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An Analysis and Documentation of the 1989 Exhibition
Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter
Alice Ming Wài Jim, Independent Scholar

Résumé
et article analyse l’arrivée des femmes artistes noires sur la 
scène artistique canadienne dans les années 80 en examinant 
l'exposition-jalon, Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter.

Elle montrait les travaux de onze femmes artistes faisant partie de la 
diaspora africaine du Canada. Présentée d'abord à A Space Gallery de 
Toronto en janvier 1989 et se déplaçant, la même année, à travers le 
Canada, vers quatre autres galeries gérées par des artistes, cette expo­
sition créait deux précédents: d’abord elle se donnait comme un 
exemple significatif de travail anti-raciste et, ensuite, elle écrivait un cha­
pitre important du développement culturel de l'histoire canadienne de 
l'art. En effet, elle était la première exposition canadienne à être vouée 
entièrement au travail de femmes artistes noires et, aussi, la première 

à être entièrement organisée par des femmes conservateurs toutes 
d’origine africaine.

Cet essai considère l’exposition BlackWimmin:When and Where We 
Enter, comme un texte postcolonialiste engagé dans une pratique artisti­
que activiste et examine comment les oeuvres individuelles deviennent 
aussi des textes disruptifs par leur exploration particulière de la construc­
tion identitaire du sujet qu’est la femme noire de la diaspora. Utilisant des 
stratégies postcolonialistes pour analyser ce projet comme un texte «créa­
tif», essayant d'«affecter» la situation des femmes artistes noires du Canada, 
cette étude fonctionne ultimement comme une analyse critique et comme 
une documentation historique de l’exposition, Black Wimmin: When and 
Where We Enter, de ses artistes et de leur production.

I n the past decade, discussion and activism in the arts 
I around identity politics hâve brought on a steady stream 
I of publications, festivals and exhibitions focusing on the 

work of African Canadian artists. One such project was the 
groundbreaking exhibition Black Wimmin: When and Where 
We Enter which not only marked the entry of Black women 
artists into the Canadian art scene during the late eighties 
but also paved the way for more art by people of African 
descent to be exhibited.1 However, to date, no catalogue 
has been published for a group exhibition of Black women 
artists in Canada.2 The following essay on Black Wimmin: 
When and Where We Enter is an attempt to address this pau- 
city of published materials on artists of colour in Canadian 
art history. Beginning with a critical analysis of the exhibi­
tion and a brief cataloguing of the artworks within the con- 
text of the different thèmes brought forward by the project, 
it closes with an examination of two of the Works in terms 
of stéréotypés and the politics of représentation as they con- 
cern visual images of Black women.

Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter

Only the BLACK WOMAN can say “when and where 
I enter, in the quiet undisputed dignity of my woman- 
hood, without violence and without suing or spécial 
patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters 
with me.”3

With these words, turn-of-the-century Black activist Anna 
Julia Cooper articulated the intimate relationship between 
issues of gender and race involved when considering 
diasporic expériences of Black women. Almost a century 
later this statement, republished many times since its first 

appearance in Tl Voice of the South (1892), was engaged once 
more by the Diasporic African Women’s Art Collective in 
the title of their 1989 exhibition Black Wimmin: When and 
Where We Enter to assert the project’s political trajectory of 
centring the Black woman in its artistic inquiry.

Organized by the Diasporic African Women’s Art Col­
lective (DAWA), Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter 
set two precedents, each of which mark it as a significant 
example of anti-racist work in the arts as well as an impor­
tant cultural development in Canadian art history: it was 
the first exhibition in Canada to devote itself entirely to 
the work of Black women artists, and it was the first ofthis 
kind to be coordinated by Black women curators.

The idea for Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter 
was conceived by Buseje Bailey and Grâce Channer, two 
Black women activist-artists of the DAWA collective, a non- 
profit community network of African-Canadian women 
artists formed in 1984 to promote Black women’s culture 
in Canada. As summarized in Houseworks Gallery and 
Cafés March 1989 programme, the exhibition had three 
goals: 1) “to expand and publicly vocalize the concerns of 
Black women as a cultural group” so as to “move from in- 
visibility to visibility, from the margin to the centre;” 2) “to 
offer an opportunity to the public to view a body of art by 
people of African descent within the context [for which] it 
was created;” and 3) “to empower the participating artists 
[as well as future African-Canadian women artists] by vali- 
dating the artistic expériences of Black women in Canada.”

After two years of coordination, Black Wimmin: When 
and Where We Enter, with the participation of eleven artists 
from Toronto, Ottawa, Kingston, Montreal and Edmon­
ton, began its tour with an inaugural exhibition at Toron-
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to’s A Space Gallery on 28 January 1989 and travelled to 
Houseworks Gallery and Café in Ottawa, XChanges Gal­
lery in Victoria, Galerie Articule in Montreal, and Eye Level 
Gallery in Halifax where it closed on 23 September 1989.4

As Post-colonial Text: Issues of Historicity and "Home”

The exhibition Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter 
challenged traditional Western art world politics of aesthet- 
ics and représentation by providing a space where Black 
women’s expériences could be articulated. At the same time, 
it demanded récognition for the contributions of Black 
women to the shaping of Canadian cultural identity. In 
doing so, it brought forward two important issues connected 
with the identity construction and artistic expression of 
African diasporic women: historicity and location. Loca­
tion, in this case, refers to the situating of “home” and the 
making of spaces for identity articulation. The following 
addresses the two issues in relation to the political agenda 
of the exhibition.

The historicity of the DAWA project was posited by 
the curatorial team as the point of entry for Black women 
artists into the Canadian art scene, which had largely ig- 
nored their previous artistic contributions and hence de- 
nied their existence altogether. Through a process of 
self-authorization involving, as Trinh T. Minh-ha explains, 
“authorized voices authorizing themselves to be heard,” the 
women who participated in Black Wimmin: When and Where 
We Enter challenged the dominant politics of représenta­
tion in Canada by “naming” themselves as agents of their 
own cultural production.5

Following this, it could be said that the exhibition rep- 
resents a créative post-colonial text which embodied, within 
its production, post-colonial strategies that worked to ef- 
fect agency for women artists of African descent. As a visual 
text, Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter recorded 
the historical collective and personal memories of the Black 
women who were involved in its création. This reading is 
suggested further by Bailey and Channer in their notes for 
the exhibition:

The work will be organized into several discrète areas, 
reflecting the communal compounds of traditional Af­
rican society. Within these spaces, sculpture, construc­
tions, music, poetry, fabric, painting and movement will 
comprise a créative document of diasporic, African im- 
agery [my emphasis].6

In a very pragmatic way, “naming” the exhibition as a text 
within its historical context, as well as within this study, 
enables its use as a valuable source of information on Black 

women’s expériences in an academie forum that has very 
little written on them.

Interpreting Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter 
as a post-colonial text also allows a reading of the project’s 
dynamics as echoing and reinforcing the states of migrancy 
(or “migratory subjectivities,” to use Carole Boyce Davies’ 
term) experienced by many of its artist participants, who 
were not always présent at each of the venues.7 For instance, 
in negotiating a space of named agency for participants and 
viewers, the project was forced to adapt to the specificity 
of each locale and re-create itself from venue to venue just 
as members of the African diaspora hâve learnt to survive 
as migrant subjects in the Americas. Variables involved in 
Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter included the dif- 
fering dimensions of the galleries, the way the exhibition 
was displayed, quality of lighting, and the absence/presence 
of artists and their works. In their curatorial notes, Bailey 
and Channer describe this continuous transformation 
throughout the tour in this way:

The energy the exhibition created before, during, and 
in the future has been powerful. At each location, each 
gallery space, each city, another tone, a new shape, an 
enlightened expanding of the exhibitions personality 
bloomed. Its vision was warm, firm and inclusive.

This description lends Black Wimmin: When and Where We 
Enter a sense of autonomy which empowers it as a living 
exhibition, one which continually expanded and contracted, 
adapted and evolved, and most importantly, made itself at 
home wherever it went. An understanding of the DAWA 
project as a living text of Black women’s expériences bal­
ances the physical absence of its artists. The exhibitions 
historicity affirms their immaterial presence through a visual 
embodiment of their struggles as Black women artists in 
the art world.

The issue of location, or situating the “where” of the 
exhibitions interrogation, is equally central to the under­
standing of the political impetus behind the project. The 
historical displacement of diasporic subjects and their sub­
séquent migratory subjectivity has not only contributed to 
their invisibility but has also problematized the develop­
ment of a politics of location for members of the diaspora. 
As yet, for many diasporic subjects, the notion of “home” 
often involves a metaphor of migration, or journey, rather 
than a fixed geographical point. The implied journey adopts 
a non-linear configuration that is shaped by a great number 
of foreign and floating signs which continually locate and 
dislocate subjects as they attempt to situate a “homeplace” 
for themselves. “Homeplace,” according to Black feminist, 
bel hooks, refers to “the construction of a safe place where 
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black people could affirm one another and by doing so heal 
many of the wounds inflicted by racist domination.”8

For Black women, whose diasporic expériences hâve 
historically forced them to work outside of their homes, 
the notion of “home” becomes a particularly crucial site of 
résistance.9 According to Dionne Brand, “from the institu­
tion of slavery in the Americas to current exploitative work 
structures,” Black women, along with other women of col- 
our and immigrant women, hâve worked in homes other 
than their own.10 For members of DAWA involved in Black 
Wimmin: When and Where We Enter, the activity of making 
other spaces of Black women’s expérience such as the Ca- 
nadian art scene feel like home was to work in tandem with 
this réclamation of a “homeplace” as a site of résistance. 
Certainly the DAWA project managed to create a spatial 
site of résistance within the art world, as well as individual 
pockets of “homes,” or sub-texts of résistance, within each 
of the artists projects.

While not ail the works in the exhibition were overtly 
political, the mere participation of the artists in the project 
can be construed as being political as well as activist. In 
But Is It Art? The Spirit of Art as Activism, Nina Felshin 
writes:

Participation [in activist art] is ... an act of self-expres­
sion or self-representation by the entire community. 
Individuals are empowered through such créative expres­
sion, as they acquire a voice, visibility, and an aware- 
ness that they are part of a greater whole. The personal 
thus becomes political, and change, even if initially only 
of community or public consciousness, becomes possi­
ble.11

Moreover, the politicization of audience participation 
through the collaborative nature of the project on the part 
of both its artists and its audience, as well as the context- 
ualization of the project within the Canadian art scene, also 
indicated an activist cultural practice in effect. These two 
formai strategies, typical of such cultural practices accord­
ing to Felshin, were apparent in the way community in- 
volvement was promoted by the curators through the 
organization of workshops in as many of the hosting cities 
as possible.12 Informative workshops on different subjects 
conducted by various curators and several of the artists 
themselves were realized in the Toronto, Montreal and Ot­
tawa venues.

The politicization of artist participation in Black 
Wimmin: When and Where We Enter could be seen in the 
way that the various works were not simply displays of aes- 
thetically pleasing objects but also represented important 
milestones, économie or otherwise, for the artists who had 

to scrimp and save in order to get the necessary training to 
create them. As is the case with the exhibition participants, 
many Black women artists are also “heads of households, 
generally the primary income earner, poor, and working 
class” and hâve to negotiate forces in their surroundings — 
such as poverty and racism - that discourage them from 
making art in the first place.13 For this reason, many Black 
women artists see their artistic expériences, which often 
explore the convergence of their public and private reali- 
ties, as intégral to the struggles of Black women and Black 
people in general. According to Bailey, for Black artists who 
hâve “been historically excluded from power in society, 
sometimes just creating oneself into existence, by creating 
art, is revolutionary.”14 Certainly, from this perspective of 
a history of oppression, artistic expressions of personal yet 
culturally spécifie expériences, such as the ones found in 
this exhibition, can also be construed as political.

The political subversiveness of Black Wimmin: When 
and Where We Enter is most apparent in its different uses of 
physical and theoretical space. For example, the DAWA 
production physically contrasted itself to the muséum in­
stitution as a statement of résistance towards colonizing 
apparatuses in society. According to Marlene Nourbese 
Philip, for Africans and the African diaspora, the “white 
box” muséum setting “has always been a significant site of 
their racial oppression.”15 Artworks by people of African 
descent, far removed from their original cultural contexts, 
hâve been traditionally displayed as untouchable formai art 
objects void of the cultural significance given to them by 
their creators. Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter 
not only displayed art that was created specifically for that 
context, but it also subverted Eurocentric définitions of art 
viewing environments through the use of music, incense 
and candies. This created a warm and inviting atmosphère 
of which, as one critic wrote, “the first impression [was] 
not predominantly visual. It [was] aurai and olfactory, ap- 
pealing to touch, taste and ear.”16 According to the cura­
tors, “children were encouraged to touch, feel, be with the 
materials in the pièces in their own ways which encour­
aged adults to be involved in the ‘art’ in a way that breaks 
the established rituals of the art gallery institution.”

The media in the exhibition, which ranged from tex­
tiles to wooden boxes to tree branches to vêvês, was also an 
important site of résistance for many of the artists. Rather 
than limiting themselves to the more canonical médiums 
of painting or sculpture, their conscious use of materials 
associated with craft, such as dyed cloth and items gath- 
ered from nature, was seen as a way to subvert the tradi- 
tional séparation in dominant discourses on art of so-called 
“low” from “high” art, as well as that of “political” or
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“activistic” art from “fine” art. Also interesting is how the 
prédominance of fibres, found objects and materials col- 
lected from nature revealed the relationship between the 
artists’ économie status and the media explored. Not only 
did these materials provide unconventional means of ex­
pression; they also proved to be economical choices of art 
supplies - a fact which, once more, reminds us of the éco­
nomie realities faced by many Black women artists.

On a more theoretical note, the exhibition challenged 
the dominant art establishment most forcefully through the 
political act of taking possession of a space to articulate 
marginalized voices. The space used and/or the context of 
the show were as important as the works exhibited because 
the space reflected, to a certain extent, external social reali­
ties outside the art world. For instance, just as Black women 
continue to struggle in whatever context they find them- 
selves in, Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter stri- 
dently asserted its Black feminist agenda whether it was in 
a predominantly white-populated venue (such as Victoria) 
or in a predominantly Black one (such as Halifax).17 Chal­
lenges lay, especially for the former, in educating an audi­
ence unaccustomed to seeing work by artists of colour and, 
for both kinds of venue, in re-defining the rôles of Black 
women and Black women artists. This is another instance 
in which the exhibition favoured a reading as text, or a col­
lection of sub-texts, that extended beyond the walls of the 
gallery space in which it was physically confined. This brings 
us to a discussion of space in relation to the arrangement 
of the exhibition and the politics of représentation addressed 
in the individual works.

"When I Breathe There is a Space”18

The System of représentation in Black Wimmin: When and 
Where We Enter with its satellite sub-texts can be likened to 
a “mattering map” where each body of work marked a site 
of résistance and a juncture point in which issues of sig- 
nificance to African-Canadians were raised.19 Dzian 
Lacharité’s serene, almost spiritual, yet monumental Right 
Time, Right Place, for example, can be seen especially to 
provide or stake out this précisé point of reflection: it makes 
reference to the historicity (when) and location (where) of 
Black women through its title (a dialectic drawn from that 
of the exhibitions perhaps?) and its aesthetic exploration 
of temporal and spatial realities. The re-created traditional 
dwelling made of bamboo branches, light immaterial fab- 
ric for its ceiling, and a brown cloth door invited viewers 
to walk barefoot on the cool bed of sand inside the struc­
ture in order to expérience the feeling of presence embod- 
ied by terms like refuge, shelter and “home.”

In particular, however, Black Wimmin: When and Where 
We Enter focused on the mnemonic expériences of the 
diasporic female subject in its attempt to map out a terrain 
for Black women’s art in Canada. Constituting the link 
between the many different individual pièces, the act of 
remembering further historicized the exhibition as a site of 
résistance. As Elena Featherston writes, “for women of color 
re/membering ourselves is a daily act of courage, a ritual of 
survival ... Re/membering is a form of résistance; it is a 
life-affirming and self-defining act.”20

bel hooks élaborâtes further on the usefulness of 
memory for Black people in the following:

Thinking again about space and location, I heard the 
statement “our struggle is also a struggle of memory 
against forgetting”; a politicization of memory that dis- 
tinguishes nostalgia, that longing for something to be 
as once it was, a kind of useless act, from that remem­
bering that serves to illuminate the présent.21

In other words, memory “can be a practice which ‘trans- 
forms history from judgement on the past in the name of a 
présent truth to a «counter-memory» that combats out cur­
rent modes of truth and justice.’”22 For the diasporic sub­
ject, the subversive potential for a counter-memory to 
transform history is of particular relevance in light of how 
hégémonie discourses hâve represented the diaspora and its 
expériences of exile, slavery and migration solely in terms 
of Otherness.

The two works by Winsom and Suli Williams exhib­
ited in Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter can be 
seen to embody such counter-memories. Winsom’s textile 
installation Kukubuka (Swahili for “memories”) placed the 
act of remembering as central to the exhibition site. This 
créative text — reconstructed from the artists memories - 
documented how her “people were taken from Africa in 
chains across the océan to be slaves in Jamaica.”23 Silhou- 
etted images of Black women washing clothes by the sea 
were visible through a thin grey-white fabric meant to sug- 
gest an ephemeral layer of mist. Beneath this lantern-like 
set-up of cloth, chains were strewn menacingly over the 
papier-maché reconstruction of the African continent on 
the floor to represent the threat of slavery. Similarly, memo­
ries of Black women’s expériences of slavery also formed the 
résonant tone of Suli Williams Happy Birthday Daisy, 
through her hands. This textile installation, a homage to the 
artists grandmother Daisy, was comprised of a délicate oc- 
tagonal tent made of muslin, ten feet high, held up by thin 
wooden rods. Visible only from the interior of the struc­
ture were celebratory paintings of a mother and daughter, 
oversized hands, and dancing figures. Unfortunately, be-
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Figure I. Black Wimmin: When and Where We Enter poster, featuring preliminary drawing of Suli William’s Happy 

Birthday Daisy, through her hands, 1989. Black and white exhibition poster, 11x17 inches (Photo: curators’ files).

WINSOM

JANUARY 28 - SEPTEMBER 28.1989
TORONTO - OTTAWA - URNCOWER • VICTORIA - MONTREAL - HALIFAX

EYE LEVEL GALLERY 
September 6-23, 1989 

Opening réception, September 5 at 8 pm

2182 Gottingen Sireel. 2nd fl.. Halifax Nova Scoiia B3K 3B4

We eraiefuliy actcnouHedee the financial assistance of community members and the Ontario Arts Council 
Art bv Suli Williams 

Poster Design: Stéphanie Martin Type: Type A

cause of its délicate nature, Happy Birthday Daisy did not 
survive the tour and was only shown in the inaugural exhi­
bition at A Space Gallery.24 However, the preliminary draw­
ing for William’s piece was used to illustrate the exhibition 
poster for the A Space venue, as well as the documentation 
released by Houseworks Gallery and Café for the venue in 
Ottawa (fig. 1).

Interestingly, the textual reconstruction in this essay of 
“transitory créations” that no longer “exist” save in photo­
graphie records and in the memories of their creators and 
audiences further highlights the importance of memory as 

a way to preserve historiés or, as in the case 
of Black Wimmin: When and Where We En­
ter, the details of a significant event in art 
history.

Other issues raised by the Works in the 
DAWA exhibition included preconceptions 
of art produced by the African diaspora and 
different aspects of identity politics sur- 
rounding Black women. For example, the art 
of Chloë Onari and Barbara Prézeau seems 
to represent what is often perceived to be 
typical of art by people of African descent, 
that is, commodified art objects which ca- 
ter to a tourist audience and paintings and 
designs in the so-called “primitive” style. Re- 
gardless, both artists continue to create work 
in their medium of expression in styles that 
demonstrate a persistent personal interest in 
exploring their cultural background and ar- 
tistic self-expression. While Chloë Onari, 
who calls herself a “surface design artist in 
textiles,” explored the uses of colour, mate- 
rials and media in her piece entitled Betha 
De Kool Sony “Me No Pinko Me Red,” a 
mixed-media floor installation consisting of 
fabrics and handmade dolls, Barbara Prézeau 
explored, through traditional ritual symbols 
from Haitian culture, how the people of 
Haiti combined Christian icons with their 
ancient beliefs.25 Alongside her several 
bright, rough-surface paintings on thick 
hand-made paper, Prézeau’s Vêvê consisted 
of religious imagery drawn in a cross forma­
tion on the gallery floor using different kinds 
of grain flour. Illuminated with candies, the 
images represented “the protector of the 
woods, the god of agriculture, the cycles of 
life, the two snakes of androgyny and, at the 
centre, a heart with a knife in it.”26

Another recurring theme explored in many of the works 
was the issue of identity politics, especially as it concerned 
Black women. Notions of représentation and subjectivity 
were examined, challenged, re-envisioned and/or re-affirmed 
through various methods of re-/presentation. The works by 
Claire Carew and Kim McNeilly, for example, can be said 
to hâve dealt with the articulation of Black women’s iden­
tity in a very open and direct manner. Claire Carew’s Here 
I Stand, a “tribute to [the artist’s] Aboriginal, African, and 
European ancestors,” was a political affirmation of the art­
ist’s diasporic female presence amongst other Others. De-
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picting images of several women of colour, the 
painting also bore textual graffiti which read, 
“Work like a mule” and “I had no alternative,” 
sad but strong statements referring to the strug- 
gles of women of colour in society. Similarly, Fa- 
ther of Africa, Mother of the Jews, Black Woman by 
Kim McNeilly continues this réclamation of Black 
women’s identity in an exploration of the artist’s 
Canadian/African/Jewish héritage as vibrant with 
custom and tradition. This mixed-media installa­
tion was comprised of a menorah holding seven 
lit candies and “three long box constructions over- 
laid with magazine clippings, maps, fabric designs, 
and family photos.”27 The menorah, strategically 
placed on a horizontal box, suggested a sacred al- 
tar space within the installation.

By contrast, the works of Grâce Channer, 
Khadejha McCall and Buseje Bailey can ail be said 
to hâve dealt specifically with images of Black 
women in society: how they view themselves, how 
they are viewed, and how they want to be viewed.

Usually the focal point of the exhibition space, 
Grâce Channer’s Ba Thari (a South African phrase 
meaning “women from whom générations corne”) 
is a mixed-media floor sculpture made of twigs, 
branches, shredded cloth and a piece of driftwood 
(fig. 2). Unlike the prevailing stereotypical proto­
types of Black women — ritualized fertility god- 
desses, versions of the mammy figure — Channer’s 
représentation of the Black female subject evoked 
an empowered female subject capable of action. 
In a letter to this author, the artist explains how 
Ba Thari “represented the women who ensured 
générations of culture and history to hâve survived 
through the adverse oppressions beset on wom­
en’s lives.” For Channer, “the resilience of Black 
women was echoed by that of the driftwood which had 
passed through many eras ... and touched manyshores [but] 
still survived to tell its stories.”

Ba Thari also addressed the self-images of Black women. 
According to African American artist Adrian Piper,

When cultural racism succeeds in making its victims 
suppress, denigrate, or reject these means of cultural self- 
affirmation [the solace people find in entertainment, 
self-expression, intimacy, mutual support, and cultural 
solidarity], it makes its victims hâte themselves.28

In order to address this self-hate, Ba Thari suggested through 
the shredded pièces of cloth - one of which read “Some- 
times we just hâte ourselves” - being expunged from the

Figure 2. Grâce Channer, Ba Thari, 1989. Mixed-media floor sculpture (Photo: artist).

figures stomach, the need for Black women to continue 
refuting and casting off the stéréotypés imposed on them 
by both white and Black society.

In contrast to Channer’s approach, Khadejha McCall 
used elaborately screen-printed and batiked textiles to de- 
pict different perceptions of Black women. Strong Black 
Woman, depicting a Black “super mom,” challenged the 
male rôle in the commercial world, while the visual dynam- 
ics in One Day Soon interrogated the historical and current 
status of Black women in North American society. Mother 
Williams explored Black women’s rôles as spiritual healer 
and nurturer. Also focusing on the Black female subject was 
Buseje Bailey’s mixed-media work on panel board entitled 
The Black Box which addressed the image of Black mother- 
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hood through a tribute to female family members and Black 
women’s history.

Représentations of Black Women

Channer’s Ba Thari, Bailey’s Black Box and McCall’s Strong 
Black Woman are three examples of how représentation and 
résistance worked together in Black Wimmin: When and 
Where We Enter. From abolitionist politics to contempo- 
rary Black feminist theory, the Black female body has been 
an important site of résistance for people of African descent. 
“Slavery made control of the Black body a central issue in 
the relationship between whites and blacks.”29 According 
to Diane Roberts, “représentations of whites and blacks fuel 
a war over the body: the black body, the white body, the 
female body. The body is defined and circumscribed ac­
cording to gender, race, and class.”30 Through their differ­
ent artistic explorations of the image of the Black woman, 
the works by Channer, Bailey and McCall challenge racial 
and gender stéréotypés of women of African descent that 
hâve been constructed by colonial and neo-colonial dis­
courses and re-/define the parameters of représentation for 
the Black female body. In doing so, they re-affirm, at the 
same time, the presence of Black female subjects in con- 
temporary society as multifarious, complex and always 
changing.

Stéréotypés: Read Texts31

The stéréotypé is not a simplification because it is a false 
représentation of a given reality. It is a simplification 
because it is an arrested, fixatedform of représentation.32

Visual stéréotypés are not only strongly influenced by other 
images, but they are also reinforced by the myriad of fixed 
references contained in textual sources (words) and actions 
in society. Not concerned with diversity or individualism 
on the part of the subjects in question, they serve to “de- 
personalize individuals and thereby deny them the rights 
and dignity which our society professes to accord every- 
one.”33 As Black feminist Alice Walker writes, stéréotypés 
are intended as “prisons of image. Inside each desperately 
grinning ‘Sambo’ and each placid ‘mammy’ ... there is im- 
prisoned a real person, someone we know.”34 Whether posi­
tive or négative, stéréotypés, to paraphrase Homi Bhabha, 
are simplifications, reductive devices, meant to contain and 
control subjects according to universalizing notions of race 
and gender.35

Affecting the image of Black people in particular are 
the kinds of stereotypical représentations - by and large 
American — of Black people propagated by popular culture. 

For example, media reports of shootings and violence com- 
mitted by Blacks on prime-time “real” news continue to 
reinforce négative images of the Black male which in turn 
extends negativity to ail Blacks. Even though télévision pro- 
gramming has introduced more positive représentations of 
Black people to the masses since the 1980s, it has not for 
the most part destabilized any of the social structures that 
control the media.

The other domain where visual stéréotypés of people 
of African descent are in abundance is in Western art. The 
prolifération of stereotypical images of Blacks in art his­
tory has been documented by Hugh Honour, Guy C. 
McElroy and Albert Boime, among others.36 In these works, 
the Black woman is observed to be portrayed for the most 
part as an exoticized/eroticized and/or a silent servient sub­
ject, that is, either as a sex slave or as a servant. She is “both 
invisible and ubiquitous: never seen in her own right but 
forever appropriated by ... others for their own ends.”37 
Given this cultural context, as bel hooks writes, “creating 
counter-hegemonic images of blackness that resist the stéré­
otypé and challenge the artistic imagination is not a simple 
task.”38 The following section discusses how the images of 
Bailey’s Black Box and McCall’s Strong Black Woman coun- 
ter two common stéréotypés in contemporary North Ameri­
can society, the “mammy” figure and the female “Buppie” 
(Black urban professional) by re-presenting images of Black 
women.

Black Motherhood

She lived in a box on a ship — a concentration camp 
named Jésus, named Justice, named Integrity. The box 
contained her blood. It contained her body.39

Buseje Bailey’s Black Box triptych is a multi-media site that 
folds accordion-style into a shallow box (fig. 3). When the 
box is fully opened, a Black mother and daughter can be 
seen on each of the panels. They record three mother-daugh- 
ter relationships in the artist’s life which loosely translate 
into metaphors for future, past and présent. The figures 
from left to right represent the artist and her daughter, the 
artist’s grandmother and her mother as an infant and, fi- 
nally, the artist’s mother and herself as a young girl.

Central to The Black Box’s artistic inquiry is its rigor- 
ous critique of the dearth of historical documentation on 
the lives of Black women and people of African descent in 
general. This critique is brought about by merging collec­
tive memories of the history of slavery with the artist’s own 
contemporary memories of family members, as well as those 
of the work’s audiences. Constantly shifting from visually 
documenting the artist’s female family members to
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Figure 1 Buseje Bailey, The Black Box, 1989. Mixed-media on panel board (Photo: artist).

representing the générations of women who hâve contrib- 
uted to the history of the Black expérience, this amalgama­
tion of memories results in a visual text that serves as a living 
history in its portrayal of the continuity of Black expérience.

The more immédiate associations with Black people’s 
history of slavery are suggested by the physical structure of 
The Black Box. For example, the wooden structure serves as 
an “archaeological reminder”40 of the déplorable conditions 
in slave ships which Africans were forced to endure during 
their transportation across the Atlantic as well as an allu­
sion to the story of Pandora’s Box.41 In the Greek tragedy, 
the curious Pandora unknowingly releases evil spirits when 
she opens a forbidden box. Similarly, artist Buseje Bailey has 
opened up a buried chest containing — as its title would 
imply - Black history. Like the spirits of the Pandora story, 
the historical contents or memories, both négative and posi­
tive, found in The Black Box attempt to resist total recon- 
fmement by subsequently resorting to change each time they 
are referred to or recollected. However, the references to 
history are not limited to the physicality of The Black Box. 
They are also signified through its visual dynamics.

From a postmodern perspective, according to Mark 
Cheetham, fragmentation and damage are two culturally 
spécifie signs of history.42 Both of these are manifested in 
The Black Box in several ways. Fragmentation is shown 

through the bodily dismemberment of the women and the 
compartmentalization of the box into past, présent and fu­
ture through the different générations of women, while 
damage is most apparent in the broken chain. The old shoe 
and dismembered foot protruding from the central panel 
(the shoe having been east off in the run for freedom and 
the injured foot “having just broken free,” according to the 
artist) illustrate both fragmentation and damage - “frag­
mentation” in the séparation of the shoe from the foot and 
the foot from the body of the grandmother, the only 
member of the triptych to hâve lived through slavery, and 
“damage” in the ankle injury sustained from the abuses of 
the past.43 According to one critic, “[n]o attempt is made 
to soften the bitter edges of history or to sidestep the bru- 
tality of survival” in The Black Box h1''

As viewers weave through time and through these dif­
ferent sites of memory and historical references, it becomes 
apparent that multiple readings of The Black Box as a histor­
ical document occur because of the numerous applicable 
sources of memory. The cyclical and constant régénération 
of memories, most obviously suggested by the repeating 
images of mother and daughter, allows for different histo­
riés to be articulated and remembered without presenting 
the history of Black women as static and frozen in time.

The Black Box thus initiâtes a politicization of memory 
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by re-presenting history through memories that hâve been 
transformée! into visual images. In doing so, it destabilizes 
stereotypical représentations ofBlack women in society. This 
can be seen in the way The Black Box addresses the mythi- 
cal construction ofBlack women as “mammy” figures.

Of the different négative stéréotypés of Black women 
persisting ail over North America through literature, art, 
mass media and popular culture, one of the most pervasive 
is the image of the Black woman as the desexualized 
“mammy” of the Aunt Jemima type. Usually a jolly older 
woman with a red polka-dotted headscarf, the mammy is 
always portrayed in positions of domestic servitude where 
she excels as primary care-giver to her white employers’ 
children.45

Although the mother figure may represent in almost 
every culture the archétypal care-giver, the stéréotypé of 
Black women as mammies, that is, as “sexless archmothers” 
who “seem to hâve no children themselves”46 but hâve 
plenty of time to care for others distorts the historical and 
social realities of Black mothers, especially when used in 
reference to the history of slavery. According to sociologist 
La Frances Rodgers-Rose, African women who arrived in 
America via the slave trade came from “an environment that 
stressed the importance of motherhood.”47 That is, they 
came with the attitudes and beliefs that “the survival of 
children was paramount in the culture.”48 This survival was 
ensured by Black women through the act of mothering. As 
Bailey and Channer write:

the women in our history are a very important aspect 
of our survival. As the keepers of the traditions and the 
culture, they are the ones who teach and pass them onto 
the next génération through the act of mothering.

However, as Joanne Braxton’s discussion of the archétype 
of the “outraged mother” in slave narratives illustrâtes, un- 
der slavery, motherhood was unavoidable because of the 
combined sexual and économie exploitation of Black fe­
male slaves by their white owners.49 In addition to being 
physically abused, their bodies used for forced re-/produc- 
tion, “Black women were raped, [and] separated from their 
children.”50 Braxton writes: “the twentieth-century Black 
woman was outraged because of the intimacy of her op­
pression.”51

Thus, The Black Box can be said to function not only 
as a tribute to Black mothers for their strength and dedica- 
tion to the continuation ofBlack history but also as a réc­
lamation of the intimacy of motherhood to nurture one’s 
own family exclusively as opposed to that of the master. 
The Black mother is not remembered by the artist as a large, 
jovial, pancake expert, but rather as a long-memoried 

woman whose act of mothering Black children ensured the 
survival of Black people. Seen in this light, she may also 
represent a possible Black feminist link to social trans­
formation in contemporary theorizations of race and 

52

The Female "Buppie:”
Challenging “Status-Discrepant” Attitudes

Khadejha McCall’s Strong Black Woman is a large printed 
textile in different shades of brown that depicts the repeated 
form of a Black woman in a dress suit carrying, in one hand, 
a briefease, and in the other, an infant in swaddling clothes 
(fig. 4). The Black woman represented here is obviously a 
“working mom.”

Like Bailey’s Black Box, McCall’s Strong Black Woman 
challenges the stéréotypé of Black women as being only 
“domestics.” According to Black feminist Makeda Silvera, 
getting employment visas as live-in domestic workers was 
the main way that Black women (mainly from the West 
Indies) entered Canada since as early as 1955.53 Continu- 
ing to this day, the Canadian government immigration 
policy of admitting large numbers of Black Caribbean 
women solely to work as domestic workers has reinforced 
the colonial stéréotypé of Black women as servant in the 
contemporary Canadian context.54

Strong Black Woman destabilizes this stéréotypé by 
bringing forth the construction of the female “Buppie” 
(Black urban professional) as it affects the image of Black 
women professionals and by extension their status in North 
American society. The female “Buppie” has been described 
by Cheryl Bernadette-Leggon as a “status-discrepant pro­
fessional” because the ascribed status of this subject as a 
blue-collar worker is discrepant with that of her achieved 
status as a professional. According to Bernadette-Leggon, 
for Black women, “the double-bind of race and gender and 
its effects are greater that the sum of its parts” as both mi- 
nority-ascribed statuses of race and sex are opérant.55 As a 
resuit, only a few Black women professionals occupy “high 
visibility” positions in private-sector companies. According 
to Omolade, “the majority of Black women professionals 
are concentrated in the ‘handmaiden’ professions, predomi- 
nantly female occupations such as nursing, teaching (el- 
ementary, kindergarten, and nursery school, librarianship 
and social work).”56 For Brand, Black women’s socialization 
to become nurses and teachers “can be seen as a trajectory 
from maid/servant/domestic help” - both employ Black 
women as helping, caring subordinates.57

From within this context, Strong Black Woman addresses 
how the problems encountered by Black women profession-
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als in the corporate world lie in the way 
the two dominant stéréotypés of Black 
women, the mammy (servant) and the 
matriarch (bad mother), continue to af­
fect the lives of women of African descent 
in contemporary society.

The mammy figure, said to hâve 
originated during, and linked specifically 
to, the years of slavery in the United 
States,58 is reinvented today in the “new 
mammy.” Thus, not only is this “white 
fiction of Blackness”59 still one of the 
most recognizable stéréotypical images of 
our day thanks to the marketing experts 
at Aunt Jemimas Pancake Mix^ (and, one 
might add, the casting of such classic 
films as Gone With The Wind), the “new 
and improved mammy” figure exists in 
North American enculturalization more 
than is generally realized. According to 
Omolade, “[ijrrespective of setting and 
job title, the mammy legacy continues to 
weave itself into the lives of nearly ail 
Black women workers.”61 For example, 
in the public sector where the so-called 
demammification of Black women, that 
is, the transition from Black women do- 
ing typical “mammy work” to clérical 
administrative and professional employ- 
ment,62 is most apparent, the old mammy 
figure is seen to hâve merely been mod- 
ernized in the image of the “Buppie.” The 
Black woman professional who is being 
viewed as a “new mammy” is often ex- 
pected not only to carry more than her 
normal load of administrative duties but 
also to play a mother figure rôle for the 
other members of staff, regardless of 
whether she has children at home or

The controlling image of the matri­
arch also influences how the Black woman professional is 
perceived by society. According to Black feminist Patricia 
Hill Collins:

While the mammy typifies the Black mother figure in 
white homes, the matriarch symbolizes the mother fig­
ure in Black homes. Just as the mammy represents the 
“good” Black mother, the matriarch symbolizes the 
“bad” Black mother ... From an elite white male stand- 
point, the matriarch is essentially a failed mammy, a

Figure 4. Khadejha McCall, Strong Black Woman, 1989. Copyart, silkscreen, handprinting, and painting on unstretched canvas, 

48 x 36 inches (Photo: artist).

négative stigma applied to those African-American 
women who dared to violate the image of the submis­
sive, hard-working servant.84

Thus the matriarch is a controlling image used to negate 
the agency of Black women who hâve been able to disasso- 
ciate themselves from the mammy stéréotypé by having 
successfully entered the racialized and gendered job market 
of North American society.

Using représentation as résistance, McCall’s Strong Black 
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Woman réfutés the négative stéréotypés of the mammy and 
the matriarch by presenting an image of the contemporary 
Black woman as being quite capable of raising children and 
maintaining the demanding itinerary of a professional ca- 
reer. In contrast to the “strong Black woman” in times of 
slavery who was forced to carry the burden of raising her 
children only for the slave masters profit, the modem 
“strong Black woman” is shown to be managing her own 
family. Moreover, in its visualization of successful Black 
women in job markets other than that of the domestic 
realm, Strong Black Woman manifests itself as an especially 
useful and empowering image for contemporary young 
Black women.

Like Bailey’s Black Box, McCall’s Strong Black Woman, 
in conjunction with the larger theme of Black Wimmin: 
When and Where We Enter, provided exhibition visitors with 
another textuality from which to read the complexity of 
the African diasporic female subject.

Together, the many personal and collective memories 
and spaces of articulation brought forward in Black 
Wimmin: When and Where We Enter were able to convey a 
sense of history being shared, yet at the same time, in their 
instability and changeability, they also served to voice the 
individualism of each of the artists whose mnemonic traces 
were being exposed. As such, the exhibition, read as a mat- 
tering map in which each body of work is taken to repre- 
sent a site of résistance through memory, can be seen not 
only to hâve addressed the historicity and location of Black 
women in Canada but also to hâve supported a politici- 
zation of memory which promoted a deeper understand- 
ing of the Black female diasporic subject.

Conclusion

The purpose of this essay has been to document and cri­
tique an épisode in the history of Black women artists in 
Canada embodied by Black Wimmin: When and Where We 
Enter. This exhibition signalled an important turning point 
in the struggle for représentation of Black women artists in 
Canadian art history by raising awareness of their presence 
and contribution to this area of study. It was also signifi- 
cant in the way it challenged stereotypical constructions of 
Black women, Black women artists and their work. The 
persisting prolifération of stéréotypés and racialized notions 
surrounding Black women and their art, some of which hâve 
been brought forward in this article, reveal that the social 
realities of racism and sexism are far from being eradicated 
from the art world and continue to infringe upon the daily 
lives of contemporary women artists of colour. Finally, Black 
Wimmin: When and Where We Enter demonstrated that aes- 

thetic activism in the context of the gallery or community 
centre space can constitute an effective form of interven­
tion against racism in the arts and society in general.
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