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The black-white power dynamic in the West has been fixed for the past four centuries due to the colonialism and enslavement.  As Stuart Hall notes, when there are “gross inequalities of power” stereotyping occurs as a part of locking the ‘Other,’ the low people on the totem pole, into that position.  Webster’s dictionary defines a freak as “a person or animal that is markedly unusual or deformed.”  The black sideshow freak, was markedly unusual and deformed by his skin color and the performative behavior as wild man made further indictment that the deformity was on his inside as a part of his nature as well.  These black sideshow freak characters, living stereotypes, were needed to reinforce the concept of otherness to maintain the power dynamic in Western society.  The mythology, as Roland Barthes would say, was about obscuring the social conflict not revealing it.  


In Toni Morrison’s post-slavery novel Beloved, the three central characters, Sethe, Denver and Paul attend a local carnival on Colored Thursday, the day that black people are permitted to attend.  She describes the fair’s customers  as “breathless with the excitement of seeing white people loose: doing magic, clowning, without a head or with two heads, twenty feet tall or two feet tall, weighing a ton, completely tattooed, eating glass  …   and beating each other up.”  (Morrison, 48)  The white people who perform in the festival are freaks by profession, meaning that they live on the fringes of acceptable white society, much in the way that the Colored Thursday customers do on a daily basis.  Nonetheless, the carnies are able to console themselves that even in their wretched position, they are still white and better than the African-American onlookers.


Morrison’s white carnies spit at their 400 black guests, call them racial slurs and cut their performances short,  but she reemphasizes that “two pennies and an insult were well spent if it meant seeing the spectacle of whitefolks making a spectacle of themselves.”  (Morrison, 48)  This excursion provided our main characters and the other ex-slaves in their town the opportunity for one day to view white people as Other.  These were people who, being marginalized, were presumably always the object of the gaze, always the seen and never the seer.  Seeing is the right of the powerful.  As Rachel Adams writes in her essay “The Black Look and the ‘Spectacle of Whitefolks,’” “the bodies of freaks and slaves, conceived as the property of others, bar them from the comforts and privileges of a humanity that exceeds the limits of corporeal identity.”  (Adams, 166) Each group is unable to escape its fate due to its physicality.  However, when the two disenfranchised groups meet, rather than seeing their similarities they have disdain for one another.  


Morrison’s character Paul D is a man who has borne the full physical horrors of slavery, and as a result purposely parcels out his love, self-protectively, in tiny bits.  A largely serious character, Paul D comes alive at the carnival, laughing, spending money and socializing.  A small but key moment is when Paul D encounters the fair’s caged Wild Man:  “When Wild African Savage shook his bars and said wa, wa, Paul D told everybody he knew him back in Roanoke.” (Morrison, 49)   Paul D, a character who has actually been wrongfully imprisoned encounters a  caged representation of black savagery and makes a joke of it.  He is unable to laugh at the ‘realness’ of his own situation, but can poke fun at the performative set-up.`


It is interesting to note that an important part of the carnival experience was the belief that many of the characters presented were hoaxes.  The famed Ripley named his show, “Believe it or Not.”  As with Barthes description of the wrestlers, the public recognizes the characters and their roles, and finds satisfaction in these roles being fulfilled.  Although Toni Morrison’s tale is a fictional account, Wild African Savage had many factual counterparts.  The wild man was a stock carnival character along with the bearded lady and little people.  Although the original circus wild man was white, almost all subsequent representations were men of color, or less often, white men dressed as men of color.  (Adams, 157)  A parallel to Paul D’s exchange with the Wild Man of Roanoke was detailed in the 1913 biography of ring man George Middleton: “In the sideshow we have a big Negro who we had fitted up with rings in his nose. …  Along came two Negro women and remarked, ‘See that nigger over there?  He ain’t no Zulu, that’s Bill Jackson.  He worked over here at Camden on the dock.’ …  Poor old Bill Jackson was as uneasy as if he was sitting on needles, holding the shield between him and the two Negro women.”  (Adams, 161)  The so-called wild man is unmasked at the revelation.  His purpose, which is to terrify, is neutralized by the truth of his existence.  Writer Rachel Adams declares that when the women break the fourth wall as Paul D does, this is a moment of resistance where they refuse to enter into the fictional representation of this man.  Furthermore, they are refusing to enter into the representation of themselves.  Similarly, a white viewer who visits the well known “What is It,” exhibit dismisses its wild man, said to be the missing link between man and beast, as “bosh.” Knowing that one is being fooled does not take away the potency or purpose of the image.  The same visitor went on to remark that the wildman was “clearly an idiotic Negro.” (Adams, 160)  


The “What is It” character was a black man displayed in P.T. Barnum’s Museum.  Barnum claimed that the man billed as an “it” had been captured by gorilla hunters in West Africa.  For years the man ’performed’ in a cage while onlookers prodded him and threw things to gage what ‘it’ was by his reaction.  The two burning questions of the Western world in the nineteenth century were (a) Should ‘we’ (whites) feel guilty (or were we wrong) for enslaving human beings? ; and (b) How are we to live with these savages among us?  The answers offered by the wild man representation are a) These beings are not human beings; and (b) without white control, this is what the ’other’ can and will revert to.   Many years later,  it was revealed that the “What is It?” was really William Henry Johnson of Bridgeport Connecticut.  In 1926 at age eighty-four he said of his Wild Man experience, “Well, we fooled ‘em a long time, didn’t we?”  (Fausto-Sterling, 78)


According to Stuart Hall, “Stereotyping … is part of the maintenance of social and symbolic order.    […] It facilitates the ’binding’ or bonding together of all of Us who are ’normal’ into one ’imagined community’; and it sends into symbolic exile all of Them - The Others-  who are in some way different - beyond the pale.”  (Hall, 258)  The wild man representation was an embodiment and projection of racial and sexual fantasies about black men.  His out of control behavior represented the fear and fantasy of his stereotyped insatiable sexual nature.  However, the cage showed that the master was still the one in control, and able to render this roaring stand in for the black penis impotent. 


The wild savage representation was not only a feature of the sideshow, but also of the museum and laboratory.  Even though the concept of biology as destiny was largely unquestioned, scientists doggedly sought to create proof for these theories.  The most famous example of freak as scientific subject was Sarah Baartman, sarcastically called the Hottentot Venus.  Sarah Baartman was a South African woman exhibited first in Piccadilly Circus in England then in Paris in the early nineteenth century.  The ‘wild woman’ was displayed due to the fascination in her steatopygia, large buttocks.  Baartman sat on a platform in a cage dressed in tight, skin colored clothing.  A Keeper ordered her to walk or dance as visitors poked her butt to see whether it was real.  (Hawthorne, 1) Europeans became obsessed with Baartman, creating bawdy tunes, shows, and artwork that focused on her body and its perceived deformity.  She was not only examined by physiologists, but zoologists, who branded her a female missing link character. When her exhibit closed, she was replaced with a South American Venus, a Brazilian native.  (Fausto-Sterling, 77)


Stuart Hall noted this obsession with Baartman’s rear end be one of transference.  The part of the obsession that went physically unseen until Baartman’s death was her so called Hottentot apron, a labia enlarged by manipulation for beauty purposes.  The “sexual object of the onlookers gaze was displaced from her genatalia … to her buttocks.”  (Hall, 267)  Thus, Baartman became a public fetish.  Again, the African with oversized sexual genital to mirror her oversized sexual nature, as is the collective fantasy and stereotype of black men.  


It is difficult, given the time period and situations, to gage to what degree Baartman and the wild men  were willing participants in the spectacle.  The question brings to mind Hattie McDaniel, the African American actress who won an Oscar for Gone With the Wind.  When uplift-the-race organizations criticized for repeatedly playing the stereotypical Mammy, she was reported to have said, “Why should I complain about making seven thousand dollars a week playing a maid.  If I didn’t I’d be making seven dollars a week actually being one.”  (Witt, 258)  Regarding the sideshow performers, all we have are similar anecdotal accounts.  Perhaps people were willing participants because they needed the money or their nineteenth century sensibilities saw no problem with performative work that we see today as being clearly so degrading.  Maybe the question is too modern.  Then again, perhaps they were somewhat owned by the carnival.  After all, the term white slavery was coined around the carnival world.  


In fact, in 1810 abolitionists, alarmed by the ’performance’ brought Peter Cezar to court, charging him with involuntary servitude.  They witnessed that Baartman was reported to sigh often and be sullen and uncooperative during the exhibit.  Cezar produced a contract, written in Dutch, that revealed that Baartman ‘agreed’ to servant duties including being exhibited for twelve guineas per year. Second hand accounts have her testifying that she was not sexually abused, although she could use some warmer clothes.  (Fausto-Sterling, 76)  For his paying gig, Wild Man Calvin Bird of Georgia had a silver plate inserted in his scalp onto which horns were screwed.  He enlisted the help of Syracuse Hospital to have them removed.  There is also the account of a Baltimorean who stole away to the hospital to recuperate from “the forced diet of raw meat and blood and the chill of performing during cold weather dressed only in a loincloth.”  (Adams, 159)  William “What Is It” Henry Johnson was reported to have been well paid to keep his identity secret.    (Fausto-Sterling, 78)  The overt truth is probably that given the non-existent ‘better option,’ Sarah Baartman, Hattie McDaniel, and the various wild men probably would have opted out of playing the worst representation of themselves.  The underlying truth is that they too might have believed in the ugly representation of themselves that they played.


According to Stuart Hall, in his essay “The Spectacle of The ‘Other,’” Sarah Baartman became the embodiment of difference “and her difference was “represented as a pathological form of otherness.”  As one Londoner remarked, they had never seen such a “heavy-arsed heathen.”  (Hall, 265)  By contrast with the perceived ugliness of Baartman’s hair, face, and body,  Europeans were able to reinforce the beauty of themselves.  The majority of people of color at the time were male.  (Fausto-Sterling, 77)  Thus it was ‘strange’ not only to see Baartman, but any woman of color.  One facet of the Baartman fascination was that of wild savage with uncontrollable sexuality.  We do not know any specific details of her personal life, yet it was noted that Baartman, smoked, drank excessively, and was alleged to be sexually aggressive, unacceptable behaviors for any woman .  (Faust-Sterling, 90)  Interestingly enough, the slang definition for freak in modern times is someone who is oversexed and insatiable.   Baartman was physically the antithesis of the cult of true womanhood.

The facts vary about who exactly the woman was, given the Dutch name Saartjie, later anglicized to Sarah, as a person.  Well-known scholars such as Stuart Hall, well known publications, such as Time Magazine and everyone in between have widely differing accounts as to her age, where exactly she was really from, how many children she had, which languages she spoke, how she felt about her status and profession, and even the cause of her death.  This is peculiar for a public figure in such recent times.  Reports include that Sarah Baartman died of smallpox, pneumonia or alcohol poisoning. In addition, although Baartman was alternately referred to as both a Hottentot and a Bushwoman, these are two separate groups.  In fact, the Hottentots as a coherent tribe had not existed for 200 years.  (Fausto-Sterling, 67)  The details that would have made her a person obviously were not important to those doing the documenting at the time.   It was later uncovered that the said Hottentot characteristic steatopygia was not characteristic of any particular people, and in fact an abnormality.  (Faust-Sterling, 78)   The only ’factual’ information available about Baartman are the scientific measurements made after her death, and what was observed while she was on display.  In trying to learn about her, we are forced to take her apart and reconstruct her again and again. Her thinghood is complete.


Biologist George Cuvier claimed Baartman’s body in the name of science after her death.  This was the time of physiognomy and phrenology.  As was common, her skull was measured to determine her level of intelligence.  Scientists who had examined her had been unable to study her genitals as completely as they wished.  “She scarcely wished to remove for even a moment the handkerchief with which she hid her organs of generation.”  (Faust-Sterling, 79)  Cuvier refers to her corpse as “my Bushwoman.”  They not only quantify and qualify her body, but literally reduce Baartman to the sum of her parts by casting and cutting her body into pieces, which have been preserved.  In other words, the wild and uncontrollable has literally been tamed, controlled and tamed posthumously.  (Faust-Sterling, 83)  The Us/Them and Normal/Other difference is been marked by Baartman’s body, the signifier of the truth of her inferiority and the superiority of the Europeans .



My fifteen minute short film opera?word.opera., a radical re-cut of last year’s Ophelia’s Opera, is a domestic violence revenge film.  The film tells the story of a young, African-American, heterosexual couple.  The man, Mark, is about 6’4, dark-skinned, and has a football players physique.  The woman, Ophelia, is 4’11, white-skinned and diminutive, and being abused by Mark who ultimately rapes her when she rejects his proposal.  Mark screams when he is angry, and unable to control himself, he hits and Ophelia. When he is angry, Mark is the personification of the Wild Man, roaring, terrifying and seemingly unpredictable.
 


My cinematographer, a biracial black-identifying man, was outraged that I, a black woman, was showing a black man in such light.  He declared that the project was a slap in the face to Africa, and insinuated that I was a sellout.  He went on to proclaim that I obviously did not understand the ramifications of adding to the negative images of black men, and offered that he, a short white-skinned man play the role over the big, black actor.  I countered that it was important for me to show this woman being terrorized by someone twice her size, and that for me, it was crucial to break the taboo of airing our communal dirty laundry.


In February,  I watched the film in Vermont, with an all-white audience for the first time.  This was after a long day in which I heard two different people in two different situations make joking references to “a big, black man,” i.e.  “and I turned around and-- gasp-- there was a big, black man there!”   In each case, the folks there all laughed along, needing no further information than that the man in question was big and black and therefore a scary potential wild man.  I asked one of the women if this was a common reference point of fear for white people, and she said, yes.  I watched the movie, half cringing as my mild-mannered-in-person actor screamed, cursed and abused per my direction, in an audience of white people, knowing that this big, black man is a common point of their fear.  I am still deciphering how I feel about ‘my wild man.’


In 1998, Toni Morrison’s Beloved was made into a movie by Harpo Films, the production company of talk show magnate Oprah Winfrey.  Winfrey selected Jonathan Demme, director of horror film Silence of the Lambs to tell the story.  Morrison was reportedly incensed that a white man was hired to direct the story, but she had sold the rights to Winfrey and has since refused to comment of the film saying only that is not of her creation.  The film with all of these seemingly home run elements, Oprah Winfrey, Toni Morrison, Danny Glover, Jonathan Demme was a box office flop.   The carnival scene referred to earlier is one of the many essential  nuances that Demme either glossed over or missed altogether.  Obviously a film and a book are two different animals, and one could only hope to approximate Morrison’s sense of poetry on screen.  However, it seems that Demme was not even able to approximate the correct genre for the piece, and this is why it falls apart.   Demme attempts to recreate Beloved as a horror film rather a magical realism piece.


Stamp Paid, another one of Morrison’s ex-slaves in Beloved remarks, “Whitepeople believed that whatever the manners, under every dark skin was a jungle.  Swift, navigable waters, swinging screaming baboons, sleeping snakes, red gums ready for their sweet white blood. … The more coloredpeople spent their strength trying to convince them how gentle they were, how clever and loving, how human, the more they used themselves up to persuade whites of something Negroes believed could not be questioned, the deeper and more tangled the jungle grew inside.”  (Morrison, 198)  Although Baartman spoke her native language, Dutch, some English and some French, she was viewed as a wild woman.  Due to Cuvier’s prominence, his writing on Baartman were accepted as the authentic description of the generic African woman, oversexed, unfeminine and subhuman, confirmed.  (Sheftall, 18)  Some of the language that is used to describe tennis prodigies Venus and Serena Williams include Amazons and tennis machines.  There is a man who stands in the parking lot after as many of their matches as he can get to selling sketches of the girls as half human-half horse protesting the fairness of them competing with “women.”   
In New York City, we had a modern freak show character, nicknamed by the press, The Wildman of 96th Street, a mentally ill crack head who, as the press put it often, “terrorized the neighborhood.”  This Wildman was invoked in political ads and was a part of strategy that ultimately led Rudy Guiliani to defeat David Dinkins, New York’s first African American mayor.  The subtext of reasoning was, We need to be protected from the ‘Other.’ How can Dinkins help rid the city of wild men if he too is the ‘Other?’  Where is his allegiance? Baartman and her contemporaries served a dual purpose.  They not only were the embodiment of the stereotype-- you’ve seen it now believe it -- for white people to affirm their superiority, but they also served to make black people confirm their inferiority.  As I was editing this paper on a New York City subway, two African American women remarked about a co-worker that she was “as black and ugly as a goddamned monkey.”  Sound familiar?     
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� In that moment, he evoked for me many of the racism vs. feminism debates that I’d read about in the past:  How the brothers in the civil rights movement demanded that if sisters joined with white women in the feminist movement that they were betraying the movement, how during the 1974 Broadway opening of Ntozake Shange’s  for colored girls…, black men protested what they perceived as their negative portrayal, and how the same fate earmarked Alice Walker’s novel The Color Purple and Spielberg’s adaptation of it.  I was being posed the question once again, does your allegiance lie with your blackness or your womanhood?   I am as much African-American as I am a woman.  I am as oppressed, marginalized or fetishized  equally for each.  It is a habit of the oppressed to compete for bragging rights over who has had it worse.   I am angered that the gentlemen picketing  for colored girls… were oblivious to the lines of  black women around the corner on their first Broadway excursion.  It hurts me deeply that  The Color Purple opponents were so insensitive of their sisters who cried, “That is me.”  I was heart-broken that this man who had been a friend did not care that it was a black man who had abused me in college.  The women in my crew protested, sharing their stories that needed to be told.  When the film was screened, I was proud to have told the story, and received positive feedback from women of all races.
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