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     	 Witnessing and Wounding in Suzan-Lori Parks’s Venus
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  Suzan-Lori Parks’s Venus (1997) ends in the same way that it begins. The audience is informed that “thuh Venus Hottentot iz dead” (3).1 The Venus then revolves counterclockwise so that she can be witnessed from multiple angles. However, in viewing her body on the stage, the audience has to reconcile the idea that it is witnessing a woman who is at once both alive and dead. Audience members are then admonished to “[t]urn uhway” and cover their eyes (4). By opening with this moment, Parks creates tension related to the act of looking and immediately suggests to the audience that it is not engaging in a benign witnessing. Taking this destabilization even further, Parks employs the literal and figurative meanings for beginning at the “[t]ail end” (5) of the story to reference the longstanding fascination with the buttocks of Sara Baartman (the “Hottentot Venus”).2 Parks uses this play on words as an opening to tell the larger story about Baartman and her experience of being exhibited in London, Paris, and posthumously in the Musée de l’Homme. In her initial problematizing of the act of looking, Parks creates a dynamic that requires the audience to shift its perspective constantly and to think continually about its participation in the spectacle. In doing so, Parks also provides a larger context for her subversive depiction of the complex relationship between the gaze and pain in the work.
 The role of the gaze in inflicting pain has a long history, particularly in the West where black bodies were often the subject of white scrutiny or voyeurism. This is particularly true in the spectacle of the auction block in slavery or the scripted torture of black bodies in lynching.3 The exhibition of Baartman in Europe in the early nineteenth century took place concurrently with the auctioning of slaves in the United States; this simultaneity allows us to view Baartman’s display in a transnational framework and to think about the multiple ways that black bodies suffered under the white gaze. Cassandra Jackson examines how images of wounding create specular moments that mediate power relations between the seers and the seen (3). With respect to the play Venus, the body of Baartman and the depiction of the pain she experienced during her exhibition function as figurative wounds or woundings for the audience to witness. Baartman’s body is represented at times as abject, diseased, and wounded, [End Page 188] thereby creating specular moments in which power relations between Baartman and spectators are negotiated. By presenting this imagery and admonishing the audience early on to look away, Parks presents the act of witnessing as an act with many consequences for both the seer and the seen. In this sense, Jackson’s discussion of the multiple implications of witnessing a wounded body offers an important context for how Parks represents the notion of witnessing in her play: “The power to look is also the power to police and govern that body [the body under scrutiny], imbuing it with an erotics of control” (5). Jackson also makes clear, however, that this is not a static exchange and that in some cases, the viewed can retain agency (3). It is precisely this slippery relationship that I explore through Parks’s representation of witnessing in Venus. Parks scrutinizes the kinds of voyeurism and historical violence to which blacks in the West have been particularly subject while also overturning that voyeurism to reveal and potentially restore a sense of Baartman’s personhood and agency in this dynamic.
 In an interview with Shelby Jiggetts published in 1996, Parks expresses fascination with the multiple levels of watching that occur in theater and admits that this gets translated into Venus: “[T]here’s a lot of watching in Venus. In Venus, the doctor is watching Venus, and the Resurrectionist is watching everybody. Then actually at the end he becomes the watch, the death watch on Venus. So, it’s all this kind of looking. There’s a whole lot of looking going on” (313). Parks also acknowledges that much of this looking is culturally based...
 
 
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        [image: pdf]
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					Buy Digital
							Article for $39.00 (USD)


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1946-3170
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0163-755X
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 188-207
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2014-06-20
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	