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ABSTRACT

[MIXJUNDERSTANDINGS: MULTIRACIAL IDENTITY IN VISUAL CULTURE
Melanie Feaster, MA
Corcoran College of Art + Design, 2013

Thesis Advisor: Philip Brady

[Mix]Understandings, shown at the Geffen Contemporary at MOCA, uncovers
the way multiracial identity has been visually represented throughout American history
by exploring the narratives of the tragic mulatto, the trend of multiracial chic, and the
typical question, “what are you?” Objects from art, cinema, television, advertising, and
product design communicate the historic presence and continual evolution of multiracial
identity in American visual culture. Additionally, experiences including a documentary
theater and filmed interviews will allow visitors to witness accounts of multiracial
identity from contemporary voices. Educational programming and group discussions are
available through a partnership with the Mixed Roots Film and Literary Festival. By
attending this exhibition, visitors will gain a deeper knowledge of the multiracial

community and may be inspired to learn more about their own ancestries and identities.
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MISSION STATEMENT

[Mix]Understandings: Multiracial ldentity in Visual Culture examines the
continual evolution of multiracial identity in the United States. Though racial
categorization is a purely social construct, it still has a meaningful impact on the way
those of mixed heritage form their individual identities. From the “tragic mulatto”
narratives to the empowerment of the multiracial movement, this exhibition will uncover
the historical presence of multiracial identity in visual culture. By using examples from
art, cinema, television, advertising, and product design, /Mix] Understandings explores
how the mixed-race experience has been visually represented, constructed, and critiqued
in the United States.

Through this exhibition, the visitor will gain a stronger understanding of the
visual perception of multiracial American identity. This new knowledge will help visitors
comprehend the evolution of positive and negative multiracial stereotypes and how to

better navigate their interactions with Americans of mixed heritage.
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EXHIBITION BRANDING
Title

[Mix]Understandings: Multiracial Identity in Visual Culture was chosen as the
title for this exhibition because it alludes to the goal of helping the public gain a greater
understanding of the presence of mixed-race identity in our society. It includes a play on
the word “misunderstanding;” instead of allowing visitors to live in ignorance of the
tribulations of multiracial identity, the exhibition will enlighten individuals about this
growing community. This title also represents the fantastical societies portrayed in media,
such as television, which promote an idea of racial unity.

Logo Mark

The logo mark of /Mix]Understandings symbolizes unity and cultural mixing.
The large circle in which the mark is contained represents American society, while the
smaller circles represent the variety of races and ethnicities that reside here. These circles
intersect in order to portray the mixing that occurs in “the great American melting pot.”
Primary and secondary colors help to further illustrate this idea of mixing. As two
primary colors (for example: red and blue) meet, they create a new secondary color
(purple).

Logotype

Optima is the chosen typeface for the logotype because of its combination of

historic and modern qualities. This exhibition focuses on evolving history and therefore

includes both historic and contemporary objects. Therefore, Optima is a fitting choice for
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this show. Adobe Garamond Pro serves as a secondary typeface in the logo in order to

provide visual contrast.
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1.

2.

TEACHING POINTS
There is no singular understanding among mixed-race people as to what
“multiracial identity” means. Racial identity varies from person to person;
one can identify as multiracial, identify with a singular race, or refuse any
racial identification. Therefore, everyone has the ability to decide his or her
own identity.
Ambiguity, skin tone, and other aspects of appearance have a considerable
influence on the development of multiracial identity.
Society has portrayed mixed-race people as tragic figures and, conversely, as
potential racial bridges that will unify America. Many of the objects in this
show are created in direct response to these conventions.
The portrayal of multiracial bodies in visual culture has evolved according to
changes in societal beliefs. Visual culture reflects the way society classifies
the multiracial population, constructs our understanding of race, and affects

how members of the multiracial community view themselves.

TAKE-AWAY

Visitors will know more about the emergence of the multiracial community in

America and how it has a growing presence in visual culture that they encounter on a

daily basis.



MELANIE FEASTER

CCA+D MASTER OF ARTS IN EXHIBITION DESIGN
THESIS/EX7900/STUDIO A

SPRING 2013/ SP01

May 14, 2013

TARGET AUDIENCE

The primary audience for /Mix] Understandings: Multiracial Identity in Visual
Culture will be attendants of the Mixed Roots Film and Literary Festival. This event
celebrates stories of the mixed-race experience by bringing together film and book lovers,
innovative and emerging artists, and multiracial families and individuals. The festival
features workshops, readings, film screenings, and live performances over the course of
two days each summer. [Mix]Understandings is a companion to this event by serving as
a small-scale retrospective of the growing presence of the multiracial experience in visual
culture.

The secondary audience will be young adults who are interested in art and visual
culture. Since the exhibit will run longer than the Mixed Roots festival, it needs to appeal
to a broader audience. Young adults will be targeted because a large amount of

multiracial Americans fall within that age group.
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VENUE
Introduction of Location

The Mixed Roots festival is held each year at the Japanese American National
Museum in Los Angeles, California. However, since the focus of /Mix]Understandings is
on general multiracial identity and not monoracial Japanese identity, this museum would
not be the best fit for this exhibition. Instead, the exhibition will take place at the Geffen
Contemporary at MOCA (The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles). This center
is located next door to the Japanese American National Museum (Fig.1 — Fig. 3).

Los Angeles one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the country, which makes
it an ideal location for this exhibition. The city is also a center for film producers, artists,
and television executives, which actively contribute to the formation of visual culture.
Additionally, the Los Angeles is a popular tourist destination, which can give the
exhibition exposure on a national level.'

The Geffen Contemporary is located in the Gallery Row district of downtown Los
Angeles, near Little Tokyo. Many restaurants, retail centers, and art galleries are located
throughout this district. Since there is much to do and see here, this area is an ideal
destination for a day trip.”

Generally, visitors seem to react positively to the Geffen Contemporary’s

exhibition space and collections. It has received 646 reviews and an average score 4 >

: “The Top Ten Most Diverse Cities in America,” accessed November 3, 2012,
http://www.cnbc.com/id/43066296/ The Top 10 Most Diverse Cities in_ America?slide=11.
2 “Downtown LA Neighborhoods,” accessed October 30, 2012, http://www.experiencela.
com/community/page/ DowntownLANeighborhoods.
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stars on the Yelp website. Visitors are fond of the building’s convenient location and are

receptive to some of the more visually challenging exhibitions.’
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Figure 2 Figure 3
The Geffen Contemporary, Overhead satellite view of the
located next to the Japanese Geffen Contemporary, showing
American National Museum nearby bus and metro stops

3 “The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA,” accessed September 30, 2012, http://www.yelp.com/biz/the-
geffen-contemporary-at-moca-los-angeles.
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Relation to MOCA’s Mission

The MOCA is devoted exclusively to contemporary art, with a focus on work that
was created after 1940. Though some of the pieces in this exhibition were made before
this date, they are a vital part of the larger narrative due to their influence on the
evolution of visual culture.

Race has always been a challenging subject in American culture and has a
significant place in our nation’s history. This exhibition fits with the MOCA’s mission,
which is to support the most challenging art of its time, place it within its historical
context, and link the range of the visual arts to contemporary culture.”*

Architecture

The Geffen Contemporary, originally built in the 1940s, is a former police car
warehouse that was renovated by the renowned Frank O. Gehry (Fig. 4 and Fig. 5). It
served as the “Temporary Contemporary” while MOCA’s main building was under
construction on Grand Avenue. After a $5-million dollar gift from the David Geffen
foundation, the building was renamed The Geffen Contemporary.’

The exterior of the building features a canopy of chain-link fencing and steel
trusses that form a partially shaded plaza. This area is ideal for hanging additional

signage that advertises the exhibitions inside the museum. Industrial wire-glass skylights

4 “Welcome to The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles,” accessed September 30, 2012,
http://www.moca.org/museum/us_home.php.

> Suzanne Muchnic, “Stop, Look and Look Again,” Los Angeles Times, August 31, 1997, accessed
November 11, 2012, http://articles.latimes.com/1997/aug/3 1/entertainment/ca-27430.
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and a row of clerestory windows along the south wall illuminate both gallery spaces.’
The facade contains large windows, which can also be used for displaying promotional
graphics.

This satellite of the MOCA museum contains both exhibition 40,000 square feet
of exhibition space and a branch of the MOCA store. Since the building is a former
warehouse, the floor plan is open and malleable.” /Mix] Understandings will be shown in
the main gallery space, though in an area separate from the main collection.

The interior space of the museum reflects the site’s origin as a warehouse. The
building has been praised due to its informality, hospitality, and lack of pretension.® It is
very sparse and industrial in appearance, evident through the visible ductwork along the
high ceiling. Additionally, steel beams and supports are left exposed, which creates a
sculptural effect. Light rails run above the temporary walls in the galleries. The columns
throughout the building are ideal for configuring different combinations of temporary
walls between them. The floor is a neutral gray color and the walls are usually painted
white. Most of the gallery space is on one floor, with the exception of a mezzanine
gallery. There is also gallery space in a room below the mezzanine level. Additionally,
there may be echoing throughout the space, because it is so large and open. See page 11

for sample elevations, which show typical wall heights throughout the exhibition space.

6 Barbaralee Diamonstein, “Preserving America’s Past,” The New York Times, January 18, 1987,
http://www.nytimes.com/1987/01/18/travel/preserving-america-s-past.html?pagewanted=3 &src=pm.

7 “The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA,” http://www.moca.org/museum/moca_geffen.php.

8 MuseumsLA, "The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA," accessed December 3, 2012,
http://www.museumsla.org/mfullprofile.asp?key=20040421164217.
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Figure 4
Entrance to the Geffen Contemporary

Figure 5
Geffen Contemporary Annex

10
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Figure 6
Sample elevations
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Visitor Information
The museum is open five days a week. The hours for the Geffen Contemporary are:
Monday: 11am — 5pm
Tuesday/Wednesday: Closed
Thursday: 11am — 8pm
Friday: 11am — 5 pm
Saturday/Sunday: 11am — 6pm

General admission is $12. However, reduced pricing is available for students ($7
with I.D.), and seniors ($7). Children under 12 are admitted for free. Additionally,
admission to the Geffen Contemporary is free every Thursday from 5-8pm, courtesy of
Wells Fargo. Tickets can be purchased at the MOCA Grand Avenue box office as well as
the Geffen Contemporary.

Accessibility 1s important to the MOCA and the museum is committed to
providing full and equal enjoyment of its services to all visitors. The Geffen
Contemporary is fully accessible and wheelchairs and strollers can be requested at the
information desk. A sign-language interpreter can be requested at least ten days in
advance.

Visitors can reach the Geffen Contemporary by Metro and by car. The center is
accessible by the Metro Red Line, which stops at the Civic Center, and the Gold Line,
which stops at Little Tokyo. There are several parking lots in the area, though they all
charge parking fees. The lot located on the corner of 1* Street and Central Avenue

charges $6.50 daily. Public parking lot 7, located on Judge John Aiso Street, charges $8

12
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on weekdays and $7 after 4pm and on weekends. Detailed driving directions are available

on the MOCA website.’

? “The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA” http://www.moca.org/museum/moca_geffen.php.

13
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EXHIBIT CONTENT OUTLINE
Introduction

Race is a social construct that is linked to power and the hierarchal organization
of differentiated groups.'® The concept of race is based on the idea that racial groups are
pure and distinct communities. In actuality, this is a fallacy. Race has no basis in biology
and there is no such thing as “pure race.”'! However, this understanding does not change
the fact that racial categorization is still prevalent in American society. It affects
countless social interactions because of its link to the distribution of power and status.'?
Consequently, the process of racial categorization has a meaningful impact on the way
racial identity is perceived and visually represented in American visual culture.

The effects of racial categorization extend to the American multiracial population.
Multiracial individuals blur racial divisions, boundaries, and communities. They pose a
threat to the power of race because their existence shows the fallacy of mutually
exclusive races.”” Though mixed-race populations have existed since the colonization of

America,'* the presence and representation of multiracial identity in visual culture has

10 Kerry Ann Rockquemore and David L. Brunsma, Beyond Black: Biracial Identity in America, (Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publlishers, Inc., 2008), 109.

" James F. Davis, “Defining Race: Comparative Perspectives,” in Mixed Messages: Multiracial Identities
in the "Color-Blind" Era, ed. David L. Brunsma, (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2006), 16.
12

Beyond Black, 83.
13 Jane Park, “Virtual Race: The Racially Ambiguous Action Hero in The Matrix and Pitch Black,” in

Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University Press,
2008), 208.

14 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 5.

14
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been relatively rare. Few images of mixed-race Americans were available prior to the
mid-20"™ century.'” However, social change between the 1970s and 1990s that included
events such as the Loving v. Virginia (1967) case, contributed to the increased visibility
of mixed-race Americans.'®

The Loving v. Virginia court case lifted the ban on interracial marriages and
resulted in a multiracial baby boom. This increase in interracial families led to the rise of
the Multiracial Movement, which began in the late 1980s. This social movement fought
for the right for multiracial individuals to self-identify, whether that meant embracing
monoracial, multiracial, or racially transcendent identities."” Soon, the representation of
multiracial identity in visual media shifted from an “either-or” mentality to one of
multiplicity.'® Contemporary images of multiracial people destabilize concepts about
what defines racial boundaries, identities, and what is “normal” in the United States."”

[Mix]Understandings: Multiracial ldentity in Visual Culture explores the
historical representation of multiracial identity and the messages that these images
transmit to viewers. The exhibition reflects on the positive and negative stereotypes that
have been associated with multiracial identity and how these ideas have been embraced

or critiqued throughout time. /Mix] Understandings uncovers these perceptions through

15 Laura Kina, Mixed Heritage Art.
16 Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media Culture,” in Mixed Race
Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 11.
17 - . »
Davis, “Defining Race,” 26.
'® park, “Virtual Race,” 209.

1 LeiLani Nishime, “The Matrix Trilogy, Keanu Reeves, and Multiraciality at the End of Time,” ed. Mary
Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 322.

15
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the themes of “The Tragic Mulatto,” “Multiracial Chic and the Racial Bridge,” and
“What are You?”
Section 1: The Tragic Mulatto

Prior to the period following the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, the
representation of race in America was primarily focused on the black-white binary.
Consequently, most representations of multiracial people were of black/white descent.”
Few images of mixed-Native American or Latino people were present in visual culture
and even fewer examples of Asian-descended individuals were available.

Visual depiction of multiracial individuals before the mid-20" century reflected
the typical nomenclature associated with racial categorization. Octoroon, quadroon,
mulatto, and other designations reflected social and legislative attempts to control the
multiracial population.”’ These categories were structured around the idea of
hypodescent, which means that even one drop of African blood would label an individual
as black. The one-drop rule was created in 1850 as a means of preserving slavery —
children of interracial unions would be given the status of the lower ranked parent, which
meant that many multiracial children were born slaves.”> The designations of octoroon,
quadroon, and mulatto were meant to describe the amount of African ancestry in an
individual’s racial background. The divisions were determined as follows:

Octoroon — 1/8 African

Quadroon — ¥4 African

2% Beltran and Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media,” 10.
21 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 7.
22 Davis, “Defining Race,” 17.

16
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Mulatto — %2 African

During this period, pseudoscientific ideas about race were highly prevalent. It was
commonly thought that one’s racial heritage was a determining factor in the formation of
individual personality. Consequently, these racial classifications were used to assign
stereotypical characterizations to multiracial Americans across visual media, including
the myth of the “tragic mulatto.”

The “tragic mulatto” concept was used to classify and assign stereotypes to those
of mixed heritage and was prevalent across all forms of media, including art, literature,
theatre and film. It is a characterization trope that embodies the belief that multiracial
people are predisposed to emotional and psychological problems because they do not fit
neatly into established racial categories.”” Though artistic portrayals of “tragic mulattos”
were somewhat faithful to the appearance of their subjects, in film, the characters were
mostly portrayed by white actors in blackface or brownface due to the restrictions of the
time period.

Subsection: Victimization

George Fuller, The Quadroon, 1880

This painting is inspired by the artist’s experience at a slave auction in the
1850s. Fuller witnessed a “beautiful quadroon” girl who was “3/4 blessed and %4
cursed” due to her heritage (Fig.7). Here, Fuller portrayed the “brutalities of

slavery,” which did not fit with the “fragile nature” of women who looked

% Erica Chito, “Black and White: Family Opposition to Becoming Multiracial,” in Mixed Messages:
Multiracial Identities in the "Color-Blind" Era, ed. David L. (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.,
2006), 239.

17
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predominantly white.”* Writing about this encounter, Fuller expressed, “Is she not
your sister? She impresses me with sadness!” Fuller was enraptured by the
victimization of this girl due to her race.”’

The work is an allegorical depiction of a beautiful outsider who is trapped
in racial limbo. It is closely related to the anti-slavery literature that involved
mixed-race heroes. Like these novels, this painting is a white romantic version of
women who were sympathetic yet alienated. This fits within the narrative of the
“tragic mulatto,” though unlike typical portrayals of the archetype, the subject is
not overtly sexualized.”®

George Cruikshank, “Emmeline about to be Sold to the Highest Bidder.,”

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1852

Emmeline, a character from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, is being sold into
“concubinage” in this lithograph. She is depicted as a pale, demure victim who is
subject to the lustful looks of the crowd. During the 19" century, mulatto slaves
were prided for their “breeding” capabilities and were highly desirable. Therefore,

mulatto slaves with lighter skin were worth a high price at auctions.”’

% Judith Wilson, “Optical Illusions: Images of Miscegenation in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century
American Art," American Art 5, no. 3 (1991), 94-95.

%% Sarah Burns, "Black, Quadroon, Gypsy Women in the Art of George Fuller." The Massachusetts Review
26, no. 2/3 (1985), 416-417.

26 Wilson, “Optical Illusions,” 417.
27 Morgan, “Thomas Satterwhite Noble’s Mulattos,” 90, 99-100, 105.

18
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Figure 7

George Fuller, The Quadroon, 1880

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of George A. Hearn, 1910 (10.64.3)
Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art

19
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Anonymous, The Octoroon, c. 1859

The play, The Octoroon, follows the story of a Louisiana plantation about
to be sold, along with the resident slaves. The main character, Zoe, is an octoroon
who is going to be sold unless she becomes the mistress of Mr. McClosky. The
American version of the play ends tragically, with Zoe drinking a vial of poison
when she believes that McClosky has bought her and the entire plantation. This
play sparked a serious debate about the role of slavery in America and the
portrayal of Native Americans.*® It also utilized a typical ending for the tragic
mulatto, in which her death would serve as a device that maintains white
privilege.”’

Thomas Satterwhite Noble, The Price of Blood, 1868

Much like Fuller’s work, this painting transmits an anti-slavery message
(Fig. 8). The piece depicts an allegory of a Southern planter selling his mulatto
son to a slave trader. It acts as social commentary by alluding to the story of
Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac in the Bible. Nobel’s work was meant to alert

audiences to the evils of slavery and the plight of mixed-race Americans.*

28 “The Octoroon, 1859 Play,”
http://www.postersplease.com/index.php?FAFs=6600adf871fdba3659db42eb7d20a3c4&FAFgo=/Auctions
/LotDetail&LotID=372125109&sr=39&t=C&ts=&AID=123

29 Morgan, “Thomas Satterwhite Noble’s Mulattos,” 103.
30 Wilson, “Optical Illusions,” 93.

20
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Figure 8
Thomas Satterwhite Noble, The Price of Blood, 1868
Minneapolis College of Art and Design Collection

21
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Subsection: Demonization

Another common portrayal of “tragic mulattos” was in a villainous context. Due
to pseudoscientific ideas about “hybrid degeneracy,” multiracial people were portrayed as
being unstable and inferior in comparison to those who were racially “pure.” Mixed-race
characters and subjects were often depicted as embodying all of the negative aspects
associated with a particular race.’’ Typically, multiracial women were portrayed as
deceitful temptresses that led white men into catastrophe while mixed-race men were
shown to be greedy deviants out for gaining the privileges of affluent white citizens.

Thomas Satterwhite Noble, Margaret Garner, 1867

This painting is based on the true story of a runaway mulatto slave who
killed her children to prevent them from returning to slavery. The account is
reinterpreted by the artist, who chose to portray Garner as dark and deadly, rather
than following more truthful accounts of her pale skin and delicate nature. By
emphasizing her African features, Noble demonized Garner and chose not to elicit
audience sympathy for her situation.”

Archibald Motley, 4 Mulatress, 1924

Motley, an artist who was part of the Harlem Renaissance, was highly
interested in the scientific exploration of racial mixing. In this painting, various

signs are used to convey the social status, profession, character, and psychological

3! Beltran and Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media Culture,” 15.
32 Morgan, “Thomas Satterwhite Noble’s Mulattos,” 85, 100-101, 111.
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state of the subject.”® During this time, it was thought that an individual’s
appearance would expose the internal self. Essentially, stereotypes associated
with appearance and blood lineage were equated with personality traits. 4
Mulatress was painted to emphasize physiognomic principles that indicate the
sitter as defiant, selfish, and vindictive.** Because she has more African American
blood, this subject is depicted as “primitive.” Mulattos were associated with the
stereotype that declared African-descended women were sexually uninhibited and
unsuitable for marriage.” Though a mulatto could occupy a position of
entitlement, her sexualized personality prevented her from obtaining a higher
social standing, such as that of an octoroon.*®

Birth of a Nation, 1915

With the advent of film, the tragic mulatto narrative became prevalent in a
new medium. One of the very first portrayals of this negative archetype was Birth
of A Nation, a film that is associated with the Ku Klux Klan. This film negatively
portrays mixed-race characters, such as Silas Lynch, as deceitful and greedy
individuals who are eager to gain the privileges of whiteness. Lynch is
representative of the idea that mixed-race people are emotionally unstable,

irrational, and immoral because of their genetics. Additionally, a white actor in

33 Susan F Rossen, African Americans in Art- Selections from the Art Institute of Chicago (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 1999), 28-29.

34 Rossen, African Americans in Art, 33.
33 Morgan, “Thomas Satterwhite Noble’s Mulattos,” 104.
36 Rossen, African Americans in Art, 33-34.
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blackface plays Lynch. This sets the standard for typical depictions of multiracial
characters in film during the first half of the 20" century.”’

Duel in the Sun, (1946)

The myth of the tragic mulatto was prevalent in the Western genre, as
well. The film, Duel in the Sun, focuses on a tragedy revolving around a mestiza
(mixed white and Mexican) named Pearl Chavez. A white actress, Jennifer Jones
in brownface, portrays the main character. Pearl causes much of the conflict in the
film due to the sexualized nature associated with mestizas. Racial mixing was
likely common in the Old West, but mestizo characters in Westerns were sparse
and treated as singular, unique, and extraordinary. Additionally, mestizo
characters were never the subjects of passing films, since their ethnicity would be
played up for high nationalist drama.*®
Subsection: Finding a Place in Society

Certain depictions of multiracial people in visual culture focused on their struggle
to find a place in American society because they were caught between racial worlds.
Though, historically, multiracial individuals have been accepted into various minority
communities, many people also struggled to find social acceptance and a sense of
belonging.>” Commonly, mixed-race characters felt compelled to “pass,” in which they
would present themselves as monoracially white. This would allow the “passer” the

benefits of education, employment, and housing opportunities normally reserved for

37 Beltran and Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media Culture,” 15-16.

38 Camilla Fojas, Mixed Race Frontiers: Border Westerns and the Limits of ‘America,”” in Mixed Race
Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 55, 63.
39 Nishime, “The Matrix Trilogy, Keanu Reeves, and Multiraciality at the End of Time,” 250.
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white members of society.*” Although the notion of “passing” was prevalent in media,
other portrayals of multiracial individuals showed them yearning for acceptance without
denying the entirety of their ancestry. Furthermore, finding acceptance for interracial
relationships and the offspring they produced was often extremely difficult. At times, the
multiracial individual was shown succeeding in their aspirations for a better social
standing or tolerance in society. More often than not, they were depicted as failures.

Jules Lion, Ashur Moses Nathan and Son, 1845

Unlike most depictions of biracial individuals during this time period, this
is one of the only paintings that show a white man acknowledging his mixed-race
son. Asher Moses Nathan and Son is a portrait of a wealthy Jewish merchant who
leaves his estate to his adopted son, who may have been the product of an illicit
mixed race union between Nathan and a woman of color. Instead of being
portrayed as a victim of his heritage, the son is portrayed as being a proud
member of Nathan’s family. The artist, Jules Lion, is thought to have been a
member of the free-born or emancipated biracial elite in the state of Louisiana.*'

Edouard Marquis, Creole Women of Color Taking the Air, 1867

In 19" century Louisiana, the Creole population occupied its own social
class. Many Creole women of European and African ancestry participated in

quadroon balls, which were part of the plagage system in which white men would

40 Beltran and Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media Culture,” 10.
41 Wilson, “Optical Illusions,” 92.
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. . 42 . .

seek mixed-race mistresses.”~ Marquis chose to depict Creole women as
. 4

sympathetic and complex figures.*’

Archibald Motley, The Octoroon Girl, 1925

Much like Motley’s A Mulatress, this painting focuses on a multiracial
sitter and uses visual signifiers to communicate her place in society. In The
Octoroon Girl, the subject is presented as an affluent, light-skinned woman with a
delicate nature. Little distinguishes her from typical white citizens. In the words
of the artist, “In this painting I have tried to show that delicate one-eight strain of
Negro blood. Therefore, I would say that this painting was not only an artistic
3544

venture but also a scientific problem.

Imitation of Life, 1934

This film is part of the “passing genre” of films produced during the early
20" century. In these works, biracial women would try to “pass” as white in
society and their efforts would often end tragically. The presentation of Peola, the
main character in this film, did not fit many of the prevalent stereotypes of this
era. However, the African American community detested Peola because of her
selfishness. In particular, they hated the fact that Peola abandoned her family in

order to achieve a better position in society as a white woman.

2 R. Randall Couch, “The Public Masked Balls of Antebellum New Orleans: A Custom of Masque
Outside the Mardi Gras Tradition,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical
Association, vol. 35 no. 4 (Autumn, 1994), 412.

 “How Madam Johns Got its Name”
http://www.crt.state.la.us/museum/online _exhibits/madamjohnslegacy/5.aspx

44 “Biraciality and Nationhood in Contemporary American Art,” 6.
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Fredi Washington, who played Peola, was of mixed descent and refused
to pass in real life.*> Unfortunately, the roles available to Washington during this
time period were limited because of her light complexion and the inability for
anyone of African descent to be cast as a Caucasian character.*®

Night of the Quarter Moon (1959)

Typically, mixed race relationships in films reflected social attitudes
towards the taboos of miscegenation. Many interracial couples were not allowed
to have happy endings because of societal disapproval towards racial
intermingling.*” However, more positive representations of interracial
relationships started to be produced in the late 1950s.

Night of the Quarter Moon was the first Hollywood film that depicted a
black-white interracial marriage as the central element of its plot, instead of
focusing on the melodrama of “passing.” Unlike other female leads of the passing
genre, the main character, Ginny (portrayed by an actress in brownface), never
tries to pass and publicly acknowledges her ancestry. Instead, the conflict arises
when her love interest’s family opposes their marriage because of her well-known
Ya African heritage. The film connected the Civil Rights movement to the issue of
interracial marriage and decreed that America, as a free country, should allow
everyone to marry whomever they want, regardless of race. This movie has a

happy ending, but where the couple will go is left unanswered. Though Night of

45 Fojas, “Mixed Race Frontiers,” 56.
% Dr. David Pilgrim, “The Tragic Mulatto Myth,” http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/mulatto/.
*" Beltran and Fojas, “Mixed Race in Hollywood Film and Media Culture,” 13.
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the Quarter Moon supports interracial relationships, it is not certain of their
. . .48
proper place in society.

Vin Diesel, Multi-facial (1995)

The theme of racial passing and finding a place to belong was also present
in films of the 1990s. Prior to his career as a racially ambiguous action star, Vin
Diesel created a semi-autobiographical short film to speak about the struggles of
multiracial actors. The film follows Diesel’s character as he continuously
auditions for roles that he is too ambiguous to portray believably, according to the
casting staff. It depicts racial passing as an occupational necessity for actors of
ambiguous appearance and critiques racial film casting that forces these actors to
adopt stereotypical performances.*

Devil in a Blue Dress (1995)

The character of Daphne Monet in Devil in a Blue Dress embodies a
combination of characteristics from the femme fatale and tragic mulatto
archetypes. The plot of this neonoir film revolves around the concealment of
Daphne’s racial identity, and like many other examples of passing films, results in
confusion and death.”® Her determination to climb the social ladder is responsible

for the murder of a close friend and her own kidnapping and torture. Over the

* Heidi Ardizzone, “Catching Up with History: Night of the Quarter Moon, the Rhinelander Case, and
Interracial Marriage in 1959,” in Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York:
New York University Press, 2008), 94-113.

49 Gregory T. Cater, “From Blaxploitation to Mixploitation: Male Leads and Changing Mixed Race
Identities,” in Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York
University Press, 2008), 220-223.

50 Aisha D. Bastiaans, “Detecting Difference in Devil in a Blue Dress: The Mulatta Figure, Noir, and the
Cinematic Reification of Race,” in Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New
York: New York University Press, 2008), 237.
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course of the film, Daphne’s characterization shifts from femme fatale, in which
she uses her sexuality to victimize others, to the tragic mulatto, in which she
becomes sexually victimized.”' In the end, it is implied that her embodiment of
the stereotypes of seduction and mulatto ambition led to her downfall. In the
words of Easy, the man hired to search for her, “I suppose all she really wanted
9552

was a place to fit in.

Karen Olivo as Anna Mae in By the Way, Meet Vera Stark, 2011

This contemporary play focuses on the life of Vera Stark over a period of
seventy years as she struggles to make it as an African-American actress in
Hollywood. Much of the drama revolves around a film about an octoroon virgin
in Louisiana, who tries to hide the shame of her heritage. This role is to be played
by Stark’s boss, a white woman named Gloria Mitchell. A notable instance of
racial passing in this play is present in the character of Anna Mae, who is light-
skinned enough to pass as a Brazilian in order to date rich Hollywood directors.’

The Loving Story (2011)

This documentary film, produced by HBO, follows the historic Loving V.
Virginia Supreme Court case (1967), which resulted in the Court ordering the
repeal of all laws against interracial marriage. Richard, a white man, and Mildred,
a mixed Cherokee and African American woman, were unable to marry in their

home state of Virginia because of anti-miscegenation laws. So, they travelled to

3! Bastiaans, “Detecting Difference,” 252.
52 Bastiaans, “Detecting Difference,” 250, 252.

> Don Grigware, "BWW Reviews: Geffen Playhouse Plays Host to Vera Stark," Broadway World,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/07/13/yikes-controversial-emnew_n_112429.html.
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Washington, DC in order to be married. However, this action was deemed illegal
by Virginia authorities and proponents of the law argued that God did not “intend

9.

for the races to mix.”* By bringing the case to the Supreme Court, the Lovings
helped ensure that future generations would be free to marry anyone from any
race. This film is comprised of archival footage, photos, and present-day
interviews.”
Section 2: Multiracial Chic
After the historic case, Loving V. Virginia (1967), outlawed all remaining
restrictions on interracial marriage, the visibility of racial difference began to increase.
Soon, the multiracial population started to be recognized by the mainstream, thanks in
part to the “mixed-race baby boom” of the 1970s°® and the “Postmodern ethnic revival.””’
This led to the popularity of “multiracial chic” in the 1990s, in which visual culture
reflected the new celebration and desirability of difference based on the increasingly
diverse youth population.’® Miscegenation began to be viewed as a sign of racial progress
— though once represented as an outcast, the multiracial person became a trailblazer.
Consequently, ethnic ambiguity became “hip” and marketable; according to Ron

Berger, “Both in the mainstream and at the high end of the marketplace, what is

perceived as good, desirable, successful is often a face whose heritage is hard to pin

54 “The Loving Story Synopsis,” HBO, accessed November 1, 2012,
http://www.hbo.com/documentaries/the-loving-story/index.html#/documentaries/the-loving-
story/synopsis.html.

33 “The Loving Story: Teacher’s Guide,” Teaching Tolerance, accessed November 1, 2012,
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/The%20Loving%20Story%20Study%20Guide 0.pdf.
36 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 5.

57 Mary C. Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness: Only the Fast, Furious, (And Multiracial) Will
Survive,” Cinema Journal 44 (2005): 55, http://www jstor.org/stable/3661094.

>% Park, Virtual Race, 192.
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down.” A commodification of ethnically inspired fashion, products, and popular culture
soon flooded the mainstream market.®® Images of multiracial people began to be utilized
in order to target a broad, ethnically nonspecific audience while evoking positive
qualities, feelings, and desires to viewers."'

Subsection: The New Face of America

Beginning in the 1990s, ethnically ambiguous models and celebrities became
increasingly visible. Multiracial faces began to appear in a variety of media, including
advertising, because they reflected the new rising diversity in America. The New York
Times dubbed this new era of cultural difference as “Generation E.A.: Ethnically
Ambiguous,” which embodied the transition of America from a mosaic into a melting pot
where in the future, racial boundaries will not be as distinct.®*

According to Marilyn Halter, the marketplace teaches people about the
representations of the ethnic groups and allows the general population to participate in
and enact culture. Therefore, advertising featuring multiracial bodies actively contributes
to how people learn to perceive those of mixed heritage. Instead of reflecting multiracial
needs with these images, advertisers and marketers used mixed-race bodies to evoke

positive qualities, feelings or desires in order to appeal to the masses.®® This portrayal of

59 Ruth La Ferla, “Generation E.A.: Etnically Ambiguous,” The New York Times, December 28, 2003,
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/12/28/style/generation-ea-ethnically-
ambiguous.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm.

60 Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness,” 56.
o1 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 39.
62 Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness,” 55.

63 Kimberly McClain DaCosta, “Selling Mixedness: Marketing with Multiracial Identities,” in Mixed
Messages: Multiracial Identities in the "Color-Blind" Era, ed. David L. (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, Inc., 2006), 184.
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multiracialism was overly reliant on stereotypes and clichés, including the benefits of

hybridity and racial harmony. The fascination with multiracial bodies in advertising and

publications reflects a new kind of positive stereotyping, in which mixed beauty is highly

prized.

Time Magazine, 1993

The cover of Time for this issue was mean to celebrate the growing
multiraciality America and calm fears about difference in the 1990s.®* The staff at
the magazine used a computer program to compile a racially transcendent woman
who was a mix of several different races. However, the resulting image proved to
be problematic. This woman, Eve, looks overwhelmingly white — in fact, the
statistics used to create her appearance reveal that she could be as much as 75%
white.®® Additionally, she is a sexualized and idealized figure; Eve is a mere
fantasy of her programmers, serving as an exotic, desirable, and non-threatening
object.®

Nike, I am Tiger Woods Ad

When Tiger Woods rose to stardom in the sport of golf, advertisers were
eager to use him as the face of their campaigns because of his diverse racial
background. They sought to capitalize on Woods’s ability to appeal to a wide

demographic of consumers. In this particular ad, golf is promoted to a broader

64 Richard Wright, Serin Houston, Mark Ellis, Steven Holloway, and Margaret Hudson, "Crossing racial
lines: geographies of mixed-race partnering and multiraciality in the United States,” Progress in Human
Geography 27, no. 4 (2003), 3.

65 Wright, Houston, Ellis, Holloway, and Hudson, “Crossing Racial Lines,” 13.

66 Elam,

The Souls of Mixed Folk, 37.
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demographic by using Woods to break racial boundaries and remove the elitist
nature of golf. Due to his “Cablinasian” heritage, Tiger is “a little bit of
everybody,” which is emphasized in this ad. Children of various races are shown
saying the phrase, “I am Tiger Woods,” in order to drive this point home.?’

Dave Chappelle, “The Racial Draft,” Chappelle’s Show

Starting in the early 2000s, Hollywood, and its eager audience, became
fascinated with multiracial celebrities. In the sketch, “The Racial Draft,” Dave
Chappelle satirizes the public’s need to “claim” multiracial celebrities as
representatives of one race. This involves a set-up that resembles to drafting sport
teams, in which people barter for different celebrities. This culminates in the
celebrity being declared as the winning bidder’s race, regardless of their actual
heritage.®®

Levi Strauss Mulatto Ad, May 1999

To improve sales of Levi’s jeans, advertisers sought to appeal to young
consumers by capitalizing the new “hip” quality associated with multiracial
diversity in a new marketing campaign. This image shows a young, brown-
skinned woman with a golden Afro holding a sign that reads, “I can’t be
prejudice, I’'m mulatto.” The ad utilizes an “unconventional, street-wise attitude”
to make fashion more accessible and according to the ad manager, the campaign

was meant to “represent a virtual melting pot of cultures and races linked by

similar interests in diversity.” However, this ad is highly controversial and

57 McClain Da Costa, “Selling Mixedness,” 193.
68 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 179.
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borderline offensive. It uses an outdated, negative term and presents a conceit that
9

multiracial people are above racism.’

Richard Burbridge, Levi’s Ad

Leo Jimenez, a model at the height of “multiracial chic” capitalized on his
ambiguous appearance. During the onset of multiracial chic, he fit in with the
“melting-pot aesthetic” of the downtown urban scene. This is consistent with the
idea that ethnic ambiguity was a youthful, hip, and viable marketing trend that
would be able to reach a wide demographic of consumers.”

YSL Beauty, Yves Saint Laurent Ad

Ujjwala, the model photographed for this ad, was used to present
“otherness” and “mixedness” as being exotic and desirable. The fact that you
5971

cannot be sure of her ethnicity is presented as a part of her “seductiveness.

“Faces of the Future,” 4/lure, 2009

This magazine article, along with its images of multiracial models,
promotes the “hybrid vigor myth,” which states that hybrids are genetically
superior. It also propagates the notion that in the future, mixedness will be highly
valued and more widespread. The photographs in this article fetishize mixedness
and promote positive stereotyping that is associated with “mixed beauty.” The
models in the article are praised for their “more interesting looks” in comparison

to typical “flawless” blond-haired women. Even though the models are racially

% McClain Da Costa, “Selling Mixedness,” 191-192.
70 La Ferla, “Generation E.A.”
m La Ferla, “Generation E.A.”
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ambiguous, they generally fall within standard beauty ideals, including physical
features such as lighter skin and smaller noses.””

Corcoran Group Real Estate, Corcoran: Built to Last, 2008

This advertisement is a rare depiction of a multiracial family in the media.
It also breaks with many of the standard portrayals of interracial relationships —
here, it is the woman who 1s African American, with skin many shades darker
than more prevalent images of her race. This ad presents the family as both
normative and an idealistic representation of the future, which is “built to last,”
much like the company’s services.””

Latina (January 1999)

An article from Latina magazine focuses on mesitzos getting in touch with
their racial ancestry. This is evocative of the trend of multiracial celebrities
beginning to explore their heritage. Model Christy Turlington is highlighted in
this magazine as an example of this development. The article and accompanying
photographs document her visit to El Salvador, where her mother was born.”

Subsection: The Multiracial Action Hero
Starting in the late 1990s and early 2000s, biracial and multiracial protagonists

began to be cast in action films and television shows. This trend became popular in the

2 Latoya Peterson, “Allure’s ‘Faces of the Future’ Promotes Stereotypes about Mixed People,”
Racialicious, October 19, 2009, http://www.racialicious.com/2009/10/19/allures-faces-of-the-future-
promotes-stereotypes-about-mixed-people/.

73 Wendi Muse, “Corcoran Goes Multicultural,” Racialicious, April 22, 2008,
http://www.racialicious.com/2008/04/22/corcoran-goes-multicultural/.

74 Mary Beltran, “Mixed Race in Latinowood: Latino Stardom and Ethnic Ambiguity in the Era of Dark
Angels,” in Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University
Press, 2008), 265.
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film industry because multiracial actors were seen as box-office draws that reflected the
ethnic diversity of viewers and represented the ideal traits of a hero. Due to the hybridity
associated with these racially ambiguous characters, they had a natural ability to
“navigate in, command respect in, and kick ass in a variety of ethnic communities.””
These heroes had superhuman capabilities that allowed them to be stronger, smarter,
braver, and more charismatic than everyone around them.”® Additionally, the characters’
ambiguous bodies straddled the line between whiteness and nonwhiteness with their
“cultural competence,” meaning that the characters were coded white by the narrative, yet
exhibited racial difference through their appearance and performance. They also
suggested a “post-race” future in which present categories of racial difference no longer

matter.”’

Fast and the Furious cast picture

Vin Diesel has presented himself as a blank slate when it comes to his
racial background in order to market himself to a broad audience.”® Rob Cohen,
director of Fast and the Furious, described him as “everybody, a new American.”
Typically, Diesel has refused to state his racial background in order to capitalize
on his ability to play ambiguous characters.”

In this film, Diesel’s character is described as Italian, though there were

hints to his character’s multiethnic background in publicity. Due in part to his

7 Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness,” 54.
76 Carter, “From Blaxploitation to Mixploitation,” 216.
77 ark, “Virtual Race,” 195, 208

8 Lisa Nakamura, “Mixedfolks.com: “Ethnic Ambiguity,” Celebrity Outing and the Internet,” in Mixed
Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla Fojas, (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 74
7 Carter, “From Blaxploitation to Mixploitation,” 220
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ambiguous appearance and racial hybridity, Diesel was able to cross cultural
borders and dominate the diverse street-racing scene.™

The Scorpion King poster, 2002

Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson has been promoted as a representative of an
increasingly racially diverse nation and has been used to appeal to a broad
audience.®' Unlike Diesel, Johnson embraces his entire ethnic background and is
proud to be both African American and Samoan. He is thought of as a positive
role model because of his openness about his heritage.*> Sean Daniel, producer of
The Scorpion King, said: “Dwayne Johnson is powerful, he is multicultural, he is
»83

very much contemporary... and that’s where today’s youth culture is at.

The Matrix (1999)

The character of Neo in The Matrix films could be read as a hybrid due to
both his characterization and Keanu Reeves’ diverse racial background. Neo is an
example of “hybrid vigor” in that he is symbolically black and white, human and
machine, and the savior of the film.* His character also exhibits stereotypes
associated with Asian American representation, including technological expertise
and passive asexuality.® This is an example of presenting multiraciality as

futuristic, yet subject to contemporary anxieties.

80 Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness,” 60.

81 park, “Virtual Race,” 192.

82 Carter, “From Blaxploitation to Mixploitation,” 224.
83 Beltran, “The New Hollywood Racelessness,” 54.

5 Park, “Virtual Race,” 196.

% Park, “Virtual Race,” 201.
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Dark Angel (2000)

The trend of the multiracial action hero is also present in television.

Jessica Alba, typically cast in a variety of “ambiguously white” roles, plays Max,

a heroic warrior of the future that is composed of racially diverse DNA.*® This

series involves the creation of genetically manufactured super-soldiers that

symbolize both “hybrid vigor” and the omission of race. As Charles H. Eglee
stated, “If you’re going to assemble the best of humanity, why not cross the whole
genetic spectrum?” Producers of the series were aiming for a multiracial aesthetic
and envisioned a future where everyone would be mixed together.®’

Section 3: “What Are You?”

Historically, the mixed-race population has been defined according to a
combination of how others identify them, how their ancestors were defined, and finally,
how they identify themselves.® In the 20" century, many multiracial individuals began to
question the limited identities assigned to them by society, as well as the positive and
negative stereotyping associated with their visual representation.

Many multiracial individuals are faced with the problem of explaining their racial
identity to satisfy the curiosity of another person. The question of “What are you?” is
layered with a multitude of meanings. Typically, the asker is inquiring because without
knowing a racially ambiguous person’s background, they find it difficult to assess how to

interact with said individual. Additionally, the question makes it clear that, by existing, a

8 Beltran, “Mixed Race in Latinowood,” 263.
87 Beltran, “Mixed Race in Latinowood,” 268-269.

88 David R. Harris and Jeremiah Joseph Sim, “Who is Multiracial? Assessing the Complexities of Lived
Race,” American Sociological Review 67, no.4 (August 2002): 615.
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multiracial individual is violating the monoracial truth regime.89 There are, in fact,
multiple answers to this ubiquitous question that vary amongst individuals. Though
everyone has the freedom to choose how to view themselves, their identities are not
always validated by society.
Subsection: Deconstructing Racial Classification

“Mixed race” is a category that is currently under construction.” It cannot be
clearly defined because of its inherent fluidity. Consequently, the experience of being
mixed-race can vary amongst diverse people. The presence of multiracial people disrupts
the typical binary classification that is prevalent in American society.”’ As the multiracial
population continues to grow, mixed-race citizens are challenged to resist society’s
monoracial identifications and racial schema and discover their own personal identities.”*
Since the 1980s, many artists questioned the methods of racial classification, including
the categorization of skin color and the rigid race options available on governmental
forms.

Byron Kim, Synecdoche (1991-present)

Kim’s piece involves a grid of painted skin tones that function as abstract
portraits of family members and friends (Fig. 9).”* The title refers to a figure of

speech in which a part represents a whole or vise versa. In the artist’s words, “the

89 Mary Bernstein and Marcie De la Cruz, ““What are You?’: Explaining Identity as a Goal of the
Multiracial Hapa Movement,” Social Problesm 56 no. 4 (November 2009): 727, 737.

90 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 7.
?! Bernstein and De la Cruz, ““What Are You?"” 737.
92 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 10.

93 Kimberly N. Pinder, “Biraciality and Nationhood in Contemporary American Art,” Third Text: Critical
Perspectives of Art and Culture 53 (2000): 6.
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whole piece is meant to represent all of us.”* Synecdoche represents the visual
reality of a multicultural society where there is so much variation in skin color, it

1s impossible to form distinct categories to neatly classify everyone.

Figure 9

Byron Kim, Synedoch [sic], 1991-2002
Photographer: Larry Qualls

94 Byron Kim, "Synecdoche," Museum of Modern Art, accessed November 18, 2012,
http://www.moma.org/explore/multimedia/audios/34/807
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Paul Solomon, Biracial Portrait #1, 1997, and Biracial Portrait #2, 1997

Solomon’s portraits also criticize the authenticity of categorization based
on skin color. His pieces use ultraviolet light in melanin experiments that involve
tanning half of the sitter’s body. Therefore, the subjects appear to be half one race
and half another. This emphasizes that the same person may be classified
differently based on the color of their skin. It also reveals the “absurdity of racial
295

labels if racial markers were so clearly visible on each biracial body.

Adrian Piper, Political Self-Portrait #2

This image is based on Piper’s passport photo. It displays the black and
white opposition present in American society and references the schoolyard taunt
of “paleface” that the artist experienced as a child.”

Adrian Piper, Cornered, 1988

For Cornered, Piper filmed a 17-minute video of herself, which is
installed with two copies of her father’s birth certificate. Each document classifies
her father as either “white” or “octoroon.” In this piece, Piper implies that the
majority of the American white population has some African ancestry.”” This
piece expresses Piper’s experience of being a light-skinned black woman whose

existence makes the viewer confront distorted race relations in our country.”®

95 Pinder, “Biraciality and Nationhood in Contemporary American Art,” 6.
96 Wilson, “Optical Illusions,” 103

97 Wilson, “Optical Ilusions,” 103.

o8 Pinder, “Biraciality and Nationhood in Contemporary American Art,” 11.
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James Luna, Half~-Indian, Half~-Mexican, 1991

This triptych refers to Luna’s dual Mexican and Luiseno Indian heritage
(Fig. 10). In these photographs, the artist altered both halves of his face according
to stereotypes associated with each race. The piece addresses the fact that “racial
mixing-and-matching renders identities too deceptive to support stereotyping, be

it positive or negative.””’

Figure 10
James Luna, Half Indian/Half Mexican, 1991
Photographer: Larry Qualls

99 Laura Kina, “Mixed Heritage Art,”
http://www.mixedheritagecenter.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=880.
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Mica Lee Anders, Racial Algebra, 2007

Racial Algebra is a mathematical ethnographic study that visually
explores how racial identity can change with each generation. The artist was
inspired by the principle of hypodescent and she aims to dissuade the idea of a
4,710

“pure race” by showing how we are all “mixe

Mica Lee Anders, Please Mark Only One series, 2005-2009

Anders’ series, Please Mark Only One, examines the attitudes multiracial
Americans have towards government forms that require an individual to specify
their racial identity. Until 2000, the U.S. census forced citizens to check only one
race. Now, the policy is “check one or more.” However, many other forms still
abide by the “check only one” policy. The individuals depicted in this series
express dissatisfaction with this antiquated process. As with many other members
of the multiracial population, they felt that choosing only one option would force
them to deny part of their heritage and identity. Each subject’s ambiguous
appearances either clash with or affirm the selected identity on the form shown in
each photograph.'”!
Subsection: Barack Obama
With the election of President Barack Obama in 2008, issues of multiracial
identity became more visible to the American mainstream. During his run for election,
people constantly debated his racial identity. Was he too black or not black enough? Did

he represent the African-American community or the multiracial American

100 \fica Lee Anders, “Racial Algebra,” 2007, http://www.micaleeanders.com/proj RacialAlgebra.html.
11 Mica Lee Anders, “Please Mark Only One,” http://www.micaleeanders.com/proj_pmoo.html
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community?'®> Though Obama fully acknowledges his mixed ancestry, he chooses to
self-identify as a black man. This reflects the choice of many other multiracial Americans
to identify monoracially. Typically, many individuals who have African ancestry choose
to identify as African-American, but after Obama chose to identify as such on the 2010
census, there was some concern that his choice might alienate the multiracial
community.'*

The View, Obama Interview, 2010

In this interview, Obama discusses his racial identity and how he perceives
himself. He explains how the African American community has prevalent racial
mixing. Additionally, he declares that he is more interested in how others treat
each other; what matters is showing each other respect, regardless of one’s racial
background.'*

Time, October 20, 2008

This cover and the articles inside the magazine debate Obama’s racial
identity and the role his race plays in appealing to voters across multiple
demographics. At the time of his election, there were questions of whether he was

“too black™ or “not black enough.” Critics even questioned whether Obama was

102 Ta_Nehisi Paul Coates, “Is Obama Black Enough?” Time, February 1, 2007,
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1584736,00.html.

103 Gregory Rodriguez, "President Obama: At Odds with Clear Demographic Trends Toward Multiracial
Pride," The Los Angeles Times, April 4, 2011. http://articles.latimes.com/201 1/apr/04/opinion/la-oe-
rodriguez-column-obama-race-20110404.

104 Barack Obama on Being Biracial on 'The View', http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52qRIHshOEs.
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“American” enough to be elected.'” The two-toned quality of this image
emphasizes the black/white binary perpetuated by American society.

Barry Blitt, “The Politics of Fear,” The New Yorker, 2008

This illustration for the cover of The New Yorker combines almost every
prominent right-wing stereotype associated with the Barack and Michelle Obama
during the 2008 presidential election. It includes details, such as Obama in a
turban and his wife in an exaggerated Afro, in order to satirize the use of scare
tactics and misinformation that aimed to smear Obama’s campaign. However,
»»106

many found the image to be “tasteless and offensive.

Shepard Fairey, Barack Obama

Though Obama is often thought of in terms of his racial identity, this
painting downplays this aspect of the political candidate. In Obama words, “there
is not a black America and white America and Latino America and Asian
America; there’s the United States of America.”'"” Instead of emphasizing him as
a representative of a particular race, the painting portrays Obama as a
representative of the American people as a whole.

Rafael Lopez, OBAMA Nuestra Voz, 2008

The artist created this poster for Latino Heritage Month in order to “speak

to fellow Latinos about a man [he believes] has vision and leadership.” When

105 Peter Beinart, "Is Barack Obama American Enough?" Time, October 2008,

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1848755,00.html.
106

Rachel Sklar, “Yikes! Controversial New Yorker Cover Shows Muslim, Flag-Burning, Osama-Loving,
Fist-Bumping Obama,” The Huffington Post, July 21, 2008,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/07/13/yikes-controversial-emnew_n_112429.html.

107 David V. Drehle, “The Five Faces of Barack Obama,” Time, August 21, 2008,
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1834682,00.html.
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Lopez heard Obama speak, he felt that he could identify with and relate to him.
As a part of Lopez’s reasoning for embracing Obama, he cites that since Obama is
the son of an immigrant, much like many members of the American Latino
community, he shares that community’s values and has embodies hope for the
future.'® This shows that Obama’s racial heritage has the power to appeal to
diverse American communities.
Subsection: The Multiracial Community
With the rise of the Multiracial Movement in the 1980s, multiracial Americans
began to view themselves as a distinct community.'* Many of these individuals desired
to be able to freely self-identify regardless of society’s pigeonholed attitude towards
race.''? Artists and specialized organizations have played roles in encouraging social
bonding and solidarity through the shared experience of multiracial heritage. Their goal is
to assert that multiracial citizens are not “other,” but rather distinct human beings.''' Both
art and the development of specialized magazines, films, and other products reflect on the
role of race in the development of healthy identity.

“Being Multiracial in America,” April 2. 2008

This short was created as a part of Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential

campaign. It features young multiracial students of Rutgers University talking

108 Rafael Lopez, “OBAMA Nuestra Voz,” September 29, 2008,
http://rafaellopezstudio.blogspot.com/2008/09/obama-nuestra-voz_29.html.
109 Bernstein and De la Cruz, ““What Are You?’” 726.

1o Davis, “Defining Race,” 26.

i Kina, “Mixed Heritage Art.”
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about their experiences navigating their diverse backgrounds. Like many other
colleges, Rutgers University has a club dedicated to the multiracial experience.'"?

MAVIN Magazine

MAVIN Magazine is a publication that has been produced by the MAVIN
Foundation since 1999. The magazine was created to “help young multiracial
people share their personal experiences.” During the rise of the Multiracial
Movement in the 1980s and 1990s, many organizations, such as MAVIN and
Project RACE, were created to assert the presence of the multiracial community
and promote advocacy for their needs. These needs included the necessity and
freedom of personal identity.'"?

Laura Kina, Loving (2006

Inspired by the court case that overturned the last anti-miscengenation
laws, Loving v. Virginia, Kina drew portraits of her friends and acquaintances
(Fig. 11). Kina’s goal was to capture connections within the emerging multiracial
community while highlighting diversity by emphasizing the visual differences
between each subject. The drawings are hung in a meditative half-circle (minyan)
that both embraces and confronts the viewer. Each subject is a member of the
post-1967 biracial baby boom, but the significance of his or her racial difference
i1s downplayed. Everyone sits in the same cross-legged pose, which centers the

subject physically and spiritually. Additionally, they are intentionally rendered in

112 «Being Multiracial In America,” http://www.youtube.com /watch?v=21H91A6MLHM
113

Ramona Douglas, “Evolution of the Multiraical Movement,” Mixed Heritage Center,
http://www.mixedheritagecenter.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1224&Itemid=1.
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Figure 11
Laura Kina, Loving Series: Shoshanna Weinberger
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black and white in order to represent the historical black/white binary in the
United States. This series represents the artist’s uncertainty about the Multiracial
Movement as of 2006-2007."'"*

Kip Fulbeck, Hapa Project (2001)

Fulbeck is a mixed Chinese and Caucasian man who grew up during a
time where it was socially unacceptable to be of mixed heritage.'"> This inspired
him to create this series, which embraces multiracial identity. Over 1200
volunteers were photographed across the country in a minimalist style. They were
then asked to respond to the question, “What are you?” in their own words. The
purpose of this project is to promote awareness and recognition of the millions of
multiracial Hapa individuals, dispel typical myths and stereotypes associated with
mixedness, and explore how identity is divorced from race.''®

Kip Fulbeck, Mixed: Portraits of Multiracial Kids, 2010

Many people who oppose interracial relationships have used an excuse
relating to “the problem of the children,” which expresses concern for the well
being of multiracial children. Those who oppose these mixed unions fear for how

children will identify themselves and if they will be accepted.''” Fulbeck’s book

"4 aura Kina, “Exhibition catalogue essay and artwork — “Half Yella: Embracing Ethno-racial

Ambiguity”,” Embracing Ambiguities: Faces of the Future (2010), http://works.bepress.com/laura_kina/14.

13 Amy Phan, "Probing Beyond Racial Lines," Asian Weekly, November 8, 2008,
http://www.nwasianweekly.com/2008/11/probing-beyond-racial-lines/.

16 Kip Fulbeck, "The Hapa Project,”" Seaweed Productions, http://seaweedproductions.com/the-hapa-
project/hapa-about/.

17 Chito, “Black and White,” 237-238.
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refutes the idea that children are alienated and unable to feel content with their
identities.

Kim Wayvans (author), Kevin Knotts (author), Soo Jeong (illustrator), Amy

Hodgepodge

This book series is part of an effort to help multiracial children feel
comfortable with their diverse heritage. It focuses on Amy, a girl of Korean,
African-American, Japanese, and white ancestry. In the beginning of the series,
Amy was teased because of her heritage until she formed a close group of
friends.''® The authors were inspired to write the series by the many multiracial
children in their family.'"”

Real Kidz Dolls

The creation of these dolls was a part of the perceived need for aid in the
healthy formation of multiracial identity. Like many other products, these dolls
tap into the viability of a multiracial marketing demographic and identify the
community as a distinct group to be targeted by producers and advertisers.

The purpose of Real Kidz is to market ethnic diversity, but the dolls are
problematic because they are all of fair complexion. They do not accurately

represent the racial mixing of darker-toned individuals.'*’

18 Knotts, Kim, and Kevin Knotts. "About the Authors." Accessed November 6, 2012.
http://www.amyhodgepodge.com/.

9 K evin Knotts and Kim Knotts, “Amy Hodgepodge,” http://www.amyhodgepodge.com/.
120 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 2-3.
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Like Minded People t-shirts

This company also targets the multiracial community as a distinct market.
Their shirts, such as “Everyone Loves a Mixed Girl” promote social bonding and
community making. They also express the limitations of government forms that
ask individuals to identify themselves monoracially.''

The Cheetah Girls

This franchise started as a made-for-TV film on the Disney channel that
focused on a racially diverse, all-girl pop group. It is part of the girl culture/role
model culture that is capitalized by the channel. Here, “cheetah” is used as a
metaphor for those of mixed race. These “cheetahs” sang songs about celebration
and the positive acceptance of difference. This fits with the backgrounds of each
character — two members are racially mixed and proud of their heritage. The
Cheetah Girls presents a normalized view of mixed-race identity.'**
Conclusion
The story of the multiracial presence in visual culture is ongoing and will likely
continue to evolve even more in the future, according to any changes in our country’s
perception of race. There are many differing opinions about the future of race in
American society. Some believe that America is heading towards a color-blind future due
to miscegenation’s contribution to racial progress. Others believe that the stratification of

race will become more complicated because of the introduction of multiracial categories.

121 Elam, The Souls of Mixed Folk, 40-42.

122 Angharad N. Valdivia, “Mixed Race on the Disney Channel: From Johnnie Tsunami through Lizzie
McGuire and Ending with The Cheetah Girls,” in Mixed Race Hollywood, ed. Mary Beltran and Camilla
Fojas, (New York: New York University Press, 2008), 290-294.
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In any case, it is clear that multiracial Americans have a clear impact on visual culture
and the way it has shifted towards more truthful representations of the mixed-race

community.
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CONTENT ORGANIZATION DIAGRAM

Deconstructing
Victimization Racial

Classification

I
Introduction Demonization Obama Conclusion

[

Finding a Place The Multiracial The Multiracial

in Society Action Hero Community
The Tragic Mulatto Multiracial Chic “What are You?”

Figure 12: This diagram outlines the division of sections and subs-sections in
[Mix]Understandings, as well as the progression of content.
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RESOURCES

The resources that will be utilized in order to convey the narrative of this
exhibition will include both traditional and nontraditional assets. Examples will be pulled
from the fields of visual art, film and television, advertising and mass media, and product
design. Although MOCA'’s focus is on high art, this exhibition will merge high art with
other forms of visual representation in order to portray a larger story of the politics of
multiracial depictions in America. The goal is for visitors to relate with familiar objects
in order to better comprehend the themes of the exhibition.

Please see the Exhibit Content Outline and Visitor Experience Narrative for brief

descriptions of exhibit resources.
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RESOURCE ORGANIZATION DIAGRAM

Art - Painting,
Installation,
Photography,
Sculpture,
Drawing

Art - Painting

Film - Clips Film and TV -
and Posters Clips and Posters

Film and TV -
Clips and Posters

Magazine
Covers

Products:
T-shirts, Toys
and Books

The Tragic Mulatto ~ Multiracial Chic ~ “What are You?”

Figure 13: This diagram illustrates the distribution of collateral
throughout the exhibition.
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VISITOR EXPERIENCE NARRATIVE

Concepts of racial mixing, racial binaries, the fluidity of identity, and the
oppositional forces of inclusion and marginalization inspire the visual look and feel of
this exhibition. Therefore, this exhibition will consist of the following dualities: open vs.
closed, transparent vs. opaque, and mixing vs. separation. These ideas will be addressed
using color, materials, and the layout of the exhibition.

Each section of the exhibition is a variation of a standard graphic and architectural
treatment:

Walls:

The walls of each space illustrate the idea of breaking down traditional concepts

of racial identity by literally breaking apart the structure of the wall. Many walls

have transparent areas that reveal the steel architecture and contribute to a sense

of the duality between transparency and opaqueness. There are also breaks in the

walls that gradually progress from being rigid and angular to more organic and

fluid as visitors go through the show.

Colors:

Each section of the exhibition contains a primary color on the background of the

walls with a secondary color used in accent treatments, such as text panels and

wall quotes.

Graphics:
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Many walls throughout the exhibition make use of large-scale, black-and-white

graphics that are silkscreened onto the surface of the wall. These images provide

both historical and artistic context as well as visual interest to the space.

Additionally, each section utilizes the following information hierarchy: Wall

quotes, main section panels, sub-section panels, and object labels (each label

details information about the object as well as the artist’s racial background).
Progressing through the Exhibition

The progression of /Mix] Understandings is not entirely linear. The first section of
the exhibition, “The Tragic Mulatto,” the visitor path is very narrow and restrictive in
order to represent the limited opportunities of identity allowed for multiracial people
prior to the Civil Rights movement. However, the exhibition gradually becomes more
open and freeform as the concept of fluid identity and freedom of self-expression is
introduced.
Entrance and Introduction

Upon entry into the exhibition, visitors encounter a large graphic screen,
consisting of multiracial faces pulled from an online community blog. The purpose of this
colorful screen is to show visitors that they exhibition they are about to experience is
fundamentally about the representation of people. Additionally, it serves to show how the
wide diversity of the multiracial community.

After visitors pass this screen, they enter the introductory area. Here, visitors will
be eased into some of the broader ideas that are punctuated throughout the exhibition.

This space includes an introductory video, which provides background information and a
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historical context about the rise of multiracial identity and its relationship with visual
culture, since this subject may not be familiar to the general public. Additionally, it will
help visitors become comfortable with the discussion of race. For those who do not wish
to view the short video, an introductory panel provides a brief overview of the themes of
the exhibition. Another graphic panel details information about how an artist’s racial
identity can affect their artistic representation of the multiracial body. After visitors
absorb this didactic information, they walk past a large wall consisting of a graphic
treatment, which utilizes multiracial vocabulary terms that will be used throughout show.
Overall, the introductory section sets an objective tone for the rest of the exhibition. The
aim is to accurately present the history of the representation of multiracial Americans
while subtly emphasizing the need for better cross-cultural understanding.
Section 1: The Tragic Mulatto

After the introductory area, visitors will enter “The Tragic Mulatto,” which is
divided into three subsections: “Victimization,” “Demonization,” and “Finding a Place in
Society.” Here, visitors will learn about the role of slavery and hypodescent in
determining multiracial identity and how this set the standard for societal attitudes about
mixed-race people. Additionally, they will understand how negative stereotypes against
multiracial people were formed and how multiracial Americans struggled to find a place
to belong in society. Examples from art, advertising, and film are included to illustrate
this section’s theme.

The first interactive of the exhibition is located towards the beginning of this

section. Visitors will be able test their prior knowledge of multiracial terminology while
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learning new vocabulary. By spinning round panels to reveal multiracial words and
definitions, visitors will be able to obtain a better understanding of racial classification.

The breaks in the walls of “The Tragic Mulatto” are the most rigid and angular in
the exhibition. The key colors for this area are blue and purple. Blue is chosen as the
main wall color because this area is the most subdued and dark area of the exhibition.
There is also an inherent sadness to some of the stories depicted in this space.

Section 2: Multiracial Chic

This section covers the “hipness” of multiracial representation that started in the
1990s. The two subsections are “The New Face of America,” and “The Multiracial
Action Hero.” Here, visitors encounter familiar objects and images, including selections
of film, television, magazines, and advertising. These artifacts are used to communicate
the fetishization of multiracial bodies and the myth of hybrid superiority.

This area is brighter and more open than the last section. The breaks in the walls
have both rigid and fluid lines in order to represent the transition from negative
stereotyping to positive stereotyping. Additionally, the key colors for this section are red
and orange. These bright, vibrant colors complement the intensity found in many of
action films featured in this space.

Gathering Space

The Gathering Space consists of an installation of Dr. Maria P. Root’s list, “50

Experiences of Racially-Mixed People.” This list is a compilation of common

experiences that multiracial people have on a daily basis, such as being asked, “what are
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you?” or “which races do you date?”” Dr. Root’s list takes physical form in several
different spaces in this room.

Panels featuring faces of multiracial people, similar to what is included at the
exhibition’s entrance screen, are suspended from the ceiling. The name and racial identity
of the sitter are listed on the back of each panel. Interviews featuring the subjects of these
panels are featured on touch screen monitors on the rear wall of the room. The sitters
discuss how Dr. Root’s list relates to their own life experiences and visitors will be able
to pick and choose which short interviews to watch by using two separate touch screen
monitors.

Excerpts from Dr. Root’s list are used as large graphic elements on the two
remaining walls of this room. Two rows of Christie microtiles are used on each of these
walls, which will feature dynamic, scrolling excerpts from the list.

Screening Room

The screening room provides visitors with the opportunity to hear contemporary
accounts of the exploration of identity from multiracial voices. Several films will be
screened over the course of the exhibition at scheduled times. This room can also be used
for educational programming and events in conjunction with the Mixed Roots Film and
Literary Festival.

Section 3: What Are You?

The most welcoming area of the exhibition is “What Are You?” In this area,

artists, political figures, and other multiracial citizens react to this ubiquitous question

and strive to identify themselves beyond typical racial marginalization. Additionally, this
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area is a celebration of multiracial community and achievement within the past thirty
years. The three subsections are: “Deconstructing Racial Classification,” “Barack
Obama,” and “The Multiracial Community.” This room is open, bright, and
representative of the fluidity of identity. Here, the breaks in the walls have become the
most fluid and organic. The key colors for this section are yellow and green.
Furthermore, the content of this section includes examples from art, magazines, products,
film, and television.

An interactive photo booth is a dynamic part of this section of the exhibition. This
interactive is based on Mica Lee Anders’ artwork, Please Mark Only One. This piece is a
response to the limitations of the U.S. Census and other governmental forms, which have
restricted the racial categories used to define identity. The interactive will force
participating visitors to decide if they identify themselves as monoracial, multiracial, or
beyond racial categorization. The interactive provides a form matching the one seen in
Anders’ piece, which asks the participant to select one racial category. Each visitor will
choose which option fits his or her self-perception and will then be photographed holding
the form. The generated photograph will be uploaded to an online gallery and used to
continue the artist’s ongoing project. Overall, the interactive will give visitors the
opportunity to gain a better understanding the nature of America as a “melting pot,” the
limitations of identity on government forms, and how everyone has the freedom to self-
identify. It will also reveal visitor attitudes towards the current existence of racial

categorization.
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Reflection

Following the experience of these three main sections, visitors reach the reflection
area. This area provides highlights of the key teaching points and emphasizes that the
story of multiracial representation in American visual culture is ongoing. It also presents
questions about the future, such as the dubious potential for the nonexistence of race. A
short video at the end of the exhibition includes interviews with scholars, artists, and
everyday people about the future of multiracial identity and representation. These
participants will weigh in on highpoints of multiracial history as well as how multiracial
representation could be improved. The end of /Mix] Understandings is intended to help
visitors gather their thoughts about the significance of multiracial identity and apply their
newly acquired knowledge to their own lives.

The last portion of the reflection area contains information about the Mixed Roots
Film and Literary Festival to introduce and reinforce multiracial celebration. Promotional
items and a highlight reel will be in place in order to pique visitor interest about the
festival and inspire them to attend or become involved.

At the end of this exhibition, visitors will be able to walk away with a deeper
knowledge and understanding of the progression of multiracial identity in America.
Ideally, visitors will be inspired to learn more about their own ancestries, question or

review their current identities, and speculate about how they fit into society.
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