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on the
sleeve of
the visual

two

[T]he word “nègre” acting like some kind of
chemical dye convert[s] epidermal surface into imago.
— David Marriott, Haunted Life, 2007

In the previous chapter I showed how the NAACP shadow redraws
the phenomenological experience of the lynching photograph by reversing its visual field and dissipating its expected corporeality. In this process,
the photograph also redefines photography as the state of the image most
invested in the indexical trace, as well as confounds the experience of visible blackness, which no longer coincides with a visible object, but is rather
signified obliquely by the shadow, and, because of the tension between its
optic and haptic properties, it also reconfigures the very notion of “skin.” By
skin I mean the skin of the viewer, of photography, and of the picture. With
this reconfiguration, the NAACP photograph offers new ways to experience
the relationship between racial and photographic epidermality and a way
to begin to think about how race projects a sleeve onto the visual, how it
creates yet another surface to the image, another skin, an outside layer we
think we can trust.
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In the epigraph, David Marriott shows how the black body licenses this
fold: the Fanonian moment of photochemical fixation is triggered by the
word nègre. The black body is folded like shirt cuffs through a rhetorical
move, a catachresis. I take Marriott’s fold as the starting point for the present
chapter in terms of the way in which, by suturing together seeing and saying,
racialization shares the rhetorical, phenomenological, and aesthetic structure
of catachresis. In order to introduce the concept of catachresis — the trope
whereby a name is assigned to something that supposedly does not have
one — I first briefly reread previously discussed objects and show how they
led me to the realization that catachresis is one of the central structures of
race discourse. I then provide an overview of how this trope has been discussed primarily in rhetorical theory and phenomenology. This enables me to
outline the aesthetic theory underlying catachresis as having the tendency to
corporealize the unbridgeable gap between seeing and saying by fashioning
objects (or scenarios, or fetishes) that sit in between the two. My ultimate
interest is the possibility to consider aesthetic practices that in turn leverage
catachresis’s ability to close this gap in order, instead, to burst it open.
The object I discuss as exemplary of this strategic “guerrilla” mobilization
of catachresis is Lee Daniels’s film Precious (2009). I suggest that Precious performs the same function as Magritte’s imagined pipe; that is, it is an object that
is rhetorically conjured as if existing and fully embodied in order to fill the
unbridgeable gap between seeing and saying, in order to deliver a perfectly
intelligible and fleshed out representation. Because of its ability to “breed
pipes,” catachresis offers the opportunity to see the work of resemblance
as it is taking place, to appreciate how likeness acts as the ground and the
vehicle for exchange.1 I show how Precious occupies the chiasmatic position
catachresis is supposed to mediate and how it turns that function inside out.
For this very reason, Precious occupies the midpoint of the chapter, allowing me to transition to a discussion of an oppositional use of catachresis as
a materialist aesthetic practice in the collages of Wangechi Mutu. In Mutu’s
work, catachresis becomes visible not only as a technique of dismemberment
but also as a process of folding the already-eviscerated black body onto the
outside, thus projecting a second and troubling sleeve on the visual. Mutu’s
cuts and her use of preexisting photographic materials suggests the possibility
for photography to act stylistically, understood etymologically — from the
Latin stylus — as an instrument of incision and separation, capable of excising
the overembodiment catachrestically produced. Finally, I deploy catachresis
as an additional lens to explore how the NAACP photograph meta-pictures
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the photochemical affects it mobilizes. I look at the shadow as a figuration of
the chasm that Ligon introduces with his repeated and yet separated panels
or the critical use of the missing body Fred Wilson adopts in his installation
Cabinet Making 1820–1960 (1992–1993). Having focused on the phenomenological, rhetorical, and aesthetic moves that are made to fill this empty
space, I finally introduce a notion of photography as ectopography — as the
possibility for photography to excise, rather than suture, what it recognizes
as an ectopic growth.
In previous pages, I identified a series of objects that present radical challenges to a representational theory of the visual. Antonio Beato’s fly, Audre
Lorde’s roach, and Toni Morrison’s Maggie all indicate that the visual is not
only or necessarily the realm of representation, but it is more precisely the
realm where bodies (individual and collective bodies, bodies natural and
bodies politic) interface and inter-skin, where skin is understood in a phenomenological sense as the sensate border of the body in the world, a hinge
between the material and the phantasmatic, the physiological and the psychic,
the present and the absent.2 Following Sara Ahmed, the skin is a surface that
is produced in the act of reading it, and “bodies take the shape of the very
contact they have with objects and others.”3 The fly, the roach, and the mute
woman with legs like a parenthesis, can achieve this effect because they are
structured like a catachresis — a concept I employ in its widest sense, spanning the fields of rhetoric, phenomenology, and aesthetics — a mechanism
capable of producing an excess, an exteriority, a grotesque growth that sits
on the outside like a red wart on the tip of a witch’s nose. At its most basic,
catachresis is the trope that accounts for the paradigmatic terms we use to
talk about race: black and white, in fact, are not terms that have a counterpart
in nature, but they are rather names catachrestically applied to “something”
that supposedly does not have a name. Furthermore, as they are employed
in a naming capacity, they suture the infinite relation between seeing and
saying that both Magritte and Fanon attempt to reopen by rhetorically asserting this is NOT a pipe.

Catachrestically Black
Again, from a tropological standpoint, catachresis is the attribution
of a name for something that supposedly does not have one — the legs of the
chair or the foot of the mountain. Catachreses are literally false — chairs don’t
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have legs and mountains don’t have feet — but figuratively true.4 Literality is
the realm of their performance, while figurality is the realm of their epistemological function, the level at which they produce knowledge. When we
examine Fanon’s primal scene through Foucault’s reading of the Magritte
painting, we can appreciate that Fanon simultaneously captures and attempts
to undo the rhetorical process whereby a figural blackness is sutured to his
body through a performance of literality; that is, by performing as literal and
being seen as such.5 Black and white are therefore the outcome of a process
of “seeing as” — what Wittgenstein described as “aspect seeing” — which for
Paul Ricoeur lies at the roots of the catachrestic process as well.6 As Foucault
observes, the place where the figural and the literal are peeled apart in Magritte’s painting is the shifter ceci, which acts as a pointing finger that allows
us to pass from the place where we say to the place where we look. Yet, as
he also remarks, what we see is never contained in what we say, except, so it
seems, when we call someone “black.”
A shifter lies at the heart of the Fanonian primal scene as well: “Look!” is
a deictic verb which, like a pointing finger, institutes a field of vision, commands a certain trajectory of the gaze, and then fashions an object within this
field of vision, which is identified and immediately named by its chromatic
properties — un nègre. Ultimately, Fanon’s “blackness” acts as a switch point
that allows a metaphorical impulse (seeing dark skin as black) to operate
catachrestically as a proper name — a black. Even though “black” does not
describe actual skin color, it still functions as a figure of substitution that has
become fully naturalized, perceived as literal, just as the expression the legs
of the chair in its common usage has lost memory of the metaphoric impulse
that has established it in the first place. This is because it supposedly describes
what we see, even though it is more properly the outcome of seeing as.
As already mentioned, W. J. T. Mitchell connects his notion of the
metapicture to the duck-rabbit figure Wittgenstein relied on to advance
his theory of aspect seeing. Metapictures are not representational. Rather,
they are pictures that tell us/show us/stage for us the as. They are scenes
of exchange that unravel the “dawning of an aspect.” But in doing so, they
also compile the traces of the transaction, the shift, the reorientation that is
achieved by the modifier as. Toni Morrison’s “Recitatif,” for instance, compiles
the traces of incessant transactions across the racial line that dead-end in
the character of Maggie, which, I argue, is textually “black” by the very fact
of being located at the ending point of this series of exchanges.7 Rather, like
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Magritte’s ceci, “black” points and names, deferring to a place where seeing
and saying will supposedly coincide: Look! A Negro!
Sometimes catachresis is a necessary act — when we find we have to name
something for which no other name exists — and it thus performs a generative function: naming brings something to existence. Other times, however,
as the Latin term abusio suggests,8 catachresis can be regarded as an abuse
of language, as the outcome of a violent act of displacement because it presupposes a void to be filled on the basis of a resemblance between entities
(in function, in purpose, in behavior, etc.), which is instead an effect of
discourse.9 As Foucault suggests in his reading of Magritte’s work, likeness
is instituted by the linguistic act, rather than simply sanctioned or described
by it. Thus, catachresis can show how an act of naming might retroactively
project a void in the very act of filling it.
In other words, an act of naming is not necessarily an act of charity. As
Robyn Wiegman eloquently puts it, calling the African “black” reduces race
to the binary structure of vision, which in turn grounds the possibility for
race to act linguistically as a visual language of social relations. The blackas-body is constituted in the colonial representation not only as different but
also as the sign of difference. Even more profoundly, the term “black” utters
an ontological division into being — what Charles Mills calls a “partitioned
social ontology” that, drawing a line between white and non-white, institutes
the ontological category of the sub-person. The sub-person, Mills further
specifies, “is not an inanimate object, like a stone, which has . . . zero moral
status. Nor is it simply a nonhuman animal.” Rather, it is an entity that “because of phenotype, seems human in some respects and not in others. Even
though [an] adult, is not fully a person.”10
Yet, because of its generative possibilities, catachresis has been connected
to the possibility of social change, especially in Ernesto Laclau’s political
theory.11 For Gerald Posselt, this tropological economy of catachresis points
to a performative theory of resignification, whereby the name constitutes
the identity of what is named, but only and always provisionally. Because it
implies the possibility of a new proper sense, catachresis creates the suspicion
that there “has never been an original proper sense at all.”12 In its performativity, catachresis has been called the queer trope.13 What interests me about
catachresis is this intrinsic hybridity. Catachresis is the site of a tug-of-war
between what Bruno Latour has identified as the two expressions of the
modern project — the work of purification and the work of translation — the
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first performed by erecting hard epistemological and disciplinary divisions
between subject and object, nature and culture, and so on, and the other
made necessary to mediate between these segregated realms.14 Catachresis
is a Latourian figure of hybridity because its queerness bears the traces of its
own failed figurality. With catachresis, the most hybrid knot in the chain is
put in charge of the border, so to speak. Catachresis is a scene of exchange
between different orders of signification, but also different ontological orders,
and disciplinary orders as well.15
Whether it bestows a name to something that does not have it, or whether
it has the capacity to attribute traits that do not belong (for instance, legs to a
chair, or feet to a mountain), catachresis, it is generally recognized, is a radical
trope. With catachresis something erupts, something is being triggered. But
with catachresis something might also grow unexpectedly and in improbable
directions so much so that many descriptions of the trope, even the most
positive ones, are couched within a gothic imagery. Take Paul de Man, who
writes, “something monstrous lurks in the most innocent of catachreses:
when one speaks of the legs of the table or the face of the mountain, catachresis is already turning into prosopopeia and one begins to perceive a world
of potential ghosts and monsters.”16 Not accidentally, ghosts and monsters
appear also in Thomas Keenan’s account of catachresis as the tropological
structure of the commodity fetish. For now, though, I am more interested in
the fact that de Man’s appeal to prosopopeia suggests that these monsters and
ghosts are conjured up by catachresis’s ability to carry voice or to give face.17
If La Trahison des Images is a metapicture of the work of resemblance,
which suspends its suturing effect, then the catachrestic moment would
rather look like Magritte’s Decalcomanie, where the man with the bowler
hat has been seemingly transferred laterally leaving in its wake a cutout
curtain (figure 2.1). As Foucault observes, in Decalcomanie we witness “a
displacement and exchange of similar elements, but by no means mimetic
reproduction.”18 Decalcomanie suggests that catachresis has the ability to effect a redistribution of the sensible, whereby the moment of replacement is
always already in excess of the void it supposedly fills, especially when we
focus on the slim overlapping of the curtain, the fold that doesn’t quite match
the void. Or, even more provocatively, catachresis would look like Magritte’s
La Philosophie dans le Boudoir where catachresis performs a sideways substitution between the fetish and that which it covers over. Here, breasts and
feet that have grown — literally — on the sleeve of the fetish, have facialized
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Figure 2.1. René Magritte, Decalcomanie, 1966.
© ARS, NY. Private Collection. Photo credit: Herscovici/Art Resource, NY.

it as a result,19 in a theoretically loose, but aesthetically gripping, application
of prosopopeia. From an aesthetic point of view, catachresis develops indeed
a sleeve — one that gives face (albeit sometimes a monstrous one) to that
which did not or was not supposed to have one. I understand this process of
facialization as a case of what Kathryn Bond Stockton’s analysis of the figure
of the queer child describes as sideways growth, one that doesn’t just grow
meanings but also bodies.20 Catachresis is carnal and capable of producing
growths that, like barnacles, stick to the surface and populate it.
Both Morrison’s Maggie and Audre Lorde’s roach are examples of a catachresis that is generative and queer, because, as it grows sideways, it has the
ability to corporealize the in-betweenness of the social bond. In the case of
Maggie’s blackness, catachresis is found in her parenthetical status as that
which connects the whole with the hole. Her corporeal presence, her absolutely mute presence as nothing but a body (given her lack of access to any
linguistic and discursive order beyond her syntactical function) gives her
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the role of Audre Lorde’s roach, which is also the product of a catachrestic
process that begins with the white woman regarding young Audre as a roach,
as the “strange” body that triggers her withdrawal and a postural and subjective realignment. With both rhetorically constructed “roaches,” catachresis
functions as a form of aspect seeing, what I would describe as catachresis
as kaleidoscope because, like in the duck-rabbit figure, one can behold two
figures present in the same space. Catachresis, I found, is also the figure for
a corporeal growth — catachresis as pimple, as barnacle. Blackness operates
catachrestically in both senses of the term: within our image ontology, when
understood as a property of the body named by the term “black,” blackness
produces a growth, an excess of corporeality, an overembodiment that might
take the form of an “insect” sitting uncomfortably between, for instance, a
little child’s skin tone and an older woman’s sense of the violation of her own
bodily boundaries. This corporeal blackness is also what fills the lynching
shadow with the corporeality of a body off-frame. Not only that, as Fanon
(and DuBois before him) show, this apparently mute and liminal corporeality is also the site for an unacknowledged point of view onto the suturing
process itself.21
“Black” is a catachresis that has the capacity to continuously erase the
traces of its own violent making because it is also an iconic sign and, as
such (that is, as a sign that signifies by resemblance), it is primarily invested
in its circulation. Unlike the index, which can be regarded as a mark of individuality and singularity, the iconic is instead a vessel of circulation and
exchangeability. Icons are signs that hold together a myth of transparency
(whereby the sociocultural origin of the “resemblance” they display with
the referent is often ignored) and a demand to function as currency; they
combine a need for recognition with an affirmation of authority. Thus, the
iconic also brings to the fore the process of semiosis that makes a catachresis
“feel like” a proper name.
Catachresis implies also a phenomenological structure that performs a
crucial role in Fanon’s account. In his account, the transition from seeing and
saying is achieved through a catachresis that is simultaneously rhetorical and
sensorial, both visual and tactile. As already mentioned in relation to Barthes’s
Camera Lucida, catachresis is central to Vivian Sobchack’s description of the
phenomenology of the cinematic experience — a specular structure whereby
one’s own lived body is mirrored on/by the screen.22 For Sobchack, this phenomenological structure is both literal and figural. The ambivalence between
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“real” and “as-if-real” sensual experience is phenomenologically grounded
in the “nonhierarchical reciprocity and figure-ground reversibility of ‘having
sense’ and ‘making sense.’”23
The chiasm Sobchack discusses is fundamentally an empathic structure,
which, as we have seen, is what malfunctions in Barthes’s case. Barthes endorses this chiasm only in relation to the possibility of getting in touch with
his own place of origin and maternal nourishment, as well as the place of
death. Blackness is the mode of this very personal experience in that it marks
the site of the chiasm. At the same time, we have seen how Barthes suspends
this structure of reversibility when he is instead facing somebody’s blackness.
Blackness in this case interrupts the desire for reversibility Barthes had previously nourished. When pigmentation exteriorizes the photographic image
to the point that it no longer offers a desirable tactile and fleshy encounter
the image becomes Intractable, with its “blackness” standing as the face or
mask of an incontrovertible truth. In Barthes’s reaction we see the ability for
blackness thus understood to fashion a body in-between, a “strange” body
that makes the skin crawl.

So Big . . . So Black
Throughout the various meanings of catachresis (rhetorical, sensorial,
political), two properties continue to come face to face: on the one hand,
catachresis has the ability to corporealize by performing as a graft, an implant,
and a prosthesis; on the other hand, catachresis has the power to abstract,
etherealize, and exchange. Furthermore, catachresis offers a redistribution of
the sensible (what I have half-jokingly described as catachresis-as-barnacle)
and, when it functions as a kaleidoscope it performs a rearrangement of the
visible that introduces vantage points in new and unexpected places.
The first sense of catachresis as barnacle and ectopic growth describes the
popular and critical reception of Lee Daniels’s 2009 film Precious: Based on
the Novel “Push” by Sapphire. The film registers precisely this collapsing of
distinctions between representation and represented, which takes the form of
a conflation between the film (Precious), the character (Claireece “Precious”
Jones) and the actress (Gabourey Sidibe) — all of them are PRECIOUS. As I
write PRECIOUS — in all caps — I want to call attention precisely to the film
reviewers’ difficulty to peel them apart and Daniels’s strategic embracing of
this conflation in order to flaunt the difficulty of fashioning an artistic lan60 On the Sleeve of the Visual

guage for a subject that is still too often critically located within the purview
of sociology or natural history. That is, Lee Daniels preemptively adopts the
work of catachresis in order to read it against the grain and ultimately fold
it inside out. Casting choices, framing, effects of mise-en-abyme achieved
by the fantasy sequences imprison the film/character/actress within an intransitive visual field that yields nothing outside itself. Thus, PRECIOUS
provides both the “retinal pop” that seemingly delivers “the pipe” and the
visual short circuit whereby “a pipe is a pipe is a pipe.” Ultimately, it fashions
a spectatorial position as an embodied in-betweenness, where the spectator is
placed in the position of having to catachrestically fill the gap, complete the
chiasm, deliver “the thing,” or alternatively to embrace the body that marks
the spot — PRECIOUS.
A sixteen-year-old overweight and illiterate girl, who is bearing her second child by her father, abused by her mother, and HIV positive, Claireece
“Precious” Jones, critics agree, is a veritable social and human nightmare;
the character is hardly the subject matter for a film with artistic aspirations.
Precious was therefore an “impossible” film to make. From the start, it was
destined to be received as contributing to a continuing history of pathological
and pathologizing racial representations. In fact, the press condemned the
film as a “gallery of horrors,” a “freak-show,” and a “porn flick,” and Precious
and her mother Mary (played by Mo’Nique) are described as “biological
monsters.”24 What these reactions display is the critics’ inability to see that
Precious is, among other things, an intervention into the critical discourse
that is still distracted by the content of the image rather than paying attention to the artistic utterance as a whole; the critical discourse that focuses
solely on, in Morrison’s words, “the glide and lick of the golden scales,” but
misses the fishbowl entirely.
This New York Amsterdam News review of the film is exemplary of some
of the critical difficulties with the film:
Gabourey “Gabby” Sidibe is not Precious, the character that has catapulted
her into overnight superstardom in Lee Daniels’ critically acclaimed film
Precious: Based on the Novel “Push” by Sapphire. The title character in the
movie is an illiterate, neglected and abused teenager trapped in a 1980s
Harlem version of hell, who fantasizes about a better life filled with dashing
red-carpet appearances and preening photo shoots. Gabby, the vivacious
26-year-old Harlemite who plays Precious, lives that dream.25
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But does she? That the reviewer feels compelled to spell out the differences
between the actress and the role is, in itself, revealing. The assumption is that
that difference will not be at all apparent, because, so it seems, there is no
available gap between the black and the image. Precious is a pipe and Lee
Daniels’s role is to “un-pipe” her. To challenge this tendency, the filmmaker
incorporates the critics’ myopia — their seemingly incontrollable impulse
to see through the film’s form rather than look at it — in order to reflect on
the representational demands that still afflict nonwhite artists. Precious is a
provocatively and deliberately overembodied film. It has the “thereness” of
a botanical manual, to recall Foucault’s description of the relationship between text and image in Magritte’s first pipe painting — a gallery of horrors,
a freak show as it has been described in the press — and yet its goal is to put
this “thereness” en-abyme. Still, many critics reacted to PRECIOUS as if it
was a specimen, nakedly available to scientific scrutiny, or, alternately, as
exploitative race pornography. Thus, it is not surprising that several critics
preferred the appeasing and uplifting John Lee Hancock-directed film, The
Blind Side (2009), which was released at the same time as Precious. This is possibly because The Blind Side has no qualms about delivering a specimen — an
unthreatening, needy black character seen through a romantically inflected
anthropological imagination. As one perceptive critic observes, the film
treats Leigh Anne Tuohy’s (Sandra Bullock) visit to Michael Oher’s (Quenton Aaron) old neighborhood like Margaret Mead landing on Samoa. “It’s
as if Erin Brockovich had been given charge of E.T.,” he further claims.26 As
ethnographic subjects, Michael and Precious have a lot in common. They are,
paraphrasing Wolf Blitzer’s pornotroping comments about Katrina victims,
“so poor, so black.”27 Additionally, they are very big.28 Yet, while, according to
The Blind Side, Michael Oher’s size and protective instincts become an asset in
the football field, Precious’s size cannot be redeemed. On the contrary, it is a
constant reminder of her multiple abuses. While Oher, as the same reviewer
notices, looks like “a Buddha statue transplanted to Tennessee,” Daniels gives
Precious a complex living body. Throughout the film she starves, she eats, she
throws up, she aches, she breastfeeds, and so on. Her body is always at risk
of being dismembered, caught in a tug-of-war between self-determination
and various forms of social and domestic abuse, between overeating and
throwing up, being force-fed and being starved, between being penetrated
and being slapped, abused from the inside out and the outside in — pulled
in opposite directions that constantly threaten to dismember her.
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By focusing on the life of the flesh of his main character, Lee Daniels in
turn fleshes out and ultimately restores interiority to a body that would have
otherwise existed only externally, fully contained, and pacifying as Michael
Oher’s Buddha — a mute presence tucked in the depth of the visual field.
Instead, Precious’s interiority is anticipated in the film’s credit sequence in
which the agency that struggles to come to visibility as a speaking voice (the
mark of recognizable personhood since the slave narratives) is rendered
through incomplete, hesitant words and a tentative font, and is reaffirmed by
the title character’s voice-over narration throughout the film.29 Furthermore,
Precious’s living, breathing, and aching body offers the model for the way
Daniels organizes the film’s body, as well as the way in which it interacts with
the body of the spectator. Rather than setting out to document a sociological
problem, Precious performs an ethical gesture in that it constructs an experience of racial embodiment in which the three bodies of/in the film (the text,
the character, and the actress) slide and rub against each other and against
the spectator’s own body as well.
Adapted from the novel Push by African American poet Sapphire, the
character of Precious is very deliberately and at its origin a textual figuration — a narrative voice, more specifically — that metonymically stands in
for a number of students Sapphire encountered in her years working as a
New York City schoolteacher. That we have to leverage framing devices to
understand the film is obvious from the start: the film begins with a fantasy
sequence. An elegantly dressed African American woman on a runway puts
a red scarf on Precious’s shoulder — a symbolic token of her right to fantasize. Then the film fades to black. After the title, “Harlem 1987,” the voiceover narration begins: “My name is Claireece Precious Jones. I wish I had
a light-skinned boyfriend with really nice hair. I want to be on the cover of
a magazine. But first I want to be on one of those BET videos. Mama says I
can’t dance. She says who wants to see my big ass dance anyhow?” This last
statement poses an uncomfortable and not-at-all rhetorical question, which
also anticipates and incorporates the expected shortcomings and dilemmas
of the film’s reception — the fact that, predictably, Gabourey Sidibe ended
up on the cover of Ebony’s March 2010 issue, but did not “fit” on the cover
of Vanity Fair’s Hollywood issue. Just like the fantasy sequences offering access to alternative modes of visualizing Precious’s embodied blackness, this
question demands that viewers confront, test, and experience the limits of
their own integrationist imagination and the extent to which they want to
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make room for PRECIOUS in the visual culture of mainstream America.30
As if to test these limits, the fantasy sequences show Precious dancing quite a
bit, showered with attention, glamour, and fame. Yet, these fantasies offer an
entry point into the film’s exploration of racial embodiment because of how
they are chiasmatically grafted onto episodes of abuse.31 The frames within
frames Daniels carefully sets up through these sequences do not fit neatly
inside each other; rather, the frame layers grow sideways and ultimately
overflow into the sensorial space of the viewer.
The sequence following the school principal’s discovery that Precious is
pregnant for the second time begins with the principal’s question: “Is something going on at home? If there is something going on at home I want you
to tell me right now.” The camera is on Precious’s blank stare and then cuts
to Precious at home, tilting up over her body in a close-up as she stands at
the kitchen sink, washing a frying pan. Her mother, barely distinguishable
in the background on the right, asks Precious if she has bought cigarettes for
her. Met by a negative answer, she throws the remote control and hits Precious in the head, sending her falling forward. A cut in mid-motion shows
Precious falling not on the kitchen floor, but rather backward onto a bed. The
film cuts very rapidly between a close-up of a man taking off his belt, bed
springs contracting under pressure, a pan of frying eggs, a jar of Vaseline, a
man’s waistline, and then the full figure mounting her, a mewing cat, the rape
again but this time showing her mother witnessing it the background left, a
close-up of Precious, and then, from her point of view, a close-up of a crack
in the ceiling which bursts open as the camera moves through it and finds
Precious in a fantasy sequence. On “the other side” of the crack she is exiting
the premiere of her latest film, followed by her light-skinned boyfriend, and
surrounded by photographers. She claims the film was fabulous and she feels
great. Then she hears thunder, looks up, and is immediately splashed in the
face, not by rain coming from the sky, but rather by her mother, back in the
kitchen, dumping a bucket of water on her face.
The sequence combines two backward and forward movements to effect
a paratactic transition — a structure that Daniels also employs to great success in Shadowboxer (2005)32 — that sutures together various forms of abuse
and fantasy, various forms of fleshiness and materiality (the cut to the frying
egg which frames Precious’s flesh as meat), food and semen, meowing and
moaning, top and bottom (the bed springs and the ceiling). Precious’s body
is placed in the middle, at the site of the chiasm, in between what Sobchack
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Figure 2.2. “Catachrestic passage.” Precious: Based on the Novel
“Push” by Sapphire (Directed by Lee Daniels, 2009, Lionsgate/Lee Daniels
Entertainment), frame grab.

describes as our cinesthetic movement toward the screen and the film’s movement toward us.33 These are movements we would be prone to complete if
they did not lead to unexpected destinations — either unrealizable fantasies or
unspeakable abuse. Because the movements carry Precious and the spectator
to unexpected destinations, they also lead one to hesitate before, rather than
invest in, the film’s sensible figuration.
Daniels’s editing accounts for this awkwardness later on in the film. For
example, in the dog who licks Precious’s ear as she is lying facedown on the
sidewalk, pushed by teenage boys who had been catcalling her, while she is
imagining her light-skinned boyfriend kissing her on stage. Here it is the
sensorial similarity between the two actions that acts as a pivot for Precious’s
body’s extension across the chiasm between spectator and screen. In her
fantasy, she is kissed on the right-hand side (in foreground) by her boyfriend,
but in reality the dog is licking her left ear in the background, while her body
fills the space in between. The sensorial stimuli that come from, and pull, in
opposite directions (the boyfriend’s kiss on the right ear and the dog’s lick
on the left), do not suggest that she mistakes one for the other, but, rather
that they coexist at all times. Like her, we too are no longer just on one side
of our body, facing the screen, or the world,34 but we are rather located at
On the Sleeve of the Visual 65

the scene of another more profoundly troubling chiasm — the chiasm that
connects, in a reversible relation, pleasure and abuse.
The labor of putting Precious en-abyme so that she is not as nakedly
present as “the genitals of a plant”35 runs contrary and yet complementary
to the labor involved in deglamorizing Mariah Carey, who plays the part of
the ultimately compassionate social worker Ms. Weiss. “They totally changed
me,” she told the press, “I didn’t want to look in the mirror. It was beyond
dressing down because Lee Daniels loved to torture me. He really wanted me
to not just look plain, he wanted me to look homely.” Dressing down, looking
homely, is described as torture and Lee Daniels is the abuser presumably so
that Carey would develop the adequate amount of sympathy for Precious.
But the detail that remains the most difficult for Carey to assimilate, the
one she is determined to let people know it’s only make-believe, is the fake
moustache. “I’m not very hairy,” Carey claims, displaying her forearm on
which not a single hair could be seen. “I’ve never had that issue.”36
Apparently, this impertinent growth is rhetorically and sensorially necessary for Carey to experience her character from the inside out. However,
unlike Carey, Gabourey Sidibe cannot use her own body off the set to show
the extent of the uglification she had to undergo to play the part. As Daniels said, Gabby would not “take off her suit” after the end of the shoot. Or,
as Mo’Nique also remarked, “we are fat girls — we have had training [in
abuse].”37 Carey, on the other hand, was careful to explain: “Now I see why
[Daniels] wanted it because people didn’t recognize me and he didn’t want
me to take people out of the movie because they were seeing Mariah Carey.”38
On the contrary, I believe that Daniels used celebrity casting — including
Lenny Kravitz in the role of nurse John — as a framing device to foreground
the film’s formal properties and counteract the effect of transparency the
film’s subject matter would unavoidably produce. A recognizable celebrity,
in fact, underlines the precarious distinction between the film’s inside and
outside, thus marking the film’s own skin. Moreover, by casting Mariah
Carey, Daniels was able to productively oppose bodies that “perform” and
bodies that “stick” — in this case a fake mustache or actual body fat — the
figural and the literal, and ultimately and more radically, he fashioned a
body — PRECIOUS (again, understood as the body produced by the conflation of the film, the character and the actress) — that grows sideways,
overflows its boundaries and, with its excess corporeality, tests the audience’s
ability to hold it and embrace it.
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Figure 2.3. “Both of ’em.” Precious: Based on the Novel
“Push” by Sapphire (Directed by Lee Daniels, 2009, Lionsgate/
Lee Daniels Entertainment), frame grab.

Finally, consider the film’s closing sequence at the welfare office, where
Precious’s mother, Mary, is confronted about her knowledge of the abuse
that was occurring in her home. As she talks about her “bresses” and how
she bottle-fed her daughter but breastfed her boyfriend, Daniels again offers
an image of both/and and crossing over. The abuse started one day when
Precious, then three years old, was lying down on her pillow in the big bed
on one side of Mary, with Mary’s boyfriend Carl lying on the other side.
At one point he reached over to Precious. Mary explains her complacency
as the camera is fixed on her close-up: “I had a man and a chile . . . ,” but,
as she adds, “and I had to care for both of ’em,” the camera closes in on her
hands, stretched out, palms facing upward, as they seemingly carry the
unspeakable weight of the confession she has just made (figure 2.3). These
hands are themselves unable to cross over, to perform the movement that
Carl made, Mary allowed, and eventually sealed Precious’s fate. Unlike the
previous instances of flashbacks and fantasies, the film no longer cuts away
from the scene, but rather ends with two handfuls — first, the hands that
Mary did not use in Precious’s defense, and then Precious’s own hands, carrying her two children, as she walks away from the welfare office and into
the New York City subway.
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Cutting a Figure
The importance of unpacking the work of race through the lens of
catachresis lies in the possibility of undoing the suturing between seeing and
saying that ultimately triggers the construction and proliferation of PRECIOUS as Magritte’s pipe. If “black” sutures the infinite relation between
seeing and saying; if, from a sensorial standpoint, the “work of race” fashions
strange bodies, insect bodies, that materialize the in-betweenness, then what
moves are available to counteract the suturing and over-embodying logic
of “black” and “white”? Or, when is the black not the pipe? One aesthetic
strategy I would like to consider can be read as a response to the suturing
and abusing effects of racial catachresis. Specifically, catachresis’s ability to
rhetorically sever and rearrange the very texture of reality to establish a wedge
between the “thing” and its representation; indeed, to redraw the terms by
which we encounter either. Brandished as a surgical instrument, catachresis
can work aesthetically against its own rhetorical function and allow the flattened subject to pierce through the visual field. Paraphrasing Richard Powell,
catachresis makes it possible to “cut a figure.”39
Cutting a figure describes the way in which the African American subject
of portraiture makes a visual claim to subjectivity. The cut indicates an act
of carving a face from a canvas of invisibility.40 Cutting a figure is a sort of
Kunstwollen — a will to form41 — the desire to cut through the surface in order
to gain a face, a visage, a recognized and legible outline of personhood. The
human figure cuts through the visual field when, resisting its flattening into a
“silent world of inanimate bodies” it presses against the photographic surface,
with ostentation, deliberation, and style. Here, I understand style etymologically — from the Latin stylus — as connected to photography through the
concept of writing. The word stylus describes a writing tool, an implement
used for etching or engraving, and, etymologically, photography is writing
with light. In relation to Powell’s notion of cutting, I am interested in the
ability of the photographic to act stylistically as a writing tool, which, as
the notion of engraving suggests, can also be an instrument of incision and
separation. More broadly, for Powell, cutting a figure opens the performative aspects of portraiture to reveal “the whys and hows of a modern and
composite human design.”42
Alongside this notion of the cut, I also want to pursue de Man’s idea that
figuration is a form of giving face and, by extension, that collage is a strategy
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of facialization, and catachresis is the master trope for this operation. Thus, I
employ Powell’s idea of cutting a figure as a way to discuss the faciality of the
figure and to explore the relationship between this notion of the face — understood as the locus of perception and expression, the site where the body
communicates the most — and the cut; that is, between what sits on the
surface of the visual and the visual as surface. It also offers the possibility to
explore the ability for the photographic to act “stylistically”; that is, as a tool of
both inscription and separation in order to bring rupture to the catachrestic
process that underlies the ontologizing affects of the photochemical; that is,
the ability of race to suture itself to the surface of the body.
Collage capitalizes on the formal agency of the cut. Through collage, the
photographic, as a style of presence, as a technology that has written race
onto the body, and as the state of the image that affectively considers resolved
the question of reference, can be put at a remove. Its ideological charge can
be cancelled out in the moment of reassemblage according to a modernist
(in fact, in Romare Bearden’s case expressively post-cubist) mise-en-scène.43
As the point of contact between photography, writing, and race, but also as
a point of possible reversal of their historically sanctioned relationships, the
cut holds the possibility of folding the visual field inside out so that what sits
silently and invisibly within its depth can acquire agency and come onto the
outside, acquire a visage and, with it, interface the viewer.
Bearden’s work offers an important impulse for Powell’s development
of the notion of “cutting a figure” and the way in which Bearden’s collages
succeed in embedding a multiplicity of viewing positions — eyes that stare
out and relentlessly engage the viewer — has a lot to do with this.44 In this
scrambling and reassemblage of the visual field around the pivotal element
of the eye, Bearden lays the foundation for a catachrestic aesthetics — one
that slowly unravels, unstitches, and shreds to pieces the suturing process
catachresis performs. In this foundational artistic move, Bearden is a crucial
precedent and inspiration to contemporary collage artist Wangechi Mutu,
for whom catachresis can be seen to characterize her aesthetic project. Her
chosen technique, the dominant aesthetics, and the imaginary she employs
in her work excavate and confound the implants that are rhetorically necessary for her main object to be only and just a pipe; that is, the native woman
as colonial fiction; to be, as Charles Johnson puts it in his commentary to
Fanon’s passage, “as naked as the genitals of a plant.”45 In particular, Wangechi
Mutu’s work displays a productive tension between the function of catachreOn the Sleeve of the Visual 69

sis as a forced and unequal exchange, the violence embedded in the work
of resemblance, and catachresis’s function as a growth, which in her work
takes the specific form of a surgical implant. In fact, in her work, catachresis
is ultimately ectopic. Just like Romare Bearden before her, she performs a
vanishing act in which the body is first vacated and then precariously reconstituted in a myriad of mosaic-like surfaces that are no longer available
as the anchoring visual evidence of race. By radically exteriorizing the body,
making it untouchable and unfixable, these works cut through photography
understood as a functional model built on a specific correspondence between
the outside and the inside of the body. They cut through it because they leave
incomplete, unfulfilled, and unaccomplished one of its fundamental expectations, which is the fact that racialization would deliver a perfectly contained
and recognizable visual object.

Catachrestic Cuts
A Kenyan artist educated at Yale, currently working and living in
New York City, Mutu’s signature work is a series of female figures created
through a combination of collage and watercolor. Some of these figures, as in
the Pin Up series, are archaic and yet futuristic, often mutilated, trans-ethnic
and trans-species females. They are created by gluing extremely heterogeneous magazine clippings onto the outline of a human figure in pinup pose
painted on Mylar, a semitransparent polyester film. Later series, however,
apply collage on integral preexisting pictures: postcards from Kenya in the
Ark Collection and colonial gynecological texts in Histology of the Different
Classes of Uterine Tumors.
Mutu’s choice of technique and of supporting materials, ranging from
the acrylic film-like Mylar to the preexisting medical texts, allow her to
slow down, unpack, and flesh out the process that instead pornotropes the
colonial subject by suturing and invisibly overlaying it with its representation. Predictably, the artist herself has been caught up in this process and
has been conflated with her work: her figures have been read as “abstract
self-depictions.” “Viewers often find it impossible to separate me from my
subjects,” Mutu tells Gerald Matt. She continues, “I have rarely heard a European white artist asked if the Caucasian-looking characters or figures in
their work are a projection of themselves.”46
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fore, theoretically not very productive. Yet, catachresis accounts not only
for how collage grows sideways, through a material process of assemblage
of incongruous preexisting materials, but also how it sheds light onto the
productive function of the cut — the cut from, the cut away, and the cut to.47
As practiced by Mutu, collage straddles the line between the literal and the
figural. The line is that between a material cutting and gluing to which the
artist is particularly attached versus a more metaphorical “cut” which has to
do with the recontextualization, removal, recombination, and citation of a
subject — for example, the native woman, which, like PRECIOUS, is captive
of generic forms, such as the scientific text, the ethnographic account, the
pornographic image, or the romanticized postcard, to name just a few, that
conflate her with her representation.48
Furthermore, Mutu’s figures constantly refer back to the materiality of her
chosen technique because they are amputated, mutilated, and pieced together
through an array of incongruous prostheses. Her figures stand or crouch on
limbs collaged from magazine clippings of a variety of consumer fetishes,
such as motorcycles and stilettoes, which function as artifactual extensions
of the body itself. In I Shake a Tail Feather (2003), most of the female figure
is rendered through watercolor, except for the shoulder and neck abruptly
removed from an erotic context, judging from the way the head is cocked,
but here only suggesting a body that is perpetually contorted and unstable
(figure 2.4). The smoothness of the photographed skin contrasts with the
mottled watercolor pattern of the rest of the body and creates ambiguity
as to whether a flesh and blood woman has cannibalistically ingested this
futuristic, yet animal-like figure, or whether the opposite has occurred. One
arm is stretched behind the back or missing; on the other arm, the hand is
held firm inside a stretcher while the woman’s legs end in bird paws. Tendrils
grow throughout her body — in the back as a tail, and on her hips, knees, and
waistline. An oversized glittery broach decorates her right hip and she wears
a silver bracelet on her arm. She is taunted by a creature whose body is made
of human limbs, possibly the body of a male dancer with legs spread wide
open, pearls covering his genitals, a dinosaur head, and a long reptilian tail.
Blood sprouts out of both the head and the tail, but she appears unaffected.
Typically, the facial features of Mutu’s figures are rendered through clippings of limbs, animals, and oversized, alluring mouths usually taken from
porn magazines. She claims to be drawn to the materiality of magazine
pictures, rather than digital images, because magazines “are our collective
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Figure 2.4. Wangechi Mutu, I Shake a Tail Feather, 2004. Ink,
acrylic, collage and contact paper on Mylar, 66 × 42 in. Courtesy of
the artist and Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects.

psyche’s waste. Looking through them is like sifting through elephant dung
to find out what the animal ate, where it came from, what state of health it is
in.”49 Her investment in the use of found objects (in part influenced by David
Hammons) stems from her commitment to a materialist historiography of
the predicament — but also the possibilities — of the postcolonial subject. A
materialist historiography that, evidently, holds that our imaginary is best
found in our collective feces.
This commitment to materiality manifests itself also in the series of mutilations, amputations, and prosthetic growths her pinup figures are made from.
For her, collage is a technique of dismemberment and re-memberment — an
effect that, formally, occurs over and across competing scales. Often the larger
subject’s facial features are rendered through collaged photographic magazine pictures of full bodies and even group scenes, as in Blue Eyes, where the
mouth of the subject on the right is rendered with a clipping of the back of
two males hunched to perform some manual task. The eye sockets and the
eyebrows of the bust on the left are made by human arms, while the nose is
rendered through the full figure of a crouching “African” man lying across
and looking up toward the forehead. At least two motorcycles are embedded
in the figures’ chests and one dangles from the ear, their chrome hardbodies
shining against the watercolor background. Other features are made of flowers, petals, and two fairy-like females dressed as flowers next to a colorful
parakeet that mingles with their dresses.
As she articulates in her short film, tellingly entitled Cutting (2004), in
which the artist manically hacks with a machete what looks like an animal’s
carcass as if to mold it into something, Mutu understands her art as a process
of amputation but also as monstrous prosthetic surgery — simultaneously
defacement and portraiture. For her, cutting necessarily entails mutilation,
a forceful pushing back, which she understands as a strategy of survival
and adaptation. The female body, she argues, is always already chopped by
processes of fetishization: “As a woman, that deep and wonderful churning
connection and disconnection with your body is very real and often extreme.
It is for this reason that I turn the body inside out, extending and reconfiguring
it.”50 The woman’s body is always and already mutant, forced to adapt, sever
dead limbs, contort, lose its fluids, and so on.51
Here, again, Mutu straddles the line between the literal and the figural. For
her, the way the female body is read in the public and transnational space is
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posing synecdochical reminders of the spheres in which these mutilations
occur — that is, ethnography, pornography, anthropology, medicine, to name
a few. In a conversation with Barbara Kruger, she explained she decided
to render the violence that this brings to the subject as a series of “body
injuries or mutilations or malformations or exaggerations or prostheses, as
a way of talking about the need to extend, perforate, change, or shape-shift
your body in order to exist.”52 Furthermore, she also understands her entire
artistic process as an investment in mapping and remapping her own body:
“I think one of the things about being an artist is that your brain is in every
part of your body that you use to create.”53
Collage provides a technique whereby proximity can create resemblance.
Because of the nature of that proximity — that is, the fact that it is the result
of a material relocation of materially existing objects — collage is a technique
that necessarily raises ontological questions about its “matter of expression”54 and about the iconic order of signification; that is, how “likeness” is
constructed and maintained and on what grounds.Yet, just like Kara Walker
(who I discuss in the final chapter), Mutu uses figurative art to frustrate the
representational expectations her work unavoidably poses in certain quarters
(that is, who is the model for this? Or, as Angela Stief ’s essay in the eponymous exhibition catalogue eloquently puts it, In Whose Image?), and poses
instead an ontological question: what are these figures? Where do they come
from and where do they live? Mutu’s portraits break free from the generic
expectation of approximating a model and instead embody processes of
identity assemblage, whose expected fictional unity is mockingly projected
onto the hyperbolically and artificially smooth surface of Mylar. This allows
her to mock portraiture’s underlying humanism by composing her figures
out of a catachrestic series of grotesque acts of exchange (figure 2.5).
In the Ark Collection, Mutu addresses the complicity between the exotic
and the ethnographic by having them materially interact as separate layers within the same picture so that one acts as a frame and a lens through
which we see the other. The collection is made from images of black models
taken from porn magazines, glued over postcards that are reproductions of
photographs by Carol Beckwith, an American photographer and amateur
ethnographer who lived with the Masai of Kenya and Tanzania beginning
in the 1970s (figure 2.6).
These doctored postcards are then arranged inside four vitrines as if they
were themselves specimen. Mutu cuts the top layer in such a way that the
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Figure 2.5. Wangechi Mutu, Lockness, 2006. Mixed media ink
and collage on Mylar, 95 ¼ × 54 in. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 2.6. Wangechi Mutu, “The Ark Collection: Highland Woman,
Muslim Woman, Konso Woman, Muslim Woman, Ogaden Market, Hamar
Woman, Hamar Couple, Somali Woman,” 2006. Collage on postcards,
vitrine, 40 × 62 × 23 in. Installation view. Courtesy of the artist.

background comes through to fill in the missing body parts or to complete
gestures initiated in the porn image. Often the erotic movement of one female
figure is arrested, deflected, and defaced by the presence of the other. The
place of the genitals or the breast in the pornographic image is often occupied
by the gaze of the ethnographic subject coming through and looking back
from its objectified and silenced position in the picturesque postcard. The
pornographic poses remain evident, but instead of delivering voyeuristic
revelation, the genitals are usually covered, “playing lust and prohibition off
against one another.”55 Obviously, Mutu reacts against the exoticization of the
African woman, but also against representations of the native as a scientific
specimen and what Fatimah Tobing Rony indicates as one of the ideological
underpinnings of colonial anthropology — that is, the fact that “the exotic is
always already known,”56 that cognition is always already recognition, and
repetition as well.
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In the series titled Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors, the
original illustration of the colonial medical text elides the colonial woman,
who is violently fragmented in a conflation between the pathologies the
text illustrates and her pathologized otherness. Spread open, flattened out,
only her “abnormal” insides are visible. In this case, Mutu again glues porn
magazine clippings on top of the original page.57 Removed from their titillating context, these body parts now embody the peculiarly colonial dialectic
between erotic attraction and fear, multiplicating, while also literalizing,
the woman’s orifices. In Indurated Ulcers of the Cervix, the collaged bust of
a woman from a porn magazine masturbates: her arm is directed toward
the vagina in the medical text underneath, but it ends in a mechanical grip
that has seemingly chopped off her hand. Collaging a woman’s face on top
of the original page offers Mutu the possibility to facialize the medical text.
In Uterine Catarrh, Mutu builds a face around the original text’s illustration
of a vagina so that it occupies the position of the Third Eye, which is instead
an organ of second sight (figure 2.7). For Tobing Rony, this is the organ
through which the native returns the gaze from within the visual field and
“pierce[s] through the veil of the imagination of whiteness.”58 As much as
colonial discourse constructs the native woman synecdochically as a vagina,
Mutu empowers that bodily opening with an inquisitive, challenging, and
knowing look. She institutes a violently grotesque interchangeability between
bodily orifices, a vagina becomes an organ of sight or sometimes a mouth,
an organ of speech.
In both the Ark Collection and Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine
Tumors, one picture performs concretely as the material lens through which
we see the other picture. Collage allows Mutu to commingle them, turning
the looking relations of the original material inside out. Thus the act of exchange, the catachrestic process of substitution, occurs not only between the
organic and inorganic, human and natural, made and found, unpredictable
body parts, metal and textile, optic and haptic, micro and macrocosmic and
so on, but also between the seer and the seen. Contiguity creates violent and
revealing associations between types of fetishes. Importantly, each of these
fetishes harbors a point of view, which further fragments Mutu’s work in a
kaleidoscopic mosaic of trajectories of looking. Once relocated to outline
the contours of an eye or the feature of a face, a limb that belonged to a
porn image is no longer mute flesh, but appears instead capable of seeing, of
understanding its new circumstances, its new purpose, and its belonging to
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Figure 2.7. Wangechi Mutu, Uterine Catarrh. From Histology of the
Different Classes of Uterine Tumors, 2004. Glitter, ink, collage on found
medical illustration paper, 18 × 12 in. Courtesy of the artist and Susanne
Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects.

something larger, more nuanced, and more exciting. As we piece together the
human figure, aided by the outline created through watercolor, the viewer’s
gaze is always attracted and pierced by the eyes — clipped from magazines,
hence recognizably human — which both act as passageways to the “other”
side of the image as well as effecting a return of the gaze. Because of this
ability of fragments to convey a point of view, in Mutu’s work synecdoche
triggers processes of mise-en-abyme. Viewers are put before their own rules
of legibility as they are forced to determine for themselves the boundaries
of what constitutes the human.59 Standing before the artwork, viewers too
are cutting a figure.
As a redistribution of the sensible, catachresis operates also in the haptic
properties of Mutu’s work by producing a receding surface that frustrates
the possibility of a visual unity and a consistent and satisfactory tactile engagement. The choice of working on Mylar creates what Jennifer González
characterizes as a semiliquid surface, which “seduces her viewers with a festering image of exploitation and erotic desire syncopated in a warm rhythm
of flesh on flesh.”60 On the one hand, the use of watercolor on Mylar echoes
the sleek and glossy aesthetics of the modern-day fetishes and the tactile
pleasure of these images resides in their shiny patina. On the other hand,
tactile stimulation is sought literally with the application of organic materials such as rabbit fur so that it acts as materialization of a desire for a tactile
encounter with the porno/ethnographic Other that was already present, but
also disavowed, in the glossy aesthetics of the female figure of pornography
or advertising. Yet, as much as Mutu’s surfaces are seductively glossy, they
are also exceptionally moist: splattered with blood and other bodily fluids
coming from improbable places and received with improbable pleasure by
the subjects in the works themselves.61 These different densities, genres, and
haptic stimulations further augment the tension and the flickering between
the ethnographic and the pornographic, thus offering a tactile and visual
experience that cannot give way to the work of empathy underlying what
Hartman has identified as the scene of subjection.62 We are in awe of her
figures. They cannot be pitied.
The surface of her work recedes also in consequence of manipulation of
scale. Facial features, just like anatomical parts, are only visible as a result of
a hermeneutic effort that has to reconcile their material and generic heterogeneity and incongruous scales of vision engaged in the same space. Not only
are the facial features of her bodies made of collaged limbs, but also of full
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human figures, and even groups of people, landscapes, animals, textiles, and
commodities within a larger figure. For example, This You Call Civilization?
(2008) functions as a “host” organism to the slime, trash, and waste of our
culture. The same female figure can be host to the micro and macrocosmic
which sometimes patterns her skin (as in Riding Death in My Sleep, 2001),
just as she is precariously distinguished from the natural world surrounding
her. Mutu’s bodies grow in all directions. They display protruding flesh, or
barnacles, but they also sprout roots onto the soil; they grow tails, feathers,
tendrils, that draw complex circular patterns into their surroundings.63
Mutu’s use of organic imaginary and materials denotes the collapsing of
the divide between nature/culture, thus exposing that the object that had
been erected to guard the border between nature and civilization; that is, the
native woman, is instead a more profoundly and more spectacularly hybrid
one.64 Her hybrid border positioning stems primarily from her function as
a receptacle of colonial fantasies that consign to the Other what cannot be
successfully and cleanly assimilated onto the unified vision of the Western
self. Additionally, the native woman introduces a temporal structure that is
simultaneously projected toward the past and the future. As most commentators observe, Mutu’s female figures appear to inhabit competing temporal
frameworks, at once primitivist and posthuman, ancestral and postcolonial,
futuristic and archaic. She participates, for example, in a taxidermic imagination similar to the one Tobing Rony sees spectacularly captured by Merian
Cooper and Ernest Schoedsack’s 1933 film King Kong. This tension between
the original and the derivative, the man-made and the natural, manifests
the same chronological structure as catachresis, whereby the (synchronically) derivative has historically (diachronically) occurred first.65 In other
words, in Mutu’s work catachresis acts also as a chronotope — a specific
aesthetic arrangement of the relationship between time and space.66 Her
Alien series is a case in point. Imbued with melancholia, their diaphanous
heads tilted upward towards the sky, Mutu’s figures seem to look at a long
lost distant future searching for the resources to voice a past that has not yet
come to full representation. As she states, “My work is reclaiming an imagined
future.”67
Predictably, the terminology used to describe Mutu’s work is highly ekphrastic in an attempt to convey the violently incongruous and yet alluring
associations on which it relies. For Okwui Enwezor, her work is “at once
grotesque and elegant, paratactical yet hybridized.”68 It pursues the “abject
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sublime.”69 At stake is the production of a spectatorial gaze that cannot rest on
any one clear position. Or consider the highly evocative and hybrid lexicon
employed by Michael Veal:
These women appear at times conjured from a fantastical realm of nocturnal
toadstool reveries and at other times, fabricated from the rotting remains of
open sewers, garbage heaps or toxic waste. Alternately engaging in mutual
frolic or ecstatic disfiguration, their glorified orifices bestow life-giving fluids
and anoint the land with toxic elixirs. It is ironic and telling, however, that a
good portion of the oozing in Wangechi’s art is not done via the usual body
parts; rather, liquid pours as frequently from bodily punctures and ruptures.
Which is to say, this is an ecstatic aesthetic of trauma.70

“Ecstatic,” in particular, is a recurring term used to characterize Mutu’s figures. Contained within the idea of ecstasy is the notion of the body beside
itself. And her bodies are precisely so, not only for their poses and the organic,
enmeshed relationship to their natural surroundings, but also because their
photographic implants are ectopic, they come from — and lead — elsewhere.
Mutu suggests that photography can be thought of as ectopography.
The idea of photography as ectopography; that is, capable to effect a cut
that excises an ectopic growth, comes from Henry M. Sayre’s discussion of
Nan Goldin’s photograph Ectopic Pregnancy Scar, New York City, 1980 (figure
2.8).71 Sayre regards Goldin’s photograph as a representation of the fact that
photography works simultaneously as a suture and a cut, a joining, but also a
hole, and a passageway. An ectopic pregnancy is an abnormal pregnancy that
occurs outside the uterus. It is a growth that is out of place: most commonly
the fetus implants in the fallopian tubes, or in an ovary, the abdomen, or the
cervix. None of these areas has as much space or nurturing tissue as a uterus
for a pregnancy to develop; hence, as the fetus grows, it will eventually burst
the organ that contains it. The fetus is misplaced and displaced and it needs
to be removed to avoid rupturing its surroundings.
In Goldin’s photograph the surgical incision and the scar it has produced
are traces of this threat from within to the very integrity of the human figure.
Additionally, they perform a mise-en-abyme of the vaginal opening. The
“thereness” of the vagina competes with the “thereness” of the scar, which
seems to want to normalize the photographic cut as well. As the photograph
(at least affectively) severs a subject from a historical/material continuum,
the scar for the ectopic pregnancy attempts to institute a scene of healing
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Figure 2.8. Nan Goldin, Ectopic Pregnancy Scar, New York City, 1980.
Cibachrome, 20 × 24 in., 51 × 61 cm. © Nan Goldin, courtesy of Matthew
Marks Gallery, New York.

that stitches the cut back together. The “cut” in this case is both that of the
scar and that of the photograph, which has violently chopped the woman’s
body by framing it so that the eye can only really focus on the two “cuts.”72
Yet, one is stitched and the other is open; one is the outcome of a corrective
measure toward an out-of-place growth, while the other is the appropriately
located anatomic configuration. Writes Sayre: “This photograph disfigures
pornography because it negates its figures, it deforms and defaces the scene of
the pornographic — that is, the body — just as the scar disfigures the subject
in Goldin’s photograph. Disfigurement leaves scars. Scars trace disfiguring’s
violence. But scars mark, as well, the scene of healing.”73 This photograph
does keep in play the irresolvable tension between photography’s ability to
connect — grounded, for some, in its embeddedness in the very texture of
reality — and its capacity to sever, but also its capacity to write, inscribe,
and script.
When we compare Goldin’s photograph with Mutu’s Ectopic Pregnancy,
we appreciate that the native woman in the original medical text is already
and helplessly spliced open in the way she connects biopolitics to practices
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Figure 2.9. Wangechi Mutu, Ectopic Pregnancy, 2004. From Histology
of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors. Glitter, Ink, collage on
found medical illustration paper, 18 × 12 in. Courtesy of the artist and
Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects.

Figure 2.10. Fred Wilson, Cabinet Making 1820–1960. Mining the
Museum: An Installation by Fred Wilson, Maryland Historical Society,
1992–1993. Installation view. Photograph from the Museum Department.
Courtesy of the Maryland Historical Society.

of governmentality (figure 2.9). Mutu literalizes the opening of the original
image and places a mouth and spread legs on the underlying drawing of the
uterus. She implants blue eyes on the ovaries, glues together limbs for a nose
and black glitter all around to suggest a bushy hair (and pubis). The resulting face evokes one of the totem objects of Victorian culture — the Elephant
Man — with monstrous growths on the face. The mouth is splattered with
blood, revealing an incision, or cut, that has occurred just off-frame, but still
sprays inside the open orifice.
Photographic ectopography, as practiced by Mutu, is that in which indexicality performs as a pointed finger gesturing toward the promise of a suture
between the image and its referent that will occur elsewhere or that we need
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to supply with our affective investment in it. Yet, this affective investment
does not deliver the emphatic identification triggered by what Saidiya Hartman has described as a “scene of subjection,” which, in an abstract sense,
is a witnessed or imagined scene in which the emphatic substitution of the
suffering makes that suffering comprehensible only to the extent that it can be
identified as one’s own. When that occurs, subjection is compounded rather
than lifted because, “in making the other’s suffering one’s own, this suffering
is occluded by the other’s obliteration.”74 Ectopography denies the object of
identification because it recognizes that, as it is catachrestically produced,
that object is always already ectopic — out of place and out of whack.

Photography
as Ectopography
The NAACP lynching photograph is equally ectopic because it withholds a direct view of the object that is supposed to suture the visual field
and stabilize its semiosis. In this withholding, it shares the critical use of the
missing body Fred Wilson puts in play in his installation Cabinet Making
1820–1960 (1992–1993). Part of Mining the Museum — an exhibition Wilson
installed at the Maryland Historical Society in 1992 using pieces from the
institute’s permanent collections — Cabinet Making consists of a group of
nineteenth-century Victorian chairs facing Baltimore’s whipping post, which
was in use in Maryland until the mid-twentieth century75 (figure 2.10).
The chairs are arranged in such as a way that the spectacle of black pain
is on display,76 staging “lynching as a kind of living-room leisure sport.”77
Yet the body that organizes it is conspicuously missing. The empty spaces
foster the work of the imagination and demand a spectatorial complicity
in re-creating the scene. The objects bare the traces, the memories, of their
past usages in that that bodies of the users and victims hover over the scene
so much so that we are invited to take up the position of the missing body
ourselves.78 “Who occupied these fine furnishings,” asks Jennifer González,
“who left their sweat and blood in the wood grain of the whipping post?
Although no black body or white body is present, the dynamics of optical
domination resonate with a history of racial encounter.”79
Not only do these objects define the type of subjection and subject-formation available to the raced subject, but they function both “as metaphorical
signs [and] also as indexical links to a larger social history of people and
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things.”80 Both a conjuring object and a scene of the crime, Cabinet Making
registers the bodies of its users as a “latent presence.”81 While in Cabinet
Making this contact occurs physically because of the history of the material
objects that make up the installation, in the NAACP photograph this contact occurs vicariously through the image state of photography — thanks to
the referential affects it triggers — particularly in relation to the compound
indexicality of the lynching photograph. There the body’s latent presence is
figured as a “lingering shadow.” Both works leverage the logic of indexicality
as trace. Through the fantasy of a past contact, both reenact the “dance with
things” people make to produce race but they also both act ectopographically
to make this contact ultimately unavailable and, in so doing, foreground the
affective labor that the viewer needs to perform to connect the indexical
trace to its source.
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