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! find it difficult to look af these pholograpiis wilhout
Hinching from the memorios and from the anger they
invoke. But | must fook, | musl romember. as you must,
For this was history in the making. Like i or not. you
cannol hide from the camera’s oye,

—Myrlig Evers-Williams'

| segin my essay w th this epigrapi in order to situate the Civil Rights
phatagraphs in Only Skin Decp: Changing Visions of the American Self.
Just as Evers-Williams, widow of slain ¢ vil r-gnts icade- Medgar Evers,
imagmes “you cannot hide from the camera’s eye.” the
curators of Onfy Skin Deep argue “photegraphy has played
a key role in shaping cur iceas akout rationalism ard self-
hood.” The images | have selected to discuss reflect lite in
America between 1942 arnd 1968, a timg of racial sinife and new social
awareness. Seme of the pholographs are widely known. while others
are familiar to the reighborhoods and conrmuanizies they represent.
Some of the photographers are black, some white, noth male and
female. Photoyraphers including Gordon Parks. Danny Lyon, Ernes?
Withers. Pir<le Jones, Rez Payne, and Charles Moore played crucial
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roles documenting and reinterpreting the var ed expariences of v
in a seyregaced socicty, Wnat we imagine about this neriod is mediat-
ed through the insights of the photographars. This essay exp ores 7e

social canditions governing tae act of being ograohed and the

decodirg o7 tne ahotogranhs.
vas used 1o dofine. oppress, and
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subjugate, bus talso was uscd in positive ways: a cle

of prvaze family phetoprapns incicates that pholography was also used
to document and ceebrate. During the first decaces of 118 twenzietn

century. photography as an art form and as a vericle of pona ar culture

movad mere directly inte the naticral psyche. Docunment ng family
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Conlending "aiar s propaganda W LB Duicis uscd e

photcaraphic image to promalg positive aspaects of the Llack race,

With the nrracuct on of photegraphs in 1912 Crises, e ounal of the

Nariona, Assec alior for the Advancoment of Co ored Peoole (NAACE)

2ooo” The uny first issua” As oy dencec n Daylanre

Faglisi-'s essay "DuBois’s Family Crisis.” DuBois created a visual
taxonany inowch o ead onotogranas of Black people. Erglish

Pirkle Jdones, Window of the Black Panthers Pariy National Headyuariers, 1968. Gelatin silver print, 14 %z x 11in. [36.4 x 2.9 eml.
International Center of Photograghy, purchased by the ICP Acquisitions Committee, 2003. 275
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DuBaisian construction. The pholographs si-owed black childrer as

tae price of the race as a whole, DuBois wrote: "These are selectad

chldrer: but carefu. consiceration of the total piclares roceived by e

Crisis... maxes it seom cectan tat there is growing ap in tre Uniled
States a large ard ‘arger class of we l-nour shec, healiy, soactiful
o ldrer amang the colorec people.™®

Immediately following Werlo War 11 a large numnber of black
Arrcor.cans foune work as preachers, tenart farmers, factory and
domestic workers. teachers. and cooks througheut the rural Seuth,
Many maoved to uhan conters like Detroit. Chicags. Oak'ard, New
York, and Los Ange es, hoping for a rew e autside of poverty and
discriminat.or, The photograpns of th s cra create a new historical
consciousness that nas the nower 7o rewrite history itself. Central

with i tne

1o this new visualization were images that depictec i'a

margims, images of beauty, advartising, and waor<, representing a
vilirant community of men. women, and their sors and deughters whe
foughs te achieve their righ<s. No doubt this informed corsciousness

possesscd an undanianle and collective power, Family and commun 1y

lite were important, and protecting tne fam ly was paramoun:. This
chargirg attitude was captured most evecatively through the photo-
graphic meadiurm.

With the nostwar m.gration, more and more black men ard womezn

alsc experienced racia’ discrimination, physica: and emaotional abuscs, 3. Daylanne Engtish, “W. E. B. DuBcis's
Family Crists,” American Literature, 72,
no, 2 [June 2000]: 300,

| nated the smiling face of Emmett Till and was remended of the photo- 4. Shane White and Graham White,
Stylin': Africon American Expressive
Cuiture from fts Beginnings to the Zoot
in Jet magazine in 1835, Photegraphy bad playad a sigrificant role in Suit {lthaca: Cornall University Press,
1998), p. 195.

5. "Qur Baby Pictures,” Crisis, October
him photos Tram his junior high school graduation in Chicago, whick 1914, p. 298.

econom ¢ rejection. and too often, death. As | began o select images
graph of the brutally beaten and swellen body of the young Till pubhshed

Till's life prior to his murder that summer of 1955 "He had broaght with
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: showod Loth black and wnite students. Seeing that the Scuthern

children were imoressad, Emmett comimented that ore of the white

gir s in the phetagraphs was his girliciend. This prompted ore of the

loca boys tosay 'Hoy there's & waite oirl in that store there. [ ot

vou wor't go e there and talk to her” Ca ling the boy's bluff. Cmmett

T boaght seme candy. and as he was leaving the store, saic o

viiar, Bye, baby "

arr Eracst Waithers was hired as photographer for

Merinh:s-
the Emrrmes Til marder trial, whick lasled a week The all-wn te, al -

male jary “ound the wh te male defendants nol gudty? After tne trial,

6. Branda Wilkinsan, The Civit Hughts Withers returren to Menphis whare ha copuabl-shed anc cistributec
Movement: An lustrated History [New
York: Crescent Books, 19971, p. 84.

7. Ernest C Withers, Piciures Tell the Phofo Story of Til Murder Case, It was sold tor ore dollar 2 copy. [his
Siory: Ernest €. Withers Reflectons in
Hisiory [Norfolk, VA: Chrysler Museurn
of Art, 2000l p. 60 wpce ance, As he

a pamprilet on the neurde: trial of young Enmelt T Ttiee Complete

o VWhitee

GChartes Moore, Birminghom Riots. Demonstrators allacked by woter connens, Birminghem, Alaboma, 1963, Gelatin silver print,
16 %1977 in. [38.4 % 47.2 cm). Internaticnal Center of Photegraphy, giit of the Professionat Division, Eastman Kodak Cormpany. 277




the plight of an individual Negro, but rather of Iife as it affects all
Negroes in the United States....In brief we are presentnig this photo
story not in an attempt to st.r up racial animosities or to auestion the
verdict inthe Tili Murder Casa, hut in tha hope that this hooxlet imight
serve te halp cur nation decide itself to seeing thal such incicents
need Aot ocour again.®

Mary Tanlics cxperienced episodes of hostile confrontation that
intensified during tre years of the social protest movements. Blacks
were beirg ki'loa. hosed, jailed. and subjectad to Jim Crow laws
throughout the American landscape. Photographers witnessing
assaults both orutal anc social, created a rnew visual Consciousness
for tna Amenican publyic, and establishod a visual 1anguage of “testify-
g about their mdividual and coilective experience. As Danny Lyon

recaourts about his exnerience in Albany, Georgia; 8. Ibid., p. 60

Charles Moore, Martin Luther King, Jr, Arrested on @ Loilering Chorge, Montgomery, September 3, 1958, 1958. Gelatin silver print,

278 14 x 11in. (35.5 x 27.9 em). Courtesy of the artist.




9. Danny Lyen, Memaries of the Southern
Civit Rights Movement, [Chapel Hill, NC:
Center for Documentary Studies, Duke
Univarsity/The University af North
Carolina Press, 1992], p. 30.

Danny Lyon, Allonto, Georgio, Segregated water fountams,
artist and Magnum Photos, Inc.

Smoking a corncob pipe, drifting in and out of the
southern accen! ho had picked up in Mississipps,
[SNCEC executive secretary James Forman] was Serious,
cutremely polite, and always under pressure, Forman

freafed me o freatod most newsomers. He put me

f work, “You gol a camera? Gonside the courthousc.

Dawn af the back they have a biy water cooler for whites

i =

and nex Lo a littie howi for Negroes, Ga in there and
take & picture of that " Wilh Forman’s blessing, | had a
place in the ol rights movement that would occupy
for the noxt two yoars. Jamoes Forman would diroct me,
profect me, and at tumes fight for a place for me in (e

moverment. He is directly responsible for iy pictures

eristing at ail?

1962, Gelatin sikver print, 14 1 1110, (35.5 x 27.9 cm|. Courtesy of the




Lyor's photograph plasly depeis tre horr fuo reality of black neoule
in Albany, As the perfzcl visual metanher for “Jim Crow” thes proto-
graph. like many others of s type, mabi ized the protest movenent,
The segregated signs—-one marked "eclored” and Lhe other “white”

srply demonstrate what it neant to be a nmember of the o0 vileged

class. The "white” water fountain was large, free Hlowing wilh a cuick

swotech of the dia s whilo tre drnsing wacar Tounta = “or the black

man, weman. of chela, shorl or Ladl, was anything but equal—theis
was the siza of a smali bow! Tnat anpears Lo b2 not oven throo foot
from the fioo-

Or Junz 19, 1853, sever days after the marder of NAAZE leacor
Medgar Evers in Jacksen, Mississippi, a civil rights bill was introduced
inthe U.S. Senate, That year was a nivotal ene in the visuvalizaticn of
raciai discontent: Charles Moora protograpred @ne Birmingham Ricts,
and hundrads of shotayraphers witnessed the March cn Washingor,
Photography was instrumental in galvanizing yvoung neople, motivating
cultural change and definirg tne significance of the strugyle for
human and civil rights tnat eventually forced the Federal government
into creating laws against racia domination and discrimination,
Photographs of anonymous Americans and leading figures such as
Martin Luther King, I+ ard Malcolm X marching, orotestrg, partici-
pating in sit-ins, and attending rallies showed tnhe waorld that blac«<s
were indeed fighting back and depicted the new Southerr black as
rebellious and deviant. Moare's nholographs of Martin Luther King's
arrest are graphic evidence of this new blacx citizen. Dr. King. wearing
a hat and suit. is jostled by nalice officers. The underlying tens:on in
the image can be fourd in King's own words:

The tension, which we are wilnessing in race relations
in the South foday, is to be explained in part by the revo-
lutionary change in the Negro's evaluation of himself....
You cannol understand the bus protest in Monitgomery
without understanding that there is a Now Negro in

the South,

By the early 1960s, the protest moverments had become a naticnal
crusade for human rights for all eppressed people. Newspapers and
magazinas tnroughout the world had published gripping images of
racial hatred and police brutality in Birmingham. Seima, Montgemery,
QOakland. and Los Angeles. The most brutalizing events caused
photographers to speak out en masse. On April 27, 1962, there was a
shootout between the Los Angeles police and members of the Nation
of Islam; Ronald Stokes. a member of the Nation of Islam. was killed.
Fourteen Muslims were arrested; one was charged with assault with
intent to kill and the others with assault and interference with police
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[Mew York: Free Prass, 1984]) p. 106,




officers, A year later Elijah Muhammad sent Malcolm X to investigate
the incident and the trial, Gordon Parks's photagraph of Malcolm X

Raldirg a phetograph of a brutaily beaten Nation of tslam member
was rememibered in This way.

| remember the night Malcoim spoke afler this brother
! Stokes was kiled in Los Angeles, and he was holding

up a huge pholo sfrowing the auvtopsy with a bullet hole
ai the back of the head, He was angry fhen, he was
dead angry. 1l was a huge raily. But ha was never out
t of control. The press tried to project his militancy as
wild, unthaughtful, and ouf of controf, Buf Malcolm
was alweys controifed, always thinking what to doin
; political terms.™
' The Crvil Rights Movernant was unfolding on the streetsin virtually
every rural and urban city in America. Reporters, photographers, and
students from telgvision stations, NewSpapers. and Magazines were on
. hand to document the conscience of This country, The small triumphs
in local communities and the disappointments in the targer cities
are Torever etehed into cur memaories because o the camera. During
this dangerous yet invigorating time, photographers scught to creale

11, James Turner guoted in Molcolm X: a collective visual memory that would empower communities while

Tie Greot Photogiaphs, ed. Howard at the same time provide evidence of the struggles. defeats, yoals
Chapnick and Thulani Davis [Mew Yark: b= web iz 2 i ! Pl Strugy : ats, godls,
Stewart, Tabori and Chang, 1992], p. B3. ano victories.

Bruce Davidson, Voier Registration, 1965. Gelatin silver print, 11« 1410, (27.9 % 35.5 e, Courtesy of the artist and

Magnum Photos, Inc.




