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Seminal stories about the United States’ endemic 
racism often focus on the bigotry of white male property 
owners, slavery and the Civil War. It hasn’t been only 
white men who have reproduced racial ideology, 
however, and the potency of white womanhood as a 
political and cultural force marks the American past. 
White women were beneficiaries of black labor under 
slavery and of black female domestic labor specifically 
under Jim Crow. Since its practice began white women 
have been the single largest demographic group to 
have benefited from affirmative action. Whether they 
affirmed racism or excused it, election data from the 
last year indicates that a national majority of white 
women voted for candidates with policy platforms that 
disproportionately harm people of color.

History is told by creating silences as much as stories, 
silences that help reproduce mythology and erase 
resistance. Dominant narratives have passed over the 
way women, white and black, have exercised agency in 
the service of their visions for the nation. Talking about 
these histories isn’t important merely as a reclamation 
project, a herstory intervention through tracking down 
women in the archives. It’s important because women 
have been crucial to the story of how power works. 
Just as it is impossible to reckon with the history of 
white supremacy without seeing the ways white women 
supported and actively advanced white political power, 
it is impossible to understand the long arc of anti-racist 
resistance without seeing the persistent intellectual and 
material labors of black women.

Grouping of 3 bricks from left to right: 1) Pattern from a quilt begun by Hannah Greenlee, former slave and freedwoman of North Carolina, perhaps in the 
1880s and finished by her daughter in 1896, sometime after Hannah’s death. 2) Pattern from a quilt made by a former enslaved woman in Bowling Green, 
Missouri, 1860. 3) Pattern from a quilt made by Harriet Powers, former enslaved woman in Georgia, 1886. Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13



The gravity of these silences has fueled tensions over 
whose voices should fill the void. 2017 was marked 
by controversies over the functions of whiteness, 
blackness and authority within visual culture. By 
authority I mean literal authorship — making — as well 
as the power purportedly exercised by those maker-
authors. Although the specifics of each episode 
are important, at root these controversies reveal 
ambivalence and disagreement about who gets to tell 
what stories, and to what ends.

The objects within Germinal take the residue of history, 
the building materials and ephemera of everyday life 
and invite us to consider the power of reproducing 
certain narratives, sometimes edifying them by erecting 
monuments, while silencing others. The patterns 
and mood of the work suggest both the way in which 
ideas about property, moral economy and nostalgia 
are embedded in familiar spaces, sites mundane and 
homespun; and the way white supremacy and the racial 
terror it fuels have been made unremarkable, obscured 
in plain sight and even genteel. There is a regional flavor 
to this imagery: references to systemic racism softened 
into a drawl.

Monuments and classic stories invite us to think about 
the way people tell stories about themselves and the 
power of those stories to inform how generations 
of people think about the past. The stories the 
Daughters of the Confederacy tell about themselves 
and their foremothers insist upon Confederate 
women’s importance while also maintaining a stance 
of innocence relative to ongoing racial violence and 
inequity. “Gone with the Wind” is about the Civil War 
South. But it is not of the 19th century. Made in 1939, 
it’s an artifact of the Jim Crow zeitgeist. The same 
goes for the vast majority of Confederate monuments. 
Instead of contemporary installations to make sure 
people did not forget something, they were erected 
in the 20th century, tracking closely with episodes of 
white resistance to integration. Both the film and the 
monuments are artifacts of their time rather than of 
their historical subjects. Yet they inform the American 
imaginary, maintaining the sentiments and supposed 
heroism of white people as central to histories better 
defined by domination.

The pattern from the dress Rosa Parks was sewing the day she sat down on 
the bus in Alabama in 1955, gouache on reclaimed Baltimore brick, 2017. 
Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13.

Protest of Jim Crow admission policy at Ford’s Theater in Baltimore in 1948, 
acrylic on Choptank River oyster, 2017. Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13.

Shirley Chisholm in 1972 — she became the first black candidate for a major 
party’s nomination for President of the United States, acrylic on Choptank 
River oyster, 2017. Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13.



Black women’s labors toward racial justice 
emerge here in the quintessential materials of 
monumentality — marble, stone, brick — and within 
the material most (and longest) identified with the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed. Oysters have been relied 
upon to clean and restore waterways as they also take 
in an irritant like sand and transform it into something 
valuable. Rendering the likenesses of activists within 
the shells of Choptank Sweets registers as a historical 
corrective and offers possibilities for how we remember 
the history of black political imagination and the 
leadership of black women.

Germinal’s accumulation is an apt juxtaposition with 
the pedestals left empty when local monuments to 
white supremacy came down this past summer. Efforts 
are underway to put something else in those spaces, 
but there is value in living with the void created by the 
act of removal — a kind of negative space that carries 
meaning as much what used to be there. The legacies of 
past horrors, in the words of the historian Michel-Rolph 
Trouillot, are possible only because of the perpetual 
renewal of practices of power and domination. The 
work within Adams’ Germinal, even as it refuses 
categorization as documentation, is an occasion for 
deciding what past we choose to acknowledge and 
what it means to be not just a narrator of that past but 
an actor in the present.

Christine Manganaro 
January, 2018

Christine Manganaro, Ph.D., is a U.S. historian and historian 
of science. She is writing a book on the colonial archive, race-
obsessed visual culture and revisionist histories of Hawai’i, 
elements of the U.S. imperial project in the early twentieth 
century. She teaches intellectual history, science studies and 
critical race theory at MICA.

The pattern on the dress civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer was wearing in 
1963 when she was arrested and then beaten in a Mississippi jail, gouache on 
reclaimed Baltimore brick, 2017. Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13

Bree Newsome — activist who removed the confederate flag at the South 
Carolina State House grounds in 2015, oil paint on Choptank River oyster, 
2017. Photo by Andrew Copeland ’13.

Georgia Tech cheerleader Raianna Brown takes a knee on the field on 
September 24, 2017, acrylic on Choptank River oyster, 2017. Photo by 
Andrew Copeland ’13.



Founded in 1826, Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA) is the oldest continuously degree-granting college of art and design in the nation. The College enrolls nearly 3,500 undergraduate, 
graduate and continuing studies students from 49 states and 65 countries in fine arts, design, electronic media, art education, liberal arts, and professional studies degree and non-credit 
programs. With art and design programs ranked in the top ten by U.S. News and World Report, MICA is pioneering interdisciplinary approaches to innovation, research, and community and 
social engagement. Alumni and programming reach around the globe, even as MICA remains a cultural cornerstone in the Baltimore/Washington region, hosting hundreds of exhibitions and 
events annually by students, faculty and other established artists.
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Glory 1902/2017, Defaced Confederate Soldiers and Sailors Monument on 
Mount Royal Avenue, oil on panel, 15” x 20”, 2017.
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www.lfadams.com

Roger Brooke Taney Monument , 1887, in storage in Baltimore, August 2017. 
Sculpture by William Henry Rinehart, commissioned by William T. Walters and 
placed by the Walters Museum in Mount Vernon Place. Photograph by Lou Joseph.


