DEBORAH WILLIS

Carrie Mae Weems and

the Black Female Body

ZU GAST

CARRIE MAE WEEMS

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1744.c26170



“I am a storyteller and therefore an optimist, a firm believer
in the ethical bond of the human heart ... from my point

of view, your life is already full-waiting, just waiting, for you
to make it art.”

Toni Morrison

PHOTOGRAPHY has long shaped how knowledge about
bodies is produced and understood. From the nineteenth-century for-
ward, photographs of Black subjects—particularly Black women—have
circulated within scientific, ethnographic, and popular contexts that
claimed neutrality while reinforcing racial and gendered hierarchies.
My research on the Black female body underscores the persuasive force
of photographs, which do not merely reflect cultural values but actively
participate in their formation. Repeated and widely disseminated, these
images have exerted a lasting influence on how beauty, value, and iden-
tity are constructed within visual culture, affirming presence while
encoding inequality. Through this persistent circulation, photographs
have taught viewers how to see the Black female body, shaping percep-
tion across generations.

New York-based conceptual artist Carrie Mae Weems's work
confronts this history directly, engaging photography’s role in the pro-
duction of knowledge about race, gender, and power. In The Black Female
Body: A Photographic History, I considered Weems's practice as a critical
reworking of photographic traditions that rendered Black women as
specimens, servants, or figures shaped by imposed moral codes. By appro-
priating, reframing, and inscribing historical images, Weems exposes
the visual assumptions embedded in nineteenth-century scientific pho-
tography and its afterlives. Her work insists on repositioning Black
women from objects of study to subjects of history, transforming images
once used to classify and control into sites of inquiry, resistance, and
remembrance.

Inspired by the broad history of beauty in art, photography,
architecture, and fashion, Carrie Mae Weems enacts a moment of plea-
sure and imagines worlds of abundance that encourage interiority of
mind and a spirit of contemplation in her work focusing on Mary J. Blige
(Queen B). Weems has received global critical attention for her photo-
graphs and her performativity in photography and video, which focuses
on Black life globally. In the fall of 2020, Weems created a work for the
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(1) Deborah Willis, Carrie in Euro Salon, Eatonville, Florida, 2009. (© Deborah Willis)
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Vienna State Opera House's safety curtain, which reads as an ideal set-
ting for this large-scale portrait; concepts of stage and staging codes of
beauty are performed in this photograph, which simultaneously explores
treasured moments and literal and symbolic treasure (fig. 2).

Weems is well aware of representations of codes of desire, from
the array of fresh peonies and pink roses to the oval-shaped frames with
crown and tiara, which reflect the mirror, to the marble busts by artist
Kehinde Wiley, which recreate artworks from the eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-centuries in miniature. Metaphors on history, linkages, and con-
nections abound through the use of a Bamana Ci Wara headdress from
Mali, which honors the prosperity and success of people who cultivated
the land for harvest. A seated figure carved in ebony from Nigeria rests
on the mantle of the ornate fireplace. Weems signals opulence through
the use of crystal, silver, gold trimmings on pillows, upholstered chairs,
and decorated marble walls. Beauty and grace are denoted in this image
by the appearance of a “stuffed” white swan. In framing this interplay
between history and metaphor, Weems considers the narrative of the
ballet Swan Lake as it explores notions of mobility, of elegance, translated
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(2) Carrie Mae Weems, Queen B (Mary J. Blige), 2020, Safety Curtain, museum in
progress, Vienna State Opera, 2020/2021. (© Carrie Mae Weems)

in this image through style and lavishness. Weems appreciates the
power of architectural and interior spaces and the viewer is invited to
enter into a space of power.

Weems is cognizant of what it means to create an environmental
portrait that offers the viewer space for dreaming, of new identities and
re-envisioned potential, the license to both preserve and remake the
world. Thinking of the large globe on the table, one is drawn to the idea
of control—of mapping new spaces in order to reimagine place. Weems
conjures the imaginary of both viewer and Queen B by visualizing plea-
sure and progress, desire and possibility, through jewelry, a designer
sweat suit, and a swept-up hairstyle that accentuates Queen B’s beauty.
The formal table setting with its lavish meal of succulent fruits, cheeses,
berries, and loaves of bread placed on colorful tablecloths provides the
structure of this staged scene, disrupting the history of denying Black
beauty. It is within this framework that her engagement with the early
ethnographic photographs—particularly the daguerreotypes made by
Joseph T. Zealy at the request of Louis Agassiz, facilitated by Robert W.
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Gibbes—be understood, not as citation alone, but as a deliberate act of
historical reckoning.

Weems'’s image is infused with nostalgia and romanticism of
classical art, a broad history of culture, race, and gender as told through
iconic references to global conquest and engagement. Weems challenges
both historic and contemporary visual narratives that privilege others
by highlighting race, class, and style in the symbolic context of the opera
house. In focusing our gaze on this depiction of Black wealth and Black
beauty, Weems establishes a presence and place for Black women through-
out the world and throughout history. The richness and complexity of
this evocative photograph conveys a body politic that intersects with
popular culture and aesthetics. In the image, theater, fashion, and art
are restaged to invoke new histories and reimagine present-day narra-
tives. In Weems’s glamorous and idealized portrait, the Black female
body occupies as prominent a place in art history as she does in music.

Carrie Mae Weems continues to receive critical attention for her
performance art and art installations focusing on Black life in the Low-
country of South Carolina, the Sea Islands off the coast of Georgia, and
southern Louisiana; in New Orleans; and in other cities in the United
Kingdom, Germany, Cuba, Senegal, Ghana, and Italy. Weems’s 2006
Roaming series also consists of large-scale photographs created in Euro-
pean cities as they reference imperial and colonial power. She explores
complexities of representation in contemporary art practices thatinform
and translate views on gender and race. By creating a visual memoir that
looks at freedom and migration, Weems’s Roaming series is also a search
for a counter-memory. Weems focuses her lens on her own ability to
roam freely and to see the buildings of empires. She considers and
reflects on the past and the lack of free will of women who were forced
to migrate and travel to work on foreign soil.

Roaming is about seeing and being seen. It forces the viewer to
see race often obscured or erased in museum exhibitions; beauty denied
or accepted when considering the Black female body; and potential of the
Black robed figure that guides us through rugged landscapes, pristine
city views, and forbidden class structures. Her project begs the question,
“What did early travel photographers see?” Weems asks us to reckon
with what travelers in the past encountered, while holding in view the
hopes and desires of the contemporary traveler. Her work demonstrates
a keen awareness of how images—from picturesque to the environmen-
tal portrait—are shaped, interpreted, and received across art and popu-
lar culture. She understands what the absence of Black women in art
institutions and cultural spaces has been as she migrates.
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Weems explores absence as she travels the world. We see her look-
ing at historical sites and monuments. As curator Franklin Sirmans so
aptly states:

“With Roaming and the related Museum Series, Weems combined
her interest in the structures of history (its monuments, museums,
and other institutions) with herself in the landscape. Now she is no
longer acting but is functioning as an omniscient observer, sug-
gesting either a dominance of the landscape by humans or the
puny insignificance of humanity in nature. In both photographs
taken in front of classical structures in Rome and in the Museum
Series, Weems stands like a monumental sculpture to be reckoned
and dealt with in the confines of those structures she stares down.”

The power of her images is informed with nostalgia and romanticism,
both intriguing aspects of the Roaming series. She explores the myster-
ies and challenges of historical narratives that privilege other alternate
stories. Weems is her own muse as she poses within the frame of history,
and as she restages and projects a new visual order. Known for her pho-
tographic series and multi-screen projections relating to family, beauty,
and memory, Weems has constructed a series of works interrogating
Black women’s presence in popular culture, as well as architecture and
art history. An artist concerned about iconicity, she problematizes the
icon by standing and facing historical sites. Noting and contesting inequi-
ties, Weems establishes a presence and place for Black women through-
out the world and throughout history. In the images of her erect body
dressed in a black gown, she leads us through vast landscapes with con-
fidence and ease—we are assured that we will be guided on a difficult
but necessary journey.

ETHNOGRAPHY AND PHOTOGRAPHY:
SCIENCE IN THE AMERICAS

Around 1850, Dr. Robert W. Gibbes, a nationally recognized paleontolo-
gist, hired local daguerreotypist Joseph T. Zealy to make photographic
records of first- and second-generation slaves on his plantation near
Columbia, South Carolina. Swiss-born Louis Agassiz, a natural scientist
and zoologist from Harvard University, had spent a month at Gibbes's
plantation to observe the enslaved Africans, and he asked Gibbes to
arrange for the photographs. Agassiz, a creationist, believed that photo-
graphic evidence could validate his theories on the plural origins of man
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and the racial inferiority of Blacks. Fifteen Zealy daguerreotypes survive
of five men—Alfred, Fassena, Renty, Jem, and Jack—and two women,
Delia and Drana. Their names were given to identify, not to personalize.
Using the frontal/profile combination that was favored in ethnographic
photography, Zealy documented Gibbes’s human property in half- and
full-length views, stripped to the waist or, in the case of some of the men,
totally naked. The men were all African-born; Delia and Drana, the
daughters of Renty and Jack, respectively, were “country-born” in the
United States. The mothers are nowhere in evidence and were probably,
as was often the case under slavery, no longer with their families.

Both Delia and Drana are shown from the waist up in frontal and
profile views showing their right sides. Their printed cotton dresses are
not entirely removed for the “scientific” documentation but are pulled
down around their waists to expose their breasts. This partial undress-
ing accentuates the unnatural and humiliating nature of the conditions
under which they are photographed. The act of photographing itself
extends the physical stripping of their bodies, reinforcing their loss of
control over how their bodies are represented. The display of flesh in
these images is neither sexual nor sensual, conveying a different sort of
pornography, the pornography of their forced labor and their inability to
determine whether or how their bodies would be displayed. In this pro-
cess, their humanity is denied and they are reduced to anonymous spec-
imens deprived of both identity and power.

In her 1992 Sea Islands series, Carrie Mae Weems appropriated
the Zealy daguerreotypes, rephotographing them using monochromatic
C-prints, cropping the photographs, and reframing the frontal portrait
as a high-contrast, black-and-white image in a rectangular frame. She
put the repeated profiles, their color altered to blue, in round frames.
These alterations use the emotional impact of color to evoke sympathy
for the subjects and draw attention to the abuse they suffered through
the forced photographic act; they are now literally black and blue.

“Weems ‘declares a centeredness with her installation for an
audience posed for a visual experience. ... She frees these cap-
tured icons and she reinvents their purpose by declaring them
her images with their inclusion into the framework of the gallery
installation as art objects.

Weems puts these women’s bodies in her own historical perspec-
tive, adding text panels with the heading [... that] points to the
superficial and profound cultural separation that slavery, and by
extension Zealy and Agassiz, imposed on black bodies.”
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These images mark a critical hinge in Weems’s practice, where the poli-
tics of labor converge with the politics of appearance. These engage-
ments make visible how the visual regulation of labor is inseparable
from the regulation of appearance—an insight that had already shaped
Weems's earlier investigations into how beauty is constructed, how ideals
of value, desirability, and self-recognition are forged within the same
visual systems that rendered Black women marginal, invisible, or morally
prescribed. In this way, Weems links laboring the body to the seen body,
tracing how representation disciplines not only what Black women do,
but how they are expected to appear, be judged, and be known.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF BEAUTY

Much of the work produced by contemporary Black photographers ques-
tions whether the image of Black women is a construction of the viewed
or the viewer. As Carrie Mae Weems explains, “There was a fear on the
part of visual artists to take control of our bodies, our sexuality. I was
trying to respond to a number of issues: woman'’s subjectivity, woman’s
capacity to revel in her body, and woman’s construction of herself, and
her own image.” These works tell different stories about Black female
subjectivity and the Black female subject’s place in the viewer’s imagina-
tion, recalling collective memory of events that transcends generation,
class, race, and geography. As Susan Sterling asserts, “Weems uses her
artistic practices as a path toward enfranchisement and empowerment.
She is more interested in resolution than in endless analysis.”

Before exploring questions of beauty, Carrie Mae Weems had sit-
uated the Black female body as a site of autobiography, one through
which personal experience, cultural memory, and historical constraint
could be articulated simultaneously. Her early use of self-portraiture
foregrounds the body not as an abstract symbol or aesthetic object, but
as alived, thinking presence shaped by desire, humor, vulnerability, and
refusal. This attention to the autobiographical body establishes the con-
ditions under which beauty can later be examined: not as a fixed ideal
imposed from without, but as something negotiated through self-recog-
nition, performance, and voice. In works that draw upon lore, blues, and
personal narrative, Weems asserts the authority of Black women to
define themselves against the weight of inherited images. It is from this
grounding in embodied self-representation that her later exploration
into the construction of beauty emerges, extending the autobiographical
into a broader critique of how Black women’s bodies have been framed
within visual culture.
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Weems is a passionate researcher and incorporates diverse nar-
ratives to reflect the past and present. As she positions herself in the
global landscape, she reflects on the contemporary narrative of migra-
tion, combining and connecting historical references from the Middle
Passage to forced and voluntary migration today. By using her own body
to recall and locate the social imaginary found in history and in the cur-
rent news, her images gain in intensity as we see her as an eyewitness to
past and contemporary violence. Roaming for Weems is about pondering
and disrupting injustices. Her journey considers the plight of not only
women, but of men and children as well. Weems offers us a contempla-
tive moment to consider the inequities experienced by those who moved
to some of the landscapes she shares with us in her images, under the
threat of intimidation and death. In my view, Weems's compassion is
demonstrated as she evokes mourning cloth in her black robed gown.

Carrie Mae Weems's When and Where I Enter—Mussolini’s Rome
(2006) is a large-scale photograph from her Roaming series.* Its title is
based on nineteenth-century Black woman educator Anna Julia Cooper’s
memoir. Current debates on migration are oftentimes violent and intim-
idating; many women have lost children in the wake of war and displace-
ment. Weems acts as witness to these events. By embodying these
women and re-enacting their journey, she becomes a messenger who
not only helps the viewer visualize the experience, but also provokes us
to want to do something. Weems's presence is strong and is the hidden
witness that incites action. She stands in front of and behind a medium
and large format camera to produce work that critiques both social his-
tory and the history of photography even as she uses the photograph to
visualize and inform. The richness found in these striking photographs
and the memories invoked convey a political consciousness of the trag-
edies in cities around the world.

Roaming builds on Weems's earlier series. I believe it is her inten-
tion to require her viewers to rethink and question their understanding
of social justice. Using the photograph as an object of memory, Weems
reworks and restages images to construct narratives that explore the
experiences of those anonymous women in history who have been sub-
jected to the camera’s gaze—specifically the gaze that dehumanizes and
obscures. Weems adds to the visual representation of the current polit-
ical environment as it affects Black migrating bodies with subversive
photographs that explore new ways of expressing memory and opening
the way to transform and make visible a complex history of beauty
within history. She offers distinctive points of view on migration that
shift our understanding about the ubiquity of global movement in our

Deborah Willis



current cultural, economic, and socio-political environments. Weems
contemplates the idea of migration as it intersects with personal narra-
tives, self-invention, issues of cultural identity, race, gender, sexuality,
political activism, social justice, leisure culture, the discourse of domi-
nation, and global freedom struggles. In a society where stories of migra-
tion are often stigmatized and excluded, Weems puts these diverse sto-
ries at the forefront of her art practice.

Across her practice, Carrie Mae Weems demonstrates that pho-
tography is never merely descriptive; it is a force that shapes perception,
assigns value, and disciplines bodies through systems of visibility and
belief. By engaging images produced within scientific, ethnographic, and
domestic frameworks, Weems exposes how Black women’s bodies have
been rendered legible through beauty. Her work insists that these visual
regimes are not discrete histories but interconnected structures whose
effects persist across time. Whether confronting the violence of nine-
teenth-century daguerreotypes, re-centering Black women’s migration
stories, or interrogating the psychic toll of imposed beauty standards,
Weems reveals how representation governs not only how Black women
are seen, but how they are known.

Yet Weems's interventions do more than critique; they reimagine
the terms of seeing itself. By claiming authorship, inscription, and
embodiment, she transforms photographs once used to deny subjectiv-
ity into sites of reflection, resistance, and possibility. Her work restores
complexity to images that sought to reduce, and voice to bodies rendered
silent. In doing so, Weems affirms the Black female body as a historical
subject, one capable of memory, self-definition, and self-fashioning—
while compelling viewers to reckon with photography’s enduring role in
shaping knowledge, power, and human value. This act of historical reck-
oning is not a closing gesture, but an ongoing one, reminding us that the
work of seeing differently remains both urgent and unfinished.

NOTES

1 Franklin Sirmans, “A World of her Own: Carrie Mae Weems and Perfor-
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See the official website of Carrie Mae Weems for the image discussed here
(last image on the page): https://www.carriemaeweems.net/roaming, accessed
January 25, 2026.
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