
 

ARTS 450:  
SLAVERY AND THE 
PROBLEM OF THE 

VISUAL 
 
Time  T 1:00-2:50 PM 
Location Art Building 172 
 
Professor  Matthew Rarey  
Email  mrarey@oberlin.edu 
Office  Art Building 104 (x58129) 
Office Hours T 3:00-4:30, and by appt. 
 
Anonymous, Flora’s Profile, 1796 (detail) 

  
Course Description and Format 
What aesthetic strategies can we, or should we, use to try to visualize the history of trans-Atlantic slavery? Or, 
is the development of visual culture itself so intimately related to the history of enslavement that the task is 
impossible? And if so, is it still important to try? Through a series of case studies spanning the Atlantic world, 
this seminar thinks with the visual culture of slavery as one of trauma, witnessing, memory, racial and 
gendered subjectivity, and cross-cultural conceptions of enslavement. Our collective goal is to develop ideas 
and visual practices that allow for survival, engagement, and resistance across often un-navigable terrain. 
 
This course is a seminar. This means our class meetings are give-and-take discussions, in which the dialogue 
emerges from major questions posed by the readings and the artworks we see in and out of class. You should 
come to class each day prepared with a series of highlighted passages or ideas you found productive or troubling, 
along with a willingness to articulate these to your classmates. 
 
The course is divided into two halves. In the first half, we will delve deeply into a series of themes related to the 
problem of visually representing slavery. During this time you will familiarize yourself with the major issues 
related to the visual culture of slavery, and will begin to form your own burning question in response to these 
issues. In the second half of class, after spring break, the reading level is reduced in order for you to focus on a 
written or artistic response to a problem of your choice. During this time, our classes will be dedicated to seeing 
how different contemporary artists, authors, and scholars have sought to dialogue with the memory of slavery and 
its continued legacies through contemporary artworks, memoirs, scholarship, and memorials. 
 
Some words in the face of a difficult topic 
This course directly engages with images, readings, and ideas that many will find sensitive, difficult, or troubling. 
Central questions include whether or not we should reproduce this material; if so, how one should look at and 
talk about it; and how we can respond to the power it still holds. As such, this class seeks to interrogate our 
ethical obligations as witnesses, as scholars, and as heirs to the memory of slavery in a society founded upon it. 
Some students may choose to forego certain optional class readings, and no student will be penalized for 
choosing to not engage certain images and points of discussion. This class does not judge your response to the 
material; it only asks you develop the language to critically analyze it inside ongoing discourses. 

mailto:mrarey@oberlin.edu
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Class Policies (aka “The Contract”) 
 
Presences and Absences  
During each class day, I pledge to be physically present and intellectually motivated to share the course 
material with you. I expect you to do the same. This means having engaged with and responded to the 
reading, prepared questions about it, and being ready to contribute to the discussion. 
 
With this expectation in place, this course has no attendance policy: you do not get points for coming to class, 
nor do you lose points for missing class. That said, a portion of your grade is based on the quality of your 
contributions to class discussion – an impossible task unless you attend – as well as your leadership in shaping 
the discussion on a particular day you choose. Neither I nor your classmates are responsible for material you 
missed if you did not attend class on a given day. 
 
Communication 
Whenever possible, I like to meet in person. Even the smallest questions get at larger issues and ideas, so 
please, try to come to see me before or after class, during office hours, or make an appointment by emailing 
me with two or three times that work for you. 
 
If you really must ask a question by email, know I only check emails between 8am and 6pm, Monday through 
Friday. I respond to them in the order in which they are received. I pledge to answer all received emails 
within 48 hours. For example, if you email me at 5pm Thursday, I will respond by 5pm the following 
Monday. Please plan accordingly: if that 5pm Thursday email is about an assignment due Monday afternoon, 
I may not have time to get back to you. 
 
Electronics 
I have a very, very strong bias against using computers in class for reasons I will discuss further. If you decide 
you must use one, you may use it only to take notes and/or to consult the class readings. If you use a laptop, 
you may not sit in front of, or parallel to, anyone not using a laptop. Cell phones are not allowed in class. 
 
Late Work 
All work is due no later than the beginning of class (1:00 PM) on the day listed in the syllabus below. 
Assignments are docked one mark up to each 24 hours they are late. For example, if an otherwise B+ paper is 
due at 1:00 PM on Monday, and I receive it between 2PM Monday and 1PM Tuesday, the grade moves to a 
B.  
 
Extensions and Revisions  
All students, however, are allowed the following. First, you are granted one no-questions-asked 48-hour 
extension, which you must request in writing, presented in person, absolutely no later than the assignment’s 
original due date. Second, I am a firm believer in revising and re-writing as a key part of the writing process. 
To this end, you are allowed to engage my comments on a previously-graded assignment, and turn it back 
into me for a new assessment. I must receive these revisions within fourteen days of when you receive 
comments back from me (revisions will not be accepted for the final paper/project). I will assess the thought 
and effort put into engaging with my comments, and revise the grade accordingly. 
 
The Honor Code 
Oberlin’s Honor Code is the foundation that supports our culture of serious intellectual debate and mutual 
respect. As such, I take it very seriously and trust you will do the same. Please take the time to review the Honor 
Code, especially if you are new to Oberlin: http://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/academic-resources-and-
support/honor-code.dot 
 
 

http://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/academic-resources-and-support/honor-code.dot
http://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/academic-resources-and-support/honor-code.dot
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At the top of each assignment and/or exam in this course, you must write the following: “I pledge that I have 
adhered to the Honor Code in this assignment” and then sign it. Your work will not be considered to have been 
turned in until you have written and signed this pledge. Writing this pledge shows me that what you turn in is 
principally a reflection of your ideas, accompanied by proper academic sources. If you have any questions about 
acceptable citation practices, please consult the brief discussion in Sylvan Barnet, A Short Guide to Writing about 
Art, 6th edition, (New York, Longman: 2000), or the extended version in the Chicago Manual of Style, 14th 
edition, (Chicago: 1993), both available in the Art Library’s reference section. You may also consult 
https://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/departments/gender/writing-research/citations.dot . 
 
Students with documented disabilities 
If you have a disability that requires special accommodations to maximize your learning and participation, please 
see me during the first two weeks of class to discuss support. If you have not done so, you will need to make an 
appointment to receive official documentation from the Office of Disability Services, located in Peters Hall G-
27/28. (http://new.oberlin.edu/office/disability-services/accommodations/index.dot).  
 
Course Requirements and Assignments 
Note: ALL assignments must be completed in order to pass the course. 
 
Readings (Complete prior to each class session) 
Each day’s discussion topic is accompanied by a series reading, which are written underneath the day’s topic 
title in the syllabus below. The readings are in a numerical order: this is the order in which I would like you to 
read them. You can find all the class readings online as PDF files on Blackboard. Readings are divided by 
class day, and listed in the order they appear on the syllabus. You are also required to purchase one book, 
available at the Oberlin College Bookstore: 
 

Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (2007) 
 
This class has a heavy amount of reading. We will be working on the skill of reading for argument, 
methodology, and major questions (as opposed to reading for content). 
 
Class Participation and Discussion Leadership 
This course requires all students, and me, to contribute equally to the discussion. If you are prone to silence, 
this is the space to develop the skill to speak in large groups. In addition, on each day, one or two students 
will “lead” discussion by giving a short presentation with the following:  
 

1) A highlighted passage, idea, or concept from a reading they found particularly intriguing; 
2) A burning question that critiques, extends, or adapts the identified concept; 
3) A discussion of an image/object (preferably new to class) through which you tackle the question. 

 
This format is designed to encourage you to take intellectual risks, make you comfortable with being 
uncomfortable, and work with knowledge as an ongoing process (as opposed to a goal). Engage with the 
readings prior to every class session, and come to seminar prepared to keep the discussion going, and to steer 
it in new directions. This helps everyone to learn from you as much as it helps to sort out your own thoughts.  
 
Class Project 
The majority of your grade in this class is from a series of papers that build to a final project, described in 
further detail below, and in handouts that will be provided in person as well as on Blackboard over the course 
of the semester. Each paper is meant to respond to the course content we tackled prior to its due date, as well 
as push your thinking on a central problem or question with which you want to engage. I accept these papers 
by either electronic submission (Blackboard), e-mail, or hard copy. Grading Rubric for Papers will be 
delineated on each assignment’s handout. 
 

https://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/departments/gender/writing-research/citations.dot
http://new.oberlin.edu/office/disability-services/accommodations/index.dot
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You have a choice of two possible final projects for this class:  
1) In the 13-15 page Original Essay option, you will analyze a pre-existing work or set of works as 

they test out or extend a question you develop in response to the class readings. A series of 
papers will first ask you to develop a central question you wish to tackle, then to select a work or 
set of works that you feel extend or re-work that question, and finally to analyze what work the 
object you chose does in response to the question you posed. 

2) The Creative Project option differs from the Original Essay in that rather than select a pre-
existing work, you will create a work that develops out of, and responds to, your question. This 
may, for example, take the form of an installation, a recorded performance, or a plan for a 
memorial/monument. You will also write a a 6-8 page paper describing what aesthetic work your 
project does in relation to both your problem and the issues raised in class. This paper is shorter 
than that for the original essay on the understanding you will dedicate more time and energy to 
your work’s creation, not because the essay should be any less intellectually rigorous. 

 
You must meet with me in person between February 24 and March 11 to discuss your initial problem 
statement as well as select a project option. Further assignments include: 
 
Meditation on the Problem: Due February 9 
When we construe the visual as a “problem” in reference to slavery, what do we mean? A problem for who, 
and in what sense? Write a 2-page paper contrasting two key ideas derived from the readings for February 9. 
This paper need not be formal; it should simply reflect your thoughtful engagement with two class texts. 
 
Initial Problem Statement: Due February 23 
Write a 2-page statement that describes the interpretive problem you wish to address in your final project. 
Discuss not only your personal investment in this problem, but why it is significant for a wider audience. This 
paper ideally engages specific issues raised in the readings, but is by no means required to do so. 
 
Proposal and Visual Analysis: Due March 15 
By this day, you must choose to pursue the Original Essay option or the Creative Project option. If you chose 

1) The Original Essay Option: You will turn in a 5-7 page paper that outlines  
a. The central problem you have decided to tackle in your project, and why it is significant;  
b. How your problem specifically responds to issues raised by the class readings, as well as 

a summary of those authors and their arguments; 
c. A discussion of an artwork, or set of works, which you believe will allow you to 

effectively think through your problem, and a justification of why. 
2) The Creative Project Option: You will turn in a 4-5 page paper that outlines  

a. The central problem you have decided to tackle in your project, and why it is significant;  
b. How your problem specifically responds to issues raised by the class readings, as well as 

a summary of those authors and their arguments; 
c. An initial proposal of what you will produce that will help you think through this 

problem, as well as a preliminary discussion of what form it will take. 
 
Changing Thinking Essay: Due April 12 
In this paper, all students will write a 5-7 page narrative that describes how they thinking has evolved, 
changed, or been re-directed since their initial problem statement from February 23. You may think of this 
paper as a narrated annotated bibliography, where the bibliography may consist of readings, discussions, and 
outside life events.  
 
Project Presentations: April 26 and May 3 
Over the course of these two class meetings, all students will deliver a 15-minute presentation outlining their 
central question, images, and final project. This is understood as an opportunity to gain feedback and 
questions on a topic still in progress, not as a summary of a completed work. 
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REQUIRED ASSIGNMENTS AND DUE DATES 
Weight  Assignment    Due Date 
20  Participation and Discussion Leadership Determined by student 
Ungraded Meditation on the problem  February 9 
5  Initial Problem Statement  February 23 
10  Proposal and Visual Analysis  March 15 
15  Changing Thinking Essay  April 12 
10  Final Project Presentation  April 26 or May 3 
40  Final Project    May 14 at 11 AM 

 
SCHEDULE OF TOPICS, READINGS, and ASSIGNMENTS 

 
T Feb 02 Introduction to the class and syllabus 
 
T Feb 09 The Problem 

1. Mirzoeff, “The Ordering of Slavery” 
2. Cobb, “A Peculiarly ‘Ocular’ Institution” 
3. Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” 
4. Douglass, “Narrative” 
 

T Feb 16 Bindings: Servitude in the Afro-Atlantic Religions 
1. Blier, “African Vodun” 
2. Rush, “Vodun of Slave Remembrance” 
3. Matory, “Free to Be a Slave” 

 
T Feb 23 Passages: The Sea as History 

1. Baquaqua, “Biography” 
2. Wood, “The irrecoverable” 
3. Gilroy, “The Black Atlantic” 
4. Baucom, “Liverpool” 

   
T Mar 01 Labors: Landscaping and Slavery’s Aesthetics 

1. Quilley, “The Lie of the Land” 
2. Casid, “Countercolonial Landscapes” 
3. Shaw, “Spirit Memoryscape” 
4. hooks, “Diasporic Landscapes of Longing” 

 
T Mar 08 Captures: Contesting Portraiture 

1. Rosenthal and Lugo-Ortiz, “Envisioning Slave Portraiture” 
2. Nelson, “Slavery, Portraiture, and the Colonial Limits of Canadian Art History” 
3. Wallis, “Black Bodies, White Science” 
4. Gates, “Frederick Douglass’s Camera Obscura” 

 
T Mar 15 Freedoms: Abolition’s Long Shadow (Meet in Special Collections Library) 

1. Wood, “The Arts and Crafts of Freedom” 
2. Trodd, “Am I Still Not a Man and a Brother?” 
 

T Mar 22 Spring Break – No Class 
 
T Mar 29 Returns: Confronting Memory and Loss 

1. Hartman, Lose Your Mother 
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T Apr 05 Workshop with Ana Lucia Araujo 
1. Araujo, “Black Brazil as Satirical Commentary” 
2. Araujo, “Iconic Rebels” 
 

T Apr 12 Sites: Memorials and Displays 
1. Bernier and Newman, “Public Art, Artefacts, and Atlantic Slavery” 
2. Johnson, “Time, Space, and Memory at Whitney Plantation”  
3. Tillett, “The President’s House” 
4. Wood, “The Museu do Negro” 

 
T Apr 19 Runaways: Fleeing Representation 

1. Fusco, “The Bodies Were Not Ours” 
2. Copeland, “Glenn Ligon” 
3. Thompson, “The Sound of Light” 
 

T Apr 26 Final Project Presentations 
 
T May 03 Final Project Presentations 
 
S May 14 Final Project due via email or in my mailbox (Art 166) by 11 AM. 
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