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Fig. 1
Denise, NYC. 1978

Silver print, 8 x 10 in.

Though others know her as an artist or
photographer, Carrie Mae Weems
describes herself as an “image maker.”
The term, with its baggage of popular and
commercial connotations, is crucial to
Weems's task. Since 1976, when a friend
gave her a camera, she has generated a
sequence of images reflecting her concern
with the world around her—with the
nature of “our humanity, our plight as
human beings.” She has focused on the
ways in which images shape our percep-
tion of color, gender and class. Surveying
the development of her work, we can see
her exploring the existing genres of pho-
tographic imagery. She has looked at their
uses in artistic, commercial and popular
contexts, the work of both amateurs and
professionals. With great subtlety, com-
plexity and wit, Weems has manipulated a
variety of photographic conventions, play-
ing with their abstractions and adapting
them to her own use.

Weems came 1o her studies in photog-
raphy as a mature student, entering the
B.F.A. program at the California Institute
of the Arts (known as CalArts) in 1979, at
the age of twenty-seven. By that time she
had professional experience in modern
dance; a progression of unskilled and
semi-skilled jobs on farms and in restau-
rants, factories and offices; and extensive
grass-roots political experience in socialist
and feminist organizations. She dates her
decision to become a full-time student to

a pervasive crisis in left-wing politics dur-
ing the late 1970s.

At CalArts, Weems photographed
African American subjects, and found that
neither her professors nor her fellow stu-
dents in the photography department
offered any real critical response to her
work. The professors she remembers as
being most influential taught literature,
folklore and writing.

Weems went to the University of
California, San Diego, for her M.F.A. in
1982 at the encouragement of Ulysses
Jenkins, a black artist on the faculty. At
San Diego she met Fred Lonidier, who
was the first photography professor to
respond with serious criticism of her
work. He forced her to address a series of
questions about documentary photogra-
phy that would become topics of general
interest to the art world in the 1980s: Who
makes the images? Who are the subjects?
Who is the intended audience? While
these questions have become central to
recent Postmodern art criticism, for an
artist of color, they have a longer history.

As a black woman photographing her
own community, Weems found few
precedents.? The tradition of documentary
photography within which she began her
investigations is primarily one of describ-
ing the “other,” whether nation, class,
gender or race. The Black Photographers
Annual, published intermittently from 1972
to 1980 by Joe Crawford in Brooklyn,




“} was very much interested in docu-
mentary photography as a vehicle for
expression, as a political tool. It was a
way of capturing the human

condition.”

Fig. 2
Girls on Bus, NYC, 1977

Silver print, 8 x 10 in.
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would reveal a tradition of photography
of blacks, by blacks. The tradition encom-
passed three generations of photogra-
phers who documented everyday life in
Harlem, as well as younger photographers
working in urban and rural communities
across the country. The first issue of
Black Photograpbers Annual® featured the
work of James Van Der Zee, a commercial
photographer whose studio recorded images
of Harlem’s elite, including many figures from
the Harlem Renaissance. Van Der Zee’s
work reached a wider audience, black and
white, when the Metropolitan Museum of
Art included it in its controversial exhibi-
tion Harlem on My Mind in 1969.

A more immediate model for Weems
was Roy DeCarava, a painter who turned
to photography in 1947. DeCarava served

|

as a mentor to the younger photogra- J
phers, the third Harlem generation, who |
formed the Kamoinge Workshop in 1961.

This younger group, which included

Anthony Barboza, Louis Draper and

Shawn Walker, was explicitly committed

to producing photography that worked

toward social change by generating a

sense of pride and dignity within the

black communirty. DeCarava’s work would

serve as a major inspiration to Carrie Mae

Weems. She admired his commitment to

portraying the life of his own neighbor-

hood. She also was drawn to the formal

poetry of his imagery, which reflects the

beauty he sees in his subjects—his own

people. DeCarava is certainly an honored

forebear of much of the exquisite printing

and formal rigor of Weems’s work. In her

narrative series (Family Pictures and

Stories and Untitled) we see a loving \

homage to The Sweet Flypaper of Life, the
1955 collection of DeCarava’s photographs i
for which Langston Hughes wrote a text '
that threads the pictures into a family rem-
iniscence told by an imagined narrator.

‘I was very much interested in documen-
tary photography as a vebicle for expres-
sion, as a political tool. It was a way of
capturing the human condition.”"

Weems'’s earliest body of work, the
Environmental Portraits (figs. 1-2), came
out of the mainstream of documentary
photography. She began it in 1978 with
shots taken in Portland, Oregon, her
hometown, and in New York, where she
lived intermittently. She traveled to
Mexico and Fiji before returning to ‘
Southern California to attend CalArts. The |

trip produced highly accomplished street ]
photography-—a group of Fijian school- 1
girls in white uniforms, one of whom ‘{
turns toward the camera; a mother with a
child on her hip standing outside their
Tijuana home. These photographs are
informed by a tradition that stretches from
Henri Cartier-Bresson to Garry Winogrand.
Thejr images speak of a brief moment in
time, implying that the subjects were cap-
tured too fleetingly to dissemble, and that
these slices of life contain unedited truths.
In the work that followed, we sense
that the questions first posed by Fred




Fig. 3
S.E. San Diego
Kermit, 1983 (detail)

Silver print, 14 x 17 in.

“1 wanted to dig in my own

backyard.”

Lonidier had returned: Images by whom?
Of whom? For whom? Carrie Mae Weems
turned to a subject closer to home, the
inner-city black neighborhood of south-
east San Diego. Weems roamed through
the area, stopping at street corners, pool
halls, churches. The series S.E. San Diego,
shot between 1983 and 1985 (fig. 3),
records sites of the social rather than the
personal life of the community, which
Weems had portrayed in Environmental
Portraits. It also explores the neighbor-
hood’s home-grown institutions, little fre-
quented by outsiders. S.E. San Diego
marks the beginning of a narrative
emphasis that would recur in Weems’s
photographs and in her text (which she
added later, after she had developed the
use of images and text in Family Pictures
and Stories).

Weems was closer to her subjects in
southeast San Diego, but still an outsider.
As a student of folklore and anthropology,
she was well aware of the inherent prob-
lem for the outsider, even a close out-
sider, in recording a culture. Weems has
warmly acknowledged the influence on
her work of the writer and anthropologist
Zora Neale Hurston. When Hurston was
collecting stories from rural Florida, which
she published in Mules and Men, her sub-
jects had offered to give her lies, if lies
were what she wanted. At a later point in

her career Carrie Mae Weems would
decide that “lies” and fictions have a lot of
truth to tell; but for the moment, she
decided to look at her own.

“l wanted to dig in my own backyard.”>

If the Environmental Portraits and the
S.E. San Diego series were attempts to
explore the uses of straight documentary
to tell a story, Family Pictures and Stories
(1978-84) suggests the format of the fami-
ly photo album (plates 1-8). The personal
is emphasized not only by the choice of
subject—Weems's own family—but by the
accompanying narratives, which take the
form of written captions and two audio-
tapes. All of the narratives are in the first
person. Here the photographer is fully
identified with her subjects. We sense her
involvement in the abandoned pose of
her mother, arms thrown wide (plate 2),
and the intimacy of a kitchen scene in
which the photographer is clearly a part
of the family, standing just across the
table from her sisters and nieces (plate 7).

Weems has said that the series was
prompted, in part, by the Moynihan
Report,” which characterized the black
family as being in crisis and suggested
that a matriarchal system was partly
responsible. Although the report was
more than a decade old, these were still
potent issues. In Family Pictures ancl
Stories, Weems explores the means by
which her family passes on its history. On
the accompanying audiotapes she
recounts stories from a variety of sources:
some are from interviews, dated and cited
with academic precision, others she
acknowledges as hearsay. The complexity
of the work comes partly from the unruli-
ness of life and Weems'’s refusal to edit
out those stories that are not entirely flat-
tering. We hear of four generations, dis-
placed by poverty and racism, telling of
family gatherings and domestic violence.
We see a large, supportive clan, including
a mother baffled by the teenage pregnan-
cies of two daughters and brothers who
are, themselves, affectionate young
fathers. Weems's father tells stories of his
rural, impoverished youth in response to
his children’s requests. He is close to his
son, yet pulls a gun on him in the midst
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Fig. 4

Family Pictures and Stories
Mom and Dad with grandkids,
1982-84 (detail)

Silver print, 13 x 8%z in.
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of a drunken fight. This is not a one-
dimensional picture of family life, simpli-
fied and prettified in the name of black
pride. Weems’s exposure of her family’s
struggles and problems, along with their
resilience and affection, develops a multi-
dimensional portrait. She is confident
enough to reveal the more complex truth.
Carrie Mae Weems tells her own story
as a consciously political act, defying inac-
curate government sociology. The first-
person perspective is crucial, since the
personal narratives have a subversive
power precisely when the “official” histo-
ries create distorted records or write a
people out of existence. Weems uses the
35mm format, the informality of the
“snapshots” and the first-person viewpoint
to construct an “alternative” history which
implicitly questions the third-person
“objectivity” of official portrayals. Family
Piclures and Stories can also be seen as a
response or reproach to documentaries of

black America by white photographers;
these include Photo League projects of the
1930s, such as Aaron Siskind's Harlem
Document, and Bruce Davidson’s East
1001h Street of 1970. Their representations
were clearly made from outside the com-
munity, and Weems thinks they present
distorted views.

In Family Pictures and Stories, Weems
for the first time introduces text, in the
form of captions beneath the images. This
device will become increasingly important
to her. Both the audiotapes and the text
in this series add an authorial voice,
directing the viewer’s reading of the pho-
tographs and adding more information
than the pictures can provide. The use of
captions and text to accompany a photo
documentary has a long history. It encom-
passes pioneering works published as
tracts, such as Jacob Riis's How the Other
Half Lives, and finds its most complex
expression in Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men by James Agee and Walker Evans. A
particularly potent source for Weems, in
both its photographs and text, was 12
Million Black Voices, Richard Wright's
1941 narrative accompanying a selection
of Farm Security Administration pho-
tographs. The book charted the progress
to the northern cities of Chicago, Detroit
and Washington by Wright and an entire
generation of southern, rural blacks. In
Family Pictures and Stories the Weems
and Polk families follow the same migra-
tion. Later still Wright’s title would echo in
Weems’s installation And 22 Million Very
Tired and Very Angry People.

Up to this point Weems’s work was
produced with a 35mm camera, consistent
with its aesthetic of informality, temporali-
ty and mobility. In the work that follows
she turned to the use of a larger format
(2 1/2 x 2 1/2 in.) negative and explored
its potential for carefully posed subjects
and large, high-resolution prints. In dis-
cussing the change, Weems said she was
challenged by the demands of having
only twelve exposures on a roll of film
(instead of thirty-six) and the concomitant
need to make rigorous choices. She also
expressed her personal preference for the
square format. The change in format also
was tied to her subject matter, which
increasingly responded to the large format




“Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the
finest of them ali? . . . Snow White,
you black bitch, and don’t you forget
it~

and highly posed imagery of the commer-
cial world and popular culture.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the
Sfinest of them all? . . . Snow White, you
black bitch, and don't you forget it!!]"?

While attempting to understand her
own family through the series Family
Pictures and Stories, Weems became in-
creasingly interested in storytelling and folk-
lore. She decided to pursue this interest at
the University of California, Berkeley,
where she entered a master’s program in
1984. Initially she saw the study of folk-
lore as independent of her work as a pho-
tographer. Weems credits Alan Dundes,
whose Urban Folklore from the Paperwork
Empire was a pioneering work in expand-
ing folklore from the study of strictly ver-
bal traditions to include visual material,
with helping her see that photography
could be studied as folklore.® She was
drawn to folklore’s uncensored quality and
particularly to the large collection of jokes
in the archives of Berkeley’s Folklore
Program. Weems sees jokes as a social
barometer and as a socially sanctioned
way to discuss topics that, while of obvi-
ous current interest, would otherwise be
considered unmentionable.

Folklore offered her a way to cut
through political theory and to move on
to how people feel, to “real facts by real
people,” she says. The legacy of folklore
to her artwork appears most clearly in the
recurrence of themes drawn from folk
sources, in her tendency to choose subjects
on the margins of social acceptability and,
more subtly, in her insistence on estab-
lishing an alternative, grass-roots history
that counters the authority of official history.

In 1987 she began to explore the
implications of racist humor in the series
of works titled Ain’t Jokin (plates 9-13),
another series of captioned photographs.
While the texts in Family Pictures and
Stories allowed Weems to add more infor-
mation to her visual imagery, here they
become a powerful vehicle for ironic con-
trast, which she manipulates to challenge
the viewers’ stereotypes.

In plate 9 a woman'’s eyes engage
ours, her hand half covering her mouth.

She has the introspective expression that
is familiar from magazine and newspaper
ads, in which the text suggests the
woman’s problem, then provides the solu-
tion in the sponsor’s product. The woman
is young and comely, so the fried chicken
leg she holds is as jarring as the text
below, which reads “Black Woman with
Chicken,” words which, on their own,
have a strongly derogatory connotation.
This is the wrong label, we think, or the
wrong picture. Or is it the right label, that
is, the conventional label, and didn't we,
who labeled her, get it wrong?

Some works in Ain't Jokin play with
the conventions of educational books and
toys, using the favored teaching device of
compare and contrast (What's a cross
between an ape and a nigger?), and force
the viewer to come close, to get involved.
The answer is concealed by a sliding
panel which the viewer must move to
reveal the text (fig. 5). The viewer must
touch—violating art-world conventions.
The discomfort of touching the artwork is
made to parallel the discomfort of con-
fronting our own racism.

Although Weems pairs photos and
captions throughout Ain’t Jokin, she uses
no formula. She plays words off images to
varying purpose, evoking different
responses. Some texts are literal descrip-
tions (Black Woman with Chicken), unset-
tling because of their association with
racist stereotyping; some reflect internal-
ized racism within the black community
(Mirvor, Mirror), plate 11; others are
unabashedly violent, racist jokes (How do
you get a nigger out of a tree?). One might
say there is something here to offend
everyone—everyone, that is, but the unre-
generate racist. This work has a demon-
strated capacity to upset both black and
liberal white audiences. That discomfort is
surely one measure of its importance.

The use of racist humor in Ain't Jokin
sets the series apart from a tradition of
socially critical artwork that inverts the
authority of commercial imagery.
Nonetheless, Weems's work shares tactics
with works by Victor Burgin, such as
Reflect/Contradiction (published as a page
of advertising in the January 1976 issue of
Artforum), or Possession (five hundred
posters hung throughout the streets of
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WHAT'S A CROSS BETWEEN AN APE AND A

NIGGER?

Fig. 5

Ain’t Jokin

What'’s a cross between

an ape and a nigger?, 1987-88
Diptych, two silver prints

20 x 16 in. each

Answer: A mentally retarded ape.
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Newcastle upon Tyne in the summer of
1976). It also uses an approach similar to
Hans Haacke's The Right to Life, 1979
(adapted from a Breck advertisement),
and Adrian Piper’s Vanilla Nightmares
series of 1986, in which Piper reworked
newspaper advertisements, inserting
repressed images of blacks. For a treat-
ment of racial subject matter with a rau-
cous, bawdy, similarly disquieting
approach, we must turn to the work of
Robert Colescott. The painted inversions
of stock cultural images produced by
Colescott (such as George Washington
Carver Crossing the Delaware, 1975, in
which Colescott substitutes Carver for his
white namesake in the original painting
by Emanuel Leutze), form a background
to Weems’s photographic explorations.”

“Each of us carries around little packages
of consumer racism in the form of neat lit-
tle characteristics and qualities reserved
for specific groups—unlike ourselves—we
may encounter along this miserably short
course in life. And the unfortunate part of
the business is these stereotypes are not
harmless expressions, but have real—dev-
astatingly real—effects on the material
well-being of those singled out as objects of
these expressions.”

The American Icons series of 1988-89
(plates 14-16) is a counterpart to Ain't
Jokin because of its treatment of racist

imagery in our daily lives, as opposed to
the mass media. Behind this series one
hears the feminist slogan of the 1960s:
“The personal is political.” The formats of
the series are the still life and the domes-
tic interior. These photographs, lushly lit,
composed and beautiful, slyly project
their subtext as they reveal caricatured
blacks reduced to subservient, decorative
objects. The photographs show tsatskes or
curios in the form of cookie-jars, ashtrays
and other minor household furnishings.
They hold letters on the desk, peek from
behind a porch thermometer, serve as
objects of fun in the playroom (“every-
where but in the bedroom,” the artist has
remarked, where racist myths about black
sexuality might upset the hierarchy).

“She felt like she was walking through a
storm, like she was in a lonesome grave-
yard, like she had many rivers to cross,
like making a way out of no way was bher
Sfate in life, like nobody knew the trouble
she'd seen, like a change gotta come,...”"

In Untitled (Kitchen Table Series) of
1990 (plates 24-37) Carrie Mae Weems
has created her masterpiece to date. The
photographs have a beauty that exploits
the full potential of the large-format cam-
era. Their formal subtlety and intricacy
counterpoints the folksiness of the text.
Their verbal and visual call-and-response
draws on African American tradition as it
engages us in complex and timely issues.
This inter-play develops the story in which
a woman sorts out the conflicts between
her political ideals and her emotional needs.

The narrative proceeds through a
space that is fixed rigidly in three dimen-
sions by the immobile position of the
camera/photographer/viewer, which
defines the spatial breadth; by the reced-
ing table; and by the prominent verticality
of the overhead light. The consistent illu-
mination infusing the series recalls the
bare bulbs of interrogation rooms, yet
here the illumination becomes a metaphor
for the artist’s examination of the woman's
life. The heroine interacts with her lover,
daughter and friends. The characters sit
and stand around a table—anchored to its
central, domestic space. The strips of




“She felt like she was walking through
a storm, like she was in a lonesome
graveyard, like she had many rivers to
cross, like making a way out of no
way was her fate in life, like nobody
knew the trouble she’d seen, like a

change gotta come,...”

wood of the tabletop emphasize its planar
recession and underline the objects
placed upon it. These personal objects
have the studied casualness of a 17th-cen-
tury Dutch still life—the cigarettes, ash-
trays, drinking glasses, playing cards
become attributes of modern emotional
life. The text for Untitled reveals a finely
cocked ear for the vernacular. It combines
a free-flowing association of folk sayings
and lines from oft-heard songs, as familiar
as the furnishings of one’s home, to create
a parable of contemporary life.

The format of Untitled is related to a
tradition of narrative photographic fictions
and to the use of serial photography by
conceptual artists. It is also clearly related
to film, as if we were given a script and
storyboards. Yet the intricate choreogra-
phy of the figures, down to the subtlest
detail of a glance or gesture, would be
impossible on film—it would be more
likely in dance or in history painting from
an earlier period. The work is, in part, a
conscious response to feminist film criti-
cism, particularly Laura Mulvey’s analysis
of the problems inherent in female repre-
sentation.” The photographer is the model
for the main protagonist of Untitled. This
knowledge allows the viewer, in identify-
ing with the photographer, to identify
with her subject as well. The text always
brings the viewer back to the narrative.
Written in the third person, it is firmly
anchored in the female voice, even when
it opens up to allow her lover his say. '

Weems has discussed the fact that
Mulvey’s analysis of female representation
in film entirely elides the issue of women
of color.® With her Untitled series, Weems
challenges this omission, and looks back.
Her protagonist not only functions inde-
pendently of the white women who are
her friends (upsetting the usual role
assigned black women in white films), but
several times within the sequence she
stares directly at the viewer. Weems takes
control of her own space, refusing to be
the compliant object of “the gaze.”

“... 1say now, if the white folks fight for
thyself, and the black folk fight for thyself,
we gonna crumble apart... There's white
that suffer, there’s Indian people that suf-
fer, there’s Mexican American people that

suffer, there’s Chinese people that suffer,
and I'm perfectly willing to make this
country what it bave to be. We gonna
have to fight these battles TOGETHER...”
Fannie Lou Hamer*

In 1990 Weems produced her first
color work, when she was invited by
Polaroid Corporation to use their 20 x 24
camera. One of three such experimental
cameras, it produces large, unique images
of highly saturated color. At the time
Weems was accustomed to black and
white photography’s abstraction of chro-
matic range, and equally concerned with
the abstract nature of racial categories.
The subject of her Polaroid series is the
universal one of social equity. Perhaps it
should not surprise us that the images she
produced with the Polaroid camera, using
a series of filters, were monochrome—a
warm sepia, more or less the color of her
own skin (plates 38-43).

The Polaroid images became part of
an installation titled And 22 Million Very
Tired and Very Angry People. The installa-
tion consisted of thirteen still lifes, each of
a single subject, plus single images of an
armed man and a veiled woman. All fif-
teen photographs were captioned and
arranged around the periphery of the
space. Above the photographs Weems
hung banners of text, evoking the voices
of writers and theorists she admires:
Fannie Lou Hamer, Antonio Gramsci,
Ntozake Shange, Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
Anton Chekhov, Malcolm X and others.
The photographs with suspended texts
take the form of a primer, instructing the
viewer about the role of the individual in
the cause of political change.

And 22 Million ... is a call to social
action by an artist grounded in theory
who wants to go beyond abstract ideals.
Weems has referred to the installation as
her “kitchen piece,” an attempt to get cer-
tain issues on the table. The objects in her
still lifes have a particularly homey feel: a
rolling pin (captioned By Any Means
Necessary), a bedside alarm clock (4
Precise Moment in Time), a manual type-
writer, hardly the latest model (4#n
Informational System). The installation
addresses social and political awareness,
but offers no single or clear reading. Are
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the captioned objects to be seen as ironic
references to obsolete tools, at least in the
First World (a fan titled A Hot Day, the
wooden mallet titled A Hammer, paired
with And A Sickle)? Are they instead
instruments of homemacde revolution and
low-tech progress? The only banner in
Weems’s own words reads, “At that
moment we all knew that Cooke had
been seriously on the money when he
said ‘a change is gonna come’ and that
Foucault was dead wrong. If this ain't a
unique historical moment, what is it !I!”
Despite the attraction to political analysis
revealed by the statement, its irony
betrays a strong impatience with rhetoric.

“Deep Black, Ashy Black, Pale Black, Jet
Black, Pitch Black, Dead Black, Blue
Black, Purple Black, Chocolate-Brown,
Coffee, Sealskin-Brown, Deep Brown,
Honey Brown, Red Brown, Deep Yella

Brown, Chocolate, High-Brown, Low-
Brown, Velvet Brown, Bronze, Gingerbread,
Light Brown, Tan, Olive, Copper, Pink,
Banana, Cream, Orange, High Yalla,
Lemon, Ob, and Yeuh Caramel.”"

From late 1989 to early 1990 Weems
created a series which celebrated the
range of skin color hidden behind the
term “black.” Its title, Colored People,
recaptures the term American whites once
used to describe blacks, and plays upon
the fact that the prints themselves are
“colored” (hand-dyed black and white
prints). The triptychs and single images in
the series portray the terms by which the
African American community has created
its own hierarchies of color. The prefer-
ence for lighter or darker skin has reflect-
ed the changing politics of the community
and, while such distinction by color is
controversial, it is still operative.

The format of the series harks back to
the 19th-century use of photography in
eugenics and criminology (by Francis
Galton and Alphonse Bertillon), which led
to the modern “mug shot.” Yet in both
photographs and captions, Weems con-
verts demeaning systems of picturing and
naming into a loving embrace of our
polychrome humanity. With deft irony,
she takes the names of the colors of caste
literally, highlighting their artificiality: her
Magenta Colored Girl is the synthetic
color of aniline dye, far from anyone’s
skin tone. She adapts the mug shot’s
sequence of front and side view, the bet-
ter to trap the miscreant (or, in its use in
anthropology, to fix the “primitive other"),
and turns it into a repetition of affirma-
tion. The series’ reference to Minimalist axt
adds another layer of subtlety: Weems
overlays Minimalism'’s formal repetitions
with those of the mug shot. This gives
Mimimalism'’s color sequences a purpose,
generated not by aesthetic considerations
but by the social implications of color.

Fig. 6 It is no accident that most of Weems's
Colored People (1989-90) Colored People are, in fact, children and
adolescents. Golden Yella Girl is a profile
of a young girl with a broad gentle smile
that reveals braces on her teeth. Honey
Colored Boy is a bust portrait of a smooth-
cheeked boy with an incipient mustache,
his hair tied up in rubber bands. Blue

Installation view, 1991
Wadsworth Atheneum

Hartford, Connecticut
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“Deep Black, Ashy Black, Pale Black,
Jet Black, Pitch Black, Dead Black, Blue
Black, Purple Black, Chocolate-Brown,
Coffee, Sealskin-Brown, Deep Brown,
Honey Brown, Red Brown, Deep Yella
Brown, Chocolate, High-Brown, Low-
Brown, Velvet Brown, Bronze,
Gingerbread, Light Brown, Tan, Olive,
Copper, Pink, Banana, Cream, Orange,
High Yalla, Lemon, Oh, and Yeah
Caramel.”

Black Boy is younger still; staring directly
at us, startling, darkly innocent. Colored
People, growing out of black folklore, is
addressed largely to its own young peo-
ple—holding up a mirror to the beauty of
their multiplicity (plates 17-23).

Carrie Mae Weems has forced a
rereading of the history of photography in
America, by insisting that we see black
photographers as a distinct group with its
own traditions. She has framed images of
black Americans perpetuated through
popular and media sources, and com-
pelled us to examine their biases. She has
furthermore adapted the repressive photo-
graphic techniques of Galton, as well as
the documentary photography of both lib-
eral social reformers and self-conscious art
photographers. In so doing, Weems has
brought a rare complexity, humor and
beauty to an art dedicated to social change.
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The monkey and the lion

got to talking one day.

Monkey looked down and said, Lion,
I hear you’s king in every way.

But | know somebody who do

not think that is true—

He told me he could whip

the living daylights out of you.

Lion said, Who?

Monkey said, Lion, he talked about
your mama

and talked about your grandma, too,
and I’'m too polite to tell you

what he said about you . . ..

The Signifying Monkey

African American folklore




Signifying

Photographs and Texts in the
Work of Carrie Mae Weems

san Fisher Sterling

“Contradictions reveal, among other
things, the passing of time.” The old
adage “one must change with the times”
is apt, but change does not always come
fast enough, and what kind of change
should it be anyway? We tend to carry old
assumptions into new situations, where
they no longer make sense, and yet we
do not see their inappropriateness. We
would rather suffer irrationality than dis-
turb the unity of well-known patterns. We
bury, for a time or for a lifetime, contra-
dictions that might lead to revisions or
reconstruction. Yet, ultimately such incon-
sistencies have the potential to resurface,
piercing through our complacency like
small daggers.

Carrie Mae Weems's photographs and
texts have the poignant power to summa-
rize contradiction and signal the capacity
for change. Using artistic strategies that
address the fragmented experience of
contemporary “reality,” she creates art that
cuts through the veneer of accepted social
truths to reveal our deep cultural heritage
of prejudice and oppression.

In revealing these strong disjunctions,
however, her images and words also form
a site for response and reconstitution.
Often developing a spiraling dynamic, her
work moves from the personal to the
social to the political and back again, both
within each series and as a whole. These
levels of complexity engage us as viewers,
establishing a locus for the exchange of

feelings and ideas about issues of race,
class, gender and identity.

Weems’s primary concern in art, as in
politics, is the status and place of African
Americans in the United States.? As Audre
Lorde has pointed out, traditionally in
American society it is the oppressed
groups who are expected to “stretch out
and bridge the gap,” thus teaching the
oppressors their mistakes.* This is Carrie
Mae Weems’s ambitious intention: to pro-
duce art that addresses formal and politi-
cal issues encircling African American cul-
ture, in the hope of creating new patterns
for relating as equals across our human
differences. Adopting a tone and manner
very much like that of her intellectual
forebear Zora Neale Hurston’s in “How It
Feels to Be Colored Me,” the artist has
stated, “I'm feeling extremely colored now
days, and I'm happy about my ‘condi-
tions.” For much too long, I've placed
great emphasis on being European and
Western. Often at the expense of over-
looking the value of Afro-American cul-
ture, I've used European aesthetics and
standards as a starting point for creating
my own work. So this notion of ‘feeling
colored’ has to do with drawing upon
Afro-American culture as a foundation for
creating art,” Well grounded in the docu-
mentary mode of photography and its dis-
cursive spaces, and well schooled in
French theory and its deconstructive prob-
lematizing, she uses these languages as
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tools in getting down to her primary
objectives.

Weems's work is meant to challenge
the traditional discourses of documentary
photography. Rejecting the “objectivity” of
photographers such as Garry Winogrand,
Tod Papageorge and Bruce Davidson, she
asks us to question their motives, espe-
cially their aggressive condescension as
ethnological outsiders documenting “the
lives and habits of others.” In contrast,
Carrie Weems has adopted strategies
which examine and subvert the relation-
ship between conventional photographic
representation and racist and sexist ide-
ologies’ Her work complements that of
other contemporary photographers, such
as Lorna Simpson, Connie Hatch, Cindy
Sherman, David Wojnarowicz, Barbara
Kruger and Allan Sekula, who extend and
supplement our understanding of Western
culture, its motivations and practices.

Weems uses her artistic practices as a
path toward enfranchisement and empow-
erment. She is more interested in resolu-
tion than in endless analysis. Raised in the
Civil Rights era; schooled in the first wave
of the Black Consciousness movement;
anchored in the Marxist left; baptized in
the photography of the Kamoinge
Workshop;® immersed in the aesthetics of
the Harlem Renaissance and the writings
of Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison;
and socialized through her studies of
African American folklore, Carrie Weems's
words and images are not “the elements
of style.” They are, as Kellie Jones has
stated, cultural signifiers, full of the ability
to speak directly to deep issues.” Among
the penetrating questions her art asks is:
“If it were possible to move beyond the
stereotypes of black/woman, how would
a person recreate herself as co-equal.” In
answering such questions Weems works
within specific genres to activate the dis-
course berween viewer and artist. To
achieve this dialogue she uses experience,
in its broadest sense, as a guidepost for
her work. She thrives on individual and
collective memories, histories and fictions.
From her background in folklore, she
understands the value of questioning or
reconstituting the shared wisdom of one
or more cultures. Creating photographic,
oral and written responses to long tradi-

tions of storytelling, speechifying and sig-
nifying, she is heavily invested in the
understood, the shared, the familiar. Her
intertextual strategies, using photographs
and text, bring “black” and “white” images
together on the page, in her art and in our
minds. It is through these interconnec-
tions that we come to understand her
artistic and cultural motivations best. The
following essay will examine the intercon-
nections of her imagery through four
major series created by the artist from
1978 through 1991.

Of Family and Lore

In both folklore and numerology, three s
one of the most potent numbers.* In
Family Pictures and Stories Weems tells us
tales in threes to create her family chroni-
cle. Interweaving photographs, captions
and audiotapes, she records for posterity
the Polk family’s migration north in the
1950s, the characteristics and experiences
of the Weemses and the particulars of her
own family’s dynamic. Begun, as Andrea
Kirsh has noted, as a rebuttal to assump-
tions found in the 1965 Moynihan Report,
Family Pictures and Stories developed
into a tale of self-recollection that integral-
ly relates her family’s experience to that of
many other African American families in
this country.” Here, Carrie Mae Weems
treats her own experience and that of her
family as culture/folklore, rather than as a
social condition.”® For the first time, she
defines herself primarily as a person with-
in a specific culture rather than through
her relationship to white society—depict-
ing the interior life of her family, affirming
its relationships and remembrances, ac-
knowledging its conflicts and contradictions.
Weems began working on Family
Pictures and Stories in 1978, while attend-
ing CalArts. She first exhibited the work in
1984 as part of her M.F.A. thesis for the
University of California, San Diego, just
before entering the master’s program in
folklore at University of California,
Berkeley." In the audiotape she explains
that in 1979, in “a desperate search,” she
went south with her sister to visit her
father's family in Memphis and her moth-
er's people in the small delta town of
Clarksdale, Mississippi. This trip “home”




became the catalyst for Family Pictures
and Stories.

From this point on, like Hurston
before her, Weems took up the role of
participant/observer in creating her fami-
ly’s folklore.” Although she had not con-
sidered herself as an active family mem-
ber for some time, she felt compelled to
provide “her take on her people.” As pho-
tographer, writer and storyteller, Weems
exercised full editorial control over the
series. Not surprisingly, she chose to
emphasize “the woman'’s voice”—her own
as the narrator and that of her mother and
cousin as sources of family biography and
hearsay. In doing so, she established an
important cultural link between the work,
the oral traditions of African American sto-
rytelling and the fiction of Hurston and

nily Pictures and Stories
Mom and Willy, 1981-82
Silver print, 8%2 x 13 in.

Morrison, which is strongly invested with
this rich cultural language. Once we hear
the artist’s silky, expressive voice on the
audjotape paying homage to both histo-
ries and dreamtime, we sense these con-
nections immediately.

In Family Pictures and Stories, Carrie
Mae Weems also developed a montage of
photos and texts that embody an
approach to imaging African Americans
by and for themselves. Taking Roy
DeCarava as her model, Weems reframes
the open vitality of his work within her
own 35mm photographs. Her family por-
traits have the look of informality; yet, for
all their casualness, they are carefully con-
structed images that define her family
members in essential ways. There is a
sense of immediate connection between
the photographer and her subject: very lit-
tle space, either physical or emotional,
comes between them. This economy of
form will become a hallmark of her style.

As the artist herself has maintained,
there is much in the formal makeup of
this series that pays tribute to DeCarava
and Langston Hughes’s photoessay The
Sweet Flypaper of Life (1955). The number
of soft-focus and close-up images; the
attention to private, family spaces, like a
bedroom or kitchen; the inclusion of illu-
minated rooms at night; even the warm-
toned paper and diptych page formats
demonstrate her strong, conscious
involvement in extending DeCarava’s art.”
Certain photographs actually seem to
quote the master lovingly."" Moving
beyond emulation, Weems layers the pho-
tographic text of her own family’s story
onto DeCarava's depiction of the living,
working people of 1950s Harlem.” Like
him, she is no ethnological interloper but
rather someone who has been welcomed
with a hug and a smile.

Weems's texts in Family Pictures and
Stories seek to further ground the meaning
of the photographs. Unpretentious and
accessible, her Janguage assumes the col-
loquialisms and tone of spoken black
English. Unlike the notes found in other
family albums, which talk about happy
babies and loving couples but skip the
problems of missed opportunities and
tough choices, Weems searches for cap-
tions that express the drama in the lives of
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her working-class family.** Often she picks
up on an idea, decision or event that
helped form or alter someone’s self-image
and family standing. Inviting participation,
her texts intensely involve you with peo-
ple you have just met, leaving impressions
that are hard to shake. They express years
of private, family material, compressed
into the space of a few lines of type.

Beginning with her own characteriza-
tion in “Welcome home” (plate 1), she
tells of her nervousness at being reunited
with her family: “I went back home this
summer. Hadn't seen my folks for awhile,
but I'd been thinking about them, felt a
need to say something about them, about
us, about me and to record something
about our family, our history. I was
scared. Of What? I don’t know, but on my
first night back, I was welcomed with so
much love from Van and Vera, that I
thought to myself, ‘Girl, this is your fami-
ly. Go on and get down.” Although the
photograph and text were created at dif-
ferent times, within the artistic reality of
Family Pictures and Stories, the addition
of a caption to the photo of two beaming
young women convinces us that Weems
has just arrived at home and her sisters
are there to welcome her back into the
center of the family.”

Most of the captions provide pithy
descriptions of their sitters. Some confirm
the impressions conveyed in the pho-
tographs, such as Dad with Suzie-Qs or
Van and Vera with kids in the kilchen
(plates 7 and 8). Others strongly contra-
dict that sense, including Dad and Son-
Son and Alice on the bed (plates 3 and 4).
A photograph of a swaddled girl-woman
lying quietly on a bed, Alice is a wonder-
ful image of vulnerability. The text, how-
ever, casts her as the bedrock of the fami-
ly: “Alice is the oldest and as the oldest—
when momma wasn’t home—cooked our
food, washed our clothes and us, cleaned
the house, when necessary even whipped
our behinds. She’s a no jive kinda
woman, taking no slack from nobody for
no reason. And the thing I like about her
is her profound commitment to family.
Girl will do whatever to hold it together.
Tough cookie.” This kind of artful story-
telling recasts the photo, extending its
meaning beyond the moment of its creation.

The final layer of audiotaped inter-
views and recollections adds an important
social dimension to Weems’s photographs
and texts. Almost as if she had added
Richard Wright's commentary in 12
Million Black Voices: A Folk History of the
Negro in the United States on top of The
Sweet Flypaper of Life, our understanding
of the Weems family is broadened by the
larger social and historical context devel-
oped in the audiotape. An introduction by
the artist provides the reason for this oral
history: “No doubt there is something
grand in the knowing and in the creating
of ourselves, but something more grand in
how we know and create those personal
histories. For hundreds of years people
have used the oral tradition for this pur-
pose . . . breathing life back into days
gone, times remembered and stories told."®
The audiotape, which then goes on to
proudly record the family tree, also tells
of the evils of sharecropping; the real,
physical dangers associated with being a
smart, southern black; the problems of
miscegenation and passing; and the diffi-
culty of being only a handful of genera-
tions away from slavery.” The audiotape
insists that, good and bad, we are the
creators and the recipients of our own
family history.

By the time the viewer completes the
experience of Family Pictures and Stories,
a great deal has been learned about a cer-
tain working-class family in Portland,
Oregon, which encompasses larger issues
of race, identity and class distinctions.
Through a complex montaging of parallel
narratives—photographs, writing and oral
texts—Carrie Weems asserts the realities
of African American self-respect, strength,
humor, resourcefulness and home ties,
while also confronting the problems of
male aggression, teenage pregnancy, job-
lessness and other forms of working-class
oppression. She tells us “these are my
folks and they matter.” The denotative
character of photographic reality has been
made connotative many times over, and
the family’s experience assumes the man-
tle of lore.

Of Stereotype and Prejudice

In the three years that passed between
Family Pictures and Stories and the com-




pletion of the Ain't Jokin series in 1988,
folklore became integral to Weems’s
involvement with photography.
Describing her time at Berkeley as a peri-
od of wondrous fascination, the artist
notes that folklore provided a way for her
to bridge her upbringing with Marxist phi-
losophy and social action in a way she
had not been able to do since the 1970s.°
Folklore’s analysis of diverse social groups
and their belief systems, as well as its
emphasis on “bearers of lore,” audiences
and observers, also intersected positively
with Weems’s earlier training in semiology
and deconstructive theories. As she
describes it, her deepening involvement
in African American folk material gave her
a foundation from which to work effec-
tively. The challenge became one of locat-
ing the conjunctions between her photo-
graphic image-making and the larger
African American folk tradition, recasting
both in her own voice.

Having gained a new knowledge base,
Weems began collecting both African
American and Anglo-American lore—
everything from songs, stories and folk
sayings to racist jokes and memorabilia.
The early results of this research led her
to the Ain’t Jokin series of 1987-88. A
major part of Weems'’s enterprise in Ain't
Jokin involves breaking down black and
white “fictions of coherence,” those myths
of race, class and gender that become
“truth” through repetition. Using the
resources of folklore and photography,
she powerfully attacks racist stereotypes
as perpetuated in Anglo-American folk
culture and exposes the joke’s power to
limit opportunity. In the same way that
Jenny Holzer addresses the charade of
social mores, Hans Haacke deals with the
structures of corporate power or Barbara
Kruger critiques identity construction via
advertising, Weems sets out to make us
understand that racial prejudice occupies
some of the deepest structures within the
American psyche.

The mental and material domination
of Africans and African Americans via
stereotypes is as old as four centuries of
associating blacks with apes or two cen-
turies of sassy southern mammies and
grinning sambos (plates 14-16).” Berkeley
folklorist Alan Dundes in Interpreting

Folklore, as well as social psychologists
Sander Gilman in Difference and
Pathology and Arthur G. Miller in
Contemporary Issues in Stereotyping, all
have discussed the nature, history and
effect of social stereotypes.? Although
they agree that stereotypes are not nega-
tive by nature, stereotypes are seen as
exaggerating differences between groups
for “contrast effect.” This kind of contrast
and limit-setting turns ugly when the
ethno- and egocentrism of one group,
especially the dominant culture, combines
with the psychodynamic factors of projec-
tion and scapegoating to oppress anoth-
er.? As Dundes has phrased it, “projection
provides protection,” and the group
which is perceived as threat or taboo is
imprisoned within the folkloric fantasy of
the stereotype.* Once the stereotype of
the “other” is fixed, it becomes the object
of jokes, carrying the dominant culture’s
anxieties on its back. Again according to
Dundes, because jokes as stereotypes are
a socially sanctioned way to talk about
anything that's not socially sanctioned,
they become more prevalent and virulent
after important events and during times of
historic change.?

Weems's Ain't Jokin series confronts
racist humor as a process of projection
and scapegoating—a mirror held up to
reveal Anglo-American oppression. Using
her own lifetime as a starting point, she
concentrated on jokes from the Civil
Rights era. In the 1950s and 1960s, when
blatantly expressed racism became less
acceptable, the ethnic jokes that
reemerged became an important indicator
of real social integration, or the lack
thereof ® By juxtaposing these texts with
photographs, Weems dramatically trans-
forms the jokes into a positive attack on
negative humor. She uses them to ques-
tion our integrity in continuing to create
and be amused by such racist stereotypes.

The moral premise of the series is
found in its title. “Ain’t jokin” is a double
entendre which not only points to jokes
as expressions of people’s true feelings
but also asks the question, “Can you
believe this? No really. I really heard
someone say it. I'm not joking.” Like
Adrian Piper’s business card “I am black,”
which she hands out at social occasions




when someone makes a racist remark,?
or Lorna Simpson’s turning her back to

or masking her face from the viewer,
Weems's work powerfully underscores the
devastating, dehumanizing consequences
stereotypes impose upon individuals and
ethnic groups.

As if to signal her new intentions in
Ain’t Jokin, Weems created the entire
series using a large format camera, rather
than a 35mm, and employing new photo-
text strategies. While she continued to rely
occasionally on “informal” photographs
for works such as White Patty (plate 10),
for others, such as Black Woman with
Chicken and Mirror, Mirror, she experi-
mented with photographs created in the
studio (plates 9 and 11). In addition, for
works such as What did Lincoln say after
a drinking bout? and A Child’s Verse, she
appropriated images from newspapers,
magazines and school textbooks (plate
13).#Using a standard format of a square
photograph with typeset text below, each
work is a seamless montage on a single
sheet of photographic paper.

When the various jokes, in the form of
associations, rhymes and riddles, are con-
nected to the photographs, our reactions
to them range from quizzical to wide-eyed
disbelief. In the case of associative works,
such as Black Woman with Chicken or
Black Man with Watermelon, the image
and text work in subtle opposition to one
another (plate 9). We see a black woman
and we see a leg of chicken or a black
man and a watermelon, but the people
and the objects have no real connection.
The association is ironic, deadpan. While
the titles tap directly into the white stereo-
type that all black people love chicken
and watermelon, Weems’s photographic
depictions immediately subvert the stereo-
types, making us aware of our own pre-
sumptuousness, We are a bit lost. It is a
mild slap on the wrist.

In the case of rhymes, the photograph
generally functions as an illustration. The
stories are more violent than the associa-
tions, most often describing injustices
inflicted upon African Americans. In 4
Child’s Verse (plate 13), for example,
Weems uses a news photo of laughing
white men, one of whom holds a stick as
if he were hitting a baseball. For anyone

who has seen photographs of Civil Rights-
era violence, however, the implication is
that these men are not baseball fans; they
are racist southerners, one of whom is
acting out the beating of a black man or
woman. This assumption is corroborated
by the rhyme Weems has chosen:

In 1944 my father went to war
Pulled a trigger

Shot a nigger

That was the end of the war.

Although no guns or uniforms appear
in the photo, we make a leap of faith over
these inconsistencies and identify the
image with the violent inhumanity of seg-
regation and racism: in the American mili-
tary during World War II; the South of the
1950s and 1960s; the American army in
Vietnam; or New York, Los Angeles and
Miami today.? The artist counts on our
shared knowledge of such abuses of
power to bring home the full impact of 4
Child’s Verse.

The third type, the riddles, are the
most confrontational jokes of all. In part,
they are upsetting because of the role we
are asked to play as viewers. We are dis-
quieted by the process of the racist “Q &
A,” especially when we are asked to open
a sliding panel to discover the riddle’s
answer: “What did Lincoln say after a
drinking bout?” Answer: “I freed the
what?” We are more profoundly disturbed,
however, by our own stifled laughter.
Like Polish jokes, elephant jokes and dead
baby jokes, we know the form of the rid-
dle or have heard it told before. Our prej-
udice is quickly revealed through Ain’t
Jokin's art.

“What are the three things you can’t
give a black person?” Answer: “A black
eye, a fat lip and a job.” The riddle
oppressively inflects a beautiful study of
man looking out from his front porch.
Although more subtle than some of the
others, this photo/text poignantly con-
fronts stereotypes about African American
physical features and abilities.” The joke’s
punch line not only ridicules negroid fea-
tures as severe distortions of the white
ideal but also condones physical vio-
lence—beatings are sanctioned because
the evidence will not show. The final
blow about “a job” completes the indigni-




ty. The joke invites the viewer to assume
that this man is sitting on his porch
because he is unemployed, eliciting
stereotypes of laziness. The juxtaposition
of a noble bearing with a racist riddle
makes abundantly clear the pain involved
in learning that, under the colonizing
gaze, no one has control over his own
image.

When the Ain't Jokin series is consid-
ered as a whole, two interrelated types of
racist humor are recognizable: 1) jokes
which perpetuate inferior images of
blacks as compared to whites with regard
to intelligence, physiognomy, manners
and abilities; and 2), jokes which attack
civi] rights advances by defending white
violence and white supremacy.
Presentation, in this case, is its own
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deconstruction and demystification. The
works reveal the perpetuation of preju-
dice and the lack of real social acceptance
for African Americans. Ain’t Jokin puts the
lie to what Michele Wallace has called
“one of the principal tenets of bourgeois
humanism, that color is an innately trivial
matter, which does not signify.”” If these
photo-texts anger, disgust and outrage us,
Weems presents each viewer with a
telling choice: “Displace your distress onto
the artist who is legitimately using visual
and verbal images current in our own cul-
ture or confront the pathology of a society
that continues to perpetuate racism.”*

Of Women and Relationships

When the psychological pain of din't
Jokin's inhuman social barometer had
worn her thin and angry, Carrie Mae
Weems wisely decided to move on. She
was on a month-long summer fellowship
at the Smithsonian Institution in 1987,
researching images of African Americans
in photography and in other forms of
Anglo-American cultural expression, when
something inside her snapped. It was time
to submerge the white point of view. She
turned instead to a few favorite things:
Zora Neale Hurston’s writings; jazz and
the blues; folk painting and drawing. She
hoped to mine an essence from these cul-
tural idioms that would help redirect her
work. From this, she produced the instal-
lation, Ode to Affirmative Action (1989), “a
tribute to the role of the stage in early
expressions of African-American culture”
(fig. 8),* and created a group of pho-
tographs that played off of African
American beliefs and lore. She soon com-
bined these and other, earlier documen-
tary photographs with traditional sayings,
proverbs and cures to create the artist’s
book, THEN WHAT? Photographs and
Folklore, 1990.%

In THEN WHAT? two photographs
stand out from the rest and are crucial to
the beginning of the artist's next major
photo-narrative. “Jim” is the prototype for
the man, whose social mission is impossi-
ble (fig. 9), while the disconsolate woman
in Untitled (Woman and phone) is
Weems's protagonist (plate 28). The spare
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studio set-up for both works—a kitchen
table and overhead lamp—serves as the
stage set for all twenty photographs in the
series. In the Untitled (Kitchen Table
Series) of 1990, Weems beautifully articu-
lates a new point of view, moving us
beyond the colonizing gaze of the stereo-
type toward an understanding of and
empathy for African Americans as “people
first” (plates 24-37).* To do so, she returns
to a favorite strategy and presents us with
a fictional narrative acted out through a
series of tableaux.

While the construction of stories is not
something new to her work, in Untitled
Weems spins ever more deeply into her
concerns about the character of male/
female relations in contemporary culture.*
The intricacy and interweaving of the fic-
tions in this series breaks away from the
more obvious issues of “black/white” rela-
tions to confront the contradictions and
struggle within “black on black” involve-
ments. Markedly more ambitious than

anything she had attempted before,
Untitled approaches the edges of cultural
consciousness to confront deep-rooted fic-
tions of self.

The Untitled series also is related to a
variety of modern and contemporary
approaches to photo-fiction, including
photoessays of the 1940s and 1950s;
Duane Michals’s serial narratives of the
1970s; Allan Sekula’s storied photo-docu-
ments; Conceptual works by artists such
as John Baldessari, Eleanor Antin and Bill
Beckley; as well as film and video.”
Perhaps equally important to Weems’s
attitude is what Stephen Heath has char-
acterized as the pervasive influence of fic-
tional narratives in the day-to-day com-
merce of our culture: “stories, romances,
novels, photo-novels, radio serials, films,
television plays and series—fictions every-
where, all-pervasive, with consumption
obligatory by virtue of this omnipresence .

. This mass production of fictions is the
culture of what might be called the ‘nov-
elistic’, the constant narration of the social
relations of individuals, the ordering of
meanings for the individual in society.”*

Weems's approach in the Untitled
series is assuredly self-conscious. She
banks on common knowledge and associ-
ations to create the tension and spin
needed to keep her good yarn about love
and the blues on track. She has experi-
enced such things deeply, and uses the
best rhetorical devices she can marshall to
convey the feelings of longing and loss.
Although the work is about the use of
clichés, she weaves together her staged
photographs and song-lyric texts so grace-
fully that we overlook the artifice. We
lose ourselves for a time in the telling, as
we stand at the end of the kitchen table
looking in.

In Untitled, Weems invites us to con-
struct a woman’s story through her social
relations to her man, their child and her
friends, within 4 setting of domestic ordi-
nariness. The photographs are presented
in chapters, each of which contains sever-
al images. The first photo “chapter” speaks
about the developing love relationship
between the woman and the man (plates
24-27); the second presents the woman
seeking consolation from friends and fam-
ily (plates 29-30); the third describes the




woman’s role as a mother (plates 31-33);
and the fourth depicts the woman coping
with being alone (plates 35-37).* Weems
develops the story’s rhythmic flow through
groupings of two, three or more images.
The works themselves are exquisitely
controlled tableaux vivants. The repetition
of staging and lighting develops feelings
of familiarity and intimacy. Since love is a
domestic issue, what better place to act it
out than in the kitchen, where everyone is
“fed.” Manipulating the social and psycho-
logical positioning of the people at her
table, Weems coaxes impressive perfor-
mances from the actors, including herself
as the female protagonist. The exacting
placement of a small range of domestic
props and subtle costume changes, from
black to white and back to black again,
adds a certain stylishness to the dramaturgy.

Fig. 10

Untitled (Kitchen Table Series), 1990
Installation view, 1990

P.O.W. Gallery, New York

The photo-triptychs, in particular, pro-
vide a wonderful extension to the story
line. For instance, in Untitled (Man read-
ing newspaper), plate 27, the dynamic
between the woman and man is played
out in three photographs, from the cool
anger of separation to the sadness of an
unreconciled embrace. Often the triptychs
are bracketed by one or more images that
add to their expressive meaning. Untitled
(Eating lobster) and Untitled (Woman and
phone) are such works. They elaborate
on the woman’s strong love for her man
and the desolation she feels when he
leaves her (plates 26 and 28).

The texts of the series also act like
chapters, although they are looser and
more fragmented, calling to mind the
heroine’s “running at the mouth, talking
things through.” Purposely dislocating any
sense of filmic unity from the start, the
written narrative often functions indepen-
dently of the photographs; the imagery of
text and photographs are not synchro-
nized with one another. This disjunction
creates a site for resistance and exchange,
as the written story line works to extend,
contradict, foreshadow or lag behind
events depicted in the photographs.
Although there are continual references
between the photographs and texts, their
narrative cycles run on parallel tracks,
intersecting only at certain key moments.
One of the best examples of this may be
found in the man’s story. In the photo-
graphic narrative, he is “out of the pic-
ture” before the cycle is a third complete,
while in the text he remains on the scene
until the final chapter. We intuit, from this
point of disjunction, that their love is
doomed. It is then up to the remaining
images and writing to recount how the
relationship falls apart and how the pro-
tagonist emerges with her selfhood intact.
Only at the end, when the woman is
alone in both photographs and text, do
we know for sure that her lover is gone
for good.

In general, the texts provide a broad-
er, more complex set of interactions
between the characters than the photo-
graphic narrative does. Here, the issues of
money, fidelity, politics and self-worth
enter into the mix. The texts tell us that
the woman is making “long” money and
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he is not (p. 84). We find out that she has
been unfaithful and that a friend double-
crosses her (p. 77). We witness as the
daughter foreshadows the family’s
breakup through the games she plays and
the words she says (p. 83). We are fright-
ened when the woman and man’s rela-
tionship comes to a violent, nearly fatal,
end after she goads him into such a fren-
zy that he hangs her upside down from
their seventh-story window (p. 86). “One
day he placed a match-box on her
clothes. It was time to book.”

Told in the autobiographical third per-
son, each of the main characters—
woman, man and child—establishes
her/his voice within the texts. Weems cre-
ates their stories using a combination of
familiar phrases, song lyrics and children’s
rhymes and games:

Looking her up, down, sideways he
said, “So tell me baby, what do you know
about this great big world of ours?”
Smiling she said, “Not a damn thang
sugar. I don't mind telling you my life’s
not been sheltered from the cold and I've
not always seen the forest or smelled the
coffee, played momma to more men than I
care to remember. Consequently I've made
several wrong turns, but with conviction I
can tell you I'm nobody’s fool. So a better
question might be: what can you teach me?”

He wasn’t sure, confessing be didn’t
have a handle on this thing called life
either. But he was definitely in a mood for
love. Together they were falling for that ole
black magic. In that moment it seemed a
match made in heaven. They walked, not
hand in band, but rather side by side in
the twinkle of August/September sky, look-
ing sidelong at one another, thanking
their lucky stars with fingers crossed.

With the exception of this one narra-
tive, however, the characters rarely speak
directly to one another. Although their
texts relate a great deal about their likes
and dislikes, desires and frustrations, there
is very little intersection between them.
They are anchored in their own perspec-
tives, just as their thoughts are presented
by Weems in the form of written clichés.
Each one has her/his own story to tell, yet
they talk across, over or through one

another. We begin to understand the
importance Weems ascribes to “the dis-
tances between people in the same fami-
ly, between men and women, and
between ethnic groups and nationalities
through the use of language derived from
experience.” Her characters’ psychological
realities are the scenes of disjunction as
much as they are the sites of connection.

Untitled was a particularly empower-
ing series for Carrie Weems, as author,
actor and director. In it she plays upon
the viewer’s heartstrings, at times over-
whelming us emotionally. We understand
the characters and their “real life” dilem-
mas, identify with their early triumphs and
empathize with their later conflicts and
failures. We feel an especially strong bond
and/or attraction to the protagonist
Weems has created, particularly in the
final set of photographs when the written
texts have stopped and the woman is
alone, again. We sense the potential for
vulnerability: Yet, her direct, face to face
confrontation across the table in Untitled
(Woman standing alone), convinces us
that she can make it on her own. In this
one picture Weems, as photographer,
woman and catcher of souls, stares out
and into us. Through the eyes of the
dynamic black female persona she has
created, she lets us know that she will
not, nor will her protagonist, be allowed
to vanish or self-destruct under the with-
ering effects of the male gaze or the lin-
gering power of outdated patriarchal
assumptions. Unlike such artists as Lorna
Simpson or Cindy Sherman, who resist
debasement of women via language or
film by never revealing themselves fully to
the camera, Weems leaps over this con-
vention of Postmodernism to assert her
photographic persona’s integrity, tying it
directly to her own as photographer and
creator. Weems thereby enables her
female character to gaze directly back at
the viewer as an equal, taking full posses-
sion of her sexuality and sense of self in
the process (plate 34).

In pursuing the narratives in Untitled,
we continually find ourselves tracing out
the production of sexual difference
through social positioning. The relations
between photograph and text are consis-
tently governed by the artist’s desire to
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recognize her characters' struggle, as the
heroine, her man and child grapple with
the flaws in their inherited social roles.”
Although only Weems’s protagonist may
ultimately succeed, struggle becomes the
symbol for each character’s individuality
and sense of purpose. Like Toni Morrison's
stories The Bluest Eye, Sula and Beloved,
whose heroines live, struggle and often die
in an inverted and unjust relationship to
society’s “truths,” Carrie Mae Weems's
Untitled series provides a contemporary
woman’s fable of the highest order.

Of Power and Revolution

And 22 Million Very Tired and Very Angry
People also addresses the inherent, perva-
sive lack of fairness in American society,
based on determinants of race, class and
gender. Like Untitled, the work relies
upon a series of individual voices for its
meaning. This time, however, the voices
join together with the artist’s own in a
chorus to advocate vigorously for deep
social reform. At the center of Weems's
concerns in And 22 Million . . . is the
ongoing struggle for equality by African
Americans. With this struggle as the
work’s focus, the installation goes on to
provide “an insider’s guide” to political

action. Stretching beyond the revelations
of prejudice found in Ain’t Jokin, the
emblematic photographs, captions and
banners in And 22 Million . . . work
together to establish the importance of
individual thought and action, as well as
the possibility of collective social action
based upon collaboration between indi-
viduals.” Symbolic in character and mil-
lenarian in tone, the work is meant to
touch all kinds of people: black, brown,
yellow, and white; women and men;
young and old; native and immigrant;
working class, middle class, underclass
and more, spreading the message that
their voices will matter if raised together
in the spirit of protest and hope of reform.

Weems’s title is meant to establish a
strong socio-psychological link to Richard
Wright and Edwin Rosskam’s 1941 pho-
toessay, 12 Million Black Voices: A Folk
History of the Negro in the United States.
Wright's essay is inspirational in the way it
transformed a commentary on the first
northern migration of blacks in the 1920s
into a spiritual hymn for equality. In par-
ticular, in the last chapter entitled “Men in
the Making,” Wright, as impassioned
preacher, urges:

The differences between black folk and
white folk are not blood or color, and the
ties that bind us are deeper than those that
separate us. . . .

Look at us and know us and you will
know yourselves, for we are you, looking
back at you from the dark mirror of our
lives/

What do we black folk want?

We want what others have, the right to
share in the upward march of American
life, the only life we remember or have ever
known. . . .

We are with the new tide. We stand at
the crossroads. We watch each new proces-
sion. The hot wires carry urgent appeals.
Print compels us. Voices are speaking.

Men are moving! And we shall be with
them. ..

In And 22 Million Very Tired and Very
Angry People, Weems signals her solidari-
ty with Wright's views on the critical
importance of black America’s social
progress. Reiterating and extending
Wright's ideas, Weems's work puts for-
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ward the question: “Standing as we are,
ten years before the end of the 20th cen-
tury, three hundred years since the
American institution of slavery, almost a
century and a half since emancipation and
half a century since African Americans
began the move north in search of a bet-
ter life, what is our position in America
today? Where do we stand as a symbol of
human progress and change?” Her all too
obvious answer also lies in the title she
has chosen: “We are now twenty-two mil-
lion very tired, very angry people waiting
for full enfranchisement.” The implication
here that African Americans cannot and
will not wait much longer becomes the
starting point for her installation’s call to
action for change.

And 22 Million Very Tired and Very
Angry People may be seen as Carrie Mae
Weems’s attempt to reinvent and revitalize
the leftist, humanist photoessay of the
1930s and 1940s in time for the 1990s.
Consciously rejecting the empathetic doc-
umentary style of such Farm Security
Administration (FSA) photographers as
Russell Lee, Walker Evans and Dorothea
Lange, whose work is found in all com-
mentaries on Depression-era photographs,
Weems approaches her subject emblemat-
ically, even allegorically. Her photographs
of tools are iconic, the familiar phrases
she uses for captions are heavily coded
and the banner texts she chooses are quo-
tations from classic texts.

Her strategies for combining these ele-
ments call upon us, as viewers, to think,
act and participate in the production of
meaning within the work. By working as
individuals to piece together the photo-
graphic and written elements provided by
the artist, and depending on how we
choose to shift our attention from photo
to caption to banner within the installa-
tion, we become responsible for creating
a whole that is larger than the sum of its
parts. Our participation in And 22 Million
Very Tired and Very Angry People thereby
functions as both a metaphor for and a
path toward collective social action.

In taking up where earlier photoessays
left off, And 22 Million . . . pays homage
to the work of one former FSA documen-
tarian, Walker Evans. In particular, Weems
was intrigued by Evans’s late photoessay

“Beauties of the Common Tool,” a port-
folio of photographs and text which
appeared in Fortune magazine in 1955.%
As Weems explained, she had puzzled
over the meaning of Evans’s odd, yet
famous, tool photographs for some time
before she discovered a way to use and
extend their meaning for her purposes.

In the fifteen large-format Polaroid
photographs for And 22 Million . . ., she,
like Evans, presented various tools, one
per page, displayed like specimens or arti-
facts of a culture.” In contrast to Evans’s
celebration of the beauty and functional-
ism of the modern hand tool, however,
Weems's photographs assert the contin-
ued usefulness of older implements. Her
tools are worn relics that carry a history of
use and an air of mystery. Indeed, unlike
Evans’s flatly mounted specimens,
Weems's tools appear to float, like ghosts
within the half-light of the photograph’s
sepia tones. If Evans’s goal was to cele-
brate the labor of the common man
through his love of tools, Weems’s object-
portraits act as symbols of the labor of
Amerijcan slaves and their descendants,
whose cause she champions by casting a
new light upon the full, rich shadows of
their experience.

It is interesting to think of Weems’s
tool photographs as emblematic in this
way, particularly when they are seen in
conjunction with the banner quotation
from Malcolm X. Speaking about African
American contributions to the building of
America, he writes: “It was our labor that
built this house. You sat beneath the old
cotton tree telling us how long to work or
how hard to work, but it was our labor,
our sweat, and our blood that made this
country what it is, and we're the only
ones who haven't benefited from it. And
all we’re saying today is, it's payday—
retroactive.” In the context of the instal-
lation, it is hard not to think of the ham-
mer and sickle as symbols of the urban
and rural working class, the rolling pin as
the cook in the kitchen or the out-of-date
typewriter as a poor writer of revolution-
ary broadsides. With the inclusion of the
allegorical figures of An Armed Man and
A Veiled Woman (plates 42 and 43), rep-
resenting the tactics of overt and clandes-
tine resistance,” it becomes clear that




each of Weems’s portrait-like photographs
serves an important symbolic function
within the framework of social change
proffered by the artist.

In captioning these photographs,
Weems also seems to take the anthropo-
logical view that, as artifacts of culture,
the function of tools can only be fully
known if we understand the society
which created them. To this end, her cap-
tions provide further keys to the meaning
of each object. Whether metaphoric, as in
A Hot Spot in a Corrupt World for a globe,
or metonymic, as in Some Theory for a
partly opened book (plates 38 and 40),
the captions extend the scope of the
work’s symbology. A Hot Spot in a
Corrupt World is a particularly rich exam-
ple. Here, the term for a bright spot on
the surface of a photograph combines
with a geopolitical description of a trou-
bled region to pinpoint the northwest
coast of Africa, where the slave trade once
flourished. The image and text thus work
together in a most economical way to
define the root of African American and
Anglo-American race and class problems
as stemming from the corrupt practice of
slavery.

Often as well in And 22 Million . .
Weems pairs captioned photographs to
dredge up additional imagery. This can be
seen in A Hammer and And a Sickle,
which point directly to the history of the
Communist International, while A Bell to
Ring and A Song to Sing call forth images
of Freedom Riders of the 1960s and the
1950s anthem of the left, Pete Seeger’s “If
I Had a Hammer.™*® Whatever the order
and the pairings of captioned pho-
tographs, And 22 Million Very Tired and
Very Angry People always seems to be
able to maintain its storied richness. In the
context of the six photographs repro-
duced in this catalogue, for example,
combining A Hot Spot in a Corrupt World
with Some Theory, the rolling pin weapon
of By Any Means Necessary, the Orisha
figure in A Little Black Magic and the
stances of An Armed Man and A Veiled
Woman (plates 38—43), presents us with a
wide gamut of options for resistance
against the status quo. From revolutionary
writing to a head-splitting rolling pin,
from the bearing of arms to the wielding

of hexes, both men and woman can prac-
tice arts that stand against injustices in a
less than perfect world.

The final level of interpretation which
ties the entire installation together may be
found in the silk-screened banner texts,
which alternate red and white like the col-
ors of the Soviet flag and touch you light-
ly on the shoulder with their messages as
you walk by. As in the captioned pho-
tographs, the banners suggest a variety of
approaches to effecting change. Whether
it is th