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Stereotypy and the Womanist Tradition of Recovering Mammy 

During the Black Arts Movement, modern American artist Betye Saar employed 

stereotypy and parody to reject essentialist readings of black womanhood that the 

Mammy stereotype affords. Arguably her best-known work, Saar’s The Liberation of 

Aunt Jemima (1972) features a shadow box with three versions of Aunt Jemima. Saar’s 

shadow box display of the Mammy Aunt Jemima harkens back to a time when Aunt 

Jemima was merely a “slave in a box.”  For Saar, the Mammy stereotype becomes the 1

site of recovery and revision of this negative articulation of black womanhood. In her 

shadow box, Saar calls into question how the Mammy stereotype—as a system of 

representation that articulates the essentialist notions of black womanhood and promotes 

the legacy of the Old South mythologies—erases the physical, sexual, and reproductive 

violence African American women suffered under American slavocracy and offers a 

political call to arms against such rendering of black women. 

The Aunt Jemima on the pancake packaging and as a popular icon of the late 

nineteenth, early twentieth century is akin to Saar’s largest Mammy in her shadow box.  2

!  1



Despite Aunt Jemima’s evolution from the grotesque vision to the pearl-wearing image 

that graces the cover of pancake boxes today, Saar rightly presents us with a work of art 

that articulates the power Aunt Jemima had as a brand. At the same time, she addresses 

Aunt Jemima and the Mammy stereotype as one of the most powerful representations of 

black womanhood in American mass culture. Therefore, Saar manipulates the Mammy 

stereotype—Aunt Jemima in this particular case—as both a shorthand for the issues 

facing black womanhood in representation, and as a site in American popular culture 

where consumerism and the stereotype meet and become intricately intertwined. 

The first image in Saar’s shadowbox is the largest Aunt Jemima with a broom and 

a pistol in one hand and shotgun in her other. Her skin is black as coal, her teeth and eyes 

a bright white, and her nose is wide and looks almost to be snarling. She is wearing what 

is deemed the traditional Mammy costume: a large dress to hide her sex and a red and 

white, checkered headscarf covering her hair. This Mammy has exaggerated bright red 

lips reminiscent of makeup used in minstrel shows. The figure is grotesque and almost 

uncomfortable to look at. This historically accurate representation of Aunt Jemima circa 

1889 creates the foundation for the two other representations of Mammy to be 

contextualized in terms of the legacy of Mammy in representation. The second visage of 

Aunt Jemima is set as a backdrop of the shadow box; she is the new and improved, 

almost attractive Aunt Jemima with a soft, pleasing smile, lighter skin, and “less 

offensive” black features. This Jemima has a scarf not as a head wrap, but rather a 

headband to keep her hair out of her now “lovely” face. The middle image of Mammy is 
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small and in the center of the shadow box, and she is wearing the skirt of the oversized 

Mammy. This cartooned Jemima hitches up a squalling mulatto child on her hip, and 

covering her skirt is a larger than life Black Power fist, invoking the politics of the 

militant racial equality and self-respecting blackness. As Margaret Lazzari and Dona 

Schlesier eloquently observe, “the idea of Aunt Jemima, in any of its forms, can no longer 

seem innocuous. Saar enshrined these images in a shallow glass display box to make 

them venerable.”  3

Saar’s choice to interrogate the Mammy stereotype compels spectators to confront 

the sexual violence African American women endured during the reign of American 

slavery. Counter to the image of gentle motherhood that the Mammy stereotype affords, 

slave women survived sexual assaults from multiple points. Dorothy Roberts contends 

not only did black women suffer from the grueling pains of plantation work; the 

psychological toil of slavery extended to their reproductive activities. Their ability to 

reproduce more slaves as well as to toil made the black female slave that much more 

vulnerable to the brutality of the slave system. For Roberts, “here lies one of slavery’s 

most odious features: it forced its victims to perpetuate the very institution that 

subjugated them by bearing children who were born property of their masters.”  4

Moreover, the sexual concubinage of this institution made rape not only sanctioned, but 

also profitable. It is no wonder then that the Mammy of Saar’s invention carries not only 

a broom, but also a shotgun and a pistol; Saar’s Mammy is willing to protect herself from 

brutality “by any means necessary,” as the Black Power fist in the center of her work 

!  3



emphasizes. By empowering the Mammy Aunt Jemima, Saar provides a more militant 

model of black womanhood that addresses the legacy of the Mammy stereotype while 

providing an alternative ending to Old South mythologies.   

The use of the Mammy stereotype as a means to recover black womanhood by 

African American female artists is not limited to the realm of visual art during the Black 

Arts Movement, but rather signals a tradition that is taken up by a post-Civil Rights 

generation of black female artists. In drama of the 1990s, playwrights Breena Clarke and 

Glenda Dickerson attend to the representation of black womanhood embodied by the 

Mammy stereotype in Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A Menstrual Show (1992), as does 

and Marcia L. Leslie in The Trial of One Short-Sighted Black Woman vs. Mammy Louise 

and Safreeta Mae (1999). In both cases, the Mammy stereotype is given a voice to 

express what it has meant for contemporary black women to carry this burden of 

representation. In Re/membering Aunt Jemima, Clarke and Dickerson craft a play that 

takes the form of an all-female minstrel show, which they term menstrual show, an 

obvious play on words that inserts African American female performers into the minstrel 

tradition that was mostly dominated by male performers.  Naming themselves 5

“playmagicianwrights,” Clarke and Dickerson articulate their motivation behind writing 

the menstrual show: “Contemporary Black women are all but invisible in a popular 

culture and society which fears and loathes us unless we can be fitted comfortably into 

recognizable stereotypes: the Mammy, the Sapphire, the Jezebel, and Tragic Mulatto. The 

playmagicianwrights chose to use the minstrel format and its most potent devise—
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innovative word-play (malapropisms, puns, conundrums, and double entendres) in an 

attempt to write Black female identity into existence on the world stage.”  For the 6

“playmagicianwrights,” African American women remain disenfranchised by 

stereotypical representation of black womanhood in popular culture, even in the 1990s. 

By utilizing the minstrel tradition, parody, and stereotypy that relies on “innovative word-

play,” Clarke and Dickerson’s dramaturgy makes visible both this burden of black 

representation and the historical and social factors contributing to this state of cultural 

affairs in the U.S. 

Likewise, in The Trial of One Short-Sighted Black Woman vs. Mammy Louise and 

Safreeta Mae, Marcia L. Leslie crafts a three hour courtroom drama in which the 

stereotypes Mammy and Jezebel are on trial for crimes against black womanhood. 

Victoria, the “short-sighted black woman,” sues two slaves, Mammy Louise and her 

daughter Safreeta Mae, for “willfully conspiring with major chroniclers of American 

history to place all black women in disgrace.”  According to Victoria, an upwardly 7

mobile African American woman stuck in a lucrative but dead-end job, the mother and 

daughter are directly responsible for the glass ceiling that exists in her current position 

with a high-tech company. Leslie incorporates images of black women in popular culture 

(specifically in film and television) as evidence to support Victoria’s argument. However, 

Louise and Safreeta Mae counter that it is Victoria and people like her that have no 

understanding of their cultural past. Stridently, Leslie articulates American slavocracy as 

particularly hostile to black women, who under this institution were sexually and 
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psychologically held hostage not just in representation, but as human beings. What is 

striking about Leslie’s play is that the concept of representation is addressed both legally 

and culturally, leading spectators to conclude that black womanhood in representation 

remains intricately linked to a past and present marred by the politics of racial hierarchy 

in U.S. culture. In the case of both The Trial of One Short-Sighted Black Woman vs. 

Mammy Louise and Safreeta Mae and Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A Menstrual Show, 

the employment of stereotypy allows for representations of black womanhood to be 

recuperated from the one dimensional articulations of African American women in 

popular culture. In other words, Leslie, Clarke, and Dickerson manipulate the Mammy 

stereotype to dissect and illumine the historical legacy of racial oppression inherent in all 

stereotypical renderings of African American women in popular American culture. By 

rewriting history through the black female stereotype in representation, these post-Civil 

Rights dramatists offer an alternative to the one-dimensional characterizations of black 

womanhood. It is this tradition that Cheryl Dunye’s film speaks to in her creation of Fae 

Richards, the Watermelon Woman.

. Taken from the title of M.M. Manning’s book Slave in a Box: The Strange Career of Aunt 1

Jemima (Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 1998).

. Aunt Jemima first became a famous Mammy in mass culture as the result of a most popular 2

minstrel song of the day called “Old Aunt Jemima.” Written and performed by the successful black minstrel 
Billy Kersands from 1870 to 1900, the song launched Kersands’ career and made him the highest paid 
minstrel of the time. The popularity of the song garnered national attention, so much so that other minstrels 
included the song in their acts. In 1889, the black minstrel team of Baker and Farrell performed “Old Aunt 
Jemima” in blackface and drag, with the handkerchief and full Mammy dress in a vaudevillian venue in St. 
Joseph, Missouri, where entrepreneur Chris L. Rutt first came up with the idea of having Aunt Jemima as a 
spokesperson and image for his self-rising pancake mix.  See Marilyn Kern-Foxworth, Aunt Jemima, Uncle 
Ben, and Rastas: Blacks in Advertising Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 1994), 64-5.
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. Margaret Lazzari and Dona Schlesier, Exploring Art (Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005) 3

402. Quotation taken from http://www.arts.arizona.edu/are476/files/saar.htm. 

. Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body, 24.4

. This is not to say that there were not African American female minstrels. Minstrel show 5

performers were first white men playing black men and women in burnt cork and drag beginning in the late 
1820s. Representations of black females in these shows included “wench songs” that commented on the 
perceived dysfunction of African American male/female romantic encounters. Black minstrels then took up 
the tradition of playing black men and women in burnt cork and drag. It was not until the 1890s that white 
women performed on the minstrel stage; however, these actresses did not blacken up to become black 
women, but rather played to type as “authentic” white women—representing on stage innocent and 
precious white womanhood—that served as a foil to white male minstrels’ performance of black women in 
drag. Otherwise, these early white minstrel actresses performed in drag as white men. Black women 
minstrels performed as two types: black women, also without the burnt cork, and as black male 
impersonators. See Annemarie Bean’s “Black Minstrelsy and Double Inversion, circa 1890” in African 
American Performance and Theater History: A Critical Reader, ed. Harry J. Elam, Jr. & David Krasner 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 173-176, 178-187. The last decade of 19th century well into the 
early 20th required a response to the American populace’s call for more authenticity in representation of 
blacks—both male and female—in popular culture. This call for authenticity reflects the beginnings of 
modernism, and for what T.J. Jackson Lears’ describes as “the fin-de-siècle yearning for authentic 
experience.” See David Krasner’s discussion of American modernism and its intersection with and 
influence on black minstrelsy and black (musical) theatre traditions in Resistance, Parody, and Double 
Consciousness in African American Theatre, 1895-1910 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 18-25. Black 
minstrel tropes capitalized on this cultural sea change by billing their minstrel shows as real, authentic 
representations of black life. 

. Brenda Clarke and Glenda Dickerson, Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A Menstrual Show in 6

Colored Contradictions: An Anthology of Contemporary African American Plays, ed. Harry J. Elam, Jr. and 
Robert Alexander (New York: The Penguin Group, 1996), 143.

. Kin Eull, “Signifyin(g) Ritual: Subverting Stereotypes, Salvaging Icons,” African American 7

Review 31, no. 4, Contemporary Theatre Issue (Winter, 1997): 667-675.
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