Representing American Slavery

University of South Carolina, Maymester 2002

SOST 405M, ARTH 390M

McMaster 329, 9:00-11:45, daily

Instructor: Elizabeth Kuebler-Wolf

Email:  ekuebler@indiana.edu
Office: Gambrell Hall, Institute for Southern Studies

Course Description:

From the initial dependence of the colonial and early national market economy on the slave trade and slave labor, to the political crisis that led to the Civil War, through the current political debate on reparations, slavery and its aftermath is a central part of American history and culture.   In the debate over slavery, images have served many functions:  as powerful rhetorical tools for abolitionists and pro-slavery factions, primary source material for historians, and vehicles of memory for the descendants of slaves and slave owners alike.

In this course, we will examine the history of slavery’s representation in visual media from 18th century broadsides to 21st century websites.  The course is arranged roughly chronologically with attention paid to developing certain broad themes about the construction of race and gender, the rhetoric of images, etc.

Goals of the class

Upon successful completion of this course, students should

1. Have a large mental ‘database’ of the most important and influential images relating to slavery from the 17th to 21st centuries.

2. Be familiar with the outlines of slavery history, and the basics of historical debate over slavery.

3. Have a good understanding of how social history and visual imagery influence each other.

4. Be conversant with the most influential theoretical ‘readings’ of art in current art historical scholarship, especially theories of race and representation.

2:45 class period = 2 lectures @ 1:15 and one 15 minute break

Required readings:

1. coursepack of articles available at ___________ (readings listed by individual author in the syllabus)

2. WEB: http://www.geocities.com/kueblerwolf/slavery
Some required reading and viewing is available only on the web; the underlined readings in the printed syllabus correspond to web-linked readings accessible from the web page.  

Assignments and Grades: 

Please see separate handout explaining graded elements of the course

4 article summaries = 52% of final grade

Lead one discussion session = 13% of final grade

Daily preparation and participation =35% of final grade  (asking questions and contributing comments to class discussion as well as occasional “pop-quiz” in-class article summaries)

On any assignment or exam (as for the final letter grade in the class) grades are awarded on the standard percentage scale:


90-100% = A range (student demonstrates outstanding grasp of material)


80-89% = B range (indicates above average familiarity with concepts of class)


70-79% = C range (student has achieved minimum acceptable performance)


60-69% = D range (indicates student has made some effort)

59% or below = F (performance is below minimum passing standard)

Attendance Policy:  

1. Definition of attendance:  physical presence in class, awake and alert, having read the material to be discussed, and prepared to make comments, ask questions, and participate in the life of the class.

2. Attendance in this class is expected, and required to achieve passing grades on the course exams and assignments.  There is no substitute for lecture and in-class discussion; the books in this class are complementary to but not identical to course material.   In addition, the class is structured to incorporate a large measure of in-class discussion, seminar-style; the success of the class (as well as individual student success) depends upon students’ regular attendance.   

3. Absences are at your own discretion.  I do not require nor will I accept excuses or explanations for absences; however, attendance is noted and excessive absences (generally more than 2 lectures; this translates to one day of class meeting in the Maymester) may result in the reduction of final course grade by up to 3 full letters (depending on severity of the case) or compulsory withdrawal from class per USC policy.

Academic Honesty

When noted, specific activities in the class may require you to work in collaboration with other students; however, all take-home projects and in-class exams are expected to be the product of your individual effort. 

Plagiarism (including uncredited use of Internet resources), cheating, and all varieties of academic dishonesty are serious offenses and will be dealt with according to University policy.  If you are in doubt about what constitutes plagiarism, cheating, or academic misconduct, please consult the Student Judicial Program section on Academic Responsibility.  Cheating on any test or other assignment will result in a zero for that assignment.  Further action may be taken according to university policies if warranted.

Miscellaneous

Cell phones: please turn off your cell phone before class.  If you should forget to turn it off and it rings during class, please turn it off immediately.  Answering your phone during class will result in the lowering of your final course grade by one full letter. 

Civil debate:  Occasionally in this class we will encounter images and historical interpretations about which individuals may have very different opinions and feelings—this is inevitable when dealing with a tough issue like slavery.  A diversity of opinions is both normal and healthy; however, it is expected that at all times students will maintain a respectful and civil tone with each other, even when disagreements are heated.  Remember, if you are trying to convince someone of your position, a pleasant atmosphere is a potentially persuasive one.     

Lecture, Discussion, Reading Schedule

Readings should be prepared for the day the reading is listed in the syllabus.  Article summaries and discussion questions due the day the reading is listed in the syllabus.

Week 1:  

May 13 (M)  


1. Introduction to Course; procedures, etc.

2. Overview of the historiography of slavery studies; intro to images and issues 


May 14 (T) ****SIGN UP FOR ARTICLES/DISCUSSION TODAY*****
1. Standard deviations; or, the image of the black person in American art 1619-1860

2. Am I not a man and a brother?  Early abolitionist imagery (Wedgwood, Jennings); anti-slavery, anti-amalgamation images

a. Reading for today: Elizabeth Johns, “Standing Outside the Door” CP

b. Questions for today’s readings: what is John’s take on the place of black figures in American genre paintings?  What are the key ideas that she brings to the interpretation of these paintings? In her assessment of  William Sidney Mount, what problems arise with his background, relationship to slavery, personal history with black people, etc?

May 15 (W)  Heroes and Zeroes, or,  science and the antebellum black man

1. Abolition cont’d and images of Cinque

2. Louis Agassiz’ Slave Daguerreotypes

a. Readings for today: Brian Wallis on Louis Agassiz (CP) and Richard Powell on Cinque (CP)

b. Questions for today:  

i. Wallis:  What was the purpose of the slave daguerreotypes?  How did science play a role in these images?  What do you make of Wallis’ assertion that the people in the Agassiz daguerreotypes are made into objects?  

ii. Powell:  Who commissioned the Cinque portrait painted by Nathanel Jocelyn, and what did they hope to show with this oil portrait?  What role did science play in this image of Cinque (and others)?

iii. How do the Agassiz daguerreotypes contrast with the oil portrait of Cinque?   

c. Discussion leader: browse the following sites for images:

i. Images of 19th Century African-Americans – from the Digital Schomburg (NYPL)

ii. Abolition from the Library of Congress

May 16 (R) The Very Shadow of His Master, or Slave images in the American South

Family portrait images, “beloved servants” 

a. Reading for today:  Genovese, “Our Family, White and Black” (CP)

b. Questions: How does Genovese explain the phrase, ‘our family, black and white?’  What implications did this phrase have for the elite of planter society and how they thought of themselves as masters?  How would this phrase affect their expectations of, and how they looked at, their slaves? 

c. Discussion leader: browse through A Search for Slavery – particularly good for family photographs

May 17 (F)  The Very Shadow of His Master, part II

Children’s companions (nurses, other children), and the ambiguous bond (Henry Clay’s deathbed, etc.)

a. Reading for today: Elizabeth O’Leary, excerpt from “Dirty Work, Dirty Women”

b. Questions for today: How does O’Leary see “blackness” and “whiteness” as interrelated concepts?  Why does she suggest that the representation of black servants and slaves has so much to say about whiteness?  What are some of the interpretations of slave images that she offers?  What in particular is the nature of womanhood in black and white?

c. Discussion leader: browse through A Search for Slavery – images in photography, particularly good for family images

****WEBSITE DOWN FOR MAINTENANCE, MAY 17-19****

Week 2:  

May 20 (M):  The very shadow of his master, part III:

“Slush” session, carryover from Friday, and  Jockeys and Grooms

May 21 (T)  Tragic “Octoroons” and white slaves

1. The Greek Slave

2. Anti-slavery cartes des visites

1. Reading: Joy Kasson, The Greek Slave

2. Questions:  What were the public reactions to the Greek Slave?  How did people see her, or fail to see her experience?  What does Kasson see happening in relationship to American slavery in the reactions of viewers to this piece?

3. Discussion leader: browse through Images of the Transatlantic Slave Trade – from University of Virginia and Slave Trading images from University of California Davis for images

May 22 (W)  “Happy” Slaves?

1. Eastman Johnson’s “Slave life at the South”

2. The minstrel show in the North, Confederate money

a. Readings: John Davis on Eastman Johnson

b. Questions for today:  What have been some of the interpretations of Johnson’s “Slave life at the South?”  What does Davis suggest is the best interpretation of the painting?  What evidence does he use to back up his interpretation? 

c. Discussion leader:  Browse through the Confederate money images on website Beyond Face Value.  What do these images have in common with a painting like “Negro Life at the South?”


May 23 (R)  Reconstruction and Reconstitutions

1. The enigma of Winslow Homer

a. Reading: David Park Curry, Dressing for the Carnival

b. Questions for today:  Curry brings up several of the problems with understanding this painting.  What are some of them?   What interpretation does he offer, and what evidence does he use?  Do you buy his interpretation?  Why or why not?

c. Discussion leader: browse Images of African-American Slavery and Freedom – from the Library of Congress

May 24 (F)  Reconstruction & Reconstitution, part II

2. Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben, or blackness as a foil for whiteness

3. “My dear ol’ Mammy”- sheet music and early (and not-so-early) movies

a. Readings: Jo Morgan, “Mammy the Huckster”, and re-visit O’Leary, Dirty Work, Dirty Women

b. Questions:  According to Morgan, when and why did the “mammy” image surface?  What purpose did this image serve?  What was the social and political context for it?  How does O’Leary’s account of antebellum female slave imagery fit with Morgan’s account of later slave and mammy imagery?


c. Discussion leader: browse the Johns Hopkins sheet music website for images of “mammies”


Week 3:
May 27 : Memorial Day: Class does not meet
May 28 (T)  Problems in Commemorating the Slave Experience (or, am I not a man?) 

1. Forever Free (Edmonia Lewis), Thomas Ball’s Emancipation Group, The Freedmen’s memorial, the St. Gaudens Shaw memorial

2. African-American artists remember in the 20th century: Jacob Lawrence, Hale woodruff

a. Reading: Boime, “Emancipation and the Freed” – How does Boime critique the sculptures commemorating emancipation and freedom, done by mostly white artists?  

b. 20th Century artists visualize slavery’s legacy – from the Legacy Project

May 29 (W)  Current debates on remembering slavery

1. Living history 

2. Displaying artifacts of the slave trade?

a) Reading: Karen Sutton, “Confronting Slavery Face-to-face: A twenty-first century interpreter's perspective on eighteenth-century slavery” from Common-Place 1, no. 4 (July, 2001)

b) Wood, “Representing pain and describing torture: slavery, punishment and martyrology” (CP)

c) Questions:  both of these authors bring up problems with the representation of the slave experience, and how one goes about making a modern audience ‘get’ an historical experience.  What are some of the special conditions of representing slavery in history museums (living or otherwise?)  Do you agree with Sutton’s assertions about audience, or Wood’s?  Why or why not?

May 30 (R)

1. The African American History Monument at the SC Statehouse.  Class will meet at the memorial at the Statehouse
a. Readings

b. The Kunta Kinte – Alex Haley Memorial in Annapolis, Maryland

c. Story on the installation of the Kinte-Haley memorial from the New Bay Times, 1999

d. Story on Ed Dwight’s Memorial to Slaves at the SC Statehouse from the Augusta (GA) Chronicle

e. Story on the SC Memorial from the Arizona Wildcat

f. Questions:  Who commissioned and installed these monuments?  What slavery iconography did the artists of these memorials choose to employ?   How are these uses of standard slavery iconography different from earlier ‘incarnations’ of these images?


May 31 (F) “Slush” day for overflow issues, wrap up of class

