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For Sio



. . . who is Edmonia Lewis? All of us 
have heard of her, and yet nothing very 
de�nitive about her.

�e Elevator (San Francisco’s Black newspaper), 1879

As the War was drawing to a close, an 
entirely new and unexpected star 
burst forth in the �rmament of American 
Art in the person of Edmonia Lewis.

Freeman Henry Morris Murray, Emancipation 
and the Freed in American Sculpture: A Study in 
Interpretation, 1916
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Foreword

Here her brown face, rendered two-dimensional, appears pasted on the corner 
of an unaddressed envelope—destination unknown—looking out at us �om 
the con�nes of a USA Forever stamp. �ere she is, perched in the middle of my 
computer screen—a pixelated Google Doodle, chiseling a cartooned version of 
her magni�cent statue �e Death of Cleopatra. Next, I see her in my mind’s 
eye near Niagara Falls in the 1850s, a precocious girl, selling beaded moccasins, 
elaborate pin cushions, and woven baskets—art she learned to make with her 
Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) family on her mother’s side—to sell to tourists visiting 
the nature-made spectacle of cascading water. Here, in 1862, she sketches, by 
the light of a wax candle in her boardinghouse room in Oberlin, Ohio; she is 
drawing the goddess Urania as a wedding gi� for her classmate. �ere she sits 
in Boston, now a young woman, wide-eyed as she witnesses the Black Union 
soldiers of the Massachusetts 54th Regiment marching past on their way to 
battle, led by a youthful white colonel astride a horse, heralded and guided by 
white silk banners—a vision of thrilling formation in the eyes of this budding 
artist. Soon a�er this event, a�er the deaths of most of the men on a sandy 
shore in South Carolina, she stands before the passport clerk on August 21, 
1865; according to the notary public for the county of Su�olk who �lled out 
her application in Boston, she is “4’ high, about age 20, with small chin, me-
dium mouth, and hair, eyes and complexion all Black—who displayed great 
talent as a sculptor.” Passport in hand, she speeds across the vast Atlantic on a 
steamship bound for Europe and, not long a�er her arrival on the continent, 
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sets up her artist’s studio in central Rome at the Piazza Barberini, where she 
sees Bernini’s fountains on her daily outings. She sips a drink at the famed 
Antico Ca�é Greco near her studio—the very same workspace that once be-
longed to the famous sculptor Antonio Canova. In her artist’s lo�, she strums 
her guitar for her supper guests. While in Rome, she carves the �rst sculp-
tures of formerly enslaved, now “forever �ee” people �om the United States 
alongside �ctional Native subjects �om Longfellow’s epic poem �e Song of 
Hiawatha. Over the years, her various Roman studios host dignitaries, Pope 
Pius IX, President Ulysses S. Grant, and many other voyagers, many on the 
grand tour, who come and come again to watch her—this genius of the art 
world—carve Carrara marble into lifelike forms. In the 1870s, on a visit to 
the States, she poses before the photographer in his Chicago studio on State 
Street, wearing her sculpting garb and other telling costumes captured during 
the session. Now she smiles as King Emmanuel II of Italy presents her with a 
Gold Medal at the International Art Exposition in Napoli. Later, she rides 
the new transcontinental train to present her wares to markets in northern 
California. In the parlor of a San Francisco hotel, she �nds herself surrounded 
by a throng of “white beauties”—all admiring her person. In 1876 she stands 
beside her monumental sculpture of Cleopatra as paying audiences view her 
work at the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. Now it is 1887 and she 
travels via train to Italy, accompanied by Frederick Douglass and his second 
wife, to view the ruins in Pompeii. Soon she moves to Paris, then as the century 
turns, on to London—her �nal resting place. �ere, a�er her death �om 
Bright’s disease in 1907, she is laid to rest in the Catholic cemetery, in a grave 
sheltered by a willow tree, under a plain slab headstone. In my dreams, she 
is back in Rome, hovering just above the winding streets composed of ancient 
Roman stones, as if she were a revenant, �oating up, up, up the Scalinata di 
Trinità dei Monti to see the vista across the seven hills of the sacred city. And 
now, here, she still moves about the globe, and her touch forever inhabits her 
sculptures, which retain the residue of their maker . . .  Miss Edmonia Lewis.



Introduction

Moving Stones is a book about an extraordinary artist named Edmonia Lewis. 
In her lifetime, she was also known as Mary, Ish-scoodah, Wild�re, and most 
importantly, “an American sculptor of undoubted genius.”1 Edmonia Lewis, 
who was of Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) and, likely, African Haitian descent, was 
born free in 1844 in upstate New York, “on or near the traditional terri-
tory of the Mississauga people in present-day Ontario,” and was buried in 
St. Mary’s Catholic Cemetery in London in 1907.2 Lewis led a peripatetic 
life, garnering fame (if not fortune) as the “only colored professor who ever 
attained eminence in [the sculpture] department of the �ne arts,” to quote 
a prominent nineteenth-century “colored” newspaper’s description of her.3
An anonymous 1870 tract explained her remarkable journey: “God’s gi� to 
Edmonia Lewis is unconquerable energy, as well as genius; and these two 
combined enable her to rise above all prejudices of race or color, and command 
the respect and honor of all true lovers of art.”4

Lewis succeeded in her determined quest to become a neoclassical 
sculptor, although avoiding prejudice proved impossible.5 In 1878, at the 
height of her fame, she re
ected, “With color and sex against me, I’ve 
still achieved success.”6 Over the years, she experienced and resisted racist 
and sexist violence at the liberal Oberlin College in Ohio, the patronizing 
comments about her abilities in the abolitionist stronghold of Boston in 
the 1860s, and disparaging words from luminaries in her expatriate artist 
community in Rome, as well as in the international press. Although subject 
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to opprobrium and faint praise throughout her life, in addition to genu-
ine regard, her de�ance never let others de�ne her. She managed to carve 
out a life in art and, in so doing, experienced signi�cant freedoms. Lewis 
forged her own refuge, and her fame as an artist resulted in her ability to 
frequently transcend the strictures expected of her by virtue of her era, 
race, nationality, class, sexual subjectivity, and gender.

Lewis told the New York Times, “I was practically driven to Rome, in order 
to obtain the opportunities for art culture, and to �nd a social atmosphere 
where I was not constantly reminded of my color. �e land of liberty had no 
room for a colored sculptor.”7 Lewis felt both propelled and compelled to �nd 
a new life beyond the con�nes of her birthplace. She set sail for Europe on 
August 26, 1865, four months a�er the end of the Civil War, visiting London, 
Paris, and Florence and ultimately settling in Rome. Like many American 
sculptors in the generation before her, she moved to Italy to have proximity to 
Carrara marble and skilled Italian carvers. �erea�er, Lewis became a “trans-
atlantic commuter” (to use James Baldwin’s term avant la lettre), crossing the 
Atlantic Ocean no fewer than eight times on steamers, to say nothing of her 
journeys on foot, in horse-drawn cabs, and by rail.

More than just a woman who traveled, however, Lewis became a di-
asporic subject who had to 
ee her birthplace. Her improbable journey 
included shi�s among cultures, languages, and communities during her 
exile.8 We can think about Lewis’s exilic life and her work as emblem-
atic of the term diaspora, which is derived from the Ancient Greek verb 
διασπείρω (diaspeirō), “to scatter,” “to spread about.”9 To tell her story, one 
must grapple with the many disparate geographical, ideological, linguistic, 
and aesthetic trajectories her life and art entailed. Her movements across 
continents and throughout the Atlantic world connect her to recent and 
past migrations not only of African-descended migrants who have tra-
versed large, dangerous bodies of water to take refuge, if they survive, in 
the colonizing nations of Europe, but also of millions of Indigenous ref-
ugees, again past and present, whether Black, Native American, or from 
whatever nation across the globe.

I imagine Edmonia’s initial leave-taking must have been di�cult, even 
if ardently desired (and here I am thinking of Louise Erdrich [Ojibwe] 
who wrote: “�ere can be no traveling unless there is a leave-taking. And 
the traveling is all the more in earnest if the leave-taking is di�cult.)”10
�ese journeys and leave-takings remain fractious, fraught with danger 
and, o�en, life-threatening travails. Such crosscurrents still move many, 
amid our global crises, propelled by profound inequity, climate change, 



Introduction 3

ethno-racist wars, the perpetual (re)construction of borders, and the rise 
of many nefarious forms of neonationalism. �ese profound movements 
were present as pressures in Lewis’s life (albeit in di�erent forms) and im-
pacted her art. Edmonia’s legacy and her deferred gi� to us is to allow us 
to understand her already-complicated web of interrelation as a feature 
of our own. Her story challenges our own categories of inclusion and ex-
clusion and our powers of interpretation. It is my modest, if earnest, wish 
for this project that the reader learn something about Lewis as her star, 
once again, rises in the �rmament.

�e pages that follow reveal more about Lewis’s remarkable leave-
takings and arrivals. For now, let us turn to explaining this book’s inter-
disciplinary and intimate approach to Lewis’s art and life.

Moving Stones approaches Lewis as a thoroughly modern subject whose 
neoclassical sculptures and life narrative a�ord us the opportunity to ask 
new questions about sculpture and embodiment in the diasporic Black and 
circum-Atlantic worlds.11 As a person of Anishinaabe and African descent, 
Lewis’s own complex subjectivity de�es racial and disciplinary divides. It is 
di�cult to grasp her signi�cance from a single point of view: Her chosen 
mode of artistic expression, �gurative sculpture, personi�es the natal details of 
her life. �e homology between her art and life exempli�es the logic inherent 
in three-dimensional sculpture, made in the round. Such lifelike sculptures 
cannot be accessed in their “totality” from any �xed position. Figurative sculp-
tures are o�en made with a frontal view in mind; one side is more “�nished” 
and presents a preferred view for public consumption. I argue, however, that 
such sculptures can be valued from all sides, generatively.

Most of Edmonia Lewis’s sculptures were made and meant to be 
viewed “in the round.” Mimetically, both her art and her life can be under-
stood as multifaceted and volumetric: We must move about them, both 
physically and imaginatively, in order to understand them. Accordingly, 
this study takes a poetic and imaginative approach that seeks to amplify 
multiple dimensions of Lewis’s art and life—to help round out, circum-
navigate, and circulate the marvelous, burgeoning archive of all things 
Edmonia Lewis.

Put di�erently, this book eschews a straightforward biographical or 
strictly historical approach to Lewis’s astounding life and art. Its method-
ological tools hew closer to Black feminist, performance, and queer studies 
as it seeks to carve out unexpected aspects of her work through its close 
readings of Lewis’s sculptures, including not only her well-known por-
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trait busts, literary Indians, mythic and biblical subjects, but also minor 
aspects of her work—her feminized 
owers, a sculpture of clasped hands, 
and her cherubic children—all made of magni�cent marble. In addition, 
this study asks about how Lewis performed her raced, gendered, and sex-
ualized subjectivity as she posed in the few known photographic portraits 
of the artist. �ese precious artifacts were not the product of her own 
hand but rather, given the fact that they were taken at the height of her 
stature as a mature artist, we surmise that they may have been composed 
with her input.

�is book hopes to reveal Lewis as a force in the world, past and pre-
sent. To this end, its chapters mostly center on Lewis in her time and are 
then supplemented by interstitial interludes that examine twentieth- and 
twenty-�rst-century artists (many queer, of color, and feminist) who are 
meant to be seen as following in Lewis’s footsteps and whose work com-
plements her aesthetic and political concerns even, or especially, when they 
do so in media other than Edmonia’s specialty, sculpture.

�us, the book’s jagged method moves about the work, mimicking the 
viewpoint we might see through the lens of a handheld camera. It zooms 
in to focus momentarily on speci�c aspects of Lewis’s life and work. By 
doing so, this study seeks to mobilize the “cut,” a term from �lm and Black 
studies.12 Following this visual perspective requires us to think about mov-
ing stills, such that we are aware of how things are produced and created. 
Here, we think about editing: about how the splice sutures views, how the 
gap is productive, and how the viewer’s knowledge that she has arrived at 
another viewpoint or moment is determined rather than inevitable. We 
do so in an attempt to attend to the “ungraspable” totality of Lewis and 
her sculptural work.

�is brief discussion helps us think about the cultural work that the 
terms moving and still do to blur the boundaries between di�erent media 
such as sculpture and photography and to pay attention to various con-
texts, processes, and lenses through which we see and understand art and 
life as well as their interrelations.

�e relays between the shot and the scene of movement that compose 
cinema exist within the purview of sculpture that, like “cinema by other 
means” or photographs in the mind, is connected via a complex interplay 
of the stable and the sequential.13 Our binocular vision prevents us from 
seeing beyond a singular viewpoint in any three-dimensional image. As a 
result, we must see “the whole” of a three-dimensional sculpture in succes-
sive movements that may resemble a series of “cinematic stills.” Several of 
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these ideas about movement and stasis are born out in a conversation be-
tween Tina M. Campt and �lm director Arthur Jafa. Speci�cally, the two 
theorists discussed their understanding of the di�erence between move-
ment and motion: “Movement means ‘change in position of an object in 
relation to a �xed point in space.’ Motion, on the other hand, is a change 
of location or position of an object with respect to time.”14 When looking 
at the relation between moving and being still, I posit that they are inexo-
rably connected and contingent, not oppositional. Stasis is the genesis for 
movement. Similarly, movement momentarily concludes in stasis.

As viewers, to see three-dimensional sculptural works, we must move 
around them, and in doing so, we create a connection between movement 
and stasis. In this way, we can begin to see how sculptures and photography 
worked together in the nineteenth century to create new perceptions of 
moving stones. �is is an understudied aspect of Lewis’s sculptural works 
that allows us to think about them in the purview of new visual technolo-
gies such as photography. Photography stilled the motion of life in order to 
preserve an instant in time. When the industrialist and former governor of 
California Leland Stanford Sr. wanted to �nd out if his racehorse li�ed all 
four hooves o� the ground when it galloped, he funded the work of Ead-
weard Muybridge, whose photographic motion studies became the succes-
sive or sequential stop-action photographs that many consider to be a key 
moment in the birth of cinema. In these famous images, the horse is ridden 
by a Black jockey. �ese famous “Animal Studies” again place professional-
ized Black people in the main frame of technological innovation.15

I mention these innovations in “moving stills” not only to highlight 
their connections to “moving stones” as another way of understanding 
sculpture, but also to touch on communities of other professional Black 
workers in the West, and northern California in particular, where Ed-
monia Lewis and her work circulated in a consequential sojourn in the 
1870s (discussed in chapter 4). Sculpture can be read in relation to cin-
ema, even before the advent of such technology entered the scene. We can 
even think about sculpture in the round as a kind of prelude to cinematic 
technology and in relation to the invention of other viewing machines of 
the nineteenth century such as panoramas, stereopticons, magic lanterns, 
and even galleries of art. I take such technological innovations of art pro-
jection developed in the Victorian era seriously as a way of opening up a 
space for scholars of cinema and sculpture.

Methodologically, then, I ask that we move about Lewis’s work as if we 
were taking a cue from the camera movements featured in the seven-minute 
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experimental �lm Static (2009). Black British �lmmaker Steve McQueen 
(b. 1969) made this short independent �lm to be shown exclusively in art 
galleries. �e roving camera in the �lm moves around one of the most fa-
mous neoclassical sculptures, Liberty Enlightening the World, better known 
as the Statue of Liberty (versions of which were designed by Lewis’s con-
temporary, French sculptor Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi [1834–1904]), in-
stalled on Ellis Island in New York in 1886.16 McQueen’s avant-garde �lm 
remakes this iconic nineteenth-century sculpture by showing it abstractly. 
�e �lm’s disjunctive cuts and shots defamiliarize the neoclassical sculpture 
through the skillful use of montage. One of the key e�ects of McQueen’s 
camera work is to render the magisterial and massive “Lady Liberty” in a 
new light. �e �lm plays with our perception of moving images on screen, 
in particular, their size-distance ratio and even the speed with which they 
were shot. Its opening sequence features an extreme close-up that shows 
only the oxidized corrosion of the surface of the colossus, rendering the 
�gure abstract and disorienting and thus allowing viewers to see the sculp-
ture anew. In the �lm, Bartholdi’s iconic neoclassical female �gure appears 
as sheer texture, without clear form. I contend that Lewis’s �gurative work 
can also be viewed from such an abstracted and disjointed perspective.

�ese technical issues point out the problem of locating oneself in space 
and explore the idea of the statue’s liberation from its historical setting and 
the way the �lm’s deep focus can undo how we see relationships between 
its form and content.17 I play with the idea that Lewis’s sculptures can be 
read in these productive, postmodern ways that distort and perhaps reveal 
di�erent aesthetic experiences. �is approach seeks to understand the la-
tent capacity of her work that might engage more views, move viewers—
literally and �guratively—such that we see her works as dynamic moving 
stones that are also traveling across space and time. In this way, Lewis’s �g-
urative, free-standing marble sculptures can be seen as fractured and frag-
mented depending on how, from where, what angle and at what moment 
in time one views them. We understand that Lewis’s statues were, and are, 
subject to change and dislocation as they move about galleries, in di�erent 
ship’s holds that crossed the Atlantic, over railroad tracks that traversed the 
United States, and now on trucks that speed along highways in specially 
made crates as well as in the holds of airplanes that 
y about the globe.

By tracking McQueen’s camerawork, I ask less what Lewis’s sculptures 
mean in strictly art historical terms (what they represent iconographically) 
than what they do in, for, and about inhabited worlds of the past, present, 
and future. I examine how her sculptures elicit and solicit our a�ect and 
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performative desire. Such queer takes on Edmonia Lewis are meant to 

esh out unlikely aspects of her work and to serve as oblique references 
to my subjective readings that provide unexpected ways of thinking about 
Lewis and her art.

Such concerns bring us to another experimental �lmmaker, Sir Isaac 
Julien, whose own critical and artistic vision serves as another intertext for 
Lewis’s work. Julien is an auteur who graduated from St. Martin’s School 
of Art in London and whose work o�en references art historical objects. 
Several of his �lms feature the museum as a privileged mise-en-scène. 
Julien was instrumental in promoting other Black British independent 
�lmmakers in the 1980s and 1990s through his participation in groups 
such as Sankofa, Ceddo, and the Black Audio Film Collective. While 
still a student at St. Martin’s, Julien codirected the experimental doc-
umentary Territories (1984), about the police brutality taking place in 
the Notting Hill neighborhood of London. As would become his signa-
ture, the �lm wove together fragments of material that included footage 
from Notting Hill’s annual Carnival, televised bits of the ensuing riots in 
1981 that protested the ongoing police violence, and other images, all set 
against a nondiegetic soundtrack of voices, music, and street sounds. �is 
�lm produced a visualscape that eschewed Realism and straightforward 
storytelling in favor of imagistic, imaginative, and emotionally truthful 
scenes from actual life. Julien’s own critical-artistic visions and ever-sculp-
tural cinematic installations serve as an impossible, queer inspiration for 
interpreting Lewis’s work.

Julien’s vast knowledge of art history extends to the way he captures 
classical paintings and sculptures in many of his �lms, which also include 
angels as leitmotifs (chapter 4). His short-format art �lms featuring the 
museum include �e Attendant (1993) and Baltimore (2003). �e Atten-
dant is set in a museum of slavery, Wilberforce House Museum in Hull, 
England, and a theater where scenes from the opera Dido and Aeneas are 
performed. �is eight-minute �lm, with its largely nondiegetic score, pre-
sents a series of montages that create a surrealistic fantasy. While a full 
reading of this complex narrative work is beyond the scope of this project, 
I mention it because it showcases one of the earliest instances of Julien’s 
interventions in art-historical conventions. It is one of the �rst �lms he 
made that features sequences and close-ups of white, neoclassical sculptures 
made in the mode of Edmonia Lewis’s works.18 �ere are other �lmic fea-
tures such as angels (or putti) who twirl in 360-degree circles or paintings 
that transform before the spectators’ eyes from two- to three-dimensional 
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form, following the Victorian practice of tableaux vivants. In �e Atten-
dant, the large-scale history painting �e Slave Trade (Slaves on the West 
Coast of A�ica), created by François-Auguste Biard in 1833, comes to life 
as actors replace the painted characters and enact imaginary scenarios.

In the past decades, Julien’s �lm work has been installed in museums, 
as he sets out to explore, if not explode, tensions between two- and three-
dimensional forms, bringing the screen to life in actual, architecturally 
open spaces. Julien’s multiscreen, multichannel video installations them-
selves challenge generic categories as well as ontological di�erences be-
tween �lm and sculpture in what he has named “the sculptural possibilities 
of the moving image.” �ese works are experienced in what one critic calls 
“sculptural multiscreen architecture.”19 �eir installation also critiques the 
hierarchical and even historical categories of these supposedly distinct 
artistic genres: Julien has exhibited his �lm stills as works of art and dis-
played screens such that they appear to be resting on plinths, like sculptures.

In Julien’s now classic �lm Looking for Langston (1989), the director 
deployed collaged montage techniques similar to those once described 
by the famed Russian �lm theorist Sergei Eisenstein, who also concerned 
himself with new forms of perception and memory, promoted by the use 
of the montage in cinematography. Eisenstein deconstructs di�erent logics 
for viewing architecture, which in his example includes sculpture. Eisen-
stein’s essay clearly describes the alternate means of perception from “the 
imaginary path followed by the eye . . .  [such as] impressions in front of an 
immobile spectator. In the past, however, . . .  the spectator moved between 
[a series of ] carefully disposed phenomena that he absorbed sequentially 
with his visual sense.”20 Eisenstein showed the di�erence between how 
movement works for a stationary viewer of cinema and the peripatetic “rov-
ing” spectator required by sculpture. Julien’s oeuvre also engages di�erent 
embodied modes of perception. In Looking for Langston, a queer homage 
to the Black Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes (1901–67), Julien 
makes brilliant use of tableaux vivants, and moving tracking shots of still 
�gures show how �lm works to elicit dynamic responses.

�e changing temporality created by Julien’s works that rely on the 
device of the tableau creates a disjunctive rhythm that depends on the cut 
as the spatial referent that sutures the moving image. Julien has said that 
his work seeks to “make theoretical �lms of desire” as a means of contesting 
racism and homophobia in British culture and throughout the diaspora. 
�ese questions about race, gender, and sexuality matter in both Julien’s 
and Lewis’s art. Julien’s recent hybrid sculpted/�lmic installations are 
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designed to move us queerly through di�erent times, spaces, places, and 
emotions in ways that resemble how we can approach Lewis’s sculptures 
that have been installed in museum settings. All such works are moving and 
move us: they defy a singular stance, literally and �guratively. An aspect 
of these works always exists beyond the curve or the boundary mobilized 
by the cut and therefore require a subsequent imaginary suture.

Julien’s celluloid gilded putti appear in a number of his films and 
were included in a 2016 installation of stills at the Jessica Silverman 
Gallery in San Francisco.21 Notably, young actors portraying these fig-
ures first appear in Looking for Langston, and they flit in 360-degree 
turns throughout The Attendant. Nina Kellgren, Julien’s cinematog-
rapher for both works, studied sculpture as well as photography. This 
fact grounds the arguments here in terms of connections between 
sculpture and film.

Kobena Mercer has written about this phenomenon in his book 
on Alain Locke, the gay philosopher and eminence grise of the Harlem 
Renaissance. Mercer discusses the cleansing trope of classicism that both 
uncovered and recovered the homoerotic sculptures made by Harlem 
Renaissance artist Richmond Barthé, whose work was featured in Julien’s 
2022 installation Once Again . . .  Statues Never Die, as well as in �e Har-
lem Renaissance and Translatlantic Modernism, a show curated by Denise 
Murell at the Metropolitan Museum in New York in 2024. Julien’s winged 
putti, �lmed as cutouts that spin around and around in di�erent moments 
of Julien’s �lm, are rendered in black-and-white and color: �ey might be 
read as the queer progeny of Lewis’s cupid discussed in chapter 4.

Sir Joshua Reynolds wrote in 1780: “�e sculptor’s art is not unlike that 
of Dancing, where the attention of the spectator is principally engaged 
by the attitude and action of the performer.”22 I trace how sculptures, 
when literally animated, can be seen to “come to life”—or become “live,” 
enlivened entities, with results akin to those of kinesthetics (movement 
or dance), to reiterate Reynolds’s analogy. Notably, Enlightenment pro-
nouncements such as Reynolds’s preceded the invention of kinetic (actu-
ally moving) sculpture, which we now think about as “mobiles,” to use the 
neologism coined by Alexander Calder (1898–1976) in the early decades of 
the twentieth century. Calder’s mobiles were inspired by the movements 
of a dancer he saw in Paris: the multitalented Black American performer 
Josephine Baker. �e invention of the mobile marks another moment of 
moving sculpture whose source is concomitant with the movements of a 
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Black woman. Calder’s mobiles were made of wire so as to be suspended 
from the ceiling, like the performances of Black female high-wire art-
ist Olga Kaira, known as “Miss La La,” who was painted and drawn by 
Edgar Degas (1834–1917). In Degas’s Miss La La at the Cirque Fernando
(1897), the o�-kilter, contorted perspective from which we see the high-
wire performer conveys a sense of motion since the subject, Miss La La, 
is frozen in the midst of a whirl on the wire. �e painting captures the 
performer in medias res, suspended within a dizzying rotunda whose ar-
chitecture, with its rhythmic triangular segments, reinforces this sense of 
a moment, moving. According to Griselda Pollock, the art historian Aby 
Warburg (1866–1929) saw a similar concatenation of stilled movement 
in the “petri�ed stasis of classical sculpture’s gestural repertoire [which 
he described further as] a repository of once-animated performances and 
dancing rituals, that carried in mnemonic form the legacy of once-enacted 
rituals and sacri�ces, themselves the register in social and collective action 
of materially determined—if psychically experienced—emotions about 
life, death, desire and want.”23 �ese ideas reference a long-standing tra-
dition of connecting sculpture and movement. �ink, for example, of 
Shakespeare’s �e Winter’s Tale (�rst performed in 1611), where the drama
culminates in the moment in which the audience witnesses an actor play-
ing a statue transmogrify into a living being. In this famous scene (act 5, 
scene 3), the actor playing Hermoine gives viewers pleasure by juxtaposing 
the proximity between art and life that sculpture enacts. Such practices 
of vivifying stone go back to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, itself a source for 
Shakespeare’s drama.

Here, I draw on these ideas to animate the a�ective valences of sculp-
ture that extend, or rather emanate, from this medium as such. �e per-
formative acts staged during the nineteenth century known as tableaux 
vivants are another iteration of such transformations that bring two-
dimensional pictorial images to “life” in dramatic ways—either at home 
in parlors or in theatrical productions. In these popular theatrical events, 
actors composed themselves into scenes from famous paintings for the 
pleasure of the viewing audiences seated in the theater. �ey would hold 
themselves still to produce the moment of “realization.” In so doing, these 
staged events transformed artworks known two-dimensionally into three-
dimensional forms. �ey proposed and staged a relay between “striking a 
pose” and “freezing a frame,” a relationship of connections between stasis 
and movement that were realized in the fullest sense of that verb, or in 
Martin Meisel’s sense of “realizations” that looks at the connections among 
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the representational arts of theater, dance, and sculpture in the Victorian 
era as well as in the Julien �lms mentioned above.24

Sculptures perform “types” and resonate with speci�c contexts and 
ideas. �ey move us, literally and �guratively, as they carve space and 
beckon us to move about them. Adrienne Kennedy explains that one of 
the impetuses for her brilliant play Funnyhouse of a Negro (1964) was “the 
statue [she] saw of [Queen] Victoria in front of Buckingham Palace. . . .  
[It] was the single most dramatic, startling, statue [she’d] seen. Here was 
a woman who had dominated an age.” She continues: “In my play, I would 
soon have the heroine, Sarah, talk to a replica of this statue. Finally the di-
alogue with a statue would be explicit and concrete. And the statue would 
reply; the statue would inform my character of her inner thoughts. �e 
statue would reveal my character’s secrets to herself.”25 It should come as 
no surprise that Kennedy, the student of Victorian culture who teased out 
her era’s repressed hysteria, imagines this surrealist scene of an externalized 
“body double” in dialogue with an actor on stage—engaging the possibili-
ties of projection and introspection among these propped objects before us.

Beginning in the Victorian era, the practice of lighting statues in gal-
leries as if they were actors became prevalent. Some were covered with red 
velvet cloth so that the white marble took on a slightly “rosy,” almost 
esh-
like hue, or were given a yellow wash in the mode of Antonio Canova, or 
were lit so that they would be shadowed to elicit greater drama and a�ect. 
Like architecture, sculptures carve space, marking places in such a way that 
our bodies must negotiate them, relate to them in space and time, and en-
gage the haptic and the optic. Event, sculpture, and �lm were always already 
sutured in the art of Edmonia Lewis’s time—the time of tableaux vivants, 
panoramas, and other mixed-media displays of live and still, of sculpture 
performed as a cinematic event. As Liz Grosz says in �e Nick of Time: 
Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely, “We can think of time [and, I would 
add, sculpture] only in passing moments, through ruptures, nicks, cuts, 
and in instances of dislocation.”26 Consequently, I want to think about 
the deep connection among sculpture and bodies, as objects in motion. 
If we believe that all matter is gestural, we might understand that pose in 
sculpture is the building block of theater, dance, and performance.

 “   How do we remember a sculpture?” David Getsy asks in his study Body 
Doubles.27 If we imagine statues as immobile, unchanging, unseeing, and 
mute, they hardly seem appropriate objects for performance; but, in fact, 
they do change in part by the discourse imparted to them and in part 
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through our bodily relation to them. Sculpted bodies are famously “life-
like”: We cannot invoke them without setting o� a signifying chain, a 
Möbius strip of referential movement. �eir formation retains residues 
of feeling, touch, audiences, the artist’s hand, remnants that have been 
memorialized and transformed, transported, and translated, but remain.

In a sculpture class I took in North Carolina in the mid-2000s, we 
students were instructed to throw a mass of clay and then “read” its gesture. 
Mine landed on the far edge of the table. I felt its diagonal gesture was 
lurching and tentative. It was during this session that I realized that the 
sculpture studio is a theater of movement. It is a space of shi�ing glances, 
complex choreographies, states of being, and constant movement. I re-
member moving around the live nude model placed in the center of the stu-
dio. As we did so, we were able to form and reform 
esh and clay, anatomy 
and geometry—adding muscle to maquette. We were meant to hone our 
technique in order to transform the �gure before us, which became fodder 
for the imagination. We had to keep coming back into place as we engaged 
the live model. I learned to comprehend the moving materiality required 
to make sculpture, and to contemplate its mass, space, and temporality.

To make her sculptures, Lewis needed not only technical skill and 
technological knowledge but also philosophical and historical knowledge 
about embodiment that entailed understanding composure, composition, 
comportment, and anatomy as well as market forces. Lewis’s selections were 
sui generis and distinct while still being in conversation with her coevals, 
who themselves were also arguing about notions of the “Antique,” which is 
to say Roman-era copies of Greek sculptures, as well as the many popular 
updates of such idealized genres as the putti, the Native American, heroic 
leaders, dying queens, and biblical subjects. Neoclassical sculptors wrestled 
with how to make statues that were at once reminiscent of established ideals 
and yet somehow also innovative and newly distinct from previous mod-
els. �ey struck this balance by updating the subjects they sculpted (such 
as the many images of contemporary leaders in “ancient” guise) or mold-
ing new subjects that included modern props in the place of ancient lyres. 
Sculptures convey a sense of the past even as they portray modern subjects.

During her life as a sculptor, Lewis created clay studies, sketched in 
pencil, carved and chiseled hard marble with tools she sometimes made 
herself, put up her own bozzotti and polished her precious works. �is 
was arduous work to which she committed herself over many years before 
she was able to employ assistants: Each strike, each perambulation about 
a work of sculpture in progress, required her to engage all of her senses in 
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meaningful movements that coordinated eye, mind, arm, hand, legs, feet, 
and heart. In focusing only on �nished products, we forget the fact of 
production, the forging of a work, willing it to life with one’s own moving 
motive and emotions. �is too was an important aspect of Lewis’s life-long 
dedication to moving stones.

�e Original Copy: Photography of Sculpture, 1839–Today, a large-scale 
exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 2010, interrogated 
various ideas of “moving stones” and helps us to read Lewis’s work in terms 
of other concurrent and subsequent visual and a�ective technologies. For 
example, the invention of the photo-sculpture in France in the 1850s: �is 
human-technology hybrid used a special room with twenty-four separate 
operators stationed in the round. A model would stand in the center of 
the room, and, when directed, the camera operators would each take a 
photo that was then sketched onto plates and then “drawn” into clay to 
produce a rough maquette of the model. �is forerunner of the 3-D printer, 
designed to democratize and “automate” sculpture, is another example of 
how di�erent visual media worked in concert.28

Each of these innovations paves the way for understanding sculpture 
as a kind of cinematic or perceptible form, and as performative to the ex-
tent that it is composed of takes, of temporality, and is not “static” space. 
Such ideas of sculpture’s durational instantiation inform my theoretical 
understanding of how Lewis’s motivation to be a neoclassical sculptor 
may not have been only commercial or whimsical but plausibly also about 
modernity and motion, to say nothing about her motivations to create her 
own genealogical formations.29 As Kobena Mercer explains, “Art invites 
us into a concentrated act of looking, thinking and feeling that takes us 
out of the ordinary as we re
ect on what we behold in the very moment 
of beholding it. Before we can say what art is about, our sensory engage-
ment tells us that form comes �rst. �e primacy of the aesthetic dimen-
sion, however, receives the least attention when it comes to black artists.”30
Close reading of Lewis’s art along such lines is a central goal of this book.

Perception, then, provides an important window on the performative 
aspects of sculpture and its cinematic elements. “While a visual object is 
presenting one side to the eye,” Jean-François Lyotard wrote, “there are al-
ways other sides still unseen. A direct focused vision is always surrounded 
by a curved area where visibility is held in reserve yet isn’t absent. �is 
disjunction is inclusive. Perceptival ‘recognition’ never satis�es the logical 
demand for complete description.”31 �e lack of satisfaction fuels the desire 
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to return to the scene of the still unseen. �is brings to mind the process 
of carving a likeness that depends on the cut, concepts of re-memory, and 
the openness of the seemingly closed, complete image that is in fact on 
and even in the move. �is is “cinema by other means,” according to Pavle 
Levi.32 Perhaps this is why Richard Powell titles his brilliant book on 
Black portraiture Cutting a Figure, and why Fred Moten champions “the 
break” as an iterative mode of Black performance.33 Such markings make 
meanings memorable—creating connection and distance in the break.

Finally, the �eld of performance studies also helps to shed light on 
the work of what historically were mixed-media forms in which sculpture 
proper and embodied performances were realized and cathected.34 As we 
move through this book, I hope that you will be attuned to various and 
varying feelings (presumed to reside inside the body) that are engendered 
by thinking about our encounter with sculptures in this “expanded �eld 
of vision”—even or especially those pieces signed by and assigned to the 
name Edmonia Lewis and o�en accompanied by the Latin phrase “Facit a 
Roma” (Made in Rome). �is is to say that in o�ering some broad propo-
sitions about sculpture in the round, I mean for them to “apply” to Lewis’s 
work in particular.35

During the nineteenth century, Lewis’s sculptures were well known 
throughout the Atlantic world; however, knowledge about her became 
scant a�er her death shortly a�er the turn of the century, and many of the 
sculptures she produced were damaged or forgotten, and some still remain 
“lost.” Although she was mentioned with some regularity throughout the 
annals of African American history and claimed by both feminist and les-
bian feminist art and history, only in the past few decades has there been 
a robust resurgence of art and scholarship about her. Nevertheless, Lewis’s 
contributions to the visual arts of an African American diaspora remain 
paramount, not only because of her ability to live as an artist or because of 
her achievements as a female sculptor in a so-called male-dominated �eld, 
but also, and more signi�cantly, for her compositions and the skilled work 
evident in her copies of masterworks. In short, for the art she made. Her 
smooth copy of an ancient bust of Octavian, Young Octavian (ca. 1873), 
was thought to be among the very best carved reproductions of the bust 
being sold in Rome during her lifetime.36

�is book reads both Lewis’s less-discussed pieces and the marginalized 
aspects of her more famous works through a queer lens. In particular, 
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the book analyzes two pendant sculptures of allegorized infants, a statue 
of a winged cupid, her sculpture of a couple’s hands, and her use of roses 
throughout her work in order to produce queer readings and new inter-
pretations. In so doing, it attends to the modes through which we can 
approach her sculptures: ekphrastic descriptions, photographs, imagined 
haptic encounters, and digital prints. Again, attending to the di�erent 
media through which we might come to know Lewis and her work ful-
�lls my desire to think about how di�erent media, when read together or 
against one another, can open up aspects of visual culture. Scholarship by 
Kobena Mercer, Isaac Julien, Imani Perry, and José Esteban Muñoz, among 
many other queer artists and writers, teaches us that how we look at a sub-
ject is always already fraught with questions of unexplained desire. �e 
book follows these and other queer studies by looking for as much as at, if 
not “looking a�er” (to invoke Kara Keeling’s work) or about, in order to 
counter more straightforward, linear accounts.37 Even the short biograph-
ical note in this chapter provides only the most basic contours about her 
and therefore is designed to be neither de�nitive nor �xed, even as it proves 
the thesis that “a black artist always becomes an actor in her own show.”38

To think about the question of how Lewis acts in her work and life 
requires many methodological modes, each of which meets certain limits 
registered via silences, gaps, and breaks.39 Lewis’s work and life have been 
obscured by the very categories of (disciplinary) di�erence through which 
we can see traces of her—race, place, subjectivity, ethnicity, gender, and 
nation. Lewis’s works and her life could be viewed through many lenses: 
Native American folklore, American history, and politics; African Amer-
ican and Indigenous histories and the intersections between them; trans-
national art history; European history; Atlantic studies; feminist, gender, 
and queer studies; aesthetics; movements of global capital; literary stud-
ies; histories of abolition; women’s education; global nineteenth-century 
studies; theories of race and ethnicity; and other disciplines too numer-
ous to name here.

Lewis’s multiple movements confound ethnic notions about Black 
and Native female subjects in the era of mass enslavement of peoples of 
African descent and the continuing violence of genocide against Native 
Americans and other migrants across the globe—a time when Lewis’s 
queer artistic life in Italy verged on an impossibility. Although she could 
be viewed as a singular queer subject for her time and ours, it is important 
to remember that she was not anomalous. As Philip J. DeLoria, for one, 
reminds us, to invoke the idea of the anomaly is to recon�rm stereotypes that 



16 Introduction

limit horizons of expectation.40 Indeed, we should assume that there were, 
and still could be, many more Miss Edmonia Lewises. Tiya Miles makes a 
similar argument in her magisterial book Night Flyer (2024) about another 
historical nineteenth-century heroine, Harriet Tubman.41

We expand our focus so that it is multidirectional and able to account 
for di�erent media and modes of remembering, which is also to say, for-
getting. �e mixed methods of the transdisciplinary �eld of performance 
studies help us to unearth Edmonia Lewis’s life and work. As a result, I 
draw on my knowledge of performance studies, visual studies, queer stud-
ies, Indigenous studies, and Black feminist theory, each of which requires 
one to “think otherwise” about the almost always contentious ways that 
race, gender, sexuality, di�erence, and class are curated, displayed, and 
constituted. I grapple �rsthand with Lewis as a “transitory �gure per-
ceived through glimpses and furtive glances, by �ctive traces and fugitive 
moves,” as well as the ethical imperative of honoring such subjects’ right 
to opacity.42

Lewis was a spinster, or what the novelist George Gissing called, “an 
odd woman.”43 She never married nor, as far as we know, did she bear 
children.44 In my understanding, Edmonia Lewis led a “queer,” nonnor-
mative life by virtue of being (1) a professional, (as she would have said) 
colored woman artist; (2) a sculptor in stone at a time when such work 
was deemed “masculine”; (3) a spinster; and (4) the subject of lesbian 
and queer a�ections, past and present. In other words, the speci�city of 
Edmonia’s life and work can lend itself to evident queer readings (though 
some readers might consider this a tendentious approach).45 Lewis does 
appear in �e Queer Encyclopedia of the Visual Arts, and was claimed by 
the Guerrilla Girls as a queer “ancestor.”46 I hope, however, that thinking 
about Lewis via such queer approaches can bring about fresh ways of read-
ing her art that work against essentializing or reifying her sexuality as such.

While it may be impossible to determine or de�ne Lewis de�nitively as 
(a) “queer,” it is nevertheless possible to identify and amplify queer aspects 
of her oeuvre. Examples include her sculptures of female heroines such 
as the biblical Hagar (whom she carved stating, “I have strong sympathy 
for all women who have struggled and su�ered”) and Cleopatra—both of 
whom have frequently been characterized as sexual outlaws.47 In her later 
works, Lewis sculpted 
owers and sensuous feminized forms that con-
trasted with her deployment of masculine poses in some of her photo-
graphs—and can lend themselves to readings from feminist and queer 
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perspectives. �roughout this book I speak queerly about the production
and performances of formal aspects of her work and less about her own 
possible queer gender performance or any idea about her “actual” sexual 
subjectivity.48

In American Negro Art (1960), Cedric Dover described Lewis as “an at-
tractive young woman of East Indian appearance—many Negroes of part 
American indian [sic] origin (her mother was a Chippewa) have their 
twins in Asia and Southern Europe. She had, too, an appealing intensity 
and forthrightness, heightened by an uncultivated voice, and a tell-tale 
boyishness increasingly emphasized by clothes reminiscent of the more 
unfeminine feminists of the period.” A few paragraphs later, Dover refer-
ences her as “the dark brown boyish girl.” Dover concluded his summary 
of Lewis: “Her end, like her beginning, is a mystery or a conspiracy of si-
lence.”49 �is statement was written before her grave in London had been 
located, at a time when she appears to have disappeared from the historical 
record. Dover’s diction aligns with the discourse of illicit sexuality; the 
language to describe her might not yet have existed either in common par-
lance or in art historical vocabularies. While most chroniclers of Lewis’s 
story maintain that no hint of “scandalous” sexuality exists, multiple ways 
of interpreting her work suggest she may have led a queer life.50

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the etymological root of 
to queer means “to turn,” “to twist,” or “to curve.” In following its subject, 
this book is speculative and performative, circuitous, recursive, queer: 
It asks us to train our eyes on movements and motion as a means of dis-
solving di�erences between media, the past and the future present, the 
now and the then, the living and the still. �is is to pose (as) problems of 
perception not merely what there might be to see but how to see around, 
about, or perhaps beyond the boundaries of the archive itself. Such jour-
neys through the archives should seek to open the �xed boundaries be-
tween the lost and the found by looking askance at, or queerly about, the 
purportedly ephemeral evidence.

Moving Stones o�ers new ways of reading Lewis’s queer’ life at home 
and abroad that reverberate in the present. I mention Lewis’s interactions 
with other free Black women of her time, in contrast to most accounts, 
which tend to mention her only as an isolated anomaly in the all-white 
context of other American artists in Rome. I am curious about how por-
trait photographs of Lewis circulated among Black queer women from 
the nineteenth century to the present. �is speculative aspect of my book 



18 Introduction

thinks about her as one of many “colored” girls who led “wayward lives, 
[as] beautiful experiments”—to paraphrase Saidiya Hartman, who glosses 
the word wayward as that which is “errant, fugitive, recalcitrant, anarchic, 
willful, reckless, troublesome, riotous, tumultuous, rebellious and wild.” 
While the women in Hartman’s study are all twentieth-century subjects, 
they had their corollaries in the nineteenth century. As Hartman writes, 
they created “possibility at a time when all roads, except ones created by 
smashing out, are foreclosed.”51 I take up Hartman’s topic of the radical lives 
of Black girls to illuminate Lewis’s nineteenth-century work with chisel 
and awl—which she used literally to smash out a meaningful living. Aptly, 
smashing was a nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century term for queer 
sex as well as an adjective that signi�ed something marvelous; it is again 
popular in the twenty-�rst century as a way to denote any sexual activity. 
All three of these meanings help us to see Lewis’s ability “to make a way 
out of no way” and to forge a life for which she had few, if any, models. 
As was the case with her original sculptural subjects, she had to create 
sui generis forms that did not always conform to expectations about her.

�is book’s subtitle features the word about as an analytic and theoretical 
proposition. �is is a book about Lewis’s life narrative as a work of art, 
about sculptures as moving objects, and about the engagement of con-
temporary artists with both of these subjects.52 Deploying the word about
as both a preposition and an adverb suggests how the term denotes and 
connotes movement, intensity, and topicality. To be “about” something is 
to maintain a certain distance from the subject of an inquiry: to approach, 
to lurk, to approximate it.53 �e spatial valances of the word, particularly in 
British English, connect it to ideas of temporality and a�ect. Each chapter 
of the study resonates with the terms set out here and demonstrates how 
setting stones in motion produces new approaches to understanding the 
nineteenth century’s most acclaimed international professional female 
“colored artist” and her works.54

�ese myriad meanings of about allow us to promote the idea that 
movement is integral to sculpture. We must look askance or awry, which 
is to say, behind, before, beyond, around the edges and at the bottom of 
her life and work—incorporating a theoretical approach that also focuses 
on haptic-optic relations. Although we associate the optic with relatively 
distant vision—that which lies beyond one’s sighted stance—and, rela-
tively speaking, we understand the haptic in relation to the proximate—
that within one’s sited or sighted stance, these terms are connected.55 As 
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the sculptor Aria Dean (b. 1993) conveys in distinguishing painting from 
sculpture, “Sculptors are interested in how something works, how it moves, 
how it enters discourse.”56 As I write these words, my computer claims it is 
“moving items into place.” �e haptic, optic, and even sonic surround us.

Moving Stones o�ers an approach to the artist’s work and life that is 
rife with desire—my own and others’. A more colloquial understanding of 
about suggests being engrossed in an intense passion for one’s topic. To be 
“all about Edmonia Lewis” is to commit oneself with the most ardent devo-
tion.57 Such desire for Lewis and her obscured body of work might move us 
to seek out the erotics of touch (hers and ours), the evidence of ephemera 
(in the forms of photographs, letters, clippings), and the imagined queer 
futurity of the archive composed of such eroticized ephemera.

Chapter 1, “A Head of Her Time,” discusses my initial encounter with 
Lewis in an archive in the London Library and gives an abbreviated bi-
ographical sketch of the artist. Chapter 2, “Animating Stones,” continues 
theorizing about sculptures as moving, even animate, objects and concludes 
with an analysis of the materiality of marble that “colors” Lewis’s work. 
Chapter 3, “With Holding Hands,” analyzes Lewis’s hands as tools and 
provides a close reading of a sculpture she made of the clasped hands of an 
abolitionist couple. Chapter 4, “About the Nude,” discusses naked putti that 
Lewis carved in the 1870s, making her among the �rst and likely the only 
female sculptor of color to produce nude statues. Chapter 5, “A Rose Some-
body Knows,” focuses on Lewis’s penchant for sculpting roses in the latter 
part of her career. Chapter 6, “About Photography,” looks at the signi�cance 
of photography in Lewis’s art and life. Chapter 7, “Engraving Edmonia,” 
analyzes Lewis’s carving of headstones and changes made to her gravesite 
in London before turning to a discussion of commemorative sculptures.

Since her death in 1907, many di�erent artists and media makers (and 
an increasing number of curators and art historians) have paid tribute 
to Lewis, including poets, musicians, multimedia performance artists, 
novelists, children’s authors, comic book writers and illustrators, photog-
raphers, �lmmakers, and digital artists. A 1969 portrait by one of her 
early admirers and most de� interpreters, the brilliant artist Romare 
Bearden, presents a three-quarter-length view of a seated Lewis in a gor-
geous collage—the background is a vermillion that highlights the �gure’s 
cerulean blue clothing. In this work, Lewis’s brown hands are folded in 
her lap as if mimicking the pose of one her photographic portraits dis-
cussed in chapter 6. One of the scraps used in the composition to depict 
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the right side of her face is a photograph of the bronze sculpted head 
of what looks to be Queen Nefertiti. �e other side is composed of grey 
rough stone. A triangular white earring dangles delicately from her one 
visible ear. �e work is titled, appropriately, Homage to Edmonia Lewis. It 
serves as an apt visual accompaniment to Bearden’s superb short study of 
Lewis and her art in the book he coauthored with Harry Henderson, the 
1993 study A History of A�ican-American Artists �om 1792 to the Present.

In a nod to this approach of creating a collaged compendium of art-
ists, each of the chapters outlined above is followed by an “interlude,” that 
focuses on an artistic work by a contemporary artist. �ese ri�s on Lewis’s 
work and life connect her and her art to subsequent artists well beyond her 
speci�c métier and time period. �e terms and conditions of these inter-
ruptions suggest the ways that art is subject to change, in multiple senses. 
Speci�cally, I connect the following twentieth- and twenty-�rst-century 
artists (in order of appearance) to aspects of Lewis’s life and art: Faith 
Ringgold (1930–2024), Beverly Buchanan (1940–2015), Kent Monkman / 
Miss Chief Eagle Testickle (Cree) (b. 1965), Mickalene �omas (b. 1971), 
Simone Leigh (b. 1967), Zanele Muholi (b. 1972), and Maud Sulter (1960–
2008). Each of these seven interlocutors has something to say about Lewis 
or an aspect of her artistic legacy: �ey participate in what Christina 
Sharpe would call “wake work” that has kept and keeps Lewis current.58

It is perhaps no accident that the majority of these artists identify as 
colored or queer, or both, and as a result, can be read in proximity to queer 
aspects that some readers might see in studying Lewis’s art and life.59 �e 
ludic interludes serve as a way to look back with new eyes at her work: 
to perform a kind of about-face. �e term about-face originated with the 
English army and was deployed in the United States during the Civil War. 
It is de�ned as a complete, sudden change in position or 180-degree turn. 
�e interchapter sketches perform an about-face and seemingly turn against 
the previous views of Edmonia and her work. �e idea of the about-face 
works with the larger theoretical framework of about used throughout this 
study of Edmonia Lewis. It too has a queer valence, for at least since the 
1990s (and perhaps earlier in drag culture) the phrase “about face” has been 
used in queer communities, as in the About Face �eatre in Chicago or 
the recent art history volume edited by Jonathan Katz.60 Without doubt, 
all of this collective work con�rms curator Kinshasa Holman Conwill’s 
contention that “reading both the facts and the between-the-lines emo-
tions of the lives of [extraordinary artists such as Edmonia Lewis] is a vivid 
and moving experience.”61
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Chapter 1. A Head of Her Time

Interlude epigraph: Faith Ringgold, Picasso’s Studio, �e French Col-
lection Part I, #7.

1 Founded in 1841, the London Library moved to St. James’s Square in 
1845. London’s history is signi�cant for Lewis. Once known as Lon-
dinium when it was part of the Roman Empire, London was ruled by 
Boudicca (a woman) when it was �ghting against Roman incursions. 
�e imperial cities of London and Rome, once linked, play a part in 
our story of ancient sculptures and the diasporic movements of our 
central �gure, who lived in both cities during her lifetime. Roman 
rule of Britain ended in the ��h century. London then dates as the 
seat of government from 1066, becoming the home of Parliament and 
subsequently the capital of the United Kingdom in 1707. I thank my 
colleague Sarah Derbrew for help with this information. See Derbrew, 
Untangling Blackness in Greek Antiquity.

2 Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence.”

3 �e �rst use of the camera to capture evidence of a crime appeared 
on stage in Dion Boucicault’s play about ocular evidence, entitled �e 
Octoroon (1859). See Erdman, “Caught in the Eye of the Eternal.”

4 �e famous abolitionist Gerrit Smith (discussed in chapter 3) wrote 
a column, “Heads of the Colored People,” in Frederick Douglass’s 
newspaper, the North Star. �e vignettes in his column, printed be-
tween 1852 and 1854, described everyday black New Yorkers working 
in industries. In his biography of Douglass, David Blight writes, “In 
the term ‘Heads,’ Smith brilliantly parodied reigning racial theories 




