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ABSTRACT 

REPRESENTING RACE: RE/FRAMING BLACK LIVES AND RESTORING 

GRIEVABILITY

Victoria Kiely       Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2021     Dr. Jade Ferguson 

 

This thesis examines four highly publicized instances of anti-Black violence alongside a 

corresponding artistic or literary representation of the victim. Chapter one studies the 

photographic documentation of Emmett Till’s lynching from 1955 before turning to Dana 

Schutz’s painting “Open Casket” (2016). Chapter two considers the videotaped beating of 

Rodney King from 1991 and Anna Deavere Smith’s theatrical piece Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 

(1993). Chapter three contextualizes the Black Lives Matter movement and analyzes the impact 

of Trayvon Martin’s and Michael Brown’s deaths through Patricia Smith’s poetry collection 

Incendiary Art (2017). Throughout these three chapters, I argue that Black lives are 

hegemonically framed as ungrievable and disposable through the circulation of anti-Black 

rhetoric and imagery. However, the hegemony of anti-Blackness can be resisted through artistic 

and literary re-presentations that frame their subjects as worthy of “protecting, sheltering, living, 

mourning,” ultimately asserting the value of Black life (Butler 53).  
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Preface 

 The very first English course that I took at the University of Guelph began in September 

of 2014, and one of the first texts that we studied was Toni Morrison’s Beloved. When our 

professor introduced the novel to the class, she mentioned its relevance to the contemporary 

climate of anti-Black racism and asked whether we knew about the protests that had taken place 

in August after Michael Brown was killed by Darren Wilson or in July after Eric Garner was 

killed by Daniel Pantaleo. Despite these high-profile police killing of Black men and the social 

protests against these extra-judicial killings, the class was completely silent. Like myself, and the 

overwhelming majority of students on this campus, nearly all of the seventy students in that class 

were white. That day was the first time that I realized how my whiteness and its privileges 

allowed me to look away from the endemic of viral Black death without consequence; that day 

was also the first time I considered how race impacts who can and cannot access post-secondary 

education. 

Throughout the remainder of my undergraduate degree, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movement gained more momentum as more Black men and women in the United States and 

Canada died at the hands of police offices. I saw first-hand how my peers reacted to each 

instance of viral Black death as videos documenting the last moments of somebody’s life were 

circulated on social media. While some of my peers responded affectively by verbally expressing 

their rage or sadness both online or in person, others become increasingly apathetic towards the 

pictures and videos circulating on the news and social media. These two seemingly opposite ends 

of the spectrum seem to come from a similar place of shame or guilt. Speaking from my own 

experience, the shame that I felt when I first began to understand racism had the power to both 

motivate and immobilize me. The more I listened to Black & Indigenous People of Colour 

(BIPOC) and learned about their experiences, the more I wanted to unlearn the racism that I had 
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internalized and began to recognize in myself. However, as I learned more about the impact of 

white supremacy on non-white people, I also began to realize how pervasive racism is and for 

the first time I grasped what a formidable challenge it would be to affect change in either myself 

or others. It often felt like everything needed to be done and like nothing could be done at the 

same time. As images of extreme violence against Black bodies became increasingly prevalent, it 

became clear to me that to choose ignorance over educating myself on anti-Black racism 

perpetuated another kind of insidious, complicit violence that upholds white supremacy.   

In many ways, my studies at the University of Guelph were framed by the emergence of 

the BLM movement, and through my education, I have had the opportunity to engage with the 

work of BIPOC authors, artists, and activists. Learning about racism through my education – a 

privilege that I recognize is distinctly white, as other non-white people often first learn about 

racism through their lived experiences – has shaped my understanding of what it means to be a 

politically engaged, “civic” citizen. However, I found that when I returned to do my master’s at 

the University of Guelph, I was somewhat more critical of the institution’s slogan that promised 

to “Improve Life.” Whose life is the university seeking to improve? Certainly not the students at 

the Guelph Black Student Association who were told to “keep the volume low” while interacting 

in a space designed to be their reprieve, nor the Black students who witnessed a group of white 

students dressed as the Ku Klux Klan while on campus in their first year. 1 Even as recently as 

this summer, while both Canada and the United States were in the midst of protesting the 

murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and Regis Korchinski-Pacquet, the 

University of Guelph failed to take action against a student who had posted racist videos online 

joking about the enslavement of Black people. The question bears repeating: whose life is being 

 
1 For further reading, see Laila El Mugammar’s piece “’Keep the Volume Low:’ Being Black On Campus In 

Canada” (2020), Chatelaine. https://www.chatelaine.com/living/blackoncampus-in-canada/ 
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improved at the University of Guelph? More pointedly, is this institution supportive of their 

BIPOC students? While the university touts a “culture of inclusion,” it continuously shows its 

BIPOC students that their lives do not matter each and every time it fails to address the climate 

of anti-Blackness and racism on campus.  

Rather than presenting any seemingly “objective” analyses of anti-Blackness, I would 

like to highlight how my positionality as a white woman, privileged enough to access post-

secondary education, informs my readings of the case studies that follow, and the ways in which 

my thesis is, in more ways than one, both subjective and personal. To that end, I find myself 

wondering what part white people may play in building a future where racial equity is not 

debated, but actively practiced. In the chapters that follow, I come to several different 

conclusions and most of them revolve around resistance. As white people, we must actively 

unlearn our internalized racism and resist the hegemony of white supremacy at all costs, 

including at the cost of one’s personal gain or comfort. We must resist turning away from 

suffering and instead choose to concern ourselves with it, even (especially) when this is difficult 

or “inconvenient.” We must actively support, uplift, and listen to BIPOC voices. The hope is that 

by listening and bearing witness to their experiences, we may be agents of resistance that are 

prepared to disrupt spaces that BIPOC have traditionally had no (or limited) access to. Bearing 

witness also means recognizing how the moments that are seemingly in the past have enduring 

afterlives and continue to impact people as we move through our present moment.  

In Morrison’s Beloved, Sethe carries the past into her present and future: her story 

unfolds through flashbacks to moments of both joy and trauma to demonstrate how the past 

continues to impact her. She says, 
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I was talking about time. It’s so hard for me to believe in it. Some things go. Pass on. 

Some things just stay. … If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place – the picture of it 

– stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a 

picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean, even if I don’t think it, even if 

I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where 

it happened (43).  

Sethe’s stronger version of memory, “rememory,” speaks to the reoccurring past and its weight 

on both her present and future. Like how Sethe’s rememory continues to impact her in the novel, 

chattel slavery and Jim/Jane Crow have enduring afterlives that continue to affect people long 

after they “ended.” To document the “end” of slavery or the “end” of Jim Crow as a part of 

history relegated to a moment in the past ignores how these institutions continuously figure in 

our present moment through the heightened precarity of Black lives who continue to experience 

limited access to health care, education, and housing; diminished life chances; and higher levels 

of both impoverishment and incarceration (Alexander, Hartman, Sharpe). Hence, it is imperative 

to recognize how the “past” actually transgresses spatiotemporal confinements and leaves a slew 

of people in its wake: “the past that is not past reappears, always, to rupture the present” (Sharpe 

9). In this sense, bearing witness to the experiences of BIPOC people and communities requires 

one to actively reflect on the past so that the present may be better understood and a more just 

future may emerge.   
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Introduction 

I began writing this thesis on May 25th, 2020 – the same day that George Floyd was 

murdered by police officer Derek Chauvin in Minneapolis after allegedly using a counterfeit bill 

at a local store. When making the arrest, Chauvin put Floyd in handcuffs while he lay face down 

in the street. Chauvin then knelt on Floyd’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds, during which 

time Floyd said “I can’t breathe” over and over again until he asphyxiated and died. The 

moments leading up to his death were captured on video by onlookers who were prevented from 

intervening by two other police officers present at the scene. The next day, graphic videos of the 

murder taken by witnesses and security cameras began to circulate on social media through 

platforms such as Twitter and Instagram, and by the end of the day on May 26, Minneapolis was 

protesting and in a state of civil unrest. The majority of protests fell between May 28 and June 19 

(Juneteenth), while some cities were still protesting as late as November (Buchanan et al., 

Bernton). Although it is difficult to discern exactly how many people have participated thus far 

in the 2020 protests, participation in the United States alone was estimated to be between 15 and 

26 million by early July, making this series of protests “the largest movement in the country’s 

history” (Buchanan et al.).   

On May 27th, 2020, a Black-Indigenous woman in Toronto named Regis Korchinski-

Pacquet died after police responded to calls from her and her family about a domestic 

disturbance in their home. Following the polices’ arrival at the family’s apartment, Korchinski-

Pacquet fell to her death from the 24th storey and died. While her death was initially said to be a 

suicide, her cousin said that she did not kill herself, but was pushed by the police. Her cousin 

took to Twitter and posted videos of himself contesting her alleged suicide while standing 

outside of the apartment shortly after her death, where her tarp-covered body was still visible in 
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the background. Regis Korchinski-Pacquet’s police-involved death occurred just two days after 

George Floyd’s murder, and each of these murders took place just three months after Ahmaud 

Arbery was shot and killed by a group of white men while jogging, and just two months after 

Breonna Taylor was killed by the police who forced their entry into her apartment and shot her in 

her sleep. The successive murders of Floyd and Korchinski-Pacquet prompted marches and other 

demonstrations across Canada and the United States as people protested against “killer cops” and 

called for police reform and abolition.  

These last few months of protesting and of resisting against the hegemony of anti-

Blackness have once again shown what has always been evident but that has often been ignored: 

Black and Indigenous People of Colour (BIPOC) continue to be devalued and figured as 

disposable in both the United States and Canada. This series of protests may have been the 

largest of its kind in North American history, but they must also be contextualized and 

understood as one moment in a long history of race-based violence against BIPOC in the United 

States and Canada. Anti-Blackness, police brutality, and violence against BIPOC is not new – 

quite the contrary. The historical precedent of violence against BIPOC in North America 

stretches back centuries to the institutionalization of chattel slavery and the colonization of 

Turtle Island. 

When I started graduate school in the fall of 2019, I proposed writing a thesis on the 

spectatorship of police brutality and the emergence of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. 

I was particularly interested in how emerging forms of technology (such as dash- and body-

cameras, surveillance technology, and cell-phone videos) facilitated the recording and 

documentation of violence against Black people. At the time that I was proposing my thesis, 

BLM had already proven itself to be a necessary intervention in the growing climate of anti-
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Blackness, partly because of the widespread protests that had emerged in 2016. In the year since 

submitting my thesis proposal, discussions about BLM, organized protests, and cultural 

representations of violence against Black people have only become more relevant. The three case 

studies in this thesis— the lynching of Emmett Till in 1955; the beating of Rodney King in 1991; 

and the murders of Trayvon Martin (2012) and Michael Brown (2014)—focus specifically on 

how these events of anti-Black violence are re-presented by artists and writers in their efforts to 

imagine a more just future.  

In this thesis, I examine how these incidents of racialized violence against Black men and 

adolescents were documented (print and visual) before turning to an artistic re-presentation of 

the same event and people. Chapter one examines photographs of Emmett Till’s lynched body 

alongside Dana Schutz’s painting “Open Casket” (2016). Chapter two focuses on the videotaped 

beating of Rodney King and Anna Deavere Smith’s play Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992. And 

chapter three examines the deaths of Trayvon Martin in 2012 and Michael Brown in 2014 and 

Patricia Smith’s poetic refiguring of the two young men in Incendiary Art. Through these 

comparative analyses, I argue that Black victims of racialized violence are consistently 

dehumanized when pictures and videos of their abuse and death are circulated and that these 

images frame their lives as both disposable and ungrievable. In the thesis, I examine how writers 

and artists employ what Christina Sharpe calls “Black annotation and redaction” in their re-

framing of Black death. Sharpe describes the “wake work” of Black annotation and redaction as 

a move “toward seeing and reading otherwise; toward reading and seeing something in excess of 

what is caught in the frame” (117). In this thesis, I examine artists’ and writers’ responses to 

anti-Black violence as efforts to re-imagine the “fullness of Black life” (115).  These literary and 
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visual re-presentations of incidents of racial violence work to re-affirm the victim’s humanity 

and dignity and re-frame their lives and death as grievable. 

The Precarity of Black Life 

Addressed to his son—whose adolescence coincided with the BLM movement—, Ta-Nehisi 

Coates’s Between the World and Me is an account of his lived experiences as a Black man 

resisting white supremacy. Coates describes racism as “a visceral experience” (10): from a young 

age, Black people have an embodied understanding that their lives are “in constant jeopardy” 

(18). Coates became aware of his own precarity after his friend Prince Carmen Jones Jr. was shot 

and killed by the police; Coates realized that regardless of respectability or financial privilege all 

Black lives are endangered. After the deaths of Eric Garner and Michael Brown, Coates writes to 

his son: “you know now, if you did not before, that the police departments of your country have 

been endowed with the authority to destroy your body” (9). The precariousness of Black life 

under a white supremacist society that uses racial profiling is evident in the numerous events 

examined in this thesis: Rodney King was severely beaten after a traffic violation because the 

police perceived him as a threat; Michael Brown was unarmed, but supposedly posed a threat to 

the officer who shot and killed him out of self-defence; Trayvon Martin was killed by a 

neighbourhood watch person patrolling the gated community.  

The police “authority to destroy” Black lives manifest themselves in many different 

ways. In The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander argues that mass incarceration has emerged as 

a new racial caste system. “Once you’re labeled a felon,” she writes, “the old forms of 

discrimination – employment discrimination, housing discrimination, denial of the right to vote, 

denial of educational opportunity, denial of food stamps and other public benefits, and exclusion 

from jury service—are suddenly legal” (2). Like the racial caste systems before mass 
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incarceration, namely chattel slavery and segregation, this relegation of people to second-class 

citizenship with heightened stigmatization, diminished rights, and unequal access to 

opportunities creates what Alexander calls an “undercaste” of people that she contends is 

“defined largely by race” (8). Mass incarceration impacts BIPOC at disproportionately high 

rates, and Black men in particular become the “primary targets” of the criminal justice system 

(8). However, she notes that the key difference between this racial caste system and its 

predecessors is that “mass incarceration is designed to warehouse a population deemed 

disposable – unnecessary to the functioning of the new global economy –  while earlier systems 

of control were designed to exploit and control black labor” (18, emphasis added).  

Black life as “disposable” is not an outcome of “mass incarceration” but an enduring 

manifestation of what Saidiya Hartman calls the “afterlives of slavery.” While the conventional 

understanding of slavery in America is that it was a discreet period in history that ended after the 

Emancipation Proclamation in 1862, the ramifications of chattel slavery are still unfolding and 

continue to negatively affect Black lives. Some lasting implications of transatlantic chattel 

slavery include “skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, premature death, 

incarceration, and impoverishment” (6). This is significant because these afterlives of slavery 

that impact everyday Black life are compounded by incarceration which “legalize[s] 

discrimination in employment, housing, education, public benefits, and jury service” (Alexander 

1-2). Even when incarceration and state control are avoided, the afterlives of slavery 

continuously impact Black livelihoods and endanger those living “in constant jeopardy” of being 

brutalized or destroyed (Coates 18).  

The threat of being incarcerated, abused, or killed is a part of what Christina Sharpe 

describes as living “in the wake” of transatlantic slavery. She writes that “to be in the wake is to 
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occupy and to be occupied by the continuous and changing present of slavery’s as yet unresolved 

unfolding” (13-14). She defines the wake in terms of a rippled path left behind a boat that has 

passed through water; a state of wakefulness or consciousness; the recoil of a fired gun; and a 

ceremony where somebody who has passed away is remembered and celebrated (3, 4, 8, 10-11). 

Thus, when she invokes her concept of the wake, she is combining these layered meanings. 

Sharpe adds that people living in the wake of transatlantic slavery inherit a “sense and awareness 

of [their] precarity” through both personal experiences and larger systemic conditions (5). The 

idea of living “in the wake” of the “afterlives of slavery,” then, alludes to the ways that 

individuals are impacted by a total climate of anti-Blackness that Sharpe calls the Weather. 

According to Sharpe, the Weather “registers and produces the conventions of antiblackness in 

the present and into the future” (21). Underscoring how anti-Blackness defies temporal 

containment, she argues that “living the history and present of terror, from slavery to the present, 

[becomes] the ground of our everyday Black existence” (15). Thus, the Weather encompasses 

the totality of an anti-Black environment, and this climate establishes hegemony through “the 

rapid, deliberate, repetitive, and wide circulation on television and social media of Black social, 

material, and psychic death” (21).  

Social media is shaped and informed by the contemporary Weather of anti-Blackness as 

it has facilitated the “rapid, deliberate, [and] repetitive” circulation of violence against Black 

people and become a tool of grassroots resistance to police brutality and violence. Alfred J. 

Cotton posits that the mainstream media promotes a climate of anti-Blackness through the 

continual deployment of the Black criminality trope. However, social media is becoming an 

evolving space of resistance where the ability to re-frame images of anti-Black racism and 

violence is redistributed to individual users. The mainstream media’s framing of Black “social, 
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material, and psychic death” can thus be contested and resisted on platforms like Twitter and 

Instagram, which can engender “critical outrage” and facilitate the mobilization of activists 

across traditional spatiotemporal boundaries (Bonilla & Rosa, Carney, Cotton, Clayton, Harris, 

Hill, Okafor, Rickford, Riley). Frederick C. Harris adds that “[n]ot only is social media a tool for 

mobilization, but the intense reporting on police brutality via social media also influences print 

and television coverage, which means that attention to such incidents has multiplied” (35). Social 

media-based resistance to the Weather of anti-Blackness has played and continues to play a 

particularly important role in the BLM movement.  

Framing Black Lives Through Pictures 

To re-present a Black life as one that is/was as profound and intricate as my life or as yours is 

one way of reframing these lives as lives that can be lived and lost, and as lives that ultimately 

matter. In Frames of War, Judith Butler examines “cultural modes of regulating affective and 

ethical dispositions through a selective and differential framing of violence” (1). The differential 

conditions of recognition frame some lives as livable, lose-able, and grievable, and “[s]uch 

norms are articulated through media frames, through discourse, number, and image that circulate 

in ways that are neither static nor predictable” (xxx). The differential allocation of grievability is 

thus informed by how certain lives are “framed” by various regimes of power and privilege that 

establish hegemonic conditions under which a life can be apprehended as live-able or lose-able. 

As such, violence conventionally affects viewers when it can be read through a frame that 

situates the subject as both recognizable and grievable. The normative frames that “decide which 

lives will be recognizable as lives and which will not, must circulate in order to establish their 

hegemony” and understanding the means through which violence is represented and circulated 

becomes crucial in delineating the frames of grievability (12). To that end, this thesis examines 
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how the mass circulation of visual documents of anti-Black violence influences the frames of 

grievability.  

The differential allocation of grievability implies that affectivity is also allotted 

differentially based on how a life relates to an available frame. In other words, our capacity to 

respond affectively to the suffering of others is informed by certain frames, and the emotional 

impact that a death has depends on whether their life was framed as livable, losable, and 

grievable. As such, this thesis is concerned with how and when people respond affectively to the 

loss of Black life, and I argue that affective responses to white-on-Black violence can be 

indicative of the hegemonic frames of grievability. Further, I argue that one way of resisting the 

hegemonic mainstream media framing of Black lives as ungrievable is to represent them in a 

way that humanizes them while also evoking an emotional response. It is possible to apprehend a 

life that exists outside of the frames of grievability when there is an emotional response to their 

precarity or suffering. Butler explains that when this happens, the frames “break up or break 

open” and then “unwittingly establish a grievable population despite a prevalent interdiction, and 

there emerges the possibility of a critical outrage” (xxx).  

Responding affectively to the suffering of others thus indicates the apprehension of a 

human life as grievable, and as such, emotionally evocative representations of Black life can be 

valuable tools for reframing a loss as grievable and inciting social and political change. In 

Frames of War, Butler considers how Susan Sontag’s theorization on photographs and affectivity 

relates to the frames of grievability. Both Butler and Sontag question whether photographs are 

emotionally transitive, and if so, whether the affective impact of a picture can effect “critical 

outrage” in the viewer. Sontag posits that the proliferation of violent images has lessened the 

viewer’s ability to recognize and respond to suffering. In On Photography, Sontag writes that 
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“[t]he quality of feelings, including moral outrage, that people can muster in response to 

photographs of the oppressed, the exploited, the starving, and the massacred also depends on the 

degree of their familiarity with these images” (20). In other words, one’s repeated exposure to 

images of violence lessens the emotional impact of similar photographs and videos.  

She adds that the photograph’s emotional transitivity also relies on its ability to shock the 

viewer: “[p]hotographs shock insofar as they show something novel. Unfortunately, the ante 

keeps getting raised – partly through the very proliferation of such images of horror” (20). 

Sontag argues that as photographs and videos of suffering are circulated over time, their capacity 

to affect the viewer is diminished. One implication of this argument is that in the digital age 

where pictures and videos of Black people in pain often go “viral,” the viewer may experience a 

diminished capacity to respond affectively to images of suffering. Butler adds that whether a 

photograph can relay affect to the viewer relies heavily on the subject’s recognizability as a 

person who can live or die, and thus, as a person whose death would constitute a loss. The 

viewer’s ability to recognize suffering in a still or moving picture thus requires that the subject 

has been framed as grievable, and so a visual image’s ability to relay affect to the viewer is 

regulated by the differential and hegemonic frames of grievability.  

Sontag also argued that since a photograph’s emotional transitivity was fleeting and 

unstable, photography could not reliably sustain the ethical pathos necessary to effect long term 

change in viewers. Sontag’s critique that photography cannot sustain affectivity over time may 

need to be re-evaluated with the popularization of social media and hashtags that facilitate a kind 

of “narrative coherence” between different images. Ryan Watson calls this phenomenon 

“militant evidence”: “the camera captures not only visible evidence but also forces that, when 

properly harnessed, contextualized, and accumulated, can engender a host of effects and affects 
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within larger media and activist ecologies outside of official venues” (36). Watson posits that 

when pictures and videos of violence are accumulated and contextualized via social media, they 

can generate organized forms of resistance against the violence that is being depicted, and this 

view is supported by other scholarship on social media activism in conversation with Black 

Lives Matter.2 While Sontag could not have anticipated the emergence of social media, her 

argument that photographs lack narrative coherence is nevertheless complicated by the 

popularization of hashtags.  

Sontag also makes an important distinction between photography and other art forms that 

bear on this thesis. Unlike other fine arts such as literature or painting, Sontag argues that 

photography has become legitimized as evidence designed to objectively document an event, and 

she posits that it has been given a certain level of authority because of how it has been used by 

photojournalists, scientists, and police. She writes that “[a] photograph passes for 

incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened. The picture may distort; but there is always a 

presumption that something exists or did exist, which is like what’s in the picture” (4). Unlike 

painting, literature, or other fine arts that assume the artist’s subjective influence, photography 

has been conventionally understood as an objective art. However, Sontag contends that 

photography is not an objective art form because it requires selective framing, and she says that 

the complicity of the photographer needs to be interrogated when looking at photographs of 

violence. “Photographing,” she contends, “is essentially an act of non-intervention. … how 

plausible it has become, in situations where the photographer has the choice between a 

photograph and a life, to choose the photograph. The person who intervenes cannot record; the 

person who is recording cannot intervene” (11). The ethicality of photographic documentation 

 
2 (Bonilla & Rosa, Carney, Cotton, Clayton, Harris, Hill, Okafor, Rickford, Riley). 
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has important ramifications for the thesis as a whole, but this problem becomes particularly 

important for chapter one in the consideration of lynching photographs. 

Sontag’s examination of photography as both objective and subjective has important 

implications for this thesis because each chapter considers a moment where racial violence was 

“objectively” documented before being re-presented through another subjective artform. As 

more images of violence against Black people enter the archive and saturate the American 

cultural imaginary, it becomes increasingly urgent to question whether the visual document 

objectifies or subjectifies the person being pictured. Photographs are materialized representations 

that are understood to be a reflection of a real-world referent, and so in one sense, photographs 

quite literally object-ify the person or “subject” that they attempt to represent. Sontag posits that 

photographs result from externalizing a subjective experience, and through this process, a 

photograph becomes a materialized version of a reality that is inaccessible to the viewer. But the 

question still stands: does the photograph simply objectify the person, or does it subjectify them 

by showing the viewer something about who they were and what kind of a life they lived? 

Throughout this thesis, I will be revisiting this query to demonstrate how circulating pictures and 

videos of violence against Black people contribute to their differential framing of grievability.  

Case Studies: Reframing Black Lives as Grievable  

The following chapters provide an examination of how Black lives are differentially framed as 

either disposable or worthy of “protecting, sheltering, living, [and] mourning” (Butler 53). In 

each chapter, I demonstrate how the media portrayal of violence against Black people tends to 

frame their lives as disposable and ungrievable. I then argue that artistic re-presentations of these 

moments of violence put the conditions in place for Black life to be framed as grievable and as 

lives that ultimately matter.  
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Chapter one examines the photographs of Emmett Till’s body being laid to rest as a 

radical moment in Black civil rights history where the loss of Black life was situated as grievable 

and as a loss worth mourning, which was atypical for archival photographs of Black victims of 

lynching. The pictures of Till’s body as the subject of mourning resist a frame that otherwise 

situates Black lives as disposable, and that frame is evidenced in both lynching photographs and 

modern videos depicting Black deaths in the digital age. Likewise, I argue that Dana Schutz’s 

painting “Open Casket” (2016) engages with the possibility for Black lives to be grievable at a 

particularly important moment in the digital age that is increasingly dominated by pictures and 

videos of Black death. Schutz’s evocation of Emmett Till during the Black Lives Matter 

movement demonstrates that the climate of anti-Blackness that permeated 1955 is also analogous 

to 2016, thus establishing a connection between the two time periods based on how Black lives 

continue to be framed as disposable and ungrievable. 

Chapter two examines video evidence of Rodney King being beaten by four white police 

officers after being stopped for a traffic violation in 1991. In the years leading up to the beating, 

Reagan declared the War on Drugs and facilitated racist policing practices like pretext stops and 

stop-and-frisks that targeted Black men like King. The mainstream media’s portrayal of the War 

on Drugs reflected the disproportionate rates that Black men were criminalized for drug use, and 

the coverage on the use of crack cocaine in poor Black communities further conflated Blackness 

with criminality. The circulation of anti-Black rhetoric and imagery in the media contributed to a 

racist framing of King’s beating that facilitated the jury’s identification with the four white 

police officers who they perceived as vulnerable to the threat of Black criminality. Rather than 

accounting for the systemic racism surrounding the beating and the trial, the white-majority jury 

voted to exculpate the four police officers of any crime, leading to the Los Angeles uprisings of 
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1992. I argue that the framing of King’s beating as individually deserved rather than indicative of 

systemic anti-Blackness is challenged by Anna Deavere Smith who re-presents the event through 

a counter-frame in her theatrical piece Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992. Smith re-presents Rodney 

King’s beating and the trial to account for unconscious racial biases, thus rejecting colourblind or 

race-neutral interpretations of the case. 

Chapter Three returns to the iconic lynching of Emmett Till and the beating of Rodney 

King to show how reverberations from an archive of anti-Blackness are being reiterated in the 

era of Black Lives Matter. Through a comparative analysis of Patricia Smith’s elegiac poems on 

Emmett Till and Trayvon Martin, I argue that Black boys and adolescents are continuously 

framed as transgressive or threatening, which situates their lives as disposable and endangers 

them. Likewise, I compare Smith’s elegies on Rodney King and Michael Brown to present 

evidence of what I call a repertoire of resistance.3 I argue that Smith is ultimately engaging with 

Black annotation and redaction as a kind of “wake work” towards “reading and seeing something 

in excess of what is caught in the frame” and imagining the fullness of Black life (Sharpe 117). 

Through her poetry collection Incendiary Art, Smith connects the lynching of Emmett Till, the 

beating of Rodney King, and the murders of Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown to emphasize 

the sustained resistance to anti-Blackness over time. Black communities, activists, and concerned 

citizens have always gathered in the moments afterwards to assert the value of Black life, but this 

truth has gone underrepresented in the archive, necessitating artistic interventions that formulate 

a repertoire of resistance.  

  

 

 
3 See Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (2003).  



18 

 

Looking at Lynching: Examining the Shifting Visual Rhetoric of “Open Casket” 

 
“Forms of racism instituted and active at the level of perception 

tend to produce iconic versions of populations who are 

eminently grievable, and others whose loss is no loss, and who 

remain ungrievable. The differential distribution of grievability 

across populations has implications for why and when we feel 

politically consequential affective dispositions such as horror, 

guilt, righteous sadism, loss, and indifference.” 

  

– Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? 

 

The murder of Emmett Till in 1955 is an important site of memory in the Black cultural 

imaginary. Toni Morrison’s first play Dreaming Emmett (1986) connects the story of Till’s life 

and death to “the plight of contemporary black urban youth [and] their disproportionately high 

rate of death by violence” (Croyden).4 In 2013, Anna Deavere Smith performed a reading of 

Janet Langhart Cohen’s play Anne & Emmett, which imagines a conversation between Emmett 

Till and Anne Frank. Literary meditations on Till’s lynching is not limited to the world of 

theatre, as several Black poets, including Langston Hughes, Aimé Césaire, and most recently 

Patricia Smith, have written elegies for Emmett Till. Between 1955 and 2008, there had been at 

least “140 literary and popular culture retellings” of Till’s life and death, which speaks to the 

tremendous impact his murder had on Black life and culture (Pollack & Metress 7). Mohamed 

Ali famously stated that he “felt a deep kinship” with Till and was emotionally disturbed when 

photographs of his mangled body circulated in the newspapers (Harold & DeLuca 272). The 

photographs of Till’s body at his open casket resonated with viewers – like Ali – because they 

underscored the precarity of Black lives while also asserting that they were “worth protecting, 

sheltering, living, [and] mourning” (Butler 2009, 53). The continued re-emergence of Till in 

 
4 Morrison’s play “Dreaming Emmett” debuted in 1986, just one year before the release of her novel Beloved 

(1987). Morrison was reportedly developing her novel at the same time that she was writing the play, putting the two 

works in conversation with one another. For more information, see Margaret Croyden’s article “Toni Morrison Tries 

Her Hand at Playwriting” (1985), The New York Times. 
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cultural representations of racial violence and white supremacy in America demonstrates the 

cultural importance of his open casket as an iconic moment where the loss of a Black life was 

figured as grievable.  

In this chapter, I examine the photographs of Emmett Till’s open casket and the ways in 

which the photographs work to frame his death as a “grievable” loss. In Frames of War: When Is 

Life Grievable?, Judith Butler posits that the differential allocation of grievability influences how 

one affectively responds to a death, and this “has implications for why and when we feel …  

horror, guilt, righteous sadism, loss, and indifference” (24). I argue that unlike other lynching 

photographs that framed Black lives as disposable and ungrievable, the images of Till’s body 

that were taken at his funeral situated his death as a loss that was mourned by both his family and 

his community. The affectively charged photographs of Till’s funeral thus framed him as an 

eminently grievable subject; however, this moment of collective mourning for a Black life lost to 

racialized violence has not been extended to all Black lives, as is evidenced by the present 

climate of anti-Blackness and Black death. Since Emmett Till’s death, photographs and videos of 

racialized violence against Black people—especially images of Black men and adolescents 

murdered by police officers—have continued to circulate in the mainstream and social media, 

but Black victims continue to be framed as ungrievable and disposable.  

I examine Dana Schutz’s return to the photographs of Emmett Till’s open casket in the 

summer of 2016. That summer, six of the seven murders of Black people— Philando Castile, 

Alton Sterling, Joseph Mann, Abdirahman Abdi, Paul O'Neal, Korryn Gaines, and Sylville 

Smith— were recorded either by witnesses or by dash- or body-cameras, and some of the videos 

were shared on social media platforms. Schutz’s “Open Casket” engages with the iconic image 

of Emmett Till’s lynched body and establishes a connection between the legacy of lynching and 
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the endemic of viral Black death in twenty-first-century North America. Schutz told Artnet, “The 

photograph of Emmett Till felt analogous to the time: what was hidden was now revealed.” I 

explore the ways in which Schutz’s painting “reveals” the contemporary climate of anti-

Blackness and the ongoing loss of Black lives by returning to an iconic moment of Black 

grievablility. The painting evokes an array of affective responses from the viewer based on their 

identification (or misidentification) with the precarity of Black life that attempts to elicit 

“politically consequential affective dispositions” in its viewers (Butler). In this chapter, I 

examine how Schutz’s “Open Casket” evokes Saidiya Hartman’s contention that “care is the 

antidote to violence; as a form of care work, “Open Casket” provides a “potentially feminist 

frame” for “inhabit[ing] what is an otherwise uninhabitable and brutal social context.” 

Emmett Till and His Open Casket 

Emmett Till was fourteen years old when he said goodbye to his mother for the last time before 

boarding a train to visit family in Money, Mississippi, where he would be staying with his great-

uncle Mose Wright. Unlike his mother who had grown up in Mississippi, Till had been raised in 

Chicago and would be visiting the South for the first time, so she cautioned him “not [to] hesitate 

to humble yourself… [even] if you [have] to get down on your knees” (Till Bradley quoted by 

Harold & DeLuca 264). He arrived in Mississippi on August 21, 1955. Just a few days later, on 

the evening of August 24, Till and a group of local boys went to a corner store owned by Roy 

and Carolyn Bryant to buy candy. Mrs. Bryant was tending the shop alone while her sister-in-

law, Mrs. Milam, watched the children in an adjacent room at the back of the store. The events of 

that evening remain disputed, but according to Till’s cousin Curtis Jones, Till had shown the 

group of boys a photograph of a white girl from Chicago that he claimed was his girlfriend, upon 
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which the boys dared him to flirt with Carolyn Bryant, the white shopkeeper.5 Carolyn later 

testified that Till whistled at her and called her “baby” and other names, that he blocked her path 

and grabbed her, and that he said that he had been with a white woman before (Nave).6 

Allegedly, once she freed herself from his grip, he exited the store and said “bye, baby.”  

Carolyn retold the event to her husband Roy Bryant and her allegations were later cited 

as the motivation for Roy Bryant’s attack against Till. Roy Bryant enlisted his half-brother John 

Milam to abduct Till from Mose Wright’s home between two and three a.m., while also 

threatening the lives of the rest of the family should they attempt to intervene. The two men – 

and perhaps other townsfolk, as some scholars suggest – took Till into their truck and drove him 

to a shed where they brutally beat him. He had lost one eye completely while the other eye had 

been left hanging outside of its socket; his ear had been cut in half; his nose had been chopped; a 

hatchet had been taken to the top of his head. After inflicting these injuries, Bryant and Milam 

brought Till to the banks of the Tallahatchie River and shot him behind his right temple, stripped 

his body of clothing, and attached a gin fan to his neck before rolling him into the river.  

When Till did not return home that morning, his family became worried and searched the 

area for him unsuccessfully. While fearful for Till’s wellbeing, Mose Wright also feared for his 

own life after Bryant and Milam’s threats, and so didn’t contact the police to report the events 

that had taken place. Instead, Till’s cousin, Curtis Jones, contacted the police before calling his 

mother who lived in Chicago, who would then go on to inform Mrs. Till Bradley of Till’s 

disappearance. The police questioned Bryant and Milam about Till’s disappearance, and they 

admitted that they had kidnapped him and intended to scare him but said that they had released 

 
5 It has recently come to light that this was false, and that Curtis Jones retracted his claim prior to his own death. 

Another one of Till’s cousins, Simeon Wright, said that there was never a photograph of a white girl and that 

nobody had dared Till to flirt with Mrs. Bryant.  
6 Mrs. Till Bradley has stated that Emmett would sometimes whistle as a result of a speech impediment. 
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him that same night. Three days into the 

investigation, Emmett Till’s disfigured body 

was found in the Tallahatchie River by a 

young boy who had been fishing there. The 

body was bloated from being submerged in 

water for a prolonged period of time, and it 

was also mangled from the brutality of the 

attack, making it difficult for relatives to 

identify the body. His body had been stripped 

of clothing but Till was still wearing an engraved ring with the letters “L. T.” for his father, 

Louis Till, and this made it possible to confirm his identity (Baker 112).  

When she learned of the death of her son, Mrs. Till Bradley insisted that his body be 

transported back to Chicago despite the pressure applied by state officials for the body to remain 

in Mississippi. After repeatedly urging the relatives to bury him locally to no avail, Sheriff H. C. 

Strider ordered the coroner to place the state seal on the casket and forced the family to sign 

documents stating that they would not open the casket before releasing Till’s body back to them. 

Nevertheless, Mrs. Till Bradley persisted and Till’s body was eventually transported back to 

Chicago where she was photographed collapsing with grief as her son’s casket arrived at the 

train station (figure 1).7  

The emotional impact of opening the casket and seeing her son’s disfigured face and 

bloated body moved Mrs. Till Bradley to hold a public funeral service where the casket would 

 
7 One scholar goes so far as to say that the natural process of decomposition had been purposely expedited: “In 

addition to locking the box with the seal of the State of Mississippi, the Mississippi coroner had packed the body in 

lime to further speed its decomposition.” See Courtney Baker’s article “Emmett Till, Justice, and the Task of 

Recognition,” p.116. 

Figure 1: “Mamie Till Bradley, supported, from left, by Bishop Louis 
H. Ford, Gene Mobley, and Bishop Isaiah Roberts, as her slain son’s 
body arrives in Chicago, 1955." Retrieved from Vanity Fair 
magazine, February 6, 2017. 
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remain open for all the world to see. Estimates vary between sources, but the number of people 

estimated to have attended the viewing is thought to be no less than 10,000 people with as many 

as 100,000 attendees (Harold & DeLuca 273). When discussing her decision, she said  

‘I knew that I could talk for the rest of my life about what had happened to my baby, I 

could explain it in great detail, I could describe what I saw laid out there on that slab at 

A. A. Rayner’s, one piece, one inch, one body part, at a time. I could do all of that and 

people still would not get the full impact. They would not be able to visualize what had 

happened, unless they were allowed to see the results of what had happened. They had to 

see what I had seen. The whole nation had to bear witness to this’ (Till Bradley quoted by 

Harold and Deluca 272).  

Mrs. Till Bradley’s description of the affective difference between visual and verbal forms of 

rhetoric shows that seeing Till’s brutalized body evokes an emotional response from the viewer 

that cannot be replicated by the retelling of events or through a description of his injuries. In this 

case, the emotional impact of seeing his body represents a crucial step in apprehending his death 

as a loss and in establishing him as a grievable subject. By allowing the public to see her son’s 

open casket, the affective responses elicited by Till’s death were amplified by the visual impact 

of seeing his body in person.   

Mrs. Till Bradley also allowed for her son’s body to be photographed by the Black press 

and this made it possible for his image to circulate amongst those that were unable to attend the 

funeral. One of the photographs taken during the funeral is a close-up of Till’s casket (figure 2). 

The raised and angled perspective of this picture mimics somebody going up to view the body at 

the funeral and so the viewer is focalized through the lens of a mourner. The exterior of the 

coffin is made of a hard, glossy material and features some ornate detailing on the handles while 
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the interior is cushioned by a pleated 

textile material. On the inside of the 

coffin, the white fabric naturally frames 

his body by contrasting against his 

black suit jacket, making Till’s the 

main focus of the image.  Another focal 

point is the photograph placed on the 

interior of the cap panel that features he 

and his mother dressed up and posing 

together. The combination of these 

details indicates to viewers that a level of care has been taken to put his body to rest and that his 

death has had an emotional impact on his family who is now grieving that loss.  

Grieving Victims of Lynching 

The photographs from Emmett Till’s open casket funeral are so remarkable because they contrast 

against the archive of lynching photography that had repeatedly objectified and dehumanized 

Black victims. As Leigh Raiford argues, lynching photographs placed “their black victims at the 

center for all to see”: “As whites were meant to identify with the power of the photograph’s 

white participants, so too where blacks meant to identify with the abject figure at the image’s 

core” (39). As visual documents, “lynching photograph worked to ‘fix’ racial identities ‘like a 

dye’” (40).  In lynching photographs, violence against Black men, women, and children was 

photographically documented to affirm sentiments of white superiority while dehumanizing 

Black people and framing them as disposable. Thus, Mrs. Till Bradley’s decision to have her 

son’s body photographed at his funeral resists an archive of images that were predominantly 

Figure 2: The open casket at Emmett Till’s funeral in Chicago, September 
6, 1955. Photo by Dave Mann, Chicago Sun-Times. Reproduced by Scene 
On Radio, January 25, 2017. 
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taken by participants either directly or indirectly involved in the killing. This counter-archive of 

Black death resisted sentiments of white domination, superiority, and self-righteousness and 

invited white viewers to address their own complicity with acts of racial supremacy and its 

attendant feeling of white guilt and shame.  

Lynching photographs were one of the many souvenirs that could be collected after a 

lynching; other disturbing examples included pieces of clothing, locks of hair, and even teeth that 

had been removed from the body. The collection of these souvenirs represented an inversion of 

the sentimental photographic practices contemporaneously associated with memorializing a 

loved one, and this became one of the ways that victims of lynching would be been stripped of 

their grievability. Shawn Michelle Smith observes that  

family members and lovers commonly kept strands of a beloved’s hair in a locket that 

also held a photograph. As a manifestation of the material presence of the person 

photographed, the hair was meant to draw the beloved closer to the viewer, to make the 

absent subject more present. As memorial objects, such artifacts marked the continued 

presence of the subject, suggesting a kind of life beyond death. The Klan memorial 

inverts this dynamic. Perverse and macabre, inscribed with an intimate text and framed 

by a material trace, it celebrates a death. The hair that frames the image marks the 

presence of an absent one not loved but despised. The photograph marks the man who 

delivered the deathblow, the hair, the victim over whom he triumphed (Apel & Smith 25-

26).  

As Smith points out, the ritualistic collection of souvenirs at lynchings worked to invert the 

contemporary practices used to preserve the memory of a loved one who had passed away. 

Rather than utilizing these mementos to honour the victim, souvenirs were preserved by the 
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audience to extend sentiments of domination and superiority beyond the spatiotemporal 

confinements of the lynching. This inverted dynamic more so resembles the practice of keeping 

hunting trophies than it does its memorializing referent, and so the lynched victim whose body is 

consumed through souvenirs becomes dehumanized and the conditions of grievability are 

removed along with any ability to apprehend their deaths as a loss of human life.  

In Frames of War, Butler analyzes how and when some lives become apprehended as 

grievable while others remain ontologically unrecognizable, and she posits that this differential 

allocation of grievability is governed by the normative conceptualizations of the precarity of 

others. When schemas of recognizability become normative, certain groups become 

apprehensible as livable and grievable lives, while other “lives” outside of these normative 

frames remain inapprehensible as lives worth living or grieving. In other words, the frame of 

white supremacy allows for the recognizability of white subjects while non-white bodies are 

objectified and dehumanized. It is of course possible for one to live and die outside of these 

frames, but these “lives” are not recognizable as lives that count or matter, and so their deaths are 

not framed as a loss. As more lynching photographs circulated both privately and publicly, a 

frame was created where still and moving images of Black people being brutalized and murdered 

became increasingly normative – and even expected.  

 One example of a lynching photograph that frames Black lives as ungrievable is 

Lawrence Beitler’s photograph of the infamous Marion lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abraham 

Smith from 1930. The photograph features a large crowd gathered beneath the two boys’ feet 

after they were hung from a tree, and several faces of white spectators proudly smile and look 

into the camera to acknowledge its presence. One man points up to the bodies with an air of self-

righteousness. This particular image manages to capture the carefree, convivial nature of the 
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spectators who are visible in the photograph and marks the carnivalesque tone that had become 

characteristic of spectacle lynching. Disturbingly, Smith explains that Thomas Shipp had been 

killed and strung up outside of the town’s jail, but after Abraham Smith was killed and hung in a 

nearby tree, the mob moved Shipp’s body to the same location: “Apparently, this second, 

postmortem, hanging of Shipp was performed to “get the picture right” (Apel & Smith 12). 

Smith underscores how the photograph’s composition was informed by its anticipated purpose: 

images depicting the brutalization of Black victims were produced and reproduced for white 

consumption as a souvenir that prolonged the event while also affirming sentiments of white 

superiority and domination. Furthermore, when these images were made into postcards, they 

gained the power to circulate beyond the spatial and temporal constraints of the event: “[i]n the 

hands of whites, photographs of lynching, circulated as postcards in this period, served to extend 

and redefine the boundaries of white community beyond the localities in which lynching 

occurred to a larger ‘imagined community’” (Raiford 22). By sending images of Black suffering 

to friends or relatives in other locations, the spectatorship could be extended to those who were 

not physically present at the lynching, replicating and affirming whiteness beyond traditional 

physical or temporal boundaries. 

Like many lynching photographs of this period, this picture was circulated publicly 

before being preserved privately. The lynching of Shipp and Smith was anticipated by local 

newspapers who sent photographers to the scene to document the event (Apel & Smith 18). 

Beitler’s photograph of Shipp and Smith appeared in local newspapers that also detailed the date, 

time, and location of the lynching as well as the estimated number of people who attended the 

spectacle. Their deaths were documented in an unfeeling, detached way, and this objective style 

of documentation made the details of the murders seem banal as they appeared in the same 
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fashion as any ordinary media event. For example, in the Anderson Daily Bulletin from August 

8, 1930, the front page of the newspaper features a blown-up photograph of the lynching and a 

description of the event; in between the picture and the story is another short article about the 

weather and its impact on local crops (Apel & Smith 19). The newspapers’ removal of affectivity 

in documenting the lynching worked to diminish the reader’s capacity to see Shipp and Smith as 

grievable subjects, and instead positioned them as objects to be consumed by white spectators.  

The photograph from the 1930 Marion lynching uses the frame of white supremacy and 

domination to dehumanize Shipp and Smith, but I would argue that the photograph of Emmett 

Till works to fracture this frame and allow space for the interrogation of differential grievability. 

Part of why photographs of Emmett Till’s lynched body are so emotionally charged is that they 

harken back to a long and painful legacy of lynching photography that had been used to 

humiliate and dehumanize Black victims. Hence, Mrs. Till Bradley’s decision to hold an open 

casket funeral resists the normalization of lynching photographs depicting the pain of Black 

victims as an affirmation of white domination and superiority. One of the primary ways that this 

is accomplished is through the recontextualization of Emmett Till’s lynched body as the subject 

of mourning at a funeral. Unlike other lynching photographs that often showed a crowd of 

jeering self-righteous spectators, Emmett Till’s body has been removed from the scene of the 

lynching and photographed at rest with his family and community surrounding him. This 

representation of Emmett Till as the subject of mourning contrasted against the norm, and thus 

exposed how Black lives had generally been framed as unworthy of protecting or grieving by 

visual forms of anti-Black rhetoric. This resistance against hegemonic conceptualizations of 

grievability worked to humanize Emmett Till and assert his life as one lost, thus making it 

possible for his life to be mourned by a wider audience.  
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Apel writes that photographs from Till’s 

funeral “effectively reclaimed and emphatically 

asserted the right to look in the larger public arena, 

where the humiliated black body was re-endowed with 

dignity and humanity in a different public ritual, one 

rarely performed for lynching victims, that of 

mourning” (Apel & Smith 64). Rather than 

immortalizing the spectacle of lynching, the moment 

that had been captured at his funeral positioned Till as 

a grievable subject. In photographs from the viewing, 

large crowds surround Till as they would in other 

lynching photographs, but the spectators here are 

grieving the victim rather than celebrating his death 

(figure 3). Images like those I have included in this essay also visually demonstrate the emotional 

impact of his death as they were circulated alongside humanizing photographs of Emmett Till 

smiling in his Christmas suit, of Mrs. Till Bradley posing with her son, and finally of her openly 

mourning his death. These images reinforced Emmett Till’s subjectivity and humanized him, 

marking his loss as one worth grieving. This radically recontextualized his lynched body and 

fractured the frame of white supremacy that had been perpetrated and sustained by other 

lynching photographs throughout the first half of the twentieth century.  

The postmortem photographs of Emmett Till’s body from 1955 were powerful because 

they elicit visceral, affective responses from their viewers ranging from “horror, guilt, righteous 

sadism, loss, and indifference” (Butler 2009, 24). For Black viewers who identify the precarity of 

Figure 3:  In this 3 September 1955 file photo, mourners 
pass Emmett Till’s casket in Chicago. Photograph: AP, 
courtesy of The Guardian. 
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Emmett Till’s body as their own, their affective response is informed by this identification; 

taking visual stock of the torture and murder of Emmett Till entails recognition with the precarity 

of all Black lives, including the viewer’s. Conversely, non-Black viewers and especially white 

viewers experience a disidentification with that precarity that may cause shame or guilt. Emmett 

Till’s body may not be read the same way between Black and non-Black viewers, but both 

groups respond affectively to his death. Butler writes that “we come to feel only in relation to a 

perceivable loss,” and so when one responds affectively to seeing Emmett Till’s body, it 

becomes possible for them to apprehend that loss of life as an indication of his grievability and 

subjectivity (50). However, it would be imprudent to say that either of these conceptualizations 

of loss or precarity could entail a widespread apprehension of the precarity of all Black lives. 

People viewing Till’s body may perceive his death as a loss, but may still ultimately fail to 

recognize that loss as indicative of anything more than one iconic and eminently grievable 

subject; they may still find it inapprehensible that Black lives have generally been framed as 

unworthy of “protecting, sheltering, living, mourning” (53).  

In other words, seeing photographs of Emmett Till’s body and registering his death as a 

loss does not automatically constitute the recognition of other Black lives that have been lost. 

Butler writes, “[we] may think that circulating alternative images may rally resistance, but we 

have to remember that graphic depictions can sometimes do no more than sensationalize events. 

When that happens, we respond with outrage periodically, but the outrage is not transformed into 

a sustained political resistance” (xiv). Photographs of Till’s body may elicit powerful affective 

responses from viewers, but the response to any singular loss is not enough to sustain resistance 

to the frames that interpellate the ungrievability of Black lives. Evidence of the cycles of 
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violence waged against Black people must be put in conversation with one another so that there 

can be no denying the existence of the frame, nor the need to resist it.  

Dana Schutz and “Open Casket” 

Emmett Till’s death was a pivotal moment in history where the visual rhetoric of a Black lynch 

victim was publicly contested. Unlike earlier lynching photographs that had conventionally been 

used to dehumanize Black people and reduce them to symbols of white supremacy, the 

photographs of Emmett Till’s open-casket funeral asserted that Black lives are grievable and 

worthy of mourning, and Till became a representative figure of that grievability. Despite this 

assertion, the grievability that was allocated to Emmett Till was not automatically extended to all 

Black lives. This point is evidenced by the continuation of both interpersonal and systemic 

violence that Black people face more than sixty years after Till’s death. The Black Lives Matter 

(BLM) movement emerged after the deaths of Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, and Michael Brown 

and the subsequent proliferation and widespread dissemination of photographs and videos 

depicting the murder of Black men and adolescents. The steady accumulation of Black victims’ 

names on signs at protests is evidence enough that Black lives continue to be devalued and 

situated outside of the normative frames of grievability. For example, in the summer of 2016 

alone, police perpetrated fatal attacks against Philando Castile, Alton Sterling, Joseph Mann, 

Abdirahman Abdi, Paul O'Neal, Korryn Gaines, and Sylville Smith. The high volume of murders 

in such a short period led to widespread protests by supporters of the BLM movement and other 

affiliated groups.  

It was during this same summer that Dana Schutz painted Emmett Till’s “Open Casket” 

(2016). Schutz is known for attempting to translate feelings into each of her figurative works 

(artnet). She rose to prominence when her collection “Frank from Observation” was exhibited at 
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the Zach Feuer Gallery in 2002, and in 

these artworks, Schutz painted her 

subject Frank who she imagined was the 

last man on Earth. Since her emergence 

in 2002, her work has been exhibited 

extensively, appearing at the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York, the 

Moderna Museet in Stockholm, and the 

Musée d'art contemporain in Montreal, 

just to name a few examples. When describing her own work, she says that she views “painting 

as an affective space … where the hierarchies of the world can be rearranged” (artnews). While 

she is generally celebrated for paintings that are more light-hearted like the “Frank from 

Observation” series, “Open Casket” was not her first piece to represent suffering or violence. An 

earlier piece called “Presentation” (2005) depicts two bodies being cut up in front of a crowd of 

onlookers, and this piece was reportedly inspired by the “bodies not being seen coming home 

from Iraq” (Smith, The New York Times). Nonetheless, “Open Casket” marks a notable departure 

from her oeuvre because the painting was inspired by the BLM movement and resurrects Till as 

the eminently grievable subject of her painting.  

In this painting (figure 4), Schutz references the post-mortem photographs of Till’s 

body that had been taken at his open-casket funeral (figure 3). His body is once again 

naturally framed by the casket and he is dressed in a pristine white button-down shirt that is 

tucked into a pair of black dress pants with a matching black suit jacket. Like with the 

photographs, the raised perspective of the painting also focalizes the viewer through the eyes 

Figure 4: Dana Schutz, Open Casket (2016). Oil on canvas. Collection of the 
artist; courtesy of ArtNet, March 21, 2017. 
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of a mourner at the funeral who has approached the casket to pay their respects. Her choice to 

depict his body as the only focal point in the painting and in the context of his funeral situates 

his death as a grievable loss while still refusing to derealize the horrific nature of Emmett 

Till’s death or the brutality of Bryant and Milam’s actions. Like with the photograph, the 

emotions that the painting may evoke from its spectators may also change based on how they 

identify – or misidentify – with the precariousness of Emmett Till as a Black person. The 

painting thus allows for the full emotional complexity of Emmett Till’s death to be felt by the 

viewer as they grapple with the intervening and overlapping frames informing this 

representation of his body.  

Schutz combines elements of abstraction and referential painting to represent Emmett 

Till’s body. This blended style of painting allows her to allude to photographs from Till’s 

funeral while also rejecting the use of realism to represent the trauma inflicted upon his body. 

The choice for some features of the painting to be more easily discernable than others seems 

to be intentional because this has allowed Schutz to accentuate the subtle problematics that 

come with both realistic and abstract representations of violence. For example, it is 

immediately clear that he is wearing dress clothes and the outline of his torso is easily 

identifiable, and as the eye is drawn to the contrast of the white shirt outlined by the precise 

lines of his black jacket and pants, Schutz highlights his corporeality and he becomes a 

physically embodied subject. Schutz does not paint his skin tone as one uniform colour but 

instead chooses to highlight the nuances of Till’s complexion by using a combination of browns, 

blacks, yellows, reds, and greens, with a sparing amount of white to highlight the areas between 

his lips and nose. The clarity and attention with which Schutz has portrayed Emmett Till’s body 

make him recognizable to any viewer that is familiar with the photographs from 1955 and these 
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details alleviate the threat of erasure. Meanwhile, the collar, the placket, and the lapels on the 

jacket form converging lines that draw the viewer’s attention to his face. As the eye moves from 

the body to the head, the technique of the painting becomes less precise and the defining features 

of Emmett Till’s face become harder to make out. The lower half of his face features neat lines 

around the jaw, and the darkness under the cheekbone seems to indicate a concave angle or 

shadow. His head is tilted to the right, casting the opposite half of his face in shadow, including 

his nose which is only discernable by the curvature of the brush strokes. The upper half of his 

face is almost completely abstracted and does not show the eyes, instead replacing them with 

long, fluid strokes.  

Crucially, when “Open Casket” is compared with photographs of Emmett Till’s corpse, 

the areas of the painting where Schutz has used abstraction – the nose, the eyes, and the top of 

the head – are the same areas that were most disfigured by Till’s attackers. While it remains clear 

to viewers that physical trauma has occurred, Schutz’s employment of abstraction to represent 

that violence indicates an awareness of the spectacularizing nature of realism and thus an 

intentional avoidance of it. She has nonetheless been careful to use abstract elements sparingly, 

and in doing so counteracts the possibility of erasure. As I mentioned, the lower half of Emmett 

Till’s face is still very much discernable, as is the rest of his body, and so he is still identifiable to 

the viewer. The painting, in other words, is not so abstract that it risks erasing Emmett Till as its 

subject, or even the harm inflicted upon his body. “Open Casket” does not attempt to violently 

remove Emmett Till from the legacy of his death, nor does it essentialize him to the violence 

inflicted upon his body by meditating on realistic details. Schutz has taken care to abstract only 

the most violent of details, and I view Schutz’s choice to use abstraction for the areas of his face 

that were most violently disfigured as a mark of respect for the humanity of her subject. 
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 I interpret Schutz’s “Open Casket” as a mark of concern for Emmett Till’s body and as an 

affective response to the loss of Black life. This point is complicated, though, by the positionality 

of the artist who is white and who painted the piece in 2016, two facts that cannot and should not 

be ignored. One critic named Hannah Black – a biracial, Black-identified artist – advised the 

curators to remove and destroy the painting altogether after learning of its inclusion in the 

Whitney Biennial. In an open letter to the Whitney co-signed by more than 30 celebrated Black 

artists, activists, and academics, she said 

I am writing to ask you to remove Dana Schutz’s painting “Open Casket” and with the 

urgent recommendation that the painting be destroyed and not entered into a market or 

museum … In brief: the painting should not be acceptable to anyone who cares or 

pretends to care about Black people because it is not acceptable for a white person to 

transmute Black suffering into profit and fun, though the practice has been normalized for 

a long time (Black quoted by Greenberger).8 

One of the concerns that Hannah Black raises in response to “Open Casket” is that Schutz could 

profit economically from the piece. I agree that it would be problematic if Schutz had entered the 

painting into auction or had created it as a commissioned piece, but she has stated very clearly 

that she does not plan to sell the painting (Boucher, Fusco, Greenberger, Kennedy). Furthermore, 

Coco Fusco points out that the preoccupation with the economic valuation of the piece raises two 

more problems with Black’s objection to the painting: first, that there is an important history of 

anti-racist art by white artists, and second, that Black artists have also profited from their 

depictions of Black suffering. She remarks that  

 
8 For the full version of Hannah Black’s open letter, see Greenberger’s “‘The Painting Must Go’: Hannah Black 

Pens Open Letter to the Whitney About Controversial Biennial Work” from ARTnews.com. 
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Black does not consider the history of anti-racist art by white artists. ... She does not 

account for the fact that black artists have also accrued social capital and commercial 

gain from their treatment of black suffering. Numerous black artists have depicted 

enslaved bodies, lynched bodies, maimed bodies, and imprisoned bodies in the early 

stages of their careers — and then moved away from such politically charged subject 

matter without having their morality or sense of responsibility impugned (Fusco).  

Fusco adds that “[Hannah Black’s] argument is laced with an economically reductionist view of 

artistic practice and completely avoids consideration of the visual strategies employed by 

Schutz,” and this is a problem that I think extends beyond Black’s criticism. As I was 

conducting the literature review for this chapter, I noticed that the majority of people writing 

about “Open Casket” had chosen not to engage with the painting itself on a technical level. 

While it is invaluable to consider what it means to depict and regard images of suffering, there 

has been an oversight where the visual strategies of the painting have not been adequately 

analyzed, or even acknowledged. 

Perhaps the most pressing concern that Black raises with “Open Casket” is that as a white 

artist, Schutz is unable to understand the depth of feeling associated with Emmett Till’s murder 

and the long legacy of lynching Black people in America. She writes that 

Emmett Till’s name has circulated widely since his death. It has come to stand not only 

for Till himself but also for the mournability (to each other, if not to everyone) of people 

marked as disposable, for the weight so often given to a white woman’s word above a 

Black child’s comfort or survival, and for the injustice of anti-Black legal systems. 

Through his mother’s courage, Till was made available to Black people as an inspiration 
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and warning. Non-Black people must accept that they will never embody and cannot 

understand this gesture (Black quoted by Greenberger). 

Black is absolutely right that non-Black people – including both Schutz and myself – will not 

understand the particular affective impact of Emmett Till’s death, nor of any subsequent visual 

representations of his body, in the same way that a Black person can. As I have argued, both 

Schutz’s painting and the photographs of Till’s body that it is referencing highlight how a Black 

viewer and a non-Black viewer will react in fundamentally different ways based on their 

(mis)identification with the precarity of Black life. The range of affective responses that can be 

elicited from non-Black viewers in response to either the painting or the pictures cannot be the 

same because non-Black viewers lack the lived experience to recognize, or even begin to 

apprehend, the depth of suffering caused by images depicting the pain, suffering, and death of 

Black people. Hannah Black continues to argue that “the evidence of their collective lack of 

understanding is that Black people go on dying at the hands of white supremacists, that Black 

communities go on living in desperate poverty not far from the museum where this valuable 

painting hangs, that Black children are still denied childhood” (qtd. in Greenberger). To this 

effect, Black makes an excellent point, and her and her cosigners’ response to the painting is well 

warranted.  

 However, I do think that the political ramifications of Schutz’s painting are more 

complicated than they have been made out to be. Evidently, I do not wish to argue against 

Black’s point that “Open Casket” is painful for Black viewers in a way that is inapprehensible to 

non-Black viewers. I do not think that this point can be argued. But is it possible to acknowledge 

that pain while also seeing some critical value in the painting? In other words, is there another 

lens through which this painting is redeemable, perhaps because it illuminates something that is 
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obscured by photographic images of Emmett Till? I have trouble dismissing Schutz’s painting 

altogether because, as I have argued here, I think that “Open Casket” demonstrates a mark of 

care that is evidence of Schutz’s affective response to the loss of Black life. We may debate 

whether her affective disposition is one of horror, disgust, shame, loss, or self-righteousness, but 

“[w]hether we are speaking about open grief or outrage, we are talking about affective responses 

that are highly regulated by regimes of power and sometimes subject to explicit censorship” 

(Butler 2009, 39). Considering the emotional impact of “Open Casket,” then, can tell us 

something about the kinds of affective responses that are appropriate for Black or non-Black 

viewers to have when looking at the bodies of Black victims. If affective responses to this 

suffering are regulated or censored based on the viewer’s positionality, is it possible that 

interacting with the painting exposes normative frameworks through consciously re-enacting 

these problematics for the viewer? 

This painting calls into question the limitations of non-Black viewers in apprehending 

Black victims of lynching. When viewers are looking at the painting, they are confronted with 

their ability (or inability) to respond affectively to a representation of Black suffering. The 

problematics that one is presented with when viewing this painting thus reflect some of the 

nascent debates regarding lynching photography and other photographic images of extreme 

violence against marginalized bodies. Because of this, I do not see “Open Casket” as an 

appropriation of Black suffering so much as a representation of the act of looking, addressing 

the responsibility one has to bear witness to another’s suffering. Apel and Smith point to this 

very problem when considering lynching photographs: “looking at lynching photographs is 

something not to be shunned. The alternative is not to look – to avert, avoid, deny, and 

repress” (8). In another consideration of the painting, Zadie Smith views Schutz’s painting as an 
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expression of concern. She asks readers, “shouldn’t white people like my children concern 

themselves with the suffering of Emmet Till? Is making art a form of concern? Does it matter 

which form the concern takes?” (Smith 218-219). Like Smith, I find Schutz’s painting to be a 

mark of care for Emmett Till, and I see the normalization of care as a possible first step for non-

Black people to challenge the normativity of anti-Black racism and their internalization of those 

frames. 

Conclusion 

The questions that arise from viewing “Open Casket” have deeply important ramifications for 

non-Black viewers in the digital age who are coming across graphic images of violence against 

Black people at an increasingly alarming rate. By creating this painting in 2016 and returning to 

the iconic image of Emmett Till’s lynched body, Schutz effectively establishes a connection 

between the legacy of lynching and the endemic of viral Black death in twenty-first-century 

North America. Schutz painted “Open Casket” in the summer of 2016 following the murders of 

Philando Castile, Alton Sterling, Joseph Mann, Abdirahman Abdi, Paul O'Neal, Korryn Gaines, 

and Sylville Smith, who each died over the span of two months. Six of the seven murders were 

recorded either by witnesses or by dash- or body-cameras, and some of the videos were shared 

on social media platforms. By 2016, North Americans were already deeply invested in the 

instantaneous and widespread sharing afforded by social media and high-speed internet, and 

consequently, pictures and videos of murdered Black victims have become increasingly available 

to anybody with access to the internet. The accumulation of this kind of visible evidence has 

made patterns of anti-Black racism and violence more concrete than ever before, but the viewers’ 

over-exposure to pictures and videos of Black death has not prevented other murders from 

happening.  
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In fact, the mass-circulation of Black people murdered by police officers may have done 

no more than sensationalize those deaths; as one becomes repeatedly exposed to pictures and 

videos depicting extreme violence against Black people, the affectivity of those images can be 

lost. Susan Sontag posits that  

The quality of feelings, including moral outrage, that people can muster in response to 

photographs of the oppressed, the exploited, the starving, and the massacred also depends 

on the degree of their familiarity with these images … Photographs shock insofar as they 

show something novel. Unfortunately, the ante keeps getting raised – partly through the 

very proliferation of such images of horror (Sontag 20). 

Sontag argues that one’s affective response to pictures and videos of suffering is impacted by 

frequent exposure to similar images. In other words, the emotional impact that images of 

suffering have on their viewers is diminished when overexposure takes place. Butler similarly 

posits that the “differential distribution of grievability across populations has implications for 

why and when we feel politically consequential affective dispositions” (24). The “politically 

consequential affective dispositions” that images of anti-Black violence elicit is increasingly 

diminished by the increasing familiarity with which these images circulate. As more pictures and 

videos showing Black people being abused or killed circulate, the viewer’s capacity to respond 

affectively to these injustices is diminished. As frames of anti-Black racism remain hegemonic, 

works such as Schutz’s painting offer a needed departure from – and even a resistance to – the 

normative frames that render Black lives “ungrievable.” If the spread of photographs and videos 

of violence cut the viewer’s ability to respond affectively to anti-Black racism, emotionally 

evocative pieces like “Open Casket” offer a possible avenue where care work and collective 

mourning can take place. 
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Framing Systemic Racism Through Rodney King and Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 

“What has changed since the collapse of Jim Crow has less to do 

with the basic structure of our society than with the language we 

use to justify it. In the era of colorblindness, it is no longer 

socially permissible to use race, explicitly, as a justification for 

discrimination, exclusion, and social contempt. So we don’t. 

Rather than rely on race, we use our criminal justice system to 

label people of color “criminals” and then engage in all the 

practices we supposedly left behind” 

– Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow 

 

In 1991, a video was released showing four white police officers mercilessly beating a Black 

man named Rodney King after they stopped him for a traffic violation. In the years leading up to 

the assault, pretext stops – or traffic stops conducted as an excuse to search a vehicle for illegal 

substances – were conducted more and more frequently, and Black men became frequent targets 

of law enforcement officers (Alexander 63, 138). Police departments and other law enforcement 

agencies were financially incentivized to prioritize drug law enforcement during the “War on 

Drugs.”9 At the same time, the Reagan administration sought to conflate Blackness with 

criminality by circulating damaging imagery in the media showing the spread of crack cocaine in 

poor Black communities (132). By the late eighties, “media hysteria regarding black drug crime 

was at fever pitch and the evening news was saturated with images of black criminals” (109). In 

this racist political climate, it was unsurprising that Rodney King was pulled over by the police, 

despite the lack of evidence suggesting that he was using or in possession of drugs. However, the 

surfacing of video evidence showing the officers brutally beating King resulted in widespread 

 
9 The “War on Drugs” was launched by Ronald Reagan in 1982 and was characterized by harsher minimum 
sentencing for drug sales and possession. In 1985, the emergence of crack cocaine in poor Black communities led 
to the conflation of Blackness and criminality. Michelle Alexander writes “drug use, once considered a private, 
public-health matter, was reframed through political rhetoric and media imagery as a grave threat to the national 
order” (105). 
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public outcry. The following year, Los Angeles erupted into uprisings when none of the four 

officers were held accountable for their excessive use-of-force. 

In the broader thesis, I argue that Black men, women, and children are conventionally 

framed as disposable and ungrievable through graphic depictions of Black social, psychic, and 

physical death. In Frames of War, Judith Butler posits that one’s affective and ethical responses 

to violence are regulated by normative “frames” created by regimes of power. Certain lives are 

conceived as worthy of “protecting, sheltering, living, mourning” while others are framed as 

untenable, or unlivable lives that are ultimately disposable (53). The “frames that, in effect, 

decide which lives will be recognizable as lives and which will not, must circulate in order to 

establish their hegemony” (12); these frame are circulated by the media, through still and moving 

pictures, and in discourse (xxx, 78).  As images of violence against Black people are circulated 

through “media frames, through discourse, number, and image,” anti-Blackness establishes 

hegemony and becomes normative (xxx). In this chapter, I examine how framing Black men as 

always already “criminal” enables and justifies state-sanctioned anti-Black violence. Rodney 

King’s case demonstrates the ways in which racist law enforcement and racist media framing 

achieve a symbiotic, all-encompassing weather of anti-Blackness.  

In my close reading of Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, I explore the ways in which Anna 

Deavere Smith’s play expose the systemic anti-Blackness undergirding the beating of Rodney 

King and the acquittal of the four LAPD police officers. In the months following the aftermath of 

the Los Angeles uprisings, Smith was commissioned to create Twilight. Drawing from interviews 

with people either directly or indirectly involved with the uprisings, Smith foregrounds the anti-

Black framing of King’s beating, the trial, and the protests that followed. Throughout her one-

woman show, Smith performs vignettes that explicitly situate anti-Blackness as a systemic issue 
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rather than the result of an individual’s actions or a few corrupted police officers. In her 

performances of Attorney General Gil Garcetti, Sergeant Charles Duke, and witness Josie 

Morales, Smith explores how the anti-Black framing of King’s beating pervaded the courtroom 

and impacted the jury’s ruling. As reporter Judith Tur, Smith explicates how anti-Black framing 

is disseminated through the mainstream media to maintain an “us against them” framing where 

“us” represents “white, suburban America,” and “them” represents “black Americans and a few 

corrupted whites” (Mike Drause quoted by Alexander 105). Smith’s portrayal of Tur 

demonstrates the ways in which anti-Black media framing exposes white vulnerability and the 

desire to maintain the security of white supremacy. 

Framing the War on Drugs, Framing “Black Criminals” 

  In the early hours of March 3, 1991, two California Highway Patrol officers tried to stop 

Rodney King for speeding. When he failed to stop, the patrolmen pursued him and called 

backup, resulting in a high-speed chase. Upon exiting the highway, other police cruisers joined 

the pursuit and chased King through residential streets, eventually blocking his car and forcing 

him to stop. Officer Tim Singer demanded that King exit his vehicle, but King remained seated 

for several minutes while the police gathered and made a circle around his vehicle. Once he 

exited his car, he allegedly grabbed his buttocks, which some of the officers interpreted as him 

reaching for a gun or other weapon. They also believed that his erratic behaviour was the result 

of his being under the influence of phencyclidine (PCP). At that point, a group of four white 

police officers – Stacey Koon, Laurence Powell, Timothy Wind, and Theodore Briseno – beat 

King with their batons until he was physically incapacitated while another 19 police officers 

stood by and watched (Smith 258). When King was taken into police custody, they found that he 

was unarmed; there was also no evidence that he was under the influence of PCP, despite having 
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conducted an extensive medical examination. The brutal beating left King with fractured facial 

bones, a broken ankle, and several cuts and bruises. Several days after the assault, King was 

released due to insufficient evidence to press charges against him.  

Law enforcement often justifies violence against Black people, and particularly Black 

men, by framing them as threatening criminals. In the years leading up to King’s case, the media 

framing of the “War on Drugs” conflated substance use and distribution with Blackness, 

perpetuating harmful tropes and veiled language that framed Black men as criminals. In The New 

Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander notes Ronald Reagan’s War on Drugs financially incentivized 

police departments to prioritize drug-law enforcement, despite a decline in illegal drug use (6, 

73). Several years after Reagan’s declaration, crack cocaine began to spread rapidly through poor 

Black communities. Alexander adds that “the Reagan administration launched a media campaign 

a few years after the drug war was announced in an effort to publicize horror stories involving 

black crack users and crack dealers in ghetto communities” (105). She argues that the media 

coverage of the War on Drugs thus perpetuates “already prevalent racial stereotypes of […] 

black men as “predators” – part of an inferior and criminal subculture” (52). As these images of 

Black criminality circulate through the mass media, they establish hegemony and sustain the 

frames of anti-Blackness.  

The conflation of Blackness with criminality perpetuates harmful racial stereotypes that 

endanger Black people during encounters with the police, as is evidenced by King’s beating. 

Alexander writes, “[l]aw enforcement officials, no less than the rest of us, have been exposed to 

the racially charged political rhetoric and media imagery associated with the drug war” making 

police officers susceptible to unconscious racial biases (106). When officers are permitted to use 

their discretion while enforcing the law, latent racial biases become manifest through active 
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discrimination (103). One example of how law enforcement abuses their discretion is in pretext 

stops where Black men are often targeted for drug offences. Alexander says that “police officers 

use minor traffic violations as an excuse – a pretext – to search for drugs, even though there is 

not a shred of evidence suggesting the motorist is violating drug laws” (67). Further, one study 

indicated that Black men were two times more likely than white men to be stopped and searched 

for drugs by the California Highway Patrol officers (138). The California Highway Patrol 

officers may have been attempting a discriminatory pretext stop on the night of King’s beating, 

thus demonstrating how racial stereotypes conflating Blackness with criminality can endanger 

people during encounters with law enforcement.  

 The physical and mental trauma that law enforcement habitually inflict on Black men, 

women, and children is clearly reflected in the violence waged against Rodney King. Even 

though the police demonstrably perpetrate violence against racial minorities, it often goes 

underreported. Alexander writes that “[h]ardly anyone files a complaint, because the last thing 

most people want to do after experiencing a frightening and intrusive encounter with the police is 

show up at the police station where the officer works and attract more attention to themselves” 

(69). Had there been no video evidence of the police brutality, it’s possible that the public may 

have never learned about Rodney King’s beating.  

 Unbeknownst to both King and the police, George Holliday had captured the assault on a 

home video camera from his apartment building overlooking the scene. Holliday’s video showed 

the four white police officers repeatedly beating King for 82 seconds while he kneeled on the 

ground, trying to shield himself and crawl away (Feldman 413). They continued to beat him even 

after he became incapacitated and collapsed face-down on the pavement. Holliday tried to give 

his evidence to the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD), but nobody would take the video, 
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and he reached out to several news stations instead. He released the video to CNN and it was 

repeatedly broadcasted on national television as more news stations picked the story up. As a 

result of broadcasting the video on national television, the video circulated both nationally and 

internationally and the beating gained far more public attention than would have otherwise been 

possible. In Ryan Watson’s discussion of the video, he says that after being “picked up by 

twenty-four-hour cable news channel CNN, 92 percent of Los Angeles citizens who had seen it 

believed the police officers used excessive force” (37).  

As Susan Sontag observes, “the camera record justifies. A photograph passes for 

incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened” (4). Holliday’s video of Rodney King’s 

beating was the first video to go “viral,” and the video became a prototype of what documentary 

scholars call “visible evidence” (Watson 37). In documentary studies, visible evidence 

constitutes photographs and videos that prioritize realism while documenting an event (35). As 

such, Holliday’s video recording became “incontrovertible proof” that Rodney King had been 

brutally beaten by four white police officers, and this fact could not be reasonably debated. After 

seeing the video, District Attorney Ira Reiner pressed charges of assault and excessive use-of-

force against the four officers who beat King, and the trial began on March 4, 1992. Holliday’s 

video became an essential piece of visible evidence in the trial. The prosecution expected the 

case to be a “slam dunk” due to the explicit nature of the video, and even the defence expected 

there to be some convictions (Smith xxi).  

The trial was held in the predominantly white, adjacent city of Simi Valley. Out of 12 

jurors selected, 10 were white, one was Latina, and one was an Asian American; not a single 

Black person served on the jury, and every one of the six alternate jury members was white 

(Serrano and Lozano). Civil rights groups expressed concern over the fairness of King’s case due 
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to the selected jury, but these concerns were ignored by both the prosecution and the defence 

attorneys. The chances of a Black person serving on a jury for King’s case were already slim, 

considering that the jury pool is generally restricted to registered voters, motorists, and people 

without criminal records (Alexander 121). Moving the trial to a predominantly white area further 

reduced the chances that a Black jury member would be chosen. Even if a Black person had been 

selected, attorneys are given the option to peremptorily strike them from the jury based on any 

race-neutral justification “such as a lack of education, unemployment, [and] poverty” which 

often correlate with racial disparities (121).  

 In her analysis of the American legal system, Alexander explains that racial stereotypes 

also play a crucial role in jury selection, partly because of peremptory striking. She says that  

[b]oth prosecutors and defense attorneys are permitted to strike “peremptorily” jurors 

they don’t like – that is, people they believe will not respond favorably to the evidence or 

witnesses they intend to present at trial … their decisions to strike individual jurors tend 

to be based on nothing more than stereotypes, prejudices, and hunches. Achieving an all-

white jury, or nearly all-white jury, is easy in most jurisdictions, because relatively few 

racial minorities are included in the jury pool (121).  

Even in jurisdictions where Black people make up a significant portion of the population, they 

may be excluded from the jury pool because jurors are often selected from registered voters or 

lists provided by the Department of Motor Vehicles. Since Black Americans are less likely to be 

registered to vote and to own a car, they may be excluded from the pool of potential jury 

members (121). This problem is compounded by the fact that in 1992, felons were barred from 

jury duty in California, meaning that “about 30 percent of black men [were] automatically 

banned from jury service for life” (121, emphasis in original). In King’s trial, the conditions to 
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achieve a nearly-all-white jury were already put in 

place through the coupling of peremptory striking 

and the restrictive criteria for jury pools.  

It’s worth underscoring that different racial 

groups do not share identical lived experiences, and 

as such, the white jurors, the Asian American juror, 

and the Latina juror would not have had the same 

worldview as King. As a Black man living in 

America, he would have both lived and inherited 

knowledge of how police encounters endanger Black life. Since King was born in 1965, he 

would have grown up surrounded by photographs of racially motivated police brutality that were 

taken during the Civil Rights Movement. Photographs documenting the Civil Rights Movement 

yielded a visual archive of white-on-Black violence often perpetrated by law enforcement 

officers. One such example is Bill Hudson’s infamous photograph of white police officers 

allowing their dogs to attack a Black civil rights activist from Birmingham, Alabama in 1963 

(figure 5). Several other photographs of white-on-Black police brutality also emerged from the 

series of 1964 uprisings in several Eastern states and the Watts uprisings of 1965 (Moore, 

Taylor). King’s formative years were also saturated with media coverage showing law 

enforcement persecuting Black men, women, and children throughout the War on Drugs 

(Alexander). The lived, visceral understanding, the sense and awareness of being Black in a 

white supremacist society cannot be translated to non-Black people. As such, how Black people 

conceptualize law enforcement is distinctive from other non-Black People of Colour and white 

people. Non-Black jury members would have fundamentally different experiences with law 

Figure 5:"Civil rights demonstrator being attacked by police 
dogs, May 3, 1963, Birmingham, Alabama." Photograph 
courtesy of Britannica.com. 
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enforcement from King and would therefore have more difficulty empathizing with his 

perspective.  

The mainstream media primes non-Black people to discriminate against Black men who 

they perceive as always already criminal. Alexander argues that “people become increasingly 

harsh when an alleged criminal is darker and more “stereotypically black”; they are more lenient 

when the accused is lighter and appears more stereotypically white. This is true of jurors as well 

as law enforcement officers” (107). The evidence suggests that the jury would be harsher 

towards King and more lenient towards the four white police officers, especially considering 

how King was framed as a threatening criminal. Alexander also quotes one study from 1990-

1991 that found “a predictable ‘us against them’ frame was used in the news stories, with “us” 

being white, suburban America, and “them” being black Americans and a few corrupted whites” 

(Mike Drause quoted by Alexander 105). If the members of the jury were primed with the 

“predictable ‘us against them’ frame,” would they identify with the police officers representing 

the protection of a “white, suburban America,” or would they identify with King, the victim of 

anti-Black violence? 

In her reading of the case from 1993, Judith Butler demonstrated how the jury’s 

mis/identification with King impacted their deliberation of the case. She wrote that  

In a sense, the jury could be convinced of police innocence only through a tactical 

orchestration of those identifications, for in some sense, they are the white witness, 

separated from the ostensible site of black danger by a circle of police; they are the 

police, enforcers of the law, encircling that body, beating him, once again. They are 

perhaps King as well, but whitewashed: the blows he suffers are taken to be the blows 

they would suffer if the police were not protecting them from him. Thus, the physical 
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danger in which King is recorded is transferred to them; they identify with that 

vulnerability, but construe it as their own, the vulnerability of whiteness, thus refiguring 

him as the threat (1993, 19).  

The white-majority jury’s identification with the four white police officer’s results in a 

transferred identification with white vulnerability. Even before the jury is exposed to the 

defence’s recontextualization of the video, they are primed to identify with the officers who aim 

to provide safety and security for white people at the expense of Black people like King. The 

fragility of whiteness necessitates that agents of law enforcement “serve and protect” white 

people from the perceived threat of racialized people, and Black men in particular. The defence’s 

framing of King as the agent of violence minimizes the significance of his suffering in the eyes 

of the jury. Whether King actually posed any threat to the officers’ well-being becomes less 

important than the identification of a potential threat to white security, either by the police or by 

the jury. The violence that King endured was thus justified to the jury because it ensured the 

‘safety’ of the four white police officers, and by extension, the safety of white America.  

The defence’s interpretation of the video led the jury to read King as the threatening 

agent of violence. To make their case, the defence paused the video to misconstrue King’s 

movements while describing his gestures as threatening. Judith Butler remarked that “[t]he 

defence attorneys broke the video down into “stills,” freezing the frame so that the gesture, the 

raised hand, is torn from its temporal place in the visual narrative. The video is not only violently 

decontextualized, but violently recontextualized” (1993, 20). The use of stills in place of an 

uninterrupted video allowed the defence to break the video down into fragments where King’s 

brutalization becomes an objective piece of evidence, mitigating the jury’s affective response to 

his suffering. Susan Sontag also posited that prolonged exposure to a representation of suffering 
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cuts one’s ability to respond affectively to the image. She wrote that “[t]he quality of feelings, 

including moral outrage, that people can muster in response to photographs … depends on the 

degree of their familiarity with these images” (Sontag 20). After repeated viewings of the video 

and each of the selected stills, the jury became anesthetized to King’s suffering and thus more 

susceptible to the defence’s reading of the video. 

The refusal to see and account for racial differences in the trial – i.e. adopting a 

“colourblind” approach – clearly impacted King’s case. First, the defence framed King as the 

threatening agent of violence and criminality. This strategy echoed the anti-Black framing from 

the media while still describing the beating in race-neutral terms, leaving the prosecution to 

argue “that something is racist but finding it impossible to prove in the absence of explicitly 

racist language” (Alexander 48). Second, establishing a jury void of Black people also created 

the necessary conditions for implicit anti-Black biases to flourish while still affording certain 

plausible deniability under the guise of “race neutrality.” The defence’s implicit anti-Black 

framing also meant that non-Black jurors could attribute King’s beating to individual behaviour, 

actions, or responses while shirking the impact of structural racism surrounding the case. The 

lack of accountability for the four white police officers who beat Rodney King was thus nothing 

short of typical for a system that was designed to uphold white supremacy at the expense of 

Black people who are regularly stripped of their lives and livelihoods by law enforcement.  

A seemingly straightforward example of an excessive use-of-force – complete with 

implicating video evidence – was turned into a public exculpation of the four police officers who 

beat Rodney King. The highly anticipated verdict was aired live and the reverberations were felt 

almost immediately. On April 29, 1992, three of the four officers were acquitted, and the jury 

failed to reach a verdict for the fourth officer, leading to widespread public outcry. The ruling 
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implicitly condoned the continuation of police brutality against Black people, and the public was 

understandably incensed by the injustice. Within hours, Los Angeles erupted into highly 

destructive “riots,” “disturbances,” or “uprisings” characterized mostly by the destruction of 

property and in some cases by interpersonal violence between groups contesting the verdict. 

Between April 29 and May 4, there were 54 deaths and more than 2,000 injuries related to the 

uprisings (Song 5). Additionally, more than 800 buildings had been burnt down – most of them 

Korean American owned businesses – and there had been around $1 billion worth of damages to 

the greater Los Angeles area, making the uprising one of the most financially destructive 

demonstrations in American history (5). 

Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992  

In the months following the uprisings, Anna Deavere Smith – a Black American playwright, 

actress, and professor – was commissioned to create Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992. Twilight won a 

Tony for Best Play in 1994 after running for 72 performances, and in 2000, the play became a 

film adaptation. Smith had become well-known for her one-woman verbatim shows after 

producing Fires in the Mirror (1992), which explored the Crown Heights uprising from 1991. 

Smith’s scripts draw from interviews with people either directly or indirectly involved in the 

event, allowing her to “perform the interviewees on stage using their own words” (xvii). She re-

presents historical events through monologues that differentiate each person’s perspective by 

adopting their mannerisms and styles of speech. Smith described Twilight as an attempt to 

explore “the character of Los Angeles in the wake of the initial Rodney King verdict” (xvii). 

In Twilight, Smith demonstrates that Rodney King’s beating and the subsequent Los 

Angeles uprisings reflect institutionalized patterns of anti-Black racism. First, Smith shows how 

anti-Black framing manifests in the American legal system through her re-enactment of witness 
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Josie Morales, District Attorney Gil Garcetti, and sergeant Charles Duke. Then, she re-presents 

the Los Angeles uprisings through Judith Tur’s perspective who represents the mainstream 

media. Through Tur, Smith gives an example of how anti-Blackness is circulated by the 

mainstream media to establishes hegemony. By making anti-Black framing in both the legal 

system and mainstream media explicit, Smith contends that Rodney King’s beating was not the 

result of a few corrupted officers, but indicative of institutionalized anti-Black racism.  

 Through the perspective of Attorney General Gil Garcetti, Smith emphasizes that jury 

members’ implicit biases impact case rulings. As I demonstrated in the first section of this 

chapter, one’s interpellation into the media coverage on the War on Drugs manifests as 

unconscious racial biases towards Black people. Accordingly, for those who are not targeted by 

the War on Drugs – i.e., white viewers – the police officers are valorized for keeping “criminals” 

off the streets. A complimentary frame arises where Black men are situated as threatening 

criminals and agents of violence while white police officers are situated as protectors of society.  

In her representation of Garcetti, Smith shows that the law enforcement’s perceived 

authority and moral virtuosity framed their violence as warranted, thus impacting the jury’s 

decision. As Garcetti, Smith explains that the jury’s respect for law enforcement officers could 

have been an influencing factor:  

 [y]ou want to believe the officers, 

because they are there to help you, 

the law-abiding citizen, 

because most jurors have not had contacts 

with police – … 

They are still there to help 
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and to protect you. 

That’s what we’ve been sold all our lives, 

so when an officer comes in 

and tells you 

something from the witness stand 

there is something magic 

that comes over that individual (74-75). 

Garcetti’s monologue points to the hegemonic framing of law enforcement officers as protectors. 

During the War on Drugs, police were hegemonically framed as protectors of “the law-abiding 

citizen” by the mainstream media, and as such, jury members were primed to read the four 

officers through the same frame. Jury members who “have not had contacts [sic] / with police” 

may also lack lived experiences that contract positive media framing of law enforcement. While 

white people are shown repeatedly that law enforcement officers “are still there to help / and to 

protect you,” Black people – and Black men especially – are disproportionately targeted by the 

police. The police routinely arrest, beat, and kill Black people during pretext stops and stop-and-

frisks, while white lives are not endangered by the same practices. Racial disparities in law 

enforcement create competing frames where the police officers who are there “to protect” white 

people – like most of the jury members themselves – are the same officers who persecute Black 

people at disproportionate rates, making for a doubled and competing frame. 

Another way that Smith demonstrates anti-Black framing in the courtroom is through her 

re-enactment of Sergeant Charles Duke. Duke was a member of the Special Weapons and 

Tactics Unit for the LAPD and an expert witness for the defence. Smith emphasizes Duke’s 

perceived authority through her imitation of his attire: “he is standing with a baton. He is 
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wearing glasses and a uniform and black shoes” (61). Smith appears in her imagined courtroom 

dressed in uniform, complete with a weapon. The uniform lessens Duke’s individuality and 

aligns him with the activity of the department, situating him as the agent of control and restraint 

and adding to his perceived authority (Berger 13). Through her portrayal of Sergeant Duke, 

Smith shows that witnesses can be crucial in framing violent encounters with the police. 

Sergeant Duke’s appearance in court strengthened the defence’s assertion that the beating was 

necessary to subdue King, only to add that the brutality of the beating was the result of Powell’s 

ineffective baton use.  

Rather than questioning why Rodney King was brutalized for a minor traffic violation, 

the defence’s focus shifts towards following techniques and protocols when using weapons.  

Smith re-enacts Sergeant Duke’s appearance in court to analyze the officers’ use-of-force. 

Emulating his expert knowledge of batons, Smith says 

 Powell holds the baton 

like this 

and that is 

not a good… 

the proper way of holding the baton 

is like this. 

So one of the things 

they keep talking about 

why did it take fifty-six baton blows. 

Powell has no strength and no power 

in his baton strikes. 
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The whole thing boils down to… 

Powell was ineffective with the baton (61). 

Smith emphasizes Duke’s discussion of Powell’s technique with the baton. The assertion that 

“Powell was ineffective with the baton” implies that had Powell’s technique been corrected, the 

brutality of the beating might have been avoided. The ratio decindendi – or the key, deciding 

factor – redirects the jury’s concern away from King’s suffering. Smith’s re-enactment of Duke 

thus demonstrates that witnesses have the power to redirect the course of the trial through their 

subjective framing of the beating.  

The defence’s strategy is effective for two main reasons. Firstly, it asserts Powell as the 

main actor in the beating while neglecting the involvement of Koon, Briseno, and Wind. Powell 

could have been used as the scapegoat for the actions of Koon, Briseno, and Wind, and nobody 

else would have been held accountable for their actions. Secondly, King’s beating is treated as a 

singularity rather than an event that was indicative of broader patterns of anti-Blackness in law 

enforcement. Duke’s assertion that Powell was “ineffective with the baton” minimized the 

problem to the LAPD’s protocols and policies, suggesting that Powell’s actions strayed from the 

norm and that the brutality of the beating could have been avoided had he been better trained to 

use the baton.  

Smith’s portrayal of Josie Morales – which appears directly after Sergeant Duke’s 

testimony in Twilight – shows the impact that eyewitnesses can have on the outcome of the case. 

Morales was an eyewitness to the beating who reportedly saw what unfolded before Holliday 

began recording the video. She said that she saw King lay on the ground after being ordered to 

do so by the police, and then an officer shot him with a taser, even though he was cooperating 
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(Tobar & Colvin). Morales said that by the time Holliday began recording, the officers had 

already been surrounding and attacking King for several minutes (Tobar & Colvin).  

In Smith’s portrayal of Morales, she expresses her frustration with the prosecution for 

relying on Holliday’s video to provide evidence of the officers’ excessive use-of-force. Smith as 

Morales states that the prosecutor Terry White “was dead set / on that video / and that the video 

would tell all” (68):  

We lived in Apartment A6, 

right next to A8, 

which is where George Holliday lived. 

And, um, 

the next thing we know is, um, 

ten or twelve officers made a circle around him 

and they started to hit him. … 

I had received a subpoena 

and I told him [Terry White], “When do you want me to go?” 

He says, “I’ll call you later and I’ll give you a time.” 

And the time came and went and he never called me … 

I told him that those officers were going to be acquitted 

and one by one I explained these things to him in this letter 

and I told him, “If you do not put witnesses, 

if you don’t put one resident and testify to say what they saw,” 

And I told him in the letter 

that those officers were going to be acquitted (66-67). 
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Morales suggests that by detailing what was not caught within the frame of Holliday’s video, her 

testimony could have supported the prosecution’s reading of the beating. Morales thought that 

her testimony would be useful to the court, but she was told that her testimony would not be 

needed. Smith’s portrayal of Morales suggests that Terry White put too much faith into 

Holliday’s video to convict the four officers. White may have thought that there was no way to 

misinterpret four white police officers beating an unarmed Black man. He did not account for the 

defence’s manipulation of the video, nor did he compensate for the anti-Black reading of King as 

a threatening criminal. White’s disregard of how the video could be framed and reframed was 

evidently a major downfall of the case. Smith’s addition of Morales’ testimony in Twilight thus 

seeks to contest the defence’s framing of the beating. 

 Smith’s performance of Garcetti, Duke, and Morales exposes how anti-Black framing 

pervades both law enforcement and the courtroom, thus impacting the case’s outcome. Both 

Garcetti and Duke highlight the jury’s identification with the police officers and their 

misidentification with King. The four white police officers represent the security of whiteness 

from the “threat” of Black men like King. On the other hand, Morales’ testimony is suppressed 

because it destabilizes narratives prioritizing the security of whiteness over Black people 

suffering. In other words, Morales’ witnessing of King’s affectivity is silenced to make space for 

white affectivity. Smith similarly demonstrates how anti-Black framing in a court of law justifies 

the future circulation of anti-Black rhetoric and images by the mainstream media. She showcases 

this harmful cycle to her audience primarily through her portrayal of reporter Judith Tur’s 

thoughts on the Los Angeles uprisings.  

On the first day of the Los Angeles uprisings, a white truck driver named Reginald 

Denny was pulled from his vehicle and beaten by four Black men. Damian Williams, Henry 
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Watson, Antoine Miller, and Gary Williams – who became known as the “L. A. Four” – kicked 

and beat Denny with a cinder block, a claw hammer, and an oxygenator taken from a nearby 

truck. After the beating, they left Denny in the street next to his truck before four other onlookers 

– Bobby Green Jr., Lei Yuille, Titus Murphy, and Terri Barnett – came to his aid and saved his 

life. Green, Yuille, Murphy, and Barnett loaded Denny back into his truck and drove him to a 

nearby hospital to receive medical treatment.  

There were several similarities between the beating of Reginald Denny and the beating of 

Rodney King. Both Denny and King were motorists who had been forced to exit their vehicles 

just before the beating; both beatings were captured on video and aired on television; both were 

beaten by four people while others observed from a distance. To some extent, the details of 

Denny’s beating are complementary to King’s and reify the same “us against them” frame 

described by Drause “with “us” being white, suburban America, and “them” being black 

Americans” (Alexander 105).  Unlike King, though, Denny is both the representation of white 

suburbia and the victim. Meanwhile, the “L. A. Four” reaffirm the mainstream media’s framing 

of Black men as threatening perpetrators of crime. Hence, Denny’s beating implies that the same 

“us against them” framing of Black criminality and white victimhood is reiterated by this 

complimentary media event. In turn, an interdependent dynamic is created between the justice 

system and the mainstream media where the usage of anti-Black framing is cyclically reaffirmed. 

Anna Deavere Smith explicates the impact of anti-Black framing in the mainstream 

media through her depiction of Judith Tur. In this vignette, Tur shows Smith a video of Denny’s 

beating that aired live during the Los Angeles uprisings. Marika and Zoey Tur (who worked 

alongside Judith Tur at the Los Angeles News Service) had videotaped the beating from the 



60 

 

company’s helicopter hovering above the scene. Smith begins her performance of Judith Tur 

with the following words 

[t]his is the beginning of the riots 

and, uh, 

this is the video we’re going to be giving you for your show. 

Here’s a gang member. 

Here… 

This is 

a live broadcast, by the way. 

Now watch this, Anna. … 

(You can hear John talking through very faintly from the helicopter about what we are 

seeing, you hear a very clear “Oh my God” from Marika again. It is them talking to 

police helicopters, etc., which came out of that video.) 

Okay, here’s another animal 

videotaping this guy. 

These people have no heart. 

These people don’t deserve 

to live. 

Sorry for getting emotional, 

But I mean this is not my United States anymore. 

This is sicko. 

Did you see him shoot him? 

Did you see that? 
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(Rewinds the tape) (Smith 94-96). 

Smith transparently inhabits her own doubled position as both the audience and the actor when 

she repeats Tur’s words “this is the video we’re going to be giving you for your show.” The 

appearance of this phrase at the beginning of the scene accentuates the tension between 

objectivity and subjectivity present in both the video from the L. A. News Service and Smith’s 

representation of the event. Smith also frames her reading of the video as explicitly informed by 

Tur’s narration of the events. Smith also strategically draws attention to the importance of 

framing in dominant forms of media by keeping Tur’s comments intact when she states personal 

opinions, such as “[t]hese people have no heart. / These people don’t deserve / to live” (Smith 

96). Tur instinctively narrates the video for Smith while giving her cues as to how to read the 

scene. For example, Tur says “watch this, Anna” and “Did you see him shoot him? / Did you see 

that?” before rewinding the tape to be sure that Smith sees what she sees. Smith’s re-enactment 

and doubled interpretation of the beating underscore Tur’s framing of Denny as the victim and 

the “L.A. Four” as “Black criminals.” 

Importantly, Smith also shows how a reporter’s narration impacts how the event is 

understood by viewers. At one point in the scene, the audience hears “John talking through very 

faintly from the helicopter about what we are seeing, you hear a very clear “Oh my God” from 

Marika again” (Smith 96, emphasis in original). Marika’s reaction to the still-unfolding scene 

becomes a part of the media event that cannot be removed from the original video. Being the 

only station to capture this angle of Denny’s beating, the same video was looped and re-looped 

by other news stations. As such, John’s narration and Marika’s exclamation contribute to the 

construction of the media event and become part of the beating’s context. The verbal narration of 

the video cannot be removed without removing the sound altogether, in which case one risks the 
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same kind of violent decontextualization that took place in King’s trial. King’s beating was 

recontextualized in a way that transformed him from the subject of the beating to the agent of 

violence. Contrarily, the narration of Denny’s beating – and white observer’s identification with 

his vulnerability – secured his status as a victim of the Black men who beat him. The sounds of 

Marika witnessing the event hence constitutes a recontextualization that instructs viewers to react 

to the video of Denny’s beating in a similarly affective way. Thus, the ways in which the video 

of Denny’s beating was framed by the mainstream media demonstrates how Blackness is 

repeatedly conflated with criminality.  

 In effect, Anna Deavere Smith is creatively re-presenting the Los Angeles uprisings to 

show her audience the reality of anti-Black framing. Through each vignette, Smith re-presents 

people that either reflect or resist the anti-Black framing undergirding Rodney King’s beating 

and the uprisings. For example, her re-enactment of Attorney General Gil Garcetti forces the 

audience to see the jury’s implicit biases that favoured the officers’ perspective over King’s. 

Expert witness Sergeant Charles Duke showed how the beating could be framed as resulting 

from specific policies, techniques, and protocols that were misused by Powell. Smith elected to 

show the audience how his testimony situated both Powell and King as singularities rather than 

indicators of systemic anti-Black policing, alleviating the jury from the implications of the 

beating. When Smith presents the audience with a counter-framing of the beating through 

witness Josie Morales, she underscores the impact that witness repression had on the case. 

Finally, the anti-Black framing enveloping the beating, the trial, and the verdict is reaffirmed by 

media representations of the Los Angeles uprisings. Smith impersonates reporter Judith Tur to 

show how the media reifies anti-Black framing from the courtroom through sensationalized 

accounts of “Black criminality.”  
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Through these performances, Smith shows that law enforcement and the mainstream 

media are synergistically contributing to systemic anti-Black racism, continuously producing and 

reproducing racial biases in the real world. Smith re-presents Rodney King’s beating and the trial 

in a way that accounts for racial differences while rejecting colourblind or race-neutral 

interpretations. By selecting perspectives that make anti-Black framing explicit, Smith forces the 

audience to see King’s beating as a result of racist policing and as indicative of a systemic issue. 

She conducts a reframing of the events that rejects race-neutral explanations for disparities in law 

enforcement, thus impressing the problem of systemic anti-Black racism in America upon her 

audience.  

Conclusion 

Smith’s portrayal of systemic anti-Blackness made Twilight poignant in 1993, and the message 

from her play is still incisive in 2020. The play’s continued urgency is demonstrated by the fact 

that Smith was given a residency at the Signature Theatre in New York to restage Twilight with 

new actors (Cunningham). The continued interest in Smith’s reconstruction of Rodney King’s 

beating and trials shows that less systemic change has been achieved since 1991 than one might 

think. As a result of framing Black men as always already threatening to law and order, racist 

law enforcement is encouraged, and state-sanctioned anti-Black violence proliferates. In 2020, 

the standard of racist law enforcement and anti-Black framing still stands, making Twilight a 

still-relevant theatrical piece.  

Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 shows evidence of a resistance to systemic anti-Black 

racism, yet one can see that the framing of Black men as threatening agents of violence and 

criminality is still ongoing long after Rodney King’s beating. In 2012, George Zimmerman killed 

a 17-year-old boy named Trayvon Martin after reading his presence in a gated community as 
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suspicious and potentially criminal. In 2014, Darren Wilson killed 18-year-old Michael Brown 

for allegedly stealing a box of cigars. In 2020, Derek Chauvin killed George Floyd for allegedly 

using a counterfeit bill, leaving his five children without a father to raise them. But anti-Black 

framing did not originate with Rodney King – the way his beating was framed only confirmed 

“dominant racial narratives about crime and criminality dating back to slavery” (Alexander 99). 

Through a mapped procession of these frames, one sees that “the past that is not past reappears, 

always, to rupture the present” (Sharpe 9). Time and time again, the framing of Black boys and 

men as threatening agents of criminality and violence is reiterated, endangering Black lives and 

robbing them of their livelihoods. If the past is any indication of our present or future, we must 

always be prepared to disrupt and resist the frames of anti-Blackness echoing from the archive.  
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Incendiary Art: Annotating and Redacting the #BlackLivesMatter Movement 

 
“But just as the weather is always ripe for Black death, the 

singularity also produces Black resistances and refusals. Black 

redaction and Black annotation are ways of imagining 

otherwise.” 

–  Christina Sharpe, In the Wake  

 

Christina Sharpe’s theoretical approach of “Black redaction and annotation” offers a promising 

mode of resistance against the hegemonic framing of Black lives as disposable and ungrievable. 

Sharpe describes Black annotation and redaction as the disruption of events being told through a 

frame of anti-Blackness: “so much of Black intramural life and social and political work is 

redacted, made invisible to the present and future” (114). Photographs and videos of Black 

people suffering “work to confirm the status, location, and already held opinions within 

dominant ideology about those exhibitions of spectacular Black bodies whose meaning then 

remain unchanged” (116). The circulation of “media frames, through discourse, number, and 

image” reaffirms the normative framing of Black life as ungrievable (Butler xxx). Thus, Sharpe 

figures Black visual/textual annotation and redaction as a form of “wake work” that gestures 

“toward seeing and reading others; toward reading and seeing something in excess of what is 

caught in the frame.” In this chapter, I examine Patricia Smith’s elegies in Incidenary Art (2016) 

as forms of “wake work” that employ Black redaction and annotation as “ways of imagining 

otherwise” (117).10 

  Smith is a celebrated African American poet, author, and creative writing teacher. Her 

writing has appeared in several poetry anthologies such as The Oxford Anthology and African-

 
10 An elegy is “a lyric, usually formal in tone and diction, suggested either by the death of an actual person or by the 

poet’s contemplation of the tragic aspects of life. In either case, the emotion, originally expressed as a lament, finds 

consolation in the contemplation of some permanent principle” (The Princeton Handbook of Poetic Terms qtd. by 

Austin et al.). 
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American Poetry, The Spoken Word Revolution, and American Voices, among others. She 

published her first poetry collection, Life According to Motown, in 1991, and has published a 

total of seven poetry collections to date. She was awarded the 2013 Lenore Marshall Poetry Prize 

for Shoulda Been Jimi Savannah (2012), and the Carl Sandburg Literary Award for Big Towns, 

Big Talk (1992), among other distinctions (Poets.org). Incendiary Art (2016) is a collection of 

elegies that responds to the deaths of Black men, women, and children in America and provides a 

meditation on the contemporary climate of anti-Blackness. The book won the Los Angeles Times 

Book Award for poetry in 2017 and the Kingsley Tufts Poetry Award in 2018.  

In this chapter, I argue that Smith resists the weather of anti-Blackness through depicting 

“the fullness of Black life” (Sharpe 115). In Incendiary Acts, Smith collects traces of protests, 

rebellions, uprisings, and insurgence to establish a repertoire of resistance against anti-Black 

violence.11 Through her use of Black annotation and redaction, Smith draws connections 

between the deaths of Emmett Till and Trayvon Martin to show how framing Black boys and 

young men as transgressive or threatening continuously endangers Black life and justifies anti-

Black violence. Smith utilizes Black annotation and redaction as “a counter to abandonment, 

another effort to try to look, to try to really see” (117). In her elegies of Rodney King and 

Michael Brown, Smith bears witness to state-sanctioned violence against Black people as well as 

collective resistance to police brutality. Smith’s repertoire of resistance figures Black lives as 

worthy of “protecting, sheltering, living, [and] mourning” (Butler 53). Smith’s Incendiary Art is 

 
11 My understanding of the repertoire draws from Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire (2003). She 

theorizes that “The archive includes, but is not limited to, written text. The repertoire contains verbal performances – 

songs, prayers, speeches – as well as nonverbal practices. … The repertoire, whether in terms of verbal or nonverbal 

expression, transmits live, embodied actions. As such, traditions are stored in the body through various mnemonic 

methods, transmitted “live” in the here and now to a live audience” (24). As such, I am theorizing that organized 

resistance exists in a kind of “repertoire” that cannot be fully documented or adequately characterized in the archive.  
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a form of “wake work” that re-frames Black lives as worthy of protection and Black deaths as 

grievable.  

Elegizing the Endangered 

Smith’s first poem “That Chile Emmett in That Casket” emphasizes the specific ways that Black 

children are precarious and vulnerable. The first line, “Photo, Jet magazine, Sept. 15, 1955,” 

evokes photographs of Till’s mutilated figure as both the site of a culturally important memory 

and a warning of the precarity of Black life (5). The speaker situates Till’s photograph as a 

constant reminder of Black children’s heightened vulnerability: “See what happen when you 

don’t be careful? She meant white men could / turn you into a stupid reason for a suit” 

(emphasized in original, 6). Elizabeth Alexander argues that looking at Till’s photograph became 

“the basis for a rite of passage that indoctrinated these young people into understanding the 

vulnerability of their own black bodies, coming of age, and the way in which their fate was 

interchangeable with Till’s” (qtd. by Maner 144). Sequoia Maner writes, “Till’s photo is a visual 

reminder of the precarious excessiveness that blackness inhabits” (144). The speaker in Smith’s 

poem notes the ways Black children are taught how to “act / right ‘round white folk” with the 

understanding that any alleged transgression can cost them their life (emphasized in original, 6). 

Smith draws attention to the ways in which the photograph belongs to “an embodied repertoire” 

that “produces and transmits knowledge through embodied action” (Taylor 24).  

Smith continues to invoke Till’s memory through several poems that are interspersed 

throughout the collection: five poems appear under the title “Emmett Till: Choose Your Own 

Adventure” and are interlaced throughout the first and fourth sections of Incendiary Art. Through 

this series, Smith problematizes Carolyn Bryant’s accusations against Emmett Till and indicates 

his premature sexualization, denying his innocence. The first “Emmett Till: Choose Your Own 
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Adventure” opens with a short epigraph explaining that he “was murdered after allegedly 

whistling at a white woman” and saying that he showed Mrs. Bryant a picture of Hedy Lamarr (a 

famous white actress) who he claimed was his girlfriend (19). The poem takes on the imagined 

perspective of Lamarr who writes about Till as though he was her boyfriend, and Smith utilizes 

this voice to re-enact Carolyn’s problematic sexualization of an underage boy. As such, Lamarr 

stands in for Carolyn Bryant as the pedophilic adult white woman who sees the possibility for a 

sexual relationship to develop between her and a Black child.  

 Lamarr’s sexualization of Till anticipates violence as a result of their imagined 

relationship. The poem becomes progressively lewder as Lamarr describes their encounter: she 

“sucked him dry” with her “famous tongue” while “his color drained / and dripped its lazy drip 

onto the floor / ‘til every surface of our tryst was stained” (19). On the surface, the sexualized 

description of their secret “tryst” insinuates Till’s orgasm. However, Smith’s ambivalent 

description of the “lazy drip” of fluids can also be read as the spilling of Till’s blood. The 

conflation of violent and sexualizing language in this poem recalls a longstanding tradition of 

protection of white women from the threat of Black boys and men. Black boys and men who 

were accused of raping (or even having consensual relationships with) white women would often 

be lynched by white communities, and the lynching would be “justified” as a preventative 

measure against the threat of miscegenation. Smith alludes to the violent history of interracial 

sex and lynching to problematize Lamarr’s sexualization of Till. 

Smith draws attention to Emmett’s premature sexualization by inculcating the reader to 

see him through the gaze of an adult white woman, and the anticipated repercussions of Lamarr 

and Till’s interracial affair are hence overshadowed by their disparity in age. Lamarr says “[h]is 

paltry age was never my concern,” and that her “purpose was the blatant theft of everything that 
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rendered him a child” (19). The word “paltry” stresses that Till is a child, but it is also a 

synonym for the word “meagre” which was used to describe children as “prepubescent chattel, 

not fully grown”  in the ledgers of slave ships and indicate their lower capital value (Teshome & 

Yang 163). Smith’s imagined relationship between Lamarr and Till thus alludes to a history of 

Black children losing “everything that rendered [them] a child” under the white gaze that 

sexualizes them (Smith 19). In general, scholars cite miscegenation as the justification for 

murder and tend to overlook Carolyn Bryant’s pedophilic presupposition that a fourteen-year-old 

boy could pose a threat towards an adult woman. Through Hedy Lamarr’s perspective, Smith 

sexualizes Till and underscores the absurdity of Mrs. Bryant’s accusation.  

In the fifth “Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure” poem, Smith explicitly 

associates Mrs. Bryant’s sexualization of Till with his violent death. In this poem, Smith slips 

between the perspectives of Mrs. Bryant, Till, and a third omniscient voice to re-imagine the 

events leading up to Till’s death. From the omniscient perspective, Smith writes that “our 

Chicago kid runs by the store … The steamy shop’s a bore / ’cause they’ve got better suckers 

where he’s from” (128). The imagery of a “sucker” could either allude to candy or fellatio and 

once again, the poem simultaneously sexualizes and infantilizes Till. Nevertheless, Till “runs by 

the [Bryants’] store” without incident and Smith momentarily entertains an illusion of the boy’s 

safety. Still, Till is observed by Carolyn Bryant “behind the screen, her gaze so clearly fraught / 

with crave” (128). Mrs. Bryant craves Till from a distance as she voyeuristically observes him 

from behind the screen door of their shop. In the next line of the poem, Smith writes “[h]ey n----

r, welcome to the South – / come slip my sugar deep into your mouth,” (Smith 128, italics present 

in original). The italicization and location of these lines imply that Mrs. Bryant is the speaker and 

that her words are a provocation.   
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Smith concludes Till’s story with a pastoral scene turned violent, making the 

consequences of Till’s premature sexualization unmistakable for the reader. Instead of entering 

the shop, Emmett “hurtles past without a second thought” and runs into the countryside where he 

finds “live and buzzing skins upon / the water, fruit to yank from every tree” (128). Smith 

envisions Till enjoying the freedom of a “Chicago kid” playing in the countryside, but the 

imagery of “live and buzzing skins” hints at insects being drawn to rotting flesh in the summer 

heat. With the description of “fruit to yank from every tree,” Smith sinisterly alludes to victims 

of lynching who were often hung from trees. Abel Meeropol famously likened hanging lynch 

victims to “strange fruit” in his 1937 protest song: “Southern trees bear strange fruit / Blood on 

the leaves and blood at the root / Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze / Strange fruit 

hanging from the poplar trees.” Hence, Smith’s imagery of “fruit to yank from every tree” 

anticipates Till’s legacy in the cultural imaginary as a lynch victim.  

Despite Till’s imagined escape from the Bryants, the reader is violently confronted with 

his legacy as the victim of a brutal lynching. Regardless of how Smith re-presents Till in her 

poetry, she cannot change the finality of his death. In this sense, Smith’s recollection of Till 

expresses the true horror of being a young Black boy in America whose life is constantly 

jeopardized by the white gaze. In these two poems, Carolyn Bryant perceives Till’s physical 

presence as threatening or transgressive regardless of his innocence. Through Mrs. Bryant’s 

perspective, Smith demonstrates that the lives of Black boys are endangered when framed as 

threatening the safety of non-Black people. Smith’s elegiac re-presentations of Till also 

emphasize how Black children are held “more responsible for their actions relative to White 

boys” and are not given the same protections in childhood (Goff et al. 539). The frame that 
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situates Black children as threatening or transgressive continues to impact Black livelihoods in 

the twenty-first century as evidenced in the murder of Trayvon Martin. 

In 2012, George Zimmerman killed Trayvon Martin, a 17-year-old Black adolescent, 

because he viewed Trayon’s physical presence in the gated community as transgressive and 

threatening. Martin had gone to a convenience store to purchase candy before walking back to 

The Retreat at Twin Lakes where he was staying with his father’s fiancée. Zimmerman, who was 

part of the community watch for the gated community, became suspicious of Martin and thought 

that he might try breaking into one of the houses. Less than two minutes after phoning the non-

emergency line to report suspicious activity, Zimmerman had shot and killed Martin and was 

found standing over his body with the murder weapon in hand. Zimmerman later claimed that he 

and Martin had engaged in an altercation and that Zimmerman killed him out of self-defence, 

leading the jury to acquit him of second-degree murder. In the aftermath of Martin’s death, 

people began using the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter on social media to discuss the pain caused by 

the verdict, and as the hashtag gained more traction – particularly after the deaths of Michael 

Brown and Eric Garner – the Black Lives Matter movement began.  

 Similar to her “Emmett Till: Choose Your Own Adventure” poems, Smith re-presents 

Trayvon Martin through a different perspective in “No Wound of Exit.” The poem re-enacts the 

autopsy on Martin’s corpse and alternates between the medical examiner’s perspective 

(italicized) and another omniscient voice (non-italicized). The medical examiner makes anti-

Black observations about Martin’s corpse while the second perspective makes humanizing 

annotations that resist the racist framing of Martin as a criminal.  In the first line of the poem, the 

medical examiner observes that “[t]he body is secured in a blue body bag with Medical examiner 

seal 0000517” (Smith 35). Rather than referring to Martin by name, the coroner documents “the 
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body” from a detached perspective and strips his identity down to the numbered body bag. From 

the outset of the poem, the medical examiner prioritizes objectivity and documentation over 

seeing Martin as a grievable subject. This objectifying tone simultaneously dehumanizes Martin 

while also creating distance between him and the examiner. In response to this objectification, 

the second perspective adds that “[t]he child was never not secured, but was never secure” (35). 

The omniscient voice speaks back to the examiner and underscores the teenager’s 

precariousness. In a criminal justice system that targets Black men, women, and children, Martin 

cannot escape the threat posed by people like George Zimmerman acting (unofficially) on behalf 

of the state. When the endangerment of Black lives becomes state-sanctified and agents of the 

state are “endowed with the authority to destroy your body,” people like Trayvon Martin are 

“never secure” until they are “secured in a blue body bag” (Coates 9, Smith 35).  

The precarity of Black life under the white gaze becomes more explicit when Smith 

writes that “[h]e was not apprised of the dangers inherent in the moving forward” (35). Smith 

illustrates how a Black person’s most innocent movements, behaviours, or actions can 

nevertheless be read as threatening by a non-Black observer; even walking through his family’s 

gated community was enough to warrant Trayvon Martin’s destruction. He was killed with “the 

grit of neon sugar” still in his mouth after buying candy from a nearby convenience store (35). 

Black men, women, and children are always already endangered by non-Black observers who 

may perceive them as threatening and choose to end their lives. Ta-Nehisi Coates adds that it 

“does not matter if the destruction is the result of an unfortunate overreaction. It does not matter 

if it originates in a misunderstanding. It does not matter if the destruction springs from a foolish 

policy” (9). Likewise, Smith demonstrates how Black lives are framed as dangerous 
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indiscriminate of age or circumstance when children, adolescents, and teenagers are read as 

criminals. 

Switching back to the perspective of the coroner, Smith continues the medicalized 

investigation of Martin’s body: “[t]he body is that of a normally developed black male 

appearing the stated age of 17 years with a body length of 71 inches and a body weight of 158 

pounds. The body presents a medium build” (Smith 35, italicized in original). The examiner 

describes Martin’s height and weight in a similar way to how one would describe a suspect of a 

crime. When the coroner moves from describing his body to his face, he adds flatly that “the face 

is unremarkable” with no attention paid to defining features (35). Smith annotates this 

trivializing description, adding that “[t]he black face so easily turns a given name to knives … it 

squints in a flashlight’s probing shriek and slowly, oh so slowly repeats its name. It chats in 

rebellion reverb. It chats in stereotypical” (36). Smith re-presents Martin’s face through 

Zimmerman’s perspective, demonstrating how Black boys and men are consistently framed as 

criminals who are waiting for the “probing shriek” of an officer’s flashlight. Defaulting to the 

“stereotypical” frame of Black criminality is one way that the white gaze endangers Black lives. 

Through this line, Smith enacts the racial profiling performed by Zimmerman and emphasizes 

how framing Black boys as threatening sustains the conditions of anti-Blackness that contributed 

to Trayvon Martin’s death.  

The medical examiner’s objectification of Martin demonstrates how individual lives are 

hegemonically framed by the total encompassing weather of anti-Blackness (Sharpe). Smith’s 

description of Martin’s face as both “stereotypical” and “unremarkable” demonstrates how 

individual lives are situated in relation to hegemonic frames, and as such, Martin becomes a 

metonym for the continuous framing of Black lives as disposable and ungrievable. In Smith’s re-
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presentation of this loss, the coroner callously adds Martin to the ever-expanding archive of 

Black suffering alongside figures such as Emmett Till and Rodney King. However, Smith resists 

the hegemonic framing of Black life as disposable by writing that “[t]his particular face, 

markedly unremarkable, is still baby” (36). Smith advocates for Trayvon to be seen as a 

“particular face,” a subjective individual, rather than an indiscriminate death of a Black boy to be 

documented or another number on a body bag. She urges the reader to conceptualize his 

particular life – “still baby,” taken before it was even lived – as a life that mattered and deserves 

to be grieved on an individual level. Smith’s juxtaposition of the medical examiner’s 

observations and the humanizing voice thus persuades her readers to respond affectively to 

individual losses like Trayvon Martin while also emphasizing the systemic conditions of anti-

Black violence.  

Smith references and resists an archive of anti-Black violence through her elegies of 

Emmett Till and Trayvon Martin. Her re-presentation of Emmett Till problematizes his framing 

as sexually threatening by highlighting the pedophilic undertones of Carolyn Bryant’s 

accusation. Likewise, Smith emphasized how Zimmerman’s criminalization of Trayvon Martin 

was informed by the hegemonic framing of Black boys as transgressive or threatening. Each of 

these poems thus enacts the framing of Black boys and men as threatening, and by putting these 

deaths in conversation with one another, Smith demonstrates how the frame of Black criminality 

impacts both the past and the present. In other words, Smith’s parallel re-presentations of Till 

and Martin resist the notion of progress towards racial equity while Black boys and men continue 

to be framed as threatening by the white gaze.  
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Repertoires of Resistance  

Smith also uses Black annotation and redaction to put the Black Lives Matter movement in 

conversation with past moments of resistance against anti-Black violence. Smith’s re-

presentation of Rodney King and the Los Angeles uprisings from 1992 works to contextualize 

Michael Brown’s murder and the Ferguson unrest from 2014. In “Incendiary Art: Los Angeles, 

1992,” Smith re-presents Rodney King after his accidental drowning in 2012. The elegy appears 

as two numbered sections that each have six stanzas. The first section is grounded in the beating 

from 1991-1992 and anticipates the impending insurrection. The second section connects his 

drowning to the lasting impact of the uprisings. While his death was not a direct result of the 

1991 beating, nor as a result of the Los Angeles uprisings in 1992, Smith shows how his life and 

legacy were shaped by each of these events.  

The poem opens with the following epigraph: “Heard on the day they found Rodney King 

face down at the / bottom of a swimming pool: N----r could take an ass whuppin’, / but he 

couldn’t swim! Ain’t that something?” (31, italicized in original). The epigraph insists upon the 

beating’s and the uprisings’ lasting repercussions on King as an icon in cultural memory. He is 

remembered most for the dehumanizing images of his beating that were “looped and relooped for 

moral,” despite having “lived through that night” (32). King’s continuous reduction to a moment 

of violence where he was dehumanized reproduces the terms of his objectification. In other 

words, the violence inflicted upon him during the initial attack is compounded each time the 

video is circulated. Smith emphasizes the objectifying nature of the video through her reference 

to the lasting impact of the beating even after his death more than 20 years later.  

Smith describes the harm inflicted upon King during the beating with anatomized 

language, writing that the “[t]iny bones in your cheek, smashed, went fluid” and “your neck 
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[slammed] shut for its own safety” (31). Her detailed, almost medical account of King’s physical 

injuries feels reminiscent of Trayvon Martin’s autopsy report where his body became object-ified 

through the documentation of his death. Smith oscillates between the detached medicalization of 

his injured body and another subjective perspective to contest King’s objectification. Smith 

presents King first as the object of documentation before re-presenting him as the subject of 

lamentation. For example, she writes that the man that walked “taut and tall” that morning was 

“whupped straight out of you that evening, / whizzing cudgel answered and answered when you 

swore that something / your swagger said that morning should still apply” (31). Smith writes as 

though the speaker is watching the officers as they beat his proud demeanour out of him to 

objectify and dehumanize him. Then, taking up a softened tone, Smith writes that “[a]ll you 

wanted / was to find your feet and stand up … all you knew that night / were ways to turn and 

turn the other mangled cheek” (31-32). The empathetic, familiar tone with which Smith 

describes King’s movement during the beating resists his objectification.  

In the second section, Smith writes from a future anterior perspective to occupy the 

liminal space between King’s beating in 1991 and his death in 2012. She writes that King “lived 

through that night, / but dreamed of plunging into a blameless cool, your hot head sick / with 

steam” (Smith 32). While he survived the attack, Smith suggests that the beating impacted him 

deeply, when she says that he “dreamed of plunging” into the water that would end his life. The 

archive captures insular moments of King’s life defined by violence, but doesn’t adequately 

reflect how the beating continued to affectively impact him throughout his life. By describing his 

“ragged floodlit flail and swell, bulge of bone, all those scars of / incendiary art” (32), Smith 

collapses the spatiotemporal distance between his beating and his death. This “floodlit flail” 

could be describing King’s movements as he was being beaten by the four officers under the 
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lights of their police cruisers, or it could also be describing the lighting of his pool where he 

drowned. The slippage between these two scenes insinuates that King’s beating in 1991 

continued to impact him right up until his death. Evidence of the beating’s continuing impact 

also appears in the poem as physical markers of trauma, or “scars of incendiary art” (32). The 

collapse between these two distinct moments in time gives the effect that the trauma that King 

amassed from the beating had extended on well beyond the temporal limitations of the event and 

continued to impact King as he reached the end of his life. Further, this continued presence of his 

“scars of incendiary art” also alludes to the long-lasting ramifications of a moment like the 

beating where images of Black people suffering are accumulated in the archive.  

 Smith suggests that the legacy of King’s beating extended beyond him and became 

enigmatic. Addressing King directly, she writes that “[y]ou, that night, / were wick, and your city 

was a heinous grin, a hard-struck match,” anticipating the Los Angeles uprisings (32). 

Importantly, Smith’s evocation of a wick and a hard-struck match analogizes the true 

circumstances of the Los Angeles uprisings that were triggered by the acquittal of the four 

officers who beat King. King is being positioned here as the “hard-struck match” after his 

brutalization and dehumanization were captured on camera and circulated. However, she also 

acknowledges that the “wick” – or the precondition for a fire to be lit, i.e. the weather of anti-

Blackness – was already present before the videotaped beating was ever circulated. The wick 

thus alludes to an accumulation of violence against Black people that goes beyond King’s 

individual beating; consequently, Smith situates the Los Angeles uprisings as a resistance to the 

broader frames of anti-Blackness. Through King’s elegy, Smith shows that the archive reflects 

the anti-Black version of the uprisings that was documented through the mainstream media while 
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also demonstrating the archive’s inadequacy of representing the affectivity of the beating and the 

protests. 

In a later elegy for Michael Brown, Smith demonstrates how the conditions surrounding 

the Los Angeles uprisings of 1992 are recalled by the Ferguson uprisings of 2014. On August 10, 

2014, 18-year-old Michael Brown was murdered by officer Darren Wilson who had responded to 

a call after Brown and a friend were suspected of stealing cigars from a local market. The two 

boys fled the scene on foot, and when Wilson came across them a few minutes later, he fired two 

shots through his window and hit Brown’s hand. Brown turned and tried to run away, but Wilson 

fired his gun another 10 times and killed him. His body was left on the street for more than four 

hours and as a crowd gathered around him, witnesses took pictures of the scene and circulated 

them on social media, bringing public attention to Brown’s death. On the following day, 

Ferguson erupted into unrest that would last for 16 days, giving new momentum to the Black 

Lives Matter movement that had emerged following Trayvon Martin’s death.  

Smith’s poem “Incendiary Art: Ferguson, 2014” elegizes Michael Brown while also 

emphasizing the impact of his death on Black communities, activists, and concerned citizens in 

the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement. Smith begins Brown’s elegy with the line “they 

should have / left him there / to be the center / of his own altar” (45). Smith describes Brown’s 

deathplace as a space in which to commemorate his death, and his body becomes the “altar” or 

primary focus of the scene. Throughout the first stanza of the poem, Smith uses similarly sacred 

language to describe the worshipping of his body and the traces of his death: “the lengthy streak 

of browning / blood could be a sanctified walkway / for the church ladies … for that new kinda 

worship” (45). Smith re-imagines Brown being treated with the sanctity and respect he never 

immediately following his death. The invocation of Michael’s deathplace as a place of worship 
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thus entails an expression of care from the community that gathers to mourn the loss of his life 

and pay their respect. The mournful gathering of the community at his altar – here represented by 

the “church ladies” – represents the affective response of his community manifested in reality by 

the Ferguson unrest.  

In the following stanza, Smith re-envisions his abandoned corpse as a fixture on the 

street: she writes, “how sobering it would be / breathless icon as traffic circle” (45). At first, this 

relegation of Brown to a “traffic circle” seems pedestrian or unremarkable, but that image 

combined with the “breathless icon” likens him to a monument. Smith takes the pain resulting 

from the “fourteen thousand four hundred seconds” that his body lay unattended in the street and 

reconstructs the space so it is designated for mourning. Unlike with the altar, though, the imagery 

of a traffic circle implies a cyclical, recurring pattern of movement around his body, and thus, an 

ongoing return to Brown as a subject to be reflected upon. “The repertoire contains verbal 

performances – songs, prayers, speeches – as well as nonverbal practices,” Taylor writes (24). 

By re-imagining Brown as a monument, Smith advocates for a physical marker – a kind of 

documentation – for the affect of his mourning.   

Smith conjures up “Chevys and livery cabs … shriekers on the school bus” that pass by 

Brown’s body, “inching around the stain … blurred past in tribute” (45-46). The school bus 

symbolizes the affective impact of Brown’s death on children and anticipates future generations 

where his body becomes a metonym for the Black Lives Matter movement. Meanwhile, the 

“livery cabs” indicate the presence of the adults who may have seen similar violent acts waged 

against Black people in the past, drawing a connection between Michael Brown and the existing 

pictorial archive of anti-Black violence. Finally, the “Chevys” alludes to the presence of police at 

the site of mourning; rather astutely, the only specific brand of car that Smith has included is the 
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Chevrolet because officer Darren Wilson – and probably the rest of the police force in Ferguson 

– drove an SUV Chevrolet Tahoe. The “Chevy,” then, is symbolic of the police and their 

ongoing presence at Brown’s memorial, implying that the police are always already present and 

implicated when a Black life is destroyed.   

The people mourning Brown’s death become protestors at the Ferguson uprisings by the 

third stanza. Smith writes “black lives / matter / most when they are in / motion, the hurtle and 

reverb / matter the rushed melody of fist / the shuddering of a scorched / throat matter” (46). The 

first three lines of the stanza, “black lives / matter” explicitly references BLM and Brown’s 

prominence in the emerging movement. The “motion, the hurtle and reverb” of people protesting 

anti-Black violence also recalls the “reverb” of the gunshot that killed Brown. The next three 

lines imitate the protestor’s “rushed melody of fist” and “the shuddering of a scorched / throat” 

after shouting protest chants (for example, “how many black lives will you kill? / Michael Brown 

– Emmett Till”). Smith’s affective description of people protesting in Ferguson demonstrates the 

impact that Brown’s death had and asserts the community’s valuing of his life. However, Smith 

also implies that non-Black people only assign value to Black life when it meets certain 

conditions. She writes that “black lives / matter / most when …” they are the subject of protest or 

when they are the people protesting (46, my emphasis). In other words, Black people are 

conventionally framed as lives that matter when they are the subject of attention, usually 

following a state-sanctioned murder or a highly publicized protest against anti-Blackness.  

 In both “Incendiary Art: Ferguson, 2014” and “Incendiary Art: Los Angeles, 1992,” 

Smith shows how community responses to anti-Black violence evidence resistance to the 

hegemonic framing of Black lives as disposable. “Incendiary Art: Ferguson, 2014” asserts 

Brown’s grievability in his community while also showing how the affective impact of his death 
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moved people to protest against anti-Black violence on a broader scale. Likewise, “Incendiary 

Art: Los Angeles, 1992” affixes the affective response to Rodney King’s beating to the city-wide 

uprisings that followed. Smith puts these two moments of resistance in conversation with one 

another through their appearance under nearly the same title (with variations for the year and 

location of protest). Smith’s connection between the Ferguson uprisings from 2014 and the Los 

Angeles uprisings from 1992 connects Michael Brown to Rodney King and shows an ongoing 

resistance to state-sanctioned anti-Black violence. Smith’s portrayal of resistance that is 

sustained over time also shows the commitment of communities, activists, and concerned 

citizens to protest anti-Black violence so long as there are grounds to do so. She shows that there 

has always been, and there will always be, resistance to anti-Black violence. Smith’s reference to 

a repertoire of resistance shows her motioning “toward reading and seeing something in excess 

of what is caught in the frame” (Sharpe 117). Her compilation of the Ferguson unrest of 2014 

and the Los Angeles uprisings of 1992 expresses both a continuation of state-sanctioned anti-

Black violence and a sustained resistance.  

Conclusion 

Black boys and men are continuously endangered when they are framed as threatening or 

transgressive, and in Incendiary Art, Patricia Smith elucidates this pattern for her readers. Laura 

Vrana posits that Smith “disavows chronological progression, jumping between periods to insist 

that the moral arc of our nation does not inexorably bend towards progress” (38). By 

successively elegizing Till, Martin, King, and Brown, Smith “asserts the inadequacies of 

mourning practices that do not address systemic circumstances producing that death” (Vrana 38).  

Smith’s poetry shows that over and over again, Black boys and men are endangered by what 

others perceive as threatening or transgressive – a comment, a gesture, even their unwanted 
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physical presence; non-Black people will use virtually any excuse to justify anti-Black violence, 

yet refuse to admit that anti-Blackness is a systemic issue. “Seeing race is not the problem,” 

Michelle Alexander writes; “[r]efusing to care for the people we see is the problem” (245). 

 The steady accumulation of victim’s names on signs at protests shows the ongoing 

impact of anti-Blackness in America, but what Smith emphasizes is that organized resistance 

continuously evidences that communities gather to assert the value of Black life. Part of 

honouring the lives that have been lost is “seeing something in excess of what is caught in the 

frame”: Black communities, activists, and concerned citizens have always been there, fighting, in 

the wake of anti-Black violence (Sharpe 117). Smith’s poetry traces a repertoire of embodied 

memory—from the photograph of Emmett Till to the uprisings in Los Angeles—that connect 

resistance to anti-Blackness from the past to the present.12 In this thesis, I have demonstrated that 

artistic works – such as Incendiary Art, Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, and “Open Casket” (2016) 

– provide a means of resisting anti-Blackness that is recorded and becomes part of a story that is 

passed on. Resistance can’t restore the lives that have been lost, but both protesting and other 

forms of resistance are a kind of wake work; any resistance to anti-Blackness is “a counter to 

abandonment, another effort to try to look, to try to really see” (Sharpe 117). For every 

representation of anti-Black violence accumulated in the archive, there remains a repertoire of 

resistance, a group of people who assert that their lives mattered, that Black lives have always 

mattered.  

 

 

 
12 For example, the Civil Rights Movement emerged in response to Till’s lynching; Los Angeles erupted into 

protests after nobody was held accountable for his beating; when Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown were 

murdered, the Black Lives Matter movement emerged. 
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Epilogue 

“The intent of this practice is not to give voice to the slave, but 

rather to imagine what cannot be verified, a realm of experience 

which is situated between two zones of death—social and 

corporeal death—and to reckon with the precarious lives which 

are visible only in the moment of their disappearance. …  It is a 

history of an unrecoverable past; it is a narrative of what might 

have been or could have been; it is a history written with and 

against the archive.”  

– Saidiya Hartman, Venus in Two Acts 

 

The primary concern of this thesis has been delineating the circumstances under which Black 

lives are framed as livable or disposable, and grievable or unworthy of mourning in the afterlives 

of slavery. Chapter one situated Emmett Till’s death against the broader context of lynching 

photography to show how the visual representation of his death resisted the hegemonic framing 

of Black people as disposable. Sixty years after his death, Dana Schutz painted “Open Casket” 

during the 2016 Black Lives Matter protests and in doing so engages with the conditions under 

which Black lives are framed as grievable during a time that is increasingly dominated by 

pictures and videos of Black death. Chapter two was concerned with anti-Black framing in 

political rhetoric and the mainstream media during the War on Drugs. I posit that the hegemonic 

framing of Black men as criminals put the conditions in place for four white police officers to 

brutalize Rodney King and not be held accountable for their actions. However, when Anna 

Deavere Smith dramatized the anti-Black framing in both the trial and the mainstream media, she 

re-framed King’s beating as indicative of systemic anti-Blackness. Finally, chapter three argues 

that past moments of anti-Black violence continue to resonate in the era of Black Lives Matter 

because the same frames are being reiterated. Using Black annotation and redaction as a kind of 

“wake work,” Patricia Smith elegizes Emmett Till, Trayvon Martin, Rodney King, and Michael 
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Brown to present both a hegemonic, archival framing of anti-Black violence and an under-

documented repertoire of resistance that figures the fullness of Black life.  

Throughout each chapter, though, I grappled with the same hard truth: there is no 

rectifying the loss of life to anti-Blackness because no amount of protesting, memorialization, or 

grieving can bring these people back from the dead. Regardless of how their lives are reframed, 

their deaths cannot be undone. As a result, those still living have a responsibility to honour each 

of their memories by making strides towards meaningful change – both in the world and in 

ourselves. The only way to reconcile the deaths of Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Emmett 

Till, and every other Black man, woman, or child that has been murdered is to address the 

systemic conditions that produce and reproduce anti-Blackness. The living have a responsibility 

to resist the framing of Black lives as disposable. We must grieve each individual loss and 

remember the complexity of their life. We must remember their names and share their stories so 

that they are never forgotten. Most of all, we must honour the dead by reaching out towards 

meaningful systemic change.  

This summer, some significant progress was made following the protests in solidarity 

with the Black Lives Matter movement. A recent poll conducted by the Pew Research Center 

suggests that 67% of Americans supported the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020 – an 

increase of 27% since the last major BLM protests in 2016. Several states have banned the use of 

chokeholds in law enforcement after people protested the excessive use-of-force used against 

George Floyd (Kaur). People outside of the academy have also been actively discussing 

defunding the police and police abolition while imagining other viable community supports as 

replacements. The aftermath of the 2020 protests is still unfolding, but there has been an 

observable effort made to address the systemic conditions that produced George Floyd’s death. 
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On a local level, a new initiative by the Guelph Museum and the Guelph Black Heritage 

Society has begun to reconcile the lack of Black heritage represented in the city’s archives. 

Guelph held a protest in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement on 6 June 2020, and 

an estimated 5000 people attended the march. The Guelph Museum began a rapid response 

collection initiative to preserve cultural memories and individual experiences from community 

members who protested anti-Blackness. Saidiya Hartman’s assertion that precarious lives are 

made “visible only in the moment of their disappearance” underscores the ways in which the 

archive has conventionally failed to document the fullness of Black people’s experiences (13). 

Through initiatives like the rapid response collection, people engage in forms of wake work and 

seek to rectify the underrepresentation of Black ways of living and resisting. The hope is that 

collecting and preserving artifacts from the protest will evidence the community’s struggle 

against anti-Blackness and that the archive will more adequately represent the repertoire of 

resistance for future generations.  

Nevertheless, these small victories cannot overshadow the urgent need for change in a 

system that produces and reproduces anti-Blackness. The systemic racism that strips Black, 

Indigenous, and People of Colour of their lives and livelihoods needs to be addressed. As I have 

discussed in this thesis, anti-Blackness often manifests through physical violence; lynching, 

police brutality, and state-sanctioned murder are just some of the threats that Black people 

continue to face in 2020. In addition to these physical acts of violence, though, Black lives are 

also endangered by the scarcity of adequate housing, education, employment, health care, and 

mental health support. This year, the precarity of Black life was only exacerbated further by the 

pandemic. According to the American Public Media Research Lab, more Black and Indigenous 

people have died from COVID-19 than any other racial group. Evidently, there is a dire need to 
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address systemic racism in both America and Canada, and the violence discussed in this thesis 

only represents a small portion of the many ways that Black people are endangered by white 

supremacy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



87 

 

Works Cited 

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow. New York: The New Press, 2012.  

Apel, Dora and Shawn Michelle Smith. Lynching Photographs. University of California Press, 

2007. 

Baker, Courtney. “Emmett Till, Justice, and the Task of Recognition.” The Journal of American 

Culture, vol. 29, no. 2, June 2006, pp. 111–24. doi:10.1111/j.1542-734X.2006.00323.x. 

Berger, Martin A. Seeing Through Race : A Reinterpretation of Civil Rights Photography. 

University of California Press, 2011.  

Bernton, Hal. “In Portland Protests against Racial Injustice, Some Open Carry as They Pull 

Security Duty.” The Seattle Times, 5 Nov. 2020, https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-

news/in-portland-protests-against-racial-injustice-some-open-carry-as-they-pull-security-

duty/. 

Bonilla, Yarimar, and Jonathan Rosa. “#Ferguson: Digital Protest, Hashtag Ethnography, and the 

Racial Politics of Social Media in the United States.” American Ethnologist, vol. 42, no. 

1, 2015, pp. 4–17. Wiley Online Library, doi:10.1111/amet.12112. 

Buchanan, Larry, et al. “Black Lives Matter May Be the Largest Movement in U.S. History.” 

The New York Times, 3 July 2020. NYTimes.com, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-

size.html. 

Butler, Judith. "Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White Paranoia." Gooding-

Williams, Robert. Reading Rodney King/Reading Urban Uprising. New York: 

Routledge, 1993. 15-23.  

—. Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? New York: Verso, 2009.  



88 

 

Carney, Nikita. “All Lives Matter, but so Does Race: Black Lives Matter and the Evolving Role 

of Social Media.” Humanity & Society, vol. 40, no. 2, 2016, pp. 180–199. 

doi:10.1177/0160597616643868. 

Clayton, Dewey M. “Black Lives Matter and the Civil Rights Movement: A Comparative 

Analysis of Two Social Movements in the United States.” Journal of Black Studies, vol. 

49, no. 5, 2018, pp. 448–80. doi:10.1177/0021934718764099. 

Coates, Ta-Nehisi. Between the World and Me. New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2015. 

Cotton, Alfred J. "Do Black Lives Matter in American Mainstream News Media? Two Case 

Studies of Police-Involved Shootings of Black Men Explaining a Racist Media 

Environment." Ph.D. Dissertation. 2016. 

“COVID-19 Deaths Analyzed by Race and Ethnicity.” APM Research Lab, 

https://www.apmresearchlab.org/covid/deaths-by-race. Accessed 6 Dec. 2020. 

Croyden, Margaret. “TONI MORRISON TRIES HER HAND AT PLAYWRITING (Published 

1985).” The New York Times, 29 Dec. 1985. NYTimes.com, 

https://www.nytimes.com/1985/12/29/theater/toni-morrison-tries-her-hand-at-

playwriting.html. 

“Dana Schutz Responds to Whitney Biennial Controversy.” Artnet News, 23 Mar. 2017. 

news.artnet.com, https://news.artnet.com/art-world/dana-schutz-responds-to-the- 

uproar-over-her-emmett-titi-painting-900674. 

El Mugammar, Laila. “Keep the Volume Low:” Being Black On Campus In Canada - 

Chatelaine. June 2020. https://www.chatelaine.com/living/blackoncampus-in-canada/. 

Accessed 2 Nov. 2020. 

“Emmett Till.” FBI. vault.fbi.gov, https://vault.fbi.gov/Emmett%20Till%20. Accessed 25 May 



89 

 

2020. 

Emmett Till Murder Trial: Selected Testimony. 

http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/till/tillaccount.html. Accessed 25 May 2020. 

Feldman, Allen. “On Cultural Anesthesia: From Desert Storm to Rodney King.” American 

Ethnologist, vol. 21, no. 2, 1994, pp. 404–18.  

Fusco, Coco. “Censorship, Not the Painting, Must Go: On Dana Schutz’s Image of Emmett Till.” 

Hyperallergic, 27 Mar. 2017. hyperallergic.com, 

https://hyperallergic.com/368290/censorship-not-the-painting-must-go-on-dana-schutzs-

image-of-emmett-till/. 

Goff, Phillip Atiba, et al. “The Essence of Innocence: Consequences of Dehumanizing Black 

Children.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 106, no. 4, US: American 

Psychological Association, 20140224, p. 526. psycnet-apa-org.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca, 

doi:10.1037/a0035663. 

Goldsby, Jacqueline. “The High and Low Tech of It: The Meaning of Lynching and the Death of 

Emmett Till.” The Yale Journal of Criticism, vol. 9, no. 2, Johns Hopkins University 

Press, Oct. 1996, pp. 245–82. doi:10.1353/yale.1996.0016. 

Greenberger, Alex, and Alex Greenberger. “‘The Painting Must Go’: Hannah Black Pens Open 

Letter to the Whitney About Controversial Biennial Work.” ARTnews.Com, 21 Mar. 

2017. www.artnews.com, https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/the-painting-must-go- 

hannah-black-pens-open-letter-to-the-whitney-about-controversial-biennial-work-7992/. 

Hartman, Saidiya. Lose Your Mother. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006. 

—. “Venus in Two Acts.” Small Axe, no. 26, Duke University Press, NC & IL, 2008, pp. 1–14. 

Harold, Christine, and Kevin Michael DeLuca. “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case 



90 

 

of Emmett Till.” Rhetoric & Public Affairs, vol. 8, no. 2, 2005, pp. 263–86. 

doi:10.1353/rap.2005.0075. 

Harris, Fredrick C. “The Next Civil Rights Movement?” Dissent (00123846), vol. 62, no. 3, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, Summer 2015, pp. 34–40. doi:10.1353/dss.2015.0051. 

Hawkins, Derek, et al. “‘Defund the Police’ Gains Traction as Cities Seek to Respond to 

Demands for a Major Law Enforcement Shift.” Washington Post. 

www.washingtonpost.com, https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/06/07/protests-

defund-police/. Accessed 6 Dec. 2020. 

Hill, Marc Lamont. ""Thank You, Black Twitter": State Violence, Digital Counterpublics, and 

Pedagogies of Resistance." Urban Education, 2018, pp. 286-302. 

Hudson-Weems, Clenora. “Resurrecting Emmett Till: The Catalyst of the Modern Civil Rights 

Movement.” Journal of Black Studies, vol. 29, no. 2, Nov. 1998, pp. 179–88. 

doi:10.1177/002193479802900203. 

“Janet Langhart Cohen’s Anne & Emmett.” Janet Langhart Cohen’s Anne & Emmett, 

https://anneandemmett.com. Accessed 1 Nov. 2020. 

“Jetsetters: “Anne & Emmett” Reading in New York” Jet Magazine. 

https://www.jetmag.com/entertainment/jetsetters-anne-emmett-play-in-new-york/. 

Accessed 1 Nov. 2020. 

Kaur, Harmeet and Janine Mack. “The Cities, States and Countries Finally Putting an End to 

Police Neck Restraints.” CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/10/world/police-policies-

neck-restraints-trnd/index.html. Accessed 6 Dec. 2020. 

Kennedy, Randy. “White Artist’s Painting of Emmett Till at Whitney Biennial Draws Protests.” 

The New York Times, 21 Mar. 2017. NYTimes.com, 



91 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/arts/design/painting-of-emmett-till-at-whitney-

biennial-draws-protests.html. 

Khan, Anam. “Thousands Gather in Downtown Guelph for Black Lives Matter Protest (24 

Photos).” GuelphToday.Com, https://www.guelphtoday.com/local-news/thousands-

gather-in-downtown-guelph-for-black-lives-matter-protest-24-photos-2415299. Accessed 

6 Dec. 2020. 

“Majorities Across Racial, Ethnic Groups Express Support for the Black Lives Matter 

Movement.” Pew Research Center’s Social & Demographic Trends Project, 12 June 

2020, https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/06/12/amid-protests-majorities-across-

racial-and-ethnic-groups-express-support-for-the-black-lives-matter-movement/. 

Maner, Sequoia. “Anatomizing the Body, Diagnosing the Country: Reading the Elegies of  

Patricia Smith.” Revisiting the Elegy in the Black Lives Matter Era, Austin, Tiffany, et 

al., editors. Routledge, 2020.    

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Random House Books, 1987. 

“NAACP | History of Lynchings.” NAACP. www.naacp.org, https://www.naacp.org/history-of-

lynchings/. Accessed 29 July 2020. 

Nave, R. L., et al. “Emmett Till Murder: The Full Text Testimony of Carolyn Bryant.” 

Mississippi Today, 12 July 2018. mississippitoday.org, 

https://mississippitoday.org/2018/07/12/emmett-till-murder-the-full-text-testimony-of-

carolyn-bryant/. 

Okafor, Victor Oguejiofor. “Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, et al.: A Survey of 

Emergent Grassroots Protests & Public Perceptions of Justice.” Journal of Pan African 

Studies, vol. 7, no. 8, Mar. 2015, pp. 43-63. 



92 

 

Poets, Academy of American. About Patricia Smith | Academy of American Poets. 

https://poets.org/poet/patricia-smith. Accessed 23 Nov. 2020. 

“Police Brutality in the United States | Definition, History, Causes, & Examples.” Encyclopedia 

Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Police-Brutality-in-the-United-States-

2064580. Accessed 3 Dec. 2020. 

Pollack, Harriet, and Christopher Metress. Emmett Till in Literary Memory and Imagination. 

Louisiana State University Press, 2008. 

Raiford, Leigh. “Lynching, Visuality, and the Un/Making of Blackness.” NKA Journal of 

Contemporary African Art, vol. 2006, no. 20, Duke University Press, May 2006, pp. 22–

31. doi:10.1215/10757163-20-1-22. 

Rapid Response Collecting Black Lives Matter March - Guelph. https://forms.guelph.ca/Arts-

and-culture/Museum/Rapid-Response-Collecting-Black-Lives-Matter-march. Accessed 6 

Dec. 2020. 

Rickford, Russell. “Black Lives Matter: Toward a Modern Practice of Mass Struggle.” New 

Labor Forum, vol. 25, no. 1, Sage Publications, Inc., 2016, pp. 34–42. 

doi:10.2307/26419959. 

Riley, Joshua. An Examination of Social Media Use and Activism: Critiques, Benefits, and 

Obstacles. Major Research Project. Guelph: University of Guelph, 2019.  

Serrano, Richard and Carlos Lozano. “Jury Picked for King Trial; No Blacks Chosen,” Los 

Angeles Times. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-03-03-mn-2987-

story.html. Accessed 6 July 2020. 

Smith, Anna Deavere. Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992. New York: Anchor House, 1994.  

Smith, Patricia. Incendiary Art: Poems. Northwestern University Press, 2017. 



93 

 

Smith, Zadie. Feel Free. Hamilton: Penguin Random House, 2018. 

Sharpe, Christina. In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Duke University Press, 2016.  

Song, Min Hyoung. Strange Future: Pessimism and the 1992 Los Angeles Riots. Duke 

University Press, 2005.  

Sontag, Susan. On Photography. Toronto: Penguin Books, 1977.  

—. Regarding the Pain of Others. New York: Picador, 2003.  

Stanley, Sandra Kumamoto. “Teaching the Politics of Identity in a Post-Identity Age: Anna 

Deavere Smith’s ‘Twilight.’” Melus, vol. 30, no. 2, Society for the Study of the Multi-

Ethnic Literature of the United States, Oxford University Press, 2005, pp. 191–208. 

doi:10.1093/melus/30.2.191. 

Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. 

Duke University Press, 2003. 

Tobar, Hector and Richard Lee Colvin. “Witnesses Depict Relentless Beating : Police: Accounts 

of Rodney Glen King’s Arrest Describe Repeated Striking and Kicking of the Suspect. 

LAPD Officers Said King’s Actions Justified the Treatment.” Los Angeles Times, 7 Mar. 

1991, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1991-03-07-me-3174-story.html. 

“Transatlantic Slave Trade | History & Facts.” Encyclopedia Britannica. www.britannica.com, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/transatlantic-slave-trade. Accessed 16 Apr. 2020. 

Tufekci, Zeynep. “Do Protests Even Work?” The Atlantic, 24 June 2020, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2020/06/why-protests-work/613420/. 

Vrana, Laura. “Denormativizing Elegy: Historical and Transnational Journeying in the Black  

Lives Matter Poetics of Patricia Smith, Aja Monet, and Shane McCrae.” Revisiting the 

Elegy in the Black Lives Matter Era, Austin, Tiffany, et al., editors. Routledge, 2020.    



94 

 

Watson, Ryan. “In the Wakes of Rodney King: Militant Evidence and Media Activism in the 

Age of Viral Black Death.” The Velvet Light Trap, vol. 84, Sept. 2019, pp. 34–49. 

doi:10.7560/VLT8404. 

Weatherston, Rosemary. “‘The True Words of Real People’: Documenting the Myth of the Real 

in Anna Deavere Smith’s Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992.” ARIEL, vol. 39, no. 1–2, 2008, 

pp. 189-.  

Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America. https://withoutsanctuary.org/. Accessed 

29 July 2020. 

 


