
243. Darkytown Rebellion 

Kara Walker. 2001 C.E. Cut paper and projection on wall 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 (challenges) the participant’s tolerance for imagery that occupies the nebulous space between racism and race 

affirmation 

 a brilliant pattern of colors washes over a wall full of silhouettes enacting a dramatic rebellion, giving the viewer 

the unforgettable experience of stepping into a work of art. Walker’s talent is not about creating controversy for 

its own sake, but building a world that unleashes horrors even as it seduces viewers 

 (It) occupies a 37 foot wide corner of a gallery. This ensemble, made up of over a dozen characters, plays out a 

nightmarish scene on a single plane: one figure stands upright over his severed limb, despite his bleeding leg 

stump, with bones protruding from his hips; another figure, also exhibiting a severed limb, rolls on his back; a 

woman with a bonnet and voluminous hoop skirt may be attacking a smaller figure on its back, perhaps a crying 

baby, with a long, plunger-like instrument 

 reflects on the historical representation of African Americans in American visual culture 
o Walker is one of several African-American women who use art to engage with and challenge 

visualizations of race within popular culture; others include Renee Cox, Adrian Piper, and Faith Ringgold 

 much of her work in documents reflecting life before and after the Civil War 
o not attempting to correct a late-nineteenth century depiction of African-Americans but rather to broach a 

discussion: are these merely images from the past or do these caricatures still resonate in the twenty-first 

century? 

 Why Silhouette? 

o Walker’s dedication to recovering lost histories through art is a way of battling the historical erasure that 

plagues African Americans, like the woman lynched by the mob in Atlanta. Though this lynching was 

published, how many more have been forgotten? Who was this woman, what did she look like, why was she 

murdered? The impossibility of answering these questions finds a visual equivalent in the silhouetted voids in 

Walker’s artistic practice. 

o Silhouettes began as a courtly art form in sixteenth-century Europe and became a suitable hobby for ladies and 

an economical alternative to painted miniatures, before devolving into a craft in the twentieth century. 

Traditionally silhouettes were made of the sitter’s bust profile, cut into paper, affixed to a non-black 

background, and framed. Except for the outline of a forehead, nose, lips, and chin all the subject’s facial details 

are lost in a silhouette, thus reducing the sitter to a few personal characteristics.  

 In Walker’s hands the minimalist silhouette becomes a tool for exploring racial identification. 

  All things being equal, what distinguishes the white master from his slave in Darkytown Rebellion? 

Walker forces the viewer to confront the visual cues that make up stereotypes: these cues distill 

human forms into basic and arbitrary shapes that compose the basis of racial discrimination 

Darkytown Rebellion does not attempt to stitch together facts, but rather to create something more potent, to imagine the 

unimaginable brutalities of an era in a single glance 



 


