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 Black silhouettes dance across a white wall framed by a romantic moon, draping plants 
and cozy rooftops. The silhouettes mask nothing, displaying for the audience all their splendor. A 
woman helps her child walk while another giggles gayly with her friend. A young boy fucks a 
lady a top a roof with a brilliant, leaking human fountain steps away. Kara Walker’s breathtaking 
exhibit “My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love” depicts a less than romantic 
tale of slavery and abuse in the south. Most of Walker’s art focuses on the subject of equality and 
seeks to express it through shocking and unsettling ways. However, the drama of her art is often 
met with controversy. While some praise her bravery and bold proclaims, some scorn her for 
making a negative image of either race. While art is a powerful medium for which to express 
one’s history, self or feelings, it is equally a medium for ridicule and hatred when not properly 
understood or accepted. 

Most curators and journalist agree that Walker’s message was long overdue and the 
inequality that faces the black community needed to be addressed. The strength of using black 
silhouettes against a white background served to being black figures to the forefront, much like 
her art, and made the issues she was displaying even more apparent. Her attention to detail in all 
her work was quick to get her recognized worldwide. “Over the past decade, she has gained 
national and international recognition for her room-size tableaux depicting historical narratives 
haunted by sexuality, violence, and subjugation but made using the genteel 18th-century art of 
cut-paper silhouettes.”  “My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love” used the black 1

cut out figures to simultaneously invite and unsettle the viewer. Some, when the think the 
silhouette art, think of Lotte Reiniger and gentle story telling though the means of paper and tin 
cut outs. Due to the medium, Reiniger’s cut-outs turned black, but they were never opposing. 
Walker’s work, with the detailed silhouettes and backgrounds are reminiscent of Reiniger’s style 
and therefore looks soft and inviting. Upon closer inspection, one can see however that Walker’s 
work is anything but inviting. Depicted on the following page is two captivating works, “My 
Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love” is fig. 1 while fig. 2 is “Insurrection! Our 
Tools Were Rudimentary, Yet We Pressed On.” Fig. 2 better shows the comparison to Reiniger’s 
style, with silhouette figures on a beautifully color backdrop. 

Walker chose to make the second piece have a lit, projected background in order to give the 
illusion of depth. She hoped the projection would encourage the viewer to engage more with her 
work, as their shadows could become part of the scene as they walked by. That would force the 
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viewer to feel like they were part of the gruesome acts depicted by the cut outs.  From the 2

woman disemboweling her lord with a ladle to the woman fleeing with a noose still hanging 
from her neck, the audience was part of the action. This brought to 
life her work, but brought with it dangerous connotations. To add 
one’s shadow to a towering list of shadows already present creates a 
sense that the viewer is the one in the wrong, that they, regardless of 
race, could be thought of as taking part in the events before, that is 
dangerous. “To look at Walker’s silhouettes is to confront the deeds 
and misdeeds of shadows, shadows acting...of their own volition. 
The effect is heightened further still by the fact that these are 
portraits not of living bodies but of figures of collective fantasy and 
phobias: they are thus, in a sense, the spectators’ own shadows.”  3

People viewing Walker’s work, most of the time without realizing it, 
feel guilty for the actions of the shadows they see, then they project 
their discomforts and fears onto the art. This makes the art 
unpleasant to view and, while to the trained, artistic eye is seen as 
progressive, to those who wish to see only pleasant art, the artworks 
become challenging. A person when they are challenged or feel 
guilty without a solid reason, either laugh off the meaning of their 
torment, get mad at it or outright ignore the cause. All of these acts 
seek to diminish the meaning of the work and thus widen the impact 
the art is intended to have. 
 “Walker consciously or unconsciously seems to be catering to the 
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bestial fantasies about blacks created by white supremacy and 
racism.”  Some critics, like Pendell, worry that Walker’s art could 4

further distances the gap of races by making others feel 
uncomfortable and angry, but it wouldn’t be just the white people 
she would make angry. Worse, the white visitors, tourists even, to 
the exhibit may not understand the deeper meaning behind 
powerful and controversial works of art. Her sculptors and 
silhouette, while bold, could be easily ridiculed by ignorance. 
White visitors, who don’t want to be reminded of their ancestors 
shameful deeds, would seek to fill the uncomfortable atmosphere 
with jokes and laugher. Nicholas Powers wrote, in an article for 
The Indypendent, “ A crowd milled around and lights flashed 
from their cameras… a white man kneeled and aimed his camera 
at his Asian-American friend, who made a goofy face under the 
giant buttocks. Something snapped. I strode to the front, turned 
around and yelled at the crowd that when they objectify the 
sculpture’s sexual parts and pose in front of it like tourists they are 
recreating the very racism the art was supposed to critique. I yelled that this was our history and 
that many of us were angry and sad that it was a site of pornographic jokes.”  5

Pendell was referring to the gargantuan sugar sphinx, fig. 4, that depicted a black woman 
stereotype posed in a provocative yet uncomfortable way. Those viewing the monumental 
sculpture with ignorant views, laughed at the art in order to melt away their discomfort for the 

large breasts, butt and 
vulva shamelessly 
exposed before them. 
That desire to find 
comfort in the discomfort 
lead them to remain blind 
to the issues Walker was 
attempting to highlight. 
They didn’t want to be 
faced with such a tower 
of discomfort, this lead 
people like Pendell and 
others like them to grow 
enraged by the ignorance 
and flagrant disregard for 
the woman and small 
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molasses boys suffering around them. The black community 
was furious with the tourist and by extension Walker and her 
art. Her art, they felt, only allowed for the ridicule and hatred 
they already feared they suffered. In that way, the art didn’t 
help or pose a solution, it fueled the distrust and animosity 
already present. 
 There’s no doubt Walker is extremely talented, being the 
youngest to win the prestigious MacArthur “genius” grant 
when she was just twenty-seven. Her work is insightful, 
intelligent and meaningful. “An artist’s ability to grapple 
with, hold, and express a struggle with the unknown brings 
emphasis to difficulties of representation itself…”  Bourke 6

points out that it takes a certain level of genius to create an 
artwork that can captivate an intuitive audience, keep them 
engaged and pose a problem like Walker is capable of doing. 
However, one must worry that something so impactful may 
be overlooked by the intended audience. One could also 

argue that Walker’s work was never meant for the touristy type to indulge in, however, without 
careful planning, events like the one Pendell wrote of could become common place and leave 
people with a horrible impression. Even ambiguity like that found in The Emancipation 
Approximation #21 through #26, Fig. 6 - 11, can cause discontent or make someone ignore the 
art because the meaning isn’t crystal clear. A balance between ambiguous and obvious must be 
balanced in order to increase the range of viewers who will understand the work. 

The Emancipation Approximation #18, fig. 5, is an example of an easier to swallow work of 
Walker’s. The message is simple enough for someone who doesn’t wish to linger on the meaning 
to understand yet complex enough that with time a deeper meaning shows. This is where Walker 
can shine without unintentionally causing a larger rift to occur. In some way it may be more 
beneficial for art to try to be simple to digest so that someone viewing it wouldn’t feel offended 
unintentionally. There’s no doubt that Walker intended to help the black community rise above 
the days when they were treated as lesser but when her message is lost or ignored, her strength 
begins to falter.  
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In closing, Kara Walker’s art, as insightful and honest as it may be, can lose its power when 
an audience is ignorant or nervous. It can be beneficial to force people to look at uncomfortable 
subjects they may not otherwise want see, but pushing too hard can lead to crude jokes and 
unnecessary anger. It is an artist’s responsibility to keep all of her audience engaged and 
understanding. While Walker’s art was visually brilliant, at times her message got bogged down 
with ignorance which has to be taken in to account when working with a subject as delicate as 
race.  
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Images Used

Figure 1: “My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love” (1994)
Figure 2: “My Love Insurrection! (Our Tools Were Rudimentary, Yet We Pressed On)”f rom 

"The Marvelous Sugar Baby" Installation at the old Domino Sugar Factory (2014)
Figure 3: “African Boy Attendant Curio with Molasses and Brown Sugar” from "The Marvelous 

Sugar Baby" Installation at the old Domino Sugar Factory (2014)
Figure 4: “A Subtlety” (2014)
Figure 5 - 11: “The Emancipation Approximation #18, #21 - #26” (1999-2000)


