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Josephine Baker and the Colonial fetish


In his 1898 essay “The Principle of Cladding, ” Adolf Loos, one of the founding fathers of modern architecture and a Viennese contemporary of Sigmund Freud, attributes the foundation of architecture not to solid material, as might be expected, but to mobile surfaces: fabric, even skin.  He writes:

In the beginning was cladding [Bekleidung] …. The covering is the oldest

architectural detail.  Originally it was made out of animal skins or textile

products.  This meaning of the word [Decke] is still known today in the German

languages.  Then the covering had to be put up somewhere if it were to afford 
enough shelter…Thus the walls were added…. 

Cladding is even older than structure.

In this account, walls are of secondary concern and really come into being as an after-

thought.   We might say that, for Loos, structure stands as the material embodiment of ghostlier demarcations.  

Loos’s emphasis on architecture’s reputedly archaic origin will, however, prove to be something of a paradox for him.  He will spend a great part of his career renouncing this connection.  In much of his writings, he exhibits a profound aversion for any architectural gesture that would recall elements of the so-called “primitive”.  In his other most well-known essay, pithily entitled “Ornament and Crime” (1908), Loos categorically rejects the notion of architectural details and coverings, vehemently labeling such preference as useless, pathological, degenerate, even criminal, comparing them to “the [childish and amoral] tattoos of the Papuan.”
  According to Loos, as “men” mature and evolve, they must also learn to relinquish the regressive pleasures of ornamentation.   The march of progress is thus equated with the suppression and erasure of erotic material excess, deemed to be the exclusive and natural domains of sexual and savage primitives, such as “negroes, Arabs, rural peasants,” and, of course, “women and children.”
  This essay will become a foundational text in the development of modern architectural theory, providing the basis for a long trajectory of Modernist preoccupation with the idea of clean surfaces, culminating in Le Corbusier’s imperative call for the coat of whitewash, codified in his Law of Ripolin.
  For Loos and Le Corbusier, the ideal of architectural purity – defined as specifically the liberation from “primitive” and “feminine” inclinations – is inextricably bound to the twin ideals of culture and civilization.  This version of architectural anthropology bears clear resemblance to Freud’s notion of human development and its conflation between ontogeny and phylogeny.
  For Freud, Loos, and Le Corbusier half a generation later, “man” becomes civilized –and his surroundings modernized-- by renouncing primitive proclivities.    


At the same time, Loos could never fully relinquish his fascination for what he saw as architecture’s originary drives.  Even as he denigrates “primitive” tastes, he nonetheless also insists that architecture memorialize its original function as precisely a “primitive” cover and shelter: what José Quetglas calls Loos’s faith in an “architecture of the womb.”
  It would not surprise the reader then that the corpus of Loos’s architectural projects exhibits a kind of “splitting.” While his buildings are known for their sparse and anonymous facades, the interiors often reveal a shamelessly extravagant penchant for the sensual delights of textile coverings, hangings, and other extraneous details.  There are, for example, the completely fur and silk-lined walls, floor, and ceiling of the bedroom he designed for his wife and himself.  There we find the subject encased in a uterine dream of inverted animal skin.
   


It would almost be an understatement then to say that the “primitive object” constitutes both a source of intense attraction and acute allergy for Loos’s architectural bodies.  This kind of ambivalence is, of course, profoundly characteristic of the discursive practice of Primitivism – and, for that matter, of Modernism and psychoanalysis.   Some of the most exciting work done on the legacies of psychoanalysis has well demonstrated the entangled relationship between the inception of psychoanalysis and European colonial desire.
  What I want to point out here is that at the imbricated conjunction of colonialism, modernity, and psychoanalysis, we are also seeing a very peculiar vision of the human body and its exterior containment.  Precisely at the culmination of decades of the systematic objectification of the racial “other” and after a century of fascination with classification and difference born out of Darwin and Gobineau, imaginations about the European body are paradoxically becoming increasingly mediated and haunted.  For Freud, the formation of the ego will become more and more indebted to, and vexed by, a history of digested and undigested bodies.  (The Freudian “ego,” after all, is never a solitary affair.)  And for Loos, the very idea of structure itself embodies architecture’s internal ambivalence about the enterprise of delineating bodies.  By deferring the priority of structure to an anterior vision of architecture as an enactment of skin-upon-the-skin, Loos simultaneously replaces and displaces the exterior integument of the “modern man.”   


We are, in other words, in the terrain of fetishism in both the anthropological and psychological registers.   The racial fetish, metonomized as animal or Papuan skin in Loos’s work, provides the pivot on which Modernist aesthetic values turn:  essence versus veneer, plainness versus excess, utility versus waste, taste versus vulgarity.  The staging of this racial fetish and its subsequent production of style, however, as I will suggest in what follows, will also produce a profound anxiety about the discrete otherness of objects that will continue to haunt both colonial discourse and its corrective, that is, contemporary liberal rhetoric.   In spite of our moral certitude about the harms of the racial fetish, this notion remains a germane problem today, a persistence that says as much about the endurance of discrimination as about the limitations of the social cures fashioned to combat that prejudice.  Racial fetishism, a phenomenon rooted in Western colonial history and its Primitivist imagination, continues to inform contemporary American racial dynamics in various ways, from egregious racial stereotyping in legal and popular commodity cultures alike to the different though equally troubling effects of identity politics whereby the assertion of an affirmative political or social identity so often seems to re-assert the stereotype it was meant to rectify in the first place.  (Think, for example, of the “Model Minority” as an antidote to the “Yellow Peril” or the “Black Venus” as a corrective to the “Venus Hottentot.”)  The truth is there exists a vexingly fine line between stereotype as a negative reductionist image and type as a positive category through which marginalized individuals or groups are refigured and recognized.  The two terms exist more as a continuum than a mutually exclusive polarity, and the “performance” of either invariably carries with it all the ambiguities of that range.  This is why the perceived antinomy between fetishism and authenticity is so frustrating because it fails to understand that the two forms of identification inevitably reproduce one another.  


Moreover, when we re-introduce the sexual and psychoanalytic contexts back into this by-now colloquial term “racial fetish,” we begin to see how what we piously dismiss 

not only still lingers but also registers a profound ambivalence in the very processes of confronting seemingly inassimilable difference, be it in the name of discrimination or affirmation.  The often noted intersection between race and sex (and between racism and sexism) at the site/sight of fetishistic desire may not be as apparent as we believe.   As we shall see, fetishism as a structure of psychical management originally outlined by Freud was neither stable nor wholly successful; it designates a mode of negotiating difference that in fact engenders rather than resolves the crisis of differentiation.  As such -- that is, as a psychical structure that signals, rather than averts, the contagion between the known and the unknown, the material and the imagined, the visible and the invisible – fetishism may signal more than a symptom of colonial desire; it may in fact index a set of tenacious problems underlying what it means to “value” someone or something.   If fetishism is meant to provide a smooth cover over the unsightly gap of unsightly difference, then what exactly are the (racial, sexual, and national) terms making up the “covers” and the “lacks” in the cross-cultural exchange between the European modern body and its others?  

Black Paris


As we have started to see from our initial encounter with Loos, covers and lack turn out to be central terms in the theoretical machinery behind the making of the smooth, “naked,” modern surface.  Modernist rejection of nineteenth-century, Sesessionist fetishization of ornamentation, ironically, fortifies itself through the fetishization of bareness.   Moreover, this new bareness remains haunted by the specter of ghostly layers.  In being linked and likened to surrogate/”primitive” skin, building surfaces   -- becomes the architectural site for interrogating larger questions about the modern body, its boundaries and its essence.
  Given the imbrication between bodies and buildings under discussion, it may be productive to call forth another cultural site where bodies are being made, denuded, and unveiled:  I am thinking of the theatrical culture of the strip tease in the early twentieth century.  The story of modern architecture and the modern surface is, after all, also the story about the encounter between Modernism and Primitivism, between European whiteness and its racial others.  And no where does that encounter plays itself out with more spectacular insistence than on the stages of European dance halls, theaters, and cinema, where the fetishism of the visual displays itself with extravagant relish…and where the boundary between bodies and things both asserts itself and becomes threatened.   


The striptease, as a particularly modern form of mass entertainment, provides a rich locus for examining how “exposed skin” – as a synecdoche for race, sex, and other signs of social difference – becomes the preeminent ground of contestation over the meaning of those categories.  The origins of striptease as a performance art are much disputed, and various dates and occasions have been given from ancient Babylonia to twentieth century America.
  The People's Almanac, for instance, credits the origin of the striptease in France to an act in 1890s in Paris in which a woman slowly removed her clothes in a vain search for a flea crawling on her body.  At around the same time, venues such as the Moulin Rouge and the Folies Bergère were pioneering semi-nude dancing and tableaux vivants. For our purpose here, I wish to point to the historic and formal affinity that the genre of the strip tease bears to nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific display.  We might see that urgently sought-after yet potentially wholly imaginary little “flea” as the perfect alibi/symptom for the historic and specular display of the female body:  standing in as the justification for the masculine, “medical,” and “hygienic” gaze even as it functions as the very sign of feminine and “primitive” contamination.   It is not a coincidence that the strip tease becomes a recognizable theatrical genre at the height of European Primitivism; nor is it surprising that the theatrical idiom of venues such as the Moulin Rouge and the Folies Bergère would favor what might be called the “zoological.”
   Racialized and feminized nudity in turn serves as a primary conceit in this visual vocabulary emerging out of European Primitivism.  The simultaneously scientific and prurient display of such nakedness, from letters, early daguerreotypes, and postcards to the inception and dissemination of journals such as National Geographic, has been central to the imperial and colonial projects of European expansion.  


It is, however, crucial not only to understand the idea of “modern nakedness” in the context of that imperial (hence, racialized and sexualized) history but also to explore the ways in which the making of that nakedness confounds that very history as a linear or even masterful.  The staging and making-visible of racialized skin may tell us a very different story about how modern surfaces are made and vice versa.  In other words, the well-documented encounter between European Modernism and the birth of Primitivism requires a second look.   The ideological unpacking of what Primitivism means in the Modernist imagination – as, for instance, pure fantasy on the part of the West -- and the liberal consolation that this insight offers may be less comforting than it initially appears.  Indeed, what a reevaluation of this encounter will reveal is the haunting possibility that the contemporary liberal project has yet to escape the lure and legacy of that fantasy and that there is a fundamental impasse in the heart of the progressive agenda, especially when it comes to the task of resuscitating the racialized and objectified female body.      

To begin to make inroads into this complex of interpenetrating issues about art, architecture, race, sex, imperialism, and contemporary critique, let us travel from the naked yet layered houses of Modernism to the naked yet equally haunted body of Josephine Baker.  (Figure 1)  An iconographic “object” of Primitivism and an indisputable star of the French burlesque stage, Josephine Baker exemplifies the fraught predicaments of modern visuality (and its relations to racialized skin) that we have started to pursue today.  In 1925, the young African American dancer Josephine Baker and her act, La Révue Nègre, took Paris by storm.  Paris did not only fall under the spell of la Joséphine, as she was called, but also came to identify its sense of modernity through her.  Baker’s success in the 1920s epitomizes the infusion of African art and African American music and dance into the French capital after World War I.   As Henry Louis Gates sums it up, “Paris was infatuated with all things black.” 
  Out of this European cultivation of black aesthetics, Baker emerged as one of the most popular and highest paid entertainers in theatrical history.  As Baker herself famously and ironically observed about the City of Lights: “I’ll say its getting darker and darker in Paris.” 
 


The blackening of Paris presents an intriguing phenomenon.  What does it say about European whiteness, and what does it say about American blackness?  What is the connection between the two?  While segregation was illegal in France (unlike in America at the time), France was not without its racial biases.  After all, its colonial rule was predicated on the presumed superiority of the French, their language, and their culture over the peoples of their African and Caribbean possessions.  So the “freedom” that Baker supposedly found in Paris carried its own racial and colonial qualifications.  

Today, there are generally two public views of Baker.  One perspective attributes her success to her complicity with or victimization by the historical, Western fetishization of the black female body.  An opposing perspective regards Baker’s European success as a positive critique of Jim Crow America.  The story of Baker has thus been taken to represent either a tale of ongoing racial and gender prejudice or a fable of political triumph.  Indeed, her public image has been structured almost exclusively on a rhetoric of paradox.  She is the “most ethereal being” and “the wild beast from the jungle” 
, a ground breaking performer and a shameful sell-out. Celebrated as icon and decried as fetish, Baker encapsulates the Manichean position to which almost all famous women artists of color have been and continue to be subjected.    

Instead of resolving these tensions, we may do well to unravel the set of cultural assumptions about the politics of race and gender idealities that enable, even encourage, such contradictions to co-exist.  I am thus interested in rethinking the sets of binary terms – authenticity vs. illusion, interiority vs. surface, collusion vs. subversion – that compose the bulk of Baker study, be they critical or celebratory.  How, indeed, do we address the collaboration between parody and complicity?  How can the fetish as a negative stereotype can morph so easily into the representative as an affirmative icon, what implications does this intimacy hold for liberal politics?  When it comes to a figure like Baker and the discursive paradox that marks her iconicity, we must begin by placing those contradictions within their historic context.  We all know that Primitivism and Orientalism produce a rhetoric about the racial other that is characterized by ambivalence: the language of idealization going hand in hand, for instance, with the language of denigration.  This “negative capability” converges most notably in the figure of the racialized woman, who came to embody both the epitome of sexual vitality and moral decay.  Historian Sander Gilman’s seminal work on Sarah Bartmann, known as the Venus Hottentot, for example, perfectly documents this conjunction.
  Consequently, it seems safe to say that the Baker phenomenon exemplifies European modernism’s attempt to invigorate itself through primitive fantasies.  It is also apparent that the contradictory public reception of Baker today, either wildly celebratory or bitterly critical, does not transcend but rather extends this historic ambivalence. 

What Bananas Say

Having said all this, what remains harder to assess are the ways in which Baker herself as a performer deployed those fantasies.  Baker was not just a black female performer; she was a performer who relentlessly enacted fantasies of black femininity.  We might say that fetishism was the theme and the mode of her career.  In pieces such as  “The Chocolate Dandies,” Baker revived the minstrel tradition.  (Figure 2)  In another famous performance known as the “danse sauvage,” Baker burned herself into Parisian cultural memory by appearing on stage barely covered in a pink feather loin cloth, doing a full split while hanging upside down from the arms of her giant of a partner, Joe Alex.  (Figure 3)  


Reviews and records of these performances from the time all invariably spoke in the twin language of enthrallment and recoil.  But, even more unsettling are the ways in which contemporary assessments of her work, especially in adulation, repeat the very language of ambivalence that so characterizes Baker’s mythology.  Karen Dalton and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., for instance, locate the importance of Baker for black history by describing her as “primitive and civilized...[embodying] the energy of le jazz and the elegance of the Black Venus.”
  Not only is the Black Venus narrative itself already embedded within a long history of the scientific and cultural constructions of supposedly quintessential “blackness” and “femaleness,” but Baker herself persistently cultivated that image with all its Primitivist connotations. 
  In other critical studies that see Baker as a revolutionary figure the arguments frequently rely on reading her performances as subversive parodies. (Indeed, the attribution of subversive intent is almost a reflexive liberal gesture these days).  Michael Borshuk, for one, writes: 


[Baker] was able to diminish the negative power of governing stereotypes...by 
situating herself at the exaggerated limits of those distorted representations. . . 
thus revealing the illegitimacy of white concocted notions of Negro primitivism 
and eroticism by situating them within the self-conscious illusory spectacle of the 
stage. 
 

As appealing as Borshuk’s reading of Baker is for those of us trying to understand our fascination for her, the truth is that it is highly difficult to imagine her audience as having been shocked into a self-conscious recognition of their own “concocted notions”; they were most likely enjoying the spectacle too much.  The problem with this kind of redemptive interpretation of Baker’s act is that it forgets that subversion always tends to reproduce the very stereotypes it means to dismantle in the first place.  As Judith Butler has eloquently pointed out, subversion has its limitations.
  Similarly, the attribution of intentionality on the part of Baker herself does not get us away from the problem that, when it comes to the spectacle of the stereotype, execution and parody look uncomfortably similar.  Furthermore, since excess marks Primitivist imagination, there is no such thing as critical “exaggerated limits of distorted representations.”  Primitivism, after all, relies on and delights in such exaggeration and distortions.  The interesting question about agency is therefore not whether Baker had any -- for she obviously did in some sense and did not in others -- but rather how we think about what agency can mean in a situation where the very idea of subjective integrity is already compromised.  In fact, as is apparent from the recent issue of Camera Obscura devoted to the figure of the diva, powerful women must always tread the fine line, in Alexander Doty’s words, between “convention and transgression,” and their access to social power necessarily involves the interplay between complicity and rebellion, which renders the idea of “subjective agency” complex to say the least.
  Thus while it is true that many aspects of Baker’s performances, from her lyrics to her choreography to her costumes, draw insistent attention to the very notion of the fetish, both racial and sexual, this observation, instead of saying something about Baker herself or her politics, in fact provokes a series of more profound questions about the convergence of style, history, and performance – and how fetishism as a mode of partial recognition feeds into the politics of that convergence.    


In spite of the profusion of writings on Baker and but for a few notable exceptions that I will address below, few studies have focused on the specificities of Baker’s visual vocabulary and what that visuality actually do to and with the categories of race and gender.  This oversight is partially a consequence of the overwhelming scrim of Primitivism, whether exercised as critical discourse or simply reanimated as unself-reflective desire.  The apparent “givenness” of her race and gender has led almost all critics of Baker to position her exclusively and squarely in the colonial tradition of black female representation, which is determined by a set of well-rehearsed tropes, succinctly categorized by Deborah Willis and Carla Williams as the National Geographic/Venus Hottentot aesthetic, the mammy, and the noble savage.
   One sympathetic, feminist critic even goes as far as to suggest that Baker’s success is inexplicable or even implausible but for that history:  “Looking at Josephine, for example -- that endearing but not-precisely-pretty face, the honey-sweet smile, her tangible craving for love and acceptance—it is hard to see what all the fuss was about…[but for the history of eroticizing black women for white male audience].” 
  From bell hooks to Suzan-Lori Parks to T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Baker indisputably signifies for a large segment of feminist critics the return of the Venus Hottentot.
 

Yet is it so unimaginable to reflect on the ways in which Baker’s performance style, and even her body type, might not fit into that representational history and might bear an equally intimate affinity to a separate theatrical tradition from Mata Hari to Loie Fuller to Clara Bow?
  How would our understanding of the visual culture surrounding the black female body be refined were we to consider the (racial, national, and sexual) heterogeneity of Baker’s style, not to mention her audiences?  The handful of critics who have noted the hybridity of Baker’s style (Henderson 1993; Ngai 2006; Scheper 2007) have all demonstrated the shortsightedness of perceiving Baker as solely representative of European ethnographic display.
   For Henderson, Baker cultivates modernist references and technologies as much as she caters to European notions of the primitive.  For Ngai, Baker instantiates the practice of imitation that forms the foundation for a particularly modernist representational strategy.  For Scheper, it is Baker’s ability to cannibalize multiple identities that renders her such a seductive sign for resignification for contemporary artists working from transnational, black diasporic, black feminist, and queer perspectives.   These concerted efforts to explore Baker’s style and its legacy suggest the need to explore further the particularity and implications of Baker’s problematic relationship to notions of imitation and agency.  How would we understand agency in relations to Baker in ways that do not resort to some ideal of a reconstituted subject and that would extend the terms of discussion beyond the subversion-complicity dyad?  How is it that this eccentric and inimitable figure should inspire so much imitation?  How do we understand the negotiation of the original and the citational in Baker’s own, much noted improvisational yet citational style?
  Could we see Baker’s theatrical performances as itself already enacting what Scheper calls a “critical recylings”?
 And, if so, how does that impact subsequent critical projects of Baker-resus/citation, including this present essay?

Although audiences today (even those that do not recall “exactly” who she was) seem nonetheless to know about her and what she stood for, we have to remind ourselves that the inception of the “Baker phenomenon” was marked by intense perceptual bafflement and disorientation.  From her first appearance on the stage of the Thêatre des Champs-Elysées in 1925, Baker profoundly disrupts the very categories that she has been thought to embody.  The morning after that explosive premiere, the Parisian newspapers would recall this sensation as an implosion of meaning itself:  “Was she horrible, delicious?  … black or white… woman or [something else]?”
   What is fascinating about this account of what might be called the Baker-effect is its incoherence.  After almost three centuries of European incursion into and colonization of the “Dark Continent” and over six decades after the Emancipation Proclamation in America, what we find at this theatrical rehearsal of two of the most documented sites of European conquest – the Plantation and the Jungle—is a moment of profound visual consternation at the sight of the most predicable tropes.  Journalistic sensationalism not withstanding, why is this reception being narrated specifically in terms of categorical confusion – categories, furthermore, about race, gender, civilization, and humanity that, in the public realm at least, ought to have been solidified, or at least enjoyed the fantasy of certitude, by the legacy of imperial history?    

We might see this unexpected response as a testimony to disavowal or chalk it up to the unconscious ambivalence of colonial desire.  But neither explanation, while accurate, seems sufficient to contain the intense passions and bewilderment generated by this particular performer at this particular historical moment.  This is, after all, a quarter century into the birth of artistic and literary Modernism, a birth that had made much of its attractions for so-called “African imports”.  When Virginia Woolf made the unequivocal claim that “in or about December, 1910, human character changed,” she ties this sea-change directly to Roger Fry’s enormously influential 1910 exhibit “Manet and the Post-Impressionists,” which not only introduced French avant garde art to England some thirty years after its initial appearance in France but also established “primitive objects” as foundational tropes for modernist aesthetic theories.
 

So why does Josephine Baker and her invocation of “Africanist” motifs provoke such an impact?  How can such dramatic visibility affect so much visual confusion? 

Let us then consider more closely one of the most conspicuous examples of what might be called Baker’s relentless self-fetishization:  her infamous banana skirt dance.  At the height of her career, Baker performed at the Folies-Bergère, appearing on stage, wearing nothing but a little skirt of plush bananas.
  (Figure 4)  It was the outfit with which she would be identified virtually for the rest of her life.  The banana skirt as a witty visual joke makes quick allusion to both sexual and racial tropes.  But what those allusions add up to is not so clear upon reflection.  

Some questions we might ask are:  Is the white audience hungry for the bananas or the lack they disguise?  (It is not a coincidence that journalist and critical accounts of those bananas would alternately describe them as either flaccid or turgid.)
  Are the bananas girding Baker’s loins a phallic or a racial allusion?  Is it the banana or is it the skirt that is the object of fetishistic investment for the white male audience, and what of the white female audience?  Is the skimpy skirt a sign of civilization or its inadequacy?   


If Baker is seen as offering up a classic spectacle of racialized femininity for the white heterosexual male gaze, she is also serving up that femininity armed with a ring of embarrassingly fruitful phalluses.  One would also have to confront the potential that this now phallocized maternal body also holds uncomfortable affinity to black masculinity, the “ape” to which the bananas allude.  Is the object of enjoyment, finally, the black woman or her fantasmatic black masculinity?
  And if we think about those bananas as also signifying colonial commerce and its rapacious appetite (for it was in the 1920s that banana plantations were being promoted as a supplement to and replacement for the sugar plantations in the French Antilles), then what exactly is being consumed in this dizzyingly layered scene, where the object of enjoyment is a prized but easily bruised, “exotic” fruit masking the black female lack masking the black dick masking the hunger of white imperial phallus?
   And does “enjoyment” here denote desire or identification?  In short, what exactly is the fetish in this scene, and for whom?

These multiplying possibilities highlight the epistemological crisis engendered rather than resolved by the fetishistic system.  Indeed, sexual fetishism, as originally identified by Freud, is itself already a highly unstable structure.  We recall that the Freudian fetish, which was exclusively a sexual pathology, functions for heterosexual men as a kind of psychical lubricant in the face of castration anxiety by making the supposed horror of female castration bearable, thereby enabling the fulfillment of normative, male desire.  But then the question has to be:  Is the heterosexuality ensured by fetishism an ability to enjoy the woman as woman or as man?   Either way, “normal”7 male heterosexuality begins to look like any thing but the given.  Thus the Freudian fetish is a psychical process designed to segregate sexual differences that in fact registers the horrors of the permeability of that difference.

And when we take this sexual paradigm and map the racial onto it, the instabilities proliferate exponentially.  Thus while, as Homi Bhabha points out, there are both structural and functional justifications for thinking about racial stereotypes as specifically a form of fetishism, there are nonetheless several unresolved remainders left by this equation.
  Indeed, given the peculiar specificities of Freudian sexual fetishism, the transposition of the racial onto the sexual paradigm becomes harder and harder to map with accuracy.  What are the terms of disavowal, displacement, and replacement when it comes to the scene of cross- racial encounter?  As we saw with the banana skirt, the dynamics of lack and compensation take on a host of complications when we combine racial anxiety with sexual anxiety.  The two forms of anxieties are not merely parallel or additive as they are often thought to be.    

My point here is not to be a literalist but to highlight the ways in which what does not fit in the translation between racial and sexual fetishism indexes precisely those aspects of the conjunction between sexuality and race that we have yet to account for in the liberal telling of that intersection.  The theater format of Baker’s performances hides the circularity of specular exchange that in fact informs those performances.  What was thought to be a scene of heterosexual inflammation could also be a scene of homoeroticism and racial contamination.   And, given that this is a performance written, staged, choreographed by an African American troop and financially underwritten by a white New York socialite with expressed intentions to cater to a French aesthetic of Africanity (with a set design by Mexican artist Miguel Covarrubias), we have to wonder whether the resulting mise-en-scène might reveal not only mediated white imagination about blacks, but also its inverse.  Similarly, we must take into account the mediating roles of fantasies of the Americas about the Continent and vice versa.  

Baker’s banana skirt offers not just a distortion or an exaggeration but also an abbreviated signature for the nexus of cultural, sexual, and national projections that are as contradictory as they are recursive.  It is precisely the problematic distinction of blackness from whiteness, cover from exposure, masculinity from femininity, civilization from brutality that the staging of the “racial fetish” throws into relief rather than appeases.  The banana skirt, with its supposedly transparent (racial and erotic) joke, stands as both reduction and redundancy in the allegorical network embedded within the scene.  It sutures, flimsily we might add, the unwieldy cycle of identification and dis-identification unleashed in the encounter between the supposed subject and object of Primitivism.  In short, Baker offers not only a case study or symbol of colonial projection (even if one that is capable of being recycled and decontaminated) but also as the very crisis of differentiation founding that imperial desire.        


All That Glitters is Not Gold


In 1926, after the theatrical imprint of her banana skirt on European memory, a young Josephine Baker, still flushed from the explosion of her European success, meets a middle aged Adolf Loos.  Based on a rather superficial acquaintance, Loos designed a house for Baker . (Figures 5)  The house was never built, but the design remains notable in architectural history.  The exterior of the house with its alternating, contrasting stripes of black and white marble has been repeatedly described by critics as “tattooed” or a “tattooed surface, ” a description that registers the distinction of this particular Loosian design and explicitly links the design to Primitivism.  The interior, delineating several salons and entertainment spaces, conspicuously excludes family life.  Yet of all the idiosyncrasies of the plans, the most extraordinary feature must be the top-lit, large, double-height (that is, two stories) swimming pool that dominates the center of the house.  Low passages surround the pool, providing windows unto the pool, creating for guests of the house something of an “underwater revue.”
  (Figures 6, 7)  

If , as we noted, Loos was interested in architecture as a kind of maternal covering for the body, an architecture of the womb, then here both ideas are realized, but with a twist.  In the Baker House, the inside is made outside, and the trope of the  “womb” becomes hypostasized as the swimming pool in the middle of the house.  But the inhabitant of the house (that is, Baker), instead of being the subject securely enclosed, is the object of gaze.  Loos’ usual emphasis on the primacy of interiority, instead of offering comfort and covering, here translates into theatricality and exposure.  Indeed, the whole house is about entertainment -- not Baker’s entertainment but the entertainment that is Baker.  The guests would come to look at Baker, while she, were she to swim in that pool (that “transparent bowl of water”),
 would not be able to see the people looking at her because of the blinding reflections from the top-lit vestibules on the water surface.  More than realizing a theatrical idiom, the Baker house reproduces a downright “peep show.”

This architectural vision, therefore, may be said to exemplify the racial and sexual fantasies of European, masculinist, and Primitivist desire.  We may go even further and see this house as an architectural translation of the banana skirt.  For we have traveled from the idea of cloth as the primary instance of architecture, offering cover or shelter, to the banana skirt that offers neither but becomes literalized as architecture in Loos’ vision of Baker literally living inside an exposing costume.

But does this house “captivate” Baker?  Although Loos’s abortive project is well known in architectural history, it is not until relatively recently that its racial and gender ideologies come under substantial scrutiny.  The groundbreaking works of Beatrice Colomina, Farès el-Dahdah, Kim Tanzer, Ila Berman, Diane Davis, and Susan Henderson have all powerfully traced, from different vantage points, Loos’s ideological investment in the masculinization of architecture and this particular project’s fantasies about animalized femininity in the service of that interest.
  The possibility of Loos’s masculinist and Primitivist desires, therefore, needs no iteration.   And it is this precisely this line of insight that enables us to grasp the power of contemporary projects such as Darell Wayne Fields’ parody series, highlighted by Jeanne Scheper’s essay mentioned above.   In the piece entitled “It’s Time,” Fields cites this very design by Loos as an instance of masculinist and colonialist fantasy.  He calls forth Loos’s vision only to censure it by crossing out the image of the house with a large red X.  As Scheper reads this image, “Fields exposes the historical irony of a modern house designed to captivate Baker but never built as a home for her.”
  Fields then critically restores the “homeless/evicted” Baker by interjecting and floating her figure (in the form of graphic outlines) around and underneath the heavy stamp of Loos’s design.  In doing so, Fields allows Baker’s figure to offset -- even cancel out, we might say -- the inscription imposed by Loos’s imperial project.  In this way, Scheper argues, Fields’ project provides a vital example of what she, quoting Jose Muñoz, calls a “critical recycling of toxic images.’”
   

Yet I wonder whether the contemporary mobilization of this “diasporic diva” produces erasures as well as tributes?
  Does it seem melancholic, if not downright disturbing, that contemporary political critique should often be purchased at the price of a flattening down of the object-of-rescue, that the reanimation of the object should also re-encrypt that object within a “toxic” meaning and history?  For us to appreciate the full force of the critical intervention (marked by the X) made by the Fields image, we would have to accept without further questioning that the Baker House instantiates the masculinist, colonial fantasy, and we would also have to assume that Baker’s relationship to that design can only be one of objectification.    (When we look at, say, Suzan-Lori Parks’ “The Rear End Exists,” which riffs on what might be called a politics of the “bottom” and labors to critique the visual culture surrounding the black female body, we see how the force of feminist criticism in that project also relies on an assumption about what Baker undeniably symbolizes -- in this case, the Venus Hottentot.)
  My desire here would not be to re-assert Baker’s subjective agency in the face of that history.  Instead, I am wondering: first, to what extent does Baker’s uncontested objectivity guarantee our critical subjectivity? And, second, whether that (colonial and performative) history itself might reveal a different kind of dynamic, a different kind of contamination? 

If as we have started to see with that ever-citational banana skirt, Baker iconography and the “black female body” that it implies are deeply hybrid composites – already so in its origins-- then this ought to impact how we approach terms such as performative agency, theatricality, specularity, and parody.  Given that whatever style Baker is said to be borrowing or mimicking (be it minstrelsy, the Black Venus, or the New Woman) is always already citational, then any discussions about Baker’s own parody or parodies about Baker must be rendered tricky at the very least.
  Thus, while Scheper’s thesis underscores the revolutionary potentials that the figure of Baker holds for “queer” subjects today, I want to suggest that there is something so fundamentally disruptive/queer about Baker’s own work that her performances, even as they solicit mimesis, may in fact have been much more radically destabilizing than any contemporary incarnations of her can accommodate.  

And there is something queer going on in the Baker House as well.  Just as Baker’s own theatrical idioms of display-and-cover trouble the very conditions of subjecthood and objecthood structuring colonial relations, so should we not allow the presence of Loos’s masculinist and imperial fantasies blind us to both the complications that they generate (for both the dreamer and the dreamed) and to the potential presence of other ghosts in the machine.  To see the Baker House as solely a “prurient setting” 
 for masculinist/imperial desire is to miss the fundamental struggle/intimacy between modernity and nostalgia that structures the very relationship between black skin and modern surface.  Placed in the larger context of Loos’s ongoing theoretical ambivalence and in an active dialogue with Baker’s own aesthetics, it will become clear that multiple and warring desires are being played out in the interior/interiority of the Baker House and that the very subject and object of this design remains ambiguous.   The architectural realization of this apparently fetishistic, masculine vision points to something beyond the obvious political judgment; it points, in fact, to a much more complex relationship between subject and object.  So before we can “cross out” the Baker House, we should pay attention to the ways in which it may be already enacting an erasure and a scoring of its own.  And before we celebrate Baker’s “body” as the antidote to this “staid block of high modernist architecture”,
 let us take a closer look at the politics of specularity and bodies at work in this house.  

  Let us recall that, for Loos, structural solidity is always already a fantasized integrity, whose surface is at once organic and prosthetic to that which it contains.  By locating the originary desire of architecture in the incipient forms of itinerant surfaces and by narrating architectural history as the departure from that origin, Loosian theory sutures the body to, even as it separates that body from, its encasing, be it stone, cloth, or the skin of the other.  In short, in the Loosian narrative of architectural development, the desire to house the body grows most vitally out of the desire to be the body.  Given these slippages between the encasing body and the encased body in Loos’s theoretical meditations, it is difficult to say, when it comes to the Baker House, whether the viewing subject in the Baker House is enclosed or enclosing, invading or invaded.  Looking at the floor plans, we notice that the guests’ views of Baker in the house are constricted and fastidiously managed through devices such as narrow passage ways, strategic windows, and segregated layers of glass, turning the “theater box” very specifically into the “peephole” even as it transforms the voyeuristic master into the mouse caught in the maze.
  There are also low external windows, on the other side of these passageways, on the exterior of the house, which has the effects of turning the guest himself into a prospective object of gaze; highlighting the box-within-box effect of the design; and, finally, potentially throwing the guest-observer’s own reflection back against the glass-view unto the pool, thereby confronting the guest-observer with “his” own reflection, now superimposed against or next to the swimmer (that is, the imaginary Baker).  The “object” status of the viewing subject is therefore not only hinted at but also insisted upon as an effect of looking.  


Walls -- the membranes of the house -- have always been problematic for Loos.  If walls function to anchor cladding, then they would also extend the body’s boundary into the exterior world, rendering that body at once imperial and porous.  For Loos, the disavowed primal scene of architecture is the revelation of the transferable and inchoative nature of structure itself.  And it is precisely the reactivation and repetition of this primal element that turns Loos’s structural efforts to contain Baker into something less stable than one would suppose.  Imagine Loos imagining himself standing by the glass pool and enclosed by the corridor; look into the water that also reflects him and extends well over his head; feel the walls behind him and the windows that in turn frame him.   Who then is the supposed object or subject of this design?  Just as “Lena’s bedroom” discloses a fantasy of envelopment that implicates Loos as much as the Lena of his projections, so must we see the very entrance into the Baker House (by owner, guests, and architects alike) as an entry into a world of relentless and indiscriminate visibility.   The glass view onto Baker can thus bespeak of profound identificatory longing as well as desire.  The desire to have and the desire to be converge, rendering the glass and the watery skin of Baker as porous surfaces, at once “within” and “without” the subject, an object of nostalgia and inexorable separation.  In short, if Loos’s design was meant to expose Baker’s skin, we have to wonder if it also reveals his desire to be in that skin.  What it means to occupy space thus comes very close to what it means to be occupied.  

Just as attention to Loos’s own theories complicate the scopic mastery implied in the Baker House, so do Baker’s own theatrical methods forge a critical lens through which to reconsider the apparent relationship between seeing and seen staged by this design.  We know that Baker’s own theatrical idiom (with its multiple and persistent modes of staged nakedness) is heavily reliant on the trope of the peep show, on the structural opposition between inside and outside.  It is, after all, the mise-en-scene of this dichotomy that normally allows any striptease to be effective.  Yet, contrary to this expectation, Baker’s particular brand of exhibitionism actually relies on the conflation between concealment and exposure, between essence and performance, between flesh and skin.  Indeed, Baker’s famous “nakedness” begins to look less and less apparent upon closer analysis.  


Oscar Wilde once said that “[t]he true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.”
  Nowhere is this counterintuitive insight more pronounced than in the climatic scene of the French film Princess Tam Tam (dir. Edmond T. Gréville, France, 1935) starring Josephine Baker.  This Pygmalion plot tells the story of a Frenchman, Max de Mirecourt (Albert Préjean), who imports from Tunisia a street urchin, named Alwina (Baker), whom he “civilizes” in order to pass her off as an African royalty to Parisian society.    In the climax of the plot, Max brings his fake African Princess to a popular Parisian nightclub to show her off (and to test her), as a culmination of his pedagogical achievement.  At the beginning of this scene, Alwina enters the club on Max’s arm, clad in a fluid gown of gold lamé -- an art deco dream epitomizing the refinement of civilization.  (Figure 8)  But, while Max was not looking, Lucy, his jealous wife, along with her society cronies, manage to ply Alwina with alcohol and urges her to dance to the so-called jungle music, also arranged by Lucy.  According to the plot, Alwina cannot resist the call of the wild and is tricked into making a spectacle of herself when she jumps from her chair and runs to the top of the baroque stage’s central spiral staircase.  From there, she descends in a rush of physical pleasure, all the while stripping off her golden designer French gown.  She then proceeds to dance with abandonment on the ground stage with her inimitable style.


This then is the famous “strip scene” from Princess Tam Tam.  Yet this scene is curiously unrevealing.  To begin, diegetically speaking, it is this strip act that “outs” Alwina.  But what exactly is it that is being exposed?  Given that Alwina’s “true color” — that is, her race — has never been a secret in the story, it cannot be the literalness of her blackness that so shocks the Parisian audience.  We might say, of course, that what has been uncovered is precisely the non-literal, metaphoric nature of racial difference.  This account would go something like this:  while the diegetic audience may know the princess to be black, they have not known how black until now.  So Alwina may be able to pass as a princess for a while, but her African wild roots will invariably reveal themselves.  In this account, we are reminded that class is not enough to overcome racial difference.


Still, this explanation does not fully address the peculiarities of the scene.  There is much in this scene of exhibitionism to suggest that what you see is not what you get. For one thing, this catastrophic dance, so dependent on notions of visibility and disclosure, oddly enough, affects a series of visual confusions, even occlusions.  Cinemagraphically, the sequence is shot in a series of quick jump cuts that literally makes it difficult to see.   Cutting into Alwina’s number are shots of a host of other subjects:  the orchestra made up of white and black musicians, the dancers from the chorus, the white male and female audience…the whole producing a kind of visual proliferation and equivalence in this vibrating number.
  In fact, there is a sequence within this sequence in which the viewer sees nothing but a kaleidoscopic series of indiscriminate, truncated, dancing body parts.  We are given entangled and writhing hands, arms, legs, and feet that belong to everyone and to no one.  So if Alwina is being displayed as an object of fetishistic voyeurism, then it is curiously nonspecific and prolific.  If this sequence of Alwina/Baker’s unwitting exhibitionism is all about revelation and the European audience’s prurient intake of that visual exposé, it is also a scene that reminds you of the difficulty of looking at the visible.


Finally, most importantly, in this famous “strip” scene, nothing has been shown.  Anyone who has seen the film knows that Alwina strips off her gold lamé gown to reveal another gown:  a full-length black gown manages somehow to exist underneath the body-hugging sheath of gold.  In lieu of skin, we get cloth.  In other words, the deflecting “shine” of the fetish has been removed only to show not the ghastly gap of castration but the smoothness of yet another seamless surface.  If part of the illusion of colonial imperialism is the fantasy of penetrating a territory-as-body, then here in this strip-tease the “body” offers itself not as depth or flesh, but as mobile outline or, at the most, another costume.  Baker constantly gives us her outline rather her body.  Even in her most “embodied” dances it can be argued that it is her kinesthetic energy rather than corporeal presence that transmits.  And in Princess Tam Tam, instead of unveiled skin or flesh, the viewer gets only the effects of unraveling skein, an  unraveling, furthermore, that is particularly unrevealing.  The metaphor of bare skin thus comes to stand in for the materiality of exposed flesh.  We are forcibly reminded that the idea (and indeed, redundancy) of “bare skin” is itself always already tropologically produced.  
Indeed, Baker’s famed nudity in other mediums is equally complex and sartorial.  Arguably one of the most visually remembered entertainers of the twentieth century, Baker frequently appeared in photographs, posters, lithographs, caricatures, and les cartes postales  partially or wholly nude, but her “nakedness” never stands alone.   In the huge archive of staged Baker photography, the props (or visual conceits) that are most often placed next to her bare skin are shimmery gold cloth, animal skin, and black shadows.
  (Figures 9, 10, 11)  At first glance, one sees the expected Primitivist conflation between animalism and racialized female sexuality.  On second look, however, the viewer might begin to notice how the lighting and the mise-en-scène work to conflate the different registers of surface planes.   Thus her black, airbrushed, and seemingly flawless skin is always greased and polished to a shiny, laminated gloss that repeats itself in her sleek hair that, in turn, echoes the lamé cloth seemingly pouring out of her body.  

Similarly, the distinction between the organic and the synthetic blurs in such a way as to render Baker’s skin itself costume, prop, and surrogate.  Can we see Baker’s skin as itself a kind of covering/cladding?  Is the fabric or animal skin on which she leans extraneous ornamentations or ontological companions?  Cladding and ornament merge.  The effect I am describing has to do with what Bill Brown calls the “indeterminate ontology” of modern objects, the inability to fully separate the animate from the inanimate.
  Thus Baker appears in these photographs as sculptural rather than visceral, cut rather than voluptuous.  The sheen of skin seems more bronze than flesh; the splendid silk and glimmer of thigh echo one another.  Her figure, often outlined by shadow lines, seems to be stamped on the photographic surface with the same textual intent as the gold cloth, the shadows, and other extra skins. . . in short, producing an oscillation between portrait and still life.       

Thus the competition and imbrication of surfaces in these photographs heighten the atmosphere of sensuality even – or precisely-- as they evacuate weight and substance from that sensuality.   The sensuality of surface exceeds the sensuality of flesh.  In the chiaroscuro of these images, Baker is neither marred nor tattooed but provides a parable about the very logic of tattoos: a tactile surface that absorbs yet wears as surface the dance of visual grammar.   If, according to Loos, the tattoo exemplifies a degenerate and regressive gesture of self-marking that belongs to the primitive, not the civilized, then Baker’s spectacularly unmarred and unmarked skin in these photographs highlights the anonymity foundational to, and that serves as the precondition for, any form of distinction.  In other words, these photographs instantiates not a style but style’s condition of possibility.   Baker photography and its iterations of Primitivist tropes do not signify the triumph of decadent primitive passion and the defeat of civilization.  Rather, they highlight a fluent conversation between the sensual and the aesthetic, between corporeality and stylization.  The distinction between the nude and the naked, as the classic distinction between higher and lower forms of visual pleasures, blurs – not because one is but a euphemism for the other, but because the “artistic” and the “pornographic” provide the conditions for one another.  In Baker photography, the corporeal reveals itself as style, and style becomes discernable only through its simulation of the corporeal.
  In these exclusively black and white photos, it is as if texture and surface (sheen, smoothness, light, and shadow) have come to replace the seduction of corporeal “color.”  We may even go as far as to say that these photographs are about how we discern and how we are trained to discern: a lesson in shape rather than volume, in fabric rather than structure.  What is most fascinating about these images is precisely how flat they are and how we labor to parse the positive from the negative, the organic from the synthetic, even as we drown precisely in the pleasures of such communion.    

Going back then to that specular swimming tank in the Baker House, we begin to see how that design may not contain or captivate Baker at all but is instead already a reading of her disappearance.  It provides an architectural instantiation of her theatrical method: the staging of a spectacle through which the subject escapes, a paradoxical structure of exposed-and-layered surfaces that vertiginously reverts view and the viewer, that turns what is inside into outside and vice versa.  What Baker iconography shares with modern architectural theory is, therefore, not only the ambivalent vocabulary of Primitivism, but also the historic, philosophic, and political problems of how to fashion skin/surface, how to naturalize that which has been and must be tailored, or, to put it differently, how to make deep and ontological that which has always been on the surface.  From Loos’s proclaimed ideal of unadorned surfaces to Le Corbusier’s praise of the “free façade” to Baker’s theatrical, layered nudity, “modern nakedness” in fact designates not the freedom from reprehensible distractions but the fantasy of a self-erasing mask that is always added on and worn.  And if the Modernist reverence for the transparency of surface has revealed itself to be a thin story, then Baker’s iconography, be it photos, films, or performances, shows us just how “thick” the idea of nakedness can be.  

If this discussion has seemed to eschew the question of Baker’s interiority, it is because that interiority is inaccessible to us.  There is much in Baker’s biography to suggest that this was an intelligent woman who lived a spectacularly public life and who lived that public life with a fair amount of insight and irony at a time when women, certainly women of color, are rarely afforded the luxury of irony.  At the same time, biography is so frequently mistaken for “subjectivity,” just as agency is so often acquired at the expense of complexity, that this project has been motivated to study the “surface” of Baker’s art—a surface that is, as I hope is clear by now, far from one-dimensional and is in fact the fabric of intricate and layered politics.  What Baker bequeaths to us is the drama of her sartorial skin, and our response to the call of that seduction can be, at best, an attentiveness to what it is saying about the lure of the surface and to process the implications, at once inhibiting and generative, for grounding politics on the terms of the visible.  

It is not a coincidence that the trope of invisibility has provided a central motif in the literary representations of racial minorities.  From Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man to Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, the metaphor of invisibility has come to symbolize the consequences of racial blindness, designed to alert us to the repercussions of social and legal exclusion in American history.  Yet the nature of racial blindness and its antidote social visibility have never been as simple as the binary terms suggest.  Involving a restless and often vexing interplay between perception and projection, recognition and disavowal, the values of racial visibility versus invisibility can only emerge in relation to one another, even as such appearance of meaning almost always immediately undermine the signification against which it has defined itself.  White visibility, for instance, relies on the invisibility and assumed normality of whiteness, while black invisibility becomes discernible only through its visibility-as-difference.  As I have argued elsewhere, the central conceit of invisibility in Invisible Man embodies, not the opposition between seeing/privilege and not-seeing/nonprivileged, but a symptom of the dynamic of mutual projection structuring race relations in this country.
  Thus the rhetoric of “becoming visible” that has energized so much of progressive racial politics often elides the contradictions underpinning social visibility and remains inadequate to address the phenomenological, social, and psychical implications inhering in what it means to be visible (especially for a subject historically all-too-seen and not seen at all).   

Baker’s art reminds us that to see the readily seen is a complex matter.  Going back to Alwina’s curiously unrevealing strip act in Princess Tam Tam, if anything, it is the lack of “real skin” that renders this scene truly obscene for the colonial gaze.  Amidst the rubber-necking crowd, we see the one person who finds it difficult to look: Max.  The master puppeteer winces and turns his face away.   The plot tells us that what Max cannot bear is the exposure of his own scheme.  Critics tell us that what Max cannot bear is the depth of Alwina’s “true” blackness.
   I propose, instead, that what Max cannot bear to witness is not Alwina’s blackness, but its failure. More precisely, it is blackness’ failure to provide distinction: the horrifying insight that the “glittery” and the “blackened” may be uncannily equivalent.  The essence of Africa supposedly revealed in this scene, to be contrasted against authentic Frenchness implied by the plot, comes down finally to a costume change.  It is Max who comes closest to being confronted by the emptiness behind the colonial fetish: a lack that determines not only the object but also the subject of colonial desire.  (Indeed, I would suggest that the diegesis’ final disavowal -- when the entire plot is erased and shown to be but a daydream -- is a last-ditch effort to protect the master/Max from this revelation.)  


In Princess Tam Tam French civilization is shown to be a fragile coating not because it has not the strength to impart its lessons to the primitive other, but because civilization exists as a veneer.  The fetishization of the other has revealed the fetishization of the self (in this case, French style), which in turn uncovers the emptiness behind masculine colonial authority.  Even the jungle beat that we hear seducing Alwina is itself a version of a French version of primitive music.  If any structure is being uncovered here, it is the architecture of fetishistic desire itself.  As the character Alwina diegetically moves from glitter to filth, she in fact shows that the glittery and the darkened are uncannily equivalent.  And the obscene (at least, for the colonial master) revelation of this sameness between gold and filth itself unearths the traumatic historical connections among human bodies, commodity-value, and cross-racial negotiation behind the origins of the very term fetishism.
   This film -- in which Baker plays an incarnation of the “common trash turned royalty” and in which such a transformation of value is meant to reveal the nature of essentialized blackness --  in fact embodies an implicit historic critique.  As Saidiya Hartman poignantly points out:

Before Sigmund Freud detailed the symbolic affinities between gold and excrement, African royals were stockpiling their gold in privies and selling slaves for chamber pots.  (And Europeans traders were transforming humans into waste and back again through the exchange of gold.)

In going from glitter to blackness in the plot of Princess Tam Tam, Baker has not so much degenerated as she has crystallized and unveiled the very history of the “black gold” that fed the slave trade from the west coast of Africa across the Atlantic.  What constitutes gold versus dross, just as what constitutes taste versus distaste, gets turned upside down –or, rather, inside out.  We see, literally, the mask of blackness founding the possibility of gold.   

By now, it should be clear that the gold that sheaths Baker’s body in the film operates as a cipher and a citation: not only of the currency of European civilized refinement but also of the discourses of psychoanalysis on fetishism, the history of “black gold” in transatlantic slave trade, the association of femininity with certain surfaces, and Modernism’s larger philosophic argument about ornamentation in fields from art to architecture.  And all these different registers are profoundly interlinked.
  
Taste – itself perhaps the cornerstone of fetishistic preference – is, of course, a lynchpin in the colonial aesthetic imagination.  It is the very thing that Max tries to impart to Alwina in their sessions, and it is the revelation of taste, or lack thereof, that  supposedly exposes Alwina in the end.  But here we have a scene where taste is indeed the key, not to national or racial difference, but to the production of a dream of embodiment.  The sequence of Alwina’s outing tells us first that racial legibility has less to do with the visibility of skin color than the visuality of style.   It is ultimately Alwina’s style, not her skin color that outs her.   And what is that style?  When we search for the national or racial taste being revealed in this scene, what we find instead are the cross currents that make up those distinctions in the first place.  Baker’s supposedly African and primitive choreographic diction is in fact a collage of South American beat and jazz, hints of Martha Graham (already a borrowing of neo-Greco classicism as well as African and Asian choreographic rhetoric), Caribbean and Latin American dancing, as well as the charleston and the cakewalk, the latter two being themselves already the product of cross-racial parodies in the American South.
  This scene of discrimination is thus, significantly, a scene of stylistic indiscrimination.  If the endgame of the story of the modern object, distilled from architectural theory and its attachment to the purified look of the anonymous façade, is about erasing the bad (and dark) taste of materiality in order to cleanse the body and to liberate the eye toward the shine of rational thought, 
 then we have to see the “naked” Baker as the implosion of, rather than a backdrop for, that fantasy.  

The unabashed lure of the surface, epitomized by Baker’s performance idiom, diffuses rather than consolidates racial difference.  Indeed, the most dangerous and powerful aspect of this performance might be its suggestion that style, for all its claims to distinctiveness, is highly susceptible to contamination.  Baker’s performance reminds us that race, ethnicity, and nationalism enter into choreography as denotative movements, as stylistic allusions.   This susceptibility, furthermore, may prove to be style’s vital contribution to political engagement.  We might say that, in the encounter between the West and its others, difference enters as form itself.  And by now we are more than aware that forms, like houses and bodies, can be occupied by different subjects, whose relationship to that habitat must be at once ontic and not: an uncanny occupancy.  Baker’s “Primitivist” performance is the enactment of the doubleness of the performance of authenticity for the diasporic subject.  The “call of Africa” in this scene must pose for Baker a complicated invitation not only because the Africa being offered here is a white fantasy, but also because Africa must itself be a fantasy for Baker, an exile subject estranged even from her native African American community.  


Baker’s performance does not recuperate, but instead exposes, the black subject as alienation.  The only authentic thing we can locate in this performance is the virtuosity of movement --  a virtuosity that does not allow Baker to transcend racial, gender, or national differences, but that, counter-intuitively, precisely reveal those distinctions to be built upon transferable disembodiment and disarticulation. For Baker, the “fact of blackness” acts as cladding – one that is neither pure illusion nor authentic embodiment, but a complicated and unceasing negotiation between the two.  Whatever embodiment might be said to be taking place on that stage can only be the embodiment of borrowed bodies.  
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What is at stake here is none other than the very status of the racial sign, the question of the status of social difference itself, and how our society reads it.  How do we as a nation recognize difference?  How do we confer value on it, and is it possible to recognize difference without fetishizing it?  The questions here are not merely theoretical.  Let me conclude by briefly framing the potential implications that this crisis of visuality that I have been exploring holds for the politics of equality today.  Civil rights today in American fundamentally rely on the distinction between essence and performance, between being and behavior.   In his much noted book, Covering: The Hidden Assault on Our Civil Rights, legal scholar Kenji Yoshino reminds us that anti-discrimination laws today are specifically based on the protection of what is understood to be immutable traits (blood, chromosome, skin color …).
  They do not protect what is thought to be mutable or superficial characteristics (behavior, style, cultural practice…).   Thus, for example, in certain states, an individual cannot be fired for being black or gay, but even within that protection, one can be fired for wearing corn-rows or for “flaunting” one’s gay marriage.   And, for Yoshino, one of the tasks for formulating the new civil rights must be the freedom to exercise one’s vision of one’s sense of authenticity.

This call for authenticity and social visibility is, of course, enormously appealing for anyone who has enjoyed neither.  But the history of the delineation of racialized bodies that we have been studying here suggests that something more complicated is at stake here beyond notions of suppressed visibility or authenticity.  Part of the most insidious consequences of discrimination has always seems to me less about the suppression of an authentic self than the crisis of subjectivity itself affected by such prejudice in the first place.  (This is also why “subjective agency” is at once so valuable and so vexed a notion for an individual who is already suffering under the violence of a compromised individuality.)  Moreover, if what we deem to be immutable is in fact mutable and what we believe to be surface may be profoundly ontologically structuring, then we would need to rearticulate the very assumptions (authenticity, identity, shared universal humanity, etc.) on which civil rights have been built.   

There is a predicament of embodiment and visuality that both fetishistic and democratic recognition share.  And it is the crisis of visuality, rather than the allocation of visibility, that constitutes one of the most profound challenges for American democratic recognition and civil imagination. 

  Kindness of strangers:  My gratitude to Leo Lensing for sharing his knowledge of Vienna at the turn of the century and for pointing the way to further research on the social world in which Freud and Loos circulated.  And my thanks to Farès el-Dahdah for so generously sharing his digital library of floor plans and recreations of the Baker House.    
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� The purifying “Law of Ripolin,” named after an opaque white coat of paint favored by Le Corbusier, alludes to the imperative coat of whitewash that Le Corbusier believes would make people "masters of themselves" by cleansing the home of sentimental kitsch and  the "accretions of dead things from the past."  
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	As discursive tools deployed in controlling and dominating knowledge about non-Western peoples and cultures, concepts such as Primitivism and Orientalism are known to reflect European inventions rather than any anterior reality about the racial other they describe.  And it is well documented, especially in the field of visual art, that Primitivism and the Primitivist imagination plays a crucial role in the birth of modern art in Europe and in America.  European Modernism’s relationship to Primitivism is primarily understood to be one of appropriation, either in the name of love or fear.�  But this insight has also yielded its own blindness.  Part of the consequences of this body of scholarship on Primitivism has been the unwitting construction of a monolithic notion of Primitivism.  Little has been done to attend to the vastly different modes and forms of Primitivism circulating in different arenas of European cultures, and even less attention has been paid to the relationship that the so-called “objects” of Primitivism might bear to that imaginative investment.  Edward Said wisely writes in his enormously influential book Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978): “There were—and are—cultures and nations whose location is in the east, and their lives, histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about them in the West.”  But what is the status of that “brute reality”?  


This last question touches on a central predicament in the development of liberal discourse that is meant as a corrective to the history of colonialist and Primitivist imagination.  This predicament has to do with how we rescue or reconstitute that which has already been objectified, fragmented, and erased.  Today, racial and cultural mixing, geographic and population intersections, globalization, and various other instances of cultural, ethnic, and racial crossings have all rendered the “reality of the other” deeply suspect.  In the meantime, theories such as “creolisation,” “metissage,” and “hybridity” that have enjoyed some cultural capital in the academy have unwittingly ended up reinforcing the empirical, geographical, and biological fact of boundaries and borders, recalling the imperatives they seek to undermine.  Suspended somewhere between being a fetish and a fact, the “objects” of Primitivism and Orientalism remain persistently ghostly.


	When we turn to Baker, it is precisely the distinction between fact and fetish that her work throws into –indeed, often thematizes as – crisis.  If we were to shift the Primitivist discourse away from the repetitive fluctuation between that polarity, we will begin to see that, contrary to almost all current writings about Baker today which positions her in the pseudo scientific tradition of European imaginary, a closer analysis of her work in fact suggests that she represents a significant fracture, if not shift, in that history.  That is, instead of seeing Baker as paradigmatic of a certain history, Baker marks an exception that suggests that the visual culture surrounding the black female body is not only more complicated than that standard narrative suggests but also that the very assumptions underlying notions of racial and sexual visuality supporting that narrative require realignment.  
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� Scheper, 82. Fn 24.  It is worth noting that Baker never mentioned this house nor why she chose not to build it.  The standing assumption, proposed by the Phyllis Rose biography and by most contemporary critics, is that Baker would not wish to live in such a spectacularizing house designed seemingly with the exclusive intent of exploiting her.  Yet, as anyone who has read anything about Baker knows, she was not one to shy away from exhibitionism.  Every home she lived in was a museum at some point during her tenancy; she had life-sized dioramas of herself installed in her entry way in her chateau Les Milandes; she swan naked in the artificial swan-pond in front of her Parisian suburban house.  I would suggest in what follows that it is not that the Loos design would show too much of her body or private life, but rather because it shares and thereby exposes the fundamental logic and mechanism of her particular brand of exhibitionism.     


� Scheper, 75.


� Scheper, 93.


�  Suzan-Lori Parks, “The Rear End Exists,” 11-17.  


�   This is where the terms Modernism versus Primitivism are deceptive, for they are synchronous rather than causal.  Baker is a fascinating figure, not because her visuality accesses both Modernist and Primitivist tropes, but because she insists on the profound imbrication of both.  And it is important not only to register Baker’s hybrid style as an instance of transatlantic appropriation but to examine the ways in which her figure actively contributes to the making of that curious phenomenon called Primitivist Modernism.  For how can we speak of a “Modernist” aesthetic idiom versus or juxtaposed against a Primitivist rhetoric if they turn out to be preconditions for one another?  For treatises that address the mutual processes of imagining that condition both European Modernism and its so-called others, see Paul Gilroy, Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s (NY: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1995); Sieglinde Lemke, Primitivist Modernism : Black Culture and the Origins of Transatlantic Modernism (NY: Oxford University Press, 1998); and Brent Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora : Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).


�  Paul Groenendijk, Adolf Loos huis voor/house for/maison pour/Haus für Josephine Baker (Rotterdam: Uitgeverij, 1985), 32.


�  Scheper, 74.


�   There is a mildly claustrophobic tendency in Loos who, as Beatriz Colomina has noted, has once said that “the smallness of a theater box would be unbearable if one could not look out into the large space beyond…”  (Colomina, 76).   Colomina is here quoting Ludwig Munz and Gustav Künstler, Der Architekt Adolf Loos (Vienna and Munich, 1964), 130-131.  English translation: Adolf Loos, Pioneer of Modern Architecture, trans. Harold Meek (London: Thames and Hudson, 1966), 148.   Here, in the Baker house, the potential claustrophobic effects of the theater box can only be heightened, rather than relieved, by the claustrophobia of the enclosed indoor swimming pool.  That is, both the imaginary Baker and the imaginary guests are enclosed and trapped by this house.  


�  Oscar Wilde, Picture of Dorian Grey (New York: Modern Library, 1998). 


�   It is beyond the scope of this paper, but I will note here that this sequence deploys Orientalist tropes as much as Primitivist ones, highlighting the affinity between these two vocabularies.  Beyond the apparent claim that the both are gestures of otherness that can get conflated in the European mind, there are further inquiries to be made about the “translatability” of otherness among otherness.


� This is especially true of photographs that Viennese photographer Dora Kalmuss, alias Madame d’Ora, took of Baker—shown here and representing some of the most enduring images of Baker.   


� Bill Brown, A Sense of Things: The Object Matter of American Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 137.  


�. Anne A. Cheng, “Ralph Ellison and the Politics of Melancholia,” The Cambridge Companion to Ralph Ellison, ed. By Ross Posnock (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).


� See, for example, Elizabeth Coffman, “Uncanny Performances in Colonial Narratives: Josephine Baker in Princess Tam Tam,” Paradoxa 3(1997), 383.


�  See William Pietz, "The Problem of the Fetish, I," RES 9 (Spring 1985), 5-17, for an extensive treatise on the anthropological origin of the term fetish. 


�  Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2007), 47.


� The connections among femininity, waste, race, and value pop up almost everywhere in modernist discourse.  In the context of architecture, we see them repeated, for example, in Le Corbusier’s war against color in  L’art d’ecoratif d’aujourd’hui: “What shimmering silks, what fancy, glittery marbles, what opulent bronzes and golds!  What fashionable blacks, what striking vermilions, what silver lame from Byzantium and the orient!  Enough.  Such stuff founders in a narcotic haze.  Let’s have done with it. . . It is time to crusade for whiteness and Diogenes.” (Le Corbusier, L’art d’ecoratif d’aujourd’hui [Paris: Flammarion, 1987, 135]).  Clearly, what Mark Wigley calls Le Corbusier’s “the regime of white” (5) with its highly disciplinary, if not evangelical, tone must be seen as symptomatic of Le Corbusier’s own allergic response to the very seductions of  femininity, exoticism, and their implied decadence to which he remained susceptible. 


� See Chronicles of the American Dance, ed. Paul Magriel (New York: Da Capo Press, 1978).


�  On the connection between cleanliness and modernity, see Wigley, fn 3.   On cleanliness and imperialism, see Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (New York: Routledge, 1995).  


�  Kenji Yoshino, Covering: A Hidden Assault on Our Civil Rights (New York: Random House, 2006).     





