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Frank Mehring

How Silhouettes
Became “Black™

The Visual Rhetoric of
the Harlem Renaissance

Silhouettes confront us in our daily encounters with new digital
media, advertisements, computer games, and films. They appear in
the outline of company logos on smartphones and iPads, and on
movie posters and advertisements in global urban environments.
They remind us of the iconic Bat-Signal in the DC Comics series and
the silhouetted credit sequences by Maurice Binder for the James
Bond films. Silhouettes have also informed visual styles in fine art from
Aaron Douglas and Winold Reiss, via Jacob Lawrence and Romare
Bearden, to Kara Walker. Echoes of such precedents are perceptible
in the i'Tunes gift cards offered in supermarkets from Berlin to Paris
and New York (fig. 1). The cards use dancing silhouettes in front
of monochromatic backgrounds in green, pink, and blue to gain the
attention of and generate a specific affect among consumers. These
silhouettes are highly recognizable all over the world. Despite the
persuasive powers of silhouettes in the modern art and media world,
this ancient art form and its cultural reinterpretation in different
media contexts have received comparatively little attention.
In this essay, | argue that during the Harlem Renaissance! the
allegedly obsolete art of silhouettes underwent a significant change.
Winold Reiss, African Many artists turned to the European art of cutouts to create a remark-

Phantasy: Awakening, able bridge between aspiring African American artists in the field

from The New Negro:
An Interpretation

(detail, see fig. 7). that was appealing, instantly recognizable, and easily reproduced in

of literature and white audiences. The quest for a modernist visual code
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print media, and that could cross ethnic and racial boundaries, pro-
duced a striking visual rhetoric. I show that 1920s silhouettes function
as a paradigmatic case for analyzing the complex process of Ameri-
canization and cultural reappropriation by way of intermedial
circulation and remediation.

How can we critically map, analyze, and evaluate this process?
In the United States, nineteenth-century immigration and industrial-
ization led to challenges in communication within a culture defined
by ethnic differences, intercultural confrontations, and challenges
in multilingual encounters. In order to create a national culture, artists
were encouraged to develop a visual rhetoric capable of addressing
an extremely diverse audience.2 In particular, cultural transmission
from central Europe to the United States contributed to making
silhouettes a key element for pioneering work in American modern-
ism. Furthermore, taking a critical look at the transmission, circula-
tion, and mediation of silhouettes in art and popular culture, I argue
that there is a racial dimension encoded that continues to inform the
use of silhouettes.

The visual aesthetics of silhouettes often evoke a sense of kinetic
energy, rebellious attitude, and performance styles associated with
African American culture. My guiding question therefore is, how
could silhouettes contribute to a new visual rhetoric that both affirmed

African American cultural recognition and became complicit in
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racialized fantasies of modernism? Or, to frame it as an ironic paradox,
how did silhouettes become black? With the term “black,” I am
referring both to the problematic racialized denominator of African
Americans as well as the color code for silhouettes. While cutouts were
most often (but not always) produced on black paper, they usually
referred to white bourgeois people. Thus my aim is to trace the gene-
alogy of an artistic form that in Western civilization traditionally
referred to profiles of white people and later became more and more
associated with the figuration of African Americans’ culture of creative
self-expression. One of the turning points in the use of silhouettes
can be traced to the Harlem Renaissance, which coincided with
several revolutions in mass media: the advent of radio broadcasting,
the premiere of sound films such as The Jazz Singer (1927), the
popularization of the gramophone and race records, and what could
be described as an Afro-Americanization of popular music.

[ trace the ambivalent use of silhouette bodies in three parts.
First, I briefly evoke the emergence of silhouette cutouts in nineteenth-
century Furope. Second, I trace transatlantic and inter-American
processes of transmission in silhouette aesthetics, with a specific focus
on the different styles of silhouettes employed by the German immi-
grant artist/designer Winold Reiss, the African American painter Aaron
Douglas, and the Mexican caricaturist Miguel Covarrubias (19o4—
1957) during the Harlem Renaissance. Third, I outline a palimpsest
situation in the use of silhouettes in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries. By turning to recent research in transatlantic
transfer, my effort to reconnect the literary Harlem Renaissance with
the visual communication of today’s digital media brings into focus
the intermediary and transnational dimension in the use of silhouette
bodies in popular culture.3

Silhouettes in Black and White: Theoretical Premises
By focusing on the intersection of American art history, media studies,
and American studies, | successively identify moments of intercultural
contact in different media environments; trace specialized groups
or individuals of cultural mobility, translators, and intermediaries; and
map interpictorial clusters (in the sense of Udo Hebel)4 in which
silhouettes (re)emerge.> On the one hand, the lack of research regard-
ing complex processes of resignification of silhouettes in American
modernism and the digital age has hindered visual studies to fully recog-
nize developments in the quest for an “American” code of commu-

nication. On the other hand, the commercial sector and marketing
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industries often utilize silhouettes without an awareness of the
underlying primitivist, racialized, and gendered fantasies that inform
the visual discourse and processes of aesthetic empowerment.

Silhouettes offer a remarkably rich, unexplored corpus of images
emerging from ancient Greece and China, transmitted via the
Western culture of portraiture and twentieth-century advertising to
the digital age of remediation and global image distribution processes.6
The novel functions of silhouettes in American modernist advertise-
ment and art create unforeseen opportunities of intercultural
communication. Because of their close relationship to stereotypes,
itis of central importance to also analyze how silhouettes can lead
to misunderstandings and intercultural confrontations. In the first case,
silhouettes signify a democratic promise of aesthetic empowerment
transcending national and cultural boundaries. In the second case,
silhouettes can trigger projections that rely on colonial fantasies and
asymmetric gender power relations that continue to inform perfor-
mance culture. How can we understand this paradoxical effect?

[ turn to concepts of remediation. With “remediation,” I refer
to a process of translation or transformation of one medium into
another. In the case of silhouettes, the remediation undergoes several
developmental stages from shadow plays, illustration, and film to
painting and advertisement. Depending on the medium, the transfor-
mation creates different effects and operates as a form of memory,
interpretation, recontextualization, popularization, and upgrade, as
well as reaffirmation of older media in the digital age. My understand-
ing of remediation refers to a process that David Bolter and Richard
Grusin describe as media “continually commenting upon, reproduc-
ing and replacing each other.”7 If we agree with Marshall McLuhan
that new media often make us more self-conscious of their predeces-
sors, we should ask in which ways silhouette artists draw on residual
media (in the sense of Charles R. Acland) by reconfiguring, renewing,
and recycling visual styles that have been neglected, abandoned, or
thrashed over the course of time.8

In my analysis, I aim to understand the processes related to
projective seeing. | find the concept of interpictoriality® useful since
it puts special emphasis on visual dialogues, exchanges, and negotia-
tions in categories such as imitation, parody, quotation, or variation —
elements that are at the heart of the visual discourse in today’s multi-
valent use of silhouettes in art and audiovisual media. While the
concept shares theoretical structures with literary intertextuality, inter-

pictoriality is not only concerned with documentation and description
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of relations, influences, or sources, but rather investigates, in the words
of Udo Hebel, “the semantic and semiotic implications of the frame(s)
of reference and act(s) of signification added to the respective image
by means of its interpictorial rhetoric.”'0 There is a semantic surplus
behind the image, which allows for participation, signification,

transformation, and resignification.n

The Origins of Silhouettes in Transatlantic Contexts
At the very time when silhouettes had become seemingly obsolete at
the turn of the twentieth century, E. Nevill Jackson called for a precise
historical overview to bring to attention the art of silhouettes in the
United States. In 1911, she argued: “Surely it is high time the art of
black profile portraiture had a historian of its own and the great masters
of silhouette portraiture were rescued from oblivion. Shadows are
impalpable things which fade away almost before we are aware of their
existence.”2 How can we describe silhouettes? The most general
definition in the Oxford English Dictionary identifies a silhouette as
a “dark outline,” for example, “a shadow in profile,” which appears
“against a lighter background.” When it comes to the representation of
human beings, silhouettes refer to “a portrait obtained by tracing the
outline of a profile, head, or figure by means of its shadow or in some
other way, and filling in the whole with black; an outline portrait cut
out of black paper; a figure or picture drawn or printed in solid
black.”3 The process of cutting a silhouette can also be reversed so
that the portrait is cut as a hole and then placed on dark material
to bring about the profile. Sometimes we also encounter portraits that
are cut on white paper and mounted on black.™
While the roots of silhouettes can be traced to Paleolithic times in
which vases from ancient Greece show black figures in profile, Pliny
the Elder connects silhouettes in his Natural History (AD 77—79) with
the very origins of art. Pliny describes how in 600 BC Dibutades, the
daughter of a Corinthian potter, traced the profile of her lover on a
wall before he left on a journey. During the period of romantic classi-
cism with its interest in the classical past, the mythical story of the
first silhouette artist and the artistic practice gained particular atten-
tion. Jean-Baptiste Regnault’s work entitled The Origin of Painting
from 1785 is merely one of many artworks from the era to capture the
romanticized version of shadow traces.
In Germany, silhouette art reached its climax in the second part
of the eighteenth century, with its centers in Weimar, Dessau, and
Berlin. In 1779, Friedrich C. Miiller provided the first overview in his
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book Ausfiihrliche Abhandlung tiber die Silhouetten und deren Zeich-
nung, Verjiingung, Verzierung und Vervielfdltigung. With the silhouette
chair and the so-called Storchschnabel, a technical device created by
the Jesuit Christoph Schreiner in the early seventeenth century, silhou-
ettes could be created in a mechanical fashion.'> In his extremely
successful book Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beférderung der Mensch-
enkenntnis und Menschenliebe, published in 1775, Johann Caspar
Lavater (1741-1801) argued that the silhouette was the most truthful and
immediate reflection of a human being; in the profile, one could trace
a person’s character. Lavater built on the theories of the Dutch physi-
cian Petrus Camper (1722-1789) who showed via changes in the profile
that human beings moved away from the world of animals. Lavater’s
pseudoscience gained great popularity among many intellectuals.
When Lavater visited Goethe in Frankfurt in 1777, the German poet
was fascinated by his approach to revealing individual characteristics of
a person in the tracing of his or her profile (fig. 2).

In 1794, Lavater’s book was published in the United States in an
abridged version with plates engraved by Samuel Hill under the title
Essays on Physiognomy. Lavater’s ideas were disseminated widely
thanks to inexpensive paperback versions. Theorists such as Thomas
Dobson, whose essay on physiognomy was published in the United
States in his Encyclopedia: or, Dictionary of Arts Sciences and Misc.
Literature (1790-1797), presented the classification of human features
as an accepted science.

In the 1830, the silhouette mania reached the United States
because of the work of artists such as August Edouart (1789-1861), who
has been hailed as the “Raphael of Shadowgraphy.”1¢ In the United
States between the Jacksonian era and the period known as
Reconstruction, the popularity of silhouettes flourished because of a
specific cultural situation distinct from that of Europe. First, the
ever-increasing flow of immigrants to the New World created a large
market for silhouette artists.”” Immigrants with little or no disposable
income turned to the inexpensive yet accurate quality of shadow
profiles as a means of communication across the Atlantic. Silhouettes
were fast, cheap, and portable, and thus perfectly suited for physical
transport across the Atlantic to provide a sign of life for those friends and
family members who stayed behind.’8 Second, Americans embraced
more enthusiastically than Europeans the new techniques of employ-
ing modern machinery for the act of shadow tracing. These silhouettes
acquired the quality of “authentic” snapshots representing a forward-
looking new nation. The silhouette machines from the early 1800s
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Goethe vor einem
Grabmal mit weiblicher
Biiste (Goethe facing

a grave monument),
ca.1780. Cut paper.
From Hans Wahl and
Anton Kippenberg,
Goethe und seine

Welt (Leipzig, Ger.:
Insel-Verlag, 1932), S.92.

predate the arrival of photography and later amateur Kodak cameras
by several decades. Thus, silhouettes mark the first visual media revolu-
tion in the sense of Walter Benjamin’s famous thesis on “art in the
age of mechanical reproduction.” Third, the experience of comparing
silhouette profiles among Dutch, English, Irish, French, French
Canadian, German, Italian, Polish, Russian, and Scandinavian
immigrants made Americans particularly susceptible to the theories
of physiognomy published by Lavater.

Edouart ranks among the most prolific silhouette artists in the

United States, producing about six hundred cutouts per year between
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August Edouart,

The Magic Lantern
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9% x13%in. (2413 x
34 cm). The Metro-
politan Museum of Art,
New York. Bequest
of Mary Martin, 1938,
38.145.392.

1842 and 1844, and accumulating about three thousand silhouettes of
the most prominent American citizens during his travels through the
United States. His work includes silhouettes of upper-class members of
the economic and political elite and social reform movements, but
also slaves from the South. His elaborate tableau of a large mid-
dle-class family attending a magic lantern show links silhouettes with
the world of shadow productions (fig. 3). At the same time, the cutouts
in front of a lithography link silhouettes with popular entertainment
foreshadowing the use of silhouettes in the medium of film, albeit in
reverse order with the audience rather than the iconic figures
on-screen appearing in silhouettes.

As a matter of fact, when a large-scale exhibition on American
silhouettes was staged in New York, Edouart’s work on portraits was
hailed in the New York Tribune as offering “so complete a pictorial
record of the social and political history of the time (1839—49) as
probably no other nation possesses.”20 The exhibition was prominently
announced. The author described silhouettes as a kind of “ghost of
the modern photograph” (fig. 4). When photographs had successfully
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replaced the art of silhouette cutouts, the older medium became part of
a national cultural heritage for display in museums or shows. Silhouettes
were now again, as the headline suggested, a “fad.” However, the
silhouettes shown on the newspaper cover do not so much illustrate the
ethnic diversity, which Edouart allegedly captured, but instead depict
prominent white intellectuals, artists, and well-known public figures
such as Marie Antoinette, Mrs. George Griswold, Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, and John Quincy Adams. Meanwhile, however, an empha-
sis on ethnicity and race was crucial for the heated debates about
immigration laws between the time of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act
and that of the Immigration Act from 1924. Silhouette profiles played a
prominent role in establishing a racialized quota system.?!

The connection between immigration, urbanization, and changing
silhouette aesthetics can be traced to the growing preoccupation of
publishers with pictorial media in the early twentieth century and the
rise of urbanization on both sides of the Atlantic. As Jan Baetens has
argued, “Visual print culture and visual storytelling [emerged] by way of
engraving.”22 The woodcuts of the early twentieth century are informed
by Expressionism in the fine arts, the visual codes of Expressionist silent
cinema, and the cartoons of newspapers and journals.23 A striking
example of visual storytelling in print media can be found in Europe at
the beginning of the twentieth century with so-called woodcut novels.
The Belgian-born artist Frans Masereel (1889-1972) coined the term
roman in beelden (novel in pictures). Masereel created stories about
modern urban dwellers surrounded by cityscapes, which seemed to
promise liberation but also embody a sense of claustrophobia, violence,
and self-alienation. His influential work Mon livre d’heures: 167 images
dessinées et gravées sur bois (1919, later published under the title My
Book of Hours in 1922 and afterward as Passionate Journey in 1948) traces
the arrival of a young man in a prototypical European metropolis after
World War L. The black-and-white images tell of moments of crisis
and tragedy and the isolation of urban life. Weary of civilization, the
protagonist embarks on a quest for redemption and inspiration in

“primitivist cultures” (fig. 5). After his return to the city, the young man
assumes a carefree attitude of complete freedom and independence.
Masereel’s visual style is intrinsically linked to the fine arts. It would
soon be appropriated by the commercial arts in the field of advertise-
ment. Like his preceding effort, The Passion of Man (1918), Masereel’s
work influenced a number of artists working in other media such as
writing, music, and film. For example, in the United States, the
German-trained woodcut artist Lynd Ward (19o5-1985) appropriated
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Woodcut from Frans
Masereel, Passionate
Journey: A Vision in

Woodecuts (1919), n.p.

Masereel’s technique to provide an iconographic visual account of
American urban city life during the Great Depression in works such as
Madman’s Drum (1930) and Wild Pilgrimage (1932). In the latter,
Ward uses the Expressionist techniques of woodcut prints to confront
his protagonist with the practice of lynching, contrasting the more
detailed figures of the aggressors in white with the black silhouetted
body of an African American with a rope around his neck hanging
from a tree.2* Woodcut novels are thus one of the “missing links” in
the circulation of images that triggered a renewed interest in the art of
silhouettes to advertise the African American naissance in literature,
art, and music in the United States.

In 1911, E. Nevill Jackson’s The History of Silhouettes opened with
the nostalgic remark that great pleasure comes from “the silhouette of
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bygone days.” While the first chapter offers an overview on “black
profile portraiture,” little did the author know that the term “black”
would soon carry new meanings in the renaissance of silhouettes

in the United States. 'Two years later, a New York exhibition by the
well-known art and antiques dealer Arthur S. Vernay brought new
attention to the technique of silhouette cutouts as an artistic treasure
worth preserving and putting on public display. The emphasis,
however, was on representing cutouts of the white upper class.

New Yorkers, as an article in the New York Tribune suggested in 1913,
“should be particularly interested, as the shades of many of their
ancestors are included.”2> In the past, silhouettes could convey
information on the ethnic background of the sitters. Soon, however,
silhouettes gained a new function: they could convey information
on racial aspirations and cultural recognition.

Interpictoral Clusters and Transatlantic Circulations
In the 1920, silhouettes underwent a remarkable transformation.
The collaboration between immigrant artists from Europe with
Latin American and African American artists led to a reevaluation
of silhouette aesthetics that became most prominently pronounced
in works related to African American culture. The “New Negro”
movement utilized silhouette figures to recodify associations of
silhouettes by opening up new perspectives on African American
music, literature, theater, and dance.

The “dean of African American painters” and leading visual
artist of the Harlem Renaissance,26 Aaron Douglas set out to counter
stereotypical, often degrading images of African Americans with the
very visual genre that is prone to stereotyping because of its radical
omission of detail: silhouettes.2” Turning to mural art and illustra-
tion, Douglas wanted to portray African American lives, dreams,
and realities to provide a new sense of racial uplift, self-recognition,
and general appreciation of the contributions of African Americans
to modern American culture. Silhouettes played a key role in his
artistic vision.

Douglas contributed significantly to American modernist art
with dust jacket designs to create a bridge between readers and
the poetry and fiction emerging from new aspiring artists of the
Harlem Renaissance. Through the support of the white, lowa-born
writer, editor, and photographer Carl Van Vechten (1880-1964),
Douglas was able to establish a fruitful relationship with the
publisher Alfred A. Knopf (1892-1984). The same holds true for
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Langston Hughes (19o2-1967), who published his first poetry collec-
tions with Knopf. The young Miguel Covarrubias was also among
the friends of Van Vechten. Knopf recognized the economic potential
of publishing African American writers in the 1920s. What distin-
guished Knopf from other publishers was his keen interest in bringing
innovative modernist design and high printing quality to the visual
appearance of his books. This involved dust cover designs, book
binding layouts, typeface, page design, and the selection of paper. As
a member of the production department explained, Knopf insisted
on being involved in all processes and called for final approval.28
Knopf established a lasting and highly productive collaboration with
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Van Vechten, Hughes, Covarrubias, and Douglas, commissioning
artwork that was decorative but also significant for the perception of
the contents of the product.29

Douglas’s dust jackets for James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography
of an Ex-Coloured Man (1927), Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem
(1928) (hig. 6) and Banjo (1929), André Salmon’s The Black Venus
(1929), and Langston Hughes’s Not without Laughter (1933) employ
stylized silhouettes of African Americans surrounded by abstract
modern cityscapes or silhouettes in motion, often with references to
music and dances. Because of the different cultural contexts on both
sides of the Atlantic, the associations of silhouette figures shift from
Furopean or Orientalist contexts to African American culture and the

“jazz craze.” Undoubtedly, the dreamlike quality of the exotic stories
represents a powerful tool to stimulate the imagination. In the works
of Douglas and other African American artists such as E.. Simms
Campbell (1906-1971) and Richard Bruce Nugent (1906-1987), the
silhouette bodies assume a double function as shadows and literal
representations of the black body. The setting is not limited to a
dreamlike mythical realm of the imagination. Rather, we often
encounter hybrid spaces that reference both the African mythological
past and the modern urban environment of American big-city life.

The silhouette figures with slit eyes became the most recogniz-
able feature of Douglas’s mural artwork. Douglas’s use of flat, black
silhouettes is tied to the aesthetic vision of the German immigrant
artist Winold Reiss.30 In the 1920s, when Douglas participated in
Reiss’s New York—based art school, he worked as an illustrator receiving
commissioned work in the field of advertisement and book cover
design. The artistic appropriations of Douglas are linked to the trans-
atlantic circulation of silhouettes and wood-block prints. Reiss
functioned as a mediator, teacher, and mentor who enabled Douglas
to collaborate with influential intellectuals and publishers such as
Paul Kellogg (1879-1958), Alain Locke (1885-1954), and Carl Van
Vechten. Indeed, it was Reiss who encouraged Douglas to explore the
German folk art of the Scherenschnitte (cutouts) in order to reflect
on his own African American background.3' Reiss had explored
silhouette aesthetics since his arrival in the United States in 1913 to
contribute to the lively visual culture in New York.

Reiss came to New York with an impressive portfolio. He had
been educated at the Akademie der Bildenden Kiinste (Academy of
Fine Arts) in Munich and had studied with the famous Art Nouveau
painter, sculptor, engraver, and architect Franz von Stuck. He also
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The Reiss Archives.

had attended the Kunstgewerbeschule (School of Applied Arts),
learning from the influential painter, designer, and graphic artist Julius
Diez. Reiss believed that he was riding on top of the “tidal wave of
modernism” that had swept across the Atlantic. Envisioning himself as
a transcultural mediator, he set out to “try and develop the European
conception of modernism in this country.”32

The New Negro: An Interpretation (1925), one of the founding
documents of the Harlem Renaissance, marks a major breakthrough
in the use of silhouettes. The title page of the book features two names
in a prominent position: below the title, just above the center of the
page, Alain Locke is identified as the editor of the anthology; and in

the center of the page, the book decorations and portraits are attributed

to the visual artist Winold Reiss. A prominent drawing in three colors
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is his African Phantasy: Awakening (1925) (fig. 7). Here, we have the
theme of a naissance in the sense of Locke translated into expressive
silhouettes and masks. These imaginations of a new spiritual begin-
ning combine human beings in the shape of African silhouettes in
harmony with nature and the spiritual world. These images are in
dialogue with an epiphany Reiss had during a two-month trip to
Mexico between October and December 1920. Here, Reiss embarked
on a journey driven by his disillusionment with American democracy,
professional and personal challenges after World War [, and a gener-
ally hostile attitude toward all things German in the United States.
After his encounter with Mexican folk art, architecture, landscapes,
and the spirit of the people after the revolution, Reiss expressed his
disappointment with American culture explicitly in December 1920:
“And now that [ am here again in America, the land of today’s perhaps
most extreme egotism and materialism, quite a few thoughts arise

in me clearly which before had been inside me only as foreboding and
longing. Contrast alone can result in deeds and works. Same here.
Returning from a land that has a great, beautiful soul and has been
desperately mistreated and misunderstood, I perceive America to

be repellently dead and lifeless.” Reiss envisioned a new path to
enlightenment in which humanity is the new religion. “We ourselves
are the temple,” Reiss explained.33 He saw a connection between his
art of picturing the human body and the necessity to overcome
selfishness and egotism in the United States. Reiss greatly empathized
with Locke’s project of African American cultural recognition and
suggested to include, among other visual genres, silhouettes in his
manifesto work on African American literature and culture.34

Locke explained that he selected Winold Reiss to illustrate large

parts of The New Negro anthology based on a shared conviction: to
conceive and execute a visual narrative “as a path-breaking guide and
encouragement to this new foray of the younger Negro artists.” Locke
continued to emphasize the innovative approach that Reiss brought
to the visual connection between the poetry, essays, and short stories of
The New Negro and the audience: “In idiom, technical treatment and
objective social angle, it is a bold iconoclastic break with the current
traditions that have grown up about the Negro subject in American
art.”35 Thus, Reiss became an intercultural mediator and teacher for
Douglas who acknowledged his formal and spiritual influence: “I have
seen Reiss’s drawings for the New Negro. They are marvelous. Many
colored people don’t like Reiss’s drawing. We are possessed, you know,
with the idea that it is necessary to be white, to be beautiful. Nine
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times out of ten it is just the reverse. It takes lots of training or a
tremendous effort to down the idea that thin lips and straight nose is
the apogée of beauty. But once free you can look back with a sigh of
relief and wonder how anyone could be so deluded.”36

For example, Douglas’s silhouette drawing Music (1925) shows
how far he appropriated the silhouette designs Winold Reiss had
brought to the art scene of New York. While the silhouettes show a
dancing couple with stylized musical notes in the background, it is
not precisely clear what kind of dances and songs we are supposed to
imagine. Given the reference to African American music, we are
most likely invited to create associations with the latest dance crazes,
such as the black bottom, Charleston, or shimmy, and with Harlem,
the immediate neighborhood of Douglas.37 The association is made
explicit by the position in the book that the editor, Alain Locke,
assigns to the silhouette drawing. The image appears above J. A.
Rogers’s essay “Jazz at Home.” Considering the circulation of silhou-
ette styles in the transatlantic sphere in the 1920s, it is fitting that
Rogers connects the new innovative musical expressions labeled
“jazz” with a style that transcends clearly defined national and racial
codes: “Jazz is a marvel of paradox: too fundamentally human, at
least as modern humanity goes, to be typically racial, too international
to be characteristically national, too much abroad in the world to have
a special home.”38

In a similar fashion, silhouettes represented a paradox. While
pointing toward the bourgeoisie of the Gilded Age, they also func-
tioned as novel signifiers for African American cultural (self-)
recognition. Rogers argues that what was commonly referred to as
jazz was “more at home in Harlem than in Paris.”3® One might argue
in a similar vein that silhouettes, when they emerged as a highly
successful means of advertising in the 1920s, became more and more
associated with a visual code for the African American cultural
renaissance than with nineteenth-century bourgeois portraiture.
Reiss’s Interpretation of Harlem Jazz I (ca. 1924) (hg. 8) captures the
spirit of novel dances in a modernist visual style, which Richard
Powell has identified as a novel kind of “blues aesthetic” in the visual
arts.40 With a reference to an African mask in the upper-right corner,
and a banjo, a key instrument of African American music, between
the male dancer’s feet, Reiss offers a visual staccato rhythm juxtapos-
ing legs, bodies, and modernist layering of geographic forms.#!

The transnational dimension of silhouettes and their connec-
tions to the “New Negro” in the arts is further heightened by the
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Winold Reiss, Interpreta-
tion of Harlem Jazz |
(also published under
the title Drawing in Two
Colors), ca.1924. Offset
lithograph print on

Japanese paper, 20 x 15 in.

(50.8 x 38.1 cm). Gift of
Tjark Reiss. Library of
Congress, Washington,
DC. Prints and Photo-
graphs Division, Winold
Reiss Collection,
LC-USZC4-5687.

presence of the Mexican artist Miguel Covarrubias. His caricatures on
jazz combine silhouette aesthetics with more-detailed outlines of
clothes and emphasize the flow of movements. The connection to
dance and jazz is clearly defined via silhouettes, as his illustrations for
Vanity Fair and Zora Neale Hurston’s work illustrate, to name buta
few creative outlets. In addition, the Mexican artist became friends
with African American musicians such as W. C. Handy, Ethel Waters,
and Florence Mills, and collaborated with Van Vechten, photographer
Nickolas Muray, playwright Eugene O’Neill, and poet Langston
Hughes. All these artists became involved in one way or another with
Covarrubias’s idiosyncratic artistry of silhouette caricatures. Alain
Locke praised his particular source of imagery and contributions to the
visual Harlem Renaissance, emphasizing his Mexican background:

This typical Latin interest and tradition, with its kindly
farce in which there is no hint of social offense or dispar-
agement, no matter how broad or caricaturistic the brush,
is familiar to us now in the work of Miguel Covarrubias.

It may yet be an antidote for that comic art which is so
responsible for the hypersensitive feelings of American
Negroes and stand between them and the full appreciation
of any portrayal of race types. Surely the time has come
when we should have our own comic and semi-serious art,
our own Cruishanks and Max Beerbohms.*2

In addition to a number of highly influential and often repro-
duced caricatures in Vanity Fair and The New Negro, Covarrubias’s
design in stark red, black, and yellow colors for the dust cover of
Langston Hughes’s first publication of poems, The Weary Blues (1920),
is highly recognizable.#3 The silhouette figure of a piano player, the
light of a dull gas light, and the piano keys offer a visual translation of
the first poem of the collection, which also provides the title for the
book. The cover is a striking example of the advertisement industry’s
interest in exploiting the affective power of African American literature
and music. Van Vechten offers a guide regarding how to read the
poems by turning to stereotypes: “[Hughes’s] verses are by no means
limited to an exclusive mood; he writes caressingly of little black
prostitutes in Harlem; his cabaret songs throb with the true jazz
rhythm; his sea-pieces ache with a calm melancholy lyricism; he cries
bitterly from the heart of his race in Cross and the Jester.” This

evocation of prostitutes in Harlem, authentic jazz rhythms, and the
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Aaron Douglas,
Charleston, ca.1928.
Gouache and pencil

on paper board, 14 s x
9'%sin. (37.3 x 24.9 cm).
North Carolina Museum
of Art, Raleigh.
Purchased with funds
from the North Carolina
State Art Society (Robert
F. Phifer Bequest) and
the State of North
Carolina, by exchange.

aching feelings from the heart of the “black race” is found on the back
of the dust cover, thereby inviting the reader to project these stereotypes
onto the silhouetted figure by Covarrubias.

The work of Douglas on African American music resonates with
the aesthetic approaches of Reiss and Covarrubias#4 but adds a new
dimension. Ominous shadows serving as a reference to the African
American trauma of slavery and lynching inject a disturbing subtext in
the visual artwork. A prominent example is Douglas’s gouache-and-
pencil drawing with the somewhat innocent title Charleston from 1928
(fig. 9). With his signature style of slit-eyed silhouettes, he envisions
a contemporary scene in a club where a jazz band plays to an audience
enjoying themselves with drinks and food. The diagonal lines with
slight tonal gradations and various layers of translucent geometrical
forms combine modernist primitivism with popular culture and
American urban imaginations, which Douglas explored in murals such
as Aspects of Negro Life: The Negro in an African Setting (1934) and
Building More Stately Mansions (1944). Douglas places a white silhou-
ette of a rope with a noose at the center of the drawing. His clear
reference to lynching disrupts the joyful scene of nightlife and music,
adding a sense of unexpected violence and a morbid undertone. The
reference ties in with what Ken Gonzales-Day calls a “landscape with-
out memory” and the horrible practice of marketing lynching photo-
graphs, souvenir cards, and postcards.#> Gonzales-Day refers to specific
landscapes or environments in which the history of lynching has been
erased from collective memory. As tens of thousands of African
Americans left the South to find new opportunities in metropolitan
cities in the North and Northeast of the United States in what is known
as the Great Migration, the memory and images of lynching and their
traumatic effects traveled with them. One could point toward media
such as postcards, films such as D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915)
and Oscar Micheaux’s Within Our Gates (1919), and the visualization of
actions of the Ku Klux Klan. Born in Topeka, Kansas, Douglas has a
close biographical link to the experience of the Great Migration. With
the rope at the center of the image, Douglas forces an irrational element
into the otherwise typical scene of urban nightlife in the 1920s. In
addition, Douglas’s Charleston offers another telling visual clue, which
links the silhouette drawing with German Expressionist films: in the
lower quarter, Douglas depicts silhouette hands frantically grasping one
of the relaxed audience members enjoying the musical performance.

The work of Douglas can also be related to pictorial clusters in
Furopean art and cinema. Works such as the 1922 Expressionist horror
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films by Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau (1888-1931) use shadows of the
vampire and particular stylizations of his hands as a means to translate
the intrusion of the irrational and horrific into our world. The ghastly
hands also create an interpictorial reference to the Expressionist master-
piece Das Cabinett des Dr. Caligari (1919) by Robert Wiene (1873—
1938) and even more explicitly to his 1924 film Orlac’s Hinde in which

a concert pianist loses both hands in a train accident.#6 Thanks to a
medical operation, the pianist receives new hands. After he learns that
the hands are from a murderer called Vasseur, he is traumatized and
becomes haunted by nightmarish visions. In the United States, the film
was released under the title The Hands of Orlac in the very year that
Douglas infused the familiar scene of jazz in a music club with the
terrifying image of silhouette hands grasping the audience. Wiene uses
Expressionist techniques to create a strange disconnection between

the sight of hands and the pianist as a person. It is as if the hands have a
life of their own and cannot be controlled any longer. In another classic
of German Expressionist cinema, the shadow of hands emerges as a

sign of death and the supernatural. In the horror classic Nosferatu (1922),
Murnau plays with silhouetted hands on walls to suggest imminent
destruction, death, and disease as the vampire is about to capture his
victim and suck the lifeblood out of the body. Film critic Béla Baldzs felt
that with the vampire’s silhouette (and other images of nature), the film
evokes an “ice-cold breath from the beyond.”#7 It is this evocation of
terror from another sphere that also permeates Douglas’s jazzy bar scene.
The painter appropriates the psychological language of Expressionism
and the uncanny to translate film silhouettes to the specter of lynching
in 1920s America.

With these examples, we understand how silhouettes are racially
codified to create a bridge between texts by African American writers
and an audience that was for the most part made up of white, middle- or
upper-class readers. When Douglas talked about the illustrations he
created for the collection of poems God’s Trombones (1927) by James
Weldon Johnson (1871-1938),48 he closely linked his silhouettes with
Egyptian art. This pattern became his signature visual style: “ used the
Egyptian form, that is to say, the head was in perspective in a profile flat
view, the body, shoulders down to the waist turned half way, the legs
were done also from the side and the feet were also done in a broad
perspective. . .. The only thing that I did that was not specifically taken
from the Egyptians was an eye . . . so you saw it in three dimensions. |
avoided the three dimensions and that’s another thing that made it sort
of unique artistically.”49
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Aaron Douglas, Song of
the Towers, 1966. Qil
and tempera on canvas,
34 x30in. (86.36 x

76.2 cm). Milwaukee
Art Museum, Lent by
State of Wisconsin,
Executive Residence,
Madison, L1.2006.

Interestingly, Douglas does not use the expression silhouette here.
He rather emphasizes the direct connection to African origins. The
statement is in line with Romare Bearden’s evaluation of African
American art at the beginning of the 1930s. In his 1934 article for
Opportunity magazine entitled “The Negro Artist and Modern Art,”
Bearden explained that “at the present time it is almost impossible
for the Negro artist not to be influenced by the work of other men.”50
Bearden criticized particularly the filter of a white artistic tradition,
which prevented African American artists from seeing “with their own
eyes” and expressing themselves in a highly original fashion steeped
in the tradition and environment they live in. As an example, Bearden
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mentions the mural work of Mexican artists such as Diego Rivera and
José Clemente Orozco. In his own art, Bearden repeatedly turned

to the link between jazz and silhouette bodies, thereby reaffirming the
frame of reference in which dark, silhouetted bodies function as
signifiers for African American artistic self-expression. Thus, a creative
interplay exists among the silhouette aesthetics that Winold Reiss
brought to the visual Harlem Renaissance when he collaborated with
Alain Locke on The New Negro, the illustrations of his student Aaron
Douglas for African American magazines and novels, and the continu-
ation of so-called jazz artists such as Jacob Lawrence and Romare
Bearden who interlinked reduced, flat, silhouetted bodies with jazz
music. Bearden, along with Harry Henderson, explicitly outlined the
connection the art of silhouettes had with ancient Greek art and
Cubist experiments: “Douglas’s lively, flat black silhouettes impressed
many publishers, editors, and artists but upset some academically
trained African-American critics. Few realized that he was impressed
by the classic black silhouettes on Greek vases, such as The Return

of Hephaistos, a masterpiece by Lydos in the sixth century B.C. . ..
Utilizing black silhouettes and reducing objects to their basic shapes,
as in Cubist paintings, he created relationships among the flat figural
groups that have a rhythmic movement similar to that in Greek vase
painting. Sometimes these figures were dancing.”>!

In one of his well-known paintings, Song of the Towers from the
series Aspects of Negro Life (1934) (fig. 10), Douglas condenses his
distinctive style in line with his trajectory as an artist. He wanted
his art to be “transcendentally material, mystically objective. Earthy.
Spiritually earthy. Dynamic.”52 Douglas offers a juxtaposition of
silhouetted workers and Cubist representations of skyscrapers. At the
center of the image is the silhouette of an African American saxophone
player and the Statue of Liberty. Concentric circles radiate from the
center. With its emphasis on the centrality of African American
musical expression in the United States, this image breaks with Paul
Whiteman’s agenda to present himself as the true “king of jazz” since
he created the soundtrack of American modernism through sym-
phonic jazz.53 While Whiteman set out to uplift jazz from the realm
of primitivism and civilize it, he actually Europeanized it, adding
symphonic elements and turning down syncopated rhythms, disso-
nances, and elements of improvisation. He thereby streamlined the
different ethnic influences on jazz and took away, as Sieglinde Lemke
argued, “its original hybridity.”>4 Douglas, however, Americanizes
the visual codes for jazz. He incorporates a notion of playfulness

204 Frank Mehring



through arrangements of graphical elements and stylizations of flat
silhouette figures positioned at the heart of hypermodern urban
landscapes in New York. With the concentric circles, Douglas explores
what he calls in an unpublished lecture “correspondences or analogies
between these arts [plastic arts] and music.” Douglas moves beyond
the work of Cubists such as Braque and Picasso and other modernists
such as Mondrian and Casotti to explore the essence of jazz forms
with lines, tones, colors, and texture. At the same time, he goes back
to ancient forms of visual culture to achieve an all-encompassing
visualization: “The use of line in the arts of the Chinese, Japanese,
Indian, and Persian peoples gives one the impression that it is always
drawn with a kind of thythmic response to the total life of the people.”5>
Douglas, thus, offers a synesthetic counterstrategy to the effects of
“whitening jazz” by reconnecting the new soundtrack of American
modernism with African American contributions to the urban experi-
ence of leisure, work, and art.

The image resonates with a wood-block print Douglas created for
Johnson’s poem “Judgment Day.” Johnson describes a biblical scene
in which the angel Gabriel blows his silver trumpet to wake the living
nations. Douglas turns this musical evocation into a visual composition,
which in 1927 fit into the cultural self-recognition Alain Locke and
other African Americans called for. The silhouette image referencing
African masks and the signature slit eyes makes a clear connection to
illustrations dedicated to jazz. In the context of the poem, African
American jazz and silhouettes of the human body take on the function
of calling for a renewed sense of artistic expression for racial uplift.
One could argue that the silhouetted image of an African American
blowing his horn in “Judgement Day” and the playing of the saxophone
in Song of the Towers is what Romare Bearden had in mind when he
envisioned a new kind of artist who “must be the medium through
which humanity expresses itself. In this sense the greatest artists have
faced the realities of life, and have been profoundly social.”56

Repercussions in Black and White
The foregoing effort to critically analyze, map, and evaluate silhouette
aesthetics and the recodification of the eighteenth-century European
tradition of cutouts may help us answer the question whether Douglas
successfully developed an art that was not “white art painted black,”
a problem he communicated to Langston Hughes in a letter from
December 21, 1925. By going back to the origins of art, drawing on ancient
Chinese art reflected through German Scherenschnitte, appropriating
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Cubist experiments, and reconnecting stylized black silhouettes with
African masks, Douglas strove to “bare our arms and plunge them deep,
deep through laughter, through pain, through sorrow, through hope,
through disappointment, into the very depths of the souls of our people
and drag forth material crude, rough, neglected.” In the remainder of
this essay, by drawing attention to the works of Kara Walker and Apple
advertisements, | briefly address the later repercussions of the visual
rhetoric Douglas designed to inspire people to “sing it, dance it, write it,
paint it.”57

In contemporary art, Kara Walker (b. 1969) ranks as the artist who
almost single-handedly has brought new attention to the complex
frames of reference of silhouette cutouts. “T'he silhouette says a lot with
very little information, but that’s also what the stereotype does. So
[ saw the silhouette and the stereotype as linked,” says Walker.>8 Her
work highlights the potential of silhouettes to intervene in the current
discourse on race, class, and gender. The appropriation of silhouette
aesthetics in the murals of Walker has inspired new scholarship on
negative or thoughtlessly stereotyped representations of blacks in the
context of American minstrelsy.5? In Walker’s work, black silhouettes
critically address the trauma of slavery. They are intrinsically linked
to an American narrative of painful exploitation and what Toni
Morrison has described as a white success story realized “on the backs of
blacks.”60 Walker’s silhouettes most often reference African American
people. She builds on a cultural memory in which representations of
blackness are tied to stereotypical silhouettes. This is remarkable
considering that during the heyday of their popularity in the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, silhouettes represented the likeness of
mostly white bourgeois sitters. For example, Endless Conundrum, An
African Anonymous Adventuress (2001) (fig. 11) shows a tableau of various
silhouettes, which in some form or another critically engage with issues
of slavery, sexual exploitation, violence against African Americans,
and deconstructing modernist aesthetics. One image shows a silhouette
dancer with a particular emphasis on her breast and vagina while
bananas are flying around her hips. The image clearly references the
famous banana dance by Josephine Baker who became a celebrity in
the Parisian art scene (and later other European metropolitan centers)
in the 1920s.6" “My works are erotically explicit, shameless. I would
be happy if visitors would stand in front of my work and even feel a little
ashamed because they have . . . simply believed in the project of
modernism,” explains Walker.62 Hence, Walker’s silhouettes are both
beautifully attractive and shockingly repulsive.
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Another revealing case study for modernist appropriations of
veiled racialized fantasies behind silhouette aesthetics is the design
philosophy of Apple, recently put on display in Jonathan Ive’s design
concepts in the exhibition Stylectral (2012) on the history of electro-
design at the Museum fiir Kunst und Gewerbe Hamburg. This
exhibition and the catalogue Apple Design refrain from investigating
the link between physical products and the use of silhouettes in
their marketing campaigns.63 The iPod and the distribution of digital
music files have revolutionized the way we listen to music as few
other inventions since the advent of broadcasting technology in the
1920s. A crucial element in generating consumer interest in and desire
to switch to digital portable playback devices and earphones drew on
visual tropes that date back to ancient Chinese shadow plays. The
second wave of iPod advertisements from 2003 relied on a unified,
distinct campaign of silhouettes in front of brightly colored monochro-
matic backgrounds. The silhouettes suggest highly kinetic energy
captured in dance modes. While the silhouette bodies are black, the
product on display is rendered in white with a distinct emphasis on
the white earphones and cables supplied by Apple. The advertisement
campaign proved to be highly successful on a global scale. One
might argue that what we see is a translation of pop art elements into
the realm of advertisement. However, the use of silhouettes and their
function within popular entertainment challenges cultural critics
to ask about the desires associated with the black silhouette bodies on
display. The images of the Apple commercial tap into the visual
rhetoric of silhouettes to activate both conscious and unconscious
associations and perhaps hidden desires associated with black silhou-
ette bodies in motion.

In our increasingly connected world of digital information,
instant dissemination, and potential manipulation of images, we can
better understand the persuasive function of silhouettes in the field of
advertisement by mapping, tracing, and critically evaluating response
patterns to silhouettes. In the quest for an instantly recognizable and
appealing visual rhetoric, silhouettes can help open up new forms of
self-empowerment and de-hierarchization. Silhouette aesthetics have
been particularly attractive not only for Americans but also for people
outside the United States since silhouettes can express remarkably well
defiant subcultural values like antiauthoritarianism, informality,
immediate corporeal experience, and instant gratification. Silhouettes
continue to inform a visual rhetoric intrinsically tied to the African
historical experience as exemplified by the example of Kara Walker’s
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use of silhouettes as a critical weapon to expose racism and racialized
fantasies of complicity. While the racially codified visual rhetoric
continues to be influential and persuasive, other forms of silhouette
usages are also visible. Silhouettes have informed the pop art revolu-
tion of the 1960s, with Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein at the
forefront. Street art and grafhti often employ silhouettes to draw
attention to specific issues important to local communities. Hollywood
films, television series, music videos, and comics regularly employ
silhouette aesthetics for a specific emotional or dramatic effect. Hence,
the encounter of silhouettes in our modern-day media environment is

best understood as a palimpsest situation.

Conclusions
My analysis of recodification of silhouettes before, during, and after
the Harlem Renaissance turns to interpictorial readings in order to
trace clusters of visual communication practices. My reading reveals
a veiled racialized discourse that forms an integral part of the novel
visual rhetoric in the 1920s. This discourse continues to inform
silhouette aesthetics. For example, the transnational silhouettes of
the Apple iWorld both fulfill and exploit the promise of fusing art and
life by projecting oneself into the narrative of expressive dancing to
hip-hop songs such as “Hey Mama” by the Black Eyed Peas, the song
that accompanied the first silhouette advertisement for the iPod in
October 2003. In comparing the visual repertoire of silhouettes in
European and American contexts, with a particular focus on circula-
tion, reedification, and appropriation, the code of communication
often relies on racial stereotypes. Following an aesthetics agenda of
“amplification through simplification,”64 silhouettes enable viewers
to activate their own fantasies of “the black body” in modernist
environments. At the same time, silhouettes trigger desires of transgres-
sion, of entering into a world that promises adventure, recognition,
and seemingly unrestrained self-expression —themes that artists
explored during the Harlem Renaissance with their new visual
rhetoric. In the age of globalization, the iPod silhouette campaign by
Apple inaugurated an aesthetic response to silhouettes that seemed to
suggest that by listening to the new digital MP3 music format and
using the musical device, you, too, could “become black.”
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