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ABSTRACT: 

LIMINAL BLANKNESS: MIXING RACE & SPACE IN 
MONOCHROME'S PSYCHIC SURFACE. 

ANGELINE DAWN MORRISON. 

Blank space in western Art History and visual culture is something that has tended to be either 

explained away, or ignored. Pictures that do not depict challenge the visual basis of the ego and 

its others, confronting what I call the `Phallic reader' (who sees according to the logic and rules of 

the Phallogocentric system he inhabits) and potentially disturbing his sense of the visible. The 

Phallic reader, the visible and the seeing ego's sense of how to see, meet in what I call the `psychic 

surface'. Deploying this notion of a ̀ psychic surface' allows for readings which move on from the 

potentially confining logic of the Phallus. Paradoxically, the psychic structure of monochrome's 

liminal blankness is homologous to the indeterminate Mixed Race subject, whose body 

transgresses not only the foundational historical binarism of `Black/White', but also Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. This thesis aims to concentrate on exploring blank spaces, with particular 

reference to the monochrome within western Art History. Building on the considerable work 

since at least the 1960s that critiques the binary logocentrism of Eurocentric, Hegelian-originated 

Art History, this thesis aims to explore the specific ways monochrome evades, undermines and 

tricks commonly accepted ̀groundrules' of Art History. The Phallic reader is severely restricted in 

understanding that which falls outside of the signifying logic of a particular system of Art History 

that follows a binary, teleological and Phallogocentric course. Both monochrome and the Mixed 

Race subject fall outside of this logic, as both contain the structure of the trick. In each case, the 

trick is activated in the tension between the prychic and the optical surfaces. I suggest that 

monochrome's psychic space is pre-Phallic, a space of eternal deferral of meaning, a space that 

playfully makes a nonsense of binary structures. Psychoanalysis is largely used here as an analytic 

tool, but also appears as an object of critique. Art History provides an anchor for the optical 

surfaces under discussion. Theories of `radical superficiality' both contradict and complement 

these ways of theorising the psychic surface. The trick/ster is a significant/signifiant means of 

deploying interdisciplinary methodologies to negotiate this difficult terrain between Black, White 

and monochrome. An interdisciplinary approach also enacts the psychic structure of 

indeterminacy of my objects of study. I hope that by proposing a potential transgressive power 
for those indeterminate things that continue to confound the binary systems that aim to 

contextualise and confine them, I will contribute to the areas of Visual Culture and ̀ Race' Theory. 



LIST OF CONTENTS: 

INTRODUCTION 12 

Chapter One: 
NEITHER GENRE NOR COUNTER-GENRE: MONOCHROME & THE WILD 
CARD'S ETERNAL RETURNS 

1: 0 Introduction 29 

1: 1 The Square, The Rectangle and the Nemesis of Mimesis 33 

1: 2 French Connections: Blank Satire vs. Blank Virtuosity 49 

1: 3 Monochrome: Art or Object? 64 

1: 4 The Monochrome World of Yves Klein 75 

1: 5 The Monochrome Sublime: Barnett Newman 85 

1: 6 Conclusion 91 

Chapter Two: 
STAGED AND MEDIATED MONOCHROMES: A NEW PROBLEMATIC OF THE 
PSYCHIC SURFACE 

2: 0 Introduction: The White Eye of Photography 103 

2: 1 The Deathlike in Photography 107 

2: 2 Hiroshi Sugimoto & the Returns of Blankness 114 

2: 3 John Hilliard & the Specular Monochrome 123 

2: 4 The Interstitial Auditory 139 

2: 5 Derek Jarman's Blue: Fantasy of the Maternal Voice? 144 

2: 6 Conclusion: Mixed Mediation 150 

4 



Chapter Three: 
(IN)VISIBLE WHITENESSES: THE PSYCHIC SPACE OF THE MIXED RACE 
SUBJECT 

3: 0 Introduction 159 

3: 1 One: Two: Many 163 

3: 2 When is a Signifier Not a Signifier? (When It's a Monkey) 174 

3: 3 Diluted Nigger or Ditty Nigger? The `Choice' is Never Yours 180 

3: 4 Neither Fish Not Fowl: Indeterminacy & (Ill)legibility 186 

3: 5 'The New Colored People' 191 

3: 6 Conclusion 195 

Chapter Four: 
ART & ABJECTHOOD: THE PSYCHIC SPACE OF MONOCHROME 

4: 0 Introduction 204 

4: 1 Silence, Castrated & Castrating 209 

4: 2 Other Kinds of Silence 216 

4: 3 Generative Blankness & Deathly Silence 225 

4: 4 Kristeva's Black Sun: Monochrome as Narcissistic Mirror 236 

4: 5 Returns of the Repressed 250 

4: 6 Conclusion: Mourning the Lost Object of An History? 260 

Chapter Five: 
CONCLUSION? 269 

REFERENCES 283 

FURTHER READING 297 

PICTURES FROM'CARLTON JOHNSON: MY "LIFE" i- x 

5 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS: 

CHATPER ONE: 
Figure 1: James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Symphony in White No. 1: The White Girl 1862. Oil on 
canvas. 214.6 x 108cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington. 

Figure 2: Jean-Baptise Oudry, Canard Blanc 1753. Oil on canvas. Private collection. 

Figure 3: Alphonse Allais, Combat des Negrcs Dans Une Cave, Pendant La Null (reproduction du celebre 
tableau) 1884. Ex. Cat. E4 osition des Arts Incohlrents, 1884 (Riout 1989: 90) 

Figure 4: School of Novgorod, early 16"' Century. Detail from an Icon of the Vernicle or Holy 
Mandylion of Edecsa. " Our Saviour Not Made By Human Hands Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. 

Figure 5: Kazimir Malevich, Black Square c. 1915. Oil on canvas. 79.5 x 79.5cm. Tretyakov 

Gallery, Moscow, 

Figure 6: Installation photograph of `0.10: Last Futurist Exhibition; Petrograd, Dec. 1915 - 
Jan. 1916, showing position of Malevich's Black Square. 

Figure 7: Kazimir Malevich, Supremacist Composition: White on White c. 1918. Oil on canvas. 79.4 x 
79.4cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Figure 8: Gordon Bennett, Supremacist Painting #1(Nigger lover) 1993. Acrylic on canvas. 50 x 
50cm. Bellas Gallery, Brisbane & Sutton Gallery, Melbourne. 

Figure 9: Aleksandr Rodchenko, Pure Red Colour, Pure Yellow Colour, Pure Blue Colour 1921. OR on 
canvas. Each panel: 62.5 x 52.7cm. Rodchenko-Stepanova Archive, Moscow. 

Figure 10: Ad Reinhardt, Abstract Painting No. 5 1962. Oil on canvas. 152.4 x 152.4cm. Tate 
Gallery, London. 

Figure 11: Donald Judd, Untitled 1963. Cadmium red light oil on wood. 49.5 x 114.3 x 77.5cm. 
Collection of G. Locksley & G. Shea. 

Figure 12: Yves Mein, Untitled Blue Monochrome (IKB 83) 1960. Dry pigment and synthetic resin 
on canvas and wood. 92.7 x 73.7cm. Sidney Janis Gallery, New York. 

Figure 13: Yves Klein, Red Monochrome on Stage 1954. Watercolour, pastel, ink and pencil on page 
from a spiral-bound notebook. 13.5 x 21cm. Private collection. 

Figure 14: Yves Klein, Le Vide (detail from the interior of Galerie Iris Clert, Paris, April or May 
1958). In Ex. Cat. Rice University, Houston, Texas 1982: 305. 

Figure 15: Piero Manzoni, Achrome 1962-3. Polystyrene pellets on canvas. 31.5 x 25cm. Manzoni 
Archive, Milan. 

Figure 16: Yves Mein, Immaterial Room at the Museum Haus Lange, Krefeld, Germany 1961. 
Photograph from the collection of Ed Kienholz. 



Figure 17: Barnett Newman: Fourteenth Station, 1966. Acryclic polymer on canvas. 195 x150cm. 
Collection Annalee Newman, New York. 

Figure 18: Barnett Newman Onement I, 1948. Oil on canvas. 67.5 x 40cm. Collection of Annalee 

Newman, New York. 

CHAPTER TWO: 
Figure 19: Hiroshi Sugimoto, Paramount Theater, Oakland 1994. Black and white photograph. 
Private collection. 

Figure 20: Hiroshi Sugimoto, Stadium Drive-In, Orange County 1993. Black and white photograph. 
Private collection. 

Figure 21: John Hilliard, Debate (18% Reflectance) 1996. Cibachrome on aluminium. 120 x 157cm. 

Private collection. 

Figure 22: John Hilliard, Of Screen 1999. Cibachrome on aluminium. 124 x 156cm. Private 

collection. 

Figure 23: Veläsquez, Las Meninas 1656. Oil on canvas. 3.21 x 2.81 m. Prado, Madrid. 

Figure 24: Derek Jarman at the final mix of Blue, 1993. Photograph by Liam Longman. 

Courtesy of Basilisk Communications. 

Figure 25: Clement Cooper, from Deep, 1997.28.5 x 23.5cm. Duotone photograph. 

CHAPTER THREE: 
Figure 26: Angeline Morrison, Carlton Johnson: mj 'life' 2002. Ink drawing on paper. 12 x 8cm. 

Collection of the author. 

Figure 27: Angeline Morrison, Carlton Johnson: my ̀ life, The Bleach Bath' (detail) 2000. Pencil 

drawing on paper. 20 x 27cm. Collection of the author. 

Figure 28: Angeline Morrison, Carlton Johnson: my 'life, The Band' (detail) 2001. Ink drawing on 

paper. 15 x 10cm. Collection of the author. 

CHAPTER FOUR: 
Figure 29: Ralph Humphrey, Camden 1965. Oil on canvas. 168 x 168cm. Collection of the artist. 

Figure 30: Robert Ryman, Untitled 1965. Enamel on linen. 29 x 29cm. Collection of the artist. 

Figure 31: Robert Rauschenberg, Untitled (Small White Lead Painting) 1953. Oil on canvas. 25 x 
20cm. Sonnabend Collection, New York. 

Figure 32: Robert Rauschenberg, Erased de Kooning Drawing 1953. Traces of ink and crayon on 
paper with mat and hand-lettered ink label in gold leaf frame. 63 x 53.5cm. Collection of the 
artist, New York. 



Figure 33: Robert Rauschenberg, Untitled (sma11131ack Painting) 1953. Oil on newspaper on canvas. 
60 x 75cm. Offentliche Kunstsammlung, Basel. 

Figure 34: Robert Rauschenberg, Untitled (Gold Painting) c. 1953. Gold leaf on fabric and glue on 
masonite in wood and glass frame. 30.25 x 30.5cm. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New 
York, bequest of Eve Clendenin, 1974. 

Figure 35: Sarah Charlesworth, Bowl, Column 1986. Diptych, laminated Cibachromes, lacquered 
frames, edition of three, 100 x 75cm. Photo by Douglas M. Parker, L. A. Courtesy of Jay Gorney, 
Modern Art, New York. 

Figure 36: Sarah Charlesworth, Snakegir! 1985. Framed, laminated Cibachrome print, lacquered 
frame, 100 x 210cm. Photo by Douglas M. Parker, L. A. Courtesy of Jay Gorney, Modern Art, 

New York. 

Figure 37: Lucio Fontana photographed by Ugo Mulas, 1964. Private collection. 

Figure 38: Lucio Fontana, Concetto SpaZiale 1963. Oil on canvas. 146 x 114cm. Private 

collection, Venice. Water-based paint on canvas. 100 x 81 cm. Private collection, Turin. 

Figure 39: Lucio Fontana, Concetto SpaZialel La Fine di Dio (Spatial Concept/The End of God) 1963. 
Detail, showing bucchi. Oil on canvas. 178 x 123cm. Private collection, Milan. 

Figure 40: Anish Kapoor, Adam 1988-1989. Sandstone and pigment. 119 x 102 x 236cm. Tate 
Gallery, London. 

Figure 41: Wolfgang Laib, sifting pollen on detail of Pollen from Pine 1998.230 x 260cm. 
Photograph courtesy of Installation Gallery Kenji Taki, Nagoya. 

Figure 42: Wolfgang Laib, Milchstein (Milkstone)1993. White marble and milk. 6x 24 x 30cm. 
Collection of the artist. 

Figure 43: Marcia Hafif, Green Lake Deep 2000. Oil on linen. 90 x 65cm. Collection of the artist. 

Figure 44: Gerhard Richter, Gram 1976. OR on canvas. 200 x 170cm. Collection of the artist. 

Figure 45: Alan Charlton, Paintings with a Central Vertical Division 1975. Oil on canvas. 
Photograph courtesy of Conrad Fischer Gallery, Dusseldorf. 

Figure 46: Robert Ryman, General 1970. Enamel on enamelac on canvas. 124.5 x 124.5cm. 
Private collection. 

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION? 
Figure 47: Lewis Carroll, Ocean Chart from, The Hunting of the Shark 1872, Illustration by Henry 
Holiday. 

Figure 48: Eva Hesse, Untitled 1969. Gouache, watercolour and pencil on paper. 55.5 x 43.8cm. 
Collection of Sondra and Charles Gilman Jr. 



Figure 49: David Batchelor, Found Monochromes of London 2000. Photograph courtesy of the 
Anthony Wilkinson Gallery. 

Figure 50: David Batchelor, Found Monochromes of London 2000. Photograph Courtesy of the 
Anthony Wilkinson Gallery. 

Figure 51: David Batchelor, I Love Kings Cross and Kings Cross Loves Me 2 1999. Found objects, 
acrylic sheet and enamel paint. 650 x 235 x 23cm. Photograph courtesy of the Anthony 
Wilkinson Gallery. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: 

I would first of all like to thank Falmouth College of Arts for the generous Studentship which 

enabled me to undertake this programme of full-time study. 

To my Director of Studies, Professor Penny Florence, without whom this thesis would literally 

never have happened; who has mentored, encouraged and challenged me in ways that there aren't 

words for, and whose contributions have far exceeded the call of duty. I feel privileged to have 

studied under your direction. All of this is thanks to you. 

To my Supervisor Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe for his invaluable and brilliant supervisory contributions, 

his wit, and his continual stream of difficult questions. 

Also to my Supervisor Professor David Cottington, for bis Art Historical supervision and 

especially for all his help with translations. 

I am greatly indebted to Professor David Scott of Trinity College, Dublin, who encouraged me to 

keep going when it seemed the only option was to give up, and who introduced me to my 

Director of Studies. Thank you for all your generosity, and for so kindly setting me on the right 

path. 

Thankyou to Leo Baxter, who started me thinking along these lines. 

Finally, to my dear family and my dearest Maurice O'Connell: all my love and thanks. 

10 



DECLARATION: 

At no time during the registration for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy has the author been 

registered for any other University award. This study was financed with the aid of a studentship 
from Falmouth College of Arts. A programme of advanced study was undertaken, with regular 
group tutorials and individual tutorials with members of the Supervisory Team. Relevant 

seminars and conferences were regularly attended at which work was presented; external 
individuals and institutions were visited for consultation purposes, and papers were prepared for 

publication. 

Presentations and Conferences Attended: 
1999: Irish Association of Art Historians Conference, Trinity College, Dublin. Paper: W'hy Have 

There Been No Great Black Artists? 
2000: Whiteness Study Day, Tate Modern. Paper: lE7bite-ish: Mixed Race Identity 'the Problem of 

Belonging. 
Black History Month, Tate Gallery. Paper: History ofllfro Hair in the Fest. 
Image Into Identity, University of Hull. Paper: Black Skin, Big Hair The Cultural 
Appropriation of the Natural "fm' Hair Style. 
Complexity Conference, Dartington College of Arts. Paper: Ooops - lFbat ifArt Isn't Really 

a Language? Monochrome and the Linguistic Space of Emptiness. 
Co-organiser of CADE (Computers in Art & Design Education) 2000 Postgraduate 
Conference, held at Falmouth College of Arts. 
Guest Editor of a special PostGraduate Research issue of Digital Creativity, the journal of 
CADE. 
`The Black Gaze: International Perspectives in African-World Literature and Visual 
Culture', University of London, Dept. of English Studies. 

2001: Association of Art Historians Conference, Reading University. Paper: The Prychic Space of 
Monochrome. 
CADE 2001 (Computers in Art & Design Education), University of Glasgow. 
Article published in make magazine, on EV+A (Exhibition of Visual Arts), Limerick, 
Ireland. 
Article published in the Guardian newspaper about Black visual artists and the Turner 
Prize. 

2002: Paper presented at Hull 2000 accepted for inclusion in published version of conference 
proceedings. 
Research adviser for proposed television series on Black artists in Britain. 

Presentation of Visual Art Work: 
2002: Carlton Johnson: my 'life. Falmouth College of Arts Gallery, Falmouth. Solo show, mixed 

media. 

External Contacts: During the course of this work, I have corresponded and/or met with the 
following: Professor David Green, University of Brighton, David Batchelor, artist and 
theorist/critic, London, Willie McKeown, artist, Dublin, Yaari Pikke, artist, Finland, Jonathan 
Watkins, curator, kon Galle, Birmingham. 

Signed:....... 
I.. q 

.............. 
....................... Date 

.,. 
ýý : 1.0 

...... 

11 



INTRODUCTION 

`Lacan points out that there are two things that can never really be known but 

are always recognized: death and the father's role in procreation. It is the place 
of the father, not the actual father, that is thus here significant, and it is to this 
acknowledgement or recognition that Lacan attaches such importance. The 
little boy cannot be the father, but he can be summoned for his future role in- 
the-name-of-the-father. The symbolic father, for whose prehistoric death the 
boy pays the debt due, is the law that institutes and constitutes human society, 
culture in the fullest sense of the term, the law of order which is to be 

confounded with language and which structures all human societies, which 
makes them, in fact, human. ' (Mitchell 1974: 391). 

`In a historic passage Mallarme describes the terror, the sense of Sterility, that 
the poet experiences when he sits down to his desk, confronts the sheet of 
paper on which his poem is supposed to be composed, and no words come to 
him [... ] indeed, in support of this, could one imagine anything that was more 
expressive of, or would be held to exhibit more precisely the poet's feelings of 
inner devastation than the virginal paper? ' (Wollheim in Battcock [ed] 
1968: 388) 

The world we inhabit is stuffed full of blank spaces. Moments of blankness are everywhere, 

though frequently invisible -a pause in conversation for example, or the background in a picture. 

Whilst these ubiquitous blanknesses tend to be read as meaningless in themselves, they also tend 

to have meaning structured around them. Blank spaces thus remain invisible, contextualised as 

meaningless in the discourses that hide them. In the context of images that tell stories, mimic 

objects from real life or at least have some kind of logic of differentiation in their surface 

markings, blank or monochrome space stands out as resolutely, unashamedly illegible. The 

definition of monochrome that I use here is that it may be any colour or no colour (depending on 

one's position about the status of black and white as colours, see Chapter One, note 48). If 

considered as a form of abstraction, monochrome is the least legible and most non- 

representational of all - it makes no attempt to tell a story, contains nothing that is visually 

recognisable from everyday life, confounds any pre-existing western notions of perspective, or 

figure/ground relations -- in short, the least differentiated and most uniformly blank surface is the 

`most' monochrome. 
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Within the context of western Art History, monochrome has become the accepted vehicle for the 

presentation of visual blankness. Monochrome is the picture that does not depict. As artist and 

theorist David Batchelor describes, the blank space of monochrome is as ubiquitous as the 

invisible blank spaces of everyday life, and sometimes shares with them more than we might 

realise; 

`Anyone can make a monochrome. Most of us probably have made one at 
some time or another, although we wouldn't necessarily have recognised it. 
And we wouldn't necessarily need to have made one, as most of the time we 
are already surrounded by ready-made monochromes of various shapes and 
sizes. The world is full of unintended, sometimes accidental, often temporary, 

and mostly unnoticed monochromes. ' (Batchelor 2000: 151) 

Like any blank space, monochrome confounds interpretation. Once blank space is foregrounded or 

actively presented as a separate entity in its own right, historically received notions of meaning are 

radically destabilised. When a spectator stands before a surface that appears to be presenting 

nothing, a sort of psychic panic often ensues - what if there really is nothing there? This 

fundamental and deep fear of nothingness - also a fear of meaninglessness - tends to result in 

frantic attempts to not see the blankness of monochrome. Many kinds of critical writing on 

monochrome attempt to `explain away' the blank surface, or enact attempts to find the tiniest area 

of surface differentiation and cling to it resolutely. These attempts to fix meaning and re-order 

the chaos, to either `fill' the blank space or to concentrate on anything but the surface blankness, 

are what I call ̀ Phallic readings'. The Phallic spectator (or critic) is someone who is in thrall to 

the monarchy of fixed meaning, who inhabits the realm of that ultimate decider and fixer of 

meaning: the Lacanian phallus. Just as nature abhors a vacuum, so the Phallic reader abhors non- 

meaning, rejecting it outright and sometimes using elaborate strategies to refute its possibility. 

Phallic readings are characterised by an insistent avoidance of the fact that the optical surface of 

monochrome presents the spectator with something illegible. Monochrome confounds attempts 

to fix meaning in two main ways; first of all within its optical space (that is, the surface that we 

13 



both see and refuse to see), then more subtly in its psychic space (the invisible, notional space of 

psychic activity, which we don't see). This results in the Phallic spectator's increased 

determination to pin down something that is fundamentally slippery, or tricky. Monochrome's 

resistance to Phallic interpretation ensures that, `[t]he monochrome is the most enigmatic icon of 

modern are (McEvilley 1988 [trans. Anson, 2001]: 1)'; but it also, I think, begs the question of 

whether monochrome is involved in some kind of psychic trickery - or at least whether, in a 

Gothic spirit not usually associated with monochrome, it might conceal an unfathomable secret? 

Mocking, confounding, recurring - the secret is something whose presence is perpetually as 

alluring as it is elusive. The reader of Wilkie Collins' story of the mysterious Woman in White has 

an experience of the `Secret' that is comparable to the experience of the spectator in front of the 

blank monochrome. Collins"Secret' is, like the monochrome, highly visible from the outset, 

structuring the labyrinthine plot developments around itself - yet throughout it also remains 

maddeningly just out of reach. 

Was it possible that appearances in this case had pointed one way while the 
truth lay all the while unsuspected in another direction? [... ] I-Iere -- if I could 
find it - here was the approach to The Secret, hidden deep under the surface of 
the apparently unpromising story which I had just heard. ' (Collins 1994 
[1868]: 426). 

The fugitive quality of The Secret' in Collins' novel - the destabilising effects of the mad desire- 

to-know that it creates, its simultaneous qualities of high visibility and total illegibility, its eternal 

trickery of the reader by eluding interpretation - make it an apposite analogy for the blank space 

of the monochrome surface within the story of western Art History. The subject of Mixed Race, 

understood for the purposes of this argument as both Black and White', who lives in a society 

structured by the foundational binary `Black/\Vhite', can also be said to contain a ̀ Secret' in much 

the same way as she can be said to have been ̀ blanked' - (a)voided, rendered invisible and 

inaudible. In this case extreme measures to conceal this `racial' secret are sometimes taken, 

especially in cases where the Mixed Race subject wishes to `pass', usually for White'. Sara Jane 
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Johnson, the cold and strange protagonist of Douglas Sirk's melodramatic film Imitation of Life, 

(1959: Dir. Sirk) is an example of this. Rejecting her mother and erasing her background, she will 

go to any lengths to be considered WYlhite. The radical and ongoing erasure which she performs on 

herself is intended to cancel out the residual `Black blood' which does not really show in her 

features; eventually allowing her to present herself as a tabula rasa, a blank, White woman. 

Instead, all she achieves is emotional weariness (the attempted erasure is endless, since the 

coveted ̀ real Whiteness' can never be anything more than a phantasy), loneliness and pain. In 

Sara Jane Johnson, the secret, the trickster and the trick find a meeting-ground. Whilst she 

delights in successfully ̀tricking' those she meets about her `racial' identity, the trick itself, 

(homologous to the secret) asserts itself and has the last laugh. 

James Weldon Johnson's 1912 classic, Autobiograply of an Ex-Coloured Man, shows a similar 

meeting-place of the secret, the trickster and the trick. The hero is a light-complexioned man 

who did not discover that he was ̀ a Nigger' until he was a schoolchild. In disclosing his `secret' 

he writes, 

`I know that I am playing with fire, and I feel the thrill which accompanies that 
most fascinating pastime; and, back of it all, I think I find a sort of savage and 
diabolical desire to gather up all the little tragedies of my life, and turn them 
into a practical joke on society. ' (Johnson 1912: 1) 

The laughter here has no joy; it is the laughter of mockery, or the ironic laughter of resigned 

acceptance. In both the above examples, the Mixed Race subject presents problems for the 

Phallic system of interpretation which would assign them a Black identity on the basis of a single 

drop of `tainted' ancestral blood. Both characters play a trick on the system that wishes to classify 

them, the trick depending entirely on that system's commitment to reading the distinction 

Black/White as a binary opposition. The characters always elude classification - when identities 

are assigned them, they always exceed them at the same time as being unable to fill them. 

Successful ̀passing' depends on tricking the classificatory system, which always operates from 
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outside of the subject. The success of this trick, in turn, depends upon how `convincing' the 

physical appearance, phenotype or optical surface, looks to the outside system. In terms of a 

psychic structure, Mixed Race people are multiple with shifting identities, and such a structure 

cannot be accommodated by a system whose judgements are binary. In cases where a subject's 

optical surface visibly confounds the structure's foundational binary, the system is doubly 

confounded, its ego disturbed by the evidence of split subjectivity that is staring it in the face. 

There are many different kinds of blank space within Art History, and many different ways of 

framing, conceptualising and ̀ making' blankness; just as there are many more ways of being 

Mixed Race than the `Black/ White' model. The varieties of mixture are as endless as the varieties 

of life-experience that the Mixed subject may relate. This fact, combined with the lack of fixed 

geographical or cultural communities of Mixed Race people (with the exception of such 

communities as the `Cape Coloureds' of South Africa, or the established Mixed Race community 

of Liverpool 1), makes it almost impossible for anyone to speak on behalf of all Mixed Race 

subjects. It is for this reason that the story of each Mixed Race individiia/becomes vitally 

important, as Mixed Race identities continually defy categorisation as a simple, single thing. 

American artist Isa Dean, who is of Mixed Race, writes in her artists' statement, 

`Who is the "tragic mulatto"? She is both "not Black enough" and "not White 

enough". Her position lies in the middle, both undefined and ambiguous. As 

the product of Black/White miscegenation (rarely discussed and once 
outlawed), her story continues publicly unnoticed and seldom told. This is my 
story. ' (Dean 2001: www. digitalid. 8m. net/isa. html) 

Such stories are seldom told because they cause discomfort to a system that demands that 

someone be either Black, or White. I want to consider that the psychic indeterminacy of the 

monochrome surface causes a parallel discomfort to its own system, continually presenting that 

system with the possibility that the mastery and classificatory powers that the system wishes to 

believe it has, are nothing but an illusion. Just as the Mixed Race subject is not reducible to Black 

or White, so monochrome is not reducible to either side of the representational binary of 
16 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































