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Abstract 
The 2000s were a significant period in the development of Kenyan-American artist 

Wangechi Mutu’s critical praxis. During this time, Mutu utilized collaging as a means of 

facilitating complex discussions about the representation of the black female body in popular 

culture. Her work, which takes into account the multifarious aspects of the imperial gaze and its 

influence on personal and collective identity proposes hybridity as a form of radical intervention 

and a way of (re)imagining blackness. The works selected here looks at how Mutu employs an 

oppositional gaze as defined by critical theorist bell hooks to interrogate and dismantle 

disparaging narratives put forth about blackness and black female subjectivity in particular in 

mainstream culture and popular discourses. The oppositional gaze as a means of creating 

transgressive black images/black looks in Mutu’s work shows how contemporary black sexual 

politics are tethered to historically derogatory assertions and stereotypes about blackness that 

reinforce the continued social and political oppression of black communities. During the 2000s, 

especially in the early to mid-2000s, Mutu produced works that physically and ideologically 

disrupted hegemonic Western tropes of blackness using collaging as an artistic strategy. The 

intimate and complexities of Mutu’s collages at this time created an opening for examining the 

development of defining and depicting the black female body and its integral relation to black 

sexual politics. My Master’s Thesis examines three of Mutu’s works in relation to the emergence 

of discourses of black feminism and Black sexual politics during the 2000s. In doing so, this 

thesis comparatively analyzes: 1) how the concept of the black female body has traditionally 

been inscribed and intellectually defined through Western visual culture to produce perspectives 

that uphold the social and political marginalization of black individuals; and 2) how Mutu’s work 
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problematizes this one-dimensional view of black people and bodies through her art. The specific 

artworks included here reveal the adaptation of black feminist strategies by Mutu as a response 

to ongoing defamatory stereotypes about blackness. The works also demonstrates how Mutu 

simultaneously fractures her viewer’s gaze and encourage a critical view of the images’ original 

meanings using the oppositional gaze. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Kenyan–American artist Wangechi Mutu (b. 1972) produces works that physically and 

ideologically interrogate and disrupt the imperial gaze as defined by bell hooks. According to 

hooks, the imperial gaze is “the look that seeks to dominate, subjugate and colonize” that was 

first initiated by European colonial powers and their institutions to frame the narratives of those 

they sought to rule.  More broadly, the imperial gaze can be understood as the domineering way 1

of looking practiced by hegemonic powers that seek to legitimize their authority by determining 

the realities of those they strive to dominate, usually through dehumanizing narratives. Through 

her work, Mutu examines the role of the imperial gaze in defining and depicting the black female 

body as the site of black inferiority during European colonial expansion, as well as its integral 

relation to current understandings of blackness and femininity. Working from the preposition that 

“anything that [society] desire[s] or despise[s] is placed on the female body,”   Mutu approaches 2

the black female body as a site for reckoning with lingering colonial paradigms and their 

attendant forms of looking within and outside the black community. Starting from her time as a 

student artist at Cooper Union, Mutu’s primary concern has been how colonialism and European 

concepts of beauty compound with anti-black notions of black degeneracy to inform how black 

women are perceived. For Mutu, ideas of beauty that determine understandings of black 

womanhood are conundrums that are relative to socio-political shifts. She explains that “"beauty" 

 bell hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: Southend Press, 1992), 7. 1

 Gea Politi, “Wangechi Mutu,” Flash Art 41 (March 2008): 136.2
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is a sensitive and politicized word for people who have had a hard time describing their own 

culture at this particular point because the hierarchy for colonization has set for things.”  Thus, 3

Mutu is interested in how European beauty standards have affected how societies once colonized 

by Europe/the West have informed and shifted discourses on blackness and femininity. The 

presence of beauty in Mutu’s work reflects her awareness of the many negative narratives 

surrounding black womanhood and Africanness, which has led her to question Eurocentric 

notions of primordial Africa and the civilized West as represented by mainstream visual culture 

through images that are simultaneously beautiful and grotesque.  

At the beginning of her professional career in the 2000s, Mutu developed her critical praxis 

by exploring how anti-blackness and Eurocentric beauty standards have informed black life in 

Africa and within the black American diaspora. Starting with her own experiences, Mutu's work 

during this time explored themes of immigration, femininity, and postcolonial African politics as 

they related to wars, such as the 1994 Rwandan genocide, and their effects on black life. As an 

African immigrant in the United States, Mutu delved into the variety of experiences that informs 

how she is perceived beyond the context of post-colonial Kenya. She looked at how Western 

racial iconography and ways of depicting black women as well as blackness and femininity in 

general inform how she was received as an artist and as an individual. In her early work, Mutu 

used collage to begin fragmenting the narratives produced by the imperial gaze and to create a 

transformative space for reclaiming black female subjectivity while challenging negative ideas 

surrounding immigration, femininity, and blackness.  

 Wangechi Mutu, “Artist Statement,” Callaloo 37, no. 4 (2014): 921–9283
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Using images that she culled from various sources including ethnographic coffee table books 

and magazines, pornographic posters, hunting magazines and mainstream fashion magazines like 

Vogue, Mutu examined the ubiquitous negative narratives created about the black female body 

and its ties to ideas of black inferiority. Additionally, her work allowed her viewers to understand 

how anti-black narratives not only affect black communities but other communities as well, 

particularly people of colour and women. Mutu’s use of images from Vogue and now defunct 

pornographic magazines like Black Tail and Pictorial point to how her work is inclusive in its 

critique of representations of womanhood and female sexuality. Through a close examination of 

three of Mutu’s works from key exhibitions during the 2000s, this paper argues that her praxis 

models the oppositional gaze as defined by black feminist writer bell hooks by employing acts of 

resistance that take into account the complexities of being black and female as a way to create 

radical interventions that unsettle external definitions of blackness and femininity thereby 

reclaiming black female subjectivity and initiating transformative contexts for others to do the 

same. This paper demonstrates how Mutu disrupts dominant representations of blackness and 

womanhood by using composite figures and how her interrogation of the materials that she 

gleans from popular culture dramatizes the disparity between the hegemonic knowledge systems 

of the imperial gaze and the realities of black female subjectivity.  

Radical Interventions and Resistant Black Looks 

In the early 1990s, cultural theorist bell hooks contended that the contemporary imagery 

and representations of blackness perpetuated by stereotypes have continually evolved to 

reinforce and reinscribe white supremacy; it a way they have changed since the have adapted to 

3



support racism that continually adapts and takes new forms. Looking at images and 

representations of blackness in mainstream media, hooks noted that the persistence of 

disparaging narratives and deprecating images about blackness originally created by European 

colonial paradigms continue to be repeated by “white people who have not yet divested of 

racism, or by people of colour/black people who may see the world through the lens of white 

supremacy.”  In her seminal work Black Looks: Race and Representation (1992), hooks laid the 4

groundwork for how black communities could interrogate the many histories of imperialism and 

its subsequent manifestations. Examining the critical relationship between the maintenance of 

white supremacy and the dissemination of stereotypical images of blackness, hooks notes that the 

way that blackness and black people have been presented in popular culture not only serve to 

erase black histories and black ways of being, but to uphold hegemonic modes of thinking, 

seeing, and being that underscore white supremacy and imperialism. She writes “there is a direct 

and abiding connection between the maintenance of white supremacist patriarchy in this society 

and the institutionalization via mass media of specific images, representations of race, of 

blackness that support and maintain the oppression, exploitation, and overall domination of all 

black people.”  In order to confront hegemonic modes of viewing and presenting blackness, 5

which she terms the imperial gaze, hooks suggests that black women think, see and exist 

oppositionally, effectively adopting what she terms an oppositional gaze.  In this way, black 6

 hooks, Black Looks, 1. 4

  hooks, Black Looks, 7.5

 hooks’ definition of the oppositional gaze was in response to British film theorist Laura 6

Mulvey’s "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" (1973) on the contentions of the male gaze 
and phallocentrism in film. In her response to Mulvey’s essay, hooks sought to also include the 
realities of black female spectatorship in cinema and visual culture in general. 
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women and communities can interrogate, disrupt, and transform deprecating images of 

blackness, thereby reclaiming their subjectivity. To do this hooks states that black woman artists 

and writers must make radical interventions to create images of blackness that are resistant to the 

imperial gaze. Resistant images of blackness or black looks according to hooks allows black 

critical thinkers (those with an oppositional gaze) to break free of hegemonic systems and ways 

of thinking so that they can name the problematic nature of dehumanizing narratives concerning 

blackness. In doing so, those with an oppositional gaze can invite other communities to do the 

same. To face the wounds of imperialism put forth by the white supremacist patriarchy and heal 

them, hooks asserts that “progressive black people and our allies in struggle must be willing to 

grant the effort to critically intervene and transform the world of image making” by making 

radical interventions.   Steps to radical interventions involve first becoming fully aware of the 7

realities of all aspects of black life, particularly painful narratives. In this way, those with an 

oppositional gaze are fully aware of what images and discourses that they need to challenge and 

disrupt. Secondly, moving away from binary thinking and eradicating subversion of problematic 

images based on rhetoric that emphasizes sameness allows for all black communities to engage 

in changing narrow views of all aspects of black life and blackness. Finally, hooks highlights that 

in order to create a context of transformation and produce resistant black looks, black people and 

their allies who are committed to adopting an oppositional gaze must be self-reflexive, becoming 

aware of their participation in and consumption of anti-black narratives and images.  

 hooks, Black Looks, 4.7
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 In relation to the importance of black female subjectivity in transforming and reclaiming 

blackness, hooks points out the tendency for anti-racist activists within and outside black 

communities to dismiss images of black women and specifically the negative stereotypes about 

the black female subjectivity as fundamental to undoing racist notions of black inferiority. In the 

essay “Revolutionary Black Women,” hooks notes how discounting the representations of black 

women within popular media by anti-black activist and feminist movements essentially 

disregards how these images contribute to disparaging narratives of women and black 

communities. She explains that popular stereotypical images of Black women like the asexual 

Mammy, promiscuous Jezebel, and castrating Sapphire are central to the maintenance of white 

supremacy because they support anti-black narratives that justify the oppression, exploitation, 

and overall domination of all black people.  For instance, the depiction of the Mammy, a satisfied 

servant, served in times of slavery to assuage white guilt whilst promoting the economic 

exploitation of black Americans. Additionally, the image of the Mammy masked the realities of 

black women during slavery, which included the sexual exploitation of black women for 

reproductive labour. Therefore, looking at the visual representations of black women in 

mainstream media is key to helping black communities assess anti-blackness in all aspects of 

black life and avoid recreating the imperial gaze when portraying black women. Ultimately, 

having an oppositional gaze means being willing to think critically about internalized and 

external dehumanizing images of blackness, challenging and disrupting the images to subvert the 

imperial gaze. Mutu’s artistic practice, which centres her own personal experiences and 

prejudices as well as external representations of the black female body is exemplary of how the 

oppositional gaze can be utilized to disrupt racist images of blackness transforming them to 
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create alternative narratives that foregrounds black subjectivity and decenters the authority of the 

imperial gaze. 

 While the term imperial gaze was coined by hooks, the concept of disseminating political 

imperialism through stereotypical images and narratives recurs across various important black 

feminist writings. Within the black feminist tradition scholars such as Patricia Hill Collins, 

Lorraine O’Grady, Barbra Christian, and Tina M. Campt amongst others have explored how 

imagery concerning blackness and in particular black women/black female bodies in popular 

culture have informed imperialism and anti-black ideology. As such, black feminist scholarship 

illuminates the underlying discourses that formed past colonial discourses and current imperial 

ambitions of Western powers and support anti-colonialist frameworks. Drawing on the works of 

hooks, Hill Collins, and other theorists from the black feminist tradition, it can be discerned that 

the imperial gaze manifested itself during colonization as an important tool of imperialist 

knowledge building and continues to present its authority through hegemonic modes of seeing, 

thinking, and being, present in mainstream culture that reaffirm white supremacy and 

imperialistic imagery of subjugation. Focusing on controlling images or “the gender-specific 

depiction of people of African descent within Western scholarship and popular culture,” which is  

“closely tied to power relations of race, class, gender, and sexuality,” Mutu’s work examines how 

the objectification of the black female body through stereotypical images of blackness played a 

role in Western hegemonic discourses and how these images informed the status of black women 

within once colonized societies and the United States.  In the 2000s Mutu’s works were made 8

 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender and the New Racism, 8

(NewYork: Routledge, 2004), 350.
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primarily using collage, a process that requires her to look at and collect numerous materials 

from cultural sources like magazines, cut them up and re-assemble them as pluralistic composite 

figures and backgrounds. Using collaging, Mutu fragmented and subverted controlling images of 

blackness and the black female body. In this way, collaging became representative of the radical 

interventions of interrogating black images that hooks discussed in Black Looks because it 

requires a direct confrontation with internal problematic narratives that are also represented 

externally in visual culture. Indeed, Mutu’s critically ambivalent praxis reflects hooks' call for 

those cultivating an oppositional gaze to demolish dichotomous ways of seeing, thinking and 

being, thereby creating radical transformative contexts. 

Reframing The Imperial Gaze: Hybridity and The Black Female Body 

  Historically, the black female body has been put on display as a spectacle of exotic 

difference that is physically exceptional in strength but intellectually subordinate. Categorized as 

the object of white male subjectivity, black women are made passive non-participants in their 

own narratives. Devoid of autonomy, black women, though the treatment and depiction of the 

black female body, have been dissected and categorized by the imperial gaze in relation to 

whiteness, rendering it inferior. In the context of colonialism, the iconography of the black 

female body came to exemplify “the naked image of Otherness”.  Othered as primordial 9

Madonnas in ethnographic narratives and  images,  African/black women were positioned as 

being closer to nature and “their body parts were offered as evidence to support racist notions 

 hooks, Black Looks, 33 .9
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that black people were more akin to animals than other humans.”  Utilizing the authority of 10

academic institutions, scientific racists and white supremacist reduced the black female body to 

parts that signified sexuality and held the anti-black anxieties and desires of white supremacists. 

In works like Histology of The Different Classes of Uterine Tumors, (2004-2005) and The Ark 

Collection (2006), for example, Mutu addresses the construction of the black female body as a 

signifier of animalism, hypersexuality and intellectual inferiority that upheld mundane and 

institutional anti-black racism, deconstructing it to expose how posing black women as 

nonhuman allowed colonial enterprises to exploit them for physical and reproductive labour. 

Exploring the credibility of the imperial gaze, Mutu's praxis creates a space for black women and 

communities to rethink their relationship with white supremacy and past histories. 

The imperial gaze as the basis for Western hegemonic systems relies on strict binaries to 

construct oppressive hierarchies; controlling images serve to reinforce the boundaries of binaries 

within this system. In Black Looks, hooks explains that “Long before white supremacists [met 

Africans/black people] they had constructed images of blackness and black people to uphold and 

affirm their notions of racial superiority, their political imperialism, [and] their will to dominate 

and enslave.”  The recognition of images as central to dominating narratives is the basis for the 11

proliferation of controlling images that helped establish and maintain racial hierarchies, making 

it clear that the control and distribution of images shapes perception and overall narratives. The 

success of the imperialist process of knowledge building through controlling images is why 

images continue to be integral to the maintenance of anti-black rhetoric. Like hooks, Hill Collins 

 hooks, Black Looks, 33 .10

 hooks, Black Looks, 1.11
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sees images as ideological justifications for the racial oppression of black people. In Black 

Feminist Thought (1990), she presented the concept of either/or dichotomous thinking to explain 

how stereotypical images of black women and their bodies serve to normalize racism, sexism, 

and poverty within black communities. In her own understanding of the imperial gaze as framed 

by hooks, Hill Collins contends that either/or dichotomous thinking and its inherence to 

oppositional difference is key in the objectification of the black female image and body that 

inform stereotypical images of black oppression. Broadly, either/or dichotomous thinking 

purports that differences within binaries are oppositional. Not to be confused with the 

oppositional thinking proposed by hooks, oppositional difference in either/or dichotomous 

thinking reinforces binaries that position one part of the binary as not simply different from its 

counterpart but as inherently opposed to its “other.”  As such, black women as the antithesis of 12

whiteness are posed as inherently inferior to whiteness. In this way, rather than interrogating and 

problematizing the binaries inherent in damaging anti-black narratives, either/or dichotomous 

thinking seeks to reinforce binaries which are harmful to black communities as a way of 

maintaining domination. Hill Collins adds to hooks’ earlier discussion of how the categorization 

of people and things into binaries is “the central ideological component of all systems of 

domination in Western society” because it allows for clear boundaries of subject and object.   In 13

her visual work, Mutu disrupts the clear boundaries of subject and object that are fundamental to 

the imperial gaze by creating pluralistic hybrid figures. Mutu’s physical fragmentation of popular 

images via excising features from magazine spreads that are then rearranged to form images that 

 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge,Consciousness, and the Politics of 12

Empowerment (NewYork: Routledge, 1990), 70 . 

  bell hooks, Feminist Theory From Margin to Center (Boston: South End Press, 1984), 89.13
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are simultaneously coherent and indecipherable highlights the implicit contradictions of 

hegemonic binaries. In this way, Mutu demonstrates the realities of hybridity that underscore the 

oppositional gaze.   

The function of hybridity as a fundamental component of the oppositional gaze dismantles 

oppositional differences by examining how black people have internalized negative external 

representations of blackness, using self-examination to create alternative representations. In 

Mutu’s work, the recurring theme of concurrent desire and repulsion that is exemplified by her 

composite figures is a feature that serves to create vacillating hybridity that generates alternative 

narratives about blackness and black womanhood. In her work, desire is often exemplified by the 

vibrantly coloured and patterned skin of the figures that attract close inspection whereas 

repulsion is expressed by the often-molted skin and mutilated body of the figures that suggest 

disease or decay. Effectively, the attractive yet repulsive bodies in Mutu’s works are a way to 

challenge the authority of the imperial gaze by collapsing the hierarchical binaries of 

oppositional difference that define blackness as inferior. Critical self-examination as a key part of 

developing an oppositional gaze, without it, black communities may simply recreate the imperial 

gaze, inadvertently upholding disparaging narratives about blackness that are detrimental to their 

existence and future. Working from/with the black female body, makes Mutu’s practice self-

reflexive, as she takes inspiration from her background as a Kikuyu woman, immigrant and 

postcolonial subject and examines her own internalized biases in relation to white supremacist 

images that frame these aspects of her identity. In an essay for Art in America, Mutu details how 

she draws inspiration from her background, particularly her maternal grandmother and Kenyan 

environmental activist Wangari Maathai (1940-2011). She states that while she has “no “muse” 
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in a singular sense,” her admiration for her grandmother, who has become a kind of archetype for 

her and Maathai, both of whom she describes as “power-women who reflect and yet transcend 

their upbringing” in colonized Kenya.  Mutu’s admiration for her grandmother and Maathai 14

demonstrates her use of  personal history and knowledge of culture and politics to examine the 

nuances of gender, codes of femininity, and socio-cultural and political paradigms that have 

come to determine the maltreatment of the black female body within and beyond black 

communities as a way to transcend controlling images. Thus, the black female body in Mutu’s 

work is key in examining how she repurposes her position as both an outsider and a member of a 

society that centers whiteness and traditional masculinity to confront the objectification of the 

black female body.  

Concerned with collective and individual confrontation of deeply rooted prejudices and 

beliefs, the recurring theme of the part representing the whole in Mutu’s work serves to put forth 

new possibilities for the Othered/colonial body in a seemingly post-colonial context. In 

particular, she reworks the materials that she collects from the pornographic magazines and 

ethnographic literature to give them new and complex meanings through fragmentation. Mutu’s 

“central motivations are the destruction of a homogenous whole, the fragmentation of the pars ex 

toto, and the assembly of components into a new whole.”  It is not coincidental then that the 15

evidence of her intercepting the original images, seen in the incongruous contours and textures of 

her images illustrate the transformation of idyllic depictions of the “traditional African woman” 

 Wangechi Mutu, “The Women,” Art in America 101, no. 10 (November 2013): 55. 14

 Angela Stief, In Whose Image? (Nürnberg: Verlag Für Moderne Künst Nürnberg, 2009), 15-17 15

. 
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and the lascivious black woman into pluralistic hybrid figures of subjective expressions of 

colonial impact. Mutu’s visual strategy of deconstruction and recontextualizing popular images 

as not quite whole bodies speaks to the fragmentation of black bodies as represented by the 

wounded colonial body and the subsequent hybridized postcolonial identity that combines the 

experiences of colonialism with new forms of culture. In this way, Mutu's work presents “a 

visual testimony to the negotiation of global history acted upon and through [black bodies].”  16

This aspect of Mutu’s praxis exemplifies how the black body, in particular the black female body, 

is integral to unsettling and shifting the many discourses that underpin deprecating 

representations of blackness and femininity.  

In the visual economy of the imperial gaze, the black female body as an icon of black 

degeneracy and a touchstone for enforcing white supremacy was determined by the controlling 

images formed out of the ethnographic display of Sarah Baartman, a Khoisan woman who was 

exhibited in nineteenth century Europe as the ultimate icon of black intellectual and moral 

inferiority. In forming controlling images about blackness, the images of the Baartman caged and 

performing Otherness for predominantly European audiences in England and France became an 

icon of black inferiority and sexuality that also framed white sexuality, especially as it pertains to 

white female sexuality. Baartman, whose background marked her as a Hottentot, the racialized 

nineteenth century term for Khoisans, helped generate discourses on race that were informed by 

scientific racism and focused on her buttocks and labia as evidence of primitiveness. The term 

Hottentot was also generally applied to other groups of Africans known to Europeans at the time, 

 Rachel Kent, Mbugua wa Kimani, Dan Cameron, and Adrienne Edwards. Wangechi Mutu (The 16

Rocks: Museum of Contemporary Art Australia, 2013) : 5.
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especially black women. In this way, Baartman represented, for Europeans and those invested in 

white supremacy, the absolute difference between whites and blacks, men, and women. 

Essentially, Baartman became the oppositional difference inherent to Western conventions of 

race, gender, and sexuality. Within the black feminist tradition, Baartman’s legacy, and her image 

as a key figure in disparaging narratives about blackness and black female sexuality, have been 

important in examining the black female image and contemporary political discourses 

surrounding the black female body and its relation to black female subjectivity. Black feminist 

scholars Katherine McKittrick, Janelle Hobson, Deborah Willis and Rosemarie Buikema 

alongside hooks and Hill Collins and cultural historian Sander Gilman have delved into the 

numerous aspects of Eurocentric ideology that shaped the physical and ideological display and 

subsequent dissection of Baartman’s body as a way to collect empirical evidence to support the 

imperial gaze that coincided with advancements in European scientific practices, nascent 

discourses on white nationalism. As such, the hierarchical binaries produced out of Baartman’s 

display are also important in forming radical interventions.  In her work, Mutu explores how 

discourses on black female body frame ideas on popular culture and how the ideas formed by 

popular culture create recurrent discourses that eventually repeat troublesome narratives about 

black female sexuality and blackness. 

For example, Mutu’s Ark Collection looks at how notions of the civilized west and 

primeval Africa have been represented by the black female body and considers the legacy and 

impact of colonialism in post-colonial Africa. Generally concerned by the perception of Africans 

as “backward,” Ark Collection is representative of Mutu’s exploration of how different aspects of 

blackness are rooted in similar anti-black rhetoric of stereotyping black people as less than 
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human. In the series, Mutu considers how perceptions of her home country, Kenya, which during 

colonial times was framed as the Edenic land of fierce Massai warriors, remain tethered to 

imperialist pastimes of ethnographic tourism. Looking at how African/black women’s bodies are 

presented in pornographic magazines like Black Tail in relation to the ethnographic photographs 

from Women of the African Ark by photojournalists Angela Fisher and Carol Beckwith, Mutu 

deconstructs the relationship between seemingly innocuous images of African women and girls 

and sexually explicit images of black women, repositioning them both as expressions of white 

supremacy and misogyny. In this way, the composite figures of The Ark Collection, Mutu looks 

at how the African/black female body is exoticized and erotized by ethnographic texts and 

pornography to disseminate ahistorical narratives about African/Black communities that centers 

on white supremacy and promotes imperialism and how these ideas are then commodified and 

disseminated to society. 

The first chapter of this thesis, “Pathologizing the Black Female Body as a Medical 

Superbody,” examines Mutu’s Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors (2004-05) in 

relation to longstanding discussions of eugenics, disease, and sanitation as they pertain to the 

black female body. Made using glitter, paint, and found images from fashion, ethnographic, and 

pornographic magazines pasted on nineteenth-century medical illustrations of the twelve classes 

of uterine tumors , Mutu’s work simultaneously recalls the casting of the black female body as 

the prime example of a medical black superbody, while also reimagining the black female body 

as a site of unbelievable possibilities, disrupting the singular notion of the medical black 

superbody as intellectually inferior and physically superior to the white body. the medical black 

superbody describes the use of the medical paradigms to dissect and define the black female 
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body as non-human and possessing exceptional physical strength thereby allowing it to withstand    

pain. In the series, Mutu excavates and appropriates medical aesthetics and language that have 

been used to pathologize the black female body, allowing for the medical maltreatment and 

torture of black women in the name of advancing science and medicine. In Histology Mutu 

combines the nineteenth-century illustrations with mainstream images of femininity and 

blackness to dissect how the controlling images developed out of Baartman’s display as an object 

of racial inferiority fed into stereotypes of Mammies and Jezebels which were then further 

inculcated into the Western/European imagination through concepts of pure white womanhood 

and immoral blackness that upheld white nationalism and marginalized black communities from 

determining representations of their own subjectivity.   

  Chapter two focuses on The Ark Collection, a series of collages that, like Histology, 

employ fragmentation to examine her internalized prejudices in relation to external 

representations of the diseased and disparate black female body. Her keen self-awareness and 

analytical practice represent an oppositional gaze that continuously creates an underscore of 

hybridity, thereby generating new ways of understanding representations of blackness and black 

female subjectivity. Ultimately, the sample of Mutu’s work in this paper exemplifies how an 

oppositional gaze as defined by hooks and extended by other black feminist theorists can help 

unpack personal and collective histories of anti-blackness, allowing for stronger black 

subjectivity and boundless black futures. Building on a rich tradition of black feminist theorists 

and writers like hooks, Hill Collins and others, Mutu’s work is used to examine how concepts of 

clear-cut binaries and oppositional difference inherent in colonial discourses contribute to the 

erasure of black female subjectivity. 
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 The final Chapter, “Exhuming Gluttony: Marketing Racism,” delves further into the use of 

the black female body in the socio-economic subjugation of black communities. In her 2006 

work, Exhuming Gluttony: A Lover’s Requiem, later reprised in 2011, Mutu applies the 

deconstructed nature of collage to installation to explore ideas of immigration, subjugation and 

their links to colonialism and neo-colonial ventures. Working with/from her body, Mutu creates 

“wounded walls'' that speak to the violence that allowed for the physical and political 

subjugation of black people and their later manifestations in postcolonial Africa. Looking at 

events such as the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, Mutu unearths her own psychic fury and 

commemorates those who have been victimized by the capitalist enterprise of colonialism and its 

ensuing gaze. Inspired by the work of Kenyan activist Maathai, Mutu also explores issues of 

environmental exploitation, working from a place of hope, she highlights the environmental 

degradation that drives people out of their homes and countries. As such the theme of coerced 

movement dominates Exhuming Gluttony. Mutu’s installation produces moments of penance that 

allows her and her audience to think through the themes of greed, excess, and decay that 

permeate Exhuming Gluttony. Done in conjunction David Adjaye, Exhuming Gluttony helps 

unpack how narratives about blackness formed the violent basis of slavery and continue to 

inform current socioeconomic hierarchies. Exploring how images of black women contributed to 

the violence of greed of colonialism, Exhuming Gluttony: A lover’s Requiem/ Exhuming 

Gluttony: Another Requiem deconstruct the structure of capitalism that is driven by greed and 

violence ultimately destroying communities. This critique of capitalism can be used to unpack 

how Western capitalism continues to use images of blackness and femininity to justify wage and 

labour exploitation as well as xenophobia.  

17



The works presented in this thesis exemplify how Mutu uses collaging as a strategy to 

interrogate the many ways that the African/black female body is utilized to frame white 

supremacist views of blackness and femininity. Additionally, they showcase how Mutu examines 

issues like misogyny, immigration, economics, and women’s health in relation to nineteenth 

century ideas of race and femininity that have come to determine the dichotomous nature of 

Western civilization. Beginning with Histology, this paper examines negative tropes about 

blackness that have usurped the self determination of black communities and especially hindered 

the authentic expressions of blackness and black female subjectivity. Histology, The Ark 

Collection and Exhuming Gluttony looks at how theories of civilization affected expressions of 

black female subjectivity and bodily autonomy asserting that the images put forth by 

ethnographic magazines are akin to the sexual and perverse nature of racially nuanced 

pornography that justify the economic exploitation of black bodies and communities.   

18



Chapter 2: Developing an Oppositional Gaze 

Wangechi Mutu is currently based in Brooklyn, New York. Born in Nairobi a decade after 

Kenya’s independence from Britain, Mutu’s upbringing was typically middle class. Even though 

her parents were protestant, she attended Catholic school where she learned about the 

technicalities of art through drawing and became enamored with Catholicism and its ability to 

transform as well as adapt to different cultures. Already gifted at drawing, Mutu found her art 

classes monotonous. In her own words, her time at the all-girls Loreto School in Nairobi was 

spent “[doing] the same still life week after week,” an exercise that dampened her view of 

drawing as a fundamental aspect of art.  However, two years spent at the United World College 17

of the Atlantic in Wales when she was seventeen ignited an appreciation for drawing and 

reinforced her love for art. There, Mutu and her peers would visit various museums, galleries, 

and studios, recording instances of interest in their designated sketchbooks. She viewed the 

process as simple yet indelibly impactful. Speaking to Dodie Kazanjian in 2006, Mutu recalled 

“anything I read, any movie I watched, I could bring that information and that challenge back 

into the sketchbook. The process was so simple, thinking about something, letting it sink in, and 

then being it. I realized; I can do this. It was so good to find that art wasn't just something I could 

do easily and forget about. I thought about it all the time.”  A year after graduating in 1991 and 18

returning to Kenya, Mutu left for New York where she studied at Parsons School of Design for a 

 Dodie Kazanjian, “Fierce Creatures: Kenyan Artist Wangechi Mutu Has Brought Her Fresh 17
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year before dropping out when she ran out of funds. She later enrolled at Cooper Union, a tuition 

free art school in New York where she earned her BFA in 1996. Trained to think about and look 

at art critically, she found “that there was a place for [her] to envision African ideas and [her] 

story through contemporary art.”   It was at Cooper Union that Mutu began applying the critical 19

thinking she developed in class to her experiences as an African woman immigrant. Mutu’s 

ability to question what she notes as “the futility of authenticity” through a newly found way of 

looking at and understanding art was made evident by one of her BFA projects, for which she 

created sculptures based on African anthropological artifacts.  Using found materials such as 20

discarded jewelry, beads, and hair, she made sculptures that resembled traditional African 

artifacts and took pseudo-ethnographic photographs of her friends posing with them. This 

exercise, which was meant to expose the fallacy of authentic representations of Africans/African 

culture by non-Africans, did not garner the critical reflection that she had expected from her 

viewers and instead resulted in people viewing her intentional misrepresentations as factual. 

Nonetheless, the readiness of viewers to accept inaccuracies about Africa/Africanness and 

blackness led Mutu to further develop her critical praxis by incorporating ambivalence as a way 

to destabilize stereotypes. From this project, Mutu concluded that stereotypes could be exploited 

to “produce figures that are distillations of her “own issues, beliefs....and personal stereotypes.”  21

Mutu’s critical praxis developed to focus on the interrogation of fixed ideas within and outside of 
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herself. Specifically questioning the impact of stereotypical inaccuracies about Africanness and 

blackness on African/Black women, Mutu initiated what would be a recurring theme in her 

career for the next two decades, namely discontinuity and alienation made evident through 

contrasting assemblages of simultaneously grotesque and enticing female hybrid/humanoids or 

pin-ups.  

Starting with her 2001 Pin-Up series, which was first exhibited at the Studio Museum in 

Harlem in 2002, Mutu’s various iterations of the degenerative yet seductive hybrid of the black 

female body has garnered substantial critical reception and generated notable reflective 

responses on the viewing of the black female body in Western historical, sociocultural, and 

political contexts. Predominantly favourable, the literature on Mutu gives readers multifaceted 

insights into how she has challenged and continues to confound art historians, critics, and 

viewers alike. In reviews, Mutu is most often compared to German dada artist Hannah Hoch or 

American artist Romare Bearden because of her use of collage and assemblage to address similar 

themes of female self-definition (Hoch) and issues surrounding blackness and black culture 

(Bearden). These comparisons at times border on problematic due to essentializing 

understandings of Mutu and her work as a combined expression of white female subjectivity and 

black male subjectivity. For example, New York Times critic Holland Cotter has described to 

Mutu’s work as “Hoch updated and seen from the other non-European side of the mirror.”  22

However, the literature on her work and exhibitions demonstrates how Mutu’s practice fits into 

wider discussions of femininity and blackness while providing her added perspective as an 
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African immigrant. Speaking on the frequent comparisons of her work with that of Hoch and 

Bearden, Mutu acknowledges that while she appreciates Hoch’s work, she most identifies with 

Bearden due his use of collaging to “create visually stunning narratives of black lives and 

dreams'' an ethos that is similar to Mutu’s own, which manifests through her disruption of the 

steadfastness of images to articulate the complexities of blackness.  

While articles and reviews provide scholarly perception on Mutu and her work, interviews 

demonstrate her ability to clearly define herself and her praxis. In interviews like the one she did 

with Dodie Kazanjian for Vogue in 2006, Mutu creates slippages within her persona and her 

artwork as a way to provide her point of view in discussions of herself and her work. Responding 

to Kazanjian’s comparison of her to the “exclusive and exotic scenarios'' featured in Vogue that 

she critiques in her work, Mutu laughs, saying “like myself. Great. Do you see what a problem 

this is? I'm getting eaten by the same beast I'm trying to kill.”  This response to a somewhat 23

questionable compliment showcases her keen awareness of the contradictions in herself and her 

work. In this way, Mutu, like her work, has resisted definitions and disrupted the authority of the 

imperial gaze, effectively showcasing her distinct black female subjectivity.  

Africaine: Developing Transgressive Black Female Imaging 

The 2000s were important in the development of Mutu’s praxis because it was at this time 

that she started to experiment with and expand her collage practice in ways that would inform 

her later works in different mediums. Combining her love for drawing and collecting images that 

she learned at United World College with her analytical training at Cooper Union, Mutu 
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developed her collage practice to express and study her own experiences as an African woman in 

relation to various discussions such as the postcolonial examination of black female self-imaging 

and the globalization of the African Diaspora. In the early 2000s, Mutu received her MFA from 

Yale after which she was heavily featured in various group and solo shows exploring themes of 

race, womanhood, and feminism. Notable group exhibitions during this time included Africaine 

(2002) at the Studio Museum in Harlem and Looking Both Ways: Art of the Contemporary 

African Diaspora (2003-2004) at the Museum for African Art. These exhibitions aptly placed 

Mutu within distinct discourses on contemporary African politics, postcolonialism, and American 

racial iconography and generated a spectrum of responses from critics. Similarly, two solo shows 

in 2006, An Alien Eye and Other Killah Anthems at Sikkema Jenkins & Co. and Exhuming 

Gluttony: A Lover’s Requiem at Salon 94, explored themes of alienation and excess related to 

immigration and capitalism. Like artists Candice Brietz (South Africa), Fatimah Tuggar 

(Nigeria), and Tracey Rose (South Africa) at this time, Mutu’s practice was concerned with 

Western colonialism’s impact on African culture and politics, blackness, and black femininity. In 

other words, it exemplified the emerging discourses on contemporary African art that examined 

self-definition within the constantly evolving landscape of global politics and art. The self-

reflexiveness and hybridity in Mutu’s work give it the ability to interrogate external views 

without becoming trapped by the paradox of replicating ideas that are detrimental to the images/

representations of blackness and make it crucially distinctive and impactful. As Soraya Murray’s 

writes in her review of Africaine for NKA: Journal of Contemporary African Art, Mutu’s visual 

strategies added to the already established strategies of examining the politics of blackness being 

developed by her fellow African/black artists. For Murray, Mutu’s use of “a raw, degenerative 
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style... [to] steadfastly [articulate] the potential for destructiveness and violence underlying many 

of our basic assumptions around representations of beauty and identity” give Mutu’s work a 

distinct presence within the discourse of creating transgressive black female-self imaging.    24

Murray’s review for NKA is one of the few scholarly responses to Mutu's participation in 

Africaine but her assessment of Mutu’s work offers a key understanding of how Mutu’s practice 

of an oppositional gaze developed in relation to her peers. Africaine, curated by Christine Y. 

Kim, for Studio Museum Harlem, featured Mutu and three other contemporary African woman 

artists whose works and practices examined representations of the black female body and image 

in mainstream media. Breitz, Tuggar, and Rose, like Mutu at the time, were examining 

themselves in relation to colonial and postcolonial cultural discourses that formed 

understandings of black female subjectivity. Much like Mutu, these three artists understood that 

mass media representations of the black female body underpinned the persistence of colonial 

discourses and cultural phenomena in contemporary African and black culture.   

All four artists used images of black women from popular media as their foundational 

images, working from the black female body and image to create their photo-based works. The 

artworks also interrogated the exchange between personal definitions of black female 

subjectivity and mainstream depictions of black women. For example, Tuggar’s Bedroom (2001) 

and The Cake People (2001) used digitally constructed domestic spaces to examine displacement 

and technology as it relates to domesticity. Rose’s works, Lolita (2001), Cicciolina (2001), and 

Mami (2001) consider how black female archetypes like the Mammy and the black venus 
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informed depictions of female sexuality in mainstream media. Breitz’s Ghost Series (1996) 

confronts colonial narratives by manipulating projections of imagery found in ethnographic 

literature with correcting fluid. While recognizing the difficulty in re-imagining images of 

blackness and reclaiming black female subjectivity within the context of Westernization, 

Murray’s critique of Africaine is that, while the works are successful in depicting exchange 

between the personal and external,  some of them also struggled “to think outside the 

constraining pigeonholes of society imposed racial and gender specific paradigms'' and as a 

result replicated the constraining realities of socially imposed gender and racial paradigms.  In 25

particular, Murray sees some of  the works in the exhibition as failing to effectively engage with 

emerging black female self-imaging discourses and strategies that acknowledge the “sometimes 

awkward struggle for self-articulation.”  While she is critical in general, Murray takes particular 26

issue with Breitz’s Ghost Series, pinpointing it as a key example of how reimagining 

representations of blackness can sometimes remain fixed by essentializing binaries. Murray 

explains how a simple inversion of the ethnographic images, though intended to challenge 

problematic tropes, traps images in the paradox of recreating the same prejudices and stereotypes 

of the original representation.  

For Murray, Mutu’s work not only avoids the weary racial and gender tropes of black 

female self-imaging, but it also complicates these tropes by setting up an effective dialogue 

between her internal perceptions and the external constructions of black female subjectivity.  

  Murray, “Africaine,”89. 25
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Murray describes Pin-up Series (2001) as an “emotional critical mass” because of the many 

references to art history, fashion, and culture.  For Pin-up Series Mutu marks the skin of her 27

figures as an act of transgressive self-imaging by manipulating watercolours to mimic diseased 

skin. The use of “pin-up” in the title of the series suggests fashionable glamor and idealized 

beauty. However, Mutu’s collages betray the conundrum of beauty standards through the 

exaggerated mouths of the models, the incongruent textures of their skin, their missing limbs, 

and their not-quite-beautiful faces. Murray argues that while Mutu’s Pin-Up Series, “locates the 

battlefront of identity on the surface of the [black] female body,” her ability to consistently 

showcase the oscillating nature of self-loathing and celebration in understanding her view of the 

black female body and subjectivity through hybridized forms results in a “battleground [that] is 

ravaged and penetrated by the eye.”   In this way, Murray sees Mutu’s work as similar yet 28

distinct from that of her peers. For Murray, Mutu’s work relates to that of her peers because like 

them, she is examining herself in relation to external definitions of blackness. However, her 

strategy slightly differs because she dramatizes an ambivalence that replicates the ensuing 

consequences of the subjugating colonial gaze. First, she expresses the attractiveness of beauty 

and cultural standards while effectively exposing the trauma that maims and fragments the 

(black) female body and image without recreating its traditions. Instead of a simple juxtaposition 

of internal and external definitions, she creates a revolutionary intervention that engages with the 

racial, cultural, and political motifs by playing with ideas of attraction and repulsion. Therefore, 

Mutu’s ongoing refusal and acceptance of racial iconography and beauty standards results in a 
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rigorous critique of misrepresentations of the black female body by consistently highlighting the 

gaps in mainstream representation of blackness. 

In addition to the Pin-Up Series, the Africaine exhibition included Mutu’s works Soul On a 

Peg-Leg, Riding With Death In My Sleep, and Queen Ugly. Produced in 2001, the same year as 

Pin-Up Series, these three works further complicate and challenge sociocultural and political 

histories of depicting the black female body. Each work centers on a single fantastical hybrid 

female figure made up of and surrounded by plants, fungi, and various limbs excised from 

fashion and pornographic magazines. Much like her response to Pin-Up Series, Murray 

appreciates the unflinching honesty and multifaceted depth of Mutu’s three large-scale collages. 

About the work, she writes that “Mutu externalizes images of the hyper-sexed female body as 

transgressed, incomplete, the missing parts unrecuperable… Mutu's images as a whole persist in 

a push-pull of psychosexual attraction and repulsion.”  The overwhelming wealth of enchanting 29

images of femininity and thriving plant life juxtaposed with references to dead/maimed flesh and 

sexual luridness not only addresses the deprecating sociocultural representations of images of 

black women in pornographic magazines but effectively places them in conversation with those 

often touted in high-fashion magazines as elite examples of femininity, demonstrating their 

subsequent fragmentation of black female subjectivity. 

Other critics have perceived Mutu’s work as a simple inversion of Western artists rather 

than a keen examination of degenerative stereotypes relevant to black female subjectivity within 

colonial/postcolonial contexts. Cotter’s review of Mutu’s show Creatures (2003) at the Jamaican 

Arts Centre, New York, is evidence of how Mutu’s ambivalent practice confounded art critics at 

 Murray, “Africaine,” 92. 29

27



the beginning of her career, particularly those who read her work simply in relation to Western 

feminist paradigms. Though informative, Cotter’s analysis at times gives an oversimplified 

reading of Mutu’s candid and intimate examination of popular images in fashion and politics as a 

general critique of misogyny. In his analysis, Cotter provides insight into how the development 

of Mutu's practice beyond recreating essentializing or inverted narratives of blackness was 

perceived by those invested in binaries. His examination of Mutu’s practice since Africaine 

demonstrates how Mutu continued to further complicate discourses surrounding beauty and 

blackness. Cotter notes that Mutu’s move beyond paper collages for her Creatures series, which 

were central to her exhibition at the Jamaica Centre, demonstrates a “loosening up her format, 

bringing drawing and words into the picture.”  While documentation of this series was not 30

featured in Cotter’s review, photographs of the works from her 2008 exhibition A Shady Promise 

demonstrate Mutu’s continued experimentation with themes of repulsion and seduction, bringing 

in textual components as a mean to expand her images. In the year following Africaine, Mutu 

further developed her transgressive depictions of degenerate female figures beyond the 

objectification of black women and images to further complicate ideas of blackness and 

womanhood as the alien other.  

While Cotter observes the expansion of Mutu’s practice he misinterprets her artistic intent 

in creating these hybrid creatures, seeing Mutu’s collage strategy primarily as building on and 

extending Dada artist Hoch’s practice rather than engaging with her own background. His 

comparison of Mutu to Hoch is expected because Hoch and Mutu share a similar artistic strategy. 

However, while Hoch used collaging of ethnographic images of the Other as a stand-in for the 

 Cotter, "Wangechi Mutu," 341.30

28



subjugation of white women, effectively erasing the nuanced experiences of non-white people, 

Mutu uses ethnographic images to critique the objectification not just of women but of 

marginalized people. As such, relegating Mutu to a mere continuation of Hoch’s practice without 

acknowledging Mutu’s particular commentary and engagement with themes of colonialism and 

its impact on (generally) non-white bodies and (specifically) black female bodies is problematic 

for various reasons, but especially because it provides a decontextualized understanding of 

Mutu’s praxis. Mutu’s work is not “the other non-European” side of Hoch’s impactful and yet 

limited discourse on womanhood and female subjectivity, instead her ambiguity and 

transgressive practice seeks to demonstrate the distortion of black imagery and the subsequent 

fragmentation of black female subjectivity within Africa and the wider African diaspora.  Her 31

ability to recognize cues of disparaging racial and sexual iconography within seemingly 

innocuous images in fashion magazines and ethnographic literature indicates her understanding 

of ongoing and emerging discourses on blackness.  

Looking Both Ways: Psychic Terrains of Cultural Hybridity 

 Mutu’s work in the exhibition Looking Both Ways, which took place a year after 

Africaine, demonstrates further development of her themes of ambivalence, degenerate beauty 

and fragmenting the (black) female body as part of her oppositional gaze, as well as an 

engagement with emerging discourses globalization and its impact of African/black communities 

in the diaspora. Looking Both Ways examined how African artists working within Africa and its 

diaspora exemplify “the practice of looking at the psychic terrain between Africa and the West” 
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in their works.   Reflecting on the exhibition in 2008, the curator, Laurie Ann Farrell, writes that 32

the exhibition was an attempt “to provide insight into the diaspora from an international 

perspective, revealing it through the art and stories of the artists themselves” in order to avoid 

“ethnographic universalities” that apart from lacking authenticity, pigeonhole and homogenize 

African artists.  About the exhibition, Mutu discussed how her work infuses personal narrative 33

to examine social and political discourses.  

 In an interview with Mutu, Lauri Firstenberg, who worked with famed Nigerian curator 

Okwui Enwezor on his 2001 exhibition Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements 

in Africa 1945–2001, connects her practice to Hoch and other contemporary African artists like 

Candice Breitz. Unlike Cotter, who sees Mutu’s art as a simple inversion and continuation of 

Hoch’s practice, Firstenberg discernibly recognizes that the similarity between the two artists is 

formal and not theoretical. She argues that: “The formal comparisons [of Hoch’s work] with 

Mutu's art are uncanny, yet it is dangerous to read the work as a simplistic inversion of its 

historical precedent.”  However, she contradicts herself when she simultaneously argues that 34

“Mutu replaces Hoch's surrogate for the other by replacing the ethnographic artifact with 

concrete black figural features” and describes her constructions as “emblems of whiteness that 

are…tokens of difference.”  The lack of definitiveness in Firstenberg’s comparison of Mutu’s 35

work with that of Hoch's again speaks to Mutu’s ability to confound strict definitions. 
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Firstenberg is correct in her assertion that Mutu’s figures cannot be seen as “simplistic 

inversions” of Hoch, however, the speculation that “emblems of whiteness” in Mutu's work may 

be “tokens of difference” conflicts with her initial understanding of Mutu’s practice.  36

Firstenberg’s statement shows how Mutu’s praxis is underpinned by the conundrum of ostensibly 

stereotypical figures that appeal to internalized prejudices as if to confirm them, only to redirect 

the viewer’s gaze and leave them questioning their initial reaction rather than affirming their 

views.  

As previously noted by Murray, Mutu’s work does not substitute deprecating narratives of 

blackness with icons of whiteness to examine colonial and white supremacist discourses. For 

Mutu, the initial mask of seduction in her work, often depicted by the cut outs from glamorous 

fashion magazine and vibrant colours, is a camouflage that fragments and mutates into diseased 

and wounded flesh upon closer inspection, exposing the infinitely hideous nature of prescribed 

sociocultural standards that insists on strict differences as a way to perpetuate political 

imperialism. This exchange between Mutu's work and her audience gives her audience an 

opportunity to question and perhaps transform their outlooks. In response to Firstenberg’s 

comparison of her work to Hoch’s, Mutu explains, “I do admire Hoch's work…But the idea of 

clear-cut binaries, [like]African/European…I've never really believed in that. I'm interested in 

powerful images that strike chords embedded deep in the reservoirs of our subconscious.”  As 37

such, for Mutu, the binaries in her work that are initially perceived by viewers are not all 

encompassing but indicate something more that expands the narratives put forth by clear-cut 
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narratives. In this way, Mutu’s work challenges rather than inverts narratives of racism and 

sexism. Moreover, the female hybrid humanoids in Mutu’s work should not be seen as concrete 

black figures because while they have features that signal blackness like their sometimes-brown 

skin and body parts culled from black images, Mutu has deliberately distorted their features, 

particularly their skin which she sometimes molts and puckers with mylar and punctures to show 

that the figures are not complete, leaving room for further interpretations. Mutu’s conversation 

with Firstenberg helps her audience understand her examination of the themes of alienation, 

hybridity, and ambivalence that are definitive parts of her works in the 2000s. 

Through the reception of Mutu’s work at the beginning of her career in the 2000s, the 

development of her oppositional gaze and critical praxis can thus also be mapped. The varied 

response to this development shows how Mutu continually resisted being pigeonholed as an 

African woman artist while engaging in radical interventions. While interviews and reviews like 

those by Kazanjian and Cotter appear to not understand Mutu beyond binaries of the “the exotic 

other,” and often conflate Mutu with her work without considering the numerous discourses she 

is engaging in, there are writers and art historians like Murray and Firstenberg who see Mutu 

beyond the confines of the exotic beautiful African and take on Mutu as a multidimensional 

artist. Their analysis of Mutu and her works, though at times flawed, are rigorous and perceptive.  

Mutu continued her work of dissecting and re-presenting/reimagining images of black 

femininity and the black female body through collages of hybrid female humanoids for the better 

part of the 2000s. The works that she showcased in the key exhibitions discussed above, 

particularly, Pin-up series and Creatures, marked a definitive period in her career, namely 

because they demonstrate a shift in her critical eye/oppositional gaze to further explore black 
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female subjectivity and resistance, incorporating more cultural sources outside the visual art. For 

example, in Forensic Forms (2004) she uses Phillip Gourevitch’s 1998 nonfiction book We Wish 

to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families, which details the Rwandan 

Genocide to explore instances of violence caused by hierarchies and alienation. In the 

mid-2000s, Mutu’s critical examination of black female subjectivity within a multitude of 

contexts like post-colonial African politics, critical race theory and black feminist thought, marks 

a definitive praxis that employs an oppositional gaze concerned with challenging and creating 

visually resistant works that reclaim black female subjectivity. It was at the same time that 

Mutu’s career started to take off globally, situating her as an important figure not just in the art 

world but in black feminist and contemporary African art discourses. The works discussed in the 

following sections are key examples the development of Mutu’s distinct strategies for refracting 

the overwhelming presence of the imperial gaze. In the Ark Collection, Exhuming Gluttony, and 

Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors , Mutu diligently delves into and excavates 

various nuances of representations of blackness, disrupting perceived stereotypes and reforming 

concepts of hybridity. 
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Chapter 3: Pathologizing the Black Female Body as a 
Medical Superbody 

   
In 1816, after five years of being displayed live on stage as a spectacle of black deviance 

and corresponding inferiority, Sarah Baartman died. Upon her death, Georges Cuvier, a French 

scientist who studied Baartman while she was alive as part of his interest in comparative 

anatomy, procured her body and dissected it. Cuvier then proceeded to pathologize Baartman’s 

body to prove that Hottentots were the lowest rung in the great chain of being and the connection 

between humans and nature.  Utilizing scientific empiricism to promote notions of white 38

supremacy, Cuvier concluded that Baartman, a black woman, was an example of the absolute 

difference between blacks and whites by dissecting and analyzing Baartman’s remains, which 

were later stuffed and put on display at the Museé de l’Homme in Paris until 2002 when they 

were repatriated to South Africa. Cuvier’s dismemberment of Baartman’s body exemplified ideas 

of classification in the nineteenth-century that required “one move beyond their mere surface… 

[to] gather facts and measurements from all the internal parts.”  Using this scientific way of 39

looking and gathering information to confirm his racist perspectives, Cuvier compared 

Baartman’s prominent buttocks (medically termed steatopygia) and her intentionally modified 

labia minora (also known as the Hottentot apron) “to the genital swellings of female mandrills 
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and baboons, which grow to ‘monstrous proportions’ at certain times in their lives.”  With this 40

comparison, along with contrasting the pelvic bones of so-called Hottentots, negresses, monkeys 

and white women, Cuvier came to the conclusion that black people were inferior to white people 

and women were inferior to men. Black women were positioned at the bottom of these 

hierarchical binaries. Much like his peers at the time, Cuvier “relied on travelers’ accounts of the 

[Hottentot] apron and…steatopygia,” thus, he combined anecdotal, eyewitness testimonial with 

more ‘objective’ scientific paradigms.  This concurrent use of scientific/medical rationality and 41

narratives from travelogues demonstrates the continuity between science and ways of writing 

about the black female body in travel literature that were integral to the imperial gaze and 

European colonial enterprises.   

This chapter analyzes how Mutu contends with the problematic visual and aesthetic 

conventions produced out of the nineteenth century definition of the black female body as the 

example of black moral degeneracy. Specifically, it examines how Mutu maneuvers the 

dichotomous hierarchies that were a result of the ethnographic display and postmortem 

dissection of Baartman, and their enduring reverberations in popular culture through a close 

analysis of Mutu’s 2004-2005 series, Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors, 

which examined the scientific mapping of the black female body in relation to white female 

sexuality which in turn informed ideas of white nationhood and identity. Histology is a series 

through which Mutu––and by extension her audience––unpacks the many racial and scientific 

legacies of Cuvier’s dissection of Baartman, including the bio-centricity of the latter’s legacy and 

 Fausto-Sterling, “Gender, Race, and Nation,” 38. 40

 Fausto-Sterling, “Gender, Race, and Nation,”  35.41
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its links to biological determinism, eugenics, and sanitation, which underpin the history of 

pathologizing the black female body and black bodies in general.  Through its consideration of 42

Mutu’s work, this section concludes by showing how the medical and racial mapping of the 

black female body via Cuvier and other scientific racists, such as James Marion Sims, 

contributed to the creation of icons of perversity like the Mammy and Jezebel that frame black 

female sexuality and in general black sexual deviance. Indeed, the figures in Histology speak to 

how the pathologizing of the black female body and its relation to ideas of morality and white 

national identity have informed European empire building and framed the imperial gaze. 

Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors, combines contemporary magazine 

cut outs and nineteenth century medical illustrations of uterine tumors from J.A. Jeancon’s 

Diseases of the Sexual Organs (1887) to construct portraits of twelve hybrid creatures that 

repulse and evoke a sense of beauty and wonder. The figures in Histology undermine the notion 

of the black female body as the antithetical abnormal/diseased body to the normal/healthy white 

male body put forth by pseudoscientific discourses of the nineteenth century. They especially 

reflect the ability of “[Mutu’s] collages in combining a sense of the beautiful and the grotesque– 

[wherein] her mottled and patterned surfaces are as exquisite as animal pelts and as disturbing as 

disease-ridden skin.”  This dual system of repulsion and desire in Mutu’s work reflects and 43

 The term biocentricity is borrowed from Professor Katherine McKittrick’s analysis of 42

Baartman’s legacy in her 2010 article “Science Quarrels Sculpture: The Politics of Reading 
Sarah Baartman.” The term refers to the foregrounding of Baartman’s body in the creation of  
anti-black discourses and how the exploitation of Baartman’s body and bodies like hers helped 
advance Western science. 

 Robert Enright, “Resonant Surgeries: The Collaged World of Wangechi Mutu,” Border 43

Crossings, February 2008, https://bordercrossingsmag.com/article/resonant-surgeries-the-
collaged-world-of-wangechi-Mutu,3. 
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disturbs the binaries of pathology and health, superiority and inferiority, darkness and light that 

accompanied the understanding of the black female body that was initiated by Cuvier’s 

dissection and analysis of Baartman. As part of a supposedly inferior race, black women were 

thought to possess what Cooper Owens terms the “medical black superbody.” The medical black 

superbody describes the way in which white, male doctors and white society utilized the medical 

gaze and the medical glance to think about, treat, and write about black women.  In doing so, 44

they posited black women as inherently inferior but physically superior to white women in terms 

of strength, pain tolerance and fecundity. Such ideas led to black women being the ideal subjects 

for early North American gynecologists because “[b]y the nineteenth-century, anthropologists, 

doctors, and scientists’ research about women had morphed into both race science and American 

gynecology.”  The idea that black women were animal-like was the basis for positing the black 45

female body as a medical superbody because black women were understood to have the 

primitive intelligence of animals and brute strength. This ideology of black women as 

intellectually inferior yet physically superior determined the treatment of black women during 

slavery, especially in the antebellum Southern United States where blackness was used as a 

biological determinant of race and came to shape ideas of white femininity as it relates to white 

nationalism. It was with the understanding of black female physical exceptionalism and inherent 

pathology that underpinned the medical experimentation and torture of enslaved black women by 

American physician James Marion Sims, who later became known as “the father of gynecology.”  

 The addition of Michel Foucault’s term medical glance to Cooper Owens’ definition of 44

medical gaze is to help tease out the invasive realities of the medical gaze. 

 Deirdre Cooper Owens, Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American 45

Gynecology (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2017), 1.
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Sims, who, like Cuvier, represented the educated white male, tortured, and experimented 

on enslaved black women with the understanding that black women experienced less pain than 

white women. The educated white male doctor as represented by Sims encompasses the 

continuity between medical paradigms and the imperial gaze. As an educated white, male doctor 

in the anti-black context of the Southern United States, Sims was able to co-opt the medical 

paradigms of his profession and combine them with his prejudiced viewpoints on blackness due 

to homosocial bonding that stemmed from sociopolitical hierarchies during the nineteenth-

century. Sociopolitical hierarchies of the times positioned educated white men at the pinnacle of 

society, providing them with a homosocial realm in which they were in control of most 

knowledge production and circulation. As Anne Fausto-Sterling highlights, the information 

gathered from Cuvier’s dissection would have been circulated amongst his peers, who were also 

avid natural historians and comparative anatomists.  This type of knowledge building and 46

circulation demonstrates the asymmetrical system that defined the homosocial realm of 

nineteenth century learning institutions. In producing the collages of Histology, Mutu 

simultaneously elicits and reforms the imbalance of power that upheld the hegemonic systems of 

power embedded in such institutions. Within Histology, the lettered white European male is 

mimicked in the collages themselves through their imitation of the medical visual economy and 

imperial gaze. Mutu co-opts the medical visual economy by utilizing medical illustration and 

mimics the imperial gaze by constructing her own images informed by her knowledge. However, 

Mutu’s images differ in that they fragment the singular outlook of both these regimes and render 

their knowledge building inept by making the collages visually incoherent. In this way, Mutu’s 

 Fausto-Sterling, “Gender, Race, and Nation,” 23. 46
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collages are like metaphors of the oppositional gaze that fragments and transplants the imperial 

gaze allowing for an exchange between the Othered and the would be lettered, white, male. 

Additionally, the figures in Histology allow for a dialogue about the futility of Othering because 

they do not subscribe to a singular universal point of view. Finally, because the figures do not 

really exist but are pluralistic hybrids of the Mutu’s imagination and the constructed cultural 

world around her, the dichotomous hybrid of the medical black superbody can be questioned as a 

construction of the learned white male imagination. Thus, the authority of scientific racists and 

the imperial gaze are put into question. 

 In 1849, Sims announced that he had perfected the vesicovaginal fistula repair 

operation.  Following his announcement, he published a paper on the subject in the American 47

Journal of the Medical Sciences, where he did not disclose the race of the women that had helped 

him perfect his technique. However, he had operated on many enslaved black women, including 

Anarcha, Betsey, and Lucy. Sims’ belief that black women could feel no pain and could recover 

much quickly than white women led him to perform the vesico-vaginal fistulae repair without 

any pain relief over 30 times in a span of four years, allowing him to perfect his technique.  48

After he was done with his experiments, Sims returned the enslaved women who did not die 

under his sadistic practices to their owners. He praised their “indomitable courage” and strength, 

 A vesico-vaginal fistulae is a common obstetrical condition that caused incontinence brought 47

on by trauma and by the vaginal and anal tearing women suffered in childbirth. In his 
experimentation on enslaved women Sims developed a more efficient technique of repairing it.  

 Keith Wailoo, “Historical Aspects of Race and Medicine: The Case of J. Marion 48

Sims,” JAMA : the Journal of the American Medical Association 320, no. 15 (October, 2018): 
1529.
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implying that they had participated willingly.  But as experimental subjects, “slaves did not 49

have to recruited, persuaded, and cajoled to endure pain and indignity; they could not refuse.”  50

It is this lack of informed consent and the inability to refuse the surgeries that defined the torture 

of enslaved black women. Furthermore, Sims' findings made him acclaimed in medicine, earning 

him the position of the president of the American Medical Association (AMA) in 1876, while the 

women whose body underwent invasive clinical experiences under Sims remain largely 

unacknowledged and unknown. Mutu’s Histology engages with the state of anonymity and 

erasure of the black women whose bodies Sims exploited for his experiments by co-opting 

medical aesthetics that interrogates the advancement of Western medicine and science through 

anti-black rhetoric.   

As part of the American South’s medical community, Sims was especially influenced by 

the pseudoscientific paradigms that legitimized the diseasing of the black female body. The 

community’s dedication to pseudoscientific regimes is exemplified by Dr. Samuel Cartwright’s 

paper “The Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” which he presented to the 

Louisiana State Medical Society and published in the New Orleans Medical and Surgical 

Journal. In his paper, Cartwright manipulates medical paradigms to highlight “the more striking 

anatomical and physiological differences, separating the negro from the white man.”  To support 51

his theories, he cites Cuvier’s History of the Natural Sciences (1812) and “many other illustrious 

 Wailoo, “Historical Aspects of Race and Medicine,”1530.49

 Harriet A. Washington, Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experiments On 50

Black Americans From Colonial Times to the Present (New York: Anchor Books, 2006), 64. 

 Samuel Cartwright, “The Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” Charleston 51

Medical Journal and Review VI, no. 5 (September 1851): 644.
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men [who] have long ago demonstrated, by dissections, so great a difference in the organization 

of the negro from ...the white man.”  In doing so, Cartwright concludes “that blacks’ physical 52

and mental defects made it impossible for them to survive without white supervision.”  Thus, in 53

the American South, notions of scientific objectivity and medical rationality were employed to 

legitimize and uphold slavery. Discourses like the one put forth by Cartwright and others 

effectively permitted Sims to torture and experiment on black women without interference as a 

means of developing a technique for repairing the vesico-vaginal fistulae. As enslaved women, 

the black women that Sims operated on, including Anarcha, Betsey and Lucy, were subject to 

frequent childbirth and as such most likely suffered, perhaps chronically, from vesico-vaginal 

fistulae and its related complications of infections. However, Sims continuous operation on the 

women without any pain management or aftercare indicates that it was not Sims’ intention to 

care for the women, but rather utilize their bodies as compliant medical subjects.  

 Black Female Image and The Medical Gaze  

 Recent scholarship by Cooper Owen traces how Sims and other medical doctors’ 

experimentation on enslaved women came to advance American gynecology while strengthening 

discourses of black psychic and moral ineptitude and physical exceptionalism that also justified 

slavery. In Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology (2017) 

Owens, examines how this racist rhetoric that excused the torture of enslaved black women by 

white male doctors also came to determine continued racial bias when medically treating black 

 Cartwright, “The Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” 645. 52

 Washington, Medical Apartheid, 36. 53
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women.    Owens explains how the medical gaze was key in this lineage of medical violence 54

against black women. The medical gaze, according to Owens, can be understood within the 

context of slavery as “the ways that medical doctors conceived of blackness through a binary 

framework of sameness and difference that was establish through the use of various categories of 

analyses such as race, gender, medicine, and class, which were fluid,” to think of the body, in this 

case the black female body.  Owen’s use of the concept of the medical gaze builds on the work 55

of French philosopher Michel Foucault, who first introduced the term in his work Birth of the 

Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception (1963), in which he outlined how the medical 

gaze and glance came to determine a hierarchy of knowledge building within Western medicine 

and science. Briefly explained, the concept of the medical gaze describes a system of assumed 

absolute objectivity possessed by medical doctors that gives them the singular authority in 

defining disease. Coupled with what Foucault defines as the medical glance, or “the 

immeasurable gesture that opens up the plenitude of concrete things, the medical glance 

[produces] a more scientific objectivity for us than instrumental arbitrations of quantity.”   In 56

this way, the medical gaze forms the clinical experience in Western medicine. Additionally, 

medical rationality, according to Foucault, is able to transcend perception, “offering the grain of 

things as the first face of truth, and empirical vigilance receptive only to the evidence of visible 

 Other notable scholarship on this subject are Dorothy Roberts’ Killing the Black Body and 54

Sabrina Strings’ Fearing the Black Body 

 Cooper, Medical Bondage, 8. 55

 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M 56

Sheridan Smith (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 8.
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contents.”  The opening up of the concrete body to ascertain empirical knowledge and supposed 57

scientific objectivity is especially important in Owens’ definition of the medical gaze and in 

Mutu’s pluralistic hybrids in Histology. In the latter, however, Mutu challenges the stability of 

the medical gaze by dispersing with the idea that blackness as a marker of race is something that 

is concrete and measurable, rendering it instead as a product of society rather than science.  

 In Histology, Mutu evokes the medical paradigms that aided Cuvier and Sims in 

supporting sociopolitical discourses on race and gender, by first positioning the viewer within it. 

Mutu begins by looking at images from high fashion magazines, hunting magazines and 

pornography material which she then uses to document the realities of society in her work. As 

evidence of what society has produced or what she phrases as the “the fecal matter of culture” 

represented by the images in the magazines, Mutu is able to reckon with her position within 

society.  Moreover, fragmenting the images by cutting limbs and eyes becomes her way to 58

disrupt the homogenous images of race and gender presented in the magazines. As Mutu 

explains,  

I was always interested in the power of the body, both as an image and as an actual 

mechanism through which we exist and find out who we are. I was interested in what 

goes on inside, but also what people see you as. I was also looking at the history of the 

body, questioning issues of representation and perception. The body became the 

mechanism with which I was able to move my mind around all of these issues of 

 Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic, 8. 57

 Deborah Willis, “Wangechi Mutu,” Bomb Magazine, no. 126 (2013): 30.58

43



otherness, of transplanted-ness as a young woman, my blackness as an African-raised 

black woman in New York City. It became crucial to me to use it as a pivot, you know? 

But then I realized that it’s also a trap. There’s something about the body that confines us, 

that disables us, and that prevents us from being immaterial, being invisible, being all of 

these things that maybe you want to be, because maybe you don’t want to stand out.”  59

Thus, the body in Mutu’s work seeks to grapple with ideas of identification ultimately shifting 

and displacing sociocultural notions that define the body. In Histology, medical paradigms are 

shifted and redefined to include the analysis of the role that the body has in constructing 

sociocultural norms. Similarly, Mutu’s work allows her and her audience to reckon with their 

own relationships to the images as presented by society and re-presented in her work by 

prompting them to examine their preconceived notions about her images.  

  
In Histology, Mutu harvests the contemporary representations informed by nineteenth 

century constructions of race. Bringing to light their continued impact in the portrayal of black 

women as the ultimate Other, she acknowledges and subverts the idea of “black African women’s 

wombs... as the site for…epistemological and corporeal flooding” by European scientific racists 

and explorers.  As previously noted, for Mutu, collaging is a means by which she studies and 60

documents sociocultural trends, fragmenting and disrupting their influence by excising them 

from their original context. In this way, “collage tells us not just what cultures have produced but 

 Sarah Cervenak, “Like Blood or Blossom: Wangechi Mutu’s Resistant Harvests,” Feminist   59

Studies 42, no. 2 (January 2016): 396.
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what they’ve fostered.”  As demonstrated by the framework of the image of the Baartman and 61

the continuity between medical paradigms and the imperial gaze that allowed Sims to experiment 

on enslaved women, Western society has fostered a visual/cultural pattern of medical and 

scientific mediated violence on the black female body through stereotypes that compare it to 

animals. For example, after he dissected Baartman, Cuvier wrote that he “had never seen a 

human head more similar to those of monkeys.”  This way of comparing Baartman’s head to 62

that of monkeys gave way to stereotypes of inherent animal instincts within black women and 

black people collectively. Mutu confronts such stereotypes in “Histology of the Different Classes 

of Uterine Tumors,” the image from which the series takes its title. In “Histology of the Different 

Classes of Uterine Tumors,” Mutu deconstructs the idea that the black female body is inherently 

diseased by its close genetic relation to the simian species as proposed by Cuvier. An Afro of 

black glitter puffs out from the creature’s head, racializing its features. Situated under the Afro, a 

tumour stands in for the brain; this pathologizes the creature’s internal space, recalling the 

opening the black female figure by Cuvier and Sims to locate pathology within the black female 

body. The tumour and the uterus as the brain also recall the use of Baartman’s anatomy as a 

means of determining the intellectual inferiority of black people.  Beneath the diseased brain, 

simian-like features stare out at the viewer, inviting them to associate this possible black woman 

with monkeys, an association that recalls Cuvier’s comparison of Baartman to monkeys. To 

further evoke the (black) female body, Mutu pastes a lip glossed gaped female mouth onto a 

 Enright, “Resonant Surgeries.”61

  Sander L.Gilman, “Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality 62
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black nippled chin. This brazen presentation of stereotypes allows Mutu to complicate the 

clinical experience as informed by the educated white, male doctor or lettered, European male by 

raising questions about the legitimacy of the science that supported their supposed medical 

rationality.  

The Medical Gaze and Black Communities  

As pluralistic hybrids of excised images, the portraits in Histology also disrupt the 

hierarchical binaries of oppositional difference produced by scientific racists in the nineteenth 

century that would later inform medical experimentations in black communities like the 1932 

U.S Public Health Service (PHS) directed Tuskegee Syphilis Study. Under the guise of providing 

free health care, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, known formally as the “Study of Syphilis in the 

Untreated Negro Male,” was a form of government sanctioned medical experimentation on six 

hundred sick and poor sharecroppers in the Southern United States. The PHS infected a group of 

black men with syphilis and documented the progression of the disease. According to medical 

researcher and writer Harriet A. Washington, the reasoning behind the experimentation was to 

“validate its belief in a specific racial dimorphism of syphilis.”  Essentially racial dimorphism 63

of syphilis describes the racist belief that whereas the disease was thought to do its worst damage 

to the neurological systems and brains of whites, it was thought to wreak its worst havoc on the 

cardiovascular systems of blacks, sparing their relatively primitive and “underdeveloped 

 Washington, Medical Apartheid, 157. 63
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brains.”  The study, which went on for forty years, saw the inevitable deaths of many of the 64

men, after which their bodies were dissected and a certificate of participation was offered to their 

families.  It was not a coincidence that the model of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study closely 65

resembled that of Baartman. As an icon of blackness, Baartman’s legacy continued to affect the 

realities of black communities regardless of their nationality because the work of Cuvier had 

established a scientific precedence that became firmly embedded in the white capitalist 

patriarchal society of the United States, as evidenced by Tuskegee experiments and the work of 

Sims. In this way, Cuvier’s treatment of the black female body had resonating effects in the black 

community transnationally. Mutu’s construction of the Histology portraits tackles how the body, 

as a marker of identification, was used to medicalize black female bodies and as deviant markers 

of black inferiority.  

Exhibited alongside Mutu’s other portrait series in In Whose Image? at Kunsthalle Wien 

in 2009, Histology further examines how images that were used to quantify physiognomic 

characteristics of black communities through measurements of the body and particularly of the 

head contributed to ideas of black degeneracy that supported European colonization and 

enslavement of Africans. In Histology, the idea of measuring and quantifying bodies to 

determine racial characteristics as it relates to experiments like the Tuskegee Study, is best 

exemplified by “Uterine Catarrh” [Figure 3] and “Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix” 

[Figures 4]. Both images mimic the frontal (“Uterine Catarrh”) and the side profile (“Primary 

Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix”) portraits common in images of the pseudoscientific study of 

 Washington, Medical Apartheid, 157. 64
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phrenology or the study of the shape of the head to determine an individual’s intellect or other 

psychological characteristics. “Uterine Catarrh” features the composite of a figure whose 

cropped Afro is made of black glitter. Her face was composed by placing a black and white 

magazine cut out of the lower part of a woman’s face with a diagram of a vagina with a 

speculum sticking out of it. “Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix” can be read as the side 

profile of a black woman from an ethnographic magazine (although this reading is not definitive) 

judging by her small dark coils of hair. Made using brown packing tape, cut outs of three black 

and white eyes, the back of a closely cropped afro, and several nondescript images of bodies, this 

image complicates the issues of objectively constructing identity. While “Uterine Catarrh” 

appears to have considerably “normal” human features like one set of eyes and lips, the 

speculum sticking out of their forehead––which opens up a diseased body for the examination of 

a uterine cancer––not only marks it as a diseased body, but a foreign one. While both images 

share the visual markers of an Afro, a speculum pierced forehead, and the disease of uterine 

cancer, the three eyes of “Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix” are different shapes and sizes 

and the seemingly forked tongue, which in actuality is made by a mouth sticking its tongue out, 

evokes an attitude of defiance that is not as explicit in “Uterine Catarrh.” Like the other works 

that make up Histology, “Uterine Catarrh” and “Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix,” cannot 

be clearly identified as human figures; this ambiguity is further complicated by their uncanny 

features. Responding to this theme in Mutu’s work, the curator In Whose Image?, Angela Steif, 

notes that Mutu’s portraits do not depict her figures in a naturalistic manner because her portraits 

are meant to demonstrate that “identity can be captured neither photographically, nor 
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realistically, nor through imitation.”  Like “Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix,” “Uterine 66

Catarrh” is marked as foreign by its features; however, the presence of multiple eyes and a 

forked tongue makes the portrait more mythical, almost like a chimera or like a futuristic cyborg. 

The fact that the images have similarities but are inherently different, with the first being more 

human like and the second reminiscent of a mythical creature of cyborg, can be understood as a 

critique of the myth of the black female body as represented by Cuvier’s study and dissection of 

Baartman and how it also informed notions of black moral degeneracy. 

  The figures that make up Histology problematize the lineage of medical violence done 

onto the black female body and how it relates to identity. Beginning with her sourced materials, 

Mutu proceeds to deconstruct the cultural and visual stereotypes that supported the medical 

maltreatment of black bodies by performing “little surgeries” of literally cutting up and 

rearranging visual/cultural representations of white and black women on top of the medical 

illustrations.  This process becomes a way in which Mutu as a black woman gets to examine her 67

own interests and prejudices and  to undo and reshape how society has informed her body and 

those like her. As she explains: “My work is often a therapy for myself—a working out of these 

issues as a black woman and a way of allowing other black women to work through this kind of 

stigmatization as they look through the images and feel how distorted or contorted they might be 

in the public eye.”  The collages in Histology, therefore, work to transfigure the trauma inflicted 68

on the black female body by scientific racists by creating a context for her audience to grapple 

 Stief, In Whose Image?, 23.66
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with their own interests and prejudices. Within Histology, the impermeable homosocial realm of 

the medical gaze and glance is disrupted by the visible spaces between the materials that 

construct the collage. These spaces made by Mutu enable the viewer’s gaze to penetrate the 

hybrid bodies, looking beyond them to see the disease that forms the creature’s internal 

background. Because Mutu’s audience is not limited to a particular group of individuals, the 

homosocial realities of nineteenth century medicine are subsequently fragmented. 

Problematizing the genealogies of medical violence performed on the black female body 

requires Mutu to reform the clinical experience informed by the medical visual economy and 

optical regime. In doing so, she can undo stereotypes attached to the black female body, such as 

the medical black superbody. The scientific practice of collecting empirical evidence by 

“opening up of the concrete individual, ... to the language of rationality, [is a] major event in the 

relationship of man to himself and of language to things.”  Much like how Cuvier opened 69

Baartman’s body, this opening up of the individual allowed European scientific racists to apply 

medical rationality and scientific objectivity to the black female body as they dissected it. In 

constructing her collages through surgical cuts, Mutu is reforming whilst bringing attention to 

the pathologizing and stereotyping of the Black female body. Similarly, as Sarah Cervenak notes, 

“Through Mutu’s creative reassemblage and decomposition, black women morph into 

uncontainable and unnamable beings.”  In this way, black women transcend the stereotypes and 70

problematic realities of being equated to animals or the exceptionally non-human creature. 

Additionally, working with the contradictory objectification of the black female body as both 

 Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic,10.69

 Cervenak, “Like Blood or Blossom,” 398.70
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repellant and attractive by early Western conventions of classification and control that framed 

Sara Baartman as an example of “the female of the ‘lowest’ human species,” Histology 

dramatizes how the black female body as animalistic has been pathologized and diseased to 

justify conquest and medical exploitation of black communities. Mutu acknowledges that:       

    

  The Black female body has been violated and revered in very specific ways by the 

outsider—Europeans, especially. The issues that pertain to race: pathologizing the Black 

mind, exoticizing and fearing the Black body, objectifying the body as a specimen, or a 

sexual machine, or a work animal, or relating the Black body to non-human species as a 

way to justify cruelty…The body is put to work, devoured, tortured, broken, mutilated, 

and then prepared for display as an artifact, a totem, a specimen. Even in this state of 

containment and capture, our body is valued and worshipped—yet feared and reviled.  71

“Primary Syphilitic Ulcers of the Cervix,” “Uterine Catarrh” are examples of how Mutu 

confronts the understandings of the black female body as inherently diseased yet exotic.  Cuvier, 

following the terms of nineteenth century scientific classification, dismembered Baartman and 

made her body evidence of racist rhetoric that upheld white supremacist norms. Sims’s 

experimentation and torture of enslaved women not only advanced gynecology but also upheld 

racist notions possessed by white society about biological blackness. As pluralistic hybrid bodies, 

the figures of Histology create a space of transformation that allows Mutu and her audience to 

 Virginia Treanor and Julia Oswald, “Positive Fragmentation: Wangechi Mutu on the Black 71
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question and undo the stereotypes created by scientific racism. Histology looks at the racist/anti-

black and sexist narratives that corroborated the medical violence inflicted on the black female 

body and determined the perception of whiteness as superior to blackness. The fragmentation in 

Histology echoes the “devoured, tortured, broken, [and] mutilated” nature of medical violence 

and scientific racism.  However, rather than presenting the images as tokens or specimens of 72

blackness or the black female body, Mutu’s hybrid figures complicate the legacies of the black 

female body as a scientific specimen and sociocultural icon of black moral deficiency.  

 Virginia Treanor and Julia Oswald, “Positive Fragmentation: Wangechi Mutu on the Black 72
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Chapter 4: Desire and Repulsion: Black Female 
Sexuality and Consuming Images of the Other 

The Ark Collection (2006) is perhaps Mutu’s most often cited work. First showcased in her 

debut solo exhibition, An Alien Eye and Other Killah Anthems (2006), at Sikkema Jenkins & Co., 

it is exemplary of Mutu’s excavation of implicit racial and sexual iconography in depictions of 

the black female body. To create this series of thirty-two post-card sized pieces, Mutu gleaned 

images from now defunct black pornographic magazines like Pictorial and Black Tail as well as 

from the 1993 ethnographic coffee table book Women of the African Ark by photographers Carol 

Beckwith and Angela Fisher. The collages in Mutu’s Ark Collection pinpoint and problematize 

the issues of representations that are exemplified by images of black women found in these 

sources which, on face value, could not be further apart, but as Mutu’s work demonstrates, share 

representational codes. The Ark Collection highlights the practice of defining the Other through 

distinctly racially evocative images that are often demonstrated by ethnographic magazine 

spreads and pornographic images of black women. In both contexts, the creators of black 

pornographic imagery and ethnographic pictorials insist that their misogynist and anti-black 

purviews of seeing/believing the black female body as untamed/uncivilized and regressive is 

objectively valid. However, the exclusion of black female subjectivity in these scenarios 

reinforces the harmful imperial gaze and its concurrent manifestation of controlling images. 

Ultimately, depictions of black women like the ones found in pornography and ethnographic 

literature are examples of how the imperial gaze utilizes carefully curated images and discourses 

that determine how black sexuality is perceived and understood. Further, while the controlling 
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images of black sexuality starkly differ from the varying realities of black sexual politics, their 

constant and overwhelming presence in everyday life comes to define the subjectivity of black 

individuals and their sexual expression. In this way, any attempts to generate stable self-

definitions risk becoming usurped and returned to the controlling image that supports systems of 

imperialist oppression.  

In Black Looks: Race and Representation, bell hooks highlights how the oppositional gaze 

can upend stereotypes of blackness that are perpetuated through representations of black 

sexuality, and black female sexuality in particular, and uphold hegemonic modes of seeing, 

thinking and being, promoting anti-blackness and misogyny.  In response to how black female 73

sexuality has been used to enhance the palate of dominant culture, hooks notes that mainstream 

consumption of the Other through images is a “contemporary revival of interest in the 

‘primitive’” that is based the desire to exploit Otherness for pleasure and profit as a way to 

reinscribe the status quo of white supremacy that is put forth by the imperial gaze.  Quoting 74

writer Marianna Torgovinick’s assertion that the “West’s fascination with the primitive has to do 

with its own crises of identity,” hook argues that the West’s interest in the so called primitive has 

to do with “its own need to demarcate subject and object even while flirting with other ways of 

experiencing the universe.”  The efficient and insidious process of reinforcing harmful 75

discourses about black sexuality and black womanhood through the images found in 

 She delves into these topics in her essays “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance” and 73

“Selling Hot Pussy: Black Female Sexuality in the Marketplace.” 

 hooks, Black Looks, 22.74

 hooks, Black Looks, 22.75
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pornographic magazines and ethnographic literature reflects hooks’ and Torgovnick’s points. To 

develop critical resistance and black looks against contemporary fascination with consuming 

images of Otherness that distort black female sexuality, hooks suggests that those invested in an 

oppositional gaze “explore how desire for the other is expressed, manipulated, and transformed 

by encounters with difference” noting that difference is a critical terrain that can indicate a space 

that needs to be transformed to align with revolutionary interventions.  In The Ark Collection, 76

Mutu makes a critical intervention that challenges and subverts racist domination of black female 

sexuality by creating hybrid images that invite and enable critical resistance as outlined by 

hooks. Specifically, she looks at how black female sexuality is manipulated to either explicitly 

express the sexual desire to possess the Other via pornography or the implicit imperialistic desire 

to possess the other through ethnographic images. Mutu, like hooks, suggests that those who 

consume pornography and/or ethnographic images are engaging their "their unconscious 

fantasies and longings about contact with the Other."  It does not matter whether the naked 77

images of black women in ethnographic images are for “educational” purposes. What can be 

learned from a simple postcard if it is accompanied by prejudice already embedded in the 

subconscious? As Mutu states in an interview with Firstenberg, she is interested in these 

unconscious biases both in herself and others because that's what drives the creation of 

transformative images and allows her to “strike a chord” with her audience.   78

 hooks, Black Looks, 23.76

 hooks, Black Looks, 22.77

 Firstenberg, “Perverse,” 144.78
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Women of the African Ark: Jezebels or Primeval Madonnas 

Taken when Beckwith and Fisher travelled through the Horn of Africa, the images in 

Women of the African Ark are examples of the symbiotic relationship between colonial discourse 

and its concurrent controlling images. Intended to showcase their “deep knowledge and love of 

the region,” every detail of Beckwith and Fisher’s book, from the title to the images and postcard 

descriptions, serve to portray African women as examples of the noble and nurturing primitive 

woman.  Playing into tropes of Africa as the “motherland” of all humans and its women as 79

representative of the fertile and Edenic land, Beckwith and Fisher’s photographs depict 

anonymous women in staged scenarios. In the photos, the women appear suspended in an idyllic 

time, enjoying perpetual leisure in their traditional clothes and jewelry. The authors particularly 

emphasize the beauty and grooming rituals of the women they depict with blurbs at the back of 

the postcards describing their beauty regimes as indicators of African cultural norms. Each 

image, by virtue of being a handheld portrait, suggests an intimate look at the subject. Yet, the 

staged scenarios in conjunction to the didactic blurbs and the sometimes indirect and distant 

gazes of the subjects contradicts the legitimacy of these images as depictions of the everyday life 

of east African women. Ultimately, the women in Beckwith and Fisher’s photographs are posed 

for consumption and are offered as representatives of a regressive culture, stagnant and moving 

towards extinction. This aspect of consumerism is reinforced by the commodification of these 

images as postcards to be bought and sold as part of a wider series including calendars, posters, 

and other objects. The individual subjectivity of the women is obscured by the imposing 

 Carol Beckwith, Angela Fisher, and Graham Hancock, Women of the African Ark : a Book of 79

Postcards (San Francisco: Pomegranate Art books, 1993), 1.
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fantasies of the photographers and their writer, Graham Hancock, who see them and their 

cultures as “primitive tribes of the last wilderness.”  Posing the women and their cultures as “a 80

true microcosm of Africa and a time capsule…[of] the many stages of the development of 

modern culture,” the portraits spin a narrative of Otherness.  In Hancock’s statements, modern 81

culture is tellingly synonymous with Western culture and civilization, thereby bolstering the 

belief that Africa, which these tribes and women are supposed to exemplify, is a timeless land 

reflective of an early primeval period in human history. This kind thinking is related to notions of 

oppositional difference––what Hill Collins terms either/or dichotomous thinking––which in 

combination with the objectification of black women form the basis of harmful stereotypes.  

 The brief introductory paragraphs in Women of the African Ark are indicative of the 

authoritative ignorance and inherent white supremacist purview of Fisher and Beckwith’s work. 

It also demonstrates how either/or thinking objectifies black women as signifiers of blackness 

through disparaging representations of their bodies and sexuality within the Western imagination. 

Black women as the object of the imperial gaze are defined within the Western societal 

imagination in relation to the white male subjectivity, which, in many ways, is primarily 

possessed by white men. Within this relationship, black women and white men are posited as 

“fundamentally different entities related only through their definition as opposites” with black 

women being the subordinate half of the binary.  As non-complementary counterparts, “black 82

  Beckwith, Fisher and Hancock, Women of the African Ark, 1.80

 Beckwith, Fisher and Hancock, Women of the African Ark, 1.81

 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 68-9.82
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women occupy a position whereby the inferior half of a series of these dichotomies converge.”  83

In this way, Hancock’s implication that the east African women and their cultures depicted in 

Women of the African Ark are representative of a bygone era, relegates them to the inferior half 

of his colonizing gaze, placing him, Beckwith, and Fisher firmly as authoritative figures within 

the narratives of the African women and tribes.  

As demonstrated by controlling images like those presented by Beckwith and Fisher, the 

objectification of black women is central to any expression of anti-blackness. A fundamental 

expression of the imperial gaze is the knowing self or the observer––who has been historically 

white and male but can be anyone invested in this way of thinking—separating themselves from 

the known object, in this case, the black woman, utilizing the textual attitudes of imperialistic 

literature like Women of the African Ark. Through travel literature and other authoritative texts, 

blackness and subsequently the black woman is categorized as the object of white (male) 

subjectivity and is rendered a passive non-participant. Without autonomy, she or rather her 

physicality/body is then dissected and categorized in relation to white (male) subjectivity. As the 

Other, the black female body is posed, defined, and understood by others who discount the 

sovereignty of black women. In this way, the objectification of black women as stereotypical 

Mammies or any other harmful stereotypes usurps the ability for black women to define 

themselves for themselves, they are always met with undue resistance that effectively seeks to 

relegate them to subhuman status. One of Mutu’s primary concerns when creating the hybrid 

figures of black womanhood that make up The Ark Collection, is to violate and break apart the 

 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 68-9.83
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“cliche laden images of black women.”  Cutting out the explicit sexual desire for the black 84

Other as exemplified by the pornographic images and splicing in the understated desire to 

possess the primitive Other through idealized images of African women, Mutu showcases the 

inherent violence that results from the passive consumption and reiteration of such sexist and 

racist discourses. In effect, she fractures the externally defined images of black women, by 

“infus[ing] her task with a certain violence” that comes from the cutting and slicing aspect of her 

collage practice.  She takes these images of conquest (sexual/ land) and, with precision, disrupts 85

them through the cutting, rearranging, and pasting process of collaging, making once 

homogenous images discordant figures. The bodies that she assembles by suturing together 

fragments of pornographic and ethnographic images for The Ark Collection reflect the 

permeation of the boundaries that keep the colonial subject confined to oppressive narratives, 

ultimately reclaiming black female subjectivity.  

 Institutional Racism and The Black Female Body 

 Travel literature, like Beckwith and Fisher’s Women of the African Ark, has been 

historically inundated with scientific racism and has been used to establish knowledge about 

Africans long before Europe/Europeans became familiar with Africans or their cultures. Filled 

with inconsistent statements about East Africa, Women of the African Ark foregrounds the 

narratives and voices of two white women, whose knowledge of the area at the time stemmed 

from a five-year trip. Yet, due to their associations with various Western intuitions of learning, 

  Stief, In Whose Image?, 15.84

  Stief, In Whose Image?, 17.85
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their ahistorical and racist depictions of East African culture are seen as credible in describing 

the realities of cultures whose own perspectives have been excluded from their own narratives. 

As an integral aspect of the imperial gaze, travel literature and other related texts helped ascribe 

credibility to written texts due to their association with institutions of authority. In effect, these 

texts, assigned credibility due to their association with prestigious institutes of learning, were 

foundational in establishing systems of knowledge and realities that in time “produce[d] a 

tradition, or … a discourse whose material presence or weight ... [became] … responsible for the 

texts produced out of it.”   As such, even the contrived narratives put forth by some travel 86

literature and natural historians were used to control the narratives and realities of non-

Europeans, simply because they had adopted the language and style of academic literature.  

Like the nineteenth-century travel writers and natural historians before them, Beckwith and 

Fisher's association with multiple intuitions of learning including the Institute of Human Origins 

at Arizona State University, where they have exhibited their work on Indigenous African 

cultures, allows them to co-opt academic authority and disguise their fetishization of Indigenous 

African cultures as an academic exercise purely for the preservation of these cultures. However, 

the idea of Indigenous African cultures as vanishing races put forth by their practice further 

erases the sovereignty of these cultures. Additionally, the authors’ exclusion the perspectives of 

the people that they photograph from how their cultures and stories are presented to the rest of 

the world exemplifies how the textual attitudes of travel literature can control the narratives of its 

subject through controlling images. In The Ark Collection, Mutu’s collage practice once again 

serves to demonstrate the steadfastness of the imperial gaze and its ensuing discourses, that she 

 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1994), 93-94. 86
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then fragments by excising the images from their original contexts of ethnographic and sexual 

curiosity and splicing them into their shared context of racist iconography. The resulting images 

not only physically fragment the intended imperial impulse of mythologizing and fetishizing of 

blackness, but they also initiate a disorienting intellectual exercise by simultaneously dispersing 

and inverting the imperial gaze. 

 Foundational to Mutu’s critique of Beckwith and Fisher’s work is how she replicates 

Beckwith and Fisher’s format. Her postcard-sized images recall the postcard feature of 

ethnographic literature like Women of the African Ark. Instead of sanitized ethnographic images 

of Indigenous African women, Mutu complicates the original intention of the images by 

including the pornographic images of black women. Mutu’s combination of these images is 

poignant in puzzling her viewers and perhaps leading them to question why the seemingly 

innocuous and positive images of African women holding anthropological artifacts would be 

posited alongside sexually lewd images of presumably African American women from men’s 

magazines. This initial question is what drives engagement with Mutu’s Ark Collection. In 

placing these seemingly distinct scenarios in direct conversation with one another, Mutu signals 

to her viewers the common underlying discourses and concurrent issues that such images share. 

Essentially, she re-codes the original signifiers of sexual and racial tropes, namely that these 

women in the pornographic photographs and ethnographic portraits marking them as respectively 

lascivious and primeval. Mutu not only continues to question the legitimacy of the images in 

both contexts, but subsequently highlights the unnerving underhandedness with which colonial 

discourses persist within and outside their presumed purviews. Additionally, she continues to 
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examine her own notions about her country, continent, its people, and how all three are 

repurposed for exploitation.  

The Ark Collection specifically excavates and pinpoints the ingrained anti-black 

understandings that drive the kind of canned and one-dimensional portrayal of African culture as 

exemplifying early human life prior to civilization. Homing in on the positioning of the women 

in Beckwith and Fisher’s compilation as exemplars of Africa and its culture, The Ark Collection 

reconfigures the black female body as a significant polemical site in producing anti-colonial 

discourses. Much like her earlier collages of hybrid black women, such as Pin Up Series, the 

multifaceted realities of the black female body in The Ark Collection are made evident through 

what David Moos terms disjunctive continuity. Disjunctive continuity is a term that Moos uses to 

describe Mutu’s skill of acknowledging and disrupting the intrinsically exploitative nature of 

stereotypes while creating new imagery.  Describing the figures in The Ark Collection, he writes 87

that “Mutu’s bodies assume provocative poses as they disrupt, reconfigure and, at times, 

disfigure the central human form, imbuing the original poses with strikingly different imagery.”  88

In The Ark Collection, Mutu uses the images from Women of the African Ark, to disrupt 

stereotypes and reconfigure them as politically charged imagery in order to illustrate the alliance 

of ethnographic and pornographic imagery with colonial desires of conquest and consumption. 

Mutu abstracts the racial essentialism of Fisher and Beckwith’s work by removing the gestures of 

the original images. She then replaces them with the censored yet provocative sexually 

 David Moos, “This,You Call Civilization?” in This You Call Civilization?, ed. David Moos, 87

(Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario, 2010), 16.

 Moos,“This,You Call Civilization?,” 16.88
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suggestive poses of the pornographic images. As such, a beatific smile is distorted into a 

wounded torso and an eye becomes suggestive of mutilated genitalia. Though this subversion of 

Beckwith and Fisher’s imagery may appear simple, it unearths the hidden complexities of the 

original image. This can be seen in her reconfiguration of the portrait of an unidentified young 

woman (perhaps Somalian) from the Ogaden Region . In Beckwith and Fisher’s version, the 

young woman is shown in a flower patterned bright yellow headdress. Her brows are furrowed as 

she glances off her right shoulder at something that the viewer cannot see; inadvertently, she 

avoids the viewer’s gaze. Originally, meant to showcase the market days in the Ogaden region 

and the goods (the headscarf) that are imported into the area, this image does not communicate 

the intended “colorful kaleidoscope of people and merchandise” at the market, rather it illustrates 

the silencing of the subject that primes such images for stereotypical interpretations.  89

To challenge the essentializing of African/black life in the original portrait, in Mutu’s 

rendition the portrait of the presumably Somalian woman is inverted and a black woman whose 

face has been excised is placed on top of her, the latter’s hands covering her eyes . The absence 

and covering of their eyes obscure the gazes of both women, a physical gesture that also 

highlights how looking as a powerful aspect of knowledge building is clouded in ethnographic 

texts and images like Beckwith and Fisher’s book. In this way, Mutu’s image acknowledges the 

lack of direct communication between the original subject and Beckwith and Fisher’s audience. 

Likewise, it reframes the pornographic images as examples of American culture, a culture 

inundated with ingesting hypersexualized representations of the black female body, often 

regurgitating them as racial signifiers of black degeneracy. As such, Mutu’s critique of racist 

 Beckwith, Fisher and Hancock, Women of the African Ark, 32.89
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tropes extends to the examination of the sexual images and the popular perception of Black 

women in the United States.  

In Mutu's Ark collection, the black female body negotiates its own position within the 

wider social discourse, positioning itself as a complex site, open to new possibilities. For 

example, in her reworking of Fisher and Beckwith’s image of a Konso woman in Ethiopia, 

Mutu’s entangled image edited to complicate the relationship between sex and pleasure as related 

aspects of labour puts forth the exploitative role of the black female body with the political 

economy of domination . The imposition of a cut-out of a black woman touching herself over the 

photograph of the Konso woman grinding corn disfigures the exoticism and erotic fantasy 

embedded in both images. As with the postcards in this collection, the impact of the message lies 

with abstract and incomplete sexual signifiers. The original photograph  is intercepted by the 

abstracted figure of the nude model caressing her breasts. The model whose eyes are closed 

(perhaps in ecstasy) is missing the bottom half of her face, her would-be open mouth is excised 

and replaced with the sun-streaked walls of the Konso woman’s hut. Further, in this new 

assemblage, the Konso woman remains passive, her work (labor) filtered through the fanned 

fingers of the former. This simultaneous revelation and covering of both women’s actions in the 

reworking of the images transforms both depictions from Eurocentric ethnographic image and 

misogynist pornographic image calling cards to comments on black female labor and the 

performance of femininity. The pornographic photograph placed in conversation with Beckwith 

and Fisher’s portrait is transformed from an explicitly lewd image to one that considers the 

labour of sex as performed by black women, and its role in colonial enterprises. Similarly, the 

portrait of the Konso woman shifts from a utopic image of wonder to one that showcases the 
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exploitation of the black female body for labor. In this way, the portrait of the Konso woman and 

the photograph of the African American woman raise questions about the academic/intellectual 

integrity of ethnographic images of the Other, especially in the more accessible and popular 

mediums of magazines like the National Geographic.  

Mutu displays The Art Collection in glass cases . The presentation of the postcards in four 

custom made vitrines in a dark room that prompt associations with natural museums and the 

display of specimens in glass cases. Arranged in symmetrical pairs, Mutu’s collaged postcards 

are ultimately specimens of cultural signification, showcasing the constructed fallacy of 

femininity and blackness. By titling the series The Ark Collection, Mutu invokes biblical images 

of preservation against changing environments. In this case, the preservation of subjectivity from 

outdated tropes. According to Moos, who curated This,You Call Civilization? At the Art Gallery 

of Ontario, Mutu conceived The Ark Collection as “a contemporary transcultural rendering that 

visualizes through distortion the forged possibility of a new unity.”  Thus, while the use of 90

vitrines and the term “ark” may suggest Mutu’s preservation of black female subjectivity and 

self-imaging, it also expands the cultural script used in framing notions about female sexuality 

and the female body. Although the vitrines and the size of the works are meant to facilitate close 

looking, they also challenge the intimate nature of the original photographs. No longer are 

viewers looking/consuming these women in the privacy of their homes, their consumption is 

made public, unearthing with each look the most private and deeply seated views related to such 

images. This presentation also challenges the viewer’s authority by highlighting the distance 

between what they think they know and the actual reality.   

 David Moos, This,You Call Civilization?, 19. 90
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The Ark Collection is a manifestation of Mutu’s resistant intervention. Mutu, seeing the 

black female body as a hybrid site of desire and repulsion, remains adamant in projecting Black 

female subjectivity and enabling it to exist outside the confines of ahistorical tropes. As writer 

Rise Wilson notes “her characters seemed to have freed themselves from the bear traps of 

Hottentot and Mammy, Sapphire and Video Ho.”  In this series, each subversive 91

reconfiguration, sliced and reassembled into concurrently whole yet incomplete figures, 

showcases a critical look imbued with resistance. Focused on placing herself and her figures in 

opposition to the “sexist and pornographic depictions of femininity, and idealized images of the 

exotic,” Mutu gets to the deep social roots of stereotypes and their connection to the domination 

of the alien Other.  Her ambivalence towards forming coherent bodies leaves her work visually 92

charged with beauty and violence that exposes the artifice and ultimate colonizing potential of  

phrenological and physiognomic doctrines that drive everyday and institutional issues of race, 

sex, and class. In the Ark Collection the feared, despised, and curious figure of the black body 

becomes a hybrid of the many cultures and identities that comprise the African diaspora.  

 Risë Wilson, “All Hail the Queen,” Black renaissance 8, no. 1 (2008):9091

 Stief, In Whose Image?, 15-17.92
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Chapter 5: Exhuming Gluttony: Marketing Racism  

Mutu’s 2006 large-scale installation Exhuming Gluttony: A Lover’s Requiem, reprised in 

2011 as Exhuming Gluttony: Another Requiem, takes a typically elaborate social practice––the 

consumption of sumptuous meals and fine wine––that signal the luxuries of wealth and 

complicates it with visions of greed and violence. Done in collaboration with British-Ghanaian 

architect David Adjaye, the “theatre of gluttony,” hyper-charged with gory scenes of decay, 

engages viewers in conversations on consumer culture in relation to economic exploitation, 

highlighting the connection between the exploitation of resources, environmental degradation, 

immigration and colonization.  The installation takes inspiration from Mutu’s Catholic school 93

days and Kikuyu background to explore themes of cultural hybridization as it relates to 

immigration, especially in the United States. Fascinated by the complex rituals of Catholicism 

she experienced as a Catholic school girl, Mutu reimagines several aspects of the holy 

communion, appropriating it to examine issues of class, race, and gender within expressions of 

hybridity.  Borrowing from the principal practice of the Eucharist, a part of the holy communion 

when partakers ingest bread and wine consecrated into the flesh and blood of Christ by a priest, 

Mutu utilizes Catholicism’s influence on her praxis by changing its function to examine the 

realities of labour. The theme of labour in Exhuming Gluttony can be read in relation to the 

reproductive labour performed by the black female body in the era of slavery and how 

controlling images like the Mammy and Jezebel upheld the forced sexual and reproductive 

 “Wangechi Mutu Exhuming Gluttony: A Lover’s Requiem,” Salon 94, accessed April 23, 93

2022, https://salon94.com/exhibitions/exhuming-gluttony-a-lover-s-requiem-2006/.
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coercion of enslaved black women. The labouring black female body as represented in the work 

by Mutu’s body, allows her audience to examine how the image of the Mammy and Jezebel 

determined the dynamics of black families. Exhuming Gluttony, like Mutu’s collages, reflects her 

critical ambivalence that combines a vacillating central theme of repulsion and intrigue as a 

means of initiating a transformative context and creating resistant black look that challenges 

political imperialism and controlling images of black female subjectivity. 

The installation was first exhibited at Salon 94, at the same time as Mutu’s debut solo show 

at Sikkema and Jenkins, An Alien Eye and Other Killah Anthems. The walls on one side of the 

dimly lit room that the installation occupied were ridden with bullets shot by the artist herself. 

The walls on the other side of the room distressed and peeling walls were like scabbing on an 

infected wound that had been festering; bulbous and wet with pus and hung with a mound of 

animal pelts. Between them, sat a long wooden table stained and molted by fermented red wine 

that dripped from inky fur trimmed bottles onto the peach-coloured floor.  The evocation of 

wounds, death, and disease allude to an ailing body/environment further compounded by the thin 

white veil featuring one of Mutu’s brightly coloured and richly intricate collages from her 2006 

Tumor Series.  The installation highlights the vile nature of overconsumption and the hoarding of 

wealth and resources in society by positing wine, fur, and beauty as references to degradation 

and waste. In Exhuming Gluttony, Mutu sought to “frame the uncomfortable romance between 

wealth and waste, affluence and mass poverty as a mass grave of human greed/indignity”.  The 94

installation engages with Mutu’s recurring theme of the wounded and diseased body through its 

 Trevor Schoonmaker, Kristine Stiles and Greg Tate, Wangechi Mutu: A Fantastic Journey 94

(Durham; Duke University Press) 2013, 64. 
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reference to the overwhelming and putrid smells that would have been emitted by the wine 

expressing a decaying or infected mass. 

The exclusion of the physical body in Exhuming Gluttony in favour of signifiers such as the 

bottles/vessels (organs/skin), wine (blood/milk), the mound of fur, the molted table, and the 

overall space (skin), showcases Mutu’s belief in the deep physical and psychic exchange between 

individuals and their environment . Exhuming Gluttony, though not a collage, employs similar 

strategies to Mutu’s paper and mylar assemblages. Utilizing culturally significant visual and 

theoretical themes from popular/mass media, Mutu creates an environment in which decay and 

death, uncontained, invade the viewer’s senses. For the installation, Mutu consulted movies and 

media that deal with the politics of materialism and its inherent violence. In particular, she says 

that Peter Greenaway’s The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (1989) and Marco Ferreri’s 

1973 French satire La Grande Bouffe/The Big Feast informed the philosophical framework for 

Exhuming Gluttony. Mutu states that although she was uncomfortable inhabiting the mental 

space of these movies, she used “the demon inside the film[s] to awaken the demon inside 

[herself], so that [she] could push [it] into the work.”  The demon that Mutu describes is the 95

extreme depiction of morally debased acts of carnage, greed, and misogyny in Greenaway and 

Ferreri’s works. In these films, Mutu saw the violent nature of opulence centred on conquest, 

specifically the conquest of the female body and its relation to conquests of land and people. 

Intrigued yet repulsed by the cannibalism and misogyny in Ferreri’s work, Mutu decided to 

capture the moments before or after a brutal massacre. Incorporating ideas of mass murder and 

waste into her “Catholic-obsessed mind,” Mutu created the overwhelmingly repulsive scene in 

 Schoonmaker, Stiles and Tate, Wangechi Mutu, 64. 95
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Exhuming Gluttony.  She first imagined that “the massacre had happened around a big family 96

table, or the kind of table around which the Last Supper would have happened,” hence the long 

oval table at the center of the installation.  The table also references a butcher’s table in an 97

abattoir, warped by the moisture of blood dripping from the bottles––easily read as hanging bits 

of carved flesh––and pooling on the floor [Figure 14]. For Mutu, the table is a metaphor of 

human intolerance and the failure of people to get together and have a productive, if not 

peaceful, dialogue; a failure that results in persistent and widespread carnage and waste 

exemplified by the mound of pelts, bullet holes, and wounded walls.  

Manifestations of Environmental Violence  

A recurrent trope in Mutu’s work, wounded walls speak to the violence that enables the 

political subjugation of black people and its impact postcolonial African politics. The 2004 

installation Hanging' In, which she made during her ArtSpace residency in San Antonio, Texas, 

was Mutu’s first experiment with the wounded wall technique. Starting from her body, Hangin’ 

In featured Mutu’s signature hybrid female figures and incorporates as catholic imagery. The 

focal point of the installation is two female figures in rhythmic suspension, their bodies twisted 

as if in dance or agony, exploding mid-flight, splattering, and staining the scarred and 

pockmarked walls of the gallery in red. The bleeding walls in this work were made by Mutu 

attacking the walls with a hammer. This process and the aftermath became a “permanent 

reminder of [her] inner rage,” which she says came from “feeling uncomfortable as a foreigner in 

 Enright, “Resonant Surgeries,” 46.96
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the United States.”  Mutu’s attack on the walls is an extension of her body and a manifestation 98

of her personal psychic fury as an outsider in an openly xenophobic and anti-black country. Later 

reworked and incorporated into her exhibition Hangin’In Texas at ArtSpace that same year, the 

final rendition of Hangin’ In is not only thematically in line with Exhuming Gluttony but has the 

same core visual strategies. In Hangin’ In Texas, suspended wine bottles slowly dripping red 

wine onto the gallery floor were framed by wounded walls, just like in Exhuming Gluttony. 

Similarly, in the final installation of Hangin’ In Texas the flying female figures of the original 

were noticeably absent, much like the dematerialized body in Exhuming Gluttony, which has 

been replaced with signifiers like the table, animal pelts, and the wine bottles. Unlike the latter 

Exhuming Gluttony, however, Hangin’ In Texas places the wounded walls and bottles in 

conversation with Cutting (2004), a video which features Mutu hacking at the carcass of a tree 

trunk with a machete in Presidio, Texas, a U.S-Mexico border town. Although a separate work, 

video, prompts the viewer of Hangin’ In Texas to consider the wounded walls and sour wine in 

relation to the body and labour of the black female subject, which, in Cutting, was exemplified 

by Mutu, an African woman.  

As a commentary on displacement and environmental destruction, Cutting, like Exhuming 

Gluttony, prompts questions about immigration and its connections to climate change and 

environmental degradation. Mutu notes that her position as an immigrant in the U.S. during the 

U.S invasion of Iraq, and the widespread xenophobia it inflamed, was one of her reasons for 

incorporating wounded walls and dripping red wine in her installations. The virulent pockmarks  

in Exhuming Gluttony and the accompanying bottles of dripping red wine are thus not only 

 Schoonmaker, Stiles and Tate, Wangechi Mutu, 64. 98
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suggestive of bullet holes or gunshot wounds, but they are Mutu’s way of further examining the 

impact of human conflict and neo-colonialist ventures on the environment and the body.  Mutu 

looks at how the destruction of the environment as a consequence of war and colonialism is 

reflected on the black female body. Through these visages of suffering and violence, she also 

examines herself and black female subjectivity in relation to the injured and traumatized black 

female body that results from colonial and racial violence.  

Environmental degradation and its relationship to colonial enterprises is central to 

Exhuming Gluttony. Mutu, a Kikuyu/Kenyan woman often reflects on the impact of British 

Colonialism on Kenya. For Mutu, Britain’s imperialism not only had a lasting and devastating 

impact on Kenyan politics, but also on the environment. Though Mutu grew up in Nairobi with 

her family, her grandmother lived in Nyeri, an area in Kikuyuland which, according to Mutu 

“was particularly bent on getting the British off the land.”  This is the same area that Kenyan 99

environmental and political activist Wangari Maathai is from, thus, for Mutu, environmental 

issues and political reform go hand in hand. Maathai, who was the first woman in East and 

Central Africa to earn a doctorate degree, helped create the Greenbelt Movement as part of the 

National Women’s Council in Kenya, a movement primarily concerned with environmental 

conservation, human rights, and improving political procedures in Kenya.  In 1989, Maathai 100

and several women from the Greenbelt Movement gathered in Nairobi’s Uhuru Park to protest a 

60-storey Kenya Times Media Trust Complex, which would see the devastation of the natural 

 Mutu, “The Women,” 55.99

 “Wangari Maathai,” The Nobel Prize, accessed April 23, 2022, https://www.nobelprize.org/100

prizes/peace/2004/maathai/biographical/.
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environment surrounding the park.  They were subsequently attacked and jailed for the protest; 101

however, the complex project did not go ahead. Maathai’s idea that “taking care of natural 

resources—was a key to empowerment” as well as her courage to challenge the political status 

quo in Kenya underpins the themes of environmental conservation in Mutu’s work. The scenes 

of waste and decay in Exhuming Gluttony, are a warning and a reminder for her audience about 

the detrimental results of overconsumption and political corruption. 

In Exhuming Gluttony, the sacred rite of holy communion, originally a worshiper’s 

testament of faith and act of devotion to God, symbolizes both the cannibalistic immorality of 

capitalism and mass accumulation of wealth feasting on its participants, namely by extracting 

labor and inflicting trauma via acts of violence and maiming. In the installation, blood, waste, 

and death, which Mutu sees as fundamental to the rituals of Catholicism and its “gorgeous, gory, 

ancient…pagan imagery,” are themes through which she examines instances of ritual violence, 

war, colonialism, and black female subjectivity.   Like the recurrent composite figures in 102

Mutu’s catalog, Exhuming Gluttony, “in which wine is used to initiate viewers into [the] deep 

history” of Catholic rituals, conjures a genealogy of corporeal taboo which is subsequently 

subverted and linked to capitalist and colonial exploits.  The “genealogy of corporeal taboo” is 103

evoked through allusions to the black female body.  Perhaps due to her profound interest in 104

Catholicism, Mutu acknowledges that suffering, penance, and labour play important roles in her 
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praxis. Beginning with her body, Mutu uses the black female body to work through suffering, 

taking apart the body (cutting out body parts from magazines/simulating them with objects) and 

working it back together into critical composites, a tiring practice that results in incongruent, 

often black female figures. 

 Reflecting on Black Matriarchies: Labour as Penance in Exhuming 

Gluttony 

The subtitle of Exhuming Gluttony, A Lover’s Requiem, points to the recurring theme of 

reflection and penance as a tool for resolution in Mutu’s work. Her labour-intensive practice 

performed by her black female body becomes a way of putting forth new and re-imagined 

figures of black female subjectivity as well as reckoning with past histories. Her relentless 

pursuit of reflection and penance, perhaps performed as a means of exercising her own demons 

and demolishing internalized hegemonies, becomes a gateway for reclaiming an imagined future, 

a sentiment she continuously repeats in discussions of her work. Nigerian art critic Okwui 

Enwezor observed that the image of the “ravaged body of [a] woman exposed in a context of 

patriarchal incarceration, social isolation, and implacable vulnerability,” in  the video-

performance, Cleaning Earth (2006), is an early example of the recurring theme of penance in 

Mutu’s works.  In this piece, Mutu performs the daunting and near improbable task of 105

scrubbing a muddy floor, a repetitive action of cleansing the earth with a brush as an extension of 

her body which not only denotes  “the eroticism of women’s domestic labour, by highlighting 

 Schoonmaker, Stiles, and Tate, Wangechi Mutu, 65. 105
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their reproductive role in society,” but  “personifies her own aesthetics of transformation, 

fragmentation, and appropriation” that are ever present in her work.  The deconstruction of the 106

black female body performing arduous domestic labour and enacting what Adrienne Edwards 

terms “corporeal fatigue” into parts consisting of politicized desire and sexuality transforms the 

black female body (here represented by Mutu’s own body) and in turn black female subjectivity 

into a space of indefinite realities.  The self-reflexive gesture, also central to Exhuming 107

Gluttony, is driven by appropriating movements of labour and combining them with religious 

paradigms from African and European traditions. This gesture is Mutu’s way to reckon with her 

role as a black woman artist in the multitudes of contexts that she inhabits. Additionally, it is her 

way of absolving the black female body from the imposed “sins” (trauma) of labour and 

reproductive exploitation, most notably at the hands of colonialist/capitalist strictures. In this 

performance, her hunched and kneeling posture resembles a common position of prayer or 

penance and her intermittent pouring of water onto the earth recalls the African ceremonial 

practice of pouring libations to appease, celebrate, or honour ancestors during social and 

religious rituals. These two gestures are repeated in Exhuming Gluttony in which Mutu uses the 

table to prompt images of cattle and the human body by varying the lengths of the legs, so they 

simultaneously undulate and hang like mammary glands,  an expression that is also reflected by 

the hanging bottles above the table.  

 Kent, Rachel, Mbugua wa Kimani, Dan Cameron, and Adrienne Edwards, Wangechi Mutu 106
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Through the upended and suspended bottles spilling sour red wine on the table, Mutu’s 

Exhuming Gluttony interrogates the complex relationships between the black female body as 

framed by the imperial gaze and the ensuing trauma of slavery in the United States. Notably, the 

allusion to cattle and breasts using the bottles and the legs of the table pinpoints the critically 

complex relationship between the black female body and the imperial gaze. In Exhuming 

Gluttony, the numerous manifestations of the imperial gaze such as Europe’s colonialization of 

Africa, global chattel slavery, and exploitation of enslaved black bodies is tied to the continued 

labour and reproductive exploitation of the black female body, made possible by the controlling 

images that confine it within seemingly impervious hegemonic systems. The asexual Mammy 

whose affable matriarchal image conveys the white supremacist fantasy of black women and 

people as willing participants in their own degradation comes to mind in this instance. The 

libations in Exhuming Gluttony that drip from the wine bottles, associated with the sacred blood 

of Christ also signal the reproductive labour put forth by the black female body that nourished 

the children of their enslavers.  As a result of the sexual coding of breasts in popular culture, the 

image of lactating breast dripping milk/blood onto the floor illustrates the violent sexual 

exploitation of enslaved black women and their descendants. Often justified using a combination 

of the Mammy stereotype (a woman who is considered to be conventionally and sexually 

unattractive) with that of the Jezebel trope, the rape of enslaved black women not only served to 

fulfill the sexual curiosities of their enslavers but to also replenish the plantation work force. In 

this way, the expression of Mutu’s own intellectual and physical labour in the installation 

foregrounds the integral nature of exploiting black female labour to sustain the capitalist currents 

of the imperial gaze. The installation reveals and acknowledge the current manifestations of the 
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imperial gaze as successor to past realities concerning the black female body and black women. 

In this way, Mutu shifts black female subjectivity from the power hierarchical dynamics of 

colonialism and capitalism to include the realities of black women/black female bodies. 

The many deprecating contemporary stereotypes about black women stems from the 

principal stereotype of the Mammy. Often depicted as a smiling fat, dark skinned, woman 

wearing a handkerchief around her head, the Mammy figure was created and utilized to justify 

the economic exploitation of enslaved women and later of black domestic workers. Stemming 

from the oppositional thinking that black women are the natural antithesis to white men, the 

Mammy figure and its later re-imaginings has been used to define the contours of black women’s 

behavior and position in society. Because “the Mammy image represents the normative yardstick 

used to evaluate all black women’s behavior,” it is used to demonize black women who do not 

perform the docile asexuality ascribed to the Mammy.  Recently, popular musician Lizzo, who 108

is noted not just for her artistry but for her celebration of her full figure and for promoting body 

acceptance was compared to a Mammy after she dropped a music video where she wore a form 

fitting leotard. Often criticized for promoting obesity and unhealthy diets, Lizzo was chided for 

her confidence and sexy outfit in her “Rumors” music video because as an unambiguous black 

woman she was challenging the Mammy archetype and the majority white supremacist status 

quo in popular culture. While the comparison of Lizzo to a Mammy figure was unfounded by the 

reality of her frequently being overtly sexual both in her lyrics and performances, this instance of 

misogynoir demonstrates how black female subjectivity is continuously challenged in popular 

culture when it defies the status quo. 

 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 72. 108
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The Mammy trope that is evoked but, crucially, not depicted in Exhuming Gluttony, is often 

used as a way to discredit Black women and continues to be used to reinforce misogynistic and 

racist narratives about the inherent sexual undesirability of black women. The Mammy figure 

was touted as the ideally compliant, faithful, domestic servant (historically was an enslaved 

black woman forced into domestic servitude) whose dedication to her white family demonstrated 

by her jovial and nurturing nature showcases her contentment in serving white people. Hill 

Collins writes that “by loving, caring, and nurturing her white children and ‘family’ better than 

her own, the Mammy symbolizes the dominant group’s perceptions of the ideal Black female 

relationship to elite white male power.”  In this way, the character of the docile Mammy, 109

content with serving/labouring for white families without any or inadequate compensation was 

positioned as the norm, any deviation from this norm by Black women threatened the stability of 

European domination. Likewise, black female subjectivity continues to threaten the status quo of 

the dominant white patriarchal capitalist society. Further, because controlling images about Black 

women are “ideological justifications for race, class, and gender oppression,” the Mammy figure 

is used to normalize the economic exploitation of black women and justify racial oppression of 

black communities. The stereotype of the Mammy became a means to disparage the oppressive 

realities of blackhood and exert total control over how black people in general understand and 

express themselves. The Mammy trope in effect was “designed to make racism, sexism, and 

poverty appear normal, and an inevitable part of everyday life.”  So while the image of the 110

asexual Mammy puts forth ideas of conscious compliance and maternal servitude, it effectively 

 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 62.109
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shielded and justified the institutional rape and forced reproductive labour of enslaved black 

women and continues to do so today.   

The ideological construction of otherness put forth by the imperial gaze, and inherent in 

colonial traditions, relies on the stability or ‘fixity' of the Mammy image.  Fixity which 

“connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and daemonic 

repetition” is expressed through stereotypes like the Mammy.  But this form of knowing and 111

identifying black womanhood is ultimately unstable. Hill Collins attributes the instability of 

stereotypes to their function as oppositional difference within the hegemonic system of the 

imperial gaze. Oppositional differences like the relationship between narratives of black 

womanhood versus those of white male subjectivity “rarely represent different but equal 

relationships, [making them] inherently unstable.”   It is the inevitable instability of stereotypes 112

like the Mammy that allows for black women like Mutu to penetrate colonial paradigms and 

displace the imperial gaze. In Exhuming Gluttony, the unstable nature of the Mammy archetype 

is exemplified by the uneven legs of the table that undulate and the uneven hanging of the 

bottles, in addition to the chaotic nature of the room and its walls peeling and riddled with bullet 

holes, and the permeability of controlling images is exemplified by the thin veil curtain. In this 

way, Exhuming Gluttony showcases that controlling images can be infiltrated and displaced. 

 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994) 97.111
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 White femininity and the Black Matriarch Thesis 

The Mammy figure is key to dismantling the images of black female degradation and anti-

blackness. As a powerful stereotype it serves simultaneous roles of purporting black female 

degeneracy and black female acceptance and contentment in her servile role in a white 

supremacist society. It also has been used to develop other negative stereotypes about the black 

female body and black womanhood. Indeed, this ideological construction has been anxiously 

repeated and played a central role in formulating inaccurate narratives of blackhood that 

disregards the lived realities of black people. The development of the Jezebel trope and other 

negative black female stereotypes like the sapphire figure are the anxious repetitions of negative 

narratives about black women to uphold the political economy of domination. Understandably, 

the Mammy stereotype does not, cannot, exert total control over black women’s behavior, so the 

black matriarch thesis was designed to further explain and reinforce black women’s subordinate 

position within the political economy of domination. Within hegemonic systems in which race, 

gender, and class oppression converge to serve the capitalist and colonial ambitions of white 

patriarchal society, the black matriarch trope is used to punish “bad” black mothers. The black 

matriarch by virtue of being the primary breadwinner and caretaker of her household symbolizes 

the bad black mother specifically in black American communities as opposed to the good black 

mother image of the Mammy who is “good” because of her servile position in white households.   

In her explanation of the modern “black matriarch thesis,” Hill Collins dissects Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report “The Negro Family: The Case For National Action,” commonly 

known as the Moynihan Report. The 1965 report on black poverty in the United States compiled 

by Moynihan, who was then serving as the Assistant Secretary of Labor under President Lyndon 
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B. Johnson, highlights the development of the black matriarch thesis to challenge the viability of 

black sovereignty within the United States during a critical period in black American history. The 

report fed into standard beliefs that black women were overly aggressive and consequently 

unfeminine by traditional standards of the “Cult of True Womanhood.” According to Hill Collins, 

the “Cult of True Womanhood” dictates that the ‘true’ woman possesses “four cardinal virtues: 

piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.”  The “true” woman within this system is most 113

clearly the white woman, comparatively, black women were thought of as physical beings, 

animalistic etc. For example, the Mammy, Jezebel, and other disparaging images of black 

women are all defined by their physicality. Barbara Christian notes that “All the functions of the 

Mammy are magnificently physical. They involve the body as sensuous, as funky, the part of 

woman that the white southern America was profoundly afraid of. Mammy, then, harmless in her 

position of slave, unable because if her all-giving nature to do harm, is a needed image, a 

surrogate to contain all those fears.”  In this way, the images of black women were used to 114

define the contours of white patriarchy. 

In Exhuming Gluttony, the contrast between white female subjectivity and the black female 

body as defined by the controlling images produced by the black matriarch thesis and the 

Mammy is represented by the thin white veil featuring the tumor. The “Cult of True 

Womanhood” juxtaposes the image of the black womanhood against the image of ideal white 

womanhood. The image of the Mammy and other disparaging images of black womanhood 

symbolize “the oppositional difference between mind/body and culture/nature, a thought that 
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 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 69-70. 114

81



distinguishes black women from everyone else.”  The veil in Exhuming Gluttony can be read as 115

how discourses of white female purity and piety like those that underpin the Cult of True 

Womanhood can have detrimental effects of the expression of white female subjectivity. Made 

using high fashion and pornographic magazine cutouts and ink on mylar, Untitled (Tumor) 

embodies the perils of mainstream representations of femininity. As Hill Collins notes, “the 

prevailing ideology [of the Mammy] functioned to mask contradictions in social relations 

affecting all women,” namely, that of the “Cult of True Womanhood” which was designed as a 

means of keeping elite women in the domestic sphere and out of public and political affairs.  In 116

Untitled (Tumor) from Exhuming Gluttony, the relegation of (white) women to the margins of 

society by value systems like the “Cult of True Womanhood” is represented by dangling legs 

wearing high heels on the irregular margins of the tumor. Additionally, Untitled (Tumor) 

challenges the ideas of purity, submissiveness, piety, and domesticity that define the “Cult of 

True Womanhood” by reducing women to their parts. Here, purity is undermined by the fact that 

the thin white body that is represented by the veil has blossomed with cancer. The cancer itself, 

rich with colour, the limbs of women, texture, and perhaps an allusion to white patriarchal 

capitalism, proves to be detrimental to the white female body as represented by the veil.  In this 

way, stereotypical conjectures about black people being lazy, hypersexual, and intellectually 

inferior in comparison to white European industriousness, genius, and high moral capacity has its 

basis in how black women have been framed by the imperial gaze. 

  Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 72. 115
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Exhuming Gluttony is an acerbic criticism of capitalism, excavating its colonial roots and 

exposing it as a violent system inundated with insatiable greed spurred on by the historical and 

continued exploitation of non-white and non-male bodies, notably the black female body, for 

profit.  Within the white capitalist patriarchy, racialized women like black women who have “a 

peculiar historical and continuing relationship with this shift in labour” due to the many ways 

that they have been made to participate in unpaid reproductive and productive labour, “continue 

to be a key source of capitalist accumulation.”  Exhuming Gluttony unpacks the histories 117

surrounding the unpaid labour of black women by utilizing Catholic imagery to evoke female 

reproductive labour within capitalist structures such as slavery. Here, Mutu’s refusal to represent 

the complete yet incongruous pluralistic hybrid figures typically seen in her work illustrates her 

recognition that controlling images like the Mammy and other black matriarchs do not just affect 

black women and their subjectivity but have long been used to define the contours of Western 

society and white supremacy. Thus, controlling images can have significant effects in multiple 

communities including the dominant community as demonstrated by the uncontained carnage of 

Exhuming Gluttony. The immaterial black female body in Mutu’s Exhuming Gluttony is linked 

to the historical and continued capitalization of black women’s bodies. The wasteland of the 

installation, riddled with bullets and populated by diseased and dead bodies, is used to illuminate 

and examine the various histories of colonialism and its impact on the environment. Inspired by 

activist Wangari Maathai, Mutu’s concern with environmental degradation is depicted in 

Exhuming Gluttony by the devastated landscape of the installation which is compounded by the 

 Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 72. 117
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globular tumor on the veil, the putrid and soured wine, and imagery of dead animals, all of which 

speak to an apocalyptic world.  
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Conclusion: Fantastic Journeys Towards Black Futures… 

Wangechi Mutu’s critically ambivalent praxis demonstrates radical interventions, 

producing resistant black looks that create a space for transforming blackness and initiating 

boundless black futures. Mutu’s early works from the 2000s showcase her diligent commitment 

to developing an oppositional gaze that deconstructs the racial and misogynistic discourses 

inherent in past and present Western discourses on black womanhood. Modelling transgressive 

black female subjectivity and imaging, the works that Mutu produced during this time interrogate 

images of blackness and femininity in popular culture as a means of grappling with her own 

identity as a Kenyan-American woman whose identity exceeded the bounds of one dimensional 

portrayals of blackness. During this stage of her career, Mutu was particularly concerned with 

the black female body, its relationship with black female subjectivity, and the enduring effects of 

histories of the dehumanization and enslavement of black people in Western societies on 

contemporary sociocultural and political narratives surrounding blackness and femininity. 

Through collages and assemblage-like installations, Mutu creates critical spectatorship that 

allows her audience, particularly black women, to grapple with the challenges of being 

misrepresented in popular culture that upholds Western hegemonic systems.  

The 2000s were also a significant period in the production of black feminist thought in the 

arts. Building on earlier themes of the imperial gaze that were developed by hooks in Black 

Looks and her other writing, black feminist scholars including Hill Collins illuminated how 

contemporary images of blackness remain tethered to historically derogatory assertions and 

stereotypes about blackness that reinforced the continued social and political oppression of black 
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people. In her foundational book, Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the 

New Racism (2004), Hill Collins expands on 1990 work, Black Feminist Thought, to show how 

hegemonic Western tropes of blackness continue to hinder the progression of global black 

communities. Drawing on the theoretical works of hooks and Hill Collins, this paper has 

demonstrated how Mutu’s praxis dramatizes the theories of transgressive and transformative 

black female imaging and subjectivity, performing the black body as a site for examining the 

chronological development of defining and depicting the black female body and its integral 

relation to blackness and black sexual politics. 

The strength of Mutu’s work stems in part from her self-awareness and willingness to 

examine her own struggles with internalized misogyny and racism, amongst other oppressive 

systems, as a means of challenging external representations of blackness and femininity. Indeed, 

she sees her status as an immigrant as an integral detail that informs her work. Mutu, who has 

“always been interested in how people perform and maneuver among one another,” understands 

immigration as a constant state of transformation wherein the immigrant “camouflages and 

mutates” to maneuver their ever-shifting realities that an immigrant faces in different contexts.  118

Therefore, transformation as a core aspect of hybridity informs the figures in her works, adding 

another layer of complexity to them. In interviews, Mutu has revealed how existing in multiple 

contexts as an artist and a Kenyan woman shapes her practice. She points out that displacement 

anxiety and a fractured identity are implied in her work and are reflected in the mutilations and 

awkward attachments in her collages.  Histology of Uterine Tumors, The Ark Collection, and 119

 Preziuso, Marika and Wangechi Mutu, “Is America Really Full? A Conversation with 118

Wangechi Mutu,” Transition 129, no. 1 (2020): 37.

 Firstenberg  “Perverse,”142.119
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Exhuming Gluttony, each demonstrate the implication of displacement anxiety and fractured 

anxiety in Mutu’s praxis.  

Through her work, Mutu creates a space for society to reckon with its internalized 

prejudices and gives black women a space to think through their subjectivity and define their 

reality in relation to their personal experiences within the political economy of the imperial gaze. 

Within the political arena of the imperial gaze, black women, especially unambiguous dark-

skinned women are continuously relegated to the position of lesser value; negative 

representations of black women have been and continue to be essential to the political economy 

of domination not only in America, but globally. In the works considered in this thesis, Mutu 

destabilizes the fixed binaries of ether/or dichotomous thinking that bolster objectifying 

representations of African/black women. Critical ambivalence, which is key to Mutu’s 

oppositional gaze, creates physical and ideological slippages that allow her to express multiple 

views and challenge the various manifestations of the imperial gaze while capturing the richness 

of black life. As part of her critically ambivalent praxis, Mutu examines images from popular 

media, such as magazines, then harvests them for her collages. Cutting, a crucial part of Mutu’s 

artistic practice, dramatizes the fragmentation and displacement of the imperial gaze; the act of 

excising limbs, motorcycle parts, and hunting gear through cutting not only fragments of the 

source images, but also the problematic discourses on race, gender, and sexuality that are 

embedded within and perpetuated by them. By rearranging the images that she cuts into 

pluralistic composites, Mutu simultaneously reflects and refracts the either/or dichotomous 

nature of the imperial gaze.  In doing so, she recreates and reimagines black looks as a means of 

reclaiming black lives and subsequent futures.  
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