the gaps between commonplace oppositions which govern the knowability of the depicted self.‰ Many black female artists working today address these images either directly or indirectly, subverting and re-writing that history through their photographic work. A growing number are turning the camera on their own bodies, creating work about how they see themselves and how they are seen in society. Some write an autobiography of the body, using their own likenesses and those of other black women. Issues are those closest to the artist: home, family, representation, and identity. Gender consciousness resonates throughout, as do social issues as seen and experienced by these women, who are observers/participants as well as image-makers/interpreters. What operates in black women‚s photography today is a hybrid system of the documentary photograph and constructed photographic images. „Straight‰ documentary versus constructed photography, racial and gender stereotypes, modalities associated with historiography, complex computer-generated images, the integration of images and text, and folklore are employed to that end. Through their work, the viewer must imagine the lives of black women. Contemporary black women photographers continue to illuminate the diverse experiences of black women. Acknowledging the complexity of defining black beauty as a result of the history of writings about race and sexuality, their work opens difficult discussions and offers their personal views of black women and identity. The historical gaze has profoundly determined the visual construction of black women in contemporary society. The interplay between the historical and the contemporary, between self-presentation and imposed representation, is fundamental to this discussion. It is to these black female practitioners that the task falls to incorporate visual legacies with contemporary realities in order to present images of real black women who are no longer acted upon, but who possess, in one body, both active voice and visual self-presentation.

Carla Williams will focus on the career of Maudelle Bass Weston (1908  1989), an African American dancer and artist‚s model known professionally as Maudelle. Posing as the model for a work of art, particularly a photograph, is a type of performance in which the cultural body enacts a signifying role that communicates beyond the artist‚s capabilities and aspirations for the work. It is through her dual role as performing artist and artistic subject that Maudelle employed an expressive strategy that profoundly influenced the development of black women‚s representation in mid-twentieth century art.

As a model Maudelle posed for renowned artists including painters Nicolai Fechin, Abraham Baylinson, and Diego Rivera; sculptor Beulah Woodard (before taking up sculpting herself in 1976); and photographers Johan Hagemeyer, Sonia Noskowiak, Edward Weston, Carl Van Vechten, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, and Lola Alvarez Bravo. Over the course of her dance career beginning in the 1930s, Maudelle studied and performed throughout the United States and Mexico with Lester Horton, Asadata Dafora, the American Ballet Theater under the direction of Agnes DeMille, Arte Folklorico de Mexico, and Pearl Primus, among others, though she primarily performed her own choreography of African, Afro-Cuban, Balinese, Egyptian, Moroccan, and Caribbean dances, based on her research and interpretation. This level of artistic control was highly unusual and posits a strategy of self-presentation that informed her modeling work.

Maudelle forged an exceptional career for herself and in the process she helped redefine black female sensuality and sexuality through her fearless celebration of her body. Maudelle maintained a successful, long-term artistic career in her own right, and she was exceptional in that she is the only black female model that appears as herself with such frequency in the work of so many well-known artists from this period. She clearly saw her two bodies of work as equivalent, moving easily between them. „Why not?‰ she once remarked. „When I don‚t have the urge to dance, I can always model!‰ Maudelle used the articulation of her mostly nude body to enact and define a new, modern definition of the black woman that moved beyond the discourse of slavery, sexual degradation, and stereotype and anticipated black women‚s self-portraiture of the late twentieth century. Her legacy provides a glimpse into a period of the twentieth century in which one black female body came to represent an ideal, a fantasy, and ultimately, herself.

