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Lynching photographs, like the macabre spectacles they depict. have
occupied a crucial if unacknowledged place in the "shadow archive”
of black representaiion.” Along with images of African Americans as
slave caricatures. criminal types, sexual predators, and oijects of
scientific study, wynching photography has long been engaged in a
comnlex dialectic with partraits of uplift and self-possession. This
essay focuses attention on the dark and disquieting corgus of lynching
photograpny and the myriad ways these mages have been made to
signify and testify from the late nineteenth century intc the twenty-
first. Only by recognizing past -Civ.l War lynching as a peculiarly
modern phenomenon. reliant on various
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1. "Shadow archive” is photographer
and critic Allan Sekula's term that
describes an all-inciusive corpus of
images that situates individuals accord-
ing to a sociatly proscribed hierarchy.
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Histories of Photography, cd. Richard
Bollon [Cambridge, Mass.. MIT Press,
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Vivian Cherry, Untitled, from “The Game of Lynching, Yorkville, East Harlem” series, 1947. Gelatin silver print, 14 Yaxatin.

especially media and consumer technolo-
gies, rather than as a Southern anachronism, can the cultural work
of photography in beth the making and unmaking of racial identities
and subjectivities he revealad.

In the hands of whites. nhotographs of lynchings, circulated as
nostecards in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, served
ta extend and redefine the boundaries of white community beyond the
lecalities in which lynchings occurred to a larger "imagined community.”
In the hands of Blacks during the same time pericd, these photographs
ware recast as a call to arms against a seeming never-ending tide of
violent coercicon, and transformed into tools for the making of a new
African American national identity, Similar, if not the same images of
lortured black bodies were used to articulate and assert specifically
racialized idlentitios in the Progressive Era, a poriod markea by the
expansion of carporale captalism, the rise of the middic classes, and
the birth of consamer cultare,

By uncovering anc pulling apart the threads of white supremacy
and black resis ance cmbedded in. ar perhaps more accurately, read
into these photographs, we can begin te understand how lynching
photography simullancously mases and unmakes racial identity,
Irceed. the very noed to use photegraphs in campaigns for racial
domination o racial justice peints (o cracks and fissures in these
icortit es, Exposed are tne social, sexual, and political anxietios that
tha fram g of these images attempt o cery. The photogranhs them-
salves offer L a different sorl of cvidence of the complexitics of racial
formation. whothear by serusinizing the disgusiad lock on the face of a
white mob memoer, or ackrowledging the guiet yet visible presence of
a Black man in the crowd. Because of its "spectacularess,” lyriching
ramindec overyone who lacked that in the end one was either black
ar white, gither wrong or right It returned everyens Lo his or her compo-

rea; essoce. -0 tae {racial) treth Lhat s "only skin deep.” Bul in their
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various contexis ard incariations, we can dizcen how lyrch ng
graphs both create and cocrce the image of anifice raciar ident:ties,
Llack and wh te, across the ¢ ofis o7 gende and ciass, locatior and

Creumstance.

Spectacles of white supremacy
Tae nistory of lyacherg in the United States is a eng ard oruial ore.
At its apex. netween 1862 ang 930, this strain of extra-lega violence
claimod over three tousand Lves, approximacaly 88 oorcent of wirch

ware African American.2White on b ack lyngning. whic™ saw ts peak

i 1802, can best ne understoos as e crue oaysical marifestations
of winte pac- archal anxiety cver a parceived loss of nowsr 0 he yoars
following Emancipation: as a camrrural and ritual act in response to
the threa: of social, political, economic. anc sexual cisplacement by
African Americans, narticularly Afr car American men: and a porfo-
mance of white racial identity thal placed black bodies center stage
as it attempted to exorcise those bodies. and thair perceived toreat to
the future o7 white civilization, fram white conrmunities. The reality
and threat of lynching ~lynching as botl congrete act ard shared
narrative  worked te hold African Americars in their (subordinate)
olace, and help imagine and construct a unified white ident ty,

Lynching alsc needs (¢ ba considered aleisure activily ceeply
ambeddac in the rise of corsumer culture in the South r the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, As historian Grace Hale has
argucd, lynchings helped sase white anxiety about a new culzure of
consumplion that exposed noles in the Blanket scgregation of the New
South. This new mass socety signaled a "raceless” consumcer culture,
ane in which any person, of any race. gender. or class, could purchase
goods in any number of mixed public spaces. Not only did lynchings
“reverse the decommadification of black hodies Begun with emancipa-
tion." writes Hale, bul they cnforced a segregated consumer society. a
commadity culture in which only whites could experience or consume
the "amusemeant” of lynehing, and only blacks could be lynched and
consumed, often literally by fire?

Lynching remanded African Americans, cleaked in newly granted
post-Emancipation citizenship, bacs to black bodies, vessels suitable
for physical and ideological labor, This is scen most clearly in the
post-lynching scramble for fetiskistic mementas of the event, such
as scraps of victims' clothing, charred bits of oone. lecks of hair. These
gruesome trophies, these relics, were sources of pride for those who
had participated in the murder, or for those who were able to got to
the corpse before it was finally buried. Indeed, a framed photograph
of the 1930 lynching of Thomas Shipp ard Abram Smith conta ns a tuft

268

2, Robert L. Zangrande, The NAACP
Crussde Against Lynching, 1900-1950
[Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1580l

3. Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making
Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation
in the South, 1896-1940. [New York:
Vinlage Books, 1998].




- i
d belena, Mottana. - y . .
a1, Boll & o, LISSLIEM 2.2 Bk & Bon, 2o pesn

~3o@-$ION OF THE RED EALL-G=G- STCDRSIEN OF THE NER BALLT 3

A, 3 Ball & Gy, 4, 0000w

-en-SIGN OF THE ££8 FALL--5

of hair attachad to the matte hoard 4 Such seuvenirs also could provide
a source of income for those who got 1o the body first. In her report
to the NAACP abcut the 1915 lyncihing of young Jesse Washington in
Waca. Texas, nvestigator Elizebeth Freeman writes, "Some little hoys
pulled cut the teeth and sold Lhem to some men for five dollars apiece.
Tae chain was so d for twenty-frve cents a link.” The callect:on of
relics as religious fetisnes is a nractice that dates back to ancient and
med-eval times when the devoted wouid garier, trace. and keep close
the ramnants of sainis’ ives o ther hod-es. Indaed, in a complex
manrer, lynchings incorporated elements of anciens traditions and
antskeliur rosialgia®

Yet lynchings are also a pecuiarly modern phenomenen. As the
Neow Soutn grew and industrialized ragidly. lynchirg made use of
some of the most medern tzchnologises available: tae te.ephone and
telegraph to arncurce and acdvert'se the event: print media to carry
the message; and cars and trains to carry participants to the desig-
nazzd locatior, The specificity of lynch'ng’s moderniiy 1 es n the

provalence ang pervasivenzss of photographers, both amateur and
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saectacle. For these
DArTs. phatogranhs proved The

4. See James Atlen et al, Without
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plack ana white still photegraph, Photegraphs of lynchings appeared

in ant lyrching propaganda and pamph.ets. Wells's A Red Record (1890)
being the first. as well az in reports of mob violerce in the Black press,
I such contexts. Lhase images roframed the received narrative of
Rlack savagery as one of black vulnerability, white victimization was
recast as wnite “errarization. Though actors and the “undamental
story oF crimes remainea the same. 10 this rew forum photogranhy
changed the roles arc the ultimate nora,

Indicee, we Mmust consider the use of Iynching photographs an
effurt to reverse or sulyver the lyrching ritual. Trud er Harris notes inat
Africar Amecrican writers have restaged lyrchings in their literature
as a political statement regarding the “oppression of a people.”” Such
a trad:tion serves to keen the pasl alive as a force that daily shapes
she way communilies remembaor and organize “or the futare, Through
| terary o porformative or, in t0is casa, visual rocreations or recontex-
tualizat ons of the lynching spectace. pelitical arc cultural workers

wield power to represent a symbol of degradation as such, or to trans-

form it into an en~badimen: of the possinibt es of freedom.

By entoring in and ercaging w th a space of death framead by the
yriening photograph, African Amercan activists recognized these
nainfu images as part of the larger shadow archive of black represen-
tation. By claiming them. antilynching crusaders began the waork of

repossessing lynching v ctims from their commodificd consignment to

the black ard white photegraph previously "awned” by white individuals
anc communities, Those activists effectively enterad into a debate
zhout ownersaip and citizenship that focused on the right to represent,
and indeed possess, tlack badies, They challenged tho enforced
segrogation and return to the s'ave block that the circalation of these
images signaled withir wh e communities, By "integrating” the con-
sampticn of lynch rg proiographs, antilynching activists announced
tha: the sizame and tarqo- that lynching wrought weuld alse have to
e shared and consumad by white communities. Witnin this exparded
and contested publc arena, and imbaed witn a dif ferant set of mean-
ged as antilynching photegraphs,

‘
[

ras, yching phote

casually macked ar effort to bong an end to the destruction

and dhspossession of African Aqvercans that ocourrod outside of the

[pualc e

The antinomies of antilynching photography

LyICTing s

either as wrillen wext or by visual image. continues to spectacularize

racial v olonce. Such repet-tion both compounded the v-olance o

27

2 often spactaclas, and the reteling of the lynehing story,




-,

- -

‘ lynching and served to anesthetize audiences, in turn makirg peop's ‘
want mora and mare graphic accounts. The public’s seaming insatia- i

J biiity for tales of racial violerce and transgression has kept the tale
of the black male rapist/crimina' {read: 0. J. Simpsen, racial profiling) {
alive and weil and circulating ir our cultural and paiitical imaginary.
This narralive finds its "antithasis™ in the image of “the lynched black
man.” wnich has emerged and evalved as visual sharthand, as & nower-
ful icen paradigmatic of the suffering of all African Amcericans and

undersiood only through the abject black male hady.

i . ey ey

Morgover, the lynchirg icon has neen made ta conjure, figuratively
and aesthetically, the Crucilixion. In 1985, SNCC reproduced a lyreling
photogranh by Mississippian Q. N. Pruitt, addirg “he statement and
accusation: "MISSISSIPPI™ Lo the origiral image, Somewhat more ambig.

uously, one of theimages in Vivian Crerry's "Tre Game of [yrehing”

series (1948) depicts a young black boy whase arms are forcibly out-
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stretched by tre white boys who surraund him. Trough we carnct be
sure of the precise event occurring  are they playing or bullying?—
the image is laden with tension, recaling the biack hody on the auction
bicck. the black body readied for the lynching stage. In boti instances.
viewers are encouraged to link Christ's sacrifice with a jegacy of
lynching and racial violenca, ar offering up of African Amearican males

as Eucharist for visual consumption.

I R.C. Holmes, Wiimington, Delaware, 1900. Gelatin silver print on board, 4 "%/« x 6% in. 12.5 x 14.7 cml.
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