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The Unveiling of Us is an affirmation by, of and for wom^n of color. In this collaboration, we - subject and
photographer - seek to reclaim the performance, production and beauty of individual identities that are
informed by collective pasts. Everyday acts of performance are emphasized in these images through objects
and gestures that reference the day to day practices of black and brown wom^n based on our histories, our
cultures and our senses of self. This is our space to claim: the viewer looks, but the subjects hold the gaze as
they declare power through a notion of beauty. Reflecting on this work, I am questioning how we come to
understand beauty as a construction, an aesthetic and as a political proclamation.
This work questions and re-examines how we understand identity through imagery. In this reunderstanding, the erased history of the studio as an artistic space for black and brown people first must be
understood. The role of the viewer and act of looking is also critical. In seeking to understand how identity
is performed and continually produced through imagery, three aesthetic frameworks are of interest: the
uplift aesthetic, the reparative aesthetic and the construction of black and brown notions of beauty. These
frameworks, of which my work is a hybrid, all exist against the understanding that aesthetic strategies and
political claims are antithetical to each other. In my exploration of the aesthetics of beauty, it becomes clear
that establishing a notion of beauty is synonymous to making a political claim. Declaring beauty is declaring
a right to be beautiful which is rooted in a right to be seen and acknowledged. These political claims,
explored through a certain set of aesthetic strategies, are central to this body of work.

The studio has had many uses throughout its history: from family portraits and glamour shots
for personal and/or commercial use, to eugenic science imagery and mugshots often used for
surveillance by the state. My use of the studio focuses within the area of formal portraiture
that aligns with a more commercial practice. Knowing this, a few specific historical critiques
are relevant. There are historical accounts and analyses that address the elitism of the
photographic medium, specifically in its early years, and even more specifically in the studio
setting. As historian John Tagg writes, the formal portrait is a “sign whose purpose is both the
description of an individual and the inscription of social identity,” (Tagg 37). By this, Tagg is
referring to the social hierarchy that perpetuated stereotyped images of criminality and the
impoverished and, in turn, reified the favoring of rich, white people in society. Through his
argument, the images historically created are representative of how the oppressed remained
seen as such. In understanding how the image was used to oppress, the opposite may be seen
as true: the photograph also being integral to promoting a standard of ‘goodness’ or
‘worthiness.’ Tagg goes on to say that the preciousness of the first photographs, called
daguerreotypes, were a luxury that only few could obtain, therefore illuminating the factor of
class, which restricted who had the ability to receive images of themselves. The evolution of
photography as a democratized technology decreased this exclusivity and also worked in the
favor of marginalized individuals using the camera to tell their perspective.

While it is easier to think of the beginnings of photography, specifically in the studio space, as
inherently excluding black and brown people, this was not entirely the case. Tagg’s argument
that the image was used as a tool of oppression and surveillance is not unfounded, but is
complicated by a recently unearthed photographic history. Deborah Willis, in Posing Beauty,
curated a collection of archival images of and/or by African Americans ranging from as early
as 1890 to the modern day, in an aim to counter prior notions that black people and their
representations are a newer ‘addition’ to the lineage of photographic history. In Willis’
discussion of the archival process, the idea that people of color were not utilizing or being
positively represented through this visual medium is quickly proven wrong. Willis references
W.E.B DuBois’ project that selected portraits from the Paris Exhibition of 1900 - a project
where DuBois chose images that reflected the African Americans’ use of studio photography
to define beauty by their standards. Willis then shifts to portraying images from the Harlem
Renaissance, an era that relied heavily on imagery to define the black imaginary. From the
1920’s through World War II, even in the everyday, she writes that black cultural life in cities
across the country were visually represented through posed studio images displayed in
magazines and newspapers like Ebony, the Pittsburgh Courier, the Afro American and Silhouette,
(Willis XXII). This vast history, unearthed in Willis’ text, is not the photographic history
commonly learned and thus it is necessary to address the history of erasure of these early uses
of photography by people of color. If these histories remained untold, our understanding of
both art history and its potential future - and who can claim photography has a tool - would
be immensely restricted.

What Willis’ history of the studio teaches us is that the space has historically been one of
performance. In my work, placing these wom^n [1] in this particular space, in their everyday
aesthetics[2], is an attempt to focus on this notion of performativity. In choosing a bare, black
backdrop, the poses of each wom^n can be highlighted. The studio also emphasizes the
constructed use of the camera in which the deliberate use of the studio points to and elevates
the value of the subject. While the studio can be a space for grand performances, these wom^n
are not dressing up beyond the everyday. This is because my body of work purposefully is
addressing the nature of producing, reproducing and performing our identities - specifically in
the day-to-day. As the scholar Stuart Hall writes, “We should think, instead, of identity as a
production which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not
outside, representation,” (Hall 222). Hall’s concept provokes a question: if identity is
something that is constantly evolving and being (re)produced through our existences, how do
these everyday objects, that refer back to our cultures, perform? In an effort to both visually and
academically understand the past and continual present of identity production, these images
heavily emphasize specific objects. This is because these objects are used by wom^n of color in
order to (re)present themselves on a day to day basis. The objects - the head wraps, waist beads,
earrings, clothing-- while being regular objects, do hold referential meaning: to cultures, to
collective histories and individual senses of identity. Thus, in this way, putting on a headscarf or
hoops holds both a private and performative meaning, a double meaning. To elaborate, by
performing the act of putting on a headscarf for the camera, an often privately done action
becomes public. However, wearing a headscarf in one’s day to day is a purposefully public
performance of one’s cultural lineage, as well as their continuation and reproduction of a
tradition in the present. Therefore, in seeing an image of both acts: the putting on of a
headscarf and the wearing of a headscarf, this double meaning - and its reference to culture and
the concept of identity - are intentionally displayed for the viewer.

In Posing Beauty, Willis adds another layer to this performance by discussing the construction of
beauty, and a reclaiming of what makes wom^n of color beautiful, as both an aesthetic and
political project. By placing the subjects in this space - a studio manufactured with numerous
artificial lights and backdrops - the viewer is being told:
Look at this. Look at us. We are important.

[1] a term that allows people who identify as women, rather than those who were born female assigned at birth,
to be included in this group. The coining of this term also allows the term to exist linguistically without being
in relation to the term ‘man.’
[2] While aesthetics has many meanings, the term is used throughout this paper to refer to an established set of
ideas and practices that result in a pleasing photographic composition. If referring to beauty, it will be stated
explicitly, as aesthetics does not equate beauty – there are aesthetics of ugliness, documentary, sublime, etc.

The act of looking, of consideration, of acknowledgment is another vital aspect of this work
to be explored. As the scholar Susan Best writes in her text Reparative Aesthetics: Witnessing
Contemporary Art Photography, “An image has to be decoded.’ The intertwining of viewer and
viewed...shifts the emphasis from the referentiality of photography to its reception,
interpretation and the generation of meaning,” (Best 162). Best uses the terminology ‘viewer’
and ‘viewed,’ which resonates with my body of work firstly because it addresses the
importance of understanding ‘gaze’ and its resulting power dynamic. This power dynamic can
also be described as an ability to be seen, or not be seen. In the process of this thesis, I was
cautious about placing these conversations regarding the histories and identities of wom^n of
color under the white gaze[3]. Therefore, this edit has intentional choices regarding eye
contact between the subject and the viewer. These choices in the editing process were critical
as a commentary on how much access the viewer as well as I, the photographer, is granted. I
chose to play with how much the viewer is able to see because it is a default to use the camera
to describe what is seen. But what about the inability to see? The photograph often elucidates,
but with consideration to a challenging of the white gaze, what can the viewer consider when
these wom^n look away from the camera? Then, in contrast, what can the viewer interpret
when they are given full eye contact? These moments of allowing oneself to be seen or not
seen also point to notions of vulnerability and openness in addition to a commentary on the
subject’s agency, through the attempt to invert the classic understandings of the viewer and
the viewed, to use Best’s terms.

While the viewer has a responsibility to consider this work and its connection to political
questions, is looking enough, in and of itself, to reexamine this understanding of identity in
relation to the visual? Can this body of work be seen, examined or understood within its
intended framing, and further, what is the role of the artist and their visual art? Is it to
provoke, to reimagine and present these works in an effort to start - rather than end - a
dialogue? The answer may seem obvious in the way I am framing these questions, but there
are histories of photography and photographic theory that believe images can be used as a
mechanism for tangible change and others that declare photography an exploitative,
ineffectual medium. Through this body of work, I am making room for a potential third
approach that considers photography as a catalyst for imagining new realities. This
subsequently creates space in which we can make claims about our realities and generate
dialogue that provokes our understanding, in my particular project, about beauty.

[3] a term referring to the act of being seen or not seen through a value system established and based on
whiteness

One of the frameworks that has grounded this work is reparative aesthetics, a term coined by
Susan Best. Best analyzes contemporary women artists who use aesthetic strategies to repair
what she describes as ‘shameful histories’ through critical lenses or re-examinations of
photographic histories with an intentional manipulation. In her own words, “their work
attenuates shame while also bringing to light difficult and disturbing issues such as: the harsh
and unjust treatment of indigenous peoples...” etc., (Best 1). Through the chosen four artists
in her text, Best discusses how traditional aesthetic practices can be utilized to discuss these
histories that provoke shame in those who were marginalized and re-examine the framing of
these histories as shameful. Best’s analysis of these works is also critical in the post-modern
photographic era where, as she affirms, political art is often associated with an anti-aesthetic
approach[4]. In the introduction, she clarifies this term by writing that “paranoid art has
become almost synonymous with political art,” (Best 4). This paranoia comes from a
subscription to theories like that of Susan Sontag who claims that the camera lies, steals and
falsely documents under a presumed ability to tell the truth, void of subjectivity. Therefore,
post-modern artists interested in speaking to the political have overwhelmingly taken to a
rejection of previous aesthetic standards in order to “adopt an emphatically political stance,”
(Best 3). With examples such as artists like Taryn Simon, Martha Rosler and many others, it
can be established that there has been a dichotomy created between the aesthetic and the
political. This dichotomy refers to the idea that in order to be, as Best writes, ‘emphatically
political’ one cannot be interested in traditional aesthetic standards or strategies. Best’s
framework of reparative aesthetics goes against the mainstream anti-aesthetic approach by
examining modern women artists as they utilize conventional and pleasing aesthetic practices
as a tool of political, social, and reparative work. This ability to repair historically entrenched
feelings of shame held by marginalized groups through the visual prove the powerful
possibilities within ‘the aesthetic.’

Throughout the process of creating this body of work, there were many phases that fit under
the ‘anti-aesthetic’ umbrella. I found myself stuck in the dichotomy of the ‘political’ and
‘aesthetic,’ wanting to use my work to critique or even outright reject conventionally pleasing
aesthetic standards. I thought that the actual image, in its composition or form, was secondary
to the idea it was trying to convey and that these two aims could not co-exist. I wished to reject
the concept of what the fine art world considers a ‘pleasingly aesthetic’ photo because I
presumed there was much more worth discussing about photography and, consequently, the
political questions I wanted to pose. Perhaps I had Audre Lorde’s popularized words ringing
in my head: “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” But, to return to
Willis’ unearthing of a history of black and brown people using photography in its earliest
years: are they even the master’s tools? After reading Best’s analysis, as well as drawing
inspiration from contemporary artists of color such as John Emonds and LaToya Ruby Frazier,
I came to an understanding that there is immense power in utilizing traditional aesthetic
practices e.g. resolved composition of a frame, intentionally well-lit scenes, etc. What I once
understood as subscribing to the whitewashed fine art world, I now see as an intentional use
of this visual medium. It seems unproductive to presume that photography is not our tool to
use. We, as artists of color, can use it and should: especially in order to create, resignify and
present our own truths, our own conceptions of beauty and, ultimately, reshape how and with
whom this presentation takes place.

[4] A movement within art that rejects the role of beauty, naming it as a distraction from more serious issues

While Best examines ‘reparative aesthetics,’ she also points to Sianne Ngai’s framework called
the ‘uplift aesthetic:’ “Filling in the ‘blanks’ of racial identity with positive representations
that contest negative stereotypes – another familiar strategy from the recent history of
feminist, queer and postcolonial art.” (Best 97). Considering the constraints of this project,
we can interpret the use of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ to refer to intentionally uplifting or
degrading forms of imagery. For example, images of violence are not positive, but would not
be considered negative as Ngai means within this context. There are different understandings
outside of a positive/negative binary that relate to the scope of documentary photography,
however this project lives in the world of intentional construction within the studio. The
‘uplift aesthetic’ can speak to intentions of artists such as Kehinde Wiley, who intentionally
takes European classic motifs and replaces the subject with a person of color. This strategy
contests negative racial stereotypes, while also working to create an imagined history where
people of color are the heroes, the ones who were painted and displayed in museums. The
wom^n photographed, as well as myself as the photographer, are not solely seeking to combat
negative stereotypes, but are also continually producing our identities. Beyond the question
of identity production, this guide book works to ground the visual body of work in theory
and history. As I have come to understand it, art is always a reaction or reference to history
and to experience. Therefore, it is important to articulate the theories and histories that have
helped inform this work. Moreover, this guide functions to question the ability of aesthetic
strategies to ‘repair’ wrongfully shameful histories, to use Best’s language. In this act of
questioning, perhaps there is a reparative quality within these images, making this body of
work an in-progress hybrid of the two aesthetic lenses.

The Unveiling of Us lives somewhere in between the uplift and the reparative aesthetic aims
because the wom^n in the frame are spotlighted; be it through their strength, their beauty, their
vulnerability or the objects they chose to wear as a form of expressing their identity. In this
regard, the work is an uplifting gesture through the image. Take the above image of the girl in
her red bamboo hoops and bandana. These objects are often shamed by mainstream society[5]
and consequently any black or brown wom^n wearing them is stereotyped as ghetto, provoking
feelings of shame. We are in a moment in time where these signifying objects’ stereotypes are
being reframed and, no, I am not referring to the white model on Urban Outfitters wearing
hoops and a nameplate necklace. Younger wom^n of color are taking to social media and other
democratized visual platforms to reclaim their ownership, the erased histories and beauty of
these objects, as well as of the wom^n wearing them. To return to the photograph of the girl in
the red bamboo hoops: her earrings reference a common type of jewelry black and brown
wom^n wear, but the image’s relation to the viewer is where the depths of the aesthetic
strategies can be understood. Angel, the girl in the red bamboo hoops, is literally lit with a
spotlight and, by being in the studio, her performance is framed in an uplifting manner. Her
hoops, through a white gaze, may be seen as shameful, stereotyped as ghetto. However, her
image - as do all the images - work to exist outside of the white gaze. Therefore, Angel’s image is
not paired with a caption or contextualization that work to justify or explicitly state her beauty.
Each viewer will have a different experiential vocabulary with which to understand her image
and with which to acknowledge her beauty.

[5] a term referring to the dominant understandings and value systems of society, which cannot
be disconnected from the understanding that our society holds racist values

As these images attempt to live outside of the white gaze, they also live outside of white,
Eurocentric notions of beauty, as these wom^n do not subscribe to these standards. What
follows is the question of a constructed standard of beauty: how can we establish black and
brown beauty through imagery? What is the impact of asserting these notions of beauty? In
Willis’ Posing Beauty, she discusses beauty and the way that beauty is constructed or rejected
in imagery produced of and/or by black people. In concretizing the factors that go into
constructing beauty, Willis writes that the notion of beauty is “in relation to selfrepresentation, political and personal,” (Willis XXIII). The concept that beauty is solely
aesthetic, or universally understood, is rejected by Willis because in the very creation of a
standard of beauty, lies the acknowledgement that ‘goodness’ is inherently based on
standards rooted in political and personal realities of the time. Willis goes so far as to
quote Ben Arogundade, author of Black Beauty, who says,

“...black beauty remains a cause without a portfolio...Who can really talk about the folly of
beauty when there are still so many other battles to be won? But beauty is also a battle.
And the right to be beautiful and to be acknowledged as such whoever you are, wherever
you are from is not so much a folly as a human-rights issue.”
This is not to declare beauty alone as a human rights issue, rather, Arogundade’s claim is
radical in that it links appreciation of beauty, or lack thereof, to the lack of
acknowledgement by society. This lack of acknowledgment is what consequently puts black
and brown bodies outside of white beauty standards. With Willis’ discussion of the studio
and the poses that construct a photographic image, the notion of beauty - and how we
claim beauty as people of color - is a vital aspect to my body of work as well.

Throughout this entire process, I have learned an immense amount. Sometimes my simple
notions of art, of myself as an artist even, were challenged. In the face of being challenged, I
did not stay stagnant. When I felt trapped in the ‘anti-aesthetic’ conceptual realm, I went back
to what I knew: how to make a sculpturally formed, beautiful portrait. There was no question
that this thesis would center wom^n of color, but the how was in flux. When I returned to the
studio, I found my playground. I was making images for the pure pleasure of them: of the
product itself, but also the experience of taking beautiful photographs of wom^n I knew and
wanted to pay a sort of homage. Seeing a wom^n enjoy seeing herself, feeling comfortable in
the process: that was my goal. Then with the discoveries of theories and frameworks by Best,
Hall and Willis, I found a language with which to articulate my work. More than that, though,
I discovered that my artistic choices were not made out of my own imagination - not entirely.
Every decision I made: to take portraits, to be in the studio, to uplift everyday objects, were
rooted in political questions and deep histories. It was illuminating to see that, sincerely, my
choices as an artist were so much more than aesthetic: they were my response to claim space
and the right to be beautiful - even if I didn’t have the foundation of theory to fully
understand that during the process. As an artist, and a person that looks to history in order to
feel grounded in the present, it is an extreme comfort that this body of work lives because of
previous black and brown artistic histories and can exist as part of a catalyst that is this present
moment in art to imagine new realities of, by and for people of color.
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