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Kara Walker is a contemporary artist and painter who uses her works to explore social 
issues prevalent in her life. Her prints, drawings, and installations beautify the South along with 
social issues and race problems. Most of her works consist of black cut-out silhouettes which are 
captured in the middle of a dramatic scene. She uses her works to depict history in which she 
shares a place of unity.”	Beauty is just kind of an accident. Beauty is just a happenstance”1. 
Walker depicts a version of history frozen at its climax. Her works often deal with African 
American racial identity and pre civil war United States. 

Kara Walker uses her art to tell black history and how it has affected being an African 
American. “She seems to question and refute Southern mythology even as she conjures it, 
simultaneously celebrating and dashing it to the ground.”2 Her goal is to turn art into a personal 
experience for the viewer. She accomplishes this by creating graphic scenes that are high 
contrast, filled with violence and sexuality. Walker first made her artistic debut in 1994 with a 
wall installation titled, Gone: An Historical Romance of a Civil War as It Occurred b'tween the 
Dusky Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart (1994). Walker was able to critique 
historical narratives through the use of her eighteenth century style silhouette cut outs. The title 
of her first installation is referencing the 1939 novel Gone with the Wind. “Walker’s narrative 
begins and ends with coupled figures, the chain of tragicomic, turbulent imagery refutes the 
promise of romance and confounds conventional attributions of power and oppression.”3 The 
installation uses elements that are stereotypical of 19th century southern life. Placing characters 
with exaggerated traits is Walker’s way of capturing attention. Simplifying these characters to 
silhouettes has allowed walker to be able to convey visually what racism is. Walkers debut 
installation was met with overwhelming praise and has allowed for her to transform silhouettes 

into a new type of history. 

Walker received large amounts 
of praise for her first installation and 
sought to continue to use a silhouette 
to make her political statements. The 
End of Uncle Tom and the Grand 
Allegorical Tableau of Eva in Heaven 
(1995) is a cyclorama inspired 
installation. The use of curved spaces 
draws allusions to the inevitability of 

the past, the cycle of inequality which humans are trapped. this scene is distantly inspired by the 
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It consists of 
fading figures who are in the midst of the 
torture, murder and assault on the 
American South. Two women and child 
are nursing each other, while three 
children stand around a women holding 
an axe. Walker’s use of form and shape 
creates ambiguity in interpretation. 
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Walker’s use of silhouette depicts everything to be in the same setting and the same 
color. This lack of precise details leaves much of the story open for different interpretations. Her 
use of silhouettes leaves the onlooker puzzled an in thought. Unaware at what they are looking 
at, the black outlines serve as a perfect metaphor for stereotypes placed on people. During the 
1990’s, Walker’s most powerful works dealt with racism and civil war era issues. John Brown 
(1996) is piece done in sepia gouache which depicts abolitionist hero John Brown. Historically 
Brown stopped to kiss a child in the arms of its mother on his walk to the gallows. In Walker’s 
view of history, Brown is half-naked, demoralized and in clear pain. He seems to be pulling 
away from the mother while the child is grabbing onto Brown’s nipple, craving sustenance. 

Brown’s inability to provide for the child is meant to symbolize the 
lack of opposition to slavery. Walker’s casting a famous 
abolitionist hero as the contrasting role, allows her to ask whether 
or not people are worthy of their heroic status. This sentiment 
made Walker face a large amount of criticism, “she was being 
vilified for dealing in stereotypes in an opportunistic way, playing 
to the white art-world establishment.”4 John Brown is one of 
Walker’s earliest pieces and lead the way for her artistic vision 
coupled with critical perceptions of race history. 

Kara Walker continued to stir controversy with her 
elaborate silhouette installations. She sought to tackle more 
controversial topics through her art work. Walker completed a wall 
installation titled No Mere Words Can Adequately Reflect the 
Remorse This Negress Feels At Having Been Cast Into Such A 
Lowly State By Her Former Masters And So It Is With A Humble 
Heart That She Brings About Their Physical Ruin And Earthly 

Demise (1999). Walker’s goal of this piece was to convey sadness, she sought to use her artistic 
medium to create emotions. The installation has a dark background in which white swans 
emerge, contrasting with the back. Upon further inspection there are black silhouettes of human 
heads attached to the swans. Surrounding the swans are what appears to be three blind figures. 
One of these figures is removing her eyes, as if symbolizing the fates of Greek mythology. To 
the right of her lie another silhouette raising her arm in triumph. The overall purpose of the piece 
is hard to gauge at first. Many critics opposed 
her works, especially this particular 
installation. Walker’s message behind this 
piece was to spur conversation about race. 
“They also point to how stereotypes and 
clichés continue to manipulate our 
consciousness and shape the notion of 
ourselves.”5 The installation’s goal was to spur 
thought, to create a conversation within the 
onlookers about the reality of history. 
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As time went on Walker began to gain more and more notoriety. As she became 
increasingly renowned she began to experiment with light and its effect. Daytown Rebellion 
(2001) is the installation by Walker in which she began to play with light and dimension. The 
installation is made up of over a dozen silhouette figures pated onto 37 feet of a gallery wall. 
Walker then projected colored lights onto the ceiling, walls and floor. This light added an extra 
effect to the piece, it gained an experimental, psychedelic feel. The projected light caused the 
shadows of visitors to be cast onto the walls. This intertwined Walker’s silhouettes with the 
silhouettes of the visitors. This brought her works meaning beyond informative but instead 
immersed the viewer in a part of the historical experience. The interconnection of real life with 
the silhouettes causes people to compare their own lives with the fictitious characters depicted. 

Walker was faced with many 
negative reviews and critiques of 
her work. She justified her use of 
sharp humor and mockery by 
pointing out the effectiveness of 
her works. “I think the anger 
that's directed at the work is 
because there's a self-deprecating 
voice that has to exist to make 
this work. There is a danger in 
being reflective and feeling 
culpable.”6 Despite the criticism, 
Walker’s experimental use of 
light and dimension was overall a 
success. 

Endless Conundrum, An 
African Anonymous Adventuress (2001) is an installation gallery piece. The work is an expansion 
of Walker’s subject matter, shifting from African American relations to examining the role of 
African tribal art. The installation draws on western art’s movement from realism to 
expressionism and representative art.  The piece consists of multiple silhouettes that are 
reminiscent of tribal art. The piece pays homage to African and African American culture. 
“Walker's work highlights the power dynamics behind the cultural exchanges, appropriations, 
and combinations that are part of our society today.”7 Walker has continued to use her style of 
work to promote her project of modernism. She makes use of the ambiguity of a black form and 
uses this to her advantage. 

After much success from her Installation 
Stills, Walker began to bring her historical 
silhouettes to life. Song of the South (2005) is a 
shadow puppet performance using a makeshift set. 
The work continues her study with light, shadows, 
projections and performance. The live action piece is 
a play on the iconic Disney film with the same title. 
In the film a young black artist follows path of white 
experiences and gains a very familiar slave like 
relationship. The installation is made out of a circle 
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of trees draped with Spanish moss. At the left a projector plays a film on loop depicting a theatric 
plot of shadows that is impossible to follow. On the right a second projectors display a chain of 
linked black figures being dragged across the screen. The play is an eight scene story which 
follows the fictional life of an African-American slave. This 2005 installation piece was 
wonderfully received by critics. “"There's the amazingly fluid and beautiful line of the 
silhouettes. In terms of craft, they are very striking and seductive.”8 Her emotionally unstable and 
striking works are meant to instill emotion and educated the onlooker to question stereotypes. 

Kara Walker’s artwork has grown and changed over the years. She began to experiment 
with new forms of art and expression. One of her most recent pieces is also her largest and most 
ambitious project. The Marvelous Sugar Baby is an 80-ton sugar sculpture. The sculpture was 
commissioned in Brooklyn’s former sugar factory. The sculpture is enormous, resembling a 
southern slave in the form of a sphinx. Walker uses the sugar as a metaphor. Not only does it’s 
aesthetic represent clean and pure quality. The use of sugar is meant to highlight the slave trade, 
which was crucial to sugar production. The 40-foot tall sculpture was chosen to highlight the 
warehouse and the role it played. "If you think about her history of work, in terms of slavery and 
the sugar trade, and labor and migration, there could not be a more resonant site.”9 Walker’s use 
of space, takes advantage of location and history to convey powerful gestures opposing 
oppression.  

History is Walker primary muse. She uses her 
works to show how history has affected African 
Americans. Many people find offense in her works, 
citing them as too graphic or explicit. These negative 
stereotypes offend people, but that is her goal. Not to 
offend people, but to show history in such a manner that 
it creates a sense of physical urgency can cause the 
onlooker to think and process what is in front of them. 
Walker’s success can be attributed to a great many 
things, some critics argue that her fame is due to her 
subject, not her quality. “Some would argue that her appeal lies at least in part in her political 
correctness. “'In a pop culture sense, we,' meaning blacks, 'are very hot,’”9 This sentiment is that 
her fame is due to society’s current trend, that her political, historical installments are a form of 
placation. This most likely is not that case. Walker has mastered using form, space and light to 
convey entire scenes and tell a story. Her use of paper cut silhouettes is not original, but it’s 
unique for the time period. Silhouette art was widespread during the 18th century often used more 
for craft than art. Walker’s use of this artistic medium had very different subject matter than 
traditional shadows. Her works contains dynamic stories which focuses on a young black 
woman, defying the preconceptions of being an obedient victimized female slave. In walker’s 
version of history, the Female is the star, seducing her masters, and standing firm against 
oppression. Her audience is everyone; Walker does not have a specific genre she is trying to 
reach. Her overall purpose is to bring awareness to the world and cause people to question 
history. Her work is a question, not an answer. The dramatic scenes she creates using cut paper 
silhouettes never change, they are paused at the climax of drama, poised to change but never 
going to. This symbolizes the race relations in the United States, always escalating but never 
being resolved. Kara Walker is an outstanding dramatic artist. She makes use of form, value, and 
light to incite conversation in society. 
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