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Abstract

Reading the past through images, either paintings, sketches or photographs, provide another prism through which we may decipher and understand the intricate processes by which perception and identity are continuously being managed. The paper is preoccupied first conceptually with how the picturesque gets conflated with the Caribbean female body in particular, either the sexualized body or the labouring body. Second, it examines how a visual code took root placing lighter skin colour over darker skin, marrying beauty with race, and positioning hierarchies of class with skin colour. The paper works at a third and reflexive level. If by examining the visual text we are engaged in the process of decoding the meanings either inherent or unintended by the image-makers themselves, the paper questions the project of visuality itself. The invention of the gendered picturesque clearly created hierarchies of visibility and invisibility among women and men, or froze them into specific work and family roles.  How may the contemporary visual interpretations unfold hidden passages and textures of the past that have not come to light, and equally how may we, the scholars in gender and visuality, guard against reinforcing the selfsame stereotypes in the present by encoding other devalued meanings? 
________________________________________________________________________

Deprivation is made lyrical and twilight, with the patience of alchemy, almost transmutes despair into virtue. In the tropics, nothing is lovelier than the allotments of the poor, no theatre as vivid, voluble, and cheap. (Derek Walcott, What the Twilight Says: Essays, 1998: 3-4) 

Invention of the picturesque

The taste we loosely call “picturesque’ is tied up in the validation of art itself, that scenery, buildings or human figures on the landscape, become valued by and through their first appearance on paintings, sculptured forms, and latterly, in photographs. The term “picturesque” writes David Brett “was originally derived from the Italian pintoresco, which had no specific reference to the landscape, but was addressed to any subject thought paintable. Objects, individuals or settings came to be considered paintable”
. The paintable in the Caribbean, or later the sight captured through the photograph was both related and unrelated to the theories of beauty in culture which had preoccupied European philosophers and artists before the fifteenth century. The discovery of “novel, curious and disturbing information about the New World”
 forced European intellectuals to a re-scaling of the world itself, and enabled new material exchanges, if largely exploitative relations, between distant places and people. Mimi Scheller’s analysis of how the Caribbean was consumed reinforces J.H. Elliot’s arguments in The Old World and the New 1492-1650 that in traditional Europe, assumptions about the nature of man, geography, theology and history, were profoundly challenged by this remarkable encounter with new lands and peoples.

The picturesque as a concept might be considered through a theory of the aesthetic since what was picturesque came to be synonymous with the concept of beauty and with having aesthetic value. The picturesque in the new world had to accommodate a consideration of the ‘beautiful’ with what was perceived as different, unusual, quaint even, as a way of aesthetically reconciling difference.  As Derek Walcott observes above, poverty is transmuted into aesthetic value through the voyeuristic eye.  The painter, or  visitor did not have to live in the ramshackle houses cobbled together with discarded or unmatched materials that came to symbolize the “charm” of the poor.  This was the onlooker’s perception and glossy interpretation of virtue in the face of adversity and scarcity. Theories of beauty have long been a subject of unresolved discussion in art. By the nineteenth century, George Dickie notes, the concepts of beauty and taste had both been exhausted in western discourses, to open the way to a concept of the aesthetic
. Rudolf Arnheim explains that there was a movement “from aisthesis to aesthetics, from sensory experience in general to the arts in particular”
, the latter requiring analysis of formal qualities of colour, composition, balance, harmony, order (and disorder) and so on rather than reliance only on the nebulous concept of taste.  The determination of what is beautiful or unbeautiful is never value free as much as this is presented as an objective truth. That objectivity is itself neutral is also an unresolved issue in epistemological thinking.  As pointed out by Emory Elliot, “The aesthetic is always in danger of being exploited in the service of individual prejudice or of nationalism, racism, sexism and classism”
. 

Visual definition was a key way in which the Empire was “fashioned, maintained and extended …imperialism involved not only territorial acquisition, political ambition and economic interests, but also cultural formations, attitudes, beliefs and practices” as James Ryan comments in Picturing Empire
. Visual interpretations of the past allow us another window on deciphering and understanding the complexity of these intricate processes by which perception and identity are continuously being managed. They offer new ways of seeing how gender might be understood by processing the overexposed axes of identities of class, race, colour and sexuality through images created of the Caribbean. At the same time, one has to guard against over-writing gender and identity as representative of nation or regional identity whether in the past or the present. Lucy Curzon’s explanation is valuable here. “Visual culture…is understood not as a mirror that reflects national identity, but rather as a complex venue for its interpretation – a site through which populations come into consciousness as members of a particular community”
.  Visuality works, as it should, as another prism from which we can view reality, thus providing other insights and perhaps comprehension about ourselves and others.

Works of art create fictions (or may be adapted from fiction) from which visual metaphors are fashioned. In reading pictures of the Caribbean in the absence of a coherent literature on visual iconography or visual semantics, the methods I apply in this paper are varied in as much as the genre of images I draw from are also selected from different chronologies or media.  Visual perception which amounts to visual thinking requires connecting dots between sight data and textual references, employing a set of correspondences that the images bring to mind, as I attempt to locate an insider eye while deconstructing the outsider gaze. While admittedly the significance of Caribbean new world culture is its complete interlocution with philosophies, fictions, religions, languages and other art objects of the old worlds of Europe, Africa and Asia from which populations of the Caribbean were drawn, the epistemic project of imperialism is still not fully comprehended from the point of view of visual deconstruction. Thus, the reader will find that the images drawn on here are largely those made by the visitor to the islands and secondly, that  the  semiotic points of references, both textual and visual, are primarily with the ‘old world’. 

How then did the picturesque come to be defined for the Caribbean? How was the construct of the picturesque shaped from the fifteenth century onwards as it related new world culture to the classical notions of what was beautiful and therefore what was prized? How have Caribbean born peoples created a concept of beauty in tandem with or in antithesis to Eurocentric perceptions? Such issues remain relatively unexplored in the history of art and studies in the visual in the Caribbean, although they are raised in many other ways, for instance in the anti–western stances of postcolonial historiography and literature and in art practices themselves.  This paper limits itself to the gendering of the Caribbean picturesque or to the way in which the gendered body in the Caribbean attained picturesque form in the eyes of the image-maker
.  The purpose of the paper can be further broken down into two related concerns: first, a theoretical preoccupation with how the picturesque gets conflated with the Caribbean female body in particular, either the sexualized body or the laboring body, and the second, how a visual code took root, placing lighter skin colour over darker skin, marrying beauty with race, and positioning hierarchies of class with skin colour.  It does not in doing this limit the picturesque subject to the beautiful or the desirable. The problematic discussion of aesthetic value and taste continues to remain largely unexplored from Caribbean perspectives. Rather I attempt to move the picturesque away from the dominance of such discourses to examine the creation of stereotypes that in turn become representative of the region, thus creating an idea of what becomes aesthetically appealing and for whom. 

As a good point of entry then is what was once accepted as the ideal of beauty in the West. Amelia Jones argues that:

In the history of Western art and the most dominant kinds of aesthetic judgement, the naked white female body has long been staged as the most consistent (if contentious and highly charged) trope of aesthetic beauty as exemplified by Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful  … (and in) bestsellers such as Kenneth Clark’s book The Nude: A Study of Ideal Art  …the female nude is understood to articulate fully “the alchemic powers of art” to transform through beauty.

The region’s picturesqueness if you like begins with this opposition, and presentation of the female and counter-positioned male body. The comparative beauty found in the nakedness of the white and black female is a running theme, although underplayed in the polite painting that is introduced in Figure 1. Dancing bodies, opposing black and white couples, form one of the earliest constructs of the picturesque gendered images in the Caribbean. Figure 1, a painting by Agostino Brunias entitled “A Negro festival in the Island of St. Vincent” was executed between 1773-1796.  Brunias was an Italian born and both Italian and British trained painter who was retained as a “court artist” by Sir William Young, on his appointment as first Governor of Dominica. Brunias is also the first European painter in the region that we know of to have painted in front of the subject, in the islands. The majority of the previous works we have of the period of early colonization from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, including maps and sketches, suggest imaginary or reported scenes executed by sailors, explorers, artists, tradesmen, planters, and government officials from Europe.  

In this painting, the viewer stands as if in the foreground, looking in, as do the spectators all around. Two dancing couples dominate the scene. We barely observe the two men, although the contrast between them is immediate, as is that between the two fore-grounded women. There is a comparison being made between the white and black women who are placed centre stage as it were on this dance floor. Their head and shoulder positions are replicated, possibly derived from the working method of the artist who sketched from one model and then varied the composition by juxtaposing bodies in changed settings,  adjusting minor features such as height and skin colour, costumes and activity. In this painting the lighter skinned woman is taller, more elegantly dressed. To her left, the darker skinned is shorter and wears brighter colours as contrasted against the white of the other, and most likely barefooted like her partner, although her feet are not visible in the image.  The bare footedness of the black dancers compared to the shod male and no doubt female is a primary marker of difference in status, wealth and assumed level of ‘civilization’ according to the hierarchical codes of culture. All the other characters are reduced proportionately in size so that ultimately, the fair-skinned couple is the tallest, and their facial features most developed in this composition.  
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Figure 1: Agostino Brunias: A negro festival in the island of St. Vincent Lithograph 

of original oil on canvas, (painted between 1773-1796)  

From  a Print Courtesy National Library of Jamaica 

The opposition of black and white, of high brow and low culture (are the white couple the planter and his wife who through noblesse oblige join in this festival, is this the first image of the white tourists slumming with the natives?), of bright colours of the workers as opposed to pastels of the European, of carefree dancing under warm tropical skies, where dancers are refreshed by exotic sugary fruit coming from sugary plantations. All of these had already by the eighteenth century come to signify the pleasures available in the Caribbean.  Brunias’s paintings were being exhibited in London and sold to planters of the region and other collectors in Europe who were captured by the difference they represented from temperate vegetation and scenes.  Here the dance setting, though consistent with the folksy fairground or outdoor maypole dancers of European images, are nonetheless geographically placed with the prominent palm or coconut tree that signified these climes: the adjacent fields and outdoor setting is tropical and admits to the warmth of the day or the night, for the painter is neither specific about the ‘festival’ or the time, except that the shadows cast by the dancer suggest an overhead source of light.  The female fruit-seller to the right of the dancers with her array of pineapple and other tropical fruit, the shirtless onlooker on the left whose gaze can be followed to the white couple, all lead to a set of metaphors that Brunias’s paintings (as will be developed later in this paper) sets up as the picturesque. We do not have a glimpse of slave huts, and the  ‘natives’ here are obviously well fed and enjoying themselves. The unproblematic power dynamics and configurations of race, class and gender are a constant set of references that we have come to read from paintings by Brunias. That the artist selected such compositions and subject matter may be derived from his classical training in Italy coupled with his idiosyncratic preoccupation and interest in the new lands leading to a depiction of a romanticized narrative of what he encountered. It may be that he was commissioned to depict such romantic interpretations of the colonies by his patrons who needed to demonstrate the harmonies of race relations in the Caribbean despite the bad press of slavery. By this time abolitionist propaganda had already begun to sound the knell that would eventually bring the slave trade to an end. We can only surmise. Brunias was himself obviously captured by the space and, not unlike the twentieth century cliché of the anthropologist who goes ‘native’ he elected to return to the region after he and Sir William Young were repatriated to Britain, continuing to live for the rest of life in the island of Dominica
 where he is said to be buried.
The Sublime and the Scenic 

Since the traffic across the seas in one direction in fact shaped the  early discourse, one needs to go back to the moment signified as birth. At the time of the Renaissance, when it was important for Italy to recapture the former glory of Rome, the classical myths became popular among the educated.  Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus (Figure 2), was painted for the villa of Lorenzo de Pierfrancesco de Medici in Castello. He was one of the educated classes, a member of the rich and powerful Medici family. The story of the birth of Venus rising from the sea was a classical symbol of the way in which the divine message of beauty came into the world. Botticelli’s Venus is depicted as emerging from the sea on a shell driven by the wind gods on the left, a shower of roses blowing around her in the winds which drive the shell to the shore, where she is received by a character said to be one of the Horae shown on the right of the painting.  The wooded shore on the right is verdant, heralding the spring and rebirth of Italian glory.  The Horae or Hours were Greek goddesses of the seasons, this one possibly the Nymph of spring as she wears a garland of myrtle around her neck,  the myrtle associated with Venus and love,  and a sash of pink roses, the latter associated with rebirth. According to Greek mythology, the rose was created by the goddess of flowers, Chloris who found the lifeless body of a nymph in the woods and turned her into a flower. To this flower Aphrodite added beauty, Dionysus added fragrance and with the help of the Zephyrus, god of the West Wind who blows away the clouds so that Apollo the sun god may come out, the flower opens and blooms. The Birth of Venus is suffused the iconography of Greek mythology and allegories of  rebirth and beauty 
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Figure 2:  Sandro Botticelli   The Birth of Venus, c 1485 - 86      

In the Caribbean:  Sea of the New World, author Germán Arciniegas connects the Italian High Renaissance and the encounter with the Caribbean. He suggests that Botticelli’s Birth of Venus represented not just the return of the Greek Venus or glory to the coasts of Italy, but coincides with the discovery of America or,  “…to be more exact, of the Caribbean sea….[I]n the very year of the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent, 1492, Columbus reached Guanahani. What did the men see from the bridges of the three caravels? Copper-coloured Indian girls who peered fearfully out through the tangled jungle. The Caribbean Venus walked naked, as god had sent her into the world”. A depiction of this latter event, illustrated here in Figure 3, and produced after the event and possibly after the invention of photography, largely dispenses with classical allegory. Nonetheless, the stylized flora, the naked natives demurely hidden against the bushes, the variously clothed intruders, the cross borne by the priestly figure, the swaths of cloth flags also reminiscent of the drapery borne by the nymph in Botticelli’s Birth of Venus provide another set of symbols to be decoded. The sailors arrive from the sea, and enter the land, the wood nymphs are now unclothed, (read ignorant and primitive) and must be brought  knowledge by those who have arrived from other shores. While Botticelli turns back to the pre-Christian Greek past, the icons of enlightenment, conquest and Christian conversion are dominant features of this image. Columbus is the central figure kneeling on the ground. There is already a conflation of land and church and an assumption of rightful power at the first port of entry. 
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Figure 3:  Interpretation of  The Landing of Columbus on the Island of Guanahane, 

October 12th, 1492 Painting by  Dioscore Puebla,

 Courtesy Ramsay Antiques,  Nassau, Bahamas

Unlike Botticelli’s allegorical Venus, this painting represents the conception of the new world, barren of mythologies or cosmologies as far as the European mind was concerned. Modernity begins as the new narrative and perspectives takes off. There is little recession and depth in this painting or illustration. The figures lie on a flat plain, placed across  the canvas from right to left. Instead of allegory, there is the reporting of an event, one gleaned from travelers tales and drawing on the countless other artistic interpretations which have imagined this moment. While the event occurred in history, it is the imagination of the painter and sketchers of the time which filtered this through to court and wider society. The painter views the scene from the new land, not the sea. It is ironically, on the one hand and in one sense an aboriginal point of view
. But like the family photographer, he is still outside of the scene, positioning his lens in the foreground and oblivious to the relations between and among the sitters.  
If the narrative of discovery was the dominant discourse of the fifteenth to the seventeenth century, from the eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries there was an “exponential growth of the system of slavery in which Europeans consumed enslaved human bodies in the coerced production of both plantation commodities (for overseas consumption) and domestic and sexual services (for local consumption)…”
.  It is no coincidence then that an early iconic reference to Botticelli’s Venus is transferred to the Slave trade and its carriage by the eighteenth century in Thomas Stothard’s The  Voyage of the Sable Venus from Angola to the West Indies (1793) (Figure 4). Some of the symbols from Botticelli’s painting are repeated here, particularly that of the shell as the vessel of transportation. By 1793, the source of winds and currents are more comprehended by geographers of the time. The iconography of cartography, the latter having become a key player in navigation and conquest,  is evident in the cherubs or putti like figures who represent the wind gods and who also appear to be placed as protective of the sable Venus on her journey. A similar stance is evident in the Tritons in the lower right and left who guide the vessel. There is an attempt here to transform the image of the African slave trade from terror and abject abuse to a harmless and leisurely voyage across the Atlantic.
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Figure 4:  Thomas Stothard:  1793, The Voyage of the  Sable Venus  

 from Angola to the West Indies  

In a reading of this image in Blind Memory (2000) Marcus Wood notes:  “Here, the black slave woman’s experience of the middle passage is presented as a version of the Birth of Venus. The rape of slave women is reconstructed in terms of a triumph of  the slave Venus over the slave owners and traders who are ironically portrayed as her powerless victims … the slave ship is transformed into a beautiful scallop shell pulled by frolicking dolphins” the  latter in antithesis in the sea world to the flesh eating sharks who followed the  slave traders’ ships
. 

Barbara Bush points out that in eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, images of Black women were lauded in poetry such as Isaac Teale’s “Sable Queen”, in such flowery depictions as “O Sable Queen! Thy mild domain,/ I seek, and court thy gentle reign/So soothing, soft and sweet/Where meeting love, sincere delight, Fond pleasure, ready joys invite, And  unbrought raptures meet”
.  This poem she writes was “one of the more pleasant contemporary images of the black woman” and “despite the unflattering picture painted by white men, in practice the physical appearances of black women failed to repel them sexually” 
.  Carolyn Cooper  develops the understatement in Bush’s analysis by proposing that black women consciously made use of their sexuality:. “Is she simply a helpless victim in a racist/sexist society, or does she exercise some complex measure of control over her own sexuality and that of the black man and of the Massa”
. Such varied readings are valuable in a contemporary re-presentation of the iconic Sable Venus towards redefining the discourses of co-oerced migration away from victimhood to agency. 

Bryan Edwards, in The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies (1793), had nonetheless depicted the African Atlantic Slave Trade if it were a  lyrical interlude in the region by  drawing  on Stothard’s Voyage of the Sable Venus  and Isaac Teale’s poem, “The Sable Venus”  to provide support for the slave trade. It is useful to revisit Bryan Edward’s employment of Stothard’s Sable Venus in light of German Arciniegas’s reading of the parallel relationship between Renaissance Europe and the Caribbean encounter. Edwards, a British born planter with civil and commercial interests in Jamaica and unapologetic of slavery and colonization, is uncritical of this image which is intended, like Boticelli’s Birth of Venus, to convey the glorious rebirth of western civilization on the shores of the Caribbean. Although Edwards has himself lived in Jamaica, he seems unaware of the ravages of the encounter on the aboriginal population and enslavement on African women in the Caribbean and instead is persuaded by, or uses arguments drawing on neo-classical
 ideas in European art and literature to convince us that the outcome was benign if not valuable to the colonies.

If you were to look again closely at both Venuses, although the Sable Venus holds the strings to the sea horses, it is not a free flowing lock of golden hair which decorates her neck like that of her Botticellian counterpart, but a decorously placed slave band.  Compare this rendition of the slave band to that depicted by Richard Bridgens (1821-1825) (Figure 5) which demonstrates controlling devices on the African male and female body in Trinidad, metallic impositions designed to constrain. 
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Figure 5. Richard Bridgens, Trinidad, 1821 

Plate 20: Negro heads with Punishments

Courtesy J Chin Aleong, Trinidad

[image: image7.jpg]



Figure 6:  Agostino Brunias  (1773-96)  The West India washerwoman, 

From print courtesy The National Library of Jamaica 

Let us take these iconographic readings of the colonized female body one step further. By doing so I do not mean to imply that these images are reducible one to the other; rather that we can also interpret them as texts of a narrative we shall continue to decode. David Brett admits that “while the visual can and does often ‘trivialise’ certain social experiences” particularly from the stance of the text-based historian, such social experiences are in fact inscribed and integrated into the habits of visualization and may also be decoded
.  Consider again the work of Agostino Brunias, in his own right a pioneer on new soil, his West India Washerwoman (Figure 6) is evocative of the two previous depictions of Venus. Pastiche and abstraction are molded seamlessly into the new composition, signaling ideas of modernity which the Caribbean then offered the old world.  She is central in the image, her stance is very similar to the two Venuses above. Modesty forbids her nakedness to be completely exposed, but, in the new sexual freedoms which the European scripts of primitivism have already in many textual and some imaginary visual interpretations deemed fitting of this region, she stands, in the midst of similarly bare breasted women folk. The movement of winds and nymphs, or Triton and dolphins, are replaced by white head wraps of the black washerwomen and the whitened washed clothes placed on the river stones which protectively encircle the brown woman. In doing so Brunias recreates the shell shaped motif of both the Botticelli and Sable Venuses. It is also a painterly device to ensure that the eye is led to and remains riveted on the central object. Like the Sable Venus, her neck is encased, this time in decorative fashion.  The slave band becomes an ornament rather than a controlling device.  This Venus is no longer white or black. She is olive skinned, mulatto, the hybridity of the painting itself, neoclassical and romanticism combined colluding with hybridity of the mulatto Venus and in this painter’s eyes signally the hybridity of the region which his paintings had in my view begun to illustrate
.  

Unintentionally, or perhaps deliberately, such paintings would have further exercised the European imagination, particularly on the subject of hybridization,  prefiguring debates on racial purity and confronting the unspoken subject of inter-racial desire
. In The Kingdom of This World Alejo Carpentier suggests how the New World had been imagined by Utopian thinkers meeting in Paris in the Café de La Regence. Absinthe made the heart grow fonder. “How easy it is to dream of the equality of men of all races…from the views of the harbors of America decorated with compass cards and Tritons with wind-puffed cheeks, from pictures of indolent mulatto girls and naked washer women, of siestas under banana trees engraved by Abraham Brunias and exhibited in Paris.
”  With Brunias’s painting, the new Caribbean Venus is born, but she is placed in a setting virtually barren of allegorical references, while defining the aesthetics of gender, race, class and colour which have begun to shape the region’s ontologies.

In Figure 7 The Barbados Mulatto Girl, the hybrid female body attains centre stage, effacing the “Sable Venus”. Consistent with painting traditions at the time, the less important characters are diminished on the flat plane either by their lowered position on the canvas, placed sideways or viewed from the back rather than face front.  At the same time the oppositions of race and class are kept intact in the narrative of the painting. The black slave is partially nude, her top torso un-displayed for the viewer. She is both de-sexualised and primitivised  serving nonetheless as a central character in this transaction between women. The clothed black woman (possibly freed) is in a role that would become clichéd of the black and later East Indian female as market seller.  The great house and coconut palm in the distant right again create the landscape for pleasure and privilege, another cliché (or truth) of colonized relations, the lady of the manor who takes her slave with her to the market to select and carry the purchases of the day, but this time, such privileges  are already attained by the mulatto figure. 
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Figure 7:   The  Barbados Mulatto Girl,  Agostino Brunias
From  a Print Courtesy The National Library of Jamaica

I am further convinced that Brunias was deliberate in creating a hybrid Venus in the Washerwoman (Figure 6) because of a more subtle yet clever set of devices. The symbol of water recurs, Botticelli’s Venus returns from over the seas, the Sable Venus is being transported, the West India Washerwoman is both in and on the water. The voyeuristic gaze pries into a women’s domain of washing and child minding. While the other (black women) are busy with the activity of clothes washing, the mulatto is laying claim to her desirability. Her head is thrown back in a narcissistic pose which assumes that the gaze of the onlooker is directed only to her, drawing the viewer to see her as she sees herself.  As aptly described by John Berger in Ways of Seeing. “She is painted as being, before anything else, a takeable and desirable woman.” 
.  She holds a clothes paddle
 in her right hand. That held up by the black woman on the right might well be interpreted as the stance of the maidservant holding a mirror up to her mistress. The line of her face and eyes suggest that she may also look downwards into a mirror to see herself reflected. Between the teachings of Christianity and Greek mythology, the mirror symbolized a warning against the sin of vanity – particularly when it is placed in a woman’s hand in paintings. An early Roman mosaic shows Venus at her toilet, a conception of woman as embodying vanity
.  If the naked Amerindian Venus of Figure 3 was hidden behind the shrubbery, and the Sable Venus is at first lyrically disguised then de-feminized into a primarily labouring role, the mulatto Venus, or the new female sexuality of the region is confident and unselfconscious, proclaiming, like Botticelli’s Venus, another rebirth of land, peoples and another ‘civilization’. The subtly of these iconic references get taken up differently but nonetheless representative of a truth in the region for instance in A.J. Forrest’s illustration of “A colored lady at the races” for a travel book on Jamaica, dated 1900 (See Figure 8). Coloured here refers to the mixed race or mulatto population. The pose becomes more direct, the eyes of the woman meets that of the painter. She is very aware of the scrutiny of the two black gentlemen to the back of the painting as well as that of the painter and perhaps equally confident of the desires in their stare
. 
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Figure 8:  A. J. Forrest A Coloured lady at the races , 1900

Courtesy University of the West Indies Library, West Indiana Division, Jamaica
A pecking order of gender and sexuality

[image: image10.jpg]



Figure 9:  The West India Serving Woman Agostino Brunias,  
From  a print courtesy The National Library of Jamaica
In many of the earlier paintings and illustrations of peoples of the Caribbean physical features, unless defined in relation to Caucausian ones, have been to a large extent indistinct. Early Amerindian populations were in fact depicted as having similar features to Europeans. In many of Brunias’s paintings, black bodies are configured in poses of serving or deference as again seen in Figure 9 The West India Serving Girl, with facial features or character relatively undefined compared to the paler skinned peoples. In  Figure 9 Brunias has placed the black woman as a servant to the mulatto and white.  Although she is the subject of this painting and positioned centrally on the canvas, the lightest skinned woman imperceptibly invites the first enquiring gaze. The flattened features of the serving girl do not allow us to examine her feelings or emotions in this narrative other than as the present yet invisible character, not unlike the roles held by many blacks in early North American films. Our eyes turn to the right of the painting, to the woman who thus represents the top of the hierarchy. She occupies the most illuminated space of the canvas where her expression and posture are most clearly discernible. 

Slightly lower and to the left of the canvas’s plane, the mulatto woman represents the second tier, her head tie is shorter, less elaborate, her seated position is as if arrested in a moment of readiness to uproot herself, not that of a relaxed space with an equal counterpart.  She does not need the accoutrement of a fan to deal with the weather as she is supposed to have been acclimatized through birth.  Her face is in profile, again a device of painting tradition to identify the secondary importance of the character in the narrative of the painting. The black skin colour of the serving woman by contrast appears to absorb physical form. Perhaps it is a problem of both paint and painter at the time. While the introduction of oil paints allowed the luminosity and texture of skin, the challenges of painting darker skin had not been commonly addressed in painting. This shapeless and featureless representation, however, one can argue, also serves to diminish the multiple roles which black women performed as workers, mothers, wives and as equally desired sexual partners. The majority of Brunias’s paintings are poetic/romantic/expressive and unproblematic of effects of social differentiation on the West Indian population, encouraging the popular lure and allure which the Caribbean held, as a space of innocence, simplicity, fertility and abundance. 

These constructions of gender and sexuality continued to unfold. The subtext of the images which are configured in both the written word and the visual has been well treated in the feminist literature in Robert Young’s Colonial Desire and Ann McClintock’s Imperial Leather. The latter identifies the social ambiguity and discourse on race implicit in the different representations of women which ‘face each other in profile…the symbolic lexicon of Victorian sexuality, the lady is a picture of exaggerated femininity. Her profile is delicate and fine, her hair (Victorian symbol of sexuality and evolutionary achievement) fashionably restrained and coiffured, her skirts elegant and clean”. The working class woman on the other hand “is a picture of maleness” as depicted in her clothes, torso, hands and other trappings which bespeak her occupation
.  As one examines the images constantly being produced for the region as for example  Adolphe Duperly’s 1840  daguerrotype for Jamaica, Overlooking Montego Bay (Figure 10),  The Illustrated London News photograph of A Group at Government House, Trinidad (1892) (Figure 11) and William Forrest’s Garden terrace, 1904, Jamaica  (Figure 12),  the pecking order is kept intact. The white woman is never displayed toiling in the garden or hot sun, and if she is in charge of any work, as Mrs. Carmichael and Lady Nugent’s Diary
 both indicate,  then she is generally well clothed, hatted and shod for the occasion.  In many settings she is displayed not as a dislocated unattached single female but always under the watchful eyes of her family, her beauty must be maintained and nurtured for her role in life, wife and motherhood.  Literary and historical tracts and contemporary media have defused the rather tidy picture of the white female in the tropics now, but these ideas of beauty and unattainability which were maintained under a more strict colonial regime, persisted for many decades, creating stereotypes which were at times unrepresentative of these women
 but which nonetheless have prevailed in visual perception.
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Figure 10 Montego Bay from Residence (detail) from Daguerian Excursions ln Jamaica 

A Duperly, Kingston, Jamaica 1840. Courtesy University of the West Indies Library, Jamaica
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Figure 11:  A Group at Government House, Trinidad, 

The Illustrated London News, April 17, 1892, p. 537

Courtesy J. Chin Aleong, Trinidad 
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Figure 12:  William Forrest A Garden Terrace, Book Illustration, Jamaica  1906

Courtesy University of the West Indies Library, West Indiana Division, Jamaica
Into this colour schema of black, brown and white would then enter the Asian woman of Chinese, Javanese and East Indian descent, the last the most dominant of the three in both Guyana and Trinidad and less so in the other territories. The traffic in new peoples into the colonies was, again accompanied by stereotypes and metaphors which were quickly absorbed into the region, the suggestion of an exotic difference tainted with paganism (See Figure 13). “The colonies” writes McClintock, “became a theater for exhibiting, amongst other things, the cult of domesticity and the reinvention of patriarchy”
 and if this applied to the colonies in Africa, it applied itself with full vigour and force to the East Indian population of the Caribbean (See Figure 14 and 15)
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Figure 13:   Hand colored post card Trinidad, East Indian women, circa 1890,

Courtesy J Chin Aleong, Trinidad

If Asian women of Chinese and Indonesian descent have remained virtually absent in the images produced for the region, then this gap was more than balanced in the literature and set of parallel images that began to appear on East Indian femininity from the end of the nineteenth century onwards. By the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, the improvements in travel, postal services and photography had allowed new and cheaper ways in which the picturesque could be defined in post cards and in illustrated travel books. The bejeweled East Indian female was concocted as an ‘exotic’ other, the woman overburdened by the family and the family jewels. In the midst of this decorative array in Figure 13, a young child crawls in the forefront near the feet of the woman to the far left, barely visible but serving as a reminder of the substantive roles that these women occupied. There is again a fairly extensive literature which both inscribes as well as deconstructs the stereotyping of East Indian women, particularly that which positions East Indian femininity as the victim of a strident and violent masculinity
. One must admit that the well posed stances of the three Figures 13, 14 and 15 reinforce as well as challenge these stereotypes, the first suggesting a freedom and care-freeness, if not overt sexual allure, the latter two suggesting a guarded, perhaps benevolent space inhabited by women within the family.  But as we know, pictures have their internal narratives that may be true for some individuals or situations and for making correspondences. Rarely do they approximate universal truths. 
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Figure 14: Post Card Trinidad, Circa 1910 

Caption “Poor but happy Coolie Couple” Author owned
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Figure 15: Michel Jean Cazabon East Indian Family, Trinidad
Geoffrey MacLean, An Illustrated Biography of Trinidad’s Nineteenth Century 

Painter Michel Jean Cazabon, Aquarela Galleries, Trinidad and Tobago, 1986
The Matrifocal Lens

Deborah Willis and Carla Williams argue that the body of the black female in the nineteenth century symbolized three themes, colonialism, scientific evolution, and sexuality, and her representation in art (as well as photography) followed along these prescribed lines. “Almost exclusively, black women were depicted in two ways, as nudes, generally of an ethnographic nature, or (usually) clothed in the company of a nude of sexually suggestive white female. The black woman occupied, like a prop or piece of drapery, through her real status as servant/slave/colonized subject, the lowest rung of the socio-economic hierarchy, serving the ends of private pleasure or economic/imperial domination” 
.  In setting out a gendered visual semiotics for the Caribbean, the images  I have selected have to some extent followed this schema but they have not emphasized nor portrayed the hyper-sexualized black male and female favoured by some schools of thought. I am less concerned with reifying the stereotypes of sexuality that have dogged migrant men and women’s histories, not willing to replace one myth with another. The idea that all black women served or were the unwitting victims of sexual advances of all white males is as preposterous as the idea that all white women were weak, possessed low libidos in the tropics and perpetually jealous of black females in their service.  It sets up another unfortunate objectification of black women themselves, not unlike the flattening of the face on the canvas as Brunias has done.  The creation of a general vision in favour of a deconstruction of the unique or the particular has led to hyperbolic metaphors of femininity in the region, one among these being the idea of the matrifocality (referring to the mother-centeredness through a mother-centred household) of the black working class woman. Michelle Rowley has dubbed this, the creation of a “matrifolk”
, a discourse that directly premises blackness in opposition to the delicateness of the white femininity.  The legacies of these metaphors in the construction of knowledge are far reaching. Mohammed and Perkins have shown in Caribbean Women at the Crossroads that policies that affected the daily lives and economic security of black women continued well into the late twentieth century to be grounded on this grand narrative
. 

Nonetheless, the images that project the Caribbean gendered body in the early twentieth century were admittedly those of black labouring bodies, black incorporating any group that was not European or mulatto. Stark’s Guide to Barbados and the Caribbee Islands, pub, 1893 is an unflattering depiction of working women. The illustrations are exaggerated, tongue in cheek as in the case of “A Negro Beauty” (Figure 16) and apart from a brief attempt in the illustration “Taking pottery to Bridgetown” (Figure 17) to invest the women with the stylized stance and well proportioned physical shape which actually comes from having to balance this weight evenly on the head, there is no attempt to depict the black women in these images as desirable females, but rather as beasts of burdens. The notion of working women, was not unique to the Caribbean but the fascination with the African enslaved woman now turns to the freed women who appear to have control over the production and marketing of agricultural goods. They begin to  emerge as a subject for both the painter and the photographer in the early twentieth century. Why these images were so popular with the travel writers and photographers might be explained in the ways in which the colonies as McClintock noted, became a theatre, not for exhibiting the cult of domesticity in this case, but for depicting a well trained and disciplined agricultural and industrious workforce. Unlike the Brunias, depictions where black women are shown in semi nude states, there is now a well covered respectability to the women, when carrying out their many tasks. 
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Figure 16:  James Stark  1893 – A Negro Beauty
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Figure 17:  James Stark  1893– Taking pottery to Bridgetown

James Henry Stark, History and Guide to Barbados and the Caribbee Islands, Britain, Photo-Electrotype Co, 1893. University of the West Indies Library, Barbados
A. Duperly’s son produced in 1905 a book of sixty-three photographs entitled Picturesque Jamaica
. The photographs grouped as Figure 18 are obviously carefully posed, although it is most likely that the women are actually what the photographs depicted, ie sugar cane workers, banana carriers and women off to the market. Why does the Jamaica born Duperly select these compositions as picturesque? They obviously represented work roles undertaken by black women in Jamaica, but for whom are these constituted as picturesque, surely not the women and men in the photos? We have no names of the women, no clue as to their identities, they are in fact largely silent in the historical and anthropological text, a point also observed by Michelle Rowley in her attempts to delineate the agency of such women who are lost in another’s voice. The last two photographs, Figures 18 c and d, give a clue about visual manipulations and the notion of how the picturesque was equally a construction of artifice.  In the last photo, Figure 18d (Off to Jail) if one looks closely at the faces of the women, they are the same two women depicted on their way home from the market in Figure 18c. Like the paintings of black women by Agostino Brunias, the darkened faces merge one into the other, as if no distinguishing features might establish a hint charm, or a sense of mischief and collusion with the photographer who has possibly (and hopefully) paid them to pose for these pictures. 

[image: image19.jpg]


  [image: image20.jpg]



                     Figure 18a -– Sugar Cane cutters                                         Figure 18b -  Banana Carriers

[image: image21.jpg]


  [image: image22.jpg]



           Figure 18c - On the way home from the market                                        Figure 18d – Off to Jail, 
Source: Picturesque Jamaica with descriptive text of the island by A. Duperly and Sons. Pub 1905. Kingston, Jamaica 

Courtesy University of the West Indies Library, Jamaica

None of these photographs give us a clue as to what constitutes the picturesque for the insider. Yet they proliferated as a genre, creating another trope in visualizing gender in the region. This is evident in a series of water-colour sketches by William Forrest which prettifies the scene of the market women in Jamaica in 1904 in the illustrations grouped severally under Figure 19. The darkened patches that represent faces, again reveal nothing. While the illustrations distance us from the harsh reality of sweat and fatigue, calloused hands and sore muscles, to shades and textures of sunlight and brightly coloured cottons dresses and bandanas, the writer acknowledges a reality behind the prettiness of the scene.  “The ride up to Constant Spring is a charming one, and the crowds of negresses in spotless white bearing burdens on their heads, with an easy, swinging gait, are an interesting study, but they lead to a deepening impression that in these islands the women do most of the heavy labour” 
. 
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Figure 19 a - Forrest: On the road to the  market                 Figure 19 b    -     Forrest: Resting by the way 
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                Figure 19 c - Forrest: The Tobacco Market      Figure 19 d -  Stalls outside the market in  Mandeville

Jamaica (1900) painted by A. S. Forrest, described by John Henderson London, Adam Charles and Black, 1906, Courtesy University of the West Indies Library of Jamaica 
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Figure 20:  Haitian market scene.  Haitian postcard 2002 
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Figure 21: Market Falmouth, A. Duperly, Daguerrotype Excursions, Jamaica, 1840,

Courtesy University of the West Indies Library, Jamaica

Markets everywhere have had their picturesque appeal, especially in the context of twentieth century increases in economy tourist travel. The marketplace affords a glimpse of the domestic and authentic, rather than the contrived hotel or touristic playground settings. There is a tactile feel to goods in markets, earth and sweat, colours of green or ripe fruits and vegetables, a quick lesson in flora and fauna, in smells and tastes of a society. It is not unusual that markets and market women have emerged as iconic of the Caribbean  picturesque as is found in the post cards and popularized sketches of many “developing” societies. Figure 20 illustrates one of the popular postcards sold in Haiti, that of the market scene. The photograph shows a slice of reality, the hustle and bustle of Haitians in everyday life. They are not polite renderings of staged portraiture, but an attempt to enter into understandings of a culture, what people eat, who does the selling, and how these transactions are mediated
. Reference this photograph back to the early daguerrotype print of the first Duperly in Jamaica in 1840, Market Day at Falmouth (Figure 21) and to the ordered photographs of the later Duperly in 1905 (Figure 18). Why did Adolphe Duperly (1840) elicit this view among others as one to be captured for posterity. His was in fact the “insider” view as he was, to my knowledge a resident of Jamaica. In doing so, he continued to shape the iconography of the region around the image of agricultural plantation and production, as this remained the major industry of its peoples. Over a century and a half later a similar yet more intense energy continues in the post card of Market day in Haiti, a sense of the frantic pace of trading and if not camaraderie, a hint of what it must involve to work both in competition with each other in the same small space. Markets, like food buying, selling, preparing and eating have always been valued spaces in “cultural” representations, with diminishing value in a contemporary world of what production and distribution of these goods have meant to the people who continue to carry out these work roles. If visual images serve to empower, perhaps such images will one day confer to this group amorphously captured, a value beyond that of the lip service often paid to cultural icons
.  In the last section of this paper, I contemplate my own contradictions in re-presenting this particular gendered image of the Caribbean.

The Re-Searching lens 
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Figure 21a The Vincentian Fruit and Vegetable Seller 1
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Figure 21a The Vincentian Fruit and Vegetable Seller 2
[image: image31.jpg]



Figure 21 c:  The Vincentian Fruit and Vegetable Seller 3

Author photos of Kingstown,  St Vincent 2004

The above pictorial narrative of a facial and bodily response is deliberately placed here, juxtaposed against the older renditions of dark faces where no hint of emotion can be read. It also demonstrates the antagonism with which the photographer has come to be treated in the Caribbean. The subject appropriated, the soul of the photographed thought to be captured, the image would be used in a book or magazine and it was assumed that the photographer would financially benefit from this theft. How did the photographed subject benefit from this uneven exchange. In the last three images I have attempted to unobtrusively capture a street seller of fruit and vegetables in St. Vincent (Figure 21 a, b & c). I had not set out to photograph her but the scene caught my eye as I positioned my camera against another object  (a statue in the centre of the main street). Yet I took these  three rapid shots, only aware that she had noticed me and grown angry by the last one when I transferred them to my computer screen.  Why had the scene appealed to me? Aesthetically, it was composed as if for a painterly eye - the straight edges of the road markings below, the pavement line, the white wooden angles of the goods shelf, the neat row of breeze blocks providing depth above, the horizontal lines broken by the figure of the woman in a diagonal striped pink, blue and white dress, contrasted with the texture, colours, shapes and shadows of the fruit and vegetables and balanced by the two lumpy sacks on the right. I liked her dress, the pink diagonals above the red fringe, finished by serviceable heavy white trainers. There was a symmetry in this asymmetry, an order and aesthetic which she had created of her allotted space. In retrospect, I am even more drawn to this set of stolen images, not with the prurience of the development worker searching for victims of want, nor as the middle class academic roving with a camera to objectify the ‘native’.  I am glad that I captured both the picturesqueness as I perceive it and her rejection of being its subject. Challenging subjects such as these would generally not have been published by the itinerant photographer. The image was meant to invite the visitor, not repress travel. Nor perhaps would he or she have met with such resistance in the earlier decades of the twentieth century. 

I am always drawn to, but hesitant to focus my camera onto the activities which have constituted the conventional picturesque in the region, contradictorily searching to defy such stereotypes while seduced by the selfsame images which littered our past constructions.  I nonetheless continue to capture such stills, not because they make good photographs for postcards, or quaint copy for travel magazines, but because I am interested in recording the textures of the events, places and people I have encountered to position them in the present historical record. I am interested in how the insider taste emerges and how the familiar takes on the mantle of the “beautiful” on its own terms, even while, it toys with and negotiates tastes with a global environment. Like the legacy which some of the painters of the past have left us, perhaps set in different these photographs may capture passages belonging to contemporary peoples and their activities, but this time, to define form more studiedly, to flesh out the features of those who are represented, and  to begin to compose the insider stories they must also tell.  
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