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 from a letter to Emily Coleman, cited in Loncraine, xi.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

i. Why Nugent?   

 

Richard Bruce Nugent, the only “openly gay” writer from the 

‘Harlem/New Negro Renaissance,’ has been described by Thomas Wirth, 

his literary executor, as a “gay rebel of the Harlem Renaissance” [Fig. 1]. 

Up until recently, there has been little scholarly interest in Nugent’s work, 

and he was often considered a minor figure, a bit player, someone who 

knew some important people, was a good source of information for later 

historians, wrote one good story, and produced a few minor drawings. 

Wirth’s 2002 anthology, Gay Rebel of the Harlem Renaissance: Selections 

from the Work of Richard Bruce Nugent, aimed to present Nugent’s 

extended body of work to a wider public, including the requisite scholarly 

apparatus and an extensive introduction, which worked to describe the 

cultural and personal context of Nugent’s work. Aside from a few scattered 

critical essays,
2
 however, there has yet to be a systematic critical analysis of 

Nugent’s work.  

This study will aim to fill this gap within the literature on the period. 

It will not, however, limit itself to this. While expanding the 

comprehensiveness of the historical record is important, Wirth’s anthology 

                                            
2 For a detailed account of Nugent’s reception, see Chapter One.  
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largely accomplishes this. And though describing how certain works can be 

beautiful, or even sublime, is perhaps one of the great secondary benefits of 

engaging in critical inquiry, it is not, nor should it be, its aim. For even 

though  
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Fig. 1 – Nugent in a Hoboken café, mid-1980’s. 

 

 

 

it is certainly important to describe the work of the unsung, if this study is 



 

4 

to be a truly critical inquiry, there needs to be more than history and/or 

aesthetics at issue. But to create a theory of why a set of works needs to be 

seen as important, according to a variety of potential or even new criteria, 

goes beyond the domains of cultural history or aesthetics, and begins to 

pose the question of how it is that standards, evaluative criteria, taxonomic 

categorizations, and theoretical approaches come about. This work will 

therefore aim to demonstrate not only how and why Nugent’s works are 

important, but why they need to be important, and why the creation of a 

perspective from which they can be seen as important is itself of value. In 

the process, an effort will also be made to show how this perspective allows 

for the depth, vitality, power, and resonant beauty of Nugent’s works to 

shine forth in new and potentially unexpected ways.  

  But what is this perspective from which Nugent’s body of works 

can, and need, be seen as important? While much of the rest of this study 

will be spent describing the details whereby this new point of view can be 

constructed, the overarching approach guiding this work can be best 

summed up in the notions of the intersectional or the relational. The 

movement towards examining relations and intersections, rather than 

cultural objects and subjects isolated form each other and their various 

contexts, not only describes a new movement within critical inquiry which, 

in various forms, is currently sweeping across the arts and sciences in the 
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later half of the twentieth century. It is also, I will argue, a means whereby 

many of the mechanisms employed by contemporary forms of power to 

dominate the disenfranchised (mechanisms such as the division, reification, 

and atomization of objects, subjects, groups, and processes), can be 

described, historicized, and made subject to critique.  

Nugent’s multiply marginal works, sitting both inside yet oddly 

outside traditional the approaches of modernist, African-American, and 

early forms of ‘Gay and Lesbian Studies,’ occupies a relatively unique 

position whereby to articulate what these approaches miss. By showing 

exactly how Nugent’s works articulate a cross-roads between these 

disciplinary boundaries, it becomes possible to not only describe new, 

hybrid methods of interpretation derived from combinations of fragments of 

prior models, but to allow the manner in which Nugent was seen as an 

exception, and how this changed over time, to help demonstrate, and 

historicize, the limitations of the narratives whereby these disciplinary 

boundaries were formed.  

It is in this sense that this study will work to move beyond some of 

the limitations of previous forms of critique which aimed, in the wake of the 

critique of identity politics first articulated by activists in the mid-1980’s, to 

move beyond identity-based models of reading. While theorists such as 

Homi K. Bhabha, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Édouard Glissant have articulated 
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modes of reading based around terms such as hybridity, mestizaje, or 

créolité, each of these terms retains metaphoric resonances which tie them 

to the discourses of their emergence, such as race, ethnicity, class, language, 

etc.
3
 While the contribution of these scholars is without question, and has 

worked to not only show the blindspots of dominant modes of thinking, but 

to help articulate powerful counter-discourses, they nevertheless have 

limitations which have become increasingly apparent over the last decade. 

For example, while Bhabha’s term hybridity has had an enormous impact 

on the attempt to read at the intersection of margin and center within post-

colonial critique, his work has rarely been employed in the study of gender 

and sexual issues. Likewise, a term such as queer, so often utilized in post-

identitarian approaches to gender and sexuality from the 1990’s to the 

present, has much more limited use in addressing issues at the intersection 

of, for example, issues of race and class.  

While the term ‘intersectional’ also finds its roots in the activist 

based critique of identity politics from the mid-1980’s, it has only recently 

                                            
3 For more on hybridity, see Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 19-39. For more on 

mestizaje, see Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 99-

120. For more on creolité and the work of Édouard Glissant, see Pascale de Souza, 

“Guadelopean Literature: Multiple Versions of Créolité” in Kamal Salhi, 

Francophone Post-Colonial Cultures: Critical Essays, 170-190. For more on the 

term ‘queer,’ see Section 2.3 of the present work. For an early account of 

intersectionality, see Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: 

Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color” in 

Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed a Movement, 357-383. 
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begun to be utilized within literary and cultural theory as a term to describe 

a form of critique which builds upon notions such as hybridity to work at 

the margins between not only issues such as race, gender, sexuality, class, 

immigration status, and other forms of social disempowerment, but at the 

margins of the striations of power and its exclusions as such. Building upon 

this use of the term ‘intersectional,’ this study will work to not only 

describe itself as intersectional, or to describe Nugent’s multiply-

marginalized position within the discourses of his time, or our own, as 

intersectional. Rather, it will aim to examine the relation between Nugent’s 

intersectional position within discourse, and the call for intersectional 

models of reading within our own. Working to avoid the tendency to reify 

an approach to cultural intersections via terms such as the marginal, queer, 

abject, migrant, or hybrid, this study will work to not merely describe its 

analysis as intersectional, but by means of its structure, to perform it as 

well.  

Doing so will require, however, shattering what previous models 

considered united, and, via cultural contexts often separated by previous 

approaches, reassembling these fragments into unities which would have 

made sense within the cultural contexts of the times but which needed to be, 

along with Nugent, forgotten. Suturing together threads of historical 

narrative which have been torn asunder by the violence of institutional 
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memory, this study will frame Nugent’s works as the prism which can 

weave seemingly disparate strands of historical narrative together, and in 

the process, it will aim to tell a new story not only about Nugent, but about 

the selves we form within the context of the these narratives play within 

present discourse.   

Thus, this work will aim to not only show the manner in which 

Nugent sits at the cross-roads of contemporary disciplinary boundaries, as 

well as the contemporary critical models intertwined with the histories 

thereof, but to tell the story whereby Nugent was forgotten, and then 

recently remembered, within the academy. Tracking the story of how 

Nugent was forgotten, this work will aim to historicize the disciplinary 

blind-spots whereby he needed, in a sense, to have been forgotten. It will 

also work to describe the manner in which Nugent is perhaps one step ahead 

of us, such that by means of developing the sort of hybrid models needed to 

interpret his works, it becomes possible to see how some of our more 

intersectional hermeneutics have yet to account for aspects of a work 

formed via an intersectional praxis which, more than a theory or approach, 

was simply the manner in which a figure like Nugent lived his daily life, 

and, in this case, left of traces thereof.  

Thus, taking Nugent as our guide, this inquiry will work to articulate 

Nugent’s case with that of our own historical moment, while working to 
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perform the sort of intersectional analysis that for Nugent was a strategy for 

daily life as it was a mode of critique. Nugent’s life and work were and are 

a critique of his times, and our own. For Nugent’s works powerfully 

articulate what it is like to live not only at the crossroads of social tensions, 

but at a site within society in which crossroad upon crossroad layer, 

intersect, and relate. It is towards engaging with this site of intersection, and 

weaving an intersectional narrative, and praxis around it, that this work 

finds its calling.  
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ii. Reading the Crossroads – the Abject, the Liminal, and the Marginalized 

 

In African-American criticism, the metaphor of the ‘crossroads’ has 

a long history as a means for interpreting texts, artifacts, and performances. 

But what might it mean to theorize in a manner which does justice to the 

sorts of everyday acts of sense-making, interpretation, and interaction which 

is part and parcel of living, daily, at the site of multiple cultural crossroads? 

According to Yusef Komunyakaa, in his seminal essay “Crossroads”: “The 

crossroads is a real place between imaginary places . . . a junction between 

the individual and the world . . .” (5). Citing Carl Gustav Jung’s description 

of the ‘numinosity’ of sacred images, symbols, and objects, Komunyakaa 

argues that texts which exist at cultural crossroads, “seem to exist in two or 

more states simultaneously . . . [such that] a narrator or speaker is forced to 

negotiate multiple worlds . . . [to partake of a] cultural dualism, this ability 

to be two places at once, to be a shapechanger” (5).  

Drawing on the role of this trope within African-American cultural 

history, via references to not only the blues lyrics of Robert Johnson, but 

also the Yoruba and Afro-Caribbean religious practices from which 

Johnson’s image comes, Komunyakaa links the image of the crossroads, 

with its origins in the African “cult of Legba,” to the image of the Christian 
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cross, via Jung’s meditations on sacred symbology within the Christian 

traditions.
4
 The cross, from the Egyptian Ankh to the devil’s blues, 

represents within its concrete materiality the space between worlds 

inhabited by the trickster, the figure who bridges worlds, who like the 

Roman god Janus, stands on the limen, the intersectional space between 

places found in doorways, windows, and, perhaps more abstractly, in 

decisions, moments of crisis and change. The trickster, that figure who, 

from Legba to Hermes to Johnson, can go between worlds, translates the 

speech of the other world into the language of men, thereby creating the 

illumination which can be glimpsed only when the sacred deigns to kiss the 

profane.
5
  

                                            
4 Tracing sacred symbols across orthodox, catholic, Gnostic, and hermetic 

traditions in the work cited by Komunyakaa, namely, Man and His Symbols, Jung 

positions himself as the inheritor of meditations on symbology which find 

articulation not only in the German Romantic meditations on the symbol by J.G. 

Hamann or J.G. Goethe, but in the hermeneutical tradition of Thomas Aquinas and 

Augustine of Hippo, whose theories can trace their intellectual heritage back to 

ancient theories of the written word as articulated by Heraclitus of Ephesus, or 

even earlier, by devotees of the Egyptian deities Thoth and Ma’at. 
5 There is a long history of tracing the figure of the trickster within the study of 

comparative mythologies, folklore, and oral traditions, and yet, we see similar 

manifestations in today’s world, in which liminality is given form in genres as 

diverse as deconstruction and popular horror films. But while liminal figures are in 

many cases presented as those with one foot in this world and one in another, more 

privileged realm – as in the case of the cultural commodification of the images of 

Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking – very often, liminal figures are sites of 

enormous ambivalence; thus, Lebga is often depicted in the Yoruba tradition as 

both having an enormous penis, but also a limp, and Stephen Hawking’s 

fascination lies in the stark contrast between his wheelchair bound physicality and 

his otherworldly mind.  We see this most clearly perhaps in the fantasy worlds of 

contemporary science fiction, fantasy, or horror, in which the monster is often a 

site of fascinating attraction to both characters and audience alike, able to 
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And yet, performing this task of translation not easy; bearing the 

burden of society’s ambivalence with its own limits is a daunting task, as 

many scapegoated populations throughout world history have come to know 

in full. For while there is often a desire and ambivalent fascination with 

limit-figures, at times, such feelings co-exist with repulsion, even violence 

and horror.
6
 History is full of examples of scapegoats, of the fine line 

between the abject and the sacred, holy and profane. For when individuals 

and societies don’t know what to do with the contradictions represented by 

the limits of their own figurations, norms, knowledge, desires – it so often 

falls to the least powerful within that society to represent and literally give 

                                                                                                               
transgress laws only at the cost of physical or mental aberration from presumed 

social norms. In the formulaic repetition of this trope within contemporary horror 

film, the monster is called upon again and again to give body and to represent these 

limits. 
6 While the very real horror experienced by the victims of physical and symbolic 

violences may take many forms, if there is one medium within contemporary 

culture which can help us understand the form in which it most usually does not 

occur (thereby allowing us to learn via a form of negation), it is the contemporary 

pop-culture phenomenon of the ‘horror film.’ True horror rarely takes the form of 

glamorous villains, half-human creatures, or gruesome schemes with high-tech 

lighting. Rather, horror is everyday and mundane, it lies, as Hannah Arendt so 

carefully described, within the everyday visage of a man like Adolf Eichmann. Or, 

as Hazel Carby has described in her recent web-article “A Strange and Bitter Crop: 

The Spectacle of Torture,” it inhabits both the smiling faces of those who gaze and 

often smile for the camera in photos on ‘souvenir postcards’ from lynchings in the 

American South, as well as the smiling face, coupled with a ‘thumbs up’ gesture at 

the camera, by the photos of the abuses of American prisoners by soldiers at Abu-

Ghraib prison in Iraq. If Hollywood horror is embodied in the physical features of 

many a monster in contemporary films, in the photo-documents examined by 

Carby, horror beyond Hollywood lies concretized in the eerily commonplace 

setting of the photos from Abu- Ghraib, with their high-school gymnasium style 

walls and phosphorescent lighting, to the grotesquely subdued attire of so many of 

the lynching spectators, with the pressed slacks of the men and the smiles and neat 
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body to these points of excess.
7
  

And yet, there is another way to mirror the absence of those who 

have been stripped of their place within the social, namely, when these 

victims find a way to speak. Sometimes it is impossible for the subaltern to 

speak directly, even though the silent stare of a photograph of a dead body 

often bears its own form of powerfully silent rebuke. But there are times 

when those who are abjected by society are not abjected unto death, so to 

speak, but rather, remain, hovering at the margins. These marginal folk are 

not definitively abjected in a final, irreversible gesture, but are kept on the 

limits of the social to remind those in power of what they are not, namely, 

                                                                                                               
skirts of the women.  
7 These points of literal and figural excess, which Roland Barthes, in Camera 

Lucida: Reflections on Photography, would call the punctum of an image, allow 

images like those in question to  fold back on themselves, to present a point of self-

intersection of the medium whereby the everyday becomes sublime, literally ‘ex-

timate’ to itself. In this sense, the excess in the image and within the social overlap, 

but the link between the two is not one of representation as much as the 

representation of a failure to represent. Via their ability to link the quotidian 

everydayness of details which would be completely ordinary in other 

circumstances, but which, in these rather unique settings, reference the limits of the 

social as such, these sites of excess are able to indicate, though not truly present, 

the breakdown of reason, convention, law, human dignity, or life itself. And yet, if 

it is the plenitude of the materiality of these sites of excess which give them their 

ability to represent the conjunction of the limits of social structure with those of 

figuration itself, these points du caption are only one side of the coin, fetish-

objects which mirror an absence, the absence of the subjectivity of the scapegoat, 

of the dispossessed. Thus, in the photos analyzed by Carby, there is the missing 

subjectivity of the body whose soul is no longer there, removed via the hate of a 

hangman’s noose, or, in the case of the images from Abu-Ghraib, in the diverted 

gaze of the naked figures complied in a pyramid of bodies designed to remove the 

subjectivity of its human components via the systematic destruction of the 

physical, moral, and mental health of the prisoners involved. For more on the 

manner in which the absence from social empowerment is often represented by 
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the dispossessed. These marginal ones are kept within the purview of the 

dominants so they can be purged from the social, in manners symbolic or 

otherwise, repeatedly, incessantly, everyday.  

Thus, when Langston Hughes writes in “Brass Spittoons” (Hughes, 

Collected Poems 86) of the pedestrian nature of social hatred in the hard life 

of a man destined to be called ‘boy’ for the rest of his life by those whom he 

labors perpetually in order to shine their shoes, we see the manner in which 

people who inhabit the margins are abjected repeatedly in the everyday, 

symbolically violated in effigy in order to justify the crimes against them by 

those too insecure to spread the wealth, physical and otherwise, around. 

Sometimes, it takes a poet like Hughes to capture the voice of the subaltern 

when they need to find a way to speak. The art that comes from what 

Walter Benjamin, in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” calls the 

‘tradition of the oppressed’ (257), springs from this very need to speak born 

of the trauma of dispossession.  

For those who live at the intersection between multiple social 

margins, however, the task is yet more daunting. How to speak in your own 

voice, when even fellow members of the dispossessed find you distasteful, 

unnecessary, in a word, abject? Even the marginalized have their tropes of 

representation, communal languages and conventional symbologies, means 

                                                                                                               
liminal signifiers, see the analysis of the ‘Salome’ image in Chapter Five. 
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by which the collective utterance of pain can be expressed; the blues are a 

prime example of this in regard to African-America, or, in regard to queer 

folk in the capitalist West, one could look at the sub-language of ‘camp.’
8
 

But what if you are denied even this denigrated heritage due not to 

your participation in that of those in power, but due to the fact that you find 

yourself positioned by society in a role which carries more than one psychic 

debt? This is the role of the multiply marginalized, those whom even the 

dispossessed will not tolerate, those sons and daughters of Cain who are 

destined to walk the earth without a home. And yet, when these migrants, 

these transcendentally homeless figures find a way to give voice to the pain 

that lies within them, often speak in the voice of the trickster, in many 

colored tones which echo the fragmented, patchwork, and often 

polychromatic nature of their experiences. While their outsider status is 

rarely a choice, it is perhaps hardly surprising that if we want to hold a 

mirror to society, it is the works of the multiply marginalized that, one 

could say, reflect the most hues.
9
  

                                            
8 For a wide ranging selection of perspectives on the contemporary discourse on 

the term ‘camp,’ see Fabio Cleto’s anthology Camp: Queer Aesthetics and the 

Performing Subject – A Reader.  
9 There is perhaps another manner, however, in which the multiply marginalized 

can serve as the lynchpin for understanding the constitutive exclusions upon which 

societal paradigms are founded. One way to frame this structurally would be via 

set theory. If we consider a societal paradigm (for example, the regime of 

‘whiteness’ or ‘maleness’) as a set, then it is the very exclusions which define the 

rule. When liking two such sets together hierarchically, the slippage between ‘not-

male’ and ‘fe-male,’ for example, indicates a zone between social binaries in 
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One manner of tracking the way in which power operates within a 

particular vector is to bring such a site of multiple exclusions into the light 

of day, to add it to the counterhistories that have been already produced, 

contributing one more pane to the mosaic mirror of power’s photonegative. 

Doing so requires tracing the materials left behind by a subject whose very 

position in society means that they were not supposed to be heard, and 

working to tell the story of this particular junction of presence and absence, 

and forging the tools which allow us to do so in the process. This is what 

this inquiry aims to do.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                               
which those who are ‘not-male’ yet also ‘not-female’ might reside. At the site of 

this dual marginalization, we can see the semiotic space in which queer folk lie. 

But if we think of the same structure, this time in regard to the categories ‘not-

white’ and ‘black,’ we see another, related, zone of indeterminacy. But as such 

linked binary sets trace vectors within the curves of cultural space-time, there are 

some points which occupy trajectories outside the large majority of these sets. 

These highly connected nodes of exclusion are in some respects keys to 

understanding the rest. They represent a shadow network of the trail of power. For 

more on the semiotic, philosophical, and ethical ramifications of contemporary set 

theory, see Peter Hallward’s excellent introduction to Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on 

the Understanding of Evil vii-xxxvi. For more on semiotic networks of the type 

described above, see in Chandler, Semiotics: The Basics 79-122.   
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iii. Learning to Listen to Nugent Today     

 

This work is divided into two sections. Section One, The Case of the 

Untimely Richard Bruce Nugent: Remembering, Forgetting, and Theorizing 

Nugent via Intersectional Theory works to contextualize the reception of 

Nugent’s place within contemporary literary and cultural discourse. It 

examines his centrality within the literary, artistic, and cultural worlds of 

Harlem in the 1920’s and 30’s, his subsequent disappearance into relative 

obscurity during the post-war period, and his eventual return to the attention 

of scholars, cultural critics, and even filmmakers from the mid-1980’s to the 

present, as a symptom of shifts in our culture. This section will attempt to 
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describe precisely what shifts within the larger culture not only obscured the 

memory of Nugent’s work after the war, but also lead to a major shift 

within his own creative activity.  

Chapter One: Remembering Bruce, will briefly recount the specifics 

of Nugent’s development as creative artist, his subsequent silence and 

relative disappearance from the larger public eye during the post-war 

period, and the events which lead to the more recent rise of interest in his 

life and works. Chapter Two: Forgetting Bruce describes not so much that 

he was forgotten, but expands upon many of the reasons why this occurred.  

Building upon the historical contexts developed in the preceding chapter, 

Chapter Three: Theorizing Bruce will work to utilize this historicization as 

a foundation upon which to build a more intersectional approach to 

Nugent’s works.   

Section Two: Reading the Works of Richard Bruce Nugent 

Intersectionally, applies the insights and models derived from the first 

section to an analysis of Nugent’s particular works, while constructing the 

contexts within which these artifacts can become meaningful to us today in 

a manner which goes beyond previous approaches. Moving in a dialectical 

motion between aspects of the works in question and the newly 

reconfigured contexts which are required to make sense of works at the 

crossroads of previously dominant cultural narratives, this section aims to 
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not only examine the manner in which Nugent’s works are intersectional, 

but to enact intersectional praxis in its very form. That is, by continually 

shifting between artifact and context as between figure and ground, utilizing 

a reading of each to produce that of the other, and employing a similar 

dialectical movement between the historical and critical contexts of the past 

and those of the present, it will work to produce a process of braiding which 

moves beyond what Georg Lukács would call the ‘reifying’ and atomizing 

manner in which the forms of capitalism produced in this period tend to 

make us fetishize social and cultural elements under investigation from the 

larger processes and contexts in which they were produced.
10

  

Similarly, by means of describing Nugent’s work as ‘symbolic 

utterances’ at the juncture between the psychic and the social, this study 

will continually jump between the ‘subject’ and ‘object’ poles of analysis 

(often by means of shifting between reworked forms of psychoanalysis and 

various strands of cultural history), as a means of working to subtend the 

extent to which the reified separation of ‘subject’ and ‘object’ serves to not 

only ground many of the antinomies at the base of what Jameson calls the 

‘ideologies of modernism,’ but potentially, western modernity itself.  

By means of these varied strategies, this study will work to describe 

intersectional analysis as more than a static catchphrase, but rather a praxis 

                                            
10 For example, see “The Phenomenon of Reification” in Georg Lukaács, History 
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that continually aims at the intersections of whatever it seeks to understand. 

For it do so, however, it needs to utilize the sort of rhythmic movement 

described above to disturb its own tendency towards reification, lest it 

reproduce, not at the level of content as much as form, the sort of mechanics 

whereby Nugent’s voice was missed in the first place, and whereby those 

like him could be missed in the future. Intersectionalism in this sense is as 

much an ethics as a theory, one that aims to continually foreground that 

which is pushed to the margins. 

This section will begin with Introduction to Section Two: Nugent’s 

“ Sahdji” - Reading the Curve of Nugent’s ‘Line of Desire,’ which starts off 

with a discussion of one of the two founding works of Nugent’s creative 

corpus, namely, the short story “Sahdji” (the other being the poem 

“Shadow,” addressed in the following chapter). As a story based upon an 

image which has been lost to history (thrown away by Alain Locke and 

replaced with an image by Aaron Douglass when both were published in 

The New Negro Anthology in 1925), I will argue that this missing “drawing 

of a little African girl,” the production of which is described within the 

story itself, indicates the site of a fundamental absence, a primordial scene 

of sorts, the trace of an inscription whose continual retracing leads to the 

production of the varied yet oddly unified series of dark skinned female 

                                                                                                               
and Class Consciousness 83-109. 
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dancers which populate Nugent’s verbal and visual images throughout his 

work. As such, I will argue, using the psychoanalytic theories of the ‘figure-

8 curve’ which describes for Jacques Lacan the ‘line of desire,’ and the 

notion of the ‘enigmatic signifier’ developed by his apostate disciple Jean 

Laplanche, that what Wirth has called the ‘s-curve’ of the body of the 

dancer, ubiquitous in Nugent’s texts, indicates a mark of desire which 

Nugent’s works subsequently work to represent in varied form, but with the 

intensity of a fierce compulsion to repeat.
11

 Using this thematic to drive the 

second section of this work, the chapters that compose Section Two will 

work to articulate key components of the structure whereby Nugent works 

to continually retrace this line from the matter of the varied cultural worlds 

he inhabited at the time.  

Chapter Four: A Multi-determined Absence – Reading the ‘Position 

of the Subject’ in Nugent’s Lyric Poetry and Related Texts examines the 

manner in which the lyric, that most potentially confessional of genres, 

allows Nugent to express the layered site of absence - at least, from 

accepted tropes of subjective representation - from which he speaks. By 

tracing the fundamental instability of the point of utterance of these poems 

(with support from instances drawn from his short story “Smoke, Lilies, and 

Jade” and his series of illustrations Drawings for Mulattoes), and the 

                                            
11

 These terms will be referenced and fully explained in Section Two.  
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manner in which they subtly cite cultural codes of black and white, hetero 

and homo, male and female, and subvert their standard uses by means of 

tropes of blending, layering, juxtaposition, and inversion, this chapter will 

work to describe the various strategies whereby Nugent works to find a way 

to articulate what it means to be in-between recognized subject positions 

within the discourses of his time.  

Chapter Five: An Overdetermined Presence –Reading Nugent’s 

Salome: Negrotesque I as a Socio-Cultural Symptom will treat the incessant 

representations of the dark female dancer as instances of Nugent’s primary 

‘symptom,’ and the image Salome: Negrotesque I as its most complex, 

overdetermined articulation. The aim of this endeavor is not, however, to 

necessarily produce any unitary or single meaning for the image, since the 

image, conceived as a symptom, indicates not so much a single signifier, 

but rather, a syntagm or chain of signifying matter, a patchwork of 

signifying and proto-signifying fragments which combine to form, not so 

much a simple message, but rather a knot within the various strands of 

socio-psychic discourse which find their confluence within its graphic stain 

of ink on a page. In this sense, tracking the contexts, and showing how they 

link, layer, overdetermine, and intersect each other, and how they find their 

consistency at this particular junction of multiply determined meaning is the 

act of interpretation. This act is performative, in that it creates the 
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perspective from which, metaleptically, it becomes possible to see this 

image as a sort of mirror of the contradictory positions in which Nugent 

found himself emplaced within the social discourses of his time. The 

symptom is thus a site of contradictions, a material index of the deadlocks 

within the world around him that Nugent found himself living on a daily 

basis – or at least, when conceived as such, it allows us to recreate the 

contexts within which these contradictions can be mapped and conceived. 

In this sense, the Salome image acts as a placeholder around which the work 

of analysis spins, one which, while in excess to any unitary interpretory 

paradigm dominant at the time (or, to a good degree, in the present), allows 

us to construct via analysis the context within which it can be made sensible 

– namely, the unique psychic and socio-symbolic coordinates inhabited by 

the man who often signed his works RBN.  

Conclusion: On Intersectional Narration in Nugent’s Later Fiction 

will argue that while teleological narrative structures are those which best 

give voice to the ‘empty time’ of power, that such a form only rather 

awkwardly captures the often fragmented experiences of the multiply 

marginalized. Examining the ways in which Nugent’s narrative structures in 

his later fiction utilize a model of temporality in which the new can emerge 

between the seams of memory and desire in past, present, and future, this 

chapter will focus on how the mechanics of dreams, fantasy, memory, 
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textuality, and event are reconfigured within Nugent’s short yet powerful 

narratives. Examining how Nugent reads between the lines of famous 

biblical texts in Saffron and Calamous, or the how the protagonist in Geisha 

Man works to continually rewrite aspects of his own personal history, this 

final section will describe the similarities between these texts and the mode 

of intersectional historiography critique which this text has worked to 

employ.  The conclusion will also pose the question of what might be at 

stake with the question of how we tell stories – critical or otherwise – 

within the present day, and how perhaps there is a need for new narrative 

forms to give voice to the polyvocality of the current age. For any inquiry 

into the past is also one which dreams of possible futures. This work, and its 

inquiry into the mechanics of multiple marginalization and the form of 

intersectional analysis required to do it justice, aims to do little more than 

add one more voice to the dream of its own obsolescence.  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION ONE: The Case of the Untimely Richard Bruce Nugent: 

Remembering, Forgetting, and Theorizing Nugent via Intersectional 

Theory 
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CHAPTER ONE: Remembering Bruce 

 

Bruce was the name he liked to be called.
12

  It was also the name he 

signed to most of his work, so that his mother’s family, the Bruce’s of 

Washington D.C., part of the African-American gentry in the city, wouldn’t 

be angry if associated with his scandalous work. Described by Thomas H. 

Wirth, his friend and literary executor, as the ‘Gay Rebel of the Harlem 

Renaissance’ in 2002’s eponymously titled selection of Nugent’s work, 

Nugent defies easy categorization. A self styled aesthete of Wildean 

inspiration, he was a visual artist in multiple media, a writer in numerous 

genres (poetry, short story, novels, reportage, ballet scenario), and an actor 

and dancer himself [Fig. 2]. He saw himself as an artist in the more general 

sense of the term, and floated between Harlem and the Village during the 

heyday of the Harlem Renaissance, a chameleon of sorts, and like Wilde, a 

figure who performed a carefully crafted persona in his daily life. He 

cultivated poverty, dressed as an updated, Harlem version of the Parisian 

bohemian, and bathed when he felt like it. He loved to scandalize, show up 

                                            
12

 Much of the anecdotal information about Richard Bruce Nugent in this opening 

section comes from a personal interview conducted with Thomas H. Wirth, close 

friend of Nugent’s, his literary executor, and author of the long biographical article 

at the opening of Nugent, Gay Rebel 1-62. Other useful anecdotal information can 

be found in Wirth’s essay “Richard Bruce Nugent,” from Black Literature Forum, 

as well as the chapter on Nugent in A.B. Christa Schwarz, Gay Voices of the 

Harlem Renaissance 120-141.  
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at parties and make a scene. But he was also taken seriously by the artists 

and writers of the Renaissance, finding patronage in Alain Locke, Carl Van 

Vechten, and A’leia Walker, and compatriots in Aaron Douglass, Wallace 

Thurman, Langston Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston, collaborating and 

sometimes living with (or on the couch or sofa of) many of these famous 

figures. He often had to flee Hurston’s couch when she brought home 

‘dates’ (which he believes were both male and female), he washed his shirts 

in Aaron and Alta Douglas’ sink on the nights when he slept in places like 

hallways and parks, and he was even known to have spent the night 

sleeping under the fountain in Greenwich Village’s famed Washington 

Square Park.  

While Nugent was certainly not alone in having trouble finding a 

place to live, he was never seen as being out of place at the most cultured 

salons and drawing rooms in Harlem, nor at the downtown salons provided 

by those non-African-Americans who were involved in the affairs of the 

Renaissance. Nugent was from one of the most respected families in 

Washington D.C.’s African-American elite. His mother, Pauline Minerva 

Bruce, from the ‘highly respected’ Bruce family (which had been free 

nearly forty years before the Civil War), was not only light-skinned enough 

to ‘pass’ - a highly desirable ability among D.C.’s highly colorist ‘black 

bourgeoisie’ - but was of African, European, and Native American lineage, 
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and could supposedly trace some of her ancestry back to famed Scottish 

King Richard the Bruce. While Nugent’s mother had ‘married down,’ in the 

opinion of his family, by marrying his father, a dark-skinned Pullman porter 

named Richard Henry Nugent, what they lacked in financial means they 

made up through Pauline’s class connections to the world of theater, art, 

and culture. Nugent was educated  
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Fig. 2 – Nugent in the late 1920’s. 
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at the prestigious Dunbar school, and the Nugent home served as a meeting 

point for various artists, actors, and musicians. Nugent read Richard von 

Kraft-Ebbing and Sigmund Freud at an early age - all he had to do was go 

into his father’s sizeable library. Nugent’s older brother became a famous 

tap dancer, and his mother was a schoolteacher who was trained as a pianist, 

and who often would fill in at various shows when need be. It was only 

natural that young Richard - he only called himself ‘Bruce’ in later life - 

would pursue a career in the arts.  

After gravitating to the salon of Georgia Douglas Johnson, he met 

Langston Hughes, who he quickly followed to New York. Working briefly 

in at a catalog company, at which he received some instruction in 

illustration, he decided to become an artist. Becoming involved with various 

figures in the Harlem Renaissance (who he met through Hughes), he 

composed his first short literary works upon the encouragement of Alain 

Locke. Out of his initial meeting with Hughes, in which they struck up an 

immediate friendship, the idea for a magazine for ‘us’ was hit upon, a 

magazine beyond the strictures of black bourgeoisie notions of 

respectability. The result, a product of a brainstorm brewing in the minds of 

Hughes and Nugent since their meeting in D.C. and flowering in New York 

in collaboration with Zora Neale Hurston, Aaron Douglass, and a series of 

contributors, was the highly controversial and truly groundbreaking 



 

30 

magazine Fire!! [Fig. 3]. Though the magazine made no money, was widely 

panned (with a few notable exceptions) by the black artistic establishment at 

the time, and most of the remaining undistributed copies were lost, 

ironically, in a warehouse fire, Nugent was seen shoeless walking the streets 

of Harlem and Greenwich Village selling copies, working to  

 

 

Fig. 3 – Front Cover, Fire!!, Aaron Douglas, 1926. Note that the 

image reads as a face or sphinx, depending upon whether the black or red 

(pointedly, not white) is considered foreground or background.  

 

 

make as much fuss as possible. And he did, for, in the story he published in 

Fire!!, entitled “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade,” he produced the first text in 
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African-American literature to openly depict same-sex desire, and even 

furthermore, in a story which was a thinly veiled portrait of himself. Within 

the small world of Harlem’s literary salons, Nugent had broken an 

unspoken dictate, literally, a fourth-wall of sorts. For the most part, when 

his story was mentioned at all in the African-American press, its contents 

were not revealed but in coded metaphors, which, like the crimes of Oscar 

Wilde decades before, had been too scandalous to put in print.  

None of which is to say that Nugent was the only queer Harlemite at 

the time, for in fact, the large majority of the leading literary and artistic 

figures of the Renaissance were known to have had relations with members 

of the same sex - including Wallace Thurman, Countee Cullen, Alain 

Locke, Angelina Grimké, Richmond Barthe, A’leia Walker, Claude McKay, 

Bessie Smith, likely Langston Hughes, quite possibly (according to Nugent) 

Zora Neale Hurston, and potentially Nella Larsen. As Henry Louis Gates 

has said, “ . . . the Renaissance was as gay as it was black”
 
(Schwarz 4). 

Still, no-one spoke about these sorts of things, for anything which implied 

excessive or deviant sexuality was seen as feeding into the preconceived 

notions whites had of blacks, and the push at the time was for a literature of 

‘racial uplift’ which would depict the best and the brightest, the ‘Talented 

Tenth’ who could compete with the white bourgeoisie. In publishing what 

he did, and in a magazine full of similar violations (including Thurman’s 
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story of a prostitute “My First Two Dollars”), Nugent had violated a taboo. 

One might expect, at least, based on many commonly held conceptions of 

the time, that this would’ve been the end of Nugent’s career in the 

Renaissance, and the end of his publishing opportunities.  

But it most certainly was not. So, despite his slight against the 

Harlem elite’s conception of public decency, there was little penalty other 

than a semipublic slap on the wrist for publishing a text few had read, and 

fewer would describe in any detail in print. And while one might at least 

expect that he might have even been given the cold shoulder for a while 

amongst the Harlem social scene, Nugent recounted in an interview with 

James Hatch in 1982 that he was ostracized for about two days for the deed 

(Nugent, “An Interview, 99). Wirth seems to feel that the reason he was not 

further ostracized was that he was one of the ‘blue-bloods,’ as the Harlem 

elite were often called: "unlike many others, [Nugent's] family never had a 

problem with this homosexuality; he was seen by his family and by the 

black high society in Washington D.C. as 'eccentric' and rebelling against 

social norms, not as a faggot." (Silberman, “Lighting Harlem” 264). This 

may not, however, have been the only factor at work. 

Nugent recounts the situation to Hatch as follows: 

 

JH: The story that you wrote for FIRE, "Smoke, Lilies, and Jade"? 

 

BN: Yeah, that was a "flip of the coin" story. We had gathered all the material we 

could gather, and we needed a certain number of pages to fill. And Wally and I 
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did most of the work together. We decided we needed something to get the 

magazine banned in Boston. Well, a story about a prostitute would do it, and a 

story about homosexuals would do it. "Which will you do?” "Well, I don't care, 

what do you want to do?" "Well, I don't care.... Let's flip a coin." So, we flipped a 

coin. Now, don't take this as symbolic, but Wally got "tails" so he did the one 

about the prostitute. And I got "heads" - right? 

 

JH: And did that story create the furor that you wanted? 

 

BN: No, it just got us ostracized for two days. We went to Gregg's on Sugar Hill 

where everybody used to go to eat. And we went there the day after FIRE came 

out. We walked in, Wally and I together, and there was Paul Robeson and Essie 

sitting at a table. And as we passed through, conversation sort of parted before us 

like before the prow of a boat and sort of closed after us as we passed by. Essie 

sort of looked at Paul as much to say, "I dare you to," and Paul sort of put his head 

down and he looked up and he winked, and we went on by. Not a soul spoke to us. 

We were in trouble -- very deep trouble. Because "My First Two Dollars" and 

"Smoke, Lilies, and Jade" were in that book. Well, as you can tell from the title, 

"Smoke, Lilies, and Jade" was decadent and "My First Two Dollars" was pretty 

overt. And that was that. But the next day we went to Gregg's and everything was 

just as usual. Everything was fine. So we were ostracized for a day. 

 

JH: Do you think that the material in the magazine had anything to do with the 

fact that you couldn't get money for other issues? 

 

BN: No, I don't think so. This is really very far hindsight, but two things I think 

really mattered. One was that we did not know how to promote ourselves -- and 

that may be the most important thing. The other was that to promote inflammable 

material takes a special kind of know-how. You can so easily slip over the edge 

and be wrong about everything you do, and there was just no one around who 

could promote. This was before I really knew Carl Van Vechten. Carl could have 

done it, could have made it go. But then, Carl had that peculiar thing that most 

people with born wealth have: he was afraid that he was always being used. And 

so that would have been a little touchy. (Nugent, “An Interview” 99) 

 

What is perhaps astounding about Nugent’s account today is simply how 

casual this encounter seems to have been. Nugent recounts a discussion 

with DuBois on the issue in another interview:  

I think everybody was upset who hadn't done it who thought they should have, 

like DuBois. I remember DuBois did ask, "Did you have to write about 

homosexuality? Couldn't you write about colored people? Who cares about 

homosexuality?" I said, You'd be surprised how good homosexuality is. I love it." 

Poor DuBois. (qtd. in Silberman, “Lighting Harlem” 265). 
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We can see here from the fact that DuBois even discussed the matter with 

Nugent, or asked in such a polite fashion, “did you have to . . .” and 

“couldn’t you,” that, so long as Nugent’s recollections have not shifted 

substantially with the passage of time or needs of ego, that DuBois 

considered it perhaps an ineffective tactic, bad form, or even tactless - but 

certainly not criminal, disgusting, or beyond the pale enough to make 

Nugent personae non grata. No, it was simply, to use a term that DuBois 

himself might have used, (DuBois was ever the ‘dandy’ of sorts,)
13

 an 

‘infelicitous’ choice.  

And so, with hardly a hitch, Nugent continued to publish, first in the 

sequel to Fire!!, 1928’s Harlem: A Magazine of Negro Life, created by the 

same crowd, and subject to the same lackluster response, even in its 

attempts to shock and outrage. For while a few Dadaists could outrage 

entire halls of le bourgeoisie in Paris simply for not putting on a proper 

show and hurling some insults at the crowd, the elites of Harlem had seen 

everything before, there was no shock that Harlem’s own ‘avant-garde’ of 

sorts could put in their magazine which the so-called ‘blue-bloods’ hadn’t 

seen on their back to their Sugar Hill mansions through the poverty lined 

streets of Harlem in the 1920’s. No amount of elegance could conceal the 

destitution all around, and no amount of sophistication could shield one 

                                            
13

 For more on DuBois and Dandyism, see Hazel Carby, Race Men 9-44.  
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from the fact that Harlem had become the center for New York’s 

prostitution and nightlife nearly as soon as the black community had made 

it into the first black metropolis in the nation in the years right before World 

War I. No, the question wasn’t whether such things existed - it was simply a 

matter that our best and our brightest were not to put such things in print. It 

portrayed ‘the race’ in a bad light, and confirmed the fantasies that whites 

nurtured to themselves. Still, despite what many seem to have considered 

his indiscretions, Nugent continued to follow his muse, and for the next ten 

years, he published widely, toured the world while acting and dancing in 

DuBose Heywood’s Porgy, wrote for the W.P.A., and after WWII, became 

involved in various civic organizations in Harlem. He stopped publishing 

his writings and visual arts, however, with one or two minor exceptions, 

after 1937.   

Everyone at the time who frequented Harlem during the Renaissance 

knew Bruce Nugent, and many who were prominent in the world of cultural 

happenings in Harlem afterwards ran into him at various meetings and 

functions. Certainly those who wrote on Harlem all knew him, as he 

increasingly became one of the last resources on the period before the war. 

And those who met him seldom forgot him, he was a larger than life, and at 

a time full of such folk. That said, up until recently, Nugent the man is often 
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referred to as a footnote to the period, and his work has been considered 

minor, at best.  

Recently, but most particularly in about the last five years, that has begun to 

change. Since the mid 1980’s, when interest in Nugent first began to recur, 

the number of annual publications on Nugent has continued to rise, 

culminating with the publication in 2003 of the first anthology of Nugent’s 

literary and visual work, including many previously unpublished works 

(some retrieved from behind Nugent’s desk, full of cat-droppings), Gay 

Rebel of the Harlem Renaissance: Selections from the Work of Richard 

Bruce Nugent, and the 2004 release of Roderick Evan’s film Brother to 

Brother, a full-length feature which an aged Nugent, played by Roger 

Robinson mentors a young, heterosexual, homeless artist by telling him the 

stories of the Renaissance [Fig. 4].
14

 The film won several awards, 

including the Special Jury Prize at the Sundance film festival. And in 

November of 2006, there was the first gallery show of Nugent’s visual 

                                            
14

 While there has been much debate on the proper terminology to name this 

period, some preferring the ‘Harlem Renaissance,’ and others the ‘New Negro 

Renaissance’ (due to the fact that much of the activities of the Renaissance 

occurred outside of Harlem, I feel that an appropriate title to this movement would 

capture both the uniqueness of Harlem as a center of cultural production within 

this movement, as well as the margins which were essential to the functioning of 

this center. Thus, while perhaps the best possible name for this movement might be 

the ‘Harlem/New Negro Renaissance,’ for lack of a better or smoother set of terms, 

I will alternate between calling it the Harlem or ‘New Negro’ Renaissance, but 

most often, I will simply call it ‘the Renaissance,’ in the assumption that this 

notion will be distinct, for the reader of this work, at least, from the general 
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work, including his more explicit erotic art, at the Leslie Lohman Gay Art 

Foundation Gallery in Soho, New York City. And with each passing year, 

more and more articles are published on Nugent’s work and its 

implications.  

While it would be one thing to simply argue that Nugent is a figure 

of literary and artistic merit who was sadly forgotten but is now thankfully 

getting his due, such an  

 

 

                                                                                                               
European rebirth brought about by the rapid changes produced by the crusades in 
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Fig. 4 – Publicity poster for Brother to Brother, directed by Roderick 

Evans, a Miasma Films Production, 2004. 

 

 

approach would presuppose a notion of ‘merit’ that is universal, 

decontextualized, and outside the range of supra-aesthetic determining 

forces. My approach will be different from this. Tracking the ways in which 

Nugent has been forgotten can tell us more about the discourses that have 

dominated literary and cultural analysis of this period than about Nugent’s 

literary, artistic, or historical ‘value’ (which should not be seen as implying, 

however, that his works lack such value, but rather to nuance any recourse 

to fixed notions thereof). No, what is perhaps most interesting about 

Nugent’s re-appearance on the cultural scene is what it tells us about 

ourselves, and the massive shifts in cultural attitudes which have allowed 

for a cultural figure such as Nugent to re-emerge on the state of cultural and 

critical analysis within academic discourse today. For, as I will argue, if 

Nugent was not forgotten in the literary and artistic culture of Harlem, or 

Greenwich Village, before the war, then there would have been little need 

for him to have been forgotten after the war. But forgotten he was - not only 

did he cease publishing, but what works he had published vanished from 

popular memory and cultural history, only to re-emerge slowly in the 

                                                                                                               
the late-middle ages of the ‘western’ world.   
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1980’s. This vanishing act, as much performed on Nugent as by him, and 

along with its import for contemporary criticism, will be the locus of this 

inquiry.  

While Nugent was a central figure in the artistic production during 

the Renaissance, he published less and less as the 1930’s wore on, such that 

despite his many successes, including having his choral balled Sahdji set to 

music by William Grant Still and performed at the Eastman School of 

Music in 1931 and 1934,
15

 he did not publish, save a few commercial 

drawings, between 1937 and 1985.The reasons for this are partially unclear 

- according to Wirth, he always hoped for publication, but wrote for 

himself. As the thirties wore on, however, he focused more on being an 

actor and dancer than a writer or visual artist, and even those written or 

visual works he did publish sporadically at this time were either reportage 

for the W.P.A., or much less overtly shocking than the work he did in the 

1920’s. Increasingly, it seems, Nugent wrote for himself. In the postwar 

period, aside from a few commercial illustrations he did for pay, and a set 

of drawings for a set of stage-designs for a theatrical version of The Epic of 

Gilgamesh that never came to fruition, Nugent mainly worked for himself, 

                                            
15 For an excellent article on the history of this production, the changes that 

Nugent made to the story to form it into a ‘ballet’ score (reprinted as Sahdji, an 

African Ballet in Double-Take: A Revisionist Harlem Renaissance Anthology, 583-

589), and how Locke partnered with Still, largely without Nugent’s participation, 

to bring the work to the stage to Still’s score, see Charles Molesworth’s “In Search 
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seemingly forgotten by time. While he continued to be active in the 

community, he no longer saw his work as publishable, and it seems this at 

once freed his work to pursue more overtly sexual themes, as well as killed 

off the decadent Wildean aestheticism which makes his work from before 

the war such a fascinating cross fertilization of influences today. After the 

warm, his novels and paintings generally follow the conventions of literary 

and visual ‘realism,’ even if their subject matter is, in the case of the visual 

works, generally idealized depictions of male beauty, or in the case of the 

novels, endless circles of flirting, seduction, and sex. As documents of gay 

life from the 1950’s to the 1970’s, they are fascinating historical documents, 

as the novels are nearly always thinly veiled autobiography. They remain in 

Wirth’s files, and due to Nugent’s well-known lack of organizational skills, 

it is often difficult to tell which chunks of narrative belong with which 

novel.  

For a variety of reasons, which remain unclear to us and of which 

Wirth, in his many interviews with Nugent before he died, now wishes he 

had inquired more about, Nugent’s relation to his art changed. It is hard to 

say precisely whether or not his inability find publishers for his often 

Wildean visual and literary works in the more increasingly conservative 

period from 1930 up until the mid-1960’s simply removed the outlet for his 

                                                                                                               
of Sahdji: Alain Locke and the Making of an African-American Ballet.” 
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works, or whether this privation of a public for his works allowed him to 

drop the coded erotic references of the earlier style which he’d perfected. If 

we take his unpublished work from before the war as any indication, 

Nugent remained working in his ‘neo-decadent’ style, at least until the early 

1930’s, when he reached what may be his artistic peak. Working in a 

manner which he perhaps knew for the first time was unpublishable, his 

work from around 1930 - including the ‘Salome series’ of watercolor 

drawings, the set of Bible Stories which he tentatively grouped together 

under the title Saffron and Calamous (and for which he intended eleven 

stories, even though we are only in possession of five), and his experimental 

novel Geisha Man - Nugent produced work which would in many senses 

bring to fruition the tendencies latent in the earlier works, thereby 

producing a truly unique aesthetic which melded tropes of African-

American aesthetic culture with those of art-deco, art-nouveau, fin-de-siècle 

decadent aestheticism, the biblical tradition, and everyday experiences from 

the life of queer Harlem. It is only recently however, that many of these 

works have seen the light of day.  

Certainly, if “Smoke” had been considered racy at the time, it is 

unlikely he ever thought that texts which hypothesized about the sexual 

urges of various biblical characters could be published (the bible stories 

project), nor could he have thought the overt description of gay male life in 
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Geisha Man, despite its highly ornate and experimental form, was likely to 

find a publisher, even through Carl Van Vechten’s connections in the 

industry, at least without severe emendation. And while the Salome series 

of drawings were perhaps the least objectionable of these works, they were 

still, if nothing else, far too ‘eccentric’ in their frank eroticism, neon colors, 

nudity, and even in one picture, a depiction of intimacy between Naomi and 

Ruth, to have been published, particularly in Harlem. That said, if perhaps 

Nugent pursued his own artistic desires in the knowledge that this would 

remove from him even the possibility of publication, one might surmise that 

he would continue to produce works in this unique style of his own making 

after the war. That said, his production seems to have sharply dwindled in 

the 1930’s and 40’s, with the exception of one drawing in his prewar style, 

from 1948.  

When he returned to production in the mid-1950’s, however, his 

newer, more ‘realist’ style had taken hold. As Wilde might have said, he 

seems to have suffered in this period a ‘decay of lying,’ one which might 

have allowed him the ability to be more direct and perhaps ‘honest’ in his 

work, but which thereby also prevented the carefully mannered artifice of 

his earlier work. We will never know the reasoning for these shifts, 

however, unless some previously undiscovered diary makes its appearance. 

However, it was also during this period of increasing normalization of the 
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form, if not content, of Nugent’s work, that his polymorphous sexual 

fluidity, par for the course for a true aesthete from the 1920’s, became much 

more conventionalized. During the 1950’s, he married Grace Marr, who 

was convinced she would convert him from his homosexual ways, even 

though Nugent explained to her that he cared deeply for her, but that they 

would not be intimate [Figs. 5-6]. He maintained an art studio that also 

served as his rendezvous-point for him and his lovers, and eventually he and 

Marr separated; she later committed suicide. As the 1960’s neared, Nugent 

described his sexuality as that of ‘homosexual,’ as was commonly the case, 

though he had little to no interest in the gay and lesbian liberation 

movement which kicked off with the Stonewall riots of 1969. Still, he 

remained active and visible in Harlem, and was a vocal member of the 

Harlem Cultural Council for many years, often emerging from Hoboken, it 

seemed, simply for the pleasure of arguing with the likes of Romare 

Bearden.  

Throughout most of the 1970’s and 80’s, Nugent remained an elder 

statesman of sorts in the cultural world of Harlem. In the last few years of 

his life, he became an incredible resource to scholars, who plumbed his 

wide and nearly photographic memory of the Harlem Renaissance. Nugent 

met Wirth in the early 1980’s, and as stated, they became 
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fast friends. Currently, over twenty hours of audio taped interviews 

conducted with Nugent 

by Wirth remain in the oral history archives at the Schomburg Center for 

Research in Black Culture of the New York Public Library. When Wirth 

could keep the tangents of the voluble raconteur from straying too wide, the 

information could be startling, but nearly all the data that has come to light 

since corroborates the accounts he gave. After about 

two years of increasingly ill health, Nugent passed away from congestive 

heart failure at 

the age of 81. The year before, Wirth rented a limousine and Nugent 

celebrated his 80th birthday with numerous friends and admirers. 

Contemporary interest in Nugent’s work began with a one-page article 

published in Black American Literature Forum’s 1985 special issue on 

Contemporary Black Visual Culture by Wirth [Fig. 7]. This article not only 

marked the first treatment of Nugent’s work in a scholarly journal, but also 

the first publication of a previously unpublished work in nearly fifty years. 

While the drawing was not new (it was from 1948) [Fig. 8], and the article 

was only a one-page introduction, it was in many ways marked a re-

emergence on the cultural scene of a figure that was seen  
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Fig. 4 – Nugent in the 1950’s. 

 

Fig. 5 – Nugent with Grace Marr, 1950’s. 
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as a central artistic force in the Renaissance, and in fact, by Alain Locke 

(often referred to as the ‘mother hen’ of the Renaissance), as a sort of 

wunderkind. Wirth, despite not having been trained in literary studies or art 

history/visual culture (his Ph.D. is in Chemistry), had befriended Nugent in 

the later years of his life, and took it upon himself to reintroduce Nugent’s 

relatively unsung works to the wider world. Originally a collector of first 

editions of the works of Langston Hughes and other figures from the 

Renaissance, Wirth had been sent in Nugent’s direction by Arnold 

Rampersad, who had followed David Levering Lewis in turning to Nugent 

for first-hand information about the period. Wirth and Nugent quickly hit it 

off, settled into regular brunches near Nugent’s residence in Hoboken, and 

upon Nugent’s death in 1987, at the age of 81, Wirth became his heir and 

literary executor, training himself to work as a literary scholar, editor, and 

curator along the way.  

The article in Black American Literature Forum marked a watershed 

of sorts, for while Nugent had long been seen as a historical treasure trove 

for information on the  

period, his published work during the Renaissance was almost universally 

dismissed. So, while cited as a primary source by various historians of the 

era, and interviewed about his role in the production of the epochal 

magazine Fire!! (1926) by James Hatch in 1982, the return of interest in 
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Nugent’s work itself can be dated to 1985. Before this time, historians of 

the Renaissance generally viewed his work as amateurish, incidental, or 

simply uninteresting, but in Black American Literature Forum, Nugent is 

presented in the 

company of artists who were substantially younger than he, and yet, his 

drawing, despite being over thirty years old, seemed remarkably fresh, even 

timely. It was soon after this key moment that interest in Nugent began to 

steadily increase.  

 

Fig. 7 – Front cover, Black American Literature Forum, Nugent top center 

in photo, 1985. 
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Fig. 8 – Untitled, 1948, first published in Black Literature Forum, 1985. 

The next big shift occurred, however, when Isaac Julien produced 

his groundbreaking hour-long 1988 film, Looking for Langston [Figs. 9-10]. 

Combining dialogue from Marlon Riggs’ diatribe against homophobia 

within the black community, 1986’s Black Is, Black Ain’t, poetry by Essex 

Hemphil, and texts from the Renaissance including substantial text and 

imagery drawn directly from “Smoke” - Julien brought  

reverie and waking-dream, Julien’s highly acclaimed work searches for a 

black queer history, largely forgotten and invisible, by meditating on the 

possible erotic lives of Langston Hughes, a figure whose sexual interests 



 

49 

and desires are still debated by scholars (though many seem to lean, at this 

point, towards the consensus that Hughes likely physically desired other 

men, even if there is no hard evidence he acted upon these desires). To 

weave his net of historical desire, Julien uses citations, not from Hughes’ 

work (which was prohibited by the very angry Hughes estate in a protracted 

legal battle), but from Nugent’s “Smoke.” Entire scenes are recreated from 

the text, and large chunks read 

aloud by the narrator verbatim, while the protagonist, who appeared in the 

credits simply as ‘Langston,’ searched for a male lover named, as in 

Nugent’s text, simply ‘Beauty.’ Staging the ‘revolution in manners’ of the 

1920’s as an analogue to the loosening of sexual strictures of the 1980’s, 

Julien creates a fictional alter-ego, in the composite character of Langston - 

half Hughes, half Nugent’s largely auto-biographical protagonist ‘Alex’ - 

by means of which he could search through layers of the past for a lost 

history in need of recovery. With many of the scenes taking place in an 

idealized speakeasy covered in smoky haze, Julien’s black-and-white film 

lovingly eroticizes the past in a manner analogous to the way in which 

Langston eroticizes the body of Beauty. Producing scenes 
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Fig. 9 – Film Still, from Looking for Langston, directed by Isaac Julien, 

Sankofa Film and Video and British Film Institute, 1988. 
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Fig. 10 – Looking for Langston, cnt’d. This scene is directly based on lines 

from Nugent’s “Smoke” – “ . . . he was in a field . . . a field of blue smoke 

and black poppies and red calla lilies . . .” (Gay Rebel, 77). 

of tender intimacy that leap from stills modeled on the erotic imagery of 

George Platt Lynes, Julien presents a visible template for an erotic gaze 

between black men that had been largely lacking in the popular iconography 

of gay men up until that time. Julien combines Nugent’s text with those of 

Riggs and Hemphill in a manner which defamiliarizes the present’s lack of 

black gay male images and stories, linking together a 

forgotten story from the past, the potentially hidden erotic desire of Hughes, 

and the resilient homophobia of the 1980’s at the height of the growing 

pandemic. Looking to intertwine past and present in a way that shatters both 

in the hopes of finding fragments of a future, Julien employs Nugent’s work 

as part of a genealogical intervention towards the production of a counter-

history for black gay male subjects. Putting Nugent’s work in the public 

eye, interest in “Smoke” in particular, but also Nugent’s work in general, 

skyrocketed after this film reached audiences in the late 1980’s and early 

1990’s.           

From here, interest in Nugent has steadily increased, and does so till 

this day. Nugent passed away in 1987, and though he never had a chance to 

see the film, he would likely have loved its Wildean touches, its mixture of 

elegance and sexuality. Before he died, however, the interviews continued, 

including a video interview to provide footage for the 1985 documentary 
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film Before Stonewall: The Making of the Gay and Lesbian Community, by 

John Scagliotti and Greta Schiller. More articles and sections of books were 

published on Nugent,  such as Ellen McBreen’s “Biblical Gender Bending 

in Harlem: The Queer Performance of Nugent’s ‘Salome’ in Art Journal  in 

1998, and in the same year, Nina Miller’s extensive analysis of some key 

works in the chapter “The New (and Newer) Negro(es): Generational 

Conflict in the Harlem Renaissance” from Making Love Modern: The 

Intimate Worlds of New York’s Literary Women. Following upon this, Seth 

Kenneth Silberman published “Lighting the Harlem Renaissance A-Fire!!: 

Embodying Richard Bruce Nugent’s Bohemian Politic,” in The Greatest 

Taboo: Homosexuality in Black Communities in 2001, selections of his 

work were published the 2002 anthology Black Like Us: A Century of Gay, 

Lesbian, and Bisexual African American Fiction. Also in 2002, Duke 

University Press published the first collected edition of Nugent’s work, Gay 

Rebel of the Harlem Renaissance: The Collected Works of Richard Bruce 

Nugent, including nearly all the short work from the 1920’s, selections from 

numerous previously unpublished novels, scores of drawings, color 

reproductions of many of the paintings and watercolors, and a sixty page 

scholarly introduction to Nugent’s life and work by Wirth. From here, in 

2003, A. B. Christa Schwarz spent an entire chapter analyzing Nugent’s 

work in the long overdue treatment of homosexuality in the Renaissance, 
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2003’s Gay Voices of the Harlem Renaissance, and the aforementioned film 

Brother to Brother premiered in 2004, along with the exhibition of 

Nugent’s artwork at Leslie Lohman in 2006.  

And the work continues to this day. While many of Nugent’s texts 

remain unpublished, Wirth is steadily working on editing and publishing the 

remainders of what remains, and a version is due out next year of 1929’s 

Gentleman Jigger (a roman à clef which Nugent accused Wallace Thurman, 

with whom he was living at the time, of having all but plagiarized large 

sections of for his novel of the same year, Infants of the Spring). Most of the 

visual work has been published, with the exception of some additional 

dancing Salome’s which will appear later in this text, and a series of overtly 

sexual drawings which directly portray sex between men, often several at a 

time, and would be considered by this society to verge on the ‘ob-scene’. 

All of these, including a few additional literary works which have not been 

published, however, are available on Wirth’s website devoted to Nugent 

(<http://www.brucenugent.com>). There has also been talk of getting his 

early decadent novel Geisha Man published, as well as excerpts from the 

interviews at the Schomburg. In regard to Nugent’s postwar work, it is in 

many senses much more traditional in nature, in that both his oil-paintings 

and novels take on a more ‘realist’ mode of depiction, and even his 

drawings focus much more on erotic realism than the fantasmatic 
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abstraction of the earlier work produced mainly in the 1920’s and 30’s. The 

novels, in varying states of disorganization (according to Wirth, it is often 

not easy to always tell which sections of text belong to which novels, and in 

which order), often detail series of erotic encounters, without the mythic, 

metaphysical, or social pretensions of the earlier works. According to 

Wirth, Nugent said he simply needed to write, and whether or not he was 

ever published again after his brief time in the sun in the 1920’s was of 

infinitely less concern than his own subjective desire for some sort of 

catharsis. Nevertheless, his later novels, thinly fictionalized accounts of gay 

life from the 1950’s to the 80’s, include much of Nugent’s personal voice, 

and in particular, his always astute observations on racial, social, and 

gender politics in the process. We can only hope that these documents 

eventually become more readily available to the reading public.  

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO: Forgetting Bruce  

 

2.1  Of Dandies, Bohemians, Race-Men, and Sweetbacks 

 

What can be made of this strange trajectory, of Nugent’s virtual 

disappearance from the scene of cultural memory, and his seemingly abrupt 
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reemergence into popular consciousness? Certainly, we could read these 

vagaries as symptomatic of Nugent’s particular personhood ad self-

presentation. However, it would be naïve if we also didn’t examine these 

shifts of favor in the public eye as indicative of changes within the larger 

public itself, of what it considered important, but also, as symptomatic of 

the very paradigms of what was considered legible, of what Jacques Lacan 

might call the limits of a cultures given-to-be-seen.
16

 While the following 

sections will work to address the manner in which the intersectional nature 

of Nugent’s place within culture affected his fortunes in the realm of the 

three dominant traditions of cultural history relevant to this period, the 

following section will examine what it was in particular about Nugent’s 

‘performance of self’ which made him, in many ways, too hot to handle for 

the dominant modes of historiography which came to be during the period 

after the war in which much of the 1920’s and 30’s were chronicled [photos 

of young and old Nugent, Figs. 11-12].  

If there is one word that best describes Nugent during the 1920’s 

and 30’s, it is in-between – he found was positioned by the culture around 

him, or he positioned himself, in between notions of black and white, hetero 

and homo, aristocratic and impoverished, masculine and feminine, dandy 

and drifter. The contemporary theoretical term to describe this form of 

                                            
16 For Lacan’s discussion of the ‘given-to-be-seen,’ see Seminar XI: The Four 
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existence is someone who lives at the intersections, whose very existence is 

intersectional. In order to grasp and articulate intersectional persons and 

phenomena, it is necessary to not only develop intersectional critical 

models, but also, in regard to persons and phenomena from the past, an 

approach to historiography which is itself intersectional in nature. This 

chapter will first describe the manner in which Nugent existence and 

‘presentation-of-self’ before World War II was in so many ways 

intersectional in form as well as content. It will then describe the manner in 

which this intersectional mode of existence helped to create the conditions 

whereby Nugent was forgotten, and subsequently remembered. It will do so 

by tracing the manner in which formalist approaches to modernist studies, 

and the identity-based reactions thereto which occupied African-American 

and early ‘Gay and Lesbian Studies’ from the late 1960’s to early 1980’s, 

would have all necessarily missed Nugent, in that he occupied a zone of 

cultural expression which was at the interstices of all three dominant models 

of dealing with this period, that is, until these models began to blur and 

breakdown in the period between the mid-1980’s and early 1990’s. From 

there, it will work to describe the more theoretical models from the early 

1990’s which allowed Nugent’s various forms of expression to enter into 

the public eye once again, and which can help to provide a truly 

                                                                                                               
Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 67-78. 
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intersectional model of model of reading, and of historiography, which can 

help us understand not only the content of Nugent’s  
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Fig. 11 – Nugent, self-portrait, early 1930’s. 

 

Fig. 12 – Nugent, mid-1980’s. 

work, but also, its form. To start this off, this section will examine the 

manner in which Nugent’s social position and artistic personae were both 

manifestations of what might best be called intersectionality.  

In the period between Nugent’s arrival in New York City in 1924-5  

and the more culturally conservative 1950’s, Nugent developed a personae 

which was, as was the case with one of his heroes, Oscar Wilde, as much a 

work of art as any other he produced.  Ever the bricoleur, Nugent did what 

Dennis Altman, in his analysis of post-colonial queer activists in the present 

day, describes as a common method for navigating a situation which is 
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structurally emplaced at the intersection of cultural worlds, namely, 

combine elements of what he calls “modern” and “traditional” forms of 

“homosexuality” (Altman 95). While it is perhaps presumptuous to argue 

that folks who don’t use the term ‘homosexual’ are best described with this 

term, it doesn’t seem unreasonable to extrapolate that intersectional subjects 

find intersectional strategies for navigating their lifeworlds. We can see this 

in fact in Nugent’s situation, in particular in the uneasy manner in which he 

cited the tradition of the ‘dandy,’
17

 a figure whose meaning was very 

                                            
17 Dandyism has a long and storied history. According to Alan Sinfield, in The 

Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde, and the Queer Moment, the dandy is one 

of a long line of types of men who had been considered ‘effeminate,’ including the 

‘fop,’ the ‘rake,’ the ‘nellie,’ etc. One thing that Sinfield is at great pains to 

demonstrate is that it is only after the Wilde trial that effeminacy and dandyism are 

linked to homosexuality. In fact, as Martin Summers points out in Manliness and 

Its Discontents: The Black Middle Class and the Transformation of Masculinity, 

1900-1930, it was only with the revolution in manners in the 1920’s that ‘losing 

one’s virginity’ became seen as a sign of virility; before this time, it was one’s 

character and fortitude, rather than one’s sexual prowess, which denoted 

masculinity, such that being a ‘slave to one’s passions’ was seen as weakness and 

femininity, rather than, as the saying would go later on, ‘good old red-blooded 

American maleness.’ Such hysterical fears of lack of potency in fact can be traced 

to the great scares of ‘race suicide’ which the bourgeoisie in various European 

nations began to fear when declining birthrates in industrialized nations created 

panic within the colonial metropole that they would eventually be simply 

outnumbered and overwhelmed by those who they colonized, as well as the poor 

who were ‘freer’ with their passions. If relative frigidity and sexual restraint had 

been the initial demarcation of bourgeois distance from the decadent aristocrat and 

the freewheeling working classes, by the turn of the century, both the popular 

reception of Freud as advocating a healthy lifting of sexual repression, and a sense 

that vigorous procreative sex was necessary ‘for the health of the nation’ created a 

culture in which manliness and sexual activity became linked in the public eye. 

Thus, the rise of the dandy is intimately tied to issues of race, colonialism, and 

socio-economic class.  

  This can be seen in the manner in which the dandy as cultural trope was 

slowly distinguished around the late eighteenth and early ninteenth century from 
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different within black and white communities at the time, and the manner in 

                                                                                                               
that of the ‘fop.’ The fop, the aristocratic yet effeminate ladies man (epitomized, 

for example, in Baroness Emmuska Orczy’s 1905 period piece The Scarlet 

Pimpernel), can only be understood, however, in light of what J.C. Flügel, in his 

masterful 1930 text The Psychology of Clothes, has called ‘the great masculine 

renunciation,’ in which the more austere clothes of the rising bourgeoisie, 

combined with the wave of democratic revolutions of the late 1700’s, displace the 

aristocratic custom of masculine sartorial display in favor of the dry, black suit. 

Equating masculine display with aristocracy and femininity, such that there was a 

change in masculinity from “the desire to be seen . . . into the desire to see” (qtd. in 

Amelia 23), within a short period of time, male attire shifted from a model 

resembling Louis XIV to that of, say, Benjamin Disraeli, relatively quickly. The 

side product of all this was the so-called ‘fop’ of the early nineteenth century, the 

descendent of the aristocratic ‘rake’ (though usually a faux-aristocrat of some sort), 

distinguishable from the ‘dandy’, a new term to emerge in the 1820’s and 30’s 

with the arrival in France of British fashion-plate and spinner of bon-mots Beau-

Brummel, by the fact that fops were nearly always seen, at least in the popular 

imagination, as giggling with the women and having sex with them (think, for 

example, the portrayal of W. A. Mozart in Miloš Forman’s Ammadeus (1994)), 

whereas the dandy’s eroticism was directed inward, towards himself. This 

autoeroticism is captured by Charles Baudelaire in his 1863 excerpts on dandyism 

in The Painter of Modern Life, in which he states that dandyism “is a kind of cult 

of the ego,” but one which is defined by its opposition to the crowd or mass of 

democracy and the mass standardization brought about by bourgeois capitalism: 

 

Dandyism appears especially in those periods of transition when 

democracy has not yet become all-powerful, and when aristocracy is only 

partially weakened and discredited. In the confusion of such times, a 

certain number of men . . . may conceive the idea of establishing a new 

kind of aristocracy  . . . Dandyism is the last flicker of heroism in decadent 

ages. . . Dandyism is a setting sun . . . But alas! the rising tide of 

democracy, which spreads everywhere and reduces everything to the same 

level, is daily carrying away these last champions of human pride, and 

submerging, in the waters of oblivion, the last traces of these remarkable 

myrmidons. (Selected Writings 421-2)     

 

Still, because of the lingering association with the fop, the asexual autoeroticism of 

the dandy, often metonymically sublimated within clothes or eccentric personal 

pursuits (such as described at length by Joris Karl Huysmans in 1881’s À Rebours 

[Against Nature]), were often discounted as eccentricity, rather than associated 

with homosexuality. While Huysmans perhaps could not have been more obvious 

if he tried (particularly when he displays his hero, Des Essenties, as delighting in 
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which he combined his presentation of this figure with a patchwork of semi-

discordant images to produce a unique presentation-of-self. By means of 

this personae, Nugent combined a set of elements which were thoroughly 

derivate of the contexts from which they emerged, but through combination 

and synthesis, allowed him to develop  unique performative utterance which 

was not only quite his own, but, within the contexts and rhetorics of his 

time, distinctly legible as enacting a commentary upon dominant norms of 

the time through his performative deconstructions thereof.  

In this sense, while Nugent certainly styled himself a dandy of sorts, 

he often combined aspects of this trope with signifiers drawn from other 

cultural models. According to Carl Van Vechten, he spied Nugent once 

before they became friends, and he described the scene as follows: “And as 

I went out William Pickens caught my art to ask about the 'young man in 

evening clothes' was. It was Bruce Nugent, of course, with his usual open 

chest and uncovered ankles. I suppose soon he will be going without 

trousers” (Silberman, “Lighting Harlem” 148). Nugent’s presentation at this 

time was a calculated affront to bourgeois standards of decency, in that his 

studied dishevelment harks back to that of Baudelaire and Gautier’s 

attempts to thumb their noses at bourgeois conventions via an identification 

                                                                                                               
having to receive nutrition per anum at the novel’s climax), the dandy was able to 

generally slip under the radar, at least until the trial of Oscar Wilde. 
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with the working classes.
18

 Considering the emphasis upon neat and clean 

presentation emphasized by Booker T. Washington, and in a very different 

manner by Marcus Garvey, both responses to the forced manner in which 

the black body was so often denied access to even subsistence levels of 

clothing and personal care, Nugent’s affront to orderliness and cleanliness 

was a carefully studied move.  

That said, simply combining the more disheveled aspect of the 

bohemian with that of the artistic dandy was not all that made Nugent’s 

self-presentation so anxiety producing amongst the Harlem ‘blue bloods,’
19

 

as they were often called, at the time. In fact, there was a long tradition of 

describing elegantly dressed black men as dandies, though often not in the 

most flattering fashion, yet it is only recently that studies of this discourse 

                                            
18 As numerous critics have argued, it is not so much the particular mode of dress 

utilized by the dandy - Baudelaire and Théophile Gautier, for example, were 

notoriously and in fact studiously frumpy dandies - as much as it was a strategy 

vis-à-vis the social gaze. Elizabeth Wilson argues that “the dandy, whether 

aristocrat, artist or romantic radical . . .is above all anti-bourgeois” (qtd. in Jones, 

21),  and for Amelia Jones “he survives by performing himself, adopting and 

playing out an anti-bourgeois identity such that he distinguishes himself from the 

crowd” (Jones, 21). Following along with Jones: 

 

From the mid-nineteenth century onward, then, male artists tended to 

present themselves along one of two stylistic lines: as identified with the 

coarsely dressed worker or peasant or with the rarefied aristocratic stance 

of the dandy/flâneur. Although the worker artist personae transgresses the 

boundaries of class . . . the dandy . . . [is] a far more highly threatening 

move in relation to artistic subjectivity. (22) 
19

 This term ‘blue bloods’ often had double connotations, in that it could at once 

imply aristocracy, but also, the blue tinge of the darkest blacks, who often were 
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are coming into contact with the long and storied literature on dandyism in 

French and English cultural histories of the time. The term dandy, first 

applied by Europeans writing about visits to Northern cities in the early 

1800’s, however, was hardly a compliment, for as Shane and Graham White 

trace in Stylin’: African American Expressive Culture, from Its Beginnings 

to the Zoot Suit, Europeans who applied the term to free blacks displaying 

their often newly won rights to sartorial display commented upon what 

Americans alike expressed, often sans the word: that blacks in such finery 

were failed imitations of whites: “Whites’ descriptions of African-

Americans were usually set in a frame of failed imitation, of a clumsy, 

inept, and inappropriate black translation” (92). 

Thus, we quickly see the arrival of the parody of black dandies show 

up in the minstrel performances which became popular at around the same 

time, particularly amongst the poor whites who had little but their ‘wages of 

whiteness’ to distinguish them from free blacks. In “Harlem’s Queer 

Dandy: African American Modernism and the Artifice of Blackness,” Elisa 

Glick builds upon Eric Lott’s classic work on this subject, stating that  

[t]he fantasy that propelled the fascination with the black dandy was also 

fundamentally a sexual one, which according to Lott, reveals the homoerotic 

desire that was a central part of the minstrel tradition. In songs such as "Jumbo 

Jim" (1840), the dandy type is a covert object of sexual interest for the white male 

audiences who admire his sexual virility. Because "white men's investment in the 

black penis" defined the minstrel show, Lott suggests that jealous white male fears 

                                                                                                               
recently arrived from Africa and had no white ancestry. Due to colorism within the 

black community, this could be considered, thus, a veiled insult as well.  
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of miscegenation are embedded in "homosexual fantasies, or at the very least 

envy, of black men.” (416) 

 

Glick then links this to Harlem in the 1920’s, arguing that “despite the 

status of homosexuality as an "open secret" in Harlem during the 1920s and 

30s, queer identity and identification has long been seen as a problem for 

the New Negro's political project” (416); in particular, the problem is that 

one can be a dandy, and one can have sex with men, but within Harlem at 

the time, it was simply not acceptable to do both. Firstly, as sartorial 

elegance and display had become characteristic of the manner in which the 

Talented Tenth differentiated itself from working class blacks (as 

immortalized in the photos of James van der Zee), the status of black male 

elegance and finery would seem, at least to the white gaze, as having, 

according to Steven Knadler in “Sweetback Style: Wallace Thurman and a 

Queer Harlem Renaissance, “blurred inherited distinctions between 

masculine and feminine codes of behavior” (903). Hazel Carby, in fact, 

details in Race Men the extent to which the highly elegant dress of W.E.B. 

DuBois can be read as a purely heterosexual form of dandyism (which we 

can see at work, for example, in the gender blurring performance of class 

status in James van der Zee’s 1932 photograph Couple in Raccoon  
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Fig. 13 – Couple in a Raccoon Coat, James Van Der Zee, 1932. 

 

Coats) [Fig. 13]. But by far the most prominent form of dandy in Harlem at 

the time was not merely the race-man, personified by DuBois, but the ‘fop’ 

of Harlem, the super-macho  

‘ladies’- man, often portrayed as fickle, philandering, and the center of both 

male and female admiration and advances, the ‘sweetback.’
20

 

                                            
20 While much has been written separately about the evolution of the ‘male gaze’ 

(with its links to the ‘Great Masculine Renunciation’ in fashion), and that of the 

‘white gaze’ (formed within the practices of slavery and colonialism), any sort of 
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Knadler details the careful economy at work between two key forms 

of such display: 

Indeed these two figures—the sweetback and the pansy—are structural 

complements of each other, for the new Seventh Avenue sheik needed the openly 

gay "pervert" as a contemporaneous figure of disidentification. In order to secure a 

psychologically necessary distinction between the urban sweetback as an object of 

male identification and not an object of desire, Harlem culture permitted, even as 

it disdained, the effeminate gay male as an open secret. Just as effeminacy in 

Anglo-American culture became linked with degeneracy and operated as a sign of 

homosexuality only after Oscar Wilde's 1895 trial, in 1920s Harlem the 

                                                                                                               
intersectional approach to the question of the history of scopic regmines would 

necessarily need to attend to the manner in which these formations did not emerge 

independently from one another, but rather, were in fact, fundamentally 

interrelated phenomenon. The colonial expositions which swept Europe in the 

1880s and 90’s are a case in point, but if we go back to the origins of dandyism in 

the 1820’s and 1830’s, this was not long after Sartijee Bartmann, a Khoikhoi 

woman from Africa often known as the “Hottentot Venus,” was paraded around 

Europe to train the peering eye of curious European metropolitans (for more on 

this, see Sander Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, 

and Madness 76-108. It is hardly an accident that the ethnographic gaze appears at 

nearly the same time as the dandy arrives on the scene, in that both are at about the 

same time when the ascendant male bourgeoisie had effectively removed himself 

from the picture, in order to occupy a position which Lacan describes as ‘you can 

never see from the point from which I gaze at you;’ this, the psychoanalytic 

equivalent of what Foucault describes as the ultimate apparatus of the 

centralization of scopic power in the nineteenth century, the panopticon (for more 

on the Lacan, Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 67-

78, and on the Foucault, see Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison 195-

230). And as Saidiya Hartmann has argued in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, 

Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth Century America, this privilege of visual 

terror was institutionalized in the chattel slavery of the United States, in which the 

power to look was denied slaves, and in fact, slaves were meant to perform merry-

making for those who did posses the white gaze. Hartmann carefully describes the 

gaze as a mechanism of ‘enjoyment,’ not only in the sense of the extraction of 

pleasure, but also in the sense of the excursive of right, usually of ownership. To 

gaze but not be gazed upon was formerly the prerogative of the sovereign, and it is 

precisely this gaze that the white, male, upper classes worked hard to assume for 

themselves. And as more an more fairies were migrating to the burgeoning urban 

centers, the rise in modern forms of transportation brought ever more colonials to 

the physical heart of the metropole, and an increasingly visible urban working 

class became subject to ‘slumming’ practices of the wealthy, it becomes possible 

to see the manner in which the wealthy, white, male, heterosexual gaze was 

solidified, not merely as a concept, but as institution.  
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flamboyantly dressed, rouged pansy became similarly linked with homosexuality 

so as to remove suspicion regarding the possible "sexual deviance" within the 

homosocial brotherhood of urban sheiks and dandies (Bristow 10)  . . .it was 

precisely the open homophobia against the effeminate pansy that allowed for the 

invisibility of hard core thugs' same-sex transgressions. (Knadler, “Sweetback 

Style” 903-4) 

 

This sort of homosocial bonding between men, whereby sweetbacks could 

check out each other’s finery while ‘strolling’ on Seventh Avenue, was 

considered completely heterosexual, due to the apotropaic presence of the 

pansy. And it is the fact that the pansy or fairy did not follow the object-

choice model of downtown homosexuality, but rather privileged gender 

over sexuality as the mode of presenting the relation between their 

personhood and their sexual practices, that not only allowed for the 

homosocial circuit to function between sweetbacks, but allowed many of 

these very same sweetbacks to them partake of sex with the very same 

pansies - so long as the pansies performed the sexual roles expected of 

women, and the sweetbacks the role of ‘men.’ We are not far from the 

fairies and trade of the downtown scene that Chauncey details at work in the 

Bowery at the turn of the century, or which continued downtown, despite 

the shift in middle class and artistic circles, with working class queers for a 

long time thereafter as well. And as Thurman shows via the character of 

Alva in 1932’s The Blacker the Berry, it was not unheard of for sweetbacks 

to engage in some prostitution with other men, so long as they maintained 

their status as the ‘men’ in the relation. Still, Edward Burra, a frail gay 
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English artist whose own bodily weakness always drew him to homosocial 

scenes of male virility, the sexual overtones resonating with the sweetback 

style were there for any with the right eye to see them. Like the child gazing 

at the two men as they touch hands, conducting some sort of business in his 

1934 painting Harlem, based on one of his trips to New York, we wonder 

precisely what is taking place. With the man on the right’s protruding 

buttocks, and their hands pointed at each others groins, perhaps they too are 

planning on taking their metaphorical dogs for a walk [Fig. 14].  

By infusing downtown sensibilities into all this, however, Nugent 

broke all the rules. He was perceived as masculine as a dancer, and in many 

senses, performed the role of the sweetback But by combining this with 

overt references to Wilde, along with tropes of decadent aestheticism all 

over his writing, along with open admissions of same-sex intimacy, and 

then mixed the disheveled bohemianism of his particular form of dandyism, 

and the sensuous eroticism of his dancers (no respectable black woman 

would dance that way, one only saw that in the basement bars), Nugent 

managed to embody the contradictions foisted upon black masculinity at the 

time. Furthermore, while according to Wirth ‘none of the black gay men at 

the time slept with each other, they all wanted macho men who didn’t 

consider themselves gay,’
21

 Nugent also did not fit the stereotype of the 

                                            
21

 Personal conversation, Thomas Wirth.  
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closest thing that the Renaissance literati had to a sweetback, namely, the 

male identified race-man who, like Countee Cullen or Langston Hughes, 

hid whatever feelings they had for men under the public display of 

dedication to the furtherance of racial uplift (and at times, when necessary, 

love of women). Nugent managed to skew the distinctions between three 

forms of male self-presentation which were at the time considered 

contradictory, mixing 'sweetback style' with studied bohemianism, race-

man intellectual and artistic pretensions with openly avowed same-sex 

interest, flirting with some of the effeminacy of the pansy when he ‘let his 

hair down,’ but never adopting any of these identities as his own, but rather 

employing them as a repertoire of materials from which to select, combine,  

and blend. He was an artist first and foremost, and like Wilde, his idol, this 

meant he continually played off multiple surfaces, multiple roles, and 

believed in the production of fictions as being, in a sense, more true than the 

truth. Like Wilde, however, this made him rather untimely.  

And yet, he was not quite so untimely for Harlem’s elite. As Wirth 

has suggested, his class privilege, despite his poverty and that of his mother, 

overrode all of this, and in 

this sense, his family name created a situation in which even his open 

admissions of homosexuality were seen as either attempts to be sensational, 
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or eccentric dalliances which would eventually pass. For while Nugent did 

involve signifiers of downtown notions of 

sexuality, and these signifiers could even be perceived as a form of 

whiteness, a form of psycho-sexual mulattoism or queer-racial drag, as we 

saw in the letter to Locke, he did not 

 

 

Fig. 14 – Harlem, Edward Burra, 1934. 
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see homosexuality, despite knowing the word, as a state of being or identity 

position, at least not form him, for which the identity of artist was primary. 

Thus, it was only after the ‘white’ model of sexuality was imposed upon the 

African-American community by the dominant hegemonic public sphere of 

the McCarthyite 1950’s that Nugent’s position in cultural memory became 

untenable, perhaps even to himself. Nugent became a homosexual, but like 

so many of the other queer men in the Renaissance, he also married. His 

self presentation, however, significantly normalized, taking on the air of a 

cultured bohemian, but by the late 1930’s, he ceased to present himself as 

the fantastic character portrayed in thinly veiled form in Wallace Thurman’s 

character Paul Arbian in 1929’s Infants of the Spring. No, by the time the 

1950’s came about, Nugent was more and more the homosexual artist, and 

less and less the bricoleur that he once was.  

And as he stopped being able to publish, and settled into a set of 

identificatory parameters that were much more stable, he became, to use a 

Wildean term, ‘earnest.’ Just as Wilde, when he gave the famous speech on 

the witness stand in which he proclaimed, citing a phrase of his lover Lord 

Alfred Douglass, to be the ‘love that dare not speak its name,’ this moment 

in which Wilde is at his most passionately personal is also that in which he 

suffers what he would call a ‘decay of lying.’ That is, he opts for stasis over 

change, being over becoming, solidity over flux. And who can blame him, 
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for by the time he utters this speech, he knows his game is up. This is the 

same Wilde we see, to a great degree, in De Profundis. This is the Wilde 

that greatly appealed to the gay and lesbian studies of the 1980’s. But as 

essentialism began to be subject to withering critique in gay and lesbian 

studies, from queer activists and theorists, women of color feminists, and 

transgender critique, the Wilde of “The Decay of Lying” became the darling 

of queer studies, and it is this Wilde who appears as Nietzschian in his 

destructive fury in Eve Sedgwick’s The Epistemology of the Closet, in 

which Wilde’s deconstructive powers of ‘linguistery’ (as Lacan would call 

it) and personal performance seem to have the power of some sort of force 

of nature. And just as this Wilde was so less comfortable a fit for 

essentialist gay critics of the early 1980’s, so the Nugent who takes this 

Wilde as his inspiration, the Nugent of the prewar period, was threatening 

to black scholars seeking manly ‘black arts movement’ type precursors, or 

later on, cultural activist race-men, nearly as much as to gay scholars, if 

they even bothered to look at the Renaissance, would’ve found him as not 

dandyish enough to be as interesting as Wilde, nor earnest enough to be as 

interesting as Baldwin. And so, Nugent fell off the map.  

It is in fact only from a perspective that integrates queer studies with 

non-essentialist studies of race, which this study has described as 

intersectional, that Nugent becomes interesting, or, for that matter, that he 
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even becomes legible. That is, Nugent’s moves during the prewar period 

cross-boundaries in such a fashion that, unless one uses multiple lenses and 

plays them off each other, what Slavoj Žižek has recently called (after a 

term from optics), taking a ‘parallax view’
22

 - one will miss the contexts 

necessary in order to decipher Nugent’s citations, performances, gestures, 

utterances, and works. While legible at the time, the postwar period needed 

to forget someone like the prewar Nugent; and in fact, he may have needed, 

to some extent, to psychically compartmentalize that part of him as well, 

and maintain it at a distance from his everyday life. Muñoz, for one, would 

describe Nugent’s attempts to find a manner of existing within the culture 

of the time as evidence of what he would call a series of disidentificatory 

performances: 

Disidentification is meant to be descriptive of the survival strategies the minority 

subject practices in order to negotiate a majoritarian public sphere that 

continuously elides or punishes the existence of subjects who do not conform to 

the phantasm of normative citizenship . . . Disidentification . . . is a survival 

strategy that is employed by a minority spectator [or reader] . . . to resist and 

confound socially prescriptive patterns of identification . . . Disidentification is 

about recycling and rethinking coded meanings . . . With this posited, we begin to 

glimpse an understanding of fiction as a 'technology of the self.' (28)  

 

By disidentifying with conceptions of what it meant to have a racial, sexual, 

or gendered personhood within many contexts at the time, Nugent truly did 

act as an artist, and like Wilde (or, following Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 

following the model of the trickster figure of the ‘signifying monkey’ or 

                                            
22 Most specifically, in his 2006 tome, The Parallax View. 
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Esu-Legba),
23

 his arguably greatest artwork was himself, his performances 

(none of which is to discount the value of either of their less ephemeral, 

textual and, in the case, visual performances, the traces of which remain to 

us as completed works). I am not arguing here in any facile sense that he 

was an individual; individuality as it is commonly understood is a myth sold 

to us by consumer culture so that we express our putative personality via 

what Jean Baudrillard has cannily called ‘they system of objects.’ No, what 

I am arguing is that by means of a series of disidentificatory performances 

throughout the late 1920’s and early 1930’s, Nugent occupied the 

uncomfortable yet powerful position of being a cultural ‘Bartelby’ of 

sorts,
24

 continually saying, ‘no, I’d rather not’ to the series of frames which 

various aspects of the cultures in which he mixed wanted to place him. Like 

the early Leroi Jones, he existed between the counter-cultural spaces of 

Harlem and the Village in a way that few others have during this period. In 

doing so, he created a path that, while hardly individual in any final sense, 

is nevertheless a unique series of disidentifications.  

None of which is to imply that Nugent exemplified some sort of 

kernel of authenticity, for his continual play of surfaces in his prewar 

personae was, like the early Wilde, all about a radical assault on authenticity 

                                            
23

 For more on this, see the introduction to Gates’ The Signifying Monkey: A 

Theory of African-American Literary Criticism.  
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at all turns. Rather, it embodies what Lacan would call ‘separation’ - 

namely, separation from the alienating models of self that are offered as 

ready-made templates of being. As difficult as it may be to live in a manner 

which is continually forced to rewrite dominant scripts and templates for 

living, Nugent nevertheless produced his own patchwork quilt of styles, 

poses, performances, and ways of being (a structure which, following 

Lacan, would indicate the attempt to construct a mode of selfhood 

corresponding to the formation of a synthetic unity, around which to 

organize his desire, called a sinthome).
26

 As we shall see as we switch gears 

from Nugent’s presentation of self to that of the more material traces, both 

verbal and visual, which he left behind, these works are the determinate 

reflection, in material form, of the disidentificatory self-fashionings which 

this previous section has worked to describe. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                               
24

 For more on the implications of Melville’s story Bartelby, the Scrivener, see 

Deleuze, “Bartelby: Or, the Formula” in Essays Critical and Clinical 68-90.  
26 For a discussion of the Lacanian notion of the sinthome, and in particular, how it 

relates to the psychoanalytic symptom, see “The Sinthome, a Mixture of Symptom 

and Fantasy” (55-72) by Jacques-Alain Miller, in The Later Lacan: An 
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2.2  Tracing Nugent’s Shadow: African-American Studies 

 

                                                                                                               
Introduction.  
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Why did scholars of African-American literature, and in fact, those 

of the Renaissance itself, not see Nugent’s work as interesting, at least, until 

lately? Initially, if Nugent had most certainly been forgotten as a literary 

and artistic figure for much of the last century, he was not alone, for 

according to numerous critics before the mid 1980’s, the Renaissance was 

widely seen by African-American literary and cultural critics as a ‘failure.’ 

Of course, what it would mean for the movement or period to have been a 

‘failure’ varied according to the critic. According to Ralph Ellison, one of 

the first to articulate such a critique, the “failure of the ‘New Negro’ 

movement” came about because, according to David Krasner, “black 

writers of the era had wanted to curry favor with whites.” (Krasner, A 

Beautiful Pageant  295). This continued with Harold Cruse’s famously 

scathing indictment of the Renaissance, in 1967’s The Crisis of the Negro 

Intellectual, as having been seduced from the production of an independent 

black aesthetic, such that “The Harlem Renaissance became partially 

smothered in the guilty, idealistic, egotistical interventions of cultural 

paternalism. But this was typical NAACP ‘interracialism’ extended by 

[James Weldon] Johnson from the politics of civil rights to the politics of 

culture” (qtd. in Hutchinson, 16). Cruse, who was a founding member of the 

Black Arts Theater with Leroi Jones and a separatist, had little love for the 

civil rights movement of which he saw the Renaissance’s culturalism as a 
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precursor. Cruse’s assessment was largely shared by those members of the 

Black Arts movement who either directly (in the case of Larry Neal) or 

indirectly (Amiri Baraka) influenced the discourse in the academy, such that 

it was not until the waning of the Black Power movement and various 

cultural separatisms in general in the country by the late 1970’s that we see 

renewed interest in the Renaissance, which was widely seen, in the words of 

Nathaniel Huggins, as a failure.    

That said, interest in the Renaissance began to steadily increase 

during the late 1970’s to early 1980’s, this was a rather selective rise 

interest, for if there was a dirty secret of the Renaissance, and one which 

haunted its return to the public eye, it was the fact that such a large number 

of those involved would have likely been considered ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian,’ at 

least in the terminology of the mid-1980’s when this revival came about. 

A.B. Christa Schwarz describes the situation as follows: 

Henry Louis Gates [sic] acknowledges that the Harlem Renaissance “was surely 

as gay as it was black,” yet the scholarship in the field does not reflect the strong 

presence of same-sex interested men or women within the movement. This 

relative neglect needs to be seen in the context of the main debates addressed by 

critics writing on the Renaissance. most works on the period pivot on the question 

of the movement’s success or failure, a debate closely intertwined with that about 

the autonomy of black cultural production from white “interference.” In the 

context of these preoccupations, the issue of the significance of same-sex 

interested men and women for the Renaissance was - either deliberately or 

inadvertently – sidelined. (1) 

 

Schwarz argues that it was in many ways a preoccupation with the 

black/white binary that precluded an interest in same-sex issues. And 
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certainly, as George Hutchinson has argued in The Harlem Renaissance in 

Black and White, the binary nature of many of the arguments over the 

purported ‘failure’ of the Renaissance  

use ‘whiteness’ as a ubiquitous cultural signifier whose specific historical 

referents have become less important than the use of the signifier itself to 

represent a vast array of shifting negative positions in relation to which a  . . . 

black presence can be constructed . . . (21)  

 

Still, Schwarz is arguing that, beyond Hutchinson’s notion that there “were 

many white positions (as well as black positions)” operative within the 

“field of force” which has come to be called the ‘Renaissance,’ and that 

there were also “moments when and places where the intertwined 

discourses of race, culture, and nation were exposed to questioning” (20-

26), Schwarz seems to indicate that while the need to break down the 

black/white binary is most certainly necessary, it is not enough to simply 

show the diversity of positions which went under these names, nor show the 

intersections between racial, culture, and national issues. For Schwarz and 

others, sexuality remains, to quote the title of Seth Clarke Silberman’s 

anthology, perhaps even more so within the today’s black community than 

in the culture at large, the ‘greatest taboo.’  

The ambivalent relation between the African-American community 

and its queer persons has a long history. If we are looking for a moment 

during which this ambivalence was given form during the Renaissance, we 

need look no father than when Rev. Adam Clayton Powell, the most 
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prominent black churchman in perhaps the entire country, launched his 

crusade in 1929 against the supposedly ‘flamboyant’ behavior of some very 

high placed ‘homosexual’ members of the black church. This moment is in 

sync with the larger movement away from the permissiveness of the so-

called ‘Roaring Twenties,’ and the popular backlash against the relative 

sexual freedom of the period pervaded the much more sober attitudes of the 

1930’s, particularly after the repeal of prohibition in 1933, and with it, the 

pledges by the police that it would bring more, not less, order to the streets. 

Vice prosecutions after the repeal skyrocketed. Still, Powell hit upon a 

nerve, before it had even taken the city and nation at large, and in fact, 

reflected the extreme ambivalence experienced by the African-American’s 

bourgeoisie, the famed ‘Talented Tenth,’ in regard to any sexuality 

whatsoever. After centuries of being stereotyped as hypersexual, the black 

bourgeoisie clung to the values of the church, sexual propriety, and the 

nuclear family often much more stringently than their white compatriots, for 

as ‘race men’ and ‘race women,’ their public image was responsible for the 

‘racial uplift’ envisaged by the framers of the New Negro movement as 

occurring from the educated and wealthy to the working classes. Thus, any 

activity that was seen as perverse or out of the ordinary was frowned upon 

by the black bourgeoisie, in that it would feed the white imaginary of black 

sexual practices. Thus, in 1915, for example, W.E.B. Dubois promptly fired 
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the business manager of The Crisis, his close friend, confidante, and 

personal secretary Augustus Granville Dill, when he was arrested in a 

public urinal for ‘soliciting sex’ with an undercover cop. DuBois said he 

never fully understood the Wilde trial, and he publicly stated he regretted 

the incident afterwards. But his gut instinct on the need to maintain 

appearances says more about the community than about DuBois in 

particular. 

While Schwarz is correct to see a real ambivalence and perhaps 

avoidance of same-sex issues historically at work within the African-

American community, and in African-American literary studies in 

particular, the situation is not so simple as her statement indicates. 

Historically, African-Americans queers have been forced to choose between 

‘coming out,’ and thereby losing the support of the much needed family and 

church in a racist world, or learning to adapt within the black community, to 

find other strategies of survival - a situation paralleled by the experience of 

many non-white or otherwise underprivileged groups in this country. The 

result is both the ‘whitening’ of the LGBT community, as well as the fact 

that, according to Keith Boykin, “The black church is the most homophobic 

and the most homo-tolerant institution in the black community. I've been in 

congregations full of homophobic gay men. We go to church week after 

week to get beat up.” (qtd. in Hunter). All of which leads to the conclusion 
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which it has taken queer scholars quite a while to integrate into the field of 

‘queer studies,’ namely, that race and sexuality are not merely categories 

that one adds on to one another - race and sexuality have a synergistic 

relationship whereby being gay, lesbian, transgender, or otherwise queer is 

not the same for people from different parts of the racial hierarchy in this 

country, its class divides, across religious beliefs and communities, and 

across numerous social differences. Despite the major shift in the 1990’s 

from essentialist to constructivist approaches in regard to sexual identity, 

notions of an essentialized gayness die hard in the public eye, everyday life, 

and social divides. Marlon Riggs famous assertion that, upon coming out, 

he encountered a ‘sea of vanilla’ (qtd. in Muñoz, 22) is still not far from the 

mark. Which isn’t to say that queers of color don’t have counter-

communities - the black gay house party scene today’s Brooklyn, or ‘ball 

culture’
27

 being but two examples - but rather, that the divide between a 

‘mainstream’ queer culture and various ‘counter-cultures’ remains quite 

real. We, as a society, have yet to process the ways in which gender, 

sexuality, class, and race overdetermine each other. 

Thus, when we consider the structural factors which make it riskier 

for queers of color to openly speak out in their respective communities, as 

well as the ways in which more assimilationist organizations for increased 

                                            
27

 For more on this see Judith Butler, in Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive 
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social and civil rights often rely on traditional discourses of family and 

sexuality in order to seem less objectionable to a mostly white bourgeois 

public sphere, it is perhaps easier to see why simply lambasting the African-

American community for putting its queers on the ‘back burner,’ so to 

speak, is perhaps missing the point. More likely, the blame lies with the 

reifying effects of capitalism, which, at least according to Marxist critique, 

maintain dominance in society partly by means of its structural 

predisposition to divide and conquer in the name of the accumulation of 

capital surpluses (with minoritized populations being no exception to this). 

Still, the road from Powell’s attempted purge of queer clergy to some of the 

slow changes in this situation in the present has been a long and hard slog. 

In between, African-American queers have had to endure the general 

crackdown on ‘deviant sexual behavior’ during the post-Prohibition 1930’s, 

the rising conservatism which came with the war in 1940’s, and the pinko-

commie scares of the 1950’s - all of which put even more pressure on 

African-Americans to assimilate to the norms of sexual regulation produced 

by the dominant white bourgeois elites. We can see this, for example, in the 

marginalization of a figure like Bayard Rustin during the civil rights 

movement, in which his sexuality was widely seen to be an embarrassment 
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to a movement to which he was an enormous asset.
28

  But race needed to be 

put before sexuality during the civil-rights movement, and so the situation 

has progressed ever since. Today, the situation is beginning to change, and 

new strides of support for queer persons by public figures such as Kanye 

West and the Rev. Al Sharpton indicate this. From such a perspective, 

however, we can begin to see some of the structural effects of the identity-

political mentality which has divided groups of the oppressed from each 

other, as well as the devastating effects this has upon the multiply 

marginalized. 

And so, from such a perspective, we can begin to see why it was that 

it took a while for Bruce Nugent to return to the public eye.  As Seth Clarke 

Silberman has noted, “mention of Nugent as a writer rarely delves deeper 

than historical anecdote” (Silberman, Youse Awful Queer, Chappie 149). 

And it only takes a cursory examination of the history of his reception from 

Levering Lewis to the present to see this. According to Thomas Wirth, 

Nugent was not simply an important source of Lewis’ work, but perhaps the 

primary source, due to his nearly photographic memory. Yet despite the fact 

that Lewis thanks Nugent profusely in the Forward to Vogue, Nugent as an 

artistic figure plays a very minor role. Still, Lewis does state in the 1997 

Preface to the second edition that, had he written Vogue “today, both Zora 
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Neale Hurston and Richard Bruce Nugent would be broken out of their 

caricatures and placed in a far fuller social context” - and certainly, with the 

publication of the first edition of the text in 1979, both Nugent and Hurston 

were still considered relatively minor figures. While this situation largely 

changed due to the slow but steady increase in interest in Zora Neale 

Hurston since Alice Walker’s 1975 article on Hurston in Ms. Magazine (to 

the point where Their Eyes Were Watching God, the 1937 novel often 

considered Hurston’s masterpiece, is one of the most frequently assigned 

novels in college classrooms across the country), the renewal of interest in 

Nugent has taken much longer. 

Take, for example, the way Lewis describes Nugent in the original 

edition of Vogue in 1979. Nugent is called “one of the more interesting 

minor characters of the Renaissance.” Lewis continues:  

Nugent was a self-conscious decadent who had shortened his name to allay 

maternal embarrassment about his homosexuality . . . “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” 

was like nothing done before by an Afro-American writer. It more than fulfilled 

DuBois’ worried prediction that Locke’s “Beauty rather than Propaganda” could, 

if taken too far, “turn the Negro renaissance into decadence” (Lewis, Vogue 230). 

 

Likewise, in an amazing set of linguistic pyrotechnics, he also refers to him 

at another point in Vogue as “moving tieless and sockless from Gay Street 

to Striver's Row like some Lost Generation version of a medieval holy 

man” (197). There’s also Lewis’ brief introductory segment before the first 
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ever inclusion of Nugent’s work in an anthology on the Renaissance, The 

Portable Harlem Renaissance Reader: 

Richard Bruce Nugent’s “Smoke, Lilies and Jade” (1926) was the scandal of the 

Harlem Renaissance, and impressionistic celebration of androgyny, 

homosexuality, and drugs. Nugent’s Greenwich Village protagonist, Beauty, was 

a composite of Rudolf Valentino, Miguel Covarrubias, Countee Cullen’s male 

lover Harold Jackman, and Langston Hughes. DuBois had warned that the 

diminishing of cultural propaganda in the service of artistic beauty would “turn 

the Negro Renaissance into decadence.” Nugent’s piece was widely regarded as 

the quintessential confirmation of that prediction (Lewis, Portable Harlem 569).  

 

Once again, the statement on decadence. One begins to wonder if perhaps 

Lewis does not agree with DuBois assessment. But Lewis is not alone. In 

‘Youse awful queer, chappie’: Reading Black Queer Vernacular in Black 

Literatures of the Americas, 1903-1967, Seth Clarke Silberman lists off the 

‘peculiar’ set of terms used to describe Nugent’s works. In regard to 

“Smoke,” Silberman states that 

Too often, mention of the “beautifully worded” “Smoke” mimic David Levering 

Lewis’ sophomoric denigration of it as “a montage of pederasty and androgyny . . 

. prose dissolving in pointillistic soft pornography” . . . in his pictorial survey, 

Steven Watson calls him the “perfumed orchid of the New Negro movement” (; 

according to poet Albert Rice, Nugent is the “bizarre and young vagabond poet of 

High Harlem; and Claude McKay biographer Wayne F. Cooper boasts that 

Nugent “enjoyed an active social life [and] frankly admitted that he was a 

dilettante in all the arts save painting and that he enjoyed the role.” (148-51)  
 

When talking about Nugent, Silberman is right to notice the verbal 

metonyms for ‘queer’ that proliferate throughout the text. Nor was this 

isolated to the times - Langston Hughes, in defense of Nugent’s story, had 

called it a ‘green and purple story of the Oscar Wilde type.’ (qtd. in Lewis, 

Portable Harlem 83). Yet from 1927 until about the mid 1980’s, we can see 

the extent to which Nugent was a bit too hot to handle.  
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2.3 Tracing Nugent’s Shadow: Early ‘Gay and Lesbian’ Studies  
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If Nugent were simply forgotten for ‘being gay,’ one might suspect 

that early gay and lesbian studies would have had picked up on him as gay 

hero. As a college student who had recently ‘come out’ at a large state 

university, I can still remember a poster, which looked like it had been 

hanging for a while, in our newly renamed ‘Queer Student Union.’ The 

poster was full of pictures of ‘famous gays and lesbians,’ and stated in big 

letters that ‘we were always here.’ It included in the pageant of ‘our’ history 

Socrates, Plato, Sappho, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Oscar Wilde, 

Walt Whitman, Eleanor Roosevelt, Virginia Woolf, James Baldwin. It did 

not take into account the fact that many of these figures might not have 

understood what ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ meant, nor identify with these terms if 

they had. Such a poster clearly indicated the essentialist identity politics of 

the period, as opposed to the more constructivist and fluid notions of 

sexuality that were evidenced in the switch in the name of our group from 

the LGBT to the Queer student union.  Needless to say, Nugent was not up 

there. And in fact, Nugent himself had little love for gay and lesbian causes 

after the war, for, according to Wirth, he followed the gay and lesbian rights 

movement of the 1960’s and 70’s with something of a bewildered 

amusement, he simply didn’t get what was such a big deal. He had little 

desire to speak of such things in public, though he would discuss it if asked. 

To him, whom you slept with was simply your business, and everyone 
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should do as they like. It is in this sense hardly surprising that he was not a 

likely poster-child for the gay and lesbian rights movement of his last few 

years, despite the fact that in the final years of his life he had, along with 

many at the times, begun to call himself ‘a homosexual’.  

And perhaps we can then see why Nugent was not picked up for 

recuperation by early gay and lesbian studies. Despite Nugent’s own later 

statements, in many senses, an argument can be made, and will be made by 

this study, that the reason why he wasn’t seen earlier by LGBT studies is 

because Nugent was not gay. Or at least, he wasn’t gay until later, the 

period in which he called himself a ‘homosexual.’ However, if we look at 

various aspects of Nugent’s sexual presentation of self in context, as well as 

his self-descriptions of his sexual being at that time, ‘gay’ or even 

‘homosexual’ are not good descriptors for Nugent’s sexual ‘being-in-the-

world.’ Rather, the term which makes the most sense for Nugent would be, 

at least in today’s discourse, ‘queer,’ a term which did not make its 

appearance within academic discourse, at least in any influential fashion, 

until 1990, when some of the major initial publications on ‘queer theory’ 

began to be produced by critics such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Judith 

Butler, Theresa de Lauretis, David Halperin, Michael Warner, etc.
29

 

                                            
29 While the term ‘queer’ was originally deployed by activists and theorists from 

the mid-1980’s and early 1990’s in order to unite various sexual and gender 

minorities around a term which is inherently structurally polyvalent and inclusive, 
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Nugent’s specific modes of untimeliness in fact place his approach to 

sexuality as oddly contemporary to recent historical developments. As I will 

argue, this is hardly coincidental.  

In order to understand precisely why Nugent wasn’t ostracized from 

Harlem at the time of the publication of “Smoke,” but was then forgotten 

afterwards, even when other queer figures from that period were not, we 

                                                                                                               
this term also served to reproduce many of the exclusions which were analogously 

experienced by women of color within the more ‘mainstream’ feminisms of the 

1970’s. This led many critics of color to argue that queer was a ‘white’ thing, and 

that queer theory was ill-suited to address the needs of communities of color. For 

example, we can see some of the blindposts in early forms of queer theory at work 

in David Halperin’s definition of ‘queer’ in Saint Foucault: A Hagiography: 

 

As the very word implies, ‘queer’ does not name some natural kind or 

refer to some definite object; it acquires its meaning from oppositional 

relation to the norm. Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the 

normal, the legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to 

which it necessarily refers. (63) 

 

Halperin’s notion of queer doesn’t even mention gender or sexuality - even though 

‘queer’ is a term reclaimed from hate speech against various gender and sexual 

deviants, he describes it here as  “whatever is at odds with the normal, the 

legitimate, or the dominant.” As an inheritor of the modern liberal subject, as 

theorized by John Locke or Thomas Jefferson, this notion of queer, while based 

upon sexual and gender difference, can function as a representative of all types of 

differences from the normal, legitimate, or dominant. From such a perspective, 

queer acts as an umbrella term for all the oppressed, including those oppressed due 

to race or class, while still retaining its origins in gender and sexual discrimination. 

That said, because those oppressed by race and class come to this type of political 

concept late, they are in a sense queer, but not perhaps quite as queer as the rest. 

Just as Locke and Jefferson believed in the unalienable rights of all mankind - so 

long as mankind does truly include slaves or women - so queer could include 

anyone, so long as their racial or class position was in a sense overlaid by their 

gender and sexual status. This relation of symbolic domination is one that, 

according to Laclau and Mouffe, is called ‘hegemony, and it is structurally related 

to that which we saw at work with Scott in The Gender of Modernism. For more on 
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need to understand aspects of the ways in which gender and sexuality, 

particularly as they intersected with issues of race and class in Harlem at the 

time, were differently configured than they are today. As George Chauncey 

has argued, it wasn’t until about the mid-twentieth century that the object-

choice model of sexuality had fully replaced the gender-inversion model 

that preceded it: 

The most striking difference between the dominant sexual culture of the early 

twentieth century and that of our own era is the degree to which the earlier culture 

permitted men to engage in sexual relations with other men, often on a regular 

basis, without requiring them to regard themselves - or be regarded by others - as 

gay . . . Many men . . . neither understood nor organized their sexual practices 

along a hetero-homosexual axis. (65)   
 

This shift was neither uniform nor geographically consistent, and there were 

large disparities between the ‘free-love’ of Greenwich Village, largely 

influenced by Freudian theories of sexual object-choice, and Harlem’s 

speakeasy culture of rent-parties and buffet flats. That is, if the Village’s 

bohemians, like those in Mabel Dodge’s literary salon’s, felt themselves 

liberated the Americanization of Freud which essentially turned into sex-

radicalism, the situation, as we will describe in detail much later, were 

radically different in Harlem, shaped by vice-campaigns, zoning laws, and 

various other factors outside the control of the majority of Harlem residents. 

Then again, there was also the issue of class. For Chauncey, “The effort to 
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text Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.  
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forge a new kind of homosexual identity was predominantly a middle class 

effort and the emergence of “homosexuals” in middle-class culture was 

inextricably linked to the emergence of “heterosexuals in that culture as 

well” (100). Since the majority of Harlem was working class or simply 

living in poverty, as well as otherwise excluded from association with the 

middle-class via the force which David Roedigger has called (in the text of 

the same title) the “wage of whiteness,” despite the desire of the Talented 

Tenth to rival the white bourgeoisie, the large majority of Harlem had a 

view of sexuality which was infinitely more fluid than that of the white-

middle class which dominated life downtown, or the Freudian inspired 

bohemians in the Village. While “the growing differentiation and isolation 

of sexuality from gender in middle-class American culture” most certainly 

eventually became the dominant, hegemonic notion of what it meant to be a 

sexual person in the postwar period, this was certainly not consolidated by 

the time that Nugent published his story in Fire!!, and was, according to all 

accounts of sexual life in Harlem at the period, often simply not the case.  

We can see evidence of this very overcoding at work in Nugent’s 

own comments on the issue. So, for example, in a late interview entitled, by 

Wirth “You see, I am a Homosexual,” based on a line within the interview, 

Nugent states the following about queer life at the time: 

Harlem was very much like the village. People did what they wanted to do with 

whom they wanted to do it. You didn’t get on the rooftops and shout, I fucked my 
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wife last night.” So why would you get on the roof and say, “I love prick.” You 

didn’t. You just did what you wanted to do. Nobody was in the closet. There 

wasn’t any closet. (Nugent, Gay Rebel 21)   

 

Despite the fact that earlier in the interview Nugent described himself in the 

terms “I am a homosexual,” using the verb ‘to be,’ what he is describing 

here seems to intimate what Michel Foucault would call a regime of ‘acts 

and practices’ rather than sexual identity, in which actions did not define 

something about your inner essence or ‘soul,’ so to speak. Or, for example, 

take the previously quoted phrase in which Nugent recounts (in his 

interview with Hatch), telling DuBois, “You’d be surprised how good 

homosexuality is. I love it.” (99). Nugent does not describe homosexuality 

as something one is or expresses in acts. Rather, it is something to be tried 

or done, something which, Nugent seems to imply, DuBois might 

surprisingly enjoy if he tried. But it is in a 1929 letter to Alain Locke that 

we see Nugent at his most slippery on this issue, and operating in a mode 

more characteristic of his views on sexuality in the pre-war period than 

those after the war: [I see myself] “either form a homo- or duo-sexual’s 

juxtaposition to life or an artist’s. Doubly hard and fascinating when 

regarded from the view of both rolled into one. Not ego I hope to declare a 

definite knowledge that I am an artist” (Silberman, “Lighting Harlem” 

456).  Thus, if Nugent had an identity during this period, it was not that of 

an artist, not that of a homosexual. Chauncey describes the extent to which 
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the term bisexual, for example, was originally used to describe someone 

who was seen to combine two genders, rather than two sexualities, and we 

see this tension at work in Nugent’s juxtaposition of the terms homo- and 

duo-sexual. In what sense does he mean sexual here - in terms of gender, or 

sexuality? It is unclear, at least to us, but perhaps it was also unclear to 

Nugent, precisely in that it didn’t have to be clear, for these were issues that 

were much more fluid for culture at large, and Harlem in particular, during 

this period than they would be after the McCarthyite hearings changed the 

general public perception of what it meant to be a homosexual.  

The impact of McCarthyism, not only upon dominant notions of 

what it meant to be sexually deviant by those in the mainstream, but also by 

those who occupied these marginal zones, is something which cannot be 

underestimated. As Michel Foucault describes via the term “reverse 

discourse,”
30

 often those who exist on the margins of power use the very 

terms used to denigrate them as mechanisms to form a sense of self. 

Foucault’s examples include those who often wrote to sexologists such as 

Kraft-Ebbing and Havelock Ellis, begging them to include their life 

histories in their next editions as examples of various so-called 

‘perversions.’ For Foucault, this process allows marginal subjects to give a 

name to their exteriority to the hegemonic public sphere; at the same time, 



 

95 

however, it also often serves to limit their sense of self to one that is crafted 

by the powers that be. In this sense, the widespread discourse on 

homosexuality under McCarthy, mobilized in the fight against communism, 

had the effect of not only giving shape to homophobia for years to come, 

but to inadvertently shape queer identity around the issue of object-choice 

rather than gender, for unless queers could be putatively invisible, the link 

to communism simply didn’t work. Lee Edelman describes the situation as 

follows: 

In conjuring homosexuality as an often invisible yet potentially omnipresent 

concern, the magazine [Life] evokes the Cold War equation of homosexuality with 

Communist infiltration and subversion of the State - an equation made explicit by 

the words which Ernest Haverma’s article begins: “Do the homosexuals, like the 

Communists, intend to bury us? (156)  
 

Those whose swish gave them away were simply not a menace; no, it was 

the masculine queer who was a threat to the synecdochal link between 

nuclear family and nuclear state. Nugent’s primary identification as being 

an artist, but interpreting life as if through lenses of homo- or duo-sexuality, 

simply make no sense in the new postwar consensus, what Kaja Silverman 

would call the ‘dominant fiction’ (Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the 

Margins 3). 

Nugent was none of these things; he often described the fact that the 

reason why choreographers liked to cast him as a dancer was that, unlike 
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many of the other male dancers, he had a very masculine presentation. 

Nugent combined the masculine gender presentation of the downtown 

queers with ambivalence towards a notion of sexual identity of the ‘nellies’, 

‘wolves,’ and ‘rough queers’ of Harlem’s working class establishments. 

And why shouldn’t he - he was as comfortable in Washington Square as he 

was in Harry Hansberry’s Clam House, where Gladys Bentley held court 

nightly. In some senses, one could say that Nugent was a ‘homosexual’ 

when he was wearing his downtown ‘clothes,’ so to speak, and more 

‘duosexual’ while uptown. But he was always, at least according to his 

letter to Locke, an artist. It is these very qualities that made Nugent perhaps 

less than an attractive candidate for gay sainthood during the era in which 

essentialist notions of identity, along with the identity-based politics, which 

came with it, held sway. On the other hand, it was not so much the fact that 

Nugent slept with men that made him objectionable to the Harlem literati at 

the time - nearly everyone did. But he spoke of it openly, and perhaps 

worse, took on the symbols associated with the decadent aestheticism of 

Oscar Wilde. This was in many senses more objectionable to those in 

Harlem than what he did in bed.  

Wildean aestheticism was most certainly not fashionable in Harlem 

in the 1920’s, and while Wilde’s trial had created an enormous scandal in 

the press in 1895 (and in fact, over 900 sermons were preached in that year 
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alone against Wilde in America),
31

 this sort of homosexuality was often 

seen as a ‘white thing.’ According to Seth Clarke Silberman’s reading of 

Nugent’s statements on the subject,  

                                            
31 Wilde’s trial is in so many ways a watershed, not only within the popular 

conception of homosexuality ‘as a species’ – within and even slowly beyond the 

Anglophone world -  but on general tropes of masculinity as well. Ed Cohen makes 

a persuasive argument in Talk on the Wilde Side that because the papers covering 

the trial would not print the particular crimes of which Wilde was being accused, 

they needed to imply these crimes via the descriptors used to detail aspects of his 

person: 

 

. . . no newspaper detailed any of the sexual charges against Wilde. Indeed, 

the criminal activities themselves were never directly named in any 

newspaper account of the case but instead were designated by a virtually 

interchangeable series of euphemisms . . . that directly conveyed nothing 

substantive about the practices in question except perhaps that they were 

nonnormative: e.g., “certain misdemeanors,” “indecencies,” “misconduct 

with lads,” “immoral relationships,” “improper relations” . . . Thus, rather 

than depicting the criminal behaviors . . . whose absence from the 

journalistic accounts might be supposed to have rendered these reports 

nearly unintelligible, the newspapers produced a metonymic web in which 

the situation of male bodies displaced/replaced the unarticulated and 

indeed inarticulable “sexual” meanings. Simultaneously, the implicit 

juxtaposition of these somatic situations to what was deemed “proper” and 

“decent” placement of the bourgeois male body . . . mapped onto these 

“sexual” signifieds differences of class and generation that became 

constitutive elements in popular representations of Wilde’s gendered, 

social identity . . . (184) 

 

The trial, covered with sensationalist glee by both the British and the American 

press, was as impossible to ignore as the trials of Michael Jackson or Scott 

Pederson were in recent memory. The inadvertent effect of the press coverage, 

however, was to produce a lesson in close reading whereby the public was 

schooled in metonymically readings what those who were of the ‘type’ to commit 

‘unnamed crimes’ were like. Before this time, Wilde’s dandy Lord Henry Wotton 

could simply be seen as an aesthete, but with the prosecution reading passages 

from Dorian Gray and A Portrait of Mr. W.H. in the courtroom, making the links 

for the jury, and the press reporting and exaggerating every gesture, piece of 

clothing, sigh, and gestural code they could, Wilde’s body became a syntagm of 

signs and the recipient of the gaze that bourgeois men had worked hard to shift 

from their bodies to that of women. 
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Whether or not there was actually no “closet” in Harlem could be argued, but 

what Nugent does  demonstrate is the problem in naming the black gay men and 

lesbians of Harlem during a time when homosexuals were believed to be only 

white. As Jeanne Flash Grey, a resident of Harlem in the 1930’s, remembers, 

“There were many places in Harlem run by and for black lesbians and gay men, 

where we were still bulldaggers and faggots and only whites were lesbians and 

homosexuals” . . . Despite the lack of an official homosexual label . . . Other black 

gay men and women in Harlem . . . Participated and contributed to the bohemian 

culture from which Nugent drew in his [sic] work. Still, Nugent became the 

signifier for homosexuality in Harlem . . . (Silberman, “Lighting Harlem” 257) 

 

Notice that Silberman doesn’t state that he became a signifier for ‘faggotry,’ 

but rather ‘homosexuality,’ for “only whites were lesbians and 

homosexuals.” In Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem, for example, the more 

worldly Ray has to explain to the protagonist Jake what a “lesbian” is: 

“that’s whats we call bulldyker in Harlem.” (Knadler, “Sweetback Style” 

910). Here we see another wrinkle to the Foucaultian narrative described in 

his History of Sexuality. For if Foucault tracks the invention of the term 

‘homosexual,’ and argues that there were no homosexuals before the 1870’s 

or so, we have evidence, anecdotal though it may be, that there were no 

lesbians in Harlem in the mid-twenties, though there were most certainly 

‘bulldykers,’ ‘bulldaggers,’ and others who, like Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, 

or Gladys Bentley, did not need men to have a good time. Likewise, very 

few of those who men who had sex with other men at the time considered 

themselves ‘homosexual’, despite the fact that the city’s other center of 

queer activity, the Village, was full of self-proclaimed homosexuals. But 

while the gender-inversion model which had been popular in the Bowery at 
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the turn of the century had begun to go out of style amongst the middle-

class or educated artist class queers at the time, amongst the working classes 

and non-bohemians who made up the majority of the city’s population, and 

certainly the large majority of Harlem’s, the gender inversion model reigned 

supreme. 

And it is in this sense that we see that Foucault’s notion that 

sexuality has a history needs to be amended. For not only does it have a 

history, but also a geography.
32

 As many scholars of the globalization of 

western models of sexual identities and practices have argued, ‘gay’ and 

‘lesbian’ are notions that are colonizing the globe with capitalism. This is 

precisely the time-lag of which Bhabha speaks, whereby time is mapped 

onto the spaces of the colonial (and Harlem can most certainly, in this 

sense, be seen as an interior colony of America at this time), and thereby 

becomes the inheritance of the post-colonial. Denis Altman, in Global Sex, 

articulates this point by comparing the situation of America as it was 

transitioning from the gender-inversion to the object-choice/‘sexuality’ 

model to that of parts of the world currently being colonized by the culture 

                                            
32

 This also brings to mind the difference between ‘space’ and ‘place’ described in 

Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space. For a related discussion, on Harlem as 

‘heterotopia,’ see the discussion of ‘interzonal modernism’ in Chapter Three of this 

text. For more on these issues in general, see David Sibley’s Geographies of 

Exclusion. 
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of western capitalist notions of same-sex intimacy which come with its 

films, publications, and various other cultural products: 

“Modern” ways of being homosexual threaten not only custodians of “traditional” 

morality, they also threaten the position of “traditional” forms of homosexuality . . 

. Thus, the effeminate bakkla in the Philippines or the kathoey in Thailand might 

see those who call themselves “gay” as  hypocrites, in part because they insist on 

their right to behave as men, and desire other men like them. For others there is a 

perception that contemporary middle-class gay men and lesbians in, say, New 

Delhi, Lima, or Jakarta, have less in common with “traditional” homosexuality 

than they do with their counterparts in western countries . . . the assertion of 

gay/lesbian identity can have neo-colonial implications. (88, 93)  

 

From such a perspective, when Nugent went downtown to the Village, 

particularly when in gay spaces there, he didn’t simply cross distance in 

space, but one of time as well; that is, he changed locations within the 

colonial space-time of New York City in the 1920’s. Which is not to say 

that the Village’s notion of ‘homosexuals’ was more ‘modern’ in a way that 

implies any sort of ‘progress’ - rather, it was simply the location of the 

future ways of being that the metropole would work to impose upon the 

margin, with varying degrees of success, as colonial time progressed.  

The persistence of what Riggs has called the ‘sea of vanilla’ in 

‘mainstream’ gay culture, along with the thriving subcultures of life ‘on the 

down-low’ and ‘homo-thuggery,’ evidence the extent to which the join 

between metropolitan and colonial sexualities indicate an uneasy join, not 

only in neo-colonial Thailand and Malaysia, but the within the communities 

of the racialized for whom gay and lesbian modes of same sex intimacy 

may be an imposition, a ‘white thing.’ Thus, just as the Thai bakkla may 
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find “gay” Thais to be acting “western” or even “American,” taking on a 

sexual identity of the sort which has come to be called ‘gay’ in today’s 

culture would, in the culture of Harlem in the 1920’s, be almost certainly 

seen as a ‘white’ thing.
33

 In this sense, we can begin to see why it was that 

Nugent didn’t show up on the radars of more traditional forms of modernist 

studies (seemingly erratic use of formal devices associated with 

modernism), African-American studies (at first was consigned with the rest 

of the Renaissance to the dust-bin of history, then when the Renaissance 

was recuperated, was in many senses ‘too gay’ and ‘too formalist’ for early 

African-American Studies), as well as early ‘Gay and Lesbian’ Studies 

(Nugent’s form of sexuality partook of some, but not enough, of the traits of 

                                            
33 According to Beniot Denizet-Lewis’s article in The New York Times from 

August 3, 2003, entitled “Double Lives on the Down-Low,” gay/lesbian identity 

are still often seen in the black community as a ‘white thing’: 

  

Today, while there are black men who are openly gay, it seems the 

majority of those having sex with men still lead secret lives, products of a 

black culture that deems masculinity and fatherhood as a black man’s 

primary responsibility -- and homosexuality as a white man’s perversion . . 

. Most DL [down-low] men identify themselves not as gay or bisexual, but 

first and foremost as black. (1) 

 

While Denizet-Lewis, a French-American journalist who is not of African heritage, 

does make some broad generalizations in this article (one which helped start the 

slew of controversy on the issue of DL culture in and around 2004), he does base 

his assertions on numerous interviews. Whatever the extent of DL culture, 

however, the paired concepts of sexual identity and the ‘homo/hetero’ binary are 

often associated, within African-American culture as well as numerous cultures 

worldwide and historically, with the rise of the Euro-American bourgeoisie which 

colonized the globe with their sense that sex needed to be read through the 

hermeneutic known as ‘sexuality.’ 
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normative ‘gayness’ as it was conceived during the high period of identity 

politics).  

But then, something began to change. Women of color feminists in 

the late 1970’s and early 1980’s started to challenge both the manner in 

which groups of people of color seemed to systematically ignore issues of 

gender and sexuality, as well as the manner in which identity politics based 

on race and ethnicity isolated women and/or lesbians from each other, 

forcing them to relate within feminist and lesbian groups which were 

historically dominated by women who were white and privileged. With the 

general statement of purpose put out by the Combahee River Collective in 

1979, a work which eventually lead to the groundbreaking publication of 

This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, an 

anthology of writings edited by Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie Moraga in 

1981, we see what might be considered the birth of intersectionalism in 

critical and activist consciousness within this country. Not long after this, in 

the mid 1980’s, we see the rise of ACT-UP and Queer Nation, as well as 

various other groups that worked to criticize the identity-based models of 

political organizing within ‘Gay and Lesbian’ groups at the time. And it is 

here where we begin to see movements such as the new modernist studies, 

queer studies, women of color activism and theorizing, and various other 
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forms of intersectional theory and practice emerge. It is in this sense 

perhaps no accident that interest in Nugent began to recur at this time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.4  Tracing Nugent’s Shadow: Modernist Studies 
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Nugent’s intersectionalism, his disidentificatory performances of 

self, and his equally difficult to place literary and visual texts, hardly made 

him a candidate for canonization by those who, after World War II, began 

to consolidate the highly varied cultural movements from before the war 

into a single, unified narrative which came to be known as that of ‘high 

modernism.’ 

But what exactly was this narrative of ‘modernism’ from which 

Nugent found himself excluded? Firstly, there is no question of whether or 

not Nugent would’ve considered himself ‘modernist,’ since in fact the very 

term ‘modernist’ didn’t even come about until around 1927, at least in 

English, and wasn’t popularized until the mid 1930’s (Jameson, Singular 

Modernity 164). People at the time often simply referred to the work of this 

period as ‘modern’. And so, when Picasso painted his Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon in 1907, or Joyce published Ulysses in 1922, or the Vorticists 

published Blast! in 1915, or Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dali released their 

film Un Chien Andalou on an unsuspecting public - none of this work was 

called ‘modernist’ by those who created them. More importantly for our 

concerns, Nugent may have considered his work modern, but at the time, 

few if any considered their work ‘modernist.’ This, in fact, only came 

afterwards. While modernism became one of the most powerful of the 
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postwar narratives to account for the activities of this period, it has a strange 

history of its own,
34

 one which can help us understand why Nugent 

disappeared from it its narratives, cannons, and histories.  

As is often the case, modernism, like so many other movements, 

was only named after it had stopped growing. By the early 1930’s, the 

                                            
34 The manner in which the ideology of modernism solidified during the postwar 

period via a rereading of the prewar period to justify predetermined, depoliticized 

ends can be seen at work in condensed form in  longtime MOMA curator Rene 

d’Harnoncourt’s 1948 justification of Abstract Expressionism to the American 

Federation of the Arts: 

 

Freed from the restriction of collective style, the artist discovered he could 

create his style in the image of his own personality. The art of the 

twentieth century has no collective style, not because it has divorced itself 

from contemporary society but because it is part of it. And here we are 

with our hard-earned new freedom. . . . [The problem of alienation] can be 

solved only by an order which reconciles the freedom of the individual 

with the welfare of society and replaces yesterday’s image of one unified 

civilization by a pattern in which many elements, while retaining their own 

individual qualities, join to form a new entity . . . The perfecting of this 

new order would unquestionably tax our abilities to the very limit, but 

would give us a society enriched beyond belief by the full development of 

the individual as a whole. I believe a good name for such a society is 

democracy, and I also believe that modern art in its infinite variety and 

ceaseless exploration is its foremost symbol. (Gilbaut, How New York 

Stole the Idea of Modern Art 189) 

 

From such a perspective, it is hardly surprising that Nelson Rockefeller - one of the 

founders of the MOMA in 1929, its president for much of the Forties and Fifties, 

as well as, 1954, the man President Dwight Eisenhower chose as his Special 

Advisor on Cold-War Strategy, as well as the man who chaired the Planning 

Committee in charge of the National Security Council - called Abstract 

Expressionism “free enterprise painting” (34), for Abstract Expressionism was a 

product of pure individuality, with no ‘objective correlative’ of meaning that could 

be accessed by any shared interpretive community of viewers, thereby allowing 

each and all to take what they will, see what they will, and believe what they will 

about it. Following the critique of the isolation of the individual under capitalism, 

Marxist theorist Georg Lukacs would have argued that the result is merely 
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world was becoming a more ominous place, and people turned more and 

more to social realism, propaganda, and various more traditional approaches 

to the arts. To those who define modernism as ‘formal experiment,’ the 

thirties were then, for the most part, hardly modernist. This was the period 

which, for example, in Germany was called the Die Neue Sachlichkeit 

(often awkwardly translated as the ‘New Objectivity’ or New Sobriety,’ but 

is perhaps most literally translated as ‘the new attention to the matter at 

hand’), or which in the United States was dominated by Depression-era 

WPA art extolling brotherhood through toil. It was a time in which ‘art for 

its own sake’ was seen increasingly as irresponsible - certainly after the 

start of the Spanish Civil War in 1935, the rise of the Popular Front against 

Fascism, and the looming threat of war. Gems of the old style, like Djuna 

Barnes’ poetically fragmented Nightwood, published in 1936, were 

untimely, baroque efforts, fascinating residual formations. Still, by this 

time, modernism was widely considered the name for the sort of work that 

promoted expression with new form, and was seen as the ‘other’ to this new 

sobriety, realism, and political consciousness.  

But once the war ended, modernism came back. And it came back 

with a vengeance, not only as a no longer moribund art, but as a program 

for saving nothing less than Western Culture. This was not an obvious 

                                                                                                               
quietism, solitary contemplation, and ultimately, a feeling of isolation from others 
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development, by any stretch of the matter. The American public had never 

really warmed to abstract ‘modernist’ experimentation,
35

 and for Europe, 

the formalist, supposedly ‘a-political’ side of modernism was seen as 

obsolete in a continent ruined by war, while its more directly political side 

was so often, as the war continued, merely a vehicle for propaganda. The 

resurrection of modernism as ‘formal experimentation’ was hardly to be 

expected.
36

  

                                                                                                               
which precludes any mass political action. And this was not far from the intent.  
35

 ‘Modern’ art had a rocky start in the United States from the get-go, from the 

early ridicule heaped on the New York Amory Show in 1913 to the reluctance of 

the general public to move away from realism even after World War II. After the 

war, Truman continued to dislike abstract art in general, and before Time-Life 

publisher Henry Luce had converted to the cause of abstract art via Alfred Barr’s 

attempts to dissuade him from vitriolic editorial critique, his prior editorial policy 

was that modern art was ‘communistic.’ To convert a skepitical American public, 

however, a major public-relations campaign needed to be waged to show the ways 

in which freedom of the palette and pen were equivalent to freedom of the ballot 

(despite issues like Jim Crow laws and nascent corporate lobbyists) and the free-

market (despite its anti-labor practices, mass exploitation, etc.). We can see the 

extent of the work that needed to be done to ‘sell’ modernist formalism to the 

American public, for example, by means of an exemplary speech made in 1951 in 

Congress by Rep. George Dondero of Missouri: 

 

All modern art is communistic . . . cubism aims to destroy by designed 

disorder. Futurism aims to destroy by the machine myth ,. . . Dadaism aims 

to destroy by ridicule. Expressionism aims to destroy by aping the 

primitive and insane. Abstraction aims to destroy by the creation of 

brainstorms . . . Surrealism aims to destroy by the denial of reason. 

(Gilbaut, 253) 

 

For Dondero, abstract paintings were likely maps showing weak-spots in US 

military installations, or in the Boulder Dam (then under construction), and it was 

in this way that we were “unconsciously used as tools of the Kremlin” (253).  
36 For example, in the work of the Italian Neo-Realists film-makers, set in the 

rubble of bombed out cities full of lost individuals and abandoned children 

scraping to get by in a modern wasteland, we see an inheritor of the prewar trends 
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By redefining ‘realism’ in such a manner that formal 

experimentation was seen as existing in a sort of counterfactual 

contradictory relation thereto, any possibility for a new form of reality 

became foreclosed, and as such, both the narratives of the ‘realist’ Joyce 

and that of fragmented yet socially interested ‘realism,’ were eclipsed in 

favor of a distinction between form and content, in which particular ‘real’ 

conditions were contents meant to eventually be sublated in the 

unquestioned formal playing field of consumerist capitalist free-market 

liberal democracy. As such, the freedom of the artist in the world of pure 

form was seen as existing in a sort of allegorical tension to the individual 

elements in the social arena, each of which needed to know its place within 

a larger order constructed by a (generally) unseen hand. Thus, to the extent 

to which any attempts to render the real were concrete, social, historical, or 

contextual, they were forgotten by a modernism that came after the war and 

                                                                                                               
which incorporated both the tendency towards fragmentation with that of ‘reaslist’ 

social critique, in a manner specifically suited to a world fragmented to rubble, yet 

not in a manner at all congruent with that of the orderly lines and purist geometric 

forms of the experimental ‘formalists.’ Many of the so-called ‘realist’ works of this 

period are uncannily so, and there is much to unite Rossellini’s waste-lands with 

those of T.S. Eliot’s. When the world has become uncanny itself, realism cannot 

help but reflect a reality unrecognizable to those from previous periods, lest it 

merely nostalgically reproduce past conventions as the determinate of what was 

‘real’ in the first place. Of course, many of the ‘modernists,’ even before the war, 

thought of themselves as even more realist than those who employed the 

conventional forms of realism inherited from the 19th century - one need only 

examine the notion of the surreal to see this at work. And yet, if Rossellini is as 

much an inheritor of the fragmented approaches of the Dadaists as Joyce was of 

Henrik Ibsen’s naturalist attempts at a higher realism, both these facts were erased 
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needed badly to forget, as well as to remember strategically in order to play 

the political role of the ‘apolitical’ in the postwar situation. Thus, while the 

new forms might simply have been in a sense necessary to capture the 

reality of shattered life-world, their violations of the conventions of realism 

established nearly a century before do not necessarily merely indicate an 

experimentation with the form of art, as much as the fact that reality itself 

might have changed. Such a notion, however, requires an anti-

foundationalist notion of the function of language, a break from the notion 

of an organic relation between symbol and world, a division which many 

have argued is itself one of the symptoms of the radical social changes 

brought about by the technological, economic, and social upheavals of the 

early twentieth century. If we read the ‘transcendental homelessness’ of 

which Hungarian critic Georg Lukács speaks as phenomenon which refers 

not only to the wandering souls of the early twentieth century, but to its 

wandering words as well, we get a sense of the general unmooring of 

certainties, linguistic and otherwise, which need to be taken into account in 

any investigation of what ‘modernism’ might mean.  

In this sense, if before the war ‘modern’ art was generally seen as 

any that rejected Victorian styles and conventions, during the postwar 

period, the MOMA party-line was that of the progressive liberation of art 

                                                                                                               
from view in the postwar reconstruction of the narratives of ‘modernism.’ 
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from social, historical, and political context, to pure formalism. In 

particular, the forms of anti-Victorian cultural production which combined 

previous notions of realism with some of the devices employed by the more 

formalist avant-gardes, but towards political or social ends - such as the 

work of the Mexican muralists, the ‘Harlem/New Negro’ Renaissance, 

Soviet proletkult and constructivist experiments, or even the work of fascist 

triumphalisms - had vanished from sight.
 37

 When directly political art made 

                                            
37 If we follow the writings of former Trotskyist Clement Greenberg, it is in fact 

against the ‘mass’ that this new art form found its purpose - in expressing the 

individual’s freedom beyond the reach of the social, this new art was necessarily 

against ‘kitsch’ - that anti-intellectual mass culture epitomized by the sort of ‘low-

brow’ pseudo-individuation provided by the consumer culture of pink flamingoes 

and lawn-Buddhas, and the subject of John Seabrooks’ highly influential text 

Nobrow: The Culture of Marketing, the Marketing of Culture (2001)). It was also a 

perfect antidote to Soviet style politics, organized around the ‘unified’ voice of the 

mass. According to Dwight MacDonald, a vocal art critic of the time, the danger 

was the “spreading ooze of mass culture” (Gilbaut, 248) as much as the Soviets, 

such that “Faced with the annihilation of the individual under totalitarian regimes 

and with the absorption of the individual in the capitalist regimes, the American 

left tried to stake out a middle ground” (198). Guilbaut sums up the situation as 

follows: 

 

. . . after the atom bomb . . . it had become impossible to represent the 

diffuse anxiety and fear that defined modernity without falling into the 

grotesque or the facile . . . in attempting to avoid [these] dangers, avant-

garde art became an art of obliteration, of erasure . . . no sooner had the 

telling [of a story] begun than it began ingeniously to undo itself, to cover 

itself up and disappear . . . [thereby creating] products of fear and of the 

impossibility of representation . . .They [the Abstract Expressionists] 

found a way of getting around the painted message [in this case of mural 

art] by making the content of the message private and by treating the 

private material as a public declaration . . . (197)  

 

Henry Luce, the Time-Life mogul and rabid anti-communist, argued in 1949 that 

“The modern artist’s nonconformity and love of freedom cannot be tolerated 

within a monolithic tyranny and modern art is useless for a dictator’s propaganda” 
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its return in the late 1960’s, it did so in opposition to the particular form of 

radically apolitical politics of the immediate postwar period.
38

 In this sense, 

                                                                                                               
(268), and critic Harold Rosenberg argued for ‘the political choice of giving up 

politics’ (275). This notion of the role of the artist would be roundly criticized by 

the Beat poets by the late-1950’s, but by the early 1950’s, it was precisely this 

notion of the role of the artist in society which had dominated the institutional, 

market, and philanthropic flows of capital and support which made modernism an 

industry unto itself, all while nicely dovetailing with an ethic of depoliticized 

capitalist consumption. 
38 In contrast to the approach to the history art or literature that simply compares 

works with previous occurrences within its discipline or genre, it is particularly 

salient that modernism be studied within the context of the very intentional 

shaping of its form within the public sphere by political concerns. The impact of 

the United States ‘intelligence’ and ‘psychological warfare’ efforts to turn 

‘modern’ art into what came to be known as ‘modernism’ in the 1950’s is only 

recently beginning to be appreciated, and the ramifications for the study of Afro-

Diasporic and queer literatures have barely begun. We now posses the memoranda 

and documents to prove that there certainly was a concerted effort to promulgate a 

particular ideology of modernism within rather high levels of government, as 

documented in a recent spate of books, most prominently the incredibly well-

documented The Cultural Cold-War: The CIA and the World of Arts and Letters 

(2001), by Frances Stonor Saunders, but also Gil and Gilles Scott-Smith’s The 

Politics of Apolitical Culture: The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the CIA, and 

Post-War American Hegemony (2002), Claire Culleton’s Joyce and the G-men: J. 

Edgar Hoover’s Manipulation of Modernism (2004), and some related studies such 

as Mark Jancovitch’s  The Cultural Politics of the New Criticism (2006), Paul 

Murphy’s The Rebuke of History: The Southern Agrarians and American 

Conservative Thought (2001), and the original study to breach this area of inquiry, 

Serge Guilbaut’s 1983 classic How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: 

Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold War. While many of these texts 

track the political and ideological stakes involved in the pursuit of a single 

ideology of modernism across the arts and letters, it is only two of the most recent 

texts by Saunders and Culleton that have relied primarily on documents previously 

unavailable, which show the extent to which the government was involved in 

direct manipulation of the cultural sphere.  

As Claire Culleton has demonstrated in Joyce and the G-men, the origin of 

attempts by the government to influence the course of international art and 

literature began in a period in which there was no peacetime spy operation in the 

Unites States, primarily as the brainchild of J. Edgar Hoover’s constitution of a 

war on outsiders via his newly ascendant Federal Bureau of Investigation. From 

his position as Director of the General Intelligence Division of the Bureau of 

Investigation (BOI), Hoover gathered information far and wide for use by the 
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the politics of identity and the political apolitics of postwar liberal 

‘modernism’ can be seen as the two twin ideologies that dominated the 

historiographical concerns in regard to art, literature, and culture between 

the wars.  

All of which brings us to the fact that modernism, as a term, is in 

need, not of necessarily a new history, but, to use the term employed by 

Foucault, of a good genealogy; that is, a story of the ways in which the story 

of modernism has been told. Much of the previous efforts at a development 

of the historical context for modernism have either focused on describing 

the historical contexts of the period in which modernism arose, the more 

expansive history of the elements which brought modernism about, or even 

of the rhetorical tropes of the ‘modern’ which go back to the Latin sense of 

modernus, the ‘querelle des anciens et modernes,’ Bacon’s works on the 

‘four idols’, the Cartesian cogito, etc.
39

 These are still histories, in that they 

assume modernism as existing, and as clearly defined, before they then 

work to create a teleological history of what brought it about. But they do 

                                                                                                               
government under the guise of the Espionage Act of 1917, and the Sedition Act of 

1918. From the start, there were what Foucault would call ‘biopolitical’ aspects to 

this campaign, epitomized by President Woodrow Wilson’s 1915 statement that it 

is “hyphenated Americans who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very 

arteries of our national life . . .  Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy 

must be crushed out.” (Kennedy 24). The fear of the penetration by outsiders, often 

racialized and (homo)sexualized, focused the energy of the BOI, and eventually 

Hoover’s FBI, on those who did not fit a very limited notion of national belonging.  
39

 For a genealogy of approaches to the question of the modern, modernity, and 

modernism see Jameson, Singular Modernity 139-210.  
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not ask the question of why the term ‘modernism’ began to be used in a 

particular way, and the effects this term had had, since its slow rise to 

prominence in the late 1920’s and early 30’s, to its widespread canonization 

and institutionalization in non-communist ‘West’ of the 1950’s. But if we 

start to question the ways in which the events of the early part of the century 

changed the role of language in society (the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ which 

began with figures such as Ludwig Wittgenstein and the Wiener Kreis, 

Czech Structuralism and the Russian Formalists, or even the rise of modern 

advertising with the works of Edward Burnays), then we can begin to see 

the ways in which it is not so much the ‘event’ modernism which needs 

concern us, as the extent to which the permutations of the term ‘modernism’ 

has in many senses given rise to a series of highly influential events. 

With these concerns in mind then, what can we do, today, with a 

term like 'modernism'? The term has been through the ringer, used and re-

used, bent like a wire-hanger into quite a few unique shapes, almost as 

much, if not more than, a term like 'Romanticism'. What can we, in the 

present age, do with a used up hulk of a term like 'modernism'? Do we even 

need it anymore? What value can the term still have for us? And, perhaps 

more important - why should we, in dark times like the present, care? 

For Andreas Huyssen, writing on the state of comparative modernist 

studies in Modernism/Modernity in 2002, the attempt to develop, not only a 
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new modernist studies, one that is truly comparative, and thus can speak to 

both the discourse of comparative literary as well as cultural studies, can be 

framed as follows: 

The demand for an alternative model of comparison that would transcend an 

older, European-style comparative literature paradigm may be new, but not all 

tools need to be invented from scratch. Ultimately, the issue of globalization 

remains very much tied up with the rich debate about modernity and aesthetic 

modernism and their respective historical trajectories. For the political and 

cultural developments of the 1990s have not been kind to the postmodernists' 

confident prediction that modernity was at an end, let alone the even more 

triumphalist claim that history had ended . . . Modernity is now (and has been for 

some time) everywhere, and the discourse of postmodernity seems only an 

episode (if a significant one) within a certain transformation of Western modernity 

itself. The issue facing critics, therefore, is no longer modernity vs. postmodernity 

(although this inevitably reductive binary still underlies much of the currently 

popular anti-modernity thinking that issues from a narrowly understood 

postcolonial approach). The issue is rather what Arjun Appadurai has identified as 

modernity-at-large, and what others have described as alternative modernities. As 

Dilip Gaonkar wrote in a recent special issue of Public Culture on alternative 

modernities, modernity “has arrived not suddenly but slowly, bit by bit, over the 

longue durée—awakened by contact; transported through commerce; 

administered by empires, bearing colonial inscriptions; propelled by nationalism; 

and now increasingly steered by global media, migration, and capital. 

(“High/Low” 364-5) 

 

While Huyssen describes the period before this shift began in the early 

1990’s as “the postmodern decades in the U.S. from the 1960s to the 1980s” 

(370) - a notion which seems to me a bit reductive (in that it seems to me 

more useful to think of post-modernism as an advanced form of modernism 

which is as incomplete in its saturation of the world as modernism) - the 

very notion that we may have ‘passed’ post-modernism, or at least, any 

simplistic sense of modernism as something which has simply ‘passed,’ is 

one which resonates widely with the aims of this study. Still, if things have 

begun to change in the early 1990’s, there are still aspects of both the ‘new’ 
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and ‘old’ modernist studies that are, in many ways, beholden to the more 

rigid critical models inherited from modernism itself.
40

  

                                            
40 For years, modernism was a highly stable field of study, with a stable canon of 

great works, and a standard set of concepts to master. Nowhere is this more visible 

than in the stranglehold on the teaching of literature exercised by the American 

New Critics, the literary-critical wing of late-modernist formalism, which 

dominated American literary criticism from the 1950’s to the late 1960’s, and to 

varying degrees until finally eclipsed during the early 1980’s. Terry Eagleton’s 

description of this, a scathing, often quoted paragraph that sums up the general 

contemporary dismissal of the New Critical approach, is cited in full below: 

 

New Criticism’s view of the poem as a delicate equipoise of contending 

attitudes, a disinterested reconciliation of opposing impulses, proved 

deeply attractive to skeptical liberal intellectuals disoriented by the 

clashing dogmas of the Cold War. Reading poetry in the New Critical way 

meant committing yourself to nothing: all that poetry taught you was 

‘disinterestedness,’ a serene, speculative, impeccably even-handed 

rejection of anything in particular. It drove you less to oppose 

McCarthyism or further civil rights than to experience such pressures as 

merely partial, no doubt harmoniously balanced somewhere else in the 

world by their complementary opposites. It was, in other words, a recipe 

for political inertia, and thus for submission to the political status quo. 

There were, naturally, limits to this benign pluralism: the poem, in Cleanth 

Brook’s words, was a ‘unification of attitudes into a hierarchy 

subordinated to a total and governing attitude.’ Pluralism was all very 

well, provided that it did not violate hierarchical order’ the varied 

contingencies of the poem’s texture could be pleasurably savored, so long 

as its ruling structure remained intact. the limits of New Criticism were 

essential the limits of liberal democracy: the poem, John Crowe Ransom 

wrote, was ‘like a democratic state, so to speak, which realizes the ends of 

a state without sacrificing the personal character of its citizens.’ It would 

be interesting to know what the Southern slaves would have made of this 

assertion (Eagleton, Literary Theory 50). 

 

To whatever extent these critics were simply willing pawns or relatively naive 

fellow-travelers, Eagleton’s assessment of the cultural ramifications of the 

formalist approach are hard to deny.  

The ramifications of all this were, according to Walter Kalaidijan in 

American Culture Between the Wars: Revisionary Modernism and Postmodern 

Critique, that 
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     According to Huyssen’s take on this,  

Most modernist research in the U.S. academy is still largely bound by the local. It 

remains predominantly tied to the traditional North Atlantic canon and its 

disciplinary codification in national or regional departments of language, 

literature, and culture. The canon has indeed been expanded in recent [End Page 

363] years by the inclusion of phenomena such as the Harlem Renaissance or 

Caribbean modernism; but processes of translation and transnational migrations 

and their effects remain insufficiently studied outside of local specializations. We 

lack a workable model of comparative studies that goes beyond traditional 

approaches and that still takes national cultures as the units to be compared. (363-

4) 

 

While Huyssen describes the issue as one of nationalism, if we think of this 

following Georg Lukács’ notion that one of the fundamental aspects of 

modern capital during the early twentieth century is its tendency to 

atomistically ‘reify’ not only things but people and concepts as well (see, 

for example, his deconstruction of bourgeois philosophical impasses from 

this perspective in his classic essay on reification in History and Class 

Consciousness, then we can expand this argument beyond that of 

nationalism. And in fact, if we look at the history of the discipline of 

comparative literature in the United States, generally founded by European 

émigré polyglots fleeing World War II, it becomes evident that the attempt 

to unify a series of atomistically separate phenomenon indicates a form of 

                                                                                                               
Postwar scholarship on high modernism has largely silenced the century’s 

complex and contentious social context . . . This lapse of cultural memory 

persists, arguably, through the canon’s incredibly narrow focus on a select 

group of seminal careers. Such reigning tropes of individu al talent have 

served to fix, regulate, and police modernism’s unsettled social text, 

crosscut as it is by a plurality of transnational, racial, sexual, and class 

representations. (2) 
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neo-Platonism whose structural similarities to various modernist depth-

model ‘reconstitution projects’ indicates that it is the form rather than 

merely the content which we need to consider. 

Thus, while the reification of the study of modernism has certainly 

been affected by the manner in which modernist studies has been divided up 

by the American university system’s reliance on the concept of ‘national 

literatures,’ it must be remembered that one of the most striking aspects 

described by so many observers of ‘modernism’ as it happened in Europe 

and America in the early part of the century was that it was the first truly 

cosmopolitan cultural movement. In fact, a strong argument can be made of 

the fact that it is precisely this ‘incomplete modernization’ which creates a 

type of ‘modernism’ dependent upon the coordinates of the link between 

local and global at work in a given place and time. Certainly Euro-

American modernisms can be parochialized as such. If there is then 

something fundamentally comparatist about modernism, in its tendency to 

place into conjunction cultural objects newly wrested from various 

traditions, we would need to think not only about the sorts of reifications 

which have limited our thought, and made it, in a sense, modernist in the 

past, and what, perhaps, might takes us beyond these limitations, not only in 

content but also in form, in the present.  
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While this might appear on the surface to be simply a matter of 

keeping up with the latest fashion, the push to ‘keep up’ with things, to not 

be modernist longer than we must, is in fact not merely as gratuitous a 

notion as it might seem at first. For, according to Chela Sandoval in her 

2000 text Methodology of the Oppressed,  

. . . modernist modes of understanding and enacting oppositional forms of 

consciousness . . . that appear to have been most effective in opposition to 

modernist modes of capitalist production [need to be rethought, for]. . . as 

Jameson points out, under postmodern transnationalization new forms of 

resistance and opposition must be recognized. (54-5)  
 

In this sense, what is perhaps most interesting to me is the manner in which 

Sandoval appropriates Jameson’s terminology is the fact that while Jameson 

speaks of Ernest Mandel’s three stages of capitalism, and includes 

modernism and postmodernism as the aesthetic stages appropriate thereto, 

Sandoval takes this one step further. For her, the mode of capitalist 

production that Mandel labels ‘imperialist or monopoly capitalism’ 

becomes ‘modernist,’ while ‘late capital’ becomes ‘postmodern capital’. 

What this allows her to argue is that there are modernist modes of 

consciousness, namely, various levels of subjective division within 

localizable projects, and postmodern forms of consciousness in which these 

projects dissolve but the fragmentation increases. It also allows her to 

identify modernist and postmodernist strategies of resistance to capital. 

This is crucial. It is based, however, on a scenario nearly identical to what 

we have been describing, in which late/postmodern capital brings about 
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what she calls a “democratization of oppression” which is based on the 

overcoding of previous modes of subjectivity, dominant or otherwise:  

The hyperspace of multinational postmodernism expands through the physiologies 

of all first world subjects regardless of social, race, sex, or gender class, in the 

transformation of such classes into bureaucratic and technocratic entities whose 

function is to shift power through, and give life to, the transnational social body. 

All citizen-subjects are becoming strangely permeated, transformed, - and 

marginalized . . . Although inequality of material resources and subordinations by 

race, class, nation, gender, and sex continue to operate under the protection of law 

and order, a new kind of psychic penetration evolves that respects no previous 

boundaries . . . [in which] the first world subject enters the kind of psychic terrain 

formerly inhabited by the historically decentered citizen-subject: the colonized, 

the outsider, the queer, the subaltern, the marginalized. (55-6) 

 

But for Sandoval, this is not merely a descriptive state of affairs, but a 

proscriptive one, for if the shift to postmodernism destroyed the modernist 

subject, along with its dreams of centeredness and careful restitution 

projects, then applying modernist-style modes of opposition will no longer 

work on this shifted terrain:  

Following both Foucault and Jameson, this metamorphosis in how power is 

perceived and experienced creates different kinds of social being than did the 

previous “modern” depth conception of power as sovereign . . . In this respect, the 

industrial working class, the so-called proletariat, can never again be viewed as 

the only revolutionary “subject of history” any more than can the indomitable and 

transforming presence of the third world, of peoples of color, lesbians, gays, 

queers, women, or the subordinated . . . There has been an upheaval under 

neocolonizing postmodernism that has transferred a potentially revolutionary 

apparatus into the body of every citizen-subject . . . As previously legitimated 

centers unravel from within . . .This new circumstance not only brings about the 

“death” of the modernist subject . . . [but also] makes visible a new collective 

subject (decentered, yes - but not schizophrenic) . . . (34-6)  

 

According to Sandoval, and building on the insights of Jameson, Harper, 

and hooks which we’ve already addressed, identitarian modes of opposition 
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are themselves modernist.
41

 And if identity, in its essentialist, ‘centered’ 

form, is modernist, then only a decentered mode of resistance can help 

                                            
41 According to Cressida Hayes in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

“although “identity politics” can draw on intellectual precursors from Mary 

Wollstonecraft to Franz Fanon, writing that includes that specific phrase, with all 

its contemporary baggage, is limited almost exclusively to the last fifteen years.” 

(Hayes, Stanford Encyclopedia). For while there has been talk about of ‘national 

character’ for quite some time, the use of identity to describe national or social 

issues doesn’t emerge in dominant discourse until Erik Erickson’s work from the 

early fifties., such as his section on ‘Black Identity’ in Childhood and Society 

(1950), his conference paper “The Sense of Inner Identity” from 1953, or his 

famous notion of the ‘identity crisis’ as a stage of development. Erikson’s notion 

of identity became common parlance, however, mostly because his theories of 

adolescent development in America were used to describe the phenomenon of the 

‘teenager’ - a figure that was largely invented in the 1950’s - and the tendency of 

teenagers to experience ‘identity crises’. And it was via this popularization of this 

term that the notion of identity spread widely through American culture, and the 

discourse on national character or racial type was replaced by one of ethnic or 

cultural identity. That said, this notion, developed around Erikson’s own 

experience working to construct a viable sense of self-identity growing up Jewish 

in Hitler’s Germany, was largely universalized in its implications, leaving the 

notion of identity utilized in popular culture that of teen angst rather than social 

marginalization. But with the advent of the 1960’s, it was a short step from the 

development of identity politics. Charles Lemert describes the transition in the 

following terms: 

 

By 1963, in Stigma, [Erving] Goffman had explicitly distinguished social 

and personal “identities” from each other, and both from the classic notion 

of the Self understood as the “core” of one’s being . . . In these early 

works, Goffman clearly acknowledged associations between his identity 

theories and the other important identity theorists of the early 1950’s, Erik 

Erikson and David Riesman . . . Another not so separate connection is that 

between these events in social theory . . . and events in the political world 

(the beginning of the civil rights movement in the US in Montgomery in 

1955 and the growing revolution of colonial subjects in Asia and Africa 

throughout the 1950’s). (Lemert, 122-3) 

 

While the term had been potentially introduced into public discourse by Goffman 

in 1963, ‘identity politics’ or ‘the politics of identity’ were terms which rarely 

achieved any prominence until nearly twenty years after; thus, while there emerged 

in the period between the 1950’s and the 1980’s the usage of terms such as ‘black 

identity’ (a term first used by Erikson back in 1950),  Jewish identity, gay identity, 
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create change in a world in which capital, the decentered or virtual center of 

symbolic, economic, cultural, and various other capitals at work in today’s 

world, is its self-no longer modernist.  

And it is here where Sandoval radically breaks from Jameson, by 

arguing that his desire to take a “historicist” rather than “radical 

poststructuralist” approach to resistance (in that “radical poststructuralism” 

is often just as bottomless and surface oriented as postmodern capital itself), 

he fails to find a mode of resistance which is applicable to the contemporary 

situation he so deftly describes. And while he has paeans to Utopia at the 

end of both his Postmodernism book and A Singular Modernity, as well as 

hints towards what he calls “the need for a class consciousness of a new and 

hitherto undreamed of kind” (Jameson, Postmodernism 418), he 

                                                                                                               
etc., these various movements weren’t labeled with the term identity politics, at 

least not in a popular sense, until the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. Rekha Pappu 

describes the situation as follows:  

 

In contrast to the longer history of the term ‘identity’, ‘identity politics’ 

has a more recent use. Within India, and remarkably the world over as 

well, the concept of ‘identity politics’ acquired currency mainly in the late 

’80s and the early ’90s in the context of assertions of a range of identities, 

specifically identities that sought to naturalize certain cultural 

characteristics. (Pappu 3). 

 

And its here that we can begin to see one of the most interesting aspects of identity 

and its politics, namely, that at precisely the time in which ‘identity politics’ was 

finally named as such, its moment of cultural prominence had already passed. To 

paraphrase a notion employed by Jacques Lacan, that ‘the name murders the 

thing,’ the naming of this concept was the nail in the coffin of its practice, an 

indication of a crisis within the various politics based on the notion of racial, 

gender, sexual, (and to some extent class) identity.  
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nevertheless does not spell out the form which he feels, at the given 

moment, this sort of Utopia might take, seemingly implying that this is the 

constructive task of readers in their wider reality. There is in fact something 

incredibly safe in such a gesture, a safety which a thinker such as Marx did 

not afford himself as he worked to much more directly theorize not only the 

mechanisms whereby what later theorists might call ‘class-consciousness’ 

forms, but to undertake the much more speculative and constructive effort 

whereby the specific form needed to dialectize the present socio-historical 

situation could be constructed. In this sense, Sandoval can be seen as taking 

an activist, interventionist, and most certainly Gramscian step beyond 

Jameson, in that she describes precisely how new forms of oppositional 

consciousness need to be different from preceding, modernist forms. 

And it is here where we see how the critique of traditional 

approaches to the question of modernism and that of identity find common 

ground in the general critique of a sort of ‘reification’ inherent to 

modernism, and the limitations this imposes on any attempt to exert agency 

in a rapidly postmodernizing field of global capital so poignantly described 

as a new sort of ‘empire’ by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt in their 

eponymously titled text from 2001. Dealing with the shifts in international 

capital, as an a supra-economic system, is a matter of more than just 
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keeping up with the trends at academic conferences; rather, it is as much 

about the sort of ‘cognitive mapping’ needed in order to ensure the ability to 

perform what Sandoval would call the sort of ‘differential’ mobility 

necessary to simply retain the agency to act oppositionally in today’s world. 

Following Muñoz, however, I would like to add that it is not merely a 

matter of being able to act in a manner that is oppositional, but 

disidentificatory. For if opposition simply repeats in reverse the conditions 

in which an entity was formed, it is only by means of creative 

disidentification that, in a sense, employs the sort of creative mimicry-with-

a-difference, which in a sense repeats but does not merely represent, 

whereby, for Homi Bhabha, ‘newness enters the world.’
42

 

Thus, if the call for intersectionalism in theory is seen as a problem, 

and read as symptom, then that which it was designed to address, namely, 

the reified separations which came before it, are therefore dialectized in 

turn, dragged into this process of problematization.  Thus, if the prewar 

period is seen as a period before the signifier ‘modernism’ took hold and 

articulated itself, namely, the period of postwar late-modernist formalism,
43

 

                                            
42

 For more on Bhabha’s notion of mimicry as productive of the auto-production of 

subjectivity within a world designed precisely to limit subjectivity to a minimum, 

particularly for those are marginalized by power, see his essay The Location of 

Culture 121-131, 303-337.  
43 Evidence of the highly biopolitical aspects of the national paranoia embodied by 

Hoover’s program are further indicated by the specifics of the issues Hoover, and 

his wide net of informants around the country, pursued. Hoover argued that 
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then the ground to this figure, that which was excluded therefrom, returned 

with a vengeance with the politics of identity. If immediately after the only 

choices available within the dominant public sphere were nascent liberal 

formalism its 'others,' by the late 1960’s, non-formalism had defined itself 

                                                                                                               
Communist doctrine was supported by “intellectual perverts” and was “atheistic” . 

. .” (Culleton, 44). Using contemporary theories of discourse analysis, we could 

argue that the notion of ‘Americanness’ was defined negatively by Hoover and 

those like him as being non-atheistic, non-Jewish, non-communist, non-

hyphenated, non-black. Because these enemies of ‘America’ were seen as hiding 

under every rock and behind every closed door, the Bureau, like its counterparts in 

Europe, became adept literary critics: “By 1920, the FBI had an extensive 

newspaper clipping service - some 625 newspapers were read and clipped daily by 

bureau assistants” (46). This concerted effort to shape the general ideological space 

of public discourse in the United States influenced the course of art and literature 

in the country. Presenting her case by laying out evidence received under 1996’s 

Freedom of Information Act, Culleton argues that 

 

 . . . because the Bureau exhibited such conspicuous control over those 

writers [whom it harassed and surveiled], the FBI grew to shape and 

thereby limit what we recognize as literary modernism. In other words, not 

only did Hoover structure American experience during his reign in the 

bureau from 1924 to 1972, but I am convinced he structured the course of 

modern literature as well, by doggedly shadowing writers who were too 

politically radical, too stylistically experimental, too critical of twentieth 

century culture, too sexually frank and explicit, and too likely to influence 

public opinion. (48) 

 

While it might seem shocking to those who assume the general transparency of the 

U.S. government, Culleton carefully documents the extent to which the 

transparency was a carefully constructed illusion. So, for example, “Hoover’s 

manipulation of modernism also included having inside men at some of the 

country’s most important downtown New York publishing houses such as 

Doubleday, Holt, Scribners, and William Sloane Associates” (52). Culleton 

continues: 

 

Hoover was so eager to prosecute perversion in all its forms (sexual, 

political, moral, ideological, and so forth), that we need to ask how modern 

literature was affected by his antiradical hysteria, by his extremist 

philosophy of what constituted deviant, radical, or seditious activity. In 
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into its clear opposite, namely, that of identity and the politics based upon 

it. By the early 1980’s, when these various politics of identity began to be 

thought of as having much in common, under the term ‘identity politics’ 

and/or ‘multiculturalism,’ we see the formal equivalence between these 

various identities, with their very different histories and social stakes, both 

integrate the universalist tendency of postwar formalism, while doing so by 

means of taking the shape of its dialectical opposite; namely, it was not a 

universalism based on the removal of particularism, but rather, composed of 

particularism. However, it was at this moment of dialectical reversal (what 

Hegelian would call a shift from ‘positing’ to ‘external’ reflection), that we 

see the possibility for the third level emerge (or ‘determining’ reflection).
44

 

That is, we see the possibility to move beyond the binary between liberal 

formalism and identitarianism altogether, that is, the return of that moment 

before this very distinction had solidified. This is the moment of a return to 

the scene of the original founding violence whereby this narrative of 

modernism has been formed. It is to this primal scene that this section has 

worked to return.       

                                                                                                               
what directions might modernism have taken off without Hoover’s 

institutional interference? (65) 
44 For more on reflection in Hegel’s philosophy, see “Hegel’s Conception of 

Logic” by John Burbridge, in Frederick Beiser, The Cambridge Companion to 

Hegel.   
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Thus, if modernism began before the war with a wide variety of 

overlapping discourses which were oppositional to what had come before, 

with a wide open set of possibilities about what would next emerge, once 

these terms were hegemonized by the signifier ‘modernism,’ these other 

avenues vanished from sight. Only at the point when the modernist signifier 

has started to lose its hold on us can we start to see what things we may 

have lost to it, what options for the future were cut off with the advent of 

the ‘modernist’ signifier. And yet, the very fact that we can start to see what 

we’ve lost is evidence that the signifier has started to lose its grip on our 

cultural and historical field of vision.  

If the first section of this study has worked to describe a context for 

the loosening of this modernist signifier, then the second section will work 

to examine some of what can be seen in the interstices between this signifier 

and its others, between liberal formalism and racial, gender, sexual, and 

class based notions of identity. Like two sides of a sheet of paper, both 

sections work the same cultural knot, but from two separate sides. And it is 

to this second side that we will now turn. And as we can see, the 

ramifications of this were not only that Nugent’s style of producing 

performative acts, as well as literary and visual works, which were nothing 

if not a grand bricolage of styles, materials, forms, and gestures, not only 

created a situation in which he needed to have been forgotten by a 
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modernist studies which was formalist in nature, but also required that as 

this began to shift, it makes sense that he began to re-emerge as an 

interesting figure with the rise of the ‘new modernist studies.’ As we will 

see in the following sections, a similar shift occurs within the scholarly 

traditions based upon an identitarian model which originated as a dialectical 

response to postwar liberal formalist narratives of ‘modernism,’ and the 

changes which starts to occur in these fields as identity politics begins to be 

reevaluated starting in the mid-1980’s. The following section will examine 

how this happened within African-American studies, and that which comes 

after this will examine the situation in early ‘Gay and Lesbian’ studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE: Theorizing Bruce 

 

 

3.1  Learning to Listen to the Multiply Marginalized: ‘Intersectionality’ in 

Contemporary Critical Theory 
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What brought about this renewed interest in Nugent? What 

changed? Certainly not Nugent. What changed were the times. While shifts 

in the academic culture of universities and academic publishing houses lag 

behind broader shifts within culture, the call for more intersectional 

approaches to the study of literature and culture has produced massive 

changes in the ways in which academic study in the humanities has framed 

itself in the last fifteen or so years. Working to move beyond both liberal, 

universalist approaches to the study of literature and culture, as well as the 

modifications of these models in light of gender, race, sexual, and class 

based critiques which came out of the social movements of the 1960’s, 

intersectional/relational forms of analysis aim to work at the sites of 

overdetermination, intersection, and overlap between these different axes of 

social oppression, in ways which go beyond any sort of reified, essentialist, 

or identitarian approaches to cultural inquiry. Thus, rather than pursue 

African-American, gay and lesbian, feminist, or working class histories and 

analysis, intersectional analyses aim to show the ways in which various 

forms of social marginalization intersect with hegemonic discourses of 

privilege and each other in configurations which vary according to variables 

of time and place.  

Arguing that so-called ‘universal’ values such as beauty, truth, or 

historical significance cannot be separated from the ways in which power is 
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articulated across various lines of force within society (as well as the ways 

these lines intersect, layer, and interact with each other), intersectionalism 

aims to continually destabilize socially dominant distinctions by 

recontextualizing them by means of their own intersections. Working to 

understand the ways in which power and knowledge determine each other,  

intersectional analyses examine the ways in which the categories whereby 

we produce historical narratives are themselves products of history. By 

examining the places where contemporary categories fail, this approach 

foregrounds the manner in which the historical contingencies and 

hegemonic power relations which determine current forms of knowledge 

production are structured in a manner which silence various social groups, 

individuals, perspectives, histories, and possible futures. In light of what 

many theorists have argued are the differentiating aspects of contemporary 

capitalist modes of social production (whereby the division of labor applied 

to models of material production have been integrated into the fields of 

socio-cultural production of subjects and cultural artifacts), 

relational/intersectional analyses work to investigate cultural artifacts in the 

context of the complex and multilayered situations in which they are 

produced. Continually aiming to destabilize cultural divisions by means of 

what lies in the intersections between them, intersectionalism is an ethics, a 

politics, a mode of knowledge construction, and a program for 
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historiographical praxis that is activist in inspiration, and utopian in its 

goals.    

We can see the manner in which the abstract and concrete concerns 

of intersectional analysis come together, for example, in Nikki Sullivan’s 

take on how recent shifts in queer studies have worked to understand the 

ways in which sexuality and race fundamentally determine and influence 

each other: 

It is not simply that the black gay man is ‘doubly’ oppressed whereas the black 

straight man and the white gay man are ‘singly’ oppressed on the basis of race and 

sexuality respectively. Rather, the lived experience sexuality, for example, is, in 

each case, significantly different since race, class, sexuality, and so on, inflect 

and/or infuse one another. As [Ian] Barnard puts it, sexuality is always already 

racialized, and race is always already sexualized . . . What we find then in the 

work of Barnard, [Dariek] Scott, and [Eric C.] Watt is a call for an analysis of 

what Kimberlé Crenshaw has called intersectionality, that is, the complex 

interaction between a range of discourses, institutions, identities, and forms of 

exploitation, that structure subjectivities (and the relations between them) in 

elaborate, heterogeneous, and often contradictory ways. (72) 

 

José Esteban Muñoz, in 1999’s Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the 

Performance of Politics, elaborates upon the manner in which intersectional 

analysis goes beyond traditional forms of liberal and identity-based forms 

of critique as follows: 

[Kimberlé Williams] Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality is meant to account 

for convergences of black and feminist critical issues within a paradigm that 

factors in both of these components and replaces what she has referred to as 

monocausal paradigms that can only consider blackness at the expense of 

feminism or vice-versa . . .Intersectionality insists on critical hermeneutics that 

register the copresence of sexuality, race, class, gender, and other identity 

differentials as particular components that exist simultaneously with one another . 

. .Intersectionality should not be confused with multiculturalism. Intersectionality 

is primarily concerned with the relations between different minoritarian 

coordinates  . . . [it] allows for nodes of difference which cannot be anticipated . 

.[based upon a ] disidentification with liberalism’s outmoded narrative of 

multiculturalism . . . radical multiculturalism is focused on the relational or 
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intersectional aspects . . . between identity components, refusing to whitewash 

such complexities (8, 99, 167). 

 

Working to “push beyond a reified understanding of theory” (32), Muñoz 

argues that modes of analysis which take a “monocausal” approach to social 

marginalization miss the ways in which various categories of social power 

overlap and overdetermine each other. 

Muñoz is also at pains to display the extent to which the artificial 

separation of identity categories in “monocausal” forms of social analysis is 

often buttressed by an equally artificial separation between theoretical 

activity, cultural production, and the lived experience of everyday life. 

Arguing that fiction be understood as a “technology of the self,” Muñoz 

strives to demonstrate the manner in which subjects internalize images, 

narratives, and social discourses as part of the process of self-making, and 

how the reworking of these raw-materials within the performances whereby 

subjects navigate the life-world needs to be understood if we are to grasp 

the role that the production, consumption, and manipulation of cultural 

artifacts play in the wider world. Producing a model of subjectivity which 

has much in common with cultural critic Stuart Hall’s description of the 

‘circuit of culture,’ [Fig. 15]
45

 whereby subjects form their internal 

schema’s for navigating the world via polyvalent signs which are 

                                            
45

For more on this concept see Stuart Hall’s introduction to Representation: 

Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices 1-12. 
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interpreted and internalized, and then themselves become reworked into 

utterances which enter the play of forces in the cultural sphere, Muñoz 

recontextualizes literary, visual, and performances texts within a larger 

semiotic of culture in which meaning is unstable, continually negotiated, 

and subject to shifts in power and privilege.  

In order to understand the mechanism whereby subjects rework 

cultural signs in the process of self-making, a move which is certainly 

conceivable for subjects with majoritarian privilege but a necessary part of 

survival for minoritized subjects, Muñoz adapts Michel Pechéux’s notion of 

‘disidentification’ for the purposes of the sort of intersectional analysis 

necessary to understand the cultural products of the multiply marginalized. 

Arguing that minoritiarian subjects are continually forced to “disidentify” 

with the raw materials of selfhood produced by a majoritarian public sphere 

that is only  

interested in its own reproduction, Muñoz’s analyses track the ways in 

which minoritized subjects, and particularly those who sit at the crossroads 

of multiple forms of social marginalization, are continually placed in a 

position which, to rework the title of a work by Oscar Wilde, might best be 

described as one of “The Critic as Artist.” In this sense,  

Disidentification is meant to be descriptive of the survival strategies the minority 

subject practices in order to negotiate the majoritarian public sphere that 

continuously elides or punishes the existence of subjects who do not conform to 

the phantasm of normative citizenship . . . . disidentificatory performances . . . 
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strive to envision and activate new social relations. These new social relations 

would be the blueprints for minoritarian counterpublic spheres. (Muñoz, 4-5) 

 

Conceiving of performance in the widest possible sense,
46

 in which speech, 

writing, dress, gesture, as well as the production of cultural artifacts like 

literary or visual texts, are seen as reiterations of past enactments, Muñoz 

works to show the ways in which minoritized subjects, and particularly the 

multiply marginalized, are forced to creatively rework the scripts of 

selfhood provided by the majoritarian public sphere. For Muñoz, creativity 

is not a luxury for those at the margins, but a way in which to get by, and 

theorization is a necessary skill if one is not to be subsumed, erased, or 

silenced.  And while Muñoz speaks primarily of queers of color in the 

contemporary neo-colonial metropolitan centers of New York, Los Angeles, 

or Miami, many of his insights resonate with the post-colonial critiques that 

describe the survival strategies of ‘hybrid’ subjects at the margins of the 

overdeveloped world.  

For the ‘between folk’ who live on the margins of the dominant 

public sphere of Euro-American dominated transnational capital - be they in 

underdeveloped pockets within the metropole or in the neo-colonial fringes 

of what Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri  

                                            
46

 For more on a performance studies approach to discusrive and cultural analysis, 

see Richard Schechner’s Performance Studies: An Introduction.  
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Fig. 15 – ‘The Circuit of Culture,’  Stuart Hall, reproduced from 

<www.ethesis.net/ander/ander/htm> 

 

 

have simply called empire - the mechanism which Muñoz has called 

‘disidentification’ (but which goes under other names as well, such as 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s concept of 

signifyin’), along with the intersectional theorizing that is a necessary part 

thereof, indicate a set of skills which are developed co-constitutively with 

the development of subjectivity. Such a notion of theorizing, based upon a 

recursive process of meaning-making and problem-solving takes us far from 

the world of academic journals, and back to the notion of theory as lived, 

embodied, and directly connected to the lifeworld. Take for example bell 



 

135 

hooks’ reflections on the role of theory in her attempts as a black woman to 

find a place in contemporary American society: 

I came to theory because I was hurting . . . I came to theory desperate, wanting to 

comprehend - to grasp what was happening around me and within me. Most 

importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away. I saw in theory then a location for 

healing . . . I was desperately trying to find the place of my belonging. . .I found a 

place of sanctuary in “theorizing”, in making sense out of what was happening. I 

found a place where I could imagine possible futures, a place where life could be 

lived differently. The “lived” experience of critical thinking, of reflection and 

analysis, became a place where I worked at explaining the hurt and making it go 

away . . .When our lived experience of theorizing is linked to processes of self-

recovery, of collective liberation, there is no gap between theory and practice . . . 

[rather they are an] ultimately reciprocal process wherein one enables the other. 

(hooks, “Theory as Liberatory Practice” 59) 

 

Working to deconstruct the arbitrary divisions between lived praxis and 

academic critique, the sort of intersectional analysis advocated by Muñoz, 

hooks, and a variety of other theorists attempts to unwork the process 

whereby theory has been separated from action by the professionalization of 

the ‘critique industry’ within the university and academic publishing trades. 

Operating at the interstices between inquiry and activism, politics and 

knowledge production (which Gayatri Chakaravorty Spivak would call “the 

reproduction of cognitive authority” – (Spivak, In Other Worlds 276)), such 

an approach to the place of critical inquiry aims to move beyond Antonio 

Gramsci’s famous description of the distinction between the “organic” and 

“professional” intellectual activity, towards a more radically democratized 

notion of what theory as lived practice can be. 47
  

                                            
47

 For a good overview of Gramsci’s theorization of the role of the ‘intellectual,’ 

see Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual 3-24.  
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While intersectional forms of theorization, as well as the more 

general frame of disidentificatory praxis of which they are a part, have been 

part of what Chela Sandoval has called the “methodology off the 

oppressed”  for as long as injustice has existed, our times call for specific 

formulations thereof. According to contemporary theorists of twentieth 

century capitalism such as Ernest Mandel, Jean Baudrillard, Anthony 

Giddens, Pierre Bourdieu, Jean-Joseph Goux, or Fredric Jameson,  one of 

the most distinctive features of the contemporary ‘postmodern’ world-

system is the manner in which the ‘division of labor’ endemic to Fordist 

models of material production has been internalized by subjects and 

collectivities via the ever increasing manner in which capital impacts the 

circulation of social signs. Giddens, for example, argues in Modernity and 

Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age that “modernity 

breaks down the protective framework of the small community and of 

tradition, replacing these with much larger, impersonal organizations” (33).   

Disrupting traditional signifying economies, Giddens argues that 

one of the most distinctive features of modernity is its ability to abstract 

subjects, objects, terms, and collectivities from their initial contexts and, via 

what he calls “disembedding mechanisms” (20-1),  produce systems of 

equivalences which allow for their comparison, the determination of 

relative value, and the formation thereby of unified fields of circulation and 
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exchange. Building upon the path breaking work of early twentieth century 

theorists such as Max Weber, Georg Lukács, and Norbert Elias, Giddens 

and others have described capitalist, western modernity as a mechanism for 

the ever-increasing segmentation, differentiation, rationalization, 

atomization, and reification of previously heterogeneous cultural terrains. 

Goux, for example, has argued that the term ‘capitalism,’ originally a term 

developed by economists, is perhaps best understood today “with all its 

etymological weight” as a system for the “centralization of value and 

values” (Symbolic Economies 44)  and Elias has argued that  

the formation of longer and longer chains of actions and competition between 

those bound together by them . . . are levers in the comprehensive process of 

increasing differentiation and extension of all chains of action, which has played 

such a decisive role in the whole course of Western history. (388) 

 

From such a perspective, the process of ever increasing complexification, 

centralization, and internalization of increasingly systematized processes are 

the defining markers of the increasingly global capitalist world system. 

Working to unravel the centralization of the extraction of surplus - material, 

financial, cultural, or symbolic - is the work that needs to be conceived by 

those who want to mitigate the tendency of this centralization process to 

benefit the few over the many.  

In this sense, the imperative to work intersectionally is not merely 

one of intellectual fad, nor is it merely applicable to analyses of multiply 

marginalized subjects such as Nugent. Rather, it has become a strategy 
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necessary for unraveling the perpetual manner in which contemporary 

capitalism, conceived in the widest possible sense as a system for formal 

rationalization, standardization, and centralization of values, has affected 

the ability of any and all subjects within its purview to think beyond the 

continual process of segmentation that this process produces. Thus, if we 

have all become exiles within a world system in which the perpetual, 

radical, and continual disembedding of previous certainties are continually 

reworked within ever new fields of exchange, and at ever increasing rates 

and intensities, then the survival strategies of the marginalized, particularly 

those marginalized by the system of capital, hold the key to understanding 

precisely what and how this system functions. By examining the 

constitutive exclusions laid bare by the survival strategies of the multiply 

marginalized, we can attempt to think ways in which to resist and 

reconfigure this system such that it does not centralize capital, in the widest 

possible sense, within the hands of the few, or worse yet, for its own 

perpetual advance regardless of the subjective lifeworld of which it is a part.  

From such a perspective, the call for intersectional analysis within 

the discursive structure of academia needs to be seen as one more fold 

within the perpetual dialectical war of position within contemporary 

capitalism. As an effect of the critique of both liberal and ‘identity political’ 

models of resistance to postmodern capital which came about during the 
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mid-1980’s, the queer, diasporic, women of color, and post-colonial models 

of inquiry which came of age in the early 1990’s, and which were based on 

the activist movements of the early 80’s (such as the publication of This 

Bridge Called My Back, or the activities of the ‘Subaltern Studies Group,’ 

or of ACT-UP and Queer Nation), need to themselves be seen as products 

of the very structure which they are working to resist, rework, and unravel. 

Thus, this very move towards the intersections needs to itself be 

historicized, placed within the context of its own production within the 

wider sphere of culture, and be subject to what Pierre Bourdieu has called a 

“reflexive sociology.”  Only by means of such a  perpetually spiraling 

endeavor can we even hope to trace the pattern of contemporary capital in a 

modality that can map its lines of force, and imagine modes of resistance 

thereto. 

Doing so, however, will require developing a methodology that can 

overcome the manner in which contemporary capital produces reified 

distinctions that often obliterate the tracks of previous ways of looking at 

the world. Pierre Bourdieu describes such an endeavor as follows:  

One cannot understand what is going on [in a particular period] without 

reconstructing the laws specific to this particular universe, which, with its lines of 

force tied to a particular distribution of specific kinds of capital (economic, 

symbolic, cultural, and so on), provides the principle for the strategies adopted by 

different producers, the alliances they make, the schools, they found, and the art 

they defend . . . as a sort of common reference system that situates contemporaries 

. . . [a field operates] by virtue of their common situation within the same 

intellectual system. (qtd. in Hutchinson, 5) 

 



 

140 

In various ways, this is what this inquiry will work to do, to reconstruct as 

much as possible the intellectual universes within which Nugent not only 

operated during the peak of his artistic production during the late 1920’s 

and early 1930’s, but also the vector of relations which the various 

receptions of his work have described.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2  Intersectional Historiography and the Case of the Untimely Richard 

Bruce Nugent 
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In this sense, if we were to limit the scope of this inquiry to a simple 

celebration of Nugent’s return to scholarly and public interest, the story 

would end here. Were it the case that Nugent was simply forgotten to due 

homophobia, or even a more persistent homophobia within today’s black 

community (as some have argued), then it might seem only natural that 

Nugent would emerge as American culture, likely prompted in part by a 

large shift in attitudes in the mass media towards queer persons, became 

slowly but surely more open to queer voices and expressions in public. Such 

a teleological narrative grossly oversimplifies the state of affairs. Rather 

than hypostatize homosexuality as some sort of ahistorical or transcultural 

opposite to a universalized ‘homophobia,’ in order to understand the shifts 

in Nugent’s fate within cultural memory we need to understand the local 

issues involved with precisely who forgot about him, and when, and why 

they said they did so, and how this relates to others who were forgotten for 

related reasons. Building upon Michel Foucault’s path breaking work in The 

History of Sexuality, Volume I, it is necessarily to understand the manner in 

which homosexuality as a term was invented, how its meanings shifted over 

time, and how this matter is not simply one of terminology, but of the very 

manner in which acts, practices, identities, and  tendencies, as well as 

medical, legal, juridical, psychological, economic, and spiritual spheres of 

discourse intersected with that of sex. Such an approach will also aim to 
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show the ways in which, beyond Foucault, performing a history of sexuality 

needs understand the manner in which race, sexuality, gender, and class 

overdetermined each other during this key period.  

Nugent existed at the crossroads of multiple axes of social 

marginalization during the prewar period, not only in terms of gender, 

sexuality, and race, but also in terms of his elective class affiliation as an 

‘artist,’ ‘bohemian,’ etc. This confluence of factors not only makes Nugent 

uniquely interesting for the scholar today, but also made him difficult to 

place for previous historians looking to write the history of this period. It is 

precisely this existence at the crossroads of numerous discursive planes that 

Wirth articulates in the first sentence of that original 1985 article which 

started the slow process of bringing Nugent back into the public eye: 

Richard Bruce Nugent is a phenomenon who was not supposed to exist - an Afro-

American artist influenced by Michelangelo, Beardsley, and Erté and who 

devoured the novels of Firbank and Husymans and wrote stream of consciousness 

prose. (Wirth, “Richard Bruce Nugent” 16)  

  

Written while Nugent was still alive, the sentence is ambiguous as to its 

intent. Certainly it seems to indicate that the fact that he vanished from view 

was not mere oversight, but rather, was the effect of a need, a need that he 

not exist, was supposed to not exist - as if his existence would have been 

even a sort of threat. But to whom was he not supposed to exist? Or to 

whom could his existence even be seen as a threat? Why was or is it 

assumed that an African-American artist was not supposed to be influenced 
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by these figures, often part of the tradition of ‘gay’ male aestheticism 

initiated in England by Walter Pater and the Oxford Hellenists of the 

1850’s, only to find culmination in the scandalous trial of Oscar Wilde in 

1895, forever giving homosexuality the title of the ‘love that dare not speak 

its name?’ And why is the name Wilde, the one name which more than any 

other connects the rest of this list, still not able to speak his own name? 

Perhaps this was an accident, but considering the enormous influence of 

Wilde on Nugent, it is more likely that Wirth was concerned that the name 

Wilde might be still have too many associations to be connected to Nugent 

in the first paragraph, even if halfway through the article Wirth does 

acknowledge the fact that “Smoke” “was, in fact, the first literary work on 

an openly homosexual theme to be published by an African-American 

writer” (16). What might it mean that he was not supposed to have existed? 

And what can this mean to us today? 

There are many factors that can help us answer this question, for in 

fact, Nugent was unlucky enough to occupy the site of multiple forgettings 

in this country that happened after World War II. The end of the most 

colossal destruction that the world had yet seen, along with the inception of 

a new, terrifying nuclear ‘cold-war’ that started within a few short years, 

created nearly fifteen years of traumatic forgetting, a period generally 

known as the 1950’s. In the United States, this was the era of consumerism, 
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the nuclear family with 2.5 children, the growth of the suburbs and mass-

advertising, the rise of the teenager, the trip to the drive-through, the 

idealization of the soda-shop, and all the images which were later recalled 

nostalgically as America’s lost ‘golden age.’ This ‘long decade’ of the 50’s, 

which in spirit began sometime in the late 1940’s and ended in the early 

1960’s, was of course, a period of communist witch-hunts and lynchings, 

persecution of difference, paranoia and fear of the alien, the foreign, the 

‘Other.’ In the 1950’s, the world was working hard to restore, at almost any 

cost, some sense of stability and normalcy. Shape shifting chameleons and 

tricksters like Nugent need not apply. It is in this sense hardly surprising 

that a figure like Nugent would have been forgotten.  

To use a term employed by Friedrich Nietzsche to describe his own 

sense that he would be understood posthumously, but not during his own 

age, Wirth is implying that Nugent was untimely. He appeared out of 

season. This, of course, is what makes him so interesting to us today, he is 

the exception that allows us to understand a series of cultural ‘rules’, so to 

speak. But rather than reduce his multivalent, overdetermined and 

polysemious present-absence from postwar discourse to one particular and 

univocal particular absence - for example, one caused by homophobia, or 

conversely, racism - it is essential, if we are to do justice not only to Nugent 

but the lessons he can teach us about our own blindspots, that we maintain 
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the multiple threads of both trace and silence within the historical accounts 

of his life and work.  

Such an approach would aim to go beyond ‘gay and lesbian’ history, 

or in fact any identity-based approach to the writing of history, as much as it 

does any pretense to a ‘universal’ history. Instead, it aims to focus on the 

mutual interdependence between multiple forms of presence and absence 

within any historical discourse. According to Michel-Rolph Trouillot, in his 

ruminations on this topic in relation to the difficulties of writing a post-

colonial history of Haiti in Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History, “any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences, the result 

of a unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences 

will vary accordingly” (27). For Trouillot,  

Mentions and silences are thus active, dialectical counterparts of which history is 

the synthesis  

. . . silences are inherent in history because any single event enters history with 

some of its parts missing. Something is always left out while something else is 

recorded . . . [thus] whatever becomes fact does so with its own inborn absences, 

specific to its production . . . [in that] the very mechanisms that make any 

historical recording possible also ensure that historical facts are not created equal. 

They reflect differential control of the means of historical production . . . historical 

narratives are premised on previous understandings, which are themselves 

premised on the distribution of archival power. (49, 55)  

 

Attending to the bundle of silences at work in Nugent’s present-absence 

from post-war discourse would need, certainly, to take into account the 

silencing of queer voices as described by George Chauncey: 

The gay world that flourished before World War II has been almost entirely 

forgotten in popular memory and overlooked by professional historians; it is not 
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supposed to have existed. This book seeks t restore that world to history, to chart 

its geography, and to recapture its culture and politics. (emphasis mine, 2) 

 

Certainly we see the phrase “not supposed to have existed,” a striking 

structural homology. But we must not be seduced into the ‘romance of 

community’
48

 that such an overlap brings. For we need to be equally 

attendant to what Henry Louis Gates, Jr., argues in The Signifying Monkey: 

A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism, when he describes the 

manner in which black vernacular speech serves as a reservoir for the 

hidden history of the gaps and silences which were not only enforced on 

African-Americans since the traumatic erasures of the dreaded middle-

passage, but continued to be produced through hundreds of years of 

silencing. For Gates, the continual silencing of black voices in the African-

Diaspora has created a series of codes, references, and vernacular meanings 

and tropes which need to be understood if the secondary resonances, 

connotations, and hidden meanings of African-American literary texts are to 

be understood: 

A vernacular tradition’s relation to a formal literary tradition is that of a parallel 

discursive universe. By explicating two seemingly distinct bodies of myths, one 

common to several black traditions and the other an American phenomenon, I 

have tried to show how the vernacular informs and becomes the foundation for 

formal black literature . . . Because of the experience of Diaspora, the fragments 

that contain traces of a coherent system or order must be reassembled . . . to 

attempt to weave a fiction of origins and subgeneration. (xxii, xxiv) 

 

                                            
48

 For more on this concept, see the introduction Miranda Joseph, Against the 

Romance of Community.  
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Thus, if gay history has been erased, only to be recovered via the 

reconstructive efforts of an author like Chauncey, so the reconstruction of 

African-American history, discourse, literature, and culture, has required 

not only a digging within archives for forgotten sources, but understanding 

the manner in which, like queers who learned to ‘pass’ or speak in ‘camp’ 

phrasings, African-American cultural expression is in many ways a history 

replete not only with absences, but also partial presences, encoded 

discourses, and various other structures which require a keen hermeneutical 

effort to unveil. 

Thus, if we are to understand Nugent in his complexity, we need to 

understand equally as well the manners in which he occupies an intersection 

between black and gay silenced histories, not only in an additive sense but 

in a manner which captures the synergistic amplifications and modifications 

which occur when these silences are superimposed and fused within one 

person. Likewise we need to understand the ways in which Nugent’s other 

social roles, for example, as an artist, a ‘bohemian,’ an admirer of Wilde, a 

member of various social sub-groups in New York at the time, interacted 

with and influenced these mechanisms which would have obscured him and 

his works from common view during certain periods of history. Thus, if we 

are to understand precisely why it was that he was not supposed to have 

existed - in a sense which is related to yet uniquely distinct from that 
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described by both Chauncey and Gates - then we need to know specifically 

for whom he was not supposed to exist, why, when, where, and how.  

The first of these questions is, however, relatively easy to answer. If 

for Chauncey the thriving gay world before the war was ‘not supposed to 

have existed,’ what is implied here is not only that it was simply forgotten, 

but rather that, if such a thriving culture existed so openly and clearly in the 

public eye, then it needed to be forgotten because it contradicted aspects of 

self-image which the dominant postwar culture had of itself, some of the 

narratives which it told itself and needed to hold on to. Likewise, much of 

African-American literature needed to be ‘rescued’ from a historical dustbin 

from which it had been consigned by those who felt they knew that 

literature and African-American were ‘not supposed’ to co-exist in the same 

place, thereby requiring extensive reconstructive efforts to unwork these 

imposed silences. In this sense, if the nature and form of cultural silencing 

is unique in each case, the ‘whom’ for which such silencing occurs is oddly 

always the same: the impersonal multitude, the general and scholarly 

publics, those who are ‘supposed to know’ important facts, those guardians 

of knowledge who ‘reproduce cognitive authority,’ those who determine 

which questions are interesting for research and discourse to pursue, a 

notion similar to what Martin Heidegger calls das Man, often simply 
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translated as ‘the They.’
49

 For if ‘they’ don’t know something, then ‘they’ 

often assume that such a something must not have existed. For Trouillot, the 

fantasy of the “Ideal chronicler” (49) is essential to those who produce the 

homogenous, artificially seamless history of the dominant public sphere, 

that which ratifies its own view of itself and aims to cover rather than 

foreground the process whereby history is constructed as a tapestry of 

archival traces shaped into stories which are constructed via a margin of 

absences. Thus, for theorist of historiography Hayden White, if  

[e]very narrative, however seemingly “full,” is constructed on the basis of a set of 

events that might have been included but were left out . . . this consideration 

permits us to ask what kind of notion of reality authorizes construction of a 

narrative account of reality in which continuity rather than discontinuity governs 

the articulation of the discourse. (White, Content of the Form 10) 

 

Thus, for Michel Foucault, if we want to construct a different sort of 

history, we need a different sort of historiography, what might be termed, in 

light of the Nietzschian inspiration of Foucault’s thoughts on history, an 

untimely historiography. For such an approach,  

[t]he traditional devices for constructing a comprehensive view of history and for 

retracing the past as a patient and continuous development must be systematically 

dismantled . . . History becomes “effective” to the degree that it introduces 

discontinuity into our very being . . . It will uproot its traditional foundations and 

relentlessly disrupt its pretended continuity. This is because knowledge is not 

made for understanding; it is made for cutting . . . The final trait of effective 

history is its affirmation of a perspectival knowledge . . . Through this historical 

sense, knowledge is allowed to create its own genealogy in the act of cognition . . . 

[and which] composes a genealogy of history as the vertical projection of its 

position. (Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 254, 360, 362) 

 

                                            
49 For an explanation of the complexity of the German usage of this term, see 

editor’s comment in Martin Heidegger, Being and Time 149n.  
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For Foucault, an investigation of the past is always an expression, the 

‘vertical projection’ of the present, and while traditional history and 

metaphysical systems work to hide this fact, to produce immutable systems 

and teleological narratives which aim at unbroken continuity, effective 

histories aim, strategically, to intervene in the manner in which the present 

reads the past. And this is why Jameson calls his newest text on modernism 

“an essay on an ontology of the present.” For genealogy is ultimately 

concerned with the present and potential “archaeologies of the future” 

(Jameson, A Singular Modernity 215) whenever it reworks the past. It tracks 

the ideologies of the past, and in doing so, produces new ones, but rather 

than simply producing a new ideology, it produces one consciously, a 

second order narrative which thematizes its own production.  

This is a mode of history construction that works to unravel the 

myth of a unitary ‘they’ who ensure the continuity of historical discourse. It 

is based, in fact, on proving not only the lack of omniscience of this ‘they’ 

who is ‘supposed to know,’ but to produce new histories which are based on 

a sort of ‘effective causality,’ fully cognizant of their perspectival 

foundations, the limits of all forms of knowledge and narrative production, 

and the perpetual nature of the process of renarrativization. Such a strategy 

is designed to not only undermine the seamless histories produced by those 

in power, but to change the manner in which revisionist histories are 
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written, so that they are not framed by means of parallel forms of 

conceptual violence. Aiming at the production of what Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari would call a ‘minor’ rather than ‘major’ historiography,
50

 this 

sort of narrative production is based upon the notion that the historical 

archive is always incomplete, always a product of power, and will always 

be reworked by the impact of the unpredictable claims of the future. 

For many post-colonial theorists, the critique of the ‘empty time’ of 

the modern 

nation state is an example of precisely what needs to be dismantled by 

radically ‘minor’ forms of historiography. Benedict Anderson, in Imagined 

Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, 

reflects upon the imaginary ‘they’ of ‘universal history,’ the model of 

temporality which this notion presumes, and its links to the politics of 

collective memory and community power: “The idea of a sociological 

organism moving calendrically through homogeneous, empty time is a 

precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which is also conceived as a solid 

community moving steadily down (or up) history” (25). Empty time is the 

time of power, of a status-quo maintained by a hegemonic group which 

does not want to allow for the consideration of any history which did not 

                                            
50 For a book-length discussion of the concept of a major versus minor literature, 

and its relation to history and the writing thereof, see Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari’s Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature.  
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inevitably lead to its own eventual fulfillment of its destiny, all while 

aiming to frame this partial history as universal, final, and complete. 

Anderson’s connection of the notion of ‘homogeneous, empty time,’ first 

described by Walter Benjamin in his “Theses on a Philosophy of History,” 

is glossed expanded by Homi K. Bhabha in The Location of Culture, in the 

following manner: “what Walter Benjamin calls the ‘homogeneous, empty 

time’ of the Western nationalist discourse . . .  normalizes its own history of 

colonial expansion and exploitation by inscribing the history of the other in 

a fixed hierarchy of civil progress” (136). For Anderson, the implications of 

this are that 

Such a form of temporality produces a symbolic structure of the nation as 

‘imagined community’ which, in keeping with the scale and diversity of the 

modern nation, works like the plot of a realist novel. The steady, onward clocking 

of calendrical time, in Anderson’s words, gives the imagined world of the nation a 

sociological solidity . . . [in which] the homogeneous and horizontal community 

of modern society can emerge. (226-7) 

 

While Bhabha makes use of Anderson to describe how dominant notions of 

the ‘they’ constitute themselves as always having existed, outside of 

history, mirrored by a series of others who are equally ahistorical in their 

primordial binary opposition to the dominant public sphere, he is also 

careful to retrieve from Benjamin’s discourse the moments in which a more 

subversive notion of history can be found. If to the atemporal ‘they’ of a 

known yet imagined community ‘we have always been here’ - even if in 

nascent form, as Aristotle’s famous description of the teleological 
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development of an oak from an acorn - then those who are outside the 

‘they’ live in a history which needs function radically differently than that 

of the nation, and Bhabha of the unified community. For if, as Anderson 

asserts, the nation’s time is that of a linear progression, there is an oddly 

horizontal, spatial character to this notion of time, in which the past and 

future are laid out as if on a number line, like immutable moments which 

are only unified by a God’s eye view of a transcendental subject of history. 

For Bhabha, as for Benjamin, there is necessarily a very different notion of 

temporality, subjectivity, and community necessary for those who inhabit 

the marginal spaces outside the narrative of teleological progress in which 

the world we live in, and the status-quo power structure thereof, is 

necessarily ‘the best of all worlds.’ 

For Bhabha there is, however, an alternative, one that is essential to 

articulate the histories of the “subaltern,” those who have not been the 

colloquial ‘victors’ who write the historical narratives with cognitive 

authority in current culture. According to Bhabha:  

Without the post-colonial time-lag, the discourse of modernity cannot, I believe, 

be written . . . [what is needed is a] historical narrative of alterity that explores 

forms of social antagonism and contradiction that are not yet properly represented, 

political identities in the process of being formed . . . (emphasis mine, 361) 

 

Searching for a mode of history which can think outside dominant 

narratives, to find a way to retrieve from the antagonisms and contradictions 

of currently existing discourses the source of an engine for historical 
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refiguring - this is, for Bhabha, the task of the post-colonial theorist who 

must constantly rewrite the dominant histories in order to imagine new pasts 

to make sense of the emergent contradictions of any attempt to unify history 

into teleological narratives.  

Those who are not supposed to have existed - those whom Friedrich 

Nietzsche would call ‘the untimely’ are those whose time has not yet come, 

and may never come. The same, of course, goes for historical objects of any 

sort, memories, movements, events, etc. However, the very fact that we can 

even see such untimely objects, the very fact that they call out to us to be 

placed within the realm of ‘the they,’ those for whom history is written, 

indicates that to some extent, the time of the untimely image that appears to 

our view has in fact come; for there was an ‘us’ there, ready to see it. Thus, 

just as Chauncey feels that gay culture before the war was ‘not supposed to 

have existed’ any more than Nugent, the more pressing question, at least as 

it impinges upon the living present, is why - what necessitated its eclipse 

from view, and what is now changing that it has now come back into public 

discourse? These are the questions which, in regard to Nugent, will occupy 

this inquiry. And it is with this in mind that I will now move to a discussion 

of what it would mean to frame Nugent’s prewar writings and visual work 

as a ‘dialectical image’ which can provide the sort of ‘time-lag’ of which 

Bhabha speaks. 
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If Nugent needed to have been forgotten, then our task, if we are to 

understand what his re-emergence means to our present moment, is to 

understand precisely why he needed to disappear from view.
51

 It is in this 

                                            
51 And in fact, if Nugent’s disappearance is precisely the issue at hand, Benjamin 

is a historical interlocutor that is perhaps paradoxically suited for the task at hand. 

As a German Jew who fled the Nazis (and ultimately committed suicide rather than 

be captured while under the false impression his party would not be allowed out of 

occupied France while crossing the Pyrenees), Benjamin was buried in an 

unmarked grave, and outside of a small coterie of mostly German-speaking 

specialists who favored his open fight against fascism, his work was almost 

completely unknown. His Theses were in fact only brought to the light of day due 

to the fact that philosopher Hannah Arendt passed through the same town in the 

Pyrenees, and retrieving Benjamin’s belongings, found the manuscript, which she 

passed to Benjamin’s former interlocutor, friend, and publisher, Theodor Adorno 

(who had escaped much earlier), the director for the famed Frankfurt School for 

Social Research, now in exile. Benjamin’s texts received significant interest when 

his collected works were first published in 1955 in Germany, but it was not until 

1968 that a selection of his works were translated into English. That said, it was 

only in the mid-1980’s, around the time in which Nugent’s work began to appear, 

that Benjamin became the widely known name in the Anglophone academy which 

he is today. Like Nugent, his time had come, and like Nugent, it was also during 

this same historical period, one of profound internal disruption (the significance of 

which will be discussed later), which portended his moment of return to the world 

that ‘they’ see.  

Placing these two outsider ‘modernists’ in conversation, each can 

illuminate the other in order to help us understand something essential about what 

precisely has changed in the recent past; and as we will see in Chapter Four, the 

approach to historiography employed by both of these writers, particularly in 

regard to Nugent’s interpolation of the myths and legends surrounding the biblical 

accounts of the life of Jesus, John the Baptist, and Salome, are remarkably similar. 

And just as Nugent, as we will see, created a mythic past out of a romanticized 

version of the biblical middle east, so Julien worked created a mythic past from the 

Harlem of the 1920’s in Looking for Langston, and Bhabha works to find a place 

for the postcolonial within contemporary poststructuralist theory, and this study, in 

turn, will work to learn from the “tradition of the oppressed” to “brush history 

against the grain” by framing Nugent’s prewar work as an object of particular 

import too the present. 

That said, Benjamin is notoriously oblique in his exact terminological 

descriptions of exactly what constitutes a dialectical image, and scholars debate 

this point in the present day. Nor should this surprise us, for Benjamin lived on the 

brink of poverty due to his desire to live on his writings alone (so similar to 
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sense in no way incidental that it is to Benjamin that Bhabha turns when he 

wants to deconstruct the linear historiography of colonialism in favor of the 

time-lag of the post-colonial. For, according to Benjamin, history which is 

not simply that of “the victors,” a “universal history” full of a pageant of 

“cultural treasures”  (256-7), is one which knows to “brush history against 

the grain” and “dissociate himself from it as far as possible” in order to act 

upon a “revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” (263).  

Such a method, to use Benjamin’s terms, forms the object of 

historical inquiry as a ‘dialectical image.’ While his definitions of this term 

are fragmentary and sometimes a bit unclear, nevertheless, with the work of 

a labor of reconstruction not necessarily unlike that performed within any 

reparative historiography, it is possible to learn the mode of history creation 

which he seems to feel belongs to that of the “the tradition of the 

oppressed.” According to one key fragment (which, like all his others, have 

                                                                                                               
Nugent’s disdain of ‘working for a living’ if he was to be ‘an artist’), but also, due 

to the fact that his works were often considered too peculiar for publication (such 

that he was constantly forced to revise his formulations by the few, such as 

Adorno, who would print his work), and in his later years, the need to escape 

persecution. Benjamin speaks to us cryptically in riddles and contradictions, not 

only stylistically, in his love of the aphorism and the process of hermeneutic 

interpretation derived from his study of the Torah and the Zohar under the 

influence of Gershom Scholem, but also, out of the necessity to read the fragments 

of a past which is formed only from the detritus blasted out of the empty time of 

the Nazi regime, as well as all the other communities in which Benjamin could 

find no place for himself. Like Nugent, he often wrote, as the saying goes for 

samizdat literature produced in the Soviet states, ‘for the drawer,’ in the hopes of 

an eventual publication which would fall like manna from heaven. 
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become the object of historical inquiry of the sort which Benjamin applied 

to the works he investigates himself),  

the historical index of images does not merely say that they belong to a certain 

time, it says that they do not above all enter into legibility until a certain time . . . 

Every present is determined by those images which are synchronous with it: Every 

Now is the Now of a certain recognizability. (262) 

 

According to Anselm Haverkamp’s gloss on this text, “Dialectical images 

become readable at a critical moment; legibility is their dialectical 

qualification of this moment” (Haverkamp, “Notes on the ‘Dialectical 

Image’” 74). And according to Susan Buck-Morss’ extended ruminations 

on this subject The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades 

Project,  

Historical Objects are first constituted by being “blasted out” of the historical 

continuum . . . In a tension filled constellation with the present, this “temporal 

nucleus” becomes politically charged, polarized dialectically, as “a force field in 

which the conflict between its fore- and after-history plays itself out . . . (219) 

 

This produces the non-linear notion of temporality that is necessary to break 

out of the empty, homogeneous, teleological time which, as opposed to the 

time of the ‘subaltern,’ is that of the hegemonic. Max Pensky elaborates on 

this further: 

Under conventional terms “past” is a narrative construction of the conditions for 

the possibility of a present which supersedes and therefore comprehends it; 

Benjamin’s sense, on the contrary, was that “past” and “present” are constantly 

locked in a complex interplay in which what is past and what is present are 

negotiated through material struggles, only subsequent to which the victorious 

parties consign all that supports their vision of the world to a harmonious past, and 

all that speaks against it to oblivion. Benjamin was convinced that behind the 

façade of the present, these otherwise forgotten moments could be recovered and 

reintroduced . . . (180) 
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Such an approach looks to create a field of tension between a moment 

which has been lost to the histories written by the powers that be and the 

possible futures which radiate outward from the present moment by means 

of a radical recontextualization of this present and its potentials. 

Envisioning each moment as a constellation of forces, the historical 

interpreter needs to lovingly represent and recreates the missing contexts 

whereby the past object was once meaningful, and by means of this newly 

elaborated context, “blasts open the continuum of history” (262) by 

defamiliarizing  the present moment’s conception of its own genealogy, 

thereby making its filiations to this hidden and repressed past evident, 

opening up new ways of acting towards the future. By opening up new 

pasts, new futures thereby become possible, or, to speak somewhat 

paradoxically, Benjamin’s approach enacts a writing of the history of the 

future. In terms of our previous discussion of the links between this mode of 

reading and the project of post-colonial critique, this is the time-lag or 

‘retroversion’ described by Bhabha as a necessary correlate of the post-

colonial project, a time against that of the nation, empire, and hegemony, 

and one which continually blasts moments from the past, shattering 

dominant narratives, and providing the raw materials whereby to 

recontextualize the present and future.   
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 Thus, to argue that Nugent’s works speak to us as a preformed 

object of study is to mistake the creative, constructed aspect necessary to 

perform a true historical intervention which, to extrapolate on Benjamin’s 

term, builds upon “the tradition of the oppressed.” Rather, for Benjamin, his 

historiographical method “is based on a constructive principle” (262): “[the 

historical materialist acts so as to] blast a specific era out of the 

homogeneous course of history - blasting a specific life out of an era or a 

specific work out of the lifework” (263). This process of ‘blasting,’ 

however, requires that one wrench the object out of its categorization, even 

if as chaff, within the previous historical narratives, destroys the manner in 

which wholes and parts have been demarcated, and recompose them in the 

process on incision whereby the object is removed from the previous flow 

of events. Terry Eagleton describes the process as follows: 

The truth of that object would be disclosed not by referring it in rationalist style to 

a governing general idea, but by dismantling its component elements through the 

power of minutely particular concepts, then reconfiguring them in a pattern which 

redeemed [in the sense of Benjamin’s notion of the ‘utopic’ in history] the thing’s 

meaning and value without ceasing to adhere to it . . . The thing must not be 

grasped as a mere instantiation of some universal essence, instead, thought must 

deploy a whole cluster of stubbornly specific concepts which in Cubist style 

refract the object in myriad directions or penetrate it from a range of diffuse 

angles . . . In this kind of microanalysis, the individual phenomenon is grasped in 

all its overdetermined complexity as a kind of cryptic code or riddling rebus to be 

deciphered, a drastically abbreviated image of social processes which the 

discerning eye will persuade it to yield up . . . it is now less a question of receiving 

the object as some intuitive given than of disarticulating and reconstructing it 

through the labor of the concept. (Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic 328-9) 
 

This is what Benjamin, in his “Epistemo-Critical Prologue,” an earlier 

treatise on method in his book on the origins of the German Trauerspiel, 
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called the ‘constellatory method,’ in which the apposition of a moment of 

the present and past create new lines of filiation between the stars which 

compose these moments as constellations of forces.  

From the perspective of such a historiographical model, 

investigating Nugent therefore requires wresting aspects of Nugent’s works 

from the various critical dustbins to which he has previously been 

consigned, slicing them out of the often linear and teleological narrative 

structures which have served not only to ground many currently  dominant 

schools of thought, but also the forms of activism which, since the 1960’s, 

have been in dialogue therewith. And it is now to this task that this inquiry 

will turn. Starting by tracking the conditions of Nugent’s absence from 

postwar African-American Studies, and histories of the Renaissance in 

particular, it will then track his equally glaring absence from early gay and 

lesbian studies, leading up to an analysis, not only of his absence from 

accounts of modernism, but how Nugent’s absence from modernism and 

both African-American and early gay and lesbian studies are in fact 

structurally related.  
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SECTION TWO: Reading the Works of Richard Bruce Nugent 

Intersectionally 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION to SECTON TWO: Nugent’s “Sahdji” - Reading the 

Curve of Nugent’s ‘Line of Desire’ 
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If Nugent’s career started anywhere, it can be said to have been 

birthed from the curve of the dark dancing body of an African woman 

conjured in his imagination in 1925. While his first work was most likely 

his poem “Shadow,” saved from a wastebasket in Washington D.C. by 

Langston Hughes and subsequently published in Opportunity in 1925, 

Nugent didn’t consider himself a writer of any sort until an opportunity 

availed by the image of a dark dancing woman depicted in an idealized 

African landscape. According to A.B. Christa Schwarz,  

Approached for a contribution for The New Negro, Nugent presented a drawing to 

Locke [a longtime friend of his grandmother, with whom he was reacquainted in 

Georgia Douglas Johnson’s salon], who then suggested that Nugent write an 

additional story. Locke eventually chose only the story, leading Nugent, who 

previously did not consider himself a writer, to the field of literature. (125)  

  

Sahdji, the short, dreamlike story printed in The New Negro, transferred 

from visual to verbal text by means of a push from Alain Locke to 

imaginatively penetrate the image. Nugent recounts the story in a 1982 

interview as follows: 

I thought I was an artist; I thought I painted. He asked me if I had anything for his 

book, and I said, "Oh, sure." So I drew a picture -- black and white wash drawing 

of a girl standing in an "African" -- that's quotes I just did -- in an "African hut, 

jangling her bracelets. He looked at it and he said, "Oh, that's wonderful. Can you 

write an explanation of it?" And I said, "Sure." And I wrote a page and a half, and 

it turned out to be such rich material. Incidentally, the story was illustrated by 

Aaron Douglas. (Nugent, in Hatch 99) 

 

While we have the story and Douglas’ accompanying image, printed as they 

were in one of the most influential and widely distributed books of the 

Renaissance, the original image of Sahdji is lost to history.  
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If the motif of the dark female dancer weaves its way through 

Nugent’s corpus - he in fact produced series upon series of images of 

female dancers, often calling them Salomes, some of them white as snow, 

others African, yet others orientalized in appearance - it functions perhaps 

as the inverse of the ‘shadow(s)’ from which he speaks [Figs.16-19].  

Where “Shadow” managed to pass, to be invisible, to proceed unseen, to 

speak as little as possible, with its short clipped lines and sparse 

metaphorical condensations, then Nugent’s dancers present us with a clear 

antipode thereto. These female figures radiate motion, and in fact seem to 

aim at representing motion as such, the impossibility of fixity, the need to 

keep moving to a rhythm which does not stop. These figures, presented 

sometimes in a line, sometimes alone, seem to demonstrate an interior 

pleasure in their own actions, they do not stare back at us, rather, they 

usually have either closed eyes or averted gaze, presenting a pleasure which 

is for us to see, but of which we cannot directly partake. They are inward 

directed, ecstatic, and oddly serene. Sometimes they are black, sometimes 

white, and even in one late drawing, we see Salome depicted as orientalized 

fantasy.   

If these dancers have a point of origin around which they circle, it is 

the lost image of the first of Nugent’s dancing girls put to paper, the vision 

of Sahdji which was replaced by Aaron Douglas’ angular cubist creation. 
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And yet, the story does not describe Sahdji as angular: “with her beautiful 

dark body . . . rosy black . . . graceful as the tongues of flame 

 

Fig. 16 – Salome Dancing for Herod, Nugent, undated. 
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Fig. 17 – Nugent, untitled, undated. 
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Fig. 18 – Nugent, Illustration from “Harlem’s Place in the Sun” by 

Wallace Thurman, Dance Magazine, 1928 (caption by Thomas Wirth). 
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Fig. 19 – cnt’d. 

she loved to dance around . . . and pretty . . . small features . . . large liquid 

eyes . . . over-full sensuous lips . . . she knew how to dance too . . .” 

(ellipses in orig., Nugent, Gay Rebel 63).  At another point, she is described 

as “restless” - and at the end of the story, she dies by performing a dance 

within the very fires she used to dance around, body painted red (64). She is 

the symbol of a passion so intense that it literally burns her up, she vanishes 

within the dance and then consumes herself like the fire to which she is 

depicted as being akin. If there is a center to Nugent’s parade of Salomes, it 

is perhaps in the curve of the body, the missing curve of this dancer whose 

image will remain out of the sight. According to Wirth, in the 

aforementioned article he published in 1985’s Black American Literature 

Review, along with the Nugent drawing of what seems like it could be a 

group of Sahdji/Salomes dancing in an imagined jungle: 

The influence of Aaron Douglas is evident, but Douglas’s comparable work is 

sober, often heroic in its subject matter, incorporating regular arcs and straight 

lines rather than Nugent's S-curves. Nugent's figures move; the dance is one of his 

favorite themes. (16) 

 

An s-curve best describes perhaps both the shape and sound of the sibilant 

alliterative consonance present between the very words ‘Salome’ and 

‘Sahdji.’ Nor is this link between sound and shape incidental, for Salome is 

not merely a visual character within Nugent’s corpus, but her words from 

Wilde’s play come out of the mouth of several characters in Nugent’s 
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works, most notably in the similarly sibilant “Smoke,” but also in Kondo’s 

interior monologue in Geisha Man. “I will kiss your lips,” Nugent 

repeatedly has his characters say in a variety of works, while in “Slender 

Length of Beauty,” the late bible story which has Salome as the protagonist, 

her lover, Narcissus (three s’ but four s-sounds), chants out to her name as 

spoken in his original language: “Sa-la-ma.” (Nugent, Gay Rebel  138). In 

fact, the story starts with him simply chanting the syllables, like a baby 

sounding out a word.  

Where can we start an analysis of such a network of significations, 

material connections, proto-discursive elements, intensities, homologies, 

and repetitions? If we consider Sahdji and Salome as two variations on the 

same theme, we can say that the African Sahdji dominates the earlier work, 

with its proliferation of images of dark female African dancers, and Salome, 

as a more directly orientalized figure, the latter period, even if the two are 

always co-present, as obverse sides of the same figure. On the cusp of the 

Sahdji/Salome binary is the figure of Salome: Negrotesque I - merely one 

representation within the series of dancers that trace their way through 

Nugent’s works [see pg. 211]. And yet, as the only image that truly links all 

these chains with that of the Harlem interzone of jazz clubs, drag shows, 

and buffet-flats, this image is in some senses like a cipher which can help us 

unravel the elements that connect them all. Around the basic s-curve, a set 
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of branches emerge, a combinatory of possible permutations, each linked to 

its own socio-historical location within the wider cultural discourse. These 

dancers, these symptoms of Nugent’s personal mythology, indicate the 

trauma of his multiple emplacements within culture, history, space, and 

time. How can we begin to track the melodies that play out across this 

refrain? 

This section will start by proposing that if these images share so 

much in common, it is that they find their common origin at the site of the 

multilayered absence at which Nugent found himself within the discourses 

at the time. This absence, given concrete form in a sense by the missing 

image of Sahdji which haunts the presence of Douglas’ mask thereof in The 

New Negro Anthology, can perhaps be understood as the site of a wound, a 

generative injury from which a stream of signifying material flows. In 

psychoanalytic terms, the best word to describe this sort of relation is that 

between a repeating set of signifying occurrences, namely, a symptom, and 

a trauma wherein the symptom finds its cause.
52

  

This study will then start by an examination of the site of a trauma. 

According to psychoanalytic theory, trauma sinks into the unconscious, 

attracting associated contents to it like a center of gravity, ever 

accumulating more and more signifying material until, rebus-like, the 

                                            
52 For more on the particularly Lacanian discourse on subjectivity and causality, 
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trauma re-emerges to the surface of consciousness in newly clothed and 

encoded form, trauma always starts, not as meaningful, but rather, as the 

inability to produce meaning of an event which is beyond the ability of the 

subject to fully grasp.
53

 Trauma is the present-absence of a loss which 

                                                                                                               
see Fink, The Lacanian Subject 24-34.  
53 Psychoanalytic theory is one of the most useful paradigms for the study of 

trauma, but it is certainly not the only discourse employed within the swiftly 

expanding field of inquiry known as ‘trauma studies.’ Much of what is discussed 

here through a psychoanalytic lens is often discussed, from a more medicalized 

perspective, via the notion of PTSD, or ‘post-traumatic stress disorder,’ which is 

precisely how a lingering, long-term response to trauma is described within the 

DSM-IV (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychological 

Association, 4
th
 Edition). A variety of psychological approaches, including 

cognitive psychology, schema theory, and systems theory, all have terms to 

describe the ways in which subjects damaged by trauma respond to their world 

afterwards, and describe various modalities of treatment. What makes the 

psychoanalytic approach relatively unique amongst the varying psychologies at 

work within, at its narrowest, the American clinic of the present, is that while the 

large majority of these other approaches view PTSD and related disorders through 

a medical perspective, and thus, are much more concerned with taxonomy and 

treatment than with etiology and origins. Psychoanalysis, however, takes a firm 

stance that without a thorough understanding of the causes of a disorder, it is 

impossible to treat it, hence the concern with the production of narrative and 

interpretation within what is thereby properly called analysis. Many cognitive-

behavioral models for the treatment of PTSD and related disorders, for example, 

take their inspiration from the work of B.F. Skinner, and thus, find much of their 

impetus from a reaction against psychoanalysis’ inextricable relation to 

interpretation and narrative – two mechanisms which are very difficult, in the 

language of these more ‘scientific’ theories, to quanitify, operationalize, verify, 

and reproduce. All of this is, of course, an ill-fit for the sort of hermeneutical 

approach which makes psychoanalysis so useful for study in the humanities, and in 

fact, any discipline which relies upon interpretation, and so ill suited for the sort of 

fetishization of quantitative and statistical analysis which is not only perhaps a 

poor fit for the humanities in general, but also, potentially, for humans as well. For 

more on trauma studies the perspective of contemporary medicine and psychiatry, 

see Richard J. McNally’s Remembering Trauma. For an eclectic therapeutically 

oriented approach to this issue, see Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery: The 

Aftermath of Violence – From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror. For an approach 

to trauma studies which focuses on a humanities perspective on the field, with 

emphasis upon interpretation, narrative production, literature, testimony, and auto-
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cannot be processed, a loss which haunts the subject in its quasi-mute 

obduracy, continually being triggered to re-emerged to the surface by 

similar events, either to heal, or to sink back down only to reappear once 

again, if in slightly modified form, like a cut that never fully heals but each 

time gets covered with a slightly differently shaped scab.  If the images of 

the dancers that seem to populate so many of Nugent’s drawings, so 

incessant in their form, so similar in their thematics, adapting to various 

projects yet maintaining a structural core which unites them, if this series 

have a set of traits which unite them, our task is to make them relevant to 

the life, corpus, and author-function of one Richard Bruce Nugent.  

And yet, Nugent if our approach were to be representational in 

nature, it is clear that these images of dancers do not mimetically represent 

Nugent, or even the authorial personae of his works. In this sense, these 

images, and the parts of images that are consistent in some and different in 

others, indicate a combinatory of parts and wholes whose relation to 

Nugent’s subject-positions, performances, and other cultural artifacts is 

                                                                                                               
biography, see Ana Douglass’ Witness and Memory: The Discourse of Trauma, 

and for a more psychoanalytic approach, Cathy Caruth’s Trauma: Explorations in 

Memory is a good resource. Finally, for a critique of contemporary medical 

diagnostics and the relation between the DSM and contemporary psychoanalytic 

approaches, Nancy McWilliams’ Psychoanalytic Diagnosis: Understanding 

Personality Structure in the Clinical Process (in particular, the preface and 

introduction vii-18) presents the argument from the perspective of contemporary 

mainstream American psychoanalytic practice, while Paul Verhaeghe presents a 

more Lacanian tack on this issue in On Being Normal and Other Disorders: A 

Manual for Clinical Psychodiagnostics.  
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necessarily that of metaphor and metonymy, of indirection, the language of 

dreams, of a code in need of a cipher. This second half of this work will aim 

to create a cipher which can allow us to link these images, in particular, 

through one exemplary case thereof – the image Salome: Negrotesque I – to 

the other written, visual, and performative works which Nugent has left 

behind for us to read. I will argue that this image is but the most densely 

articulated example of what psychoanalysis would call Nugent’s symptom, 

that is, a symbolic, meaningful formation which insists and repeats, and 

holds within it the key to developing a means whereby to understand the 

languages of the subject, and the traumatic exclusions upon which they are 

based.  

That said, careful attention must be paid to not abstracting the 

psychic from the social, as many psychoanalytic approaches are wont to do, 

and it must be continually kept in mind that psychoanalysis is a local, 

European, provincial cultural hermeneutic with only as much value as the 

uses to which it can be put. I will work to show that, so long as the social 

and psychic are kept in constant flux, that intersectional analysis can draw 

upon psychoanalytic insights to help us not only understand the case of 

Nugent, but also, to help develop what a theory of reading between multiple 

overdetermined strands of psychic and social discourses might look like.   
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But first, the trauma, for if there is a symptom, a chain of symbolic 

utterances whose uncanny similarity makes us begin to look for a pattern, 

there must be a wound which needs to heal.
54

 If Nugent’s were a personal 

                                            
54 While in many of Freud’s case studies, the symptom was evidence of a mystery 

in need of uncovering, such a model of interpreting trauma based upon recovering 

lost memories is perhaps based too much upon the generalization of Freud’s 

thoughts on ‘hysteria’. But with Nugent, as is the case with the defensive 

mechanisms characteristic of obsessional rather than ‘hysterical’ neurosis, all the 

signifying matter is present at the surface, including the trauma, because the 

defense is not the repression of the content of a memory (whose symptom emerges 

in the coded form of metaphor), but rather, displacement, whereby all the content 

is on the surface, but the affect is displaced onto content that seem to have little if 

anything to do with the gaping wound in plain sight. If the creation of a narrative 

to an ever receding site of trauma and loss is the process whereby healing occurs 

within the analysis of the Freudian ‘hysteric’ (a process which is somewhat like 

building metaphors within metaphors), for the obsessional it comes from building 

enough metonymic links between the trauma and its displaced representatives that 

some of the toxic affect held by the symptom can begin to inflect the manner in 

which the trauma, already known, is experienced in consciousness. Either way, the 

process takes on the form of a spiral, but while repression requires a vertical spiral 

of analysis, the spiral of analysis on obsessionally structured symbolic matter is 

horizontal or transverse in nature. On a clinical level, one which only indirectly 

affect this study, this means that more often the goal is to use metonymy to get the 

obsessional out of their heads and more into their bodies, while repression is best 

combated by getting the subject to learn to listen to the speech their bodies are 

trying to say. For more on the Freudian and Lacanian approaches to the different 

issues at work in the clinical treatment of obsessional and ‘hysterical’ neuroses, see 

the chapter on from Bruce Fink, A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian 

Psychoanalysis 112-164 For more on the feminist critique of the term ‘hysteria,’ 

see the excellent collection of essays on this topic collected by Charles Bernheimer 

and Claire Kahane, In Dora’s Case: Freud-Hysteria-Feminism. And for more on 

why the contemporary therapeutic community has shifted from the term 

‘hysterical’ to ‘histrionic,’ see Nancy McWilliams, Psychoanalytic Diagnosis 301-

322. I have retained the term ‘hysterical’ in the preceding note simply because 

Freudian and Lacanian theories, which were under discussion, continue to use this 

term; however, it is my belief that the term ‘histrionic’ is much more appropriate to 

use in the present day, in that any person who is socially oppressed can develop a 

set of psychological defenses based upon the mimetic structures first analyzed by 

Freud in the largely upper-class women of his early practice, regardless of gender. 

Franz Fanon, in fact, details many similar formations in his discussion of 

psychopathology and colonialism in Black Skin, White Masks. Of course, both 
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trauma alone, however, this would be a much harder thing to do. But as will 

see, Nugent often tells us very clearly what the founding violences at the 

bottom of his artistic symbolic systems are, even if he often does do this in, 

as we will see, slightly coded form. Thus, this study will start with an 

examination of the social contexts within which Nugent joins the 

conversation, putting his own spin on the articulation of cultural traumas so 

as to give voice to them in his own way. And from there, it will work to 

show the manner in which Nugent’s symptoms can be seen as 

metonymically linked thereto. The section will end with a discussion of 

                                                                                                               
Fanon and Lacan share a debt to Hegel, and the links between the manner in which 

Lacan theorizes the difference between ‘hysteric’ and ‘obsesional’ is based, to a 

large degree, on Hegel’s reading of the dialectic of ‘master’ and ‘slave.’ Another 

approach one could take to this issue is that of object-relations theory, in which, for 

example, in the writings of W. Ronald. Fairbairn, both ‘hysteria’ and obsession are 

different techniques of relating to problematic interiorized objects, regardless of 

gender. While Fairbairn, whose key writings were done mostly in the 1940’s and 

early 50’s, retains the term ‘hysteria,’ the structure of ‘hysteria’ is for him one 

which functions without regard for gender. Thus, while Fairbairn is quiet on what 

may predispose a person to hysteria or obsession, particularly in regard to social 

and historical issues, a contemporary reading of Fairbairn’s rather large-scale 

recasting of psychoanalytic theory (one whose dimensions are only being 

considered in full today), could utilize such an approach to address issues of social 

power. Thus, the ‘hysteric/histrionic’ position is one which is more likely to be 

endemic in persecuted, silenced, and otherwise marginalized social groups, and the 

obsessional that of dominant groups (due to the same foibles of power described at 

length by Hegel, Lacan, etc.). For Fairbairn’s key essay on these issues, see the 

modestly titled 1941 essay “A Revised Psychopathology of the Psychoses and 

Psychoneuroses” in Psychoanalytic Studies of the Personality 28-59; for a 

contemporary assessment of the impact of Fairbairn’s work, see Object Relations 

in Psychoanalytic Theory by Stephen Mitchell and Jay Greenberg. For more on 

Hegel’s notion of the ‘master/slave,’ as well as its afterlives in French theory, see 

Judith Butler’s Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century 

France.  

 



 

175 

narrative, and what it means to produce a narrative from the perspective of 

Nugent’s intersectional location within the cultures of his day, and for an 

attempt at intersectional analysis in the present.       

To start, however, it will be necessary to provide the context in 

which the complexity of Nugent’s description of his place in society as that 

of a ‘shadow’ and ‘bastard’ find their history. And to do this, we will start 

by examining, from both racial and sexual perspectives, how writers at the 

time metaphorized what it might have meant to be considered a figure 

divided against themselves, so that we can get a sense of what it might have 

meant for a person at the time to sing  “a truly bastard song” while existing 

as a “shadow hiding in the light.”  
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CHAPTER FOUR: A Multi-determined Absence – Reading the 

‘Position of the Subject’ in Nugent’s Lyric Poetry and Related Texts 

 

 

4.1  Building the Cultural Contexts: In the Shadows of Modernity 

 

One of the fundamental tropes of western modernity, and certainly 

one of the major models utilized within African-American literary criticism, 

is W.E.B. DuBois’ epochal description of double-consciousness in the first 

chapter of The Souls of Black Folk, first printed in 1903.
55

  The fundamental 

                                            
55 While DuBois’ The Souls of Black Folk was almost never included in more 
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trope developed in the text, the one that has had the most influence on 

contemporary critics, is that of the Veil, which is part of his description of 

double-consciousness.
56

 Quoting DuBois, at length, here are excerpts from 

                                                                                                               
traditional, formalist accounts of modernism, recently, scholars have begun to see 

Souls as being as formally innovative as many of the works by figures such as 

Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, or Franz Kafka. Souls is truly a polychromatic text: 

it is a patchwork assortment of many fragments, through which DuBois weaves a 

tapestry, history, and a context for what has come to be called, following Locke, 

the ‘New Negro.’ Robert Stepto, one of the critics who pioneered African-

American critique when it was in its infancy in the American academy, describes 

these multiple layers at length in his groundbreaking text From Behind the Veil: A 

Study in Afro-American Narrative, from 1979. Developing many of the tropes of 

analysis that have come to dominate the field, Stepto’s text argues that the African-

American tradition has a set of unique poetic principles which set it apart from 

other American texts. Today, his arguments have become commonplace, and 

notions like an the authentication device, the descent and emergence narrative, the 

notion of the symbolic south, have become staples of a tradition of analysis based 

upon the notion of the unique nature of African-American poetics. 
56 For Stepto, DuBois’ text doesn’t only describe a pre-existing condition; rather, it 

performs and constitutes that which it looks to describe, it acts as a “call for a 

culturally plural community or nation,” one which isn’t even a dream before 

DuBois described it. According to Stepto,  

 

DuBois wants space for his own voice, his own array of narrative modes, 

his own arsenal of authenticating evidence whether it be empirical in 

scientific terms, or “twice -told” or archetypal in literary terms . . . DuBois 

efforts at binding or combining create expression of a special unity 

between “we” and “I,” “our” and “my,” “theirs” and “mine,” that is 

unquestionably central to the rhetorical and narrative strategies of The 

Souls and, quite likely, essential to DuBois’s personal sense of self . . . 

DuBois’s sustained evocation of the spiritual world of a race [is central to 

The Souls]. This evocation is the volume’s narrative creation beyond 

historiography . . . DuBois narrative of a cultural archetype is a historical 

event, in that it identifies existing cultural expressions and postures far 

more than it initiates new ones. But, more to the point, it is the first true 

narrative expression of a distinctly Afro-American cultural immersion 

ritual . . . (63-6)  

 

DuBois’ text, by assembling a quilt of fragments whereby a distinct African-

American voice can develop, literally calls that voice into being. Rather than being 

the expression of an ex-slave or a ‘Negro,’ Stepto argues that DuBois doesn’t, like 
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the first two pages of the text: 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by 

some through feelings of delicacy, by others through the difficulty of rightly 

framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a half-hesitant 

sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately . . . To the real question, How 

does it feel to be a problem? I seldom answer a word. And yet, being a problem is 

a strange experience, - peculiar even for one who has never been anything else, 

save perhaps in babyhood and in Europe. It is in the early days of rollicking 

boyhood that the revelation first bursts upon one, all in a day, as it were. I 

remember well when the shadow crept across me . . . Then it dawned upon me 

with a certain suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in 

heart and life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil . . . Why 

did God make me a stranger in my own house? . . . born with a veil, and gifted 

with second-sight in this American world, - a world which yields him no true self-

consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other 

world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always 

looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the 

tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-

ness . . .  (1-2) 

 

Caught behind a Veil, he peers out, like a person wearing a mask. The 

metaphors are striking: he is different, under a shadow, a problem, a 

stranger; he is strange, peculiar, divided. And in the DuBois frames the 

entire text as lying within the Veil itself:  

Leaving then, the world of the white man, I have stepped within the Veil, raising it 

that you may view faintly its deeper recesses - the meaning of its religion, the 

passion of its human sorrow, and the struggle of its greater souls . . . And finally, 

need I add that I who speak here am bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh with 

them who live within the Veil? (1) 

 

Yet if we didn’t know the author of this text, and a few key references to the 

                                                                                                               
figures such as Booker T. Washington or Fredric Douglass, tell his story. Rather, 

his autobiography and tale of coming to self is only one part of the story. In a 

highly non-linear fashion, we are told much of DuBois personal history, it is 

interwoven with much of the cultural context in which it was formed, and like 

passages by Marcel Proust, we find ourselves one moment in the present, the next 

in the past. DuBois’ text creates a spiritual place from these fragments, it enacts 

what Ross Posnock describes as “modernism’s project to reunify human sensibility 

dissociated” by life at the turn of the century. Few texts do this more than Souls. 
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issue of ‘being a Negro’ or ‘the white man’ are removed from the text, as I 

have done above, it might be unclear precisely which situation DuBois is 

describing.  

This indeterminacy continues in the texts which come after it in this 

tradition. Often considered the second founding text of the ‘New Negro’ 

movement is James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-

Coloured Man, from 1912. If DuBois’ is a text which takes part of many 

modernist tropes, this one does as well, if differently, in that it has many 

structural similarities to the modernist ‘novel of alienation’, such as, for 

example, Franz Kafka’s The Trial or André Gide’s The Immoralist. And 

just as the section on double-consciousness is the most cited segment of the 

text of Souls, so the section on the ‘freemasonry’ of the race, a response to 

the call of the first, is the most cited segment from Johnson’s text. 

Nevertheless, it resides in a textual nether zone: taken almost exactly from a 

letter Johnson wrote to his publisher describing what he would like to see in 

the Preface, this quote appeared in the Preface under the signature of the 

publishers of text, which originally appeared anonymously in 1912. When 

the book was finally reprinted, with Johnson’s name on it, the preface was 

removed, but it has generally been reprinted with contemporary versions of 

the text. Here is the quote: 

It is very likely that the Negroes of the United States have a fairly correct idea of 

what the white people of the country think of them, for that opinion has for a long 
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time been and is still being constantly stated: but they are themselves more or less 

a sphinx to the whites. It is curiously interesting and even vitally important to 

know what are the thoughts of ten millions of them concerning the people among 

whom they live. In these pages, it is as if a veil had been drawn aside: the reader is 

given a view of the inner life of the Negro in America, is initiated into the 

“freemasonry,” as it were, of the race. (xxxiii) 
 

As Brent Hayes Edwards observes, neither Johnson nor DuBois are original 

in choosing the metaphor of the veil; rather,  

it recurs throughout the slave narrative tradition, in works by Fredrick Douglass, 

Olaudah Equiano, Harriet Jacobs, and Mary Prince, usually deployed at moments 

of great narrative stress to mark the excesses of slavery that are in some sense 

“unspeakable.” The veil is a metaphor for a particular kind of border, both 

rhetorical and moral.  
 

For Edwards, speaking of DuBois in this case, but with terms that could 

equally be applied to Johnson, the trope of the Veil is a highly structured 

rhetorical strategy, which is an  

 effect  . . .  [of] a set of operations one might term “allegories of reading,” which 

articulate the    

various levels of the text - their shifting, carefully calibrated points of entry to an 

“inside” marked as  “Negro” - in a manner which stands in for social and 

epistemological access to the multiple layers and “deeper recesses” of the “world 

in which ten thousand thousand Americans live and strive.”  
 

For both Johnson and DuBois, the Veil creates a zone of interiority that then 

assumes a weight, a symbolic heft, which the text then mines through the 

process of its textual production. The Veil thereby becomes an ‘allegory’ of 

the text’s very production, one which Johnson and DuBois continue to lift 

as they write, but which earlier authors preserve as a zone of the ultimately 

‘unspeakable.’
57

  

                                            
57

And yet, the Veil remains a strange trope – performative, unstable, and in a 

sense, queer - even for Johnson. He describes those inside the Veil as a ‘sphinx’ to 
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Of course, there are two primary factors which make this text 

crucially different from DuBois,’ despite similarities; namely, the fact that 

                                                                                                               
whites, placing them via this intertextual reference to Sophocles at one of the 

primal scenes of the ‘west,’ as the inscrutable object of knowledge for a male 

Oedipus who wants to know the secrets of the wild animal so he can lift the plague 

on Thebes. Of course, afterwards, his ability to outwit the Sphinx, a creature half 

woman and half lion, sitting on the border of human and animal, enables his claim 

to the throne of Thebes, and to patriarchy, via his marriage to the queen Iokasta. 

Johnson utilizes these tropes, and yet, maintains an arms length distance in terms 

of identifying with them – he argues that blacks must seem this way to whites. 

Still, this is more than a metaphor, for Johnson, like DuBois, structures his text in 

the form of an initiation. For DuBois, there is the moment which Johnson would 

describe via the metaphor of “freemasonry” - a secret society surrounded by 

rumors of what are often described as ‘strange’ or ‘esoteric’ rituals - but which, for 

Stepto, DuBois illustrates with another performative trope, that of the ‘Jim Crow 

car.’ Dividing the book into sections ‘outside the Veil’ (characterized mostly by 

descriptions of black/white interaction) from the second part of the book, which is 

‘inside the Veil’ (and focuses more on aspects, like the sorrow songs, which are 

unique to African-American culture), the passage is as follows:  

 

But we must hasten on our journey . . . If you wish to ride with me, you 

must come into the “Jim Crow Car.” There will be no objection - already 

four other white men, and a little white girl with her nurse, are in there. 

Usually the races are mixed in there; but the white coach is all white. Of 

course, this car is not so good as the other, but it is fairly clean and 

comfortable. The discomfort lies chiefly in the head of those four black 

men yonder - and in mine. (112) 

  

As a reader, we are positioned as white, whether we want to or not, and if we 

continue reading, we have symbolically left the white world and gone inside the 

Veil. On the other hand, Johnson begins his narrative of unveiling using a different 

yet related trope; that of the secret: 

 

I know that in writing the following pages I am divulging the great secret 

of my life, the secret which for some year I have guarded far more 

carefully than any of my early possessions; and it is a curious study to 

 me to analyze the motives which prompt me to do it. I feel that I 

am led by the same impulse that forces un-found-out-criminal to take 

somebody into his confidence . . . (1) 

  

Once again we see the performative structure, and once more, the adjective 

‘curious’ and the association with criminality lend their expressiveness to his 
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this autobiography is a semi-autobiographical fiction, and secondly, it is of 

a person who ‘is’ black but passes for white. That said, I use the term ‘is’ in 

scare quotes, for certainly he considers himself to be truly black, as he had 

been taught to by many others who knew his parentage in the city where he 

grew up, but as he learns later in life, his features allow him to pass for 

white. And here it is this fact which makes him ‘curious,’ and which allows 

him to initiate us into “freemasonry,” of the race, and not only of those who 

are “fair complexioned coloured people,” but the race as a whole. 

Somehow, this person living on the border contains the truth of the race, its 

secret, that which can reveal to us its meaning. The Veil has shifted a bit, 

and we penetrate not the Black Belt and the sorrow songs, but rather, by 

means of the existence of a person who inhabits the border between black 

and white, and we are given the ‘curious’ experiences of this person first-

hand.
58

  

What is perhaps striking for the critic schooled in queer critique is 

just how common some of these metaphors are to those employed by those 

                                                                                                               
description. 
58 Nor was this a uncommon set of terms to use for those of mixed race ancestry at 

the time; to cite a much less savory source from the period, in 1918 Edward Byron 

Reuter, in The Mulatto in the United States: Including a Study of the role of Mixed-

Blood Races throughout the World, describes those of ‘mixed-blood races’ in the 

following terms: “Their physical appearance, though markedly different from that 

of the pure blooded race, was sufficiently marked to set them off as peculiar” (qtd. 

in Sommervile, Queering the Color Line 30). What is so curious and peculiar, it 

would seem, is their status as people who exist in a zone in-between others, and 

this makes them odd, but also unique. And additionally, it allows them to go 
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gender and sexual outsiders of the time. Anne Hermann, in Queering the 

Moderns: Poses/ Portraits/ Performances, expands the context for these 

tropes by showing the ways in which gender and sexuality play a role in 

them. For example, she uses a quote from Langston Hughes’ The Ways of 

White Folks as an epigraph to one of the sections of her text: “Tell them not 

to queer me, Ma, if they should run into me with the girlfriend any place” 

(128). At the time, to ‘queer’ someone was a slang term for when a person 

who was passing as white was exposed. In the numerous passing novels 

which proliferated during this period (which Joel Williamson describes as 

the “great age of passing,”)
 
it was almost standard that there was a love 

interest and/or financial stability received through passing which was seen 

as likely to be put in jeopardy if that person were ‘queered.’  

Passing was serious business, and often with enormous stakes for 

those involved; it allowed people to gain access not only to increased 

financial and employment opportunities, as well as degrees of status and 

social access, but to change the status of the sexual desirability. Johnson’s 

ex-coloured man, for example, who is never named in the text (supposedly 

to protect his identity), decides to pass after seeing a lynching scene in the 

south; rather than take this as a signal for a perhaps life-long fight for social 

justice (as Johnson himself did), he takes this as an impetus to cross the 

                                                                                                               
sometimes undetected, like spies. 
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‘color-line,’ and pass for white. And he is unequivocal about some of the 

side benefits he hopes to reap: “I had made up my mind that since I had 

decided not to be a Negro, I would avail myself of every possible 

opportunity to make a white man’s success; and that, if it can be summed up 

in any one word, means “money.” He returns to New York, where he can be 

anonymous if he so chooses, and not only succeeds in business, but falls in 

love with a white woman. Of course, he fears losing her if she finds out his 

secret, and more than once felt like declaring to people around him who 

made racist remarks, “I am a colored man. Do I not disprove the theory that 

one drop of Negro blood renders a man unfit?” (144). He doesn’t say such 

things, however, in a way symbolically un-manning his right to ‘testify’ to 

his manliness and racial heritage, but after long fearing that he would lose 

his fiancée if ever his secret were revealed, he eventually takes the risk of 

telling her. The words in the letter he writes to her say, in words that echo 

DuBois in the “Jim Crow” car, “What is it that stands in the way of our 

happiness? It is not what you feel or what I feel; it is not what you are or 

what I am. It is what others feel and are.” After initially taking the news 

with incredible difficulty, she agrees to marry him because she loves him, 

but their marriage is short-lived, as she dies in childhood, giving birth to 

what the ex-coloured man refers to as a ‘little golden-haired god’ (153).      

Interestingly enough, the experience of watching a lynching, a 
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horror based not only on racial but sexual violence - lynching was almost 

always rationalized by the perpetrators on the basis of imagined ‘sexual 

crimes’ against white women, and its goal was not only to kill and show 

racial supremacy, but to ‘unman,’ figuratively or literally, the black male - 

sends him into the arms of a white woman who, if she chose, could also un-

man him, namely, by ‘queering’ his African heritage, thereby stripping him 

of his “white man’s success,” and showing him to actually be a “man unfit.” 

She does none of these things. On the contrary, she dies in childbirth, giving 

him a child to legitimate him, a child who ‘looks’ white, who can act as 

living proof of his claims to white manhood, and who can act as a symbolic 

embodiment of his own rebirth as white.
59

  

                                            
59 In many senses, we see an example here of what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in 

Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, would refer to as a 

triangulated, homosocial circuit of desire. That is, the primary bonds in the text are 

between men, via the horror of lynching, or between the ex-coloured man and his 

son. The woman who becomes the ex-coloured man’s wife is merely a conduit for 

relations between men, and taking the form of what Fredric Jameson would call, 

following psychoanalytic theory, a ‘vanishing mediator.’   

It is precisely these sorts of relations between the various layers of social 

marginalization, including race, gender, sexuality, and even class, that we see 

described in further detail in Judith Butler’s highly influential analysis of Nella 

Larsen’s 1929 novel, Passing, namely, the chapter, “Passing, Queering: Nella 

Larsen’s Psychoanalytic Challenge,” from Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive 

Limits of “Sex.” Butler follows Larsen’s story, Irene, a woman who is able to pass 

but who married and had children with a dark-skinned man, Brian, meets a 

childhood friend, Irene, who does not, like Irene, pass for fun on occasion, but in 

her life: she is an “ex-coloured” woman. Married to a racist, Clare knows that her 

status could be jeopardized by being seen with Irene, but both of them want to 

renew their friendship, and there are many moments in the text in which there is 

certainly a physical sort of desire between the women. The text never declares, 

however, whether each’s place in the socio-racial structure, with all its sexualized 

overtones, is what the other desires, or whether sexual desires between the women 
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Taking this a step further, and perhaps turning the logic of these 

connections inside-out, is Zora Neale Hurston’s comment on James Weldon 

Johnson from Dust Tracks on the Road (1942): 

In the first place, this passing business works both ways. All the passing is not 

passing for white. We have folks among us passing for colored. They just happen 

to be born with a tinge of brown in the skin and took up being colored as a 

profession. Take James Weldon Johnson, for instance . . . he’s been passing for 

colored for years . . . So now you say, ‘Well, if you can’t tell who my people are 

by skin color, how are  you going to know?’ There’s more ways than one of 

telling, and I’m going to point them out right now” (qtd. in Hermann, 136).  

 

Take this comment, for example, in the context of the highly publicized 

Rhinelander case which was the sensation of the day in the New York press 

in 1925. After marrying a light-skinned chambermaid, the parents of 

                                                                                                               
gets channeled and displaced onto racial issues because they could, at least 

between the women, be openly discussed without jeopardizing either of their 

situations any further. Butler describes the situation as follows:  

 

the question of what can and cannot be spoken, what can and cannot be 

publicly exposed, is raised throughout the text, and it is linked with larger 

questions of both color and desire . . . Clare passes not merely on occasion, 

but in her life, and in our marriage. Clare embodies A certain kind of 

sexual daring  that . . . Irene finds herself drawn to Clare . . . Fearing the 

loss of her husband and fearing her own desire,  Irene is positioned at the 

social site of contradiction . . . both Irene and Clare are interpellated by a 

set of  norms governing black female sexuality . . .[in a manner which is 

not merely organized by “phallic power,” but by a phallicism” that is 

centrally sustained by racial anxiety and sexualized rituals of racial 

purity.” (184)  

  

As the story ends, Clare’s association with Irene does eventually ‘queer’ her, a 

term used several times in the text (such as when Irene says, “my voice went 

queer,” but also in the manner already mentioned in connection with Hughes). In 

the confusion of the scene that follows, it is unclear whether the shocked Clare 

falls to her death accidentally, commits suicide, or is pushed by Irene. In fact, it is 

unclear to us if even Irene is able to determine her own role in the situation. Butler 

argues that this textual instability at the end of this novel mirrors the unstable 

social position which Claire gives body to on multiple potential levels. 
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wealthy scion Kip Rhinelander forced him to file for divorce. Kip argued 

that he’d been deceived, and the defense argued that it was impossible for 

him not to know. According to Kevin Mumford, “To demonstrate that Kip 

must have known her racial identity, Alice partially disrobed, exposing her 

legs and back to a white, all-male jury. They inspected her for ten minutes 

and then decided in favor of Alice.” Continuing, Mumford describes the 

fact that in other cases,  

experts on race were summoned to classify women charged with racial passing. 

The anthropologist Franz Boas was “called in to declare whether a woman was 

actually white.” According to the anthropologist,  however, there was “no way 

to prove it.” He observed that “it is easy to decide whether this woman has 

 any black characteristics, but the lack of them would not on the other 

hand prove that she has no Negro blood in her veins” (Mumford, 165).  
 

Boas, interestingly enough, had an enormous influence on DuBois; 

according to Souls, DuBois first heard about the history of great African 

civilizations of the past, a fact that was almost unknown then, from a lecture 

by Boas he’d heard while studying in Berlin. And Boas, despite allowing 

himself to get dragged into these sorts of cases, was a staunch defender of 

racial equality, and his answer does seem to belie these sentiments: he 

argues that there is no definitive way to prove race, particularly in cases at 

the margins. In an era in which there was what Friedrich Nietzsche would 

call a ‘will to truth’
60

 that tipped into the violent and paranoid, but was 

before genetics and used ‘blood’ as its primary metaphor for heredity, the 

                                            
60

 For a particularly salient example of Nietzshe’s thought on this concept, see 
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creation of so-called ‘racial experts’ to determine such issues shows the 

extent of what Michel Foucault would call societies ‘incitement to 

discourse’ regarding the issue of passing and the mixed body at the time. 

This is a time in which “white women seen with black men were assumed 

to be prostitutes” and that a common question the police would ask to verify 

the woman was a prostitute was, “You’re white, right?” In fact, the question 

was not uncommon at the time, novels and personal reports from the time 

commonly report the fact that people were asked by the police to ‘identify 

themselves’ all the time.
61

 The very fact that this question existed is 

symptomatic of the contradictions of the system in which they were an 

everyday fact of life.  Furthermore, the structural homologies between the 

                                                                                                               
Beyond Good and Evil, 5-24.  
61 This very discourse assumes, of course, that no-one would ever want to ‘pass’ as 

black when actually white – this would be almost a performative self-

constradiction of the very notion of what it means to make sense in this racially 

coded discourse. However, Hurston manages to nicely turn this assumption on its 

head, for if one couldn’t tell someone’s race physically, there were other ways. 

Certainly Johnson and Walter White, one of the founding directors of the NAACP, 

could have passed for white if they so chose, but as Hurston makes clear, there is 

truly no way of knowing if the reverse isn’t the case. What Hurston does is not 

only show the slipperiness of racial discourse at the time, she deftly shifts the 

hermeneutic of reading from bodily morphology to cultural traits, a shift which 

only increased as time progressed, and the discourse on race was replaced in many 

arenas of the postwar world by the notion of ethnicity. But she does so in a manner 

strangely reminiscent of another key trope of reading the body and behaviors, 

namely, that of telling if a person ‘is’ gay, ‘passing’ as straight, or ‘in the closet.’ 

In her highly influential study The Epistemology of the Closet, Sedgwick argues 

that the closet is a rhetorical structure which assumes a hermeneutic of reading the 

body for clues of the expression of an interior, secretive essence which is always 

seemingly ready to ‘give itself away,’ though often, it is asserted that it ‘takes one 

to know one.’  



 

189 

discourses of passing for straight and passing for white are, particularly 

during this period, the ‘Great Age of Passing,’ remarkably similar.
62

  

The structural homologies continue beyond simply that of passing, 

however, into the realm of split consciousness. For example, in 1889, 

fifteen years before the publication of Souls and James’ short story, John 

Addington Symonds describes his own condition as dipsychic, nearly a 

                                            
62 For example, we can see this logic reproduced in Henry James’ short story “The 

Beast in the Jungle, published in 1903, the same year as Souls. This story, analyzed 

by Sedgwick at length, is famous for never mentioning exactly what the 

‘difference’ is which John Marcher, the protagonist is hiding. In fact, he doesn’t 

know himself; all he knows is that he has been haunted since childhood by the 

portent of the coming of some “great event,” and it is this expectation which makes 

him different from others, and unable to marry May Bartram, a woman who falls in 

love with him. He describes his fear, and how it inhibits his ability to marry, to 

Bartram, who, in her interior monologue, describes her observations on Marcher as 

follows: 

 

The rest of the world of course thought him queer, but she, she only, knew 

how, and above all, why; which was precisely what enabled her to dispose 

the concealing veil in the right folds . . . Above all she was in on the secret 

of the difference between the forms he went through . . . and the 

detachment that reigned beneath them that made of all behavior . . .  a long 

act of dissimulation. What it had come to was that he wore a mask painted 

with the social simper, out of the eye-holes of which there looked eyes of 

an expression not in the least matching the other features . . . (45) 

  

While we will never know for certain whether or not James ever acted on his 

desires for other men, we do know from his journals that he was aware of them 

and, like Marcher, never married, and for reasons described in terms reminiscent to 

Marcher’s. What interests Sedgwick in particular about this story is while 

Marcher’s difference is never named, the structural traits of the closet remain: 

“Whatever the content of the inner secret, too, it is one whose protection requires, 

for him, a playacting of heterosexuality that is conscious of being only window 

dressing. “You help me,” he tells May Bartram, “to pass for a man like another” 

(51). For Sedgwick, the structure of the closet is a rhetorical trope, what Lee 

Edelman would call a form of ‘Homo-graphesis,’ one which is nevertheless 

produced under very specific socio-historical circumstances.       
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synonym of double-consciousness, in his posthumously published Memoirs. 

Read fervently years later by Virginia Woolf, Henry James, and E.M. 

Forester, the text, along with his earlier writings on the subject of same-sex 

passion, became a staple in the developing cannon of ‘homosexual’ authors. 

Like Nugent, he employs a rhetoric of subjective division to describe his 

condition, which he varyingly described as ‘homosexuality’ or ‘sexual 

inversion,’ and in fact, his memoirs take the form of a dialogue between the 

two halves he envisions inside himself. Nor was he along in considering 

himself divided.
63

  

One of the most fascinating set of memoirs from the period come 

from an author whose name we do not have, but whose pseudonyms are 

many: Earl Lind, Ralph Werther, Jennie June, and Werner Herzog. All of 

these were various names to describe “a sort of a two-sided life” (qtd. in 

Hermann, 153).  Author of Autobiography of an Androgyne (1918) and The 

Female Impersonators (1921), the Androgyne, who like Johnson’s ex-

coloured man remains ultimately nameless, is a divided soul: “Your author 

is really a woman whom Nature disguised as a man.” Originally a law 

                                            
63 According to Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, one of the first theorists of same-sex 

passion, wrote in various papers from the 1860’s and 70’s that those such as him 

were probably best described as having a female soul in a male body, or the 

reverse. Here the division of gender is linked with that between body and soul. 

Ulrichs payed dearly for his views, for when Symonds went to visit him in exile in 

Italy, he found him so poor, he had, according to the Memoirs, neither shirt nor 

shoes. For more on Symonds’ Memoirs, the term ‘di-psychic,’ and the information 
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student at Columbia University, who then goes downtown on the weekends 

to Paresis Hall, one of the many hangouts for ‘faeries’ and ‘ultra-

androgynes’ in the Bowery, he eventually becomes a law clerk for the man 

who runs the Medico-Legal Journal in which he publishes the 

advertisements for his text. Throughout his narrative, the two sides of his 

personality receive a variety of pseudonyms, and he thereby lives a dual 

life: “Thus was I, in a sense, a court employee of New York city, while at 

the same time one of its greatest criminals - according to the statute that is a 

legacy from the Dark Ages” (156). Anne Herrmann describes his condition 

as such:  

Ralph Werther is the name the androgyne gives on the street in order to protect his 

family name when playing the role of Jennie June . . . Jennie June is the one who 

craves fellatio, who eventually [imagines] undergoing castration, whose vita 

sexualis this is. Ralph Werther is Jennie June’s “real” name . . . (153) 

 

His various names are actually composites, and like rebuses, combine the 

names of figures from popular culture, novels, and girls names the author 

likes; Ralph Werther, for example, combines the name of the painter 

Raphael with that of Goethe’s Werther. While he describes his inner sexual 

person as Jennie (whose last name June is the name of a very feminine 

Native American squaw in James Fennimore Cooper’s The Last of the 

Mohicans), she is also described varyingly as “Baby” and “Pussie.” 

According to Herrmann: 

                                                                                                               
cited above, as well as its relation to Ulrichs and Lind, see Anne Hermann, 140-8. 
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While the man in him is never fully extinguished but continues to be work like a 

mask, he never loses the feeling of being a woman, so that sexual relations with 

his wife take the form of an amor lesbicus [lesbian  love]. (He claims that had 

he been single, he would have undergone castration.) (151) 

   

While today we might describe the androgyne, even though he has sex with 

men on a regular basis, as someone who was transgender rather than, as 

Nugent described himself, “homo- or duo-sexual,” he refers to himself in 

various ways: as an androgyne, fairy, or bisexual (presumably, in this case, 

someone who has or combines two sexes). According to the androgyne: 

Homosexuality is due to innate abnormal participation in the mentality of the 

opposite sex. Whether an active pederast or a passive invert results, depends on 

the degree of feminization. If slight, the former results, who is capable of 

heterosexual love and coitus - a psychical hermaphrodite, as was Wilde, who 

however had a far stronger leaning toward the homosexual than toward the 

heterosexual. If the degree is high - for example, almost entirely feminine 

psychically and even inducing feminesque [sic] anatomy - a passive invert results, 

as in the case of the author. (149)  

  

For the androgyne, there is a continuum of inversion, and he finds himself 

on the furthest end.  

While this di-psychic condition, to use Symonds term, is not 

completely isomorphic with that described by DuBois and Johnson, neither 

are they structurally unrelated to each other. For DuBois, his di-psychic 

dilemma is that of being “an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 

two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals within one dark body, whose 

dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” In contrast, the ex-

coloured man’s two-ness is in a sense layered on top of the two-ness 

described by DuBois, for not only is he internally divided between being 



 

193 

“an American, a Negro,” but he also externally divided in a manner which 

is layered on top of the internal division, between surface (the white male 

he depicts himself as) and depth (his past as a ‘Negro.)’ This structure is 

closer to that which our androgyne describes, in which the ‘closet’ creates a 

divide between the androgyne’s inner woman and outer man, but there is 

not reason why the two levels cannot be superimposed, as we see with 

Johnson.
64

  

That said, and despite the similarities we see here between figures 

like the androgyne and the ex-coloured man, similarities also exist in regard 

to DuBois’ mode of internal splitting: English socialist Edward Carpenter, 

for example, described his condition as that of ‘the intermediate sex,’ rather 

than utilize the trope of inversion, implying an internal rather than external 

split, and it is this model which Symonds ends up favoring as well, because 

it allows him, unlike the androgyne, to not only love men, but to maintain a 

masculine demeanor while doing so. It is this model which Nugent employs 

when describing what it means to live in the shadows, as did many other 

                                            
64 And in fact, Marcel Proust, another famous homosexual author from the period, 

even went as far as using the metaphor of “freemasonry” to describe the condition 

of ‘inverts’: “There exists between certain men, Sir, a freemasonry about which I 

cannot speak, but which counts among its ranks, at this moment, the sovereigns of 

Europe”; he is referring here to the Eulenberg scandal which implicated many high 

ranking members of Kaiser Wilhelm I of Germany’s cabinet, and it is widely 

speculated that the Kaiser himself also had sex with men. Either way, there is the 

implication that homosexual men have a sub-culture with its own gestures, rituals, 

and expressions, like the freemasons, in a manner similar to that which Johnson 

implies in his text exists for members of the “freemasonry of the race,” even if not 
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authors on these topics at the time.  

Take for example what one of the characters in Strange Brother, 

Blair Niles 1931 novel on homosexuality (and, perhaps not incidentally, 

Harlem), has her character Mark Thornton say when describing himself to 

his friend June (going through the ritual which today would be called 

‘coming out’): “It’s as though I had the body of a man, and the psychology 

of a woman! I’m what you might call a half-man . . . a half-man to the end, 

living in a shadow world.” The narrator’s description of June’s feelings 

during Mark’s description of life in what he repeatedly calls the “shadow 

world” are also revealing of the way she saw the encounter, and the words 

are striking in the ways they evoke, intentionally or otherwise, the tropes 

used by DuBois: “To June, it seemed that the tide was bearing her into a 

strange dark country . . . Quite suddenly the veil which separate the normal 

from the shadow world had been lifted, to let her pass in.” In addition to the 

mention of the veil and shadow world, we also see a final reference, that of 

a ‘strange dark country;’ before writing on homosexuality, Niles had been 

an explorer, travel writer, naturalist, and prison reform advocate. Likewise, 

earlier in the novel when in the Harlem speakeasy where she meets Mark, 

June tells Mark that she needs a hand getting around, for she and her group 

are in a “strange land.” It is not far from here to DuBois’ cry: “Why did 

                                                                                                               
all the freemasons, so to speak, any more than queers, pass, or can pass. 
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God make me a stranger in my own house?”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2  Hiding in the Light: “Shadow,” with “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” 

 

 

 

It is within this complex set of coordinates that I would like to 

examine a poem published first in 1925 in one of the central publications of 

the Renaissance, Charles S. Johnson’s journal Opportunity, later reprinted 

in Countee Cullen’s anthology of poetry from the Renaissance, Caroling 
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Dawn (1927), and widely anthologized thereafter:  

Shadow 

 

  Silhouette  

    On the face of the moon 

  Am I.  

  A dark shadow in the light.  

  On the face of the moon 

  Lacking color 

  Or vivid brightness 

  But defined all the clearer 

  Because 

  I am dark, 

  Black on the face of the moon.  

  A shadow am I 

  Growing in the light 

  Not understood as is the day, 

  But more easily seen 

  Because 

  I am a shadow in the light. 

                                    (Nugent, Gay Rebel 269).  

 

This poem was written by Richard Bruce Nugent, who in an interview from 

1983, retrospectively describes the situation regarding this poem in the 

following way:  

It was a poem called ‘Shadow’ . . . It created kind of a sensation at the time. It was 

considered to be a race poem, although I hadn’t meant it to be . . . I mean, here 

was a poem the newspapers picked up and would . . . print when it was necessary 

to say something about blacks -- something good about blacks  . . . I intended it to 

be a soul-searching poem of another kind of lonesomeness, not the lonesomeness 

of being racially stigmatized, but otherwise stigmatized. You see, I am a 

homosexual. (Nugent, Gay Rebel 268)   

 

While Nugent clearly calls himself “a homosexual” in this excerpt, this is 

not necessarily what Nugent may have thought at the time. For example, in 

a letter from 1929, he describes himself as “homo- or duo-sexual,” showing 

a certain fluidity in regard to terminology. And in Wallace Thurman’s 1932 

novel The Infants of the Spring, the character who is widely known to be 
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based on Nugent (Paul Arbian, whose last name makes the same sound as 

the letters ‘R-B-N’), states that there “are no sexes, only sex majorities,” 

and states he believes that the “primary function of sex is enjoyment. 

Therefore, I enjoyed one experience [having sex with a man or woman, 

respectively] as much as the other” While none of these instances are 

conclusive, it does lend credence to the notion that only over time did a set 

of practices merge into a stable identity as the century progressed.  

Despite Nugent’s retrospective reading, nearly fifty years later and 

speaking after the Gay and Lesbian rights movement, what is perhaps so 

astounding about this poem is not merely the fact that he had been able to 

write a poem that had been able to pass. The poem is in this sense 

fundamentally unstable, situated at the intersection of several social 

discourses; thus, its ‘true’ meaning is, in many ways, undecideable. As 

such, what is most salient about this poem is precisely what it does not say, 

its silences and pregnant absences. It is concerned with what Butler, in her 

essay on Larsen’s Passing, described as “the question of what can and 

cannot be spoken, what can and cannot be publicly exposed” (184). And it 

displays the space, or absence, the locus of multiple shadows from which 

Nugent, as a multiply-marginalized subject, speaks, and in fact, embodies. 

Pushing the interpretation of the poem yet further, class can also be 

seen as informing the ‘shadow’ that Nugent describes. According to A.B. 
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Christa Schwarz, Nugent also believed that “All artists were strange or 

expected to be,” which leads her, along with much else in Nugent’s life, to 

conclude that his “self identification as a gay man was inextricably linked to 

his existence as an artist.”
 
Schwarz continues:  

Nugent is in many ways distinguishable from other Renaissance figures. It seems 

that Harlem was not large enough to contain Nugent, who, already in a 

geographical sense, transgressed its boundaries, spending “half the time” in 

Greenwich Village even at the height of the Renaissance. One of the few 

Renaissance artists to establish close contact with the contemporary white avant-

garde . . . Nugent is exceptional, as his work incorporates references to African 

motifs and simultaneously manifests the influence of white authors like Aubrey 

Beardsley and Erté, “decadent” authors like Joris-Karl Huysmans,  and 

particularly regarding formal aspects such as the application stream-of-

consciousness technique . . . Nugent . . . Refused to bear the black artist’s “burden 

of representation.” (120) 

 

Upon his arrival in New York City, Nugent quickly adopted signs and 

symbols of the bohemians of Greenwich Village (including its cultivated 

poverty), developing the carefully cultivated the air of being an outsider or 

interloper, refusing to pursue, as some of his patrons desired, a traditional 

literary career, often writing his texts on “paper bags and toilet paper and 

things” (120) - with the result that some of his works were discarded. Like 

one of his heroes, Oscar Wilde, Nugent’s developed a personae that was as 

much a work of art as his drawings, stories or poems. And like many of the 

decadent artists from Europe in the 1890’s, he linked the production of art 

with a removal from the sphere of the ‘protestant ethic’ of hard work and 

frugality, such that he announced to some rather staid aunts with whom he 

was staying for a while that he was moving to New York City and that he 
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“was an artist and would no longer work for a living” (120). Nugent then 

proceeded to create a highly stylized form of being an outsider within 

Harlem, intentionally flouting the conventions of the black bourgeoisie. 

In this sense, Nugent created another shadow, a zone of outsiderdom 

that allowed him to be within Harlem, but not fully of it, a zone maintained 

by publicly marked identifications that crossed lines of race and class. Take 

for example a daytime fantasy from the stream-of-consciousness short story 

he published in 1926, the story which made Nugent infamous amongst the 

Harlem literati for being the first published work of African-American 

literature to directly represent same-sex desire between men, “Smoke, 

Lilies, and Jade”: 

. . . just walk and think and wonder . . . think and remember and smoke . . . blow 

smoke that mixed with his thoughts and the night . . . he would like to live in a 

large white palace . . . to wear a long black cape . . . very full and lined with 

vermilion . . . to have many cushions and to lie there among them . . . talking to 

his friends . . . lie there in a yellow silk shirt and black velvet trousers . . . like 

music-review artists talking and pouring strange liquors from curiously beautiful 

bottles . . . bottles with long slender necks . . . (Nugent, Gay Rebel  75) 
 

This fantasy belongs to Alex, the protagonist, who is a thinly veiled version 

of Nugent himself (Nugent supplies many key details to Alex’s life and 

history which are taken from his own life). It describes a desire to live in a 

white house, but wear a black cape, a juxtaposition which not only was 

echoed a year later in Nugent’s series of drawings in Ebony and Topaz: A 

Colecteana entitled Drawings for Mulattoes 1-4, but reflected Nugent’s 

own diverse heritage, which included African, Scottish, and Native 
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American ancestors.  Nugent saw himself as inheritor of both Africa and 

Europe, and his work is as replete with references to an imagined Africa as 

much as  “Wilde . . . Freud . . . Boccacio and Schnitzler”
 
(77). The music-

reviewer who he mentions wanting to emulate is most likely Carl Van 

Vechten, the prominent New York Times dance and music critic who 

Nugent had befriended. Van Vechten, a financial and organizational patron 

of the Renaissance, was highly controversial in Harlem at the time, due to 

his association with the culture of the speakeasies, his openly acknowledged 

homosexuality, his dandyism, his self-portrayal as a Harlem insider, and his 

often primitivist depictions of African-Americans in his fiction. And, 

further distancing himself from the ‘Talented Tenth’ mentality of the 

Renaissance, Nugent was also one of the few African-American authors 

from this period to consciously make use of the formal devices that 

characterized the ‘dominant’ forms of what would eventually be called 

‘modernism’. For example, in “Smoke” we see the use of interior 

monologue to depict a fragmented, multi-temporal, reverie-like state similar 

to that used in novels by Virginia Woolf, and in Shadow we see a repetition 

of slightly altered lines with the same ending, a technique which echoes the 

poetics of the opening to Wilde’s 1893 play Salome (which Nugent quotes 

directly in “Smoke”). These sorts of experiments with form were often seen 

as decadent, distracting, or even ‘white’, and were seen as departures from 
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the social realism that many Renaissance leaders, such as DuBois, Johnson, 

and many others, felt necessary to producing ‘racial uplift.’ 

At every turn, Nugent followed the avant-garde strategy epitomized 

by the catchphrase épater le bourgeoisie, and yet, the bourgeoisie he was 

looking to offend was, due to racial prejudice, often excluded from 

membership in the dominant white bourgeoisie, and was therefore often 

even more thoroughly identified with the more conservative aspects of the 

older bourgeoisie, including Victorian style sexual moralism, esteem for 

‘high culture’, and a ‘protestant’ work ethic. We see this point of view 

represented when Alex describes what his mother thinks of him in 

“Smoke”: 

. . . if he went to see his mother she would ask . . . how do you feel Alex with 

nothing in your pockets . . . I don’t see how you can be satisfied . . . Really you’re 

a mystery to me . . . and who you take after . . . I’m sure I don’t know . . . none of 

my brothers were lazy and shiftless . . . just because you’ve tried to write one or 

two little poems and stories that no one understands . . . you seem to think the 

world owes you a living . . . you should see by now how much is thought of them . 

. .you can’t sell anything . . . and you won’t do anything to make money . . .it was 

hard to believe in one’s self after that . . . did Wilde’s parents or Shelley’s or 

Goya’s talk to them like that . . . (ellipses in orig., 78)  
 

Nugent’s own mother, while financially vulnerable after the early death of 

his father, had raised him within the highly cultured world of the 

Washington D.C. ‘Talented Tenth,’ and it is not a far stretch to wonder if 

Nugent had perhaps not heard similar words in real life. And it is here that 

we see what Nugent is reacting against, namely, a set of values whereby he 

is described as “lazy and shiftless” as well as, in manner which could be 
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code for queer, a “mystery.” It is against this which Nugent was reacts in 

his description of his identification with the music-reviewer, as well as with 

Wilde, Shelley, and Goya.  

Putting this in print, in a story about same-sex desire, was intended 

to shock: supposedly, he had written the story to be banned. Nugent was 

publicly distancing himself from the dominant voices in Harlem at the time, 

but that which he was rebelling against crossed issues of race, class, gender, 

and sex, and in fact, was a set of cultural attitudes formed from a mixture of 

the affects of all these axes of social oppression. Using his identifications 

with the ‘orientalist’ conspicuous consumption of dandyism and ‘white’ 

authors and modes of cultural expression, Nugent publicly distanced 

himself from the black bourgeoisie, taking on the role of poet maudite and 

outsider, speaking from within Harlem yet also outside it. Perhaps this is yet 

another shadow from which Nugent speaks, one created by the multi-tiered 

outsiderdom whereby he split himself off from the rest of the community. 

For while Nugent stated that when Shadow was published it was widely 

seen to be about race, to him it represented, at least later, his homosexuality. 

Upon closer inspection, it would seem that the shadow that Nugent is 

describing is perhaps neither and both, and thus is in a sense best described 

as a sort of knot, a site of tension at which various strands of cultural 

discourse of the time meet, overlap, and overdetermine each other. 
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Composed of various strings which intersect but formed from their 

intertwining, there is no separating the knot from the strings that compose 

it, and vice versa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3  Hybrid Dreaming: “Bastard Song,” with Drawings for Mulattoes 

 

We see another related intersection in his poem from around 1930 

(but unpublished until 2002) entitled “Bastard Song”: 

“Bastard Song” 

 

For H.F.
65

 

 

Since I am neither truly one, nor really true the other,  

Can you see that I must be the third -- the first two’s brother? 

                                            
65

 Wirth hypothesizes that ‘H.F.’ “is probably Hank Fisher, who was a lover of 

Nugent’s in the period of 1930 (Gay Rebel 89). 
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For it is true I am not black and just as true not white,  

But when the day gives sudden way, dusk stands ‘tween it and night 

And dusk is just as true a thing as either night or day 

And if the dusk smells faint of musk, turn not its scent away-- 

Night perfumes dusk’s pallor -- day etiolates the night: 

My love for you is love for you though neither black nor white.  

 

Yes its love I offer you and hope that you will keep.  

This love you see is true, from me; -- but no -- it is to weep, 

For you -- pale white -- cannot trust love from whom you’ve loved too long 

And yet deride with untaught pride -- my love is far too strong 

So what thing can I offer you? What gift is there to give?  

Not even dreams, or so it seems -- for you refuse to live.  

So this I offer now to you is weak with right and wrong-- 

Half dark, half light, half black, half white -- a truly Bastard Song.  

                                          (Nugent, Gay Rebel 89) 

 

Written in what seems to be a combination of sonnet and ballad, with 

aabbccbb rhyme scheme and dual octet stanzas,
66

 Nugent’s poem take the 

form of a complaint to the lover. Like many of the poets of the Renaissance, 

but most particularly in the work of Countee Cullen, we see the use of 

highly structured poetic forms to write about issues of ‘racial uplift.’
67

  

                                            
66 For more on poetic forms, see The Poet’s Dictionary: A Handbook of Prosody 

and Poetic Devices, by William Packard.  

 
67 Interestingly enough, this poem, composed of two nearly symmetrical stanzas of 

equal length and rhyme scheme, nevertheless takes the form of a ‘hybrid’ or 

‘bastard’ genre, between the highly mannered sonnet, and more rustic ballad 

forms. It does this while taking on heroic couplets and iambic pentameter, defining 

characteristics of the ‘high style’ used to discuss epic subject matter during the 

Augustan age of British literature (most famously by poets such as John Dryden 

and Alexander Pope). The only difference between the form of the stanzas is 

indicated by the mid-line rhymes in lines twelve and fourteen, which give a sense 

of asymmetrical closure in the second stanza (mostly a characteristic of the sonnet 

form). The language is elevated, yet composed of mostly simple words of Anglo-

Saxon extraction, punctuated by a word of French extraction taken from the natural 

sciences: ‘etiolate,’ used in zoology and botany to describe any creature which 

develops in conditions of complete darkness and thus develops devoid of pigment 

or coloring. Thus, we see the largely Anglo-Saxon vocabulary penetrated, in a 

sense, by a technical term of Norman extraction, providing the mechanics thereby 
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The poem can be considered in many ways a twin to “Shadow.” 

Like “Shadow,” this later poem seems intended to pass as being simply 

about the situation of the ‘tragic mulatto,’ but as with many other love 

poems by Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and other not necessarily 

heterosexual authors from this period, the pronouns allow for the crucial 

ambiguity whereby same-sex love, the love of those ‘between’ genders, 

could be expressed. But whereas in “Shadow” we see Nugent positioned as 

one speaking from ‘the Shadows,’ here he positions himself as one speaking 

from a mixed zone of blending to a protagonist who is described as ‘pale 

white.’ In the first stanza, however, he aims to show the interdependency of 

these binaries (perhaps a structural homology to the interpenetration of 

bodies), arguing that night gives dusk a ‘perfume’ to enhance its less than 

luminous ‘pallor,’ while ‘day etiolates the night.’ This odd, out of place 

word indicates a pivot point in the argument, in that if to etiolate is to 

blanch something by keeping it in the dark, thereby producing a whitening 

by means of (color)blindness (as in the case of colorless flora and fauna of 

the deepest oceans), day cannot etiolate the light unless day is depicted as a 

form of darkness, blindness, or lack of distinction, and one which can 

                                                                                                               
for the sort of complex conceit deployed characteristic of the complex technical 

figures utilized by metaphysical poets such as John Donne or George Herbert. 

While nowhere near as experimental in form than most of the free verse employed 

by modernists like T.S. Eliot, the form here is motivated by the content - namely, 

the condition being described in the poem’s ‘content.’ 



 

206 

generate this condition by inducing its opposite in its binary other. 

Whiteness is thus depicted as a form of generative blindness which can turn 

its other into its opposite by producing a zone of indistinction whereby one 

cannot tell one from the other. But it can only do so by turning itself into its 

opposite, namely, a form of night.  

Unlike most common depictions of the light/dark binary, it is not 

black which is located at the site of catachresis. Nugent manages to shift the 

burden to the other side of the binary, depicting whiteness as a border or 

liminal signifier that indicates a site in which the boundary between 

meaning and non-meaning comes undone - a position which the 

deconstructionists have shown us, in their more overtly political moments, 

often belongs to the site of the subaltern. Nugent reverses this, elevating the 

side of the binary which has been marked subaltern by the white social 

order, and by recourse to a scientific term so obscure that even the most 

educated readers might not know what the word means unless they happen 

to be specialists in the ways in which pigments formed in plants and 

animals. To the extent to which Nugent reaches above the heads of likely 

90% of any ‘white’ reader of this poem and forces them to reach for the 

dictionary (certainly this reader did), he performatively deconstructs the 

primary argument by means of which African-Americans were often seen to 

be secondary to whites, namely, in terms of their intellectual sophistication. 
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Thus, while the casual reader of this poem would most likely deduce from 

context that etiolate means something like ‘balance’ or ‘acts as counterpoint 

to,’ upon much closer inspection, Nugent is arguing something much more 

complex about the ways in which binaries function within the social. In a 

manner as sophisticated as that of the metaphysical poets of Keats (beloved 

of the New Critics who would’ve dismissed much of the writing of the 

Harlem Renaissance), Nugent produces a poem that appears on the surface 

to be rather simple (composed mostly of very simple words); but in one deft 

moment, he overturns that mask of simplicity to show a much more erudite 

structure hiding underneath - a true shadow hiding in the light.  

We see a similar set of questions arise in Nugent’s infinitely better 

known  ‘Drawings for Mulattoes,’ a series of four drawings first published 

in Charles Johnson’s anthology Ebony and Topaz from 1928, which can be 

seen as a meditation on the ways in which multiple binaries interrelate and 

are in fact dialectically interdependent [Figs. 20-23]. While all the drawings 

represent various characters split between city and jungle, black and white, 

male and female, Number Two takes this to notion to an extreme in that it 

shows that each term contains inside itself, in miniature, its dialectical 

opposite. Thus, inside a male head with ‘white’ features and black skin in a 

jungle landscape we see a dancing black woman, while inside a white head 

with African features in an urban landscape we see the other half of the 
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same woman, this time depicted as black. The woman unites the two colors 

within her split body, even if she seems to almost be generated by a black 

leafy plant, while the male head, split and Janus-faced, seems to either 

encompass her, or contain her as its essence. Linking the penchant for 

abstraction (which enchanted modernists since they first exoticized 

Japanese woodcuts during the 1880’s and into the ever increasing 

abstraction characterized by various Constructivisms and Suprematism 

towards Abstract Expressionism), Nugent also cites the visual language of 

African masks in not only the hyper stylized features of the African figure, 

but also that of the ‘white mask’ as well. He also references the influence of 

a figure like Aaron Douglas who, passing on Winold Reiss’ German 

influenced Expressionist fascination with primitivism towards the peasant 

arts of Europe, introduced Nugent to the sort of stylized primitivism that 

Douglass had made one of the stock tropes (if still a controversial one) of 

the visual arts of the Renaissance (both through his drawings for The New 

Negro Anthology (1925), as well as his enormously influential illustrations 

of James Weldon Johnson’s God’s Trombones (1927)).  

Thus, even in his melding of styles to depict binary opposites - from 

the fluid female dancer in motion to the cool, detached stillness of the male 

masks - we see an equipoise which Nugent strikes repeatedly in his works 

between European and African, ‘white’ primitivism and African-American 
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forms of ‘primitivism,’ stasis and movement, dark and light, black and 

white, Euro-American and African-American, male and female, and in his 

own terms, homo/duo-sexual and those who were not. I hesitate to use 

terms such as hetero and homosexual, however, because the difference 

between gender and sexuality assume an ‘object-choice model’ which only 

became the dominant way of conceiving of 
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Fig. 20 – Nugent, Drawings for Mulattoes, Number One, from Ebony and 

Topaz: A Collecteana, 1928.  
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Fig. 21 – Nugent, Drawings for Mulattoes, Number Two. 
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Fig. 22 – Drawings for Mulattoes, Number Three. 

 

Fig. 23 – Drawings for Mulattoes, Number Four. 
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these issues in the post-war period. In the late 1920’s in Harlem and the 

Village, however, there was a much more slippery, less easily defined set of 

partially overlapping models and methods for discussing these issues.  

Nugent, however, provides a panoply of axes of potential 

interpretation in this work, indicating more of a combinatory of possible 

meanings rather than a work which exists to mimetically ‘represent’ a state 

of affairs. Following structuralist modes of analysis, we could even argue 

that Nugent provides us what looks like a syntagmatic utterance, but which 

on closer inspection has aims which tend more towards sketching the 

paradigms within which the utterances of his entire set of drawings draws 

its symbolic lexicon.  

That said, if Drawings for Mulattoes indicates a fascination with 

binaries, it does so in a manner that links up only with aspects of the first 

half of “Bastard Song.” If the first stanza poses the argument that “dusk is 

just as true a thing as either night or day,” a “third” option which is its own, 

free standing entity, the first stanza ends by complicating this model by 

indicating the mise-en-abyme checkerboard whereby opposites are 

dialectically related, complicating what it argues at the start of the stanza, 

while also extending its critique. That is, if we were looking for an 

‘objective correlative’
68

 of sorts for the dialectical fireworks that Nugent 

                                            
68

 For more on T.S. Eliot’s notion of an ‘objective correlative,’ see his essay 
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pulls off towards the end of the second stanza, this could be represented as 

much by an aesthetic of blending as it could that indicated in Drawings for 

Mulattoes, namely, via a representation of binaries as a sort of combinatory 

or matrix. That said, neither truly does justice to the dialectical reversals 

present via the equivocal placement of the word ‘etiolates,’ and thus, it 

would seem that only the notion that blending is both the presence and 

absence of binaries would seem to do this first half of the poem justice. In a 

sense, we move from a sense of blending as simple in-between state, 

representing its own essence, to a notion of blending as existing as a point 

of tension within a dialectical field polarized by two mutually 

interdependent, self-generating, but ultimately lopsided binaries.  

Following a structuralist set of analogies one set further, we can 

even argue that  

Nugent makes a shift from one form of blending to another via this 

transition, by means of A.J. Greimas’ famous tool for thinking the 

permutations which open up with binary divisions, namely, his ‘semiotic 

square’
69

 [Fig. 24]. The diagram, which for Greimas indicates the 

                                                                                                               
“Tradition and the Individual Talent.” 
69 For a thorough discussion of Griemas’ concept of the ‘semiotic square’ in its 

historical context, see Chandler, 118-9. For a collection of Greimas on this and 

related issues, see On Meaning: Selected Writings in Semiotic Theory. While these 

symbols are similar to those used previously in this work from the writings of 

Jacques Lacan (and Lacan in fact based his symbols on those of Greimas), it is 

essential to note that Lacan alters the usage of these terms significantly in his later 
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elementary structure of binary distinctions, and with it, all signification, 

links together two contrarily opposed signifiers (S1 and S2), as well as their 

contradictory negations (~S1 and ~S2). Within such a diagram, the realm of 

signification is indicated by the top level (S), while the bottom level is  that 

of its underbelly, reverse, or, in the hands of psychoanalytic critics, its 

‘unconscious’ (Jacques Lacan, for example, generates his 

                

 

                                                                                                               
theory.  
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Fig. 24 – Greimas’ ‘semiotic square.’ 

 

famous diagrams for ‘the four discourses’ from permutations derived from 

Greimas’ graph). In addition, but not depicted, often the logical corollary 

positions which he calls the ‘complex’ term (both S1 and S2, placed above 

the square) and the ‘neutral’ term (neither S1 nor S2, which he places below 

the square). Such a square, if set up for the terms ‘black’ and  

 

‘white,’ would look something like the following: 

 

                                                Both White and Black  

                                     /                                 \  

                                   /                                   \ 

                            White               //                  Black 

                                   \                                   / 

                                     \                                / 

                                                     X 

                                                 /                               \ 

                                     /                                 \ 

                                      Not-White         //           Not-Black                                                  

                                                \                                   / 

                                                 \                                  / 

                                              Neither White nor Black 

 

 

 

According to Griemas, any binary starts off from what Aristotle, in his 
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Logic, would call the simplest logical relation or a ‘contradictory,’ namely, 

that of negation, or ‘white/non-white.’ Greimas shows how to unrelated 

terms, such as black and white, when linked by society as being ‘opposites,’ 

take the form which Aristotle would call a ‘contrary’ opposition, one which 

is not-logically necessary as opposition via contradiction. Thus, while white 

is always the opposite of non-white, it can find its contrary in any other 

term, not only black, but red, yellow, green or purple, or even terms which 

are outside the category of colors. Within society, binaries usually exist in 

hierarchical form, in which one binary is valorized over the other. This is 

often naturalized (Barthes harps on this in his description in 1957’s 

Mythologies on how such differences solidify into cultural myths), but this 

can occur only to the extent to which the contrary relation between black 

and white is perceived socially within the logical mode of contradiction.  

Such a misreading of the relation between two terms is not only the 

structure of myth, translated via Greimas’ schema, but also shows precisely 

the logical coordinates of that which is repressed in that it falls under the 

horizontal line whose border is indicated by the ‘x’. What is thereby 

repressed by such a social operation is not only the fact that not-black and 

not-white are the true contradictories of black and white, respectively, but 

also that the often structural twin/mirror-opposite of ‘both black and white,’ 

the condition of the ‘mulatto,’ is also one of neither black nor white. The 
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dirty secret of a socially ratified hierarchical binary structure is that those 

who sit on the border of the boundary, who seem to indicate an excess to 

the system of meaning created thereby, are actually the site absence from 

the system which indicates that which it cannot comprehend, namely, the 

arbitrariness of its own set of categories. Nugent’s first stanza walks us 

through this dialectical progression, starting from the argument that dusk is 

a ‘third’ thing, then showing the dialectical interrelation, which, via the 

reversal at ‘etiolates,’ allows the thirdness spoken before this word to be 

recontextualized and doubled as indicating not only the site of the ‘both-

and,’ but underneath it, the ‘neither-nor.’  

Nugent thus not only reverses the hierarchy of the binary of white 

and dark, but at the same time, shifts the terrain from ‘white/dark’ to ‘both-

and/neither-nor.’ And taking this one step further in Greimas’ schema, we 

could also say that Nugent shows that the truth of the signifier ‘white’ is 

precisely that it finds its opposite in the manner in which the mulatto is the 

truth of its own blindnesses, in that it indicates not only a site of the excess 

of meaning, being both black and white, but also the site at which such 

terms are revealed to be abstractions which carve meaning out of sensory 

data in a manner which is ultimately arbitrary. This is precisely what 

Friedrich Nietzsche argues in his famous essay “On Truth and Lies in an 

Extra-Moral Sense,” when he argues that words are metaphors which we 
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forgot were so, and in a sense, “coins which have lost their picture and 

which now matter only as metal, no longer as coins” (qtd. in Breazeale, 84).  

Nugent’s first stanza takes us to this point, but his second stanza 

takes this abstract set of arguments, and relates it back to the personal 

dilemma only sketched in outline in the first part. For it is in the second part 

that we see that the reasoning and motivation behind the ‘beloved’s’ cruel 

distance. This distance, often the feminine attribute of the noble woman in 

the tradition of courtly love to which Nugent’s poem seems to allude (also, 

thereby feminizing whiteness), is described as being motivated by the lack 

of trust in the mulatto by the ‘pale white’: “For you -- pale white -- cannot 

trust love from whom you’ve loved too long/And yet deride with untaught 

pride -- my love is far too strong.” But rather than have this lack of trust 

spring from a misdeed on the part of the mulatto lover, rather, it springs 

from the beloved’s having loved the lover far too long, indicating perhaps 

the lack of constancy of the beloved, but also perhaps some sense of guilt or 

fear of dependency and intimacy on the part of the beloved. Thus, it is fear 

of vulnerability that seems to lead to the mocking described afterwards as 

derision derived from ‘untaught pride,’ namely, a pride which finds no basis 

in a relationship in which the lover has been blameless, or perhaps, a pride 

which indicates a lack of sophistication or learning on the part of the 

beloved. Thus, if the beloved cannot accept the lover’s offer of a gift of 



 

220 

‘dreams,’ most likely of future happiness together, he offers up his ‘Bastard 

Song,’ namely, this poem. But what sort of gift is it? Essentially, one which 

blames the beloved for projecting baseless insecurities on the lover, in the 

form of racialized anxieties, and therefore, gives him the gift of 

deconstructing the basis for such an argument. Truly a pharmakon in the 

sense described by Jacques Derrida, this gift also contains within it the 

unraveling the context in which it was given. Both gift and reproach, 

Nugent’s song undercuts the very foundation that divides lover and beloved, 

leaving only two figures caught at the boundary between the desire to 

separate and part.  

While “Bastard Song” is infinitely more complex than “Shadow,” in 

that it references a series of contexts from the history of Western literature, 

it nevertheless still manages to ‘pass’ as a poem about racial uplift, one 

which works in the most classical of senses, or at least, it would seem to 

pass quite well to most readers in the present. That said, the readers from 

this time period had a set of contexts whereby what might seem to readers 

in the present like a relatively straightforward poem describing the desire 

for racial equality (albeit one which could mask same sex desire), was 

actually much more scandalous to ‘racial’ sensibilities at the time. In order 

to understand the reasons for this, however, it will be necessary to shift once 

again to the social context in which this poem was produced, moving 
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beyond the quasi-‘New Critical’ and in fact outright ‘modernist’ reading of 

this poem which the immediately preceding segment has employed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.4  Analysis: At the Crossroads in New York in the 1920’s and 30’s 

 

If “Bastard Song” seems to ‘pass’ as well as “Shadow” when taken 

outside the context of the interpretive community of readers it could have 

encountered at the time, it does infinitely less so within this context. And 

this perhaps begins to explain why “Bastard Song” was not published up 
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until 2002, for perhaps, this poem was a bit too obvious, at least to readers 

at the time, to see the ‘light’ of ‘day.’ Like Aaron Douglas’ early ‘two-tone’ 

murals for a Harlem club (now lost to history but painted with Nugent’s 

help) - in which red or blue light brought out two different scenes - perhaps 

we too need to change the light whereby we look at this poem, by means of 

reconstructing some of its social contexts, so different from our own, 

whereby to see what shadows it hides.  

While “Shadow” can be read, as we have worked to show, as a 

poem both about race and/or sexuality, it is not a poem that presents sexual 

desire or love in any fashion. “Bastard Song,” however, enters this much 

touchier terrain. That said, the poetry of Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, 

and many other of Harlem’s famous ‘homosexuals’ at the time indicate a 

virtual textbook in how to write love poems, via gender-neutral pronouns, in 

a manner which are ambiguous as to the genders of lover and beloved. 

Nugent takes this farther, by mixing his seemingly ‘gender neutral’ love 

poem with a description of interracial love, still considered ‘scandalous’ and 

taboo at this time, and in fact, often described in papers at the time as a 

crime ‘against nature’ and one ‘which cannot be mentioned’ - structurally 

homologous to the terms used to describe Wilde’s crimes of ‘gross 

indecency.’ And yet, beyond this, there are aspects of this poem which, 

despite gender neutral pronouns, might indicate overtures to same-sex 
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desire and intimacy in a manner which would be seen as much more subtle 

in the Village world of which Nugent was a part, while rather less so in 

Harlem.  

In particular, it is Nugent’s focus on being ‘in-between’ which 

concerns us, that is, the very metaphors of blending which pervade this 

poem, in distinction to “Shadow”’s much more rigid presentation of 

binaries. As we have mentioned in the previous section, same-sex intimacy 

in the Village was based at this time, at least primarily, upon the ‘object-

choice’ model, based on the rigid distinction between homo- and hetero-

sexual, a set of terms taken from medical discourse and popular 

Freudianism. In Harlem, on the other hand, gender-inversion remained far 

less impacted by the medicalization of sexual discourse downtown, and 

retained many traits the fairy culture which had thrived in the more spread 

out sex districts of New York at the turn of the century (as described, for 

example, in great detail by George Chauncey in Gay New York). One of the 

impacts of this, however, was that not only was the culture of the 

speakeasies and rent-parties, where most of the fairly open queer life of 

Harlem occurred at this time, dominated by the gender-inversion model, but 

that this culture impacted the manner in which Harlem elites conceived of 

their sexuality as well.  

Thus, while we see the emergence of the ‘non-sissy’ version of the 
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man who loves other men in literary Harlem of this time, as embodied in 

figures like Claude McKay and Countee Cullen, these men by and large did 

not take Freud as their guide, nor, in the manner of Nugent, Oscar Wilde. 

Freud’s open emphasis upon sex was far too scandalous for Harlem’s blue-

bloods, particularly in relation to the role of the church as a major force of 

social cohesion within the history of African-American society. Likewise, 

Wilde’s aestheticism was also out of the question, for while one could take 

on more of the traits of a sweetback, full-on dandyism of the type presented 

by Nugent was often seen not only as taking on the signifiers of Village 

decadence (with overtones of sexual decadence), but it was also seen as 

something of a ‘white’ thing, and thus, was not easily accepted. But the 

softer, more refined gentleman of letters, this personae could provide a lot 

of more cover for men who loved men in the literary Harlem elites of the 

time, as well as the rough man who loved other men, along the lines of 

Whitman.  

Both of these modes of being found inspiration, not in Wilde or 

Freud, however, but rather in a figure that had considerably less influence 

downtown than in Harlem, namely, the English socialist and activist 

Edward Carpenter. We also know that Carpenter’s 1892 text Ioläus was 

circulated privately among Harlem intellectuals, including an instance in 

which Alain Locke passed the text to a young Countee Cullen.
 
And, as 



 

225 

Stephen Knadler has shown in “Diaspora Cruises: Queer Black 

Proletarianism in Claude McKay's A Long Way from Home,” McKay 

frequently mentioned Carpenter as a source of inspiration, and seems to 

have made an impact, along with Wilde but most certainly Whitman, on his 

‘performance of self.’ Since gender-inversion was the standard throughout 

the Harlem life of the speakeasy for framing same-sex intimacy, the entire 

group of Harlem literati who had relations with men often ended up 

inhabiting the in-between space between the object-choice model of the 

Village, and the gender-inversion model of the basement club-culture. 

Carpenter’s embrace of a manly exterior and female interior, of an in-

between sex which fits what Michel Foucault would call a 

‘hermaphroditism of the soul,’ seems to have found a welcome audience in 

Harlem indeed.  

In addition to this, it is worth remembering that if theories of 

sexuality were fluid at the time, so were those of race and inheritance. At 

this time, race was commonly understood via the metaphor of blood, since 

genes were as of yet outside the purview of mainstream discourse (even 

though a rudimentary version of genetic theory had been around since the 

1880’s).  In this sense, mulattos were seen as having mixed blood, just as 

queers may have been seen as existing due to a mixture of male and female, 

as was certainly the case, for example, with Ralph Werther, the androgyne 
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described earlier in this chapter. Expanding upon this, Siobhan Sommerville 

describes in Queering the Colorline: Race and the Invention of 

Homosexuality in American Culture, how the notion that there was a 

continuum of races as well as genders or sexes (depending upon 

terminology) was relatively commonplace at this time. Take for example a 

position taken by Xavier Mayne (born Edward Stevenson), an American 

defender of love between men in 1908: “Between the whitest of men and 

the blackest of negro stretches out a vast line of intermediary races as to 

their colours: brown, olive, red tawny, yellow . . . Nature abhors the 

absolute, delights in the fractional . . . Intersexes express the half-steps, the 

between-beings” (qtd. in Sommerville, 32). Interestingly enough, though 

certainly not unexpectedly, Mayne manages to places the ‘blackest of 

negro’ outside of the category of ‘men,’ and, by analogy, places women, the 

other pole of sex, in an analogous position as well, despite his desire for 

social acceptance of ‘between-beings.’  

This sort of argument, with all its ambiguities, is traced by 

Sommerville back to Carpenter who, she argues, “appropriated dominant 

scientific models of race to construct and embody what he called the 

‘Intermediate Sex’” (32) That said, Carpenter seems to evince some 

discomfort with the term ‘homosexual,’ described by Sommerville as such:  

. . . [Edward Carpenter] winced at the connotations of illegitimacy in the word: 

“Homosexual, generally used in scientific works, is of course a bastard word. 
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‘Homogenic’ has been suggested, as being from two roots, both Greek, i.e., 

“homos,” same, “genos,” sex.” Carpenter’s suggestion, of course, resonated both 

against and within the vocabularies of eugenics and miscegenation. (32)   
 

Discomforted by the mixed heritage of a word which was etymologically 

half-Latin and half-Greek, we see a concern with the heritage of the word as 

one which seems to desire to retain a sort of racial purity for homosexuals, 

something not that foreign to the sort of androcentric male love that 

Carpenter’s hyper-masculine version of Socialism propounded via notions 

of ‘fraternal love.’ We see this, however, as well in someone like Havelock 

Ellis: “Homosexual is a barbarously hybrid word” (qtd. in Sommerville, 

32). A word like ‘barbarously’ says it all. Rather than trace the lineage of 

homosexuality to anywhere but Greece, - often considered the spiritual 

foundation of modern British culture, at least according to the Oxford 

Hellenists of Carpenters day, from Walter Pater to Oscar Wilde and even, 

when mixed with secularized Christian ethics, to someone as conservative 

as Matthew Arnold - love between men is depicted in this sense as 

something which needs to be kept pure of any taint from the ‘barbarians,’ 

whoever they may be.
70

  

From such a perspective we can begin to understand the complex set 

                                            
70 Interestingly enough, Carpenter’s life partner, George Merrill, was as working-

class as Carpenter was from the ruling elites, and yet, considering the class 

dynamics of the time, this sort of cross-class fraternization, which found support in 

Carpenter’s politics, would’ve been seen as nearly as much a ‘bastardization’ of 

Carpenter’s social standing as anything else he did. As with many other’s who 

wrote about same-sex desire at the time, his descriptions are rife with tensions and 
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of parameters whereby while many of the literary queers of the Renaissance 

slept with men, if they maintained masculine demeanor they were not only 

able to pass, but may not have considered themselves gay as being of a 

somewhat mixed gender status. It also allows us to makes sense of Thomas 

H. Wirth’s statement that, according to Nugent, none of the many figures 

from the Harlem Renaissance who were attracted to other men found their 

primary sexual attraction towards each other
71

 (though Locke famously 

once offered Nugent the opportunity, if Nugent’s account is considered 

reliable, to ‘do what him what he would’ - an offer Nugent politely refused).
 
 

While they did at times engage in sexual acts with each other, the large 

majority looked to ‘trade’- men who took the ‘masculine’ role in sex with 

other men and hence did not generally consider themselves to be anything 

but ‘men.’ Thus, it was considered nothing out of the ordinary for 

‘sissymen’ or ‘inverts,’ as well as those who considered themselves 

members of the intermediate ‘third sex,’ to find their sexual desires in those 

who considered themselves men, though not heterosexual, because such 

terms were still, by the 1920’s the primary purview of the scientific, 

medical, and juridical institutions which had yet to come to any sort of 

conclusion on terminologies (a condition which continued to be the norm up 

                                                                                                               
contradictions. 
71 Thomas Wirth, personal conversation.  
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until the post-war period, and the codification of the ‘homosexual’ as a 

threat to American security under McCarthyism).  

Thus, while many of these men may not have referred to themselves 

as either homosexuals or fairies, they exhibited traits of both modes of 

being queer at the time. This allowed for a certain flexibility within the 

Harlem social milieu that would not be afforded to ‘fairies,’ but it did not 

necessarily indicate a full acceptance of the object-choice model and terms 

like ‘homosexuality,’ as we have seen, for example, in Nugent’s hesitant 

flirtation with ‘homosexual’ or ‘duosexual’ in his letter to Locke from 1929. 

Then again, in the famous quote already mentioned, and possibly stated by 

the Nugent upon which Thurman based the character of Paul Arbian from 

Infants of the Spring, it does not seem all that unlikely that the notion of 

‘sex-majorities’ would have seemed that out of place either. What we see is 

plurivocity of models in which gender was the primary, but certainly not 

only model for thinking about sex between men.  

  And it is with this in mind, however, that we can begin to see the 

extent to which the trope of a blurring “bastard” type of love might not only 

be seen as referencing the taboo subject of interracial intimacy, but also to 

the blurring of genders which, far more than in the Village, connoted sex 

between men in Harlem at the time. In fact, this period is one in which the 

notion of the ‘tragic mulatto’ had reached its apogee, in that while everyone 
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in Harlem wanted light skin and the ability to ‘pass,’ any sort of love 

between blacks and whites was seen as so scandalous that children 

produced of such love in novels always came to a bad end. Mumford, for 

example, theorizes at length about the manner in which the abhorrence of 

interracial love within even the black community at the time can be 

understood, arguing that it “reflects the precariousness of their situation 

during the era of migration, such that 

Given the history of Southern whites justifying the lynching of black men by 

alleging the rape of white women, these fears seem justified. In the North, 

interracial socializing could trigger white violence . . . [thus] The black middle 

class feared that interracial socializing would disrupt the already fragile system of 

paternalistic relations between the white and African-American middle class 

(Mumford, 32) 

 

Thus, while downtown observers may have had a more difficult time 

linking the ‘in-between state’ of being mulatto to that of being a member of 

the ‘intermediate sex,’ this was simply not the case in Harlem, where 

gender, rather than sexual-object choice, was the primary mode whereby 

people conceived of intimacy between men, and where the need to 

continually brand interracial love as strange, obscene, immoral, and 

perverse, was simply part of what was needed to survive at the time.  

Thus, for example, according to the famous anti-vice ‘Committee of 

Fourteen,’ whose reports on these matters were distributed from their New 

York City headquarters to churches and community organizations worried 

about the threat of vice across the nation, it was only in 1927 that they 
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considered sex between those of the same gender as ‘more depraved’ than 

that between blacks and whites. And since Nugent describes his speaker as 

a ‘brother’ in his poem, then we can perhaps assume that his speaker is 

male, such that even if the love described had been heterosexual, if would 

have been that of a mulatto man with a white woman, certainly more taboo 

than if the gender roles had been reversed. But with the structural linkages 

between the ways in which mixed race and mixed genders were thought of, 

in particular at Harlem at the time, even if this poem had been read as 

describing sex between people of the opposite genders, it may have been 

too hot to handle. But since the Harlem literati who controlled the journals 

in which a poem like this would’ve been published - at least after Thurman 

finally stopped publishing his ‘little magazines’ after his continued losses 

with Harlem in 1928 - would’ve have been able to read interracialism and 

“bastard” love as referencing both interracial and intragendered love, so to 

speak, this account of blended love might be offensive not only on one 

front, but possibly two.  

From such a perspective it is perhaps hardly surprising that a poem 

like “Bastard Song” would likely have less ability to be published than one 

such as “Shadow.” That said, we can also see the manner in which both of 

these works, as well as Drawings for Mulattoes, attempt to articulate a 

position at the crossroads between dominant conceptions of race, gender, 
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and sex. That said, while each of these works seems to play these issues out 

differently, it is almost as if Nugent is wrestling with a problem, one which, 

in its sheer insistence in his work, indicates the fact that he has yet to 

resolve it. This problem can perhaps be summed up in the question 

described by Lacan as that of ‘Who Speaks?’
72

 For it seems that while 

Nugent knows that he is obviously the one speaking, he seems less certain 

about the place from which he speaks within the cultural discourses of his 

time. This, of course, is the situation of the multiply marginalized; those 

who live in-between, who must theorize intersectionally to simply get by. 

As such, we can look at these three works as a sort of theorizing, an attempt 

to find a place within the discourses he encounters, three attempts, in a 

sense, to find a place. Like a combinatory, they indicate various 

permutations upon the same symbolic deadlock, a deadlock whose 

unsolvable problematics need to be coated, against and again like the 

manner in which an oyster coats a grain of sand, with art, poetry, and 

ultimately, discourse.  

What are the combinations that Nugent tries in order to unlock the 

question of ‘Who speaks?’ Firstly, in “Shadow,” we see what might be 

categorized as a “vertical” approach to the question of being in-between, in 

                                            
72 For more on this notion, see Lacan’s essay “On the Function and Field of 

Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis,”  in Ecrits: A Selection 31-107.  
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which existence between races is covered over by identification with a 

black shadow. But underneath the evident racial context of this poem, 

confirmed in a sense by its publication in a magazine specifically designed 

to promote ‘racial uplift,’ the sexual issues are hidden underneath, so to 

speak. Thus, his shadow in this poem hides both his mixed heritage, as well 

as his in-between gender and sexual state (at least as seen by the dominant 

discourses of his time). This strategy, in which one state stands-in for 

another due to their resemblance, is perhaps best described as taking the 

trope of metaphor, and, due to its relation to the question of passing, can be 

linked to the performative tropes of drag and masquerade. The second 

work, Drawings for Mulattoes, indicates the presentation of binaries as 

alternating states, in which gender binaries are positioned right next to each 

other and next to racial binaries. These binaries are then also placed within 

each other, creating a swirl of dialectical relations, a sort of parallelism or 

oscillation between opposites, linking binaries in chains structural similarity 

or metonymy. Finally, with “Bastard Song,” we see a different sort of 

linkage based not on substitution or contiguity, but rather, on blending not 

only of terms of a given binary, but of multiple binaries, which, via 

dialectical intertwining, are shown to be mere approximations of a much 

more indeterminate state. As such, we could read this under the rhetorical 

trope of an attempt to describe catachresis.  
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What I am arguing is that Nugent’s works from this period indicate 

a search, an attempt to find a way to articulate a voice for the self. For if 

Nugent had found comfortable mode of ‘performing the self,’ as I have 

argued in the preceding section, his literary works for this period seem to 

indicate an insistent attempt to find a way to put this self into the fixed 

performances of visual and verbal texts. This ability to speak his place 

seems to have eluded Nugent during this period. That said, it does seem to 

have left a trail of varied attempts, and in doing so, present us with a map of 

the subjective positions that Nugent found available at the time.  

We also see that Nugent tries a variety of modes of discourse to 

describe his successive attempts to articulate his own subjective impasse 

within the discourses he found himself, that site of the multiple shadows 

and absences from the publicly ratified subject positions from which speech 

would be recognized as legitimate. Thus, with “Shadow,” we see a rather 

straightforward description of alienation, while in “Smoke” and Drawings 

for Mulattoes, there is rather an attempt to depict the intersection of 

alienation and fragmentation via more a form which is as fragmented as the 

content. “Bastard Song,” trying out another modality, takes an almost neo-

classical approach to these questions.  

None of these, save perhaps “Smoke” and Drawings for Mulattoes, 

would register as ‘modernist’ according to the formalist approach, for 
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“Shadow” and “Bastard Song” are far too traditional in their mode of 

presentation, even if they do express the ‘modernist’ sense of alienation and 

fragmentation prevalent at the time. Likewise, according to a more identity-

based approach, only “Shadow” nicely fits into an identity-based approach 

to sexuality or race, depending upon one’s vantage point, which “Smoke” 

clearly can be seen as a text which expresses, if not ‘homosexuality,’ as has 

often been said, but at least bisexuality. And here we can see precisely why 

it is that modernist studies were the first to start to engage with texts such as 

“Smoke” and Mulattoes, for while African-American letters had little 

trouble with “Shadow” from the start, it could only ambivalently recognize 

“Smoke” as having historical import. As for early ‘Gay and Lesbian’ 

studies, “Smoke” was only of interest to the extent that it added weight to 

the list of literary references to a preconceived notion of gayness, such that 

it was only with the advent of queer critique that Nugent’s more polyvalent 

works became of interest. Where is the paradigm, however, which can 

address the complex manner in which Nugent attempted to find his voice? 

As I have argued, intersectional analysis, which finds its purpose in looking 

at the intersections between dominant discourses in general, and during this 

period, at those aspects of works lost to the formalist and identitarian modes 

of critique which have dominated approaches previous approaches to this 

period, allows us to do just that.  
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If all subjectivity is, in a sense, as Deleuze and Guattari might say, a 

site of indeterminacy within the discourses of the time, then it is nothing if 

not an absence. Our very voices emerge because there is a void from which 

we do not fully know what will come next. Surely there are patterns that 

allow us to predict what people might say after we know them, but then 

again, at any moment, a subject can change course, do something different, 

be unpredictable. If subjectivity is a void of sorts, then placing that void 

within discourse means to track the precise manner in which it is absent 

from the discourses within which it finds itself. This chapter has worked to 

describe some of the coordinates whereby Nugent tried to speak his void, 

not from the standard positions provided for this, but from the second level 

void he occupied in society, of not only being a gap within the signifying 

chains of his time, but a gap with no place. The result is that Nugent had to 

create his own place, and he did so via the series of utterances, contexts, and 

discourses that he knitted and wove together through the trajectory of his 

works. Thus, we see in his works insistent themes, a vocabulary of motifs, 

cobbled together from a series of contexts that to many others might 

indicate nothing in common. What these fragments and shards of other 

discourses had in common, of course, was simply that they were linked via 

the subjective void which signed his place as ‘Bruce Nugent,’ ‘Richard 

Bruce,’ or sometimes simply ‘RBN.’ Nugent doesn’t give us a single 
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elocutionary answer to the question ‘Who speaks?,’ for as with any person 

who is multiply marginalized, his answer is perhaps best described by the 

reply once given in the Christian scriptures to Jesus: “our name is legion, 

for we are many.” Tracking some of Nugent’s legion, and the many forms 

they take, has been part of the work of this chapter.  

If this chapter has worked to describe and trace the subjective 

context from which Nugent’s utterances emerged at this time, the next 

chapter will shift the terrain to the other side of the subject-object split 

which has been a part of western consciousness since the time of the 

European Renaissance. If the subject is a void of sorts, then the objects 

created by that subject, and particularly those created by it repeatedly in 

differing yet similar forms, are like a series of mirrors of sorts in which the 

subject-contemplates itself from a distance. And if the repeated attempts 

whereby it aims to give voice to itself circumscribe the place of its 

subjective void, then the insistent attempts for it to give shape to its objects 

indicate the path of its entangled lines of desire and identification. It is to 

these concerns that this study will now turn.   

 

CHAPTER FIVE: An Overdetermined Presence – Reconstructing the 

Contexts to Read Nugent’s ‘Salome: Negrotesque I’ as a Socio-Cultural 

Symptom 
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5.1  Reading the Image:  As Graphic Stain, and as Semiotic Utterance 

 

Splitting inside from outside, a thin black line runs through a field of 

white, slicing inside from outside, figure from ground [Fig. 25]. And then 

there is the hair: jet black and streaming, one concentrated ball of black fire, 

its strands dancing to the rhythm, biomorphically swaying. Bow-legged, 

polka-dotted, and without fingers or toes, face tied in a grimace, perhaps of 

pleasure, perhaps of pain, or maybe some mixture of the two. Eyes closed, 

the windows to the soul shut to our gaze. Mouth gaping wide, perhaps 

singing, perhaps gasping for air. Even the polka dots require that we fill in 

the color ourselves.  

Images have a mute obduracy to them, and this one is no exception, 

its graphic stain tearing space from space, but providing no secure meaning, 

at least not in the verbal sense of the word. But there is resemblance, and 

through this, recognition. Rifling through our memories, we search for 

similarities, recalling past traces of like forms, looking for indexes, points 

of reference which will allow us to slash the imprint into recognizable 

chunks - arms, legs, face, hair. Together, the parts assemble like a rebus, 

each piece tied to its own network of associations and resemblances, calling 
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up affects, sensations, links to the past,  
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Fig. 25 – Salome: Negrotesque I,  by Nugent, in Harlem: A Journal of 

Negro Life,1928. 

all before we have a chance to think. It’s uncanny. Its as if it reads us as 

much as we read 

it.
73

 

  Still, there are images that yield easy to interpretation, because 

society has tied them firmly down to the ground. It’s hard to read a stop 

sign in all that many different ways. We need this certainty, it provides 

stability, it allows us to communicate, to form agreement, to take part in the 

social contract that says - ‘stop’ when you recognize this sign. Even that 

sign has a history, though. But this image is different. It’s located at an 

unstable juncture within the social fabric. It refuses to stand still.  

For example, is our dancer black or white? Of course, there are 

many other options, but by reading hair and facial features, we can deduce 

                                            
73 Viewed from a phenomenological perspective, images like this have been 

reading us since before we can remember, leaving their imprints upon us, stored 

away in fragments for later use. For no infant could read this image. This requires 

prior traces, dug deep in the brain, which in an instant, before we even have a 

chance to consciously work to organize them, have been activated by what we see 

before us. Recognition is a repetition; we’ve seen something like this before. And 

yet, each person does it differently, carrying different chains of associations, 

memories, and the schemas whereby they create meaning. We are these chains. For 

no two people have the same history, the same internal world, each person’s 

network of reference points was composed from a different set of experiences, 

repetitions, habits, encounters. That said, there are similarities, because without 

these, we would never be able to agree that, yes, this is a body, it represents a form, 

and that form is dancing.  
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that our dancer is likely of African ancestry. But with skin as white as the 

page behind it. The color is something that the viewer sees, but isn’t there. 

And then there’s the issue of gender: is this a man or a woman? A woman, 

it appears at first, an exposed breast, along with other signifiers of 

femininity, would likely lead us to deduce that our dancer is a woman. But 

upon closer inspection, the space where the other breast should be is 

unexpectedly flat, and where we would expect to see a supple curve, instead 

we see half of a polka dot, teasing us with its roundness, but covering where 

any breast might be, on a piece of fabric which oddly resembles a man’s tie. 

Is there a breast under there for us to see? Moving elsewhere in the image, 

the unshaven armpits could be those of a woman or a man.  But then there is 

the groin. Draped over the area between her legs, we see what is either the 

curve of a polka, or the remarkable shape of testicles and a penis. Is this a 

hermaphrodite, or is this person trans? Or are we seeing an image 

something like a man in drag? 

Bowlegged and barefoot, perhaps giving us a striptease, our figure 

has no demarcation of fingers and toes, there is an abstractness to the 

body’s shape, a fluidity, and yet, there are signifiers of class which tie our 

dancer down, perhaps our dancer didn’t have access to proper medical care, 

and perhaps our dancer is a prostitute, performing for our delight. But then 

again, just as we don’t know if our dancer is a woman or a man, we don’t 
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know whether the person looking at her is a woman or a man either. 

Perhaps you’re trans. Either way, our dancer dances for you.  

This is where the story ends. We can never know the answer to these 

questions; the image doesn’t give us the fixity we might desire. But images 

have a history, they are embedded within webs of social context, and it is 

only within these contexts that we can read them, and they can have 

meaning. And yet, even if we know the author, the intention, even the title 

of the image if it has one, why it was produced, and when, all of these facts 

ultimately only ghost the image, they remain outside it. While they provide 

us with access to the echoes and reverberations this image caused in the 

cultural field, as well as those contexts and artifacts to which it may have 

been a response, ultimately, what the image itself simply lays before us, in 

all its phenomenal obduracy, is a graphic mark on a page, a form carved in 

black and white.  

The drawing, entitled Salome: Negrotesque I, was published in the 

magazine Harlem: A Forum of Negro Life, in 1928. Published by the same 

group of rebels who published the magazine Fire!! in 1926, a group which 

included Langston Hughes, Wallace Thurman, Aaron Douglass, and Zora 

Neale Hurston Harlem was one of the few places Nugent could publish 

more explicit works at the time. Often calling themselves the ‘Niggeratti,’ 

this group wanted to develop a publication which would act as a foil to the 
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more mainstream African-American magazines of the time, like W.E.B. 

DuBois and Jessie Redmon Fauset’s NAACP organ The Crisis, whose 

agenda centered on promoting an ideology of the ‘Talented Tenth,’ a rising 

cultured bourgeoisie who would be role models for the rest of the 

community. Fighting the doctrine of ‘racial uplift’ promoted by the black 

bourgeoisie, the younger generation of artists and writers in the Fire!! group 

found the sanitized representations of African-Americans desired by the 

Talented Tenth to be an artistic straightjacket, in which so much of the 

everyday life of Harlem was purged. Working to develop an alternate 

aesthetic, the Fire!! group, often calling themselves the ‘Niggeratti,’ 

reclaiming a word dropped from the vocabulary of the rising black middle 

class, put forth a radical challenge to much of the establishment in Harlem 

at the time.
74

 For many in the black bourgeoisie, however, this was playing 

precisely into the hands of white primitivists, who viewed Harlem as a 

pleasure center full of clubs, speakeasies, and prostitutes, a place to go 

‘slumming’, a spectacle of sex, drinking, and dancing.  

What could this image have meant for him, for his publics, and what 

can it mean for us, today? Nugent’s drawing is truly excessive -- 

hypersexual, bawdy and gritty. As a visual text, it interrupts the primarily 

literary form of the magazine in which it was produced (it was the only 

                                            
74 For details on the story of the publication of Fire!!, see Wirth’s account in the 
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image outside of a rather standard cover page). With its placement within a 

story about a prostitute by George Little called “Two Dollars” (a story 

which does not directly reference Salome in any way even if it does 

reference a sexual and independent woman), Nugent’s drawing seems to 

reference more than any other text the short story, “Smoke,” published in 

the earlier magazine by the same group, and which directly cites lines from 

Wilde’s eponymous play from 1892. Tracing the lines of filiation Nina 

Miller provides a highly vivid interpretive reading of Nugent’s image that, 

due to its sheer virtuosity, is quoted in its entirety:  

Indeed, Nugent’s drawing echoes those of Beardsley in certain key ways, in 

particular, the hair with a life of its own and the broken-line adumbrations woven 

in to the figure’s costume. Moreover, the face, though marked as racially African, 

ha more the look of an African mask than an African American person, suggesting 

that even on the point of racial identification, Nugent weighs in as more of an 

international modernist than a citizen of Harlem. It seem likely that this 

expression of allegiance to the broader context was an attempt to reclaim Salome 

as a powerfully charged symbol of radical perversion in defiance of local attempts 

to sanitize her. Returning to “Negrotesque,” certain details now come into 

legibility; the twisted splay of her legs, suggesting the contortion of minstrelsy; 

her hairy underarms and hairless genitals, sexual power become mere 

unkemptness; and most strikingly of all, the tawdriness of Salome’s scarves, with 

their polka dots and obvious string attachments-- the artistic dance of the seven 

veils become mere striptease. Nugent’s drawing targets both the theatrical and the 

feminine ideal in renaissance discourse, but his “Negrotesque” is more than 

doubly devastating, for she exploits mercilessly the contradiction at the 

ambivalent core of racial uplift: that between bourgeois dignity and public display 

(Miller, 175).  

 

Miller makes reference to a series of contexts within which one could try to 

interpret this image, from Wilde’s play to the discourse of ‘racial uplift’ to 

‘international modernism,’ moving from minstrelsy to African masks. And 

                                                                                                               
introduction to Gay Rebel.  
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yet, what is so confounding about this image is that, the more one tries to 

limit its interpretation to one single context from which one can make sense 

of what it does, the less this seems possible. If anything, it represents a 

sheer excess of meanings whose very supplementarity to the contexts of its 

descriptions indicate its potentially deconstructive import.  

Upon further examination, the Salome image also reveals more 

potential layers of meaning. So, for example, while the figure is described 

as ‘Negrotesque,’ since she is a line drawing, the color of the skin is virtual, 

as white as that of the paper behind it, left for the viewer to fill in. And 

while her features seem to indicate that the dancer is most likely of African 

descent, in Nugent’s stylized line drawing, with an emphasis upon 

abstraction of key details over mimetic realism (she has no fingers and toes, 

for example), her face is somewhat indeterminate, taking on a mask-like 

quality, perhaps referencing the African masks which had become a central 

motif in the Renaissance following Aaron Douglass’ African influenced 

drawings for Locke’s The New Negro Anthology and related publications. 

Likewise, her gender attributes are relatively unstable as well. While given 

the name ‘Salome’, the title of the image didn’t appear under the image, but 

only on the title page, and so, the image floated ambiguously in its relation 

to Little’s story about the prostitute. But upon closer inspection, we see that 

while one breast is exposed, the other is not, and is covered, though 
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suggestively hinted at by the polka-dot of her shawl. Still, rather than 

depicting the bulge of a breast underneath, it seems as if the shawl is flat. 

Her armpits are unshaven, but this could imply that she’s simply not an 

upper class, white, American bourgeoisie woman, though it could also be a 

signifier of masculinity. Taking this line of argument one step further, a 

close inspection of her groin area reveals that the polka-dot pattern indicates 

what could be, if he veils are made of translucent fabric, the outline of a 

penis and scrotum can be seen.
75

 After close inspection, we begin to 

question, are we seeing a figure that is black or white, and is she female, or 

perhaps some sort of fantasy representation of a man in drag?  

Ultimately, what makes an image more than a series of random 

marks and traces, and in fact, what separates the image from its background, 

is the series of contexts which allow us to slice foreground from 

background, part from whole. The image is thus a knot tying together 

several threads which traverse time and space, culture and history, or 

perhaps a node of stability within a series of curves and waves of social 

discourse, its muteness and static sameness a mere coating for the radical 

dance of meanings that lies beneath the surface. If the preceding chapter 

worked to trace the connections to an absence, a shadow described by a 

series of verbal signifiers, this chapter will do the same for the excess 

                                            
75

 I would like to thank Ersin Ersan for being the first to point out this part of the 
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indicated by the plenitude of the black marks on a white page. Like the 

music notes which anchor DuBois Souls, this chapter will not so much 

concern the speaking subject as the embodied subject, nor the subject of so-

called ‘modernist’ depth or interiority, but the subject of the trauma 

indicated by the body, its quasi mute surfaces, the kernel of recalcitrance it 

offers to speech, as well as the proliferation of meanings it provokes. By 

using some of the more recent methods employed in the study of 

modernism in contemporary theory - psychoanalysis, Foucaultian discourse 

analysis, primitivism, African-American studies - this chapter will go within 

these modes of discourse, only to show how Salome’s dance of the seven 

veils can unravel them from within.  

And yet, how could one start such a process of complex 

interpretation? And yet, how could one start such a process of complex 

interpretation? Fredric Jameson, in The Political Unconscious: Narrative as 

a Socially Symbolic Act, describes what would be at stake in such a work of 

dialogue with a mark from the past:  

The individual text retains its formal structure as a symbolic act: yet the value and 

character of such symbolic action are now significantly modified and enlarged . . . 

[seen as a] symbolic move . . . the illusion or appearance of isolation or autonomy  

. . . must now be systematically undermined . . . assigned their relational place in a 

dialogical system . . . (85-87)  

 

This act of decoding a complex utterance, an object full to the brim with 

memory, time, and meaning, is an act whereby we encode ourselves, 

                                                                                                               
image which is, to put it in Nugent’s terms, a shadow ‘hiding in the light.’ 
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produce the frames whereby we read our own positions - as producers and 

consumers of acts, signs, intentions, affects, objects, institutions and 

practices - in the semiosphere, the world of meanings where matter and 

meaning intersect with memory and intention.
76

 One path through the 

complex terrain of semiotic resonances, and towards making sense of the 

cultural artifact as symbolic object, is described by anthropologist Claude 

Lévi-Strauss. 

In his pathbreaking work on the study of myth, Lévi-Strauss 

proposes a solution to the problem of making sense of the variants whereby 

cultures often repeat related motifs via collective images, myths, and tropes. 

In his famous reading of the variations of the Oedipus myth in his attempt 

to read psychoanalysis from an the perspective of structural anthropology in 

“The Structural Study of Myth,” he states that, “We define myth as 

consisting of all its versions . . . There is no one true version of which all 

                                            
76 On such a mental map, there is nothing linear to the act of interpretation; at best, 

it is a dialogue between present and past, but even within this very simplified 

formulation there are overtones of the multiple futures, the pregnant pasts, the 

forgotten memories, the negated contexts, all of which have different rhythms and 

temporal structures, vectors and permutations. The multi-variable calculus of 

space-time in four dimensions used by the theoretical physicists provides the only 

set of metaphors that do justice to the complexity of such an enterprise in which 

two moments in cultural space-time come into a relation with each other. Such a 

resonance between the physical and cultural sphere is perhaps anything but 

incidental. As with Aristotle’s god, or Spinoza’s, one could easily conceive our 

own acts or interpretation as but echoes of the greater symphony in which the 

semiosphere interprets itself. Where Martin Heidegger would have called this 

process ‘worlding’, perhaps the underwhelming term ‘interpretation’ might do.  
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the others are but copies or distortions. Every version belongs to the myth” 

(181). While Lévi-Strauss is analyzing the Oedipus myth, certainly 

similarities emerge between the variations upon a theme which we see 

appear in almost obsessive fashion within Nugent’s work, and the ways in 

which psychoanalysis posits the Oedipus complex as the attempt by an 

individual to work their individual ‘neurotic myth.’  This notion, raised by 

Lévi-Strauss elsewhere in his article, is based upon Sigmund Freud’s notion 

that individuals attempt to frame psychic contradictions in their lives via the 

symptoms and dreams, but that these psychic manifestations are themselves 

the product of a personal language of fantasy that has survived from the 

earliest stages of the subject. And since during Freud’s time individuals 

were raised in the confines of the nuclear family, it would seem to make 

sense that when the unconscious needed to speak it contradictions, it would 

go back to the earliest layers of its memory to encode its compromise 

formations in such a manner as to get beyond the ‘censor’ of consciousness.  

That said, local variations always occur with each individual, 

leading Freud to theorize that individuals each have their own ‘personal 

myths,’ and that neurosis (of which we all suffer, if in varying degrees) is 

nothing but a crisis therein. Lévi-Strauss, in his comparative studies of 

various cultural myths, looks at the social ramifications thereof. But since 

Lacan developed a notion of the unconscious which, for him, 
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“transpersonal,” that is, drawn from a bank of symbolic positions which the 

subject inherits, as it were, before even being born, then to track the 

subject’s own myths is necessarily to need to understand the cultural 

contexts according to which these myths are meaningful. Using such a 

procedure, one can understand the individual as a node within a larger set of 

cultural forces and, by examining the manner in which this singular subject 

combines particular aspects of various cultural symbols, a full picture the 

knot indicated by their convergence can be explicated, and set into a 

“constellatory” relation, a productive tension, with the present.  

As such, if we begin to read Nugent’s series of drawings as a 

personal myth of sorts, the primacy of the any individual Salome drawing, 

falls out, as merely one utterance in a chain, one that retroactively alters the 

parameters of the series with each fresh installment. Only by analyzing the 

place of this image within the series of related images, both prior to after the 

production of the image in question, can we understand not only the aspects 

of earlier works which then gave rise to the work in question, but those 

which later works picked up and developed into full scale themes in later 

works. As such, we need examine not only what is present within the image 

itself, but the mute proto-meanings that later gave rise to full-fledged 

aspects of his later works. Thus, if this one drawing perhaps condenses 

aspects of nearly all the other dancers he produces, it can serve as a map to 
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help us understand the variations on the fundamental theme that Nugent 

played out, in many forms, throughout his body of work. But if this image 

will serve for us as an apogee of sorts, is there an site of origin, a primal 

scene that gives us the key to the birth of Nugent’s artistic vision?  

I have already suggested that the missing original drawing of Sahdji 

can serve as such a site, and yet, it too is merely one more link in a chain, 

for it is unlikely that this fascination, this obsession, this deep rooted 

fantasy, originated spontaneously out of the movement of a pen on paper. 

No, it is much more likely that he had seen this image before, in his dreams 

or desires, in his memories and recollections. Wirth’s suggestion of the s-

curve as the dynamic which unites the many drawings is itself pregnant 

with meanings, not only visual, but as I’ve suggested, verbal as well. But 

how can we describe the manner in which a trace of this sibilant signifier 

gives rise to a chain of meanings, with both personal and cultural stakes?  

One method can be seen in that developed for tracing the manner in 

which individuals chase their own personal myths (Freud called it the 

individual’s ‘neurotic myth’), that is, the contexts in which their symptoms 

arise, by means of the construction via analysis of a scene of trauma which 

incessantly recurs throughout the subject's life like so many bad dreams. 

Numerous theorists have worked to understand the manner in which these 

personal myths not only contain representations from the subject’s early 
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life, but also inassimilable traces of proto-meaning, fragments and shards 

which show up in artistic creation, dreams, and other products which draw 

upon the spontaneous action of the subject’s unconscious. Often described 

as the ‘grain of the voice’ or the ‘instance of the letter’ - graphic, visual, or 

material traces - these more material traces of pre-personal experience 

influence the meanings whereby subjects form the contours of their 

personal myths. One particularly useful theory that might therefore help us 

with Nugent and his s-curves is that of the “enigmatic signifier,” devised by 

psychoanalytic theorist Jean Laplanche.  

Building upon the work of his associate and sometime instructor 

Jacques Lacan, Laplanche comes up with a theory of what he calls 

“generalized seduction,” in which all subjects are formed by means of the 

traumatic inscription of an enigmatically constituted, coded message, upon 

the subject's unconscious.
77

 The subject then spend spends their life 

working to understand this message and its implications, continually 

decomposing and recomposing the parts of the message as if it were a 

rebus, spinning it into various personal myths, concepts, and archetypes, 

and finding various ways to try to turn a bizarrely enigmatic signifier (for 

example, like the sign that Prince used to name himself for the period 

                                            
77

 For a thorough discussion of this concept of the ‘enigmatic signifier,’ and within 

the full context of its relation to both Laplanche and Lacan’s thought, see 

Laplanche’s 1978 seminar, published in English as The Unconscious and the Id: A 
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between 1993 to 2000), into a secure signified; a process which for 

Laplanche is necessarily doomed to failure, but which gives a  certain 

subjective ‘style’ to the subject’s life, interactions, and potentially, works of 

art.
78

  

                                                                                                               
Volume from Laplanche’s ‘Problematiques’I 1-120. 
78 Describing an imagined scene of such ‘imprinting’ by means of the standard 

psychoanalytic scene of the teaching of desire, namely, the care of a child by its 

mother, he states the following: 

 

The child does not interiorize the desire of the mother . . . Nor does the 

child . . . slip in the same way [as it learns language] into parental fantasy . 

. . the child’s unconscious, which is in the process of being constituted . . . 

is the result of a strange metabolism which, like any metabolism, 

comprises decomposition and reconstitution. It is not for nothing that we 

frequently speak here of ‘incorporation’ . . . In the beginning there is a sort 

of enigmatic message, a judgment or communication which is hidden 

behind some behavior . . . which we can understand in the most 

Kafkaesque sense - because, concerning what is ‘communicated to the 

subject,’ the subject knows neither what is expected of him nor even what 

the true meaning is . . . [it can] become language again . . . [in a manner 

which is] perhaps only possible in an undefined, asymptotic fashion. For 

the unconscious . . . [becomes] a means of metabolizing, with the aid of 

primitive ideas which are and remain things - thing-representations - an 

energy which is no more than the energetic remnant of an enigmatic 

signified. (106-7)   

 

In another passage, Laplanche references the manner in which Lacan describes 

these sorts of signifiers, in that  

 

Lacan suggest the image of hieroglyphs in the desert, or of cuneiform 

characters carved on a tablet of stone; we know that they signify, and as 

such, that they have their own kind of existence which is 

phenomenologically different to that of things; they are intended to signify 

something to us, but we do not necessarily have a signified which we can 

ascribe to them. (107)   

 

For David Bate in Photography and Surrealism: Sexuality, Colonialism, and 

Social Dissent, there is a structural relation between the ‘found object’ of 

surrealism, the personal myth of the artistic subject that reappears in many works 

of art, and the Freudian experience of the uncanny: “What provokes the uncanny 
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For example, we see this with the notion of the s-curve, not a fully 

formed letter, but rather, a gesture towards one. As we trace yet more 

ambiguous visual motifs within Nugent’s image, the possibilities 

proliferate. None of which is to say, however, that this fragment of a trace 

of meaning which left its imprint on Nugent remains necessarily enigmatic 

for us, any more than it could be simplistically decoded into one 

unequivocal meaning. Lacanian psychoanalysis does not necessarily aim 

(any more than Freudian analysis, in its way) to decode a symptom; rather, 

it uses the symptom as a site of entry into the project of the construction of 

the language of the subject’s unconscious, the code which it speaks, down 

to its mute traces, detritus, and graphemes, within which the symptom can 

                                                                                                               
feeling, as the return of something familiar, is the ‘message,’ the presence of an 

‘enigmatic signifier’ in the material . . . [indicating a] return to elements of a 

primal fantasy unconsciously recognized in the subject” (43). That is, the things 

which incessantly fascinate us likely hark back to hazy memories, pregnant with 

meanings we could not fully comprehend at the time, nor will be able to fully 

reconstruct later, which haunt us, and give rise to repeated attempts to translate 

them into meaning. In this sense, it is their very return shows us that they have not 

been drained of their enigma.  

While the psychoanalytic model hypothesizes about the possible pre-

history of an individual subject, once we discuss the situation of the social subject, 

we can move beyond psychoanalysis’ artificial isolation of the individual from the 

scene of their interpellations into various social discourses. From such a 

perspective, the subject may chase their own personal myths, but these myths were 

formed from reworked fragments of the world around them. Thus, if we work to 

develop a reading of Prince’s symbol, we would need to know not only what the 

parts of that symbol meant to him, but also, what they meant to the wider culture in 

which he lived and from which he drew his innermost dreams, fantasies, and 

obsessions. Furthermore, we need to track not only such chains of association at 

the level of meaning - of events, characters, scenes - but also at an even more basic 

level, at the level of the building blocks of meaning, the proto-units which, like the 

bits of signifiers in Prince's sign, indicate fragments of multiple possible signifiers 
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be seen as carrying a variety of often overdetermined and clustered 

messages for the subject. By tracing what Lacan would call the ‘agency of 

the letter’ (which for Laplanche could be described as the trajectory of the 

attempts to solve the enigma of a signifier inscribed deep within the 

unconscious), we can begin to see such a graphic trace as a source of 

meanings, a producer of multiple meanings, a site of connection between a 

variety of contexts, each of which encodes a site of trauma which is knotted 

together by the structure of the symptom. Thus, as the subject moves along 

in their lives, haunted by a set of symptomal objects that reproduce aspects 

and variations on their personal myth, it becomes possible for analysis to 

begin to produce sketches of the missing enigmatic signifier in all its mute 

obduracy. This process thus allows some sense to be made, not of the 

signifier itself (for its form remains composite and arbitrary), but rather, of 

the threads that it serves to knot, for the signifier is in this case nothing 

more than the knot itself. But the threads, the contexts from which the 

signifier was composed, are full of meaning, and it is their elucidation that 

is the goal of the project as a whole.
79

  

                                                                                                               
that may share a given part.  
79 It is here that we see the manner in which subjects are formed at the juncture 

between what sociologist Norbert Elias would call ‘psychogeny’ and ‘sociogeny’ - 

as subjects, our psyche is generated by the social conditions around us, and from 

this psyche, we then produce the actions, artifacts, institutions, and traces which in 

turn generate the society which then reproduces itself via more subjects. This 

dialectical interplay meets at the linkage point between subjects and society, as 
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And it is with these concerns in mind that this chapter will work to 

produce a map, a combinatory of contexts in both space and time whose 

intersection gives us the body of an enigmatic dancer, a graphic stain on a 

page, which Nugent called Salome: Negrotesque I back in 1928; and by 

means of this endeavor, to widen the possible pasts of our own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                               
well as the material world, namely, what many theorists have called ‘discourse.’ 

We are nothing if not machines for the incorporation, metabolism, decomposition 

and recombination of fragments of the cultural detritus which, in a scene of 

traumatic import, arrives before we do, has meanings and overtones before we are 

even constituted as subjects with desires, wills, passions, decisions, and dreams. If 

we play our own tune, it is composed of the shards of these prior melodies. And as 

discourse transforms traces of proto-meaning - building blocks of signification - 

into images and terms, concepts and refrains, we may not be able to say what this 

very process means, even if we can trace the path of this movement, chart the 

terrain on which it has occurred, and in a localized way, sketch areas of isometry 

and invariance (if at all from the limited perspective of our own participant-

observation, in a process which we have, in the introduction to this section, called 

‘interpretation, or in regard to the earlier reading of Benjamin, the work of the 

storyteller of history). If subjectivity describes the process whereby artifacts are 

metabolized to shards, and then reassembled in new artifacts, then as we work to 

produce a map of the path and contexts whereby such a movement happened in the 

past, we in fact, create our own. For a full discussion of Elias’ concepts in 

relatively condensed form, see the 1968 postscript to Elias’ monumental The 

Civlizing Process: Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investigations.  
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5.2  Building the Contexts I: Cultural Contexts from the ‘Orient’ to New 

York City 

 

If the series of Nugent’s Salomes, Sahdjis, and Sa-la-mas emerged 

from an s-curve, we need to understand this curve in its historical context. 

For while psychoanalytic approaches have traditionally focused on the 

isolated individual psychology of the reified individual, once we understand 

this very form of individual subjectivity as a historically contingent process 

of the rise of bourgeois individualism, we can begin to see that what might 

seem like a cryptic cuneiform inscription on the level of the individual, 
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becomes legible, not as something necessarily meaningful, but rather, as a 

formal envelope which has historically served as a vehicle for the 

transmission of very specific historical contents. Thus, while there might be 

no logical necessity to the connection between the syllables ‘Sa-la-ma,’ the 

name ‘Salome,’ the figure of a dancing woman, and the shape and sound of 

the letter ‘s,’ and while these connections might seem like even a contingent 

individual quirk if one were to only look at the personal psychology of the 

individual, when we trace this line of connections within cultural history, 

and colonial history in particular, these connections emerge as part of the 

symbolic lexicon from which colonial imagery and speech, particularly 

during the nineteenth century, formed itself.  

Emily Apter, in “The Dance of Colonial Seduction: Flaubert and the 

Line of Desire” from 1999’s Continental Drift: From National Characters 

to Virtual Subjects, describes the way in which an ‘s-curve’ can be more 

than just a line drawn on the page. Tying together what William Hogarth 

called the “line of beauty” (“the serpentine line with its waving and winding 

. . . leads the eye in a pleasing manner”) with Lacan’s notion of the “line of 

desire” as a repetitious tracing of a hardly incidental feminine curve (his so-

called “interior-8” design, or, if one prefers pleasures of a more queer 

variety, there is his graph of sublimation), Apter argues that it is hardly 

coincidental that these figures from aesthetics and psychoanalysis partake of 
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a matrix of desire with roots in the feminine s-curve of colonial fantasy.  

Tracking the links between the aestheticization of the “wavy line,” 

the emphasis upon the curves of the body in depictions of female dancers 

(such as in the colonial harem post-cards popular in the late nineteenth 

century, or in travel literature), and the allegorization of landscapes as 

feminine locations penetrated by the gaze, Apter tracks the manner in which 

the s-curve indicates a set of linkages which are not connected by logic as 

much as by culture, convention, power, history, and circumstance, as 

determined by a variety of  local socio-historical intensities. While she has 

reservations about the potential complicities with colonial regimes of scopic 

power in any attempt to simply unmask such a process, Apter nevertheless 

argues that the s-curve can help us to understand a phenomenon she calls 

‘the colonial real’:  

What interests me is the way in which the rhetorical repetitions of undulation and 

serpentination encrypt what Lacan would call the “line of desire” cathecting 

colonial looking to its exoticist visual object. Scopophilia, cultural voyeurism, and 

the market-propelled techniques that produce canonical images of colonial 

“reality” . . . [can be seen at work in] descriptions of oriental dancing that seem 

designed to compete with the allure of visual representations promising direct 

access to the colonial real. The colonial real, as it slides towards the genre of 

colonial realism, designates the place where tourist narrative and realist 

Orientalism . . . not only join each other, but coincide with the sign of the real that 

interpellates the subject at the blindest spot of his or her identity in national space. 

Though there are obviously many ways to ramify this concept of the colonial real, 

for now it must stand as an experimental term mediating between psychoanalytic 

and historical accounts of the colonial subject (colonizer and colonized alike), 

whose positionality is a phantasmatic construction of literary texts, themselves 

firmly anchored in . . . sociopolitical history . . . [whereby] the female subject of 

colonial domination was used to figure a visual fantasy of direct contact and 

haptic encounter with the real. (167-8) 

 

For Apter, the production and reproduction of the series of stock colonial 
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images was not simply a matter of reproduction of the colonialist view of 

what it considered ‘reality.’ While this is certainly the case, such a notion 

does little to explain the sheer obsessive insistence of the appearance of 

particular images over others, and it is here that she is interested in the ways 

in which colonial fantasy serves to organize not only a particular notion of 

‘objective’ reality, but also the manner in which some of these fantasies, 

more than others, serve as privileged representatives of additional psychic 

weight. These select fantasies, of which the orientalist harem dancer was 

most certainly one, played the role in the nineteenth century of allowing 

fantasies of nostalgia, wholeness, authenticity, and enjoyment to organize 

themselves as attached to particular tropes, locations, personae, and ways of 

being.  

In this sense, if colonialism was the system, then the fantasy of the 

“dancing girl” of the colonial harem was one of its prime symptoms. Using 

the language of psychoanalysis, such a fantasy served to not only uphold a 

certain order of discourse, but was also a tantalizing threat thereto, a 

sublime location whose transgressive quality of being both within and 

excessive to the efficient bourgeois administrative apparatus for the 

drainage of material surplus from the East which dominated the 

metropolitan experience of colonialism. For if colonists brought with them 

the need to deny themselves the pleasures they felt the ‘simpler’ indigenous 
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peoples could allow themselves (a situation structurally similar to that 

experienced by the urban bourgeoisie at home in relation to both the 

decadent aristocrats and the ‘fun-loving’ working classes), the ethic of 

denial at the heart of the colonialist enterprise only functioned if there were 

sites of disruption to that system. That is, the very economics of this 

fantasmatic system required sites of symbolic surplus which served not only 

to represent the supposed fullness that the assumption of the ‘white man’s 

burden’ could bring, but also the tantalizing dangers of being sold down the 

river by the dread fantasy of the femme fatale (who was just waiting for a 

Mata Hari to show up and fill her shoes).
80

  

One of the primary functions of this dark temptress was to serve as 

the site of projected fantasies of the traits whereby the male bourgeoisie had 

distinguished itself from the working classes (freedom of sexuality, 

manners, and attitudes towards the body and leisure) and the aristocracy 

(ornament, excess, opulence, and display. Peter Wollen, in “Out of the Past: 

Fashion/Orientalism/the Body,” describes the manner in which “male 

                                            
80

 In this sense, it is hardly an accident that various dark, mysterious, and 

dangerous female temptresses filled the artistic imagination of nineteenth century. 

For as Marianne, the famed apocryphal heroine of the French Revolution had 

vanished from sight with the bloodbath of the Reign of Terror, and the Virgin 

Mary had largely lost her power as well, the location of symbolic excess within 

female form which had captivated the western visual imaginary since the period of 

courtly love in the late middle ages needed a place to localize itself. Projecting its 

own fantasies of reprisal onto the mystical eastern woman who for many 

symbolized the land which was being literally and figuratively raped by the 

policies of colonialism, the period found itself fascinated by the figure of the dark 
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exhibitionism was displaced and projected onto the body of the woman in 

what [J.C.] Flügel saw as a kind of vicarious transvestitism” (20), according 

to Flügel’s notion of the ‘great masculine renunciation’ of ornament in the 

early nineteenth century. For Wollen, ‘ornament’ can be read as one of the 

great ‘others’ of western modernity, and modernism in particular, such that 

we can track the parallel and co-constitutive course of development between 

the bodily and sartorial asceticism of the western bourgeois male 

(counterpart to the ‘protestant ethic’ of newly ascendant mid-nineteenth 

century capitalism), as an obverse of the fetishization of those ‘others’ who 

were then made to bear the weight of ornament via a symbolic economy 

based in visual consumption of the other as spectacle.
81

  

If the bourgeoisie of the late nineteenth century were fascinated by 

the seemingly innocent dancer from the harem (the subject of innumerable 

erotic post-cards during the period of high-colonialism), it was those who 

                                                                                                               
temptress.   
81 Building upon Wollen’s position, we can see the manner in which this was a 

contemporaneous formation with that of Romanticism, with its fetishization of the 

natural (in the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau or William Wordsworth, for 

example), the exotic (in the works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Montesquieu, or 

Goethe), the local (Johann Gottfried Herder), and various other aestheticizations of 

that which was either unspoiled or naive to the ravages of the ‘dark Satanic mills’ 

of the industrial revolution, to disciplinary power, to capitalist political economy, 

and to the various other darker manifestations of the ‘dialectic of enlightenment.’ 

With the restoration of the monarchy in France and the attempt at a ‘return to 

normalcy’ throughout the Europe, romanticized tales from Napoleon’s Egyptian 

campaign returned with the force of nostalgia for a pre-capitalist past that were 

projected, along with femininity and ornament, upon a constructed ‘Orient’ which 

Edward Said has described in such careful detail. 
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rebelled against capitalism - those bohemians who imitated the working-

classes, those dandies who imitated the aristocrats, and those various others 

who found ways to position themselves outside the utilitarian pragmatism 

of the age - who often gravitated to a colonial fantasy which was a bit 

darker, one that, like themselves, did not see colonial and imperial capital as 

producing a culture which could ever be entranced with Matthew Arnold’s 

dream of ‘sweetness and light.’
 
It was the outsiders desiring to create their 

own select counter-publics within emerging mass culture that gravitated, 

not to the dancing girl from the harem found on numerous post-cards and all 

looked quite a bit like one another. It is from these small groups of 

adherents, the forefathers of the avant-garde cults of the new, singular, and 

obscure, who found the femme fatale a figure of unique interest. This figure, 

which Apter cites art critic Leo Steinberg as having described as the figura 

serpentinata (169), combined the Eve and serpent of the traditional biblical 

imaginary. Such a figure encompassed the desire of the acolyte for 

transgression, polymorphous sexuality, opulence, ornament, as well as the 

amoral, the useless, the secretive and mysterious, the criminal, the purely 

sublime and artistic - just about everything that the male, white, 

heterosexual, utilitarian, protestant, ascetic, desexualized, pragmatic, public, 

functional, middle class bourgeoisie was not. It is easy to see, in this sense, 

what would attract Nugent not only to decadence, but to the manner in 
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which its alienation from middle class masculinity, bound as it was to 

fantasies of the imperial nation and colonial market, found expression in the 

fantasy of the woman figured as serpent.  

As such, it is hardly surprising that Nugent was strongly influenced 

by figures such as Gabrielle D’Annunzio, Joris-Karl Huysmans, and Aubrey 

Beardsley. While the majority of these historical dandies did not leave the 

metropole on a regular basis, the commodified orientalism of these 

outsiders of mid-nineteenth century capital is one of its most characteristic 

traits.
 
 If the passion for the Orient began with Napoleon, it flowered via 

works like Gustave Flaubert’s travel writings, as well as the studied passion 

for the ‘strange,’ ‘curious,’ and ‘peculiar’ which so many metropolitan 

dandy’s like Joris Karl Huysmans or James McNeill Whistler used to not 

only break with bourgeois utilitarianism or artistic academicism, but also at 

times, in the case of Oscar Wilde, to metonymically articulate a queer 

sensibility in coded form. Orientalism became a trope whereby non-

bourgeois forms of maleness could be sampled under the guise of wearing 

local garb, full of the flowing robes prescribed to the European bourgeoisie 

male, even as recent as the case of T.E. Lawrence in the period between the 

wars (whose orientalist homoeroticism is discussed at length in Kaja 

Silverman’s Male Subjectivity at the Margins). This is perhaps also 

bolstered by the fact that so many queer men who had the financial means 
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to travel at the time could explore same-sex intimacy in the colonial 

possessions of the Mahgreb, engaging in the sorts of sexual tourism which 

cultural difference, colonial privilege, and capitalist exchange rates could 

provide. For an entire generation of literary queers from Oscar Wilde to 

André Gide and E.M. Forster, the mythic ‘East’ was a place of sexual as 

well as sartorial and colonial exploration and permissiveness.  

If the reworking of colonial fantasies of the dancing girl from the 

imagined harem served to develop the figure of the femme fatale, thereby 

allowing for the articulation of codes of signification around which early 

counterpublics of modernity could grow, from bohemians to dandies, then a 

significant shift occurred in as modernity itself began to be seen, not merely 

as a pragmatic, instrumental affair, but itself a disruptive factor which 

destabilized the bourgeoisie. For if there was something distinctively anti-

modern, nostalgic, and decadent about the early revolt of dandies and 

bohemians against bourgeois norms of propriety, as time progressed, it was 

precisely these dandies, bohemians, outsiders, rebels, and avant-gardistes 

who sought to destroy the bourgeoisie and its norms not by arresting the 

progress of modernity, but by increasing its pace. For as it became more and 

more clear that the energies of capital unleashed by the middle-classes were 

revolutionary, but did not necessarily bring a revolution of progress, order, 

or stability, the very groups which had found themselves rebelling against 
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modernity found that it was not so much modernity which was the problem, 

but rather, the bourgeoisie’s claim thereto. And as there was a shift within 

the politics of turn-of-the-century outsiderdom, so its stock of images 

shifted as well. Thus, for Wollen, it was the “last orientalists” - figures like 

Sergei Diaghilev, Ida Rubenstein, Leon Bakst, and Paul Poiret - who were 

the often forgotten “first modernists” (17).
82

  

Few embody this interweaving of cultural trends more than the Art-

                                            
82 Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes not only served as inspiration for an aesthetic and 

entire mode of being whereby ‘modern’ artists, painters, fashion and stage 

designers could break with bourgeois tradition, but a particularly queer version 

thereof. For when the Ballet Russes arrived, it was not only the combination of the 

Russian Imperial taste for splendor and ornament, combined with fantasies of the 

colonial East, which took Paris by storm, but the gender-queer performances of the 

strong masculine Cleopatra played by Ida Rubenstein, and the muscularly feminine 

athleticism of Vaslav Nijinksy which gave body thereto. Thus, if for Henri Matisse 

the use of color by the Ballets Russes was part of the “revelation” which allowed 

for him and the Fauvists to free color from its instrumental relation to realist 

conventions in painting, the Ballet Russes, in the countless descriptions of the 

fantastic impact they had on the Parisian psyche produced a break with tradition 

that heralded the neo-primitivisms upon which groundbreaking modernist-

primitivist events such as Igor Stravinsky’s Le sacré du printemps, the various 

Dada ‘happenings’ of the late teens, and even the later events like Josephine 

Baker’s La revue nègre, were built. While numerous historians of modernism, 

particularly those with allegiances to post-WWI Purism, or post-WWII formalism, 

saw the impact of the Ballet Russes as a momentary throwback, the last strains of 

decadence before the arrival of the modern, those at the time saw this ‘return’ of 

the East as precisely the most modern event to have stormed Paris since the heyday 

of Le chat noir in the 1880’s. Even though the rage for things eastern which 

dominated the early teens, with its Cleopatras, Scheherezades, and Salomes, 

eventually gave way to the vogue for the techno-primitivism - what Wollen 

describes a the ‘cult of Ford’ and the glamorization of ‘Americanism’ (Vladimir 

Mayakovsky’s poem from 1925 The Brooklyn Bridge is a prime example of this 

idolization of American mass production, massive construction, and sky-scrapers) 

- these two primitivist modernisms didn’t necessarily replace each other as 

syncretize and synthesize on the cusp of the twenties. For more on this, see 

Wollen’s “Out of the Past.” 
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Deco fashion designer and trendsetter, an artist who Nugent repeatedly 

mentions as a major influence (and who is arguably the originator of he 

‘fingerless’ manner of drawing hands and feet so often employed by Nugent 

and others such as Paul Colin at the time), the dandy often known by the 

singular pseudonym ‘Erté.’ Born Roman Petrovich Tyrov in St.Petersburg, 

but soon calling himself Romain de Tirtoff, the man who would eventually 

settle on the simple title Erté (the phonetic pronunciation in French of his 

initials) moved with Diaghilev’s ‘World of Art’ circle to Paris after the 

artistic circles around the opera and theater world were literally starved of 

imperial patronage after the failed revolution of 1905 brought massive 

governmental reforms and curtailing of imperial spending.
83

 But his true 

break came in 1915, when he moved to the United States after receiving a 

contract to do the covers for Harpar’s Bazar in 1915. A famous dandy, 

Erté’s presentation of self and fascination with the female form produced a 

linkage of iconography and pose which were a glamorous, 1930’s version 

of Oscar Wilde’s Lord Henry Wotton from A Picture of Dorian Gray. 

While always discreet in public, Erté’s metonymic representations of his 

                                            
83 While the St.Petersburg group always lived in Paris’ shadow, when Diaghilev 

managed to get work for many of his associates in Paris, soon staging lavish 

performances, it was the Russians who took Paris by storm, such that these figures 

who believed for so long that they lived in a small backwater of the art world now 

found themselves toasted as the height of the modern. Erté came with this group as 

a costume designer, working on various shows, even designing costumes worn by 

Mata Hari. 
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sexual proclivities built the Wildean catalogue, filtered through the 

machine-glamour of the Art-Deco age, into weekly installments.  

While he in so many ways came to define what elegant womanhood 

looked like in the 1920’s and 30’s, his combination of flapper and debutante 

had an androgynous flair whose queer potential positions him as a true 

inheritor of the legacy of Rubenstein, Nijinsky, and Wilde himself. [Figs. 

26-31]. According to Lucy Fisher in Designing Women: Cinema, Art Deco, 

and the Female Form,  

Erté’s role in the conceptualizing the period’s vision of Woman was clearly tied to 

the influence he wielded as a fashion illustrator. Starting with the January 15, 

1915 issue of Harper’s Bazar, he created countless drawings on the magazine’s 

cover, making him a publishing “myth” . . . Erté’s formulation of the modern 

female shared much with the Art Deco style . . . As [Franco Maria] Ricci 

comments, Erté’s female was “born of the battles for emancipation” and seemed 

like “a woman disguised as a woman, really aspiring to the civilization created by 

man wanting to become man.” (36)  
 

Ricci’s comment, in particular, is striking, and shows in full the 

ambivalence inherent to the gay male cult of female beauty which, even as 

early as Wilde’s fascination with Sarah Bernhardt, has been a standard trope 

of homosexual male culture. As Fischer describes, Erté and Art Deco’s 

emphasis upon the silhouette had the effect of reducing women to a nearly 

two dimensional outline, a trait which Nugent not only absorbed, but 

combined with the abstraction of features endemic to the orientalist line 

drawings of Beardsley (an inheritance of Beardsley’s beloved Japanese 

woodcuts). Erté’s women are also cold,  
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Figs. 26-31 – Selected images by Erté, chronological order. Fig. 30 entitled 

Symphony in Black, Fig. 30 is the first of the alphabet series in which men 

and women are transformed into a human alphabet. Note the fingerless 

hands in many of the drawings. While this was a common trope at the time 

(used also, for example, by Paul Calder in his famous lithographs of 

Josephine Baker), Nugent’s acknowledged debt to Erté, would seem to 

suggest this may be the origin of the fingerless hands in his 1928 Salome.   
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artificial, machinely perfect, inhuman supports for ornament, and often, 

forced into shapes and poses which reduce them figuratively, if not literally 

(as in the case of his alphabet  

series), to objects.
84

  Erté at once thumbed his nose at this while, as with all 

Art-Deco, combined the geometrism of the machine aesthetic popular at the 

time with the biomorphism of the pre-war Art Nouveau, to create the 

sinuous yet mechanical lines we see not only in his women, but in the very 

shape of that Art Deco masterpiece, William Van Alen’s Chrysler Building 

in New York City. Full of the carefully sculpted curves of the fender of an 

automobile, the famed top of this building combines metallic phallus with 

the curves and lines which Fritz Lang’s female robotic vamp of Metropolis 

fame would embody so well in his film from 1927. If Art Deco, and to some 

extent Erté, were able to integrate the ornamental colonial feminine into its 

                                            
84

 It was precisely this sort of extravagance that revisionist notions of modernism 

needed to forget. Across Europe, the various avant-garde movements that seemed 

to presage a ‘new birth’ to humanity during their early heyday in the period from 

about 1905-1915, became quickly sobered by the events of World War I. Works of 

utopian idealism (as seen in early Russian Futurist works), technology fetishism 

(as seen in Italian Futurist works such as the early manifestoes of Filippo Tomaso 

Marinetti), or radically emotional catharsis (as seen in many of the works of 

German Expressionist drama, or fantastic fiction such as Carl Einstein’s Bebuquin: 

Or, the Dilettantes of Wonders, vanished as the unprecedented horrors of this war 

became evident. After the War, there was a push for seriousness (the so-called 

‘New Sobriety’ in Germany), as well as a return to masculine, classical forms. 

Wollen tracks this through the case of Jean Cocteau’s neo-classical urge to purge 

‘feminine’ ornament from ‘modern’ art (producing a form of homosociality which 

was the other primary manner of articulating homoeroticism of this period, such as 

we see in much of Cocteau’s fiction from this period), as well as Alfred Loos and 

the Purists desire to banish to link ornament with ‘crime,’ and bring about a return 



 

272 

fears and fantasies of the machine age, Wollen argues that the consecration 

of formal purity as the very definition of modernism itself not only erased 

the manner in which orientalist ornamentalist excess was what first allowed 

for modern rebels to break with both the bourgeois asceticism and academic 

conventionalism dominant at the time, but also how this very forgetting was 

itself forgotten by means of the multiple waves of the rewriting of the 

histories of this crucial transitional period.  

But it was not only by means of Erté that the s-curve traveled to 

Nugent’s New York, for the image of Salome was one which had saturated 

Europe and America during the late nineteenth and the early part of the 

Twentieth century, creating what many would call the ‘Salome-craze’ or 

‘Salomania.’ In the English speaking world, much of this craze can be 

traced to Oscar Wilde’s ‘assistance’ of the translation of his own Salome 

(1892) from the French by his lover, Lord Alfred Douglass. As detailed by 

Joseph Donohue in “Death and Desire in Salome,” Wilde’s play was written 

with Sandra Bernhardt in the famed diva herself was already preparing for 

the role when word came that the play would be forbidden by the English 

censors, due to an obscure and rarely enforced provision against the 

p4ortrayal of biblical characters on stage. With Wilde’s conviction in 

England in 1895 for ‘gross indecency,’ all of Wilde’s work went 

                                                                                                               
to primitive, pure, simple geometric forms. 
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underground in the Anglophone world. While the play was eventually 

performed in a private, one-time performance at Paris’ Théatre de L’Oeuvre 

in 1896, it did not arrive on the English stage until 1931, though it 

premiered in New York in 1905. The play truly arrived in New York, 

however, when Richard Strauss’ operatic rewrite of the play, based on the 

German translation of Wilde’s original and originally staged in Dresden in 

1905, premiered at the Metropolitan Opera in 1907.
85

   

Salome still proved heady stuff for America’s rather Puritan 

                                            
85 Wilde drew upon a long history of the exoticization of Salome, particularly 

within France. Anglophone society was infinitely more ‘repressive’ of the public 

display of sex (though in the peculiar form of present absence described by Michel 

Foucault in his History of Sexuality), and for many, Paris was either Sodom-on-

the-Seine, or an erotic paradise. Thus, it was to Paris that Wilde made frequent 

trips when he needed to get away from staid, boorish London. Paris was the center 

of literary decadence, prostitution, and revolution, the site of the famed Moulin 

Rouge, Le Chat Noir, and perhaps most importantly for Wilde, had decriminalized 

homosexuality since the 1804 passge of Le code Napoléon (although solicitation in 

public was still a criminal offence, and the one most often used to prosecute male 

and female streetwalkers alike). Behind closed doors, in the various brothels of 

Paris, one could find anything one desired, frequently in rooms with chosen 

themes, often orientalizing in nature. Harem rooms were incredibly popular, as 

were women (and presumably men) who dressed up to suit the orientalizing 

fantasies of the patrons. Wilde not only discovered legal sex between men in Paris, 

but it is through the French colonization of North Africa that he encountered the 

sexual culture of North Africa, with its very different rules and stipulations for 

when sex between men was forbidden, but also when it was allowed. Long before 

his first trip to Algiers in 1895, however, Wilde knew it held many pleasures for 

the sexual tourist. Mixing his adoration for Sandra Bernhardt, the iconography of 

the tragic Salome of French decadence, and fantasies of a more sexually liberated 

mystical East with his love of all things archaically biblical, Wilde created his play 

as an attempt to outdo master of the salon culture at the height of symbolism, 

Stephan Mallarme, who was himself, it seems, was struggling to complete an epic 

poem on Salome’s mother entitled Hériodade. Wilde did his best to outdo the 

master, in his own language, though he dreamed of producing his drama with 

Bernhardt at home, which, as we have seen, was not to be. 
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sensibilities, even to worldly New Yorkers. As Toni Bentley’s Sisters of 

Salome recounts, while the lead was sung by a less than lithe soprano, the 

dance of the seven veils was performed by the company’s lead ballerina, 

who so scandalized the Metropolitan’s crowd of Astors, Schermerhorns, 

and Morgans that the show’s benefactor had it cancelled after just one 

performance. When the lead dancer, one Bianca Froehlich, took her dance 

to the vaudeville stage, however, it created a stir of a very different kind. 

Bentley describes the rise of ‘Salomania’ as follows:  

A few months after Froehlich’s great escape, the impresario Florenz Ziegfield 

presented his first show, The Follies of 1907, at the “Jardin de Paris” of the New 

York Theatre. “Salome” was the show’s most successful act. Mlle. Dazie - Daisy 

Peterkin from Detroit - performed Salome is a skit based on Aubrey Beardsley’s 

designs . . . The number was so successful that Mlle. Dazié opened a school for 

Salomes for two hours each morning, teaching her pupils an assortment of 

seductive undulations in the “style” of Salome on the theater’s rooftop garden. 

Mlle. Daxié’s school produced non less than one hundred and fifty Salomes a 

month, glutting the aisles of American variety theaters with half-naked young 

women dancing with a mute, papier-mâché head. This woman was in complete 

control of her man, a radically unorthodox image for 1907.  . . . . In August 1908 

there were four Salome’s performing in New York alone; by October, there were 

twenty-four . . . By 1909 there was not a variety or vaudeville show in America 

that did not offer a Salome act as part of its entertainment. (39-40)    
 

Although Salome was by no means the first ‘exotic’ female characters to 

capture the vaudeville imagination (for example, there had been a ‘little 

Egypt’ craze in the 1890’s), Salome brought with her the allure danger, the 

vamp who personified the threat of the ‘New Woman’ who like Salome was 

not only overtly sexual, but also able to obtain a profession outside of the 

purview of men [Fig. 32]. Thus, it is hardly a surprise that, according to one 

paper in 1908, there were “no less than twenty-four vaudeville dancers in 
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New York alone who gave their interpretation of the daughter of Herodias, 

and from the Empire City the Salome epidemic is spreading over the rest of 

the country.”  

       But if there was one medium to which Salome was perhaps, due to 

her castrating cut and ‘dance of the seven veils,’ ideally suited, it was early 

cinema.
86

 Salome emerged in the new medium via several single reel film 

renditions, but truly made her first splash with an 80 minute version, now 

lost to history, starring the famed Theda Bara [Fig. 33-8].  

                                            
86 Veiling and cutting are both key metaphors for cinema (and particularly at a 

time in which there was still some terror associated with montage in any form 

whatsoever), and Salome fit the bill like a fish to water. In addition to embodying, 

in some sense, the fear of the cut, that is, representing it apotropaically, her veiled 

striptease allows for the channeling of powerful fantasies for the desire for mastery 

over an ultimately terrifying technological device able to project spirits of the 

‘undead’ on a wall, opening two-dimensional space into 3D, literally performing 

magic. What’s more, if reading can be conceived as a form of inquisitive violation 

of a ‘body’ or corpus of the text then, as suggested by authors such as Roland 

Barthes and Peter Brooks, then there is a structural link between the act of reading 

and that of visual striptease. When transposed to film, the female body can thereby 

serve as the vehicle whereby to tie the epistemological curiosity to see the visual 

spectacle of the cinematic image (heightened by what Tom Gunning calls the 

viewing culture of the early ‘cinema of attractions’) with the narrative dynamic of 

the filmic story, in particular, via the suturing connection provided by the site of 

the (presumably heterosexual) male gaze. As Mary Anne Doanne and Laura 

Mulvey have famously argued, the conventions of Hollywood cinema, and with it, 

the dreams, fantasies, and identifications of millions of viewers of the most 

hegemonic medium of narrative dissemination the world has yet known, were born 

of this very nexus of forces, and condensed in the filmic body of the woman whose 

inner world, both narratively and visually, is slowly revealed to the eye of the 

beholder. For more on Gunning’s ‘cinema of attractions,’ see “The Cinema of 

Attractions: Early Film, its Spectator, and the Avant-Garde” in Braudy and Cohen, 

Film Theory and Criticism. For classic essays by Mulvey, Doanne, and other 

promintent theorists of the ‘male gaze,’ see Feminist Film Theory: A Reader, 

edited by Sue  

Thornham.  
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Fig. 32 – Postcard of “Little Egypt” from New York, 1890’s. 

 

Fig. 33 – Promotion poster for Salome, starring Theda Bara, Fox Studios, 

1918. 

Bara (a name which movie promoters at one point falsely advertised as an 
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anagram for “Arab Death,” even though Bara was Jewish, or Polish and 

Swiss extraction), was one of the most heavily promoted film stars in the 

country, and as some have suggested, the first sex symbol of the new 

medium. She churned out film after film in her peak years between 1914 

and 1919, at some points a film a month. By the time she made Salome in 

1918, she had already played a series of femme fatale characters, and she 

was nicknamed “the vamp.” While the film whose images have placed her 

most firmly in silent film history come from her iconic Cleopatra of 1917 

(one of the most expensive films that had been produced to date, employing 

a reputed two thousand people), in reality, this was one in a long series of 

exoticized fantasies which, as the top star at Fox Films, Bara had had 

projected onto her body.
87

  

                                            
87 In promotional materials she was variously referred to as an Italian/Albanian 

princess, then a “serpent of the Nile.” Her roles were equally stereotypical, playing 

the title role in films such as 1915’s The Kreuzer Sonata (based on Lev Tolstoy’s 

famously misogynist novella of a husband who kills his adulterous wife), as well 

as The Devil’s Daughter and Carmen from the same year, The Serpent, Her 

Double Life, The Vixen, Gold and the Woman, and The Eternal Sappho from 1916, 

The Tiger Woman and the aforementioned Cleopatra from 1917, The She-Devil 

and Salome in 1918, as well as later films such as The Siren’s Song, La Belle 

Russe, The Unchastened Woman, and Madame Mystery. Rarely have such a group 

of orientalizing, ambivalent, exoticist metaphors for women been assembled as the 

roles of Theda Bara, and her producers at Fox made enough money on her image 

to found a movie empire.  

  One aspect of Bara’s prosopopeia or ‘giving face’ - a term pop-diva 

Madonna made famous in the west since the 1980’s but which has existed in China 

for millennia - which further accentuates the extent to which she represents 

‘otherness as such’ in these film roles can be seen in the visual aspects of her 

presentation-of-self as evidenced in several of the stills which remain from the 

largely damaged, vanished, or destroyed remnants of her body of work. From two 
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scenes in Cleopatra, and one in which she is in much more conventional garb, we 

see her hands presenting what seem like meaningful gestures, at least to those who 

could decode them. But considering early cinema’s fast and loose approach with 

historical detail (even changing Bara’s biography on the fly), it is far from unlikely 

that the directors of her photo-shoots simply composed her hands as one more 

aspect of her orientalist costume and blackened eyes. Bara’s body is to represent 

‘difference as such,’ and as such, in terms of contemporary semiotic theory, her 

hand gestures are the most catachrestic aspects of her presentation. For while we 

can read associations to the various symbols such as the ankh, which has a definite 

set of meanings, her hand signals represent signification stripped of all context in 

which it could be recognized, and in fact, designed to serve this very function. Just 

like the mute music notes in DuBois’ Souls of Black Folk, it is the marginalized 

and violated by those in power which carry the burden of representation for 

atavistic and romanticist fantasies, as well as fears of revenge and retribution. Just 

as signs have the power to give eternal life and yet vampirically live on, ghost-like, 

once their author has long gone, the ambivalence of producers and consumers 

towards the signs they employ is often linked in texts to their ambivalence in 

regard to those upon whom they dominate. Repetitiously repeated, psychoanalysis 

labels the site of the contradictory fears and desires projected onto alterity the 

function of the symptom (and as we will argue later, a particular form thereof, 

namely, a fetish). For details on Bara’s life and films, see Ronald Genini’s Theda 

Bara: A Biography of the Silent Screen Vamp, With a Filmography.  
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Figs. 34-8 – Theda Bara. 35-8 from Cleopatra, 1917. Note how Bara 

signifies ‘alterity-as-such’ with her hands in 37-8. 
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Figs. 39-40 – Other images of Salome at the time - publicity card and film 

still from Alla Nazimova and Charles Bryant’s 1923 film adaptation of 

Wilde’s Salome.
88

 

                                            
88

 While Nugent would surely have known of Bara’s role in the high-budget Fox 

releases of Bara’s Salome (1916) and Cleopatra (1917), the Nazimova/Bryant 

production, however, presents a more difficult case. Having studied with 

Stanislavsky, and having worked with the Moscow Art Theater, Nazimova was a 

well known stage actor of serious drama before moving to silent film, where she 

became one of its key stars, along with Bara. She found the roles given her 

constraining after a few years, and moved into producing her own films. Salome 
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It is difficult to come up with more than hypotheses about which of these 

instances of Salome Nugent could have encountered first. On a more 

obvious note, the dark temptress was ‘in the air,’ so to speak, and so in 

some sense, the question is moot, in that one cold hardly avoid seeing 

vamps and vixens at the time, from the cinema to novels to paintings. Still, 

if we want to trace Nugent’s fascination with the Salome motif in particular, 

we know for a fact that Nugent knew Wilde’s play first hand because he 

quoted it verbatim in “Smoke.”  

That said, we have no record exactly when Nugent first encountered 

Wilde’s play. But seeing as Nugent first began to write in 1925, it is not 

                                                                                                               
was one of the most expensive films produced to date. Nominally directed by her 

husband, Charles Bryant, Nazimova masterminded the production and adapted the 

screenplay from Wilde, and had Natacha Rambova, wife of Rudolph Valentino, 

masterfully craft the set-design and costumes. While we can now document 

Nazimova’s lesbianism, the other three are reputed to have been far from 

heterosexual as well, and in fact, the film is often described as having a completely 

gay cast. Visually stunning, the film is a montage of decadent stylings from the 

early twenties back to the ‘naughty-ninetees,’ and where it does not directly copy 

Beardsley, it cites him in a proto-postmodern (or in other words, quite Wildean) 

fashion. After premiering in New York City in 1923 for two midnight showings, 

the film was reviewed in the press, but failed to pick up any distributor, likely due 

to the blatant sexuality and Wildean style decadence of its depiction of this 

notorious cultural icon. Nazimova personally lost a fortune. While several 

newspapers and magazines at the time reviewed the film, it is highly unlikely that 

Nugent was present at either of the premiers (as he was still living in Washington 

D.C. at the time), nor is it likely that he saw images from the film until long after 

he published his 1928 image. That said, the production was quite notorious, not 

only for its Wildean and Beardsley-esque overtones, but for its largely queer cast, 

as well as for being blacklisted by Hollywood. For more on the complex story of 

the production of this film, see Patricia White’s “Nazimova’s Veils: Salome at the 

Intersection of Film Histories” in Jennifer M. Bean and Diane Negra, A Feminist 

Reader in Early Cinema 60-87. 

 



 

282 

necessarily unlikely - considering the enormous if controversial popularity 

of Salome within the population at large and the African-American 

community in particular - that Nugent could have encountered Salome via 

these venues first, and only linking this figure to Wilde's play after his 

burgeoning attraction to men first bloomed after he permanently moved to 

New York in 1924.  For Salome had been an entrenched figure, and debate, 

within the African-American community for quite some time before Nugent 

even moved to New York City.  And to anyone reading Fire!! or Harlem, or 

who were in the know in Harlem at the time, Nugent’s drawing could 

hardly be seen as referring to anything but the fraught question of the 

representation of black female sexuality. And this question found a perfect 

artistic embodiment in the figure of Salome when, to the shock of the 

Harlem elites, Aida Overton Walker debuted her dance of the seven veils in 

1908. 

As a dancer, Walker found herself caught between worlds. For as 

modern dance worked to free itself from ballet, it found itself split between 

the ‘modern’ dancers of the European avant-garde, such as Isadora Duncan 

and Martha Graham, and the popular dancers which made social dancing 

part of popular culture. The so-called ‘modern’ dancers were of course 

looking for a way to break with the highly traditional forms of dance that 
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had dominated the haute-bourgeoisie culture of the past, and hence, resorted 

to the sorts of stylized primitivism. Dances like the cakewalk and fox trot 

were by 1910 popular entertainment, and often called a mania by the press 

as dance halls quickly sprang up around New York. According to David 

Krasner, “despite the racism of the time, enthusiasm for dance encouraged 

whites to look to black culture for examples of modern 

choreography”(Krasner, “Black Salome” 194) [Figs. 41-2]. And certainly 

not choreography in the limited sense, for the entire creation of American 

popular culture, and with it, a great degree of European popular culture, 

emerged from the work of whites that exoticized the 
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Figs. 41-2 – Aida Overton Walker: ‘Salome, but chaste.’ The fine-

print on Fig. 42 reads “The Queen of the Cakewalk, Miss Aida Overton 

Walker. 

 

 

 

expressive cultures of the African Diaspora. 

And it is in this atmosphere that Walker staged the first Black 

Salome in Harlem. Choreographer for the Walker and Williams vaudeville 

company, Walker performed with Bert Williams in Bandanna Land from 

1907-9, a show in which she included a dance she designed, her very own 

dance of the seven veils. A mix of popular dances of the time and new 

avant-garde techniques, Walker’s performance was followed by a drag 

version of the  
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same dance, in which the main comedic star of the review, Bert Williams, 

imitated Walker’s act. And this was not Williams’ first time acting in drag; 

Williams and Walker had a long history as mimics, but more often what 

they mimicked was themselves, in racial, if not gendered, drag: “At the turn 

of the century, black entertainers like Bert Williams and George Walker 

continued to imitate white minstrels who had ‘blacked up’ to mimic and 

mock the dialect, music, and dance of African Americans throughout the 

second half of the nineteenth century” (Gubar, 113). And in fact, it was not 

uncommon to see a males play female parts in minstrel shows. As Ann 

Douglass states 

. . . minstrelsy began as an all male enterprise; men, black and white, essay a 

series of female roles . . . Doubling, even double doubling (a white man playing a 

black woman, for instance) was its raison d’être. This was the fact even though, in 

the late nineteenth century, women actors were frequent presences on the 

 American stage; in other words, minstrelsy adopted female 

impersonation not as cultural necessity (as the all-male theater troupes of 

Shakespeare’s day did) but as cultural preference. It was the essence of minstrelsy 

that white played black and blacks played whites-playing blacks, that men played 

women and that performers enacted a range of material that included and 

mimicked all classes (Douglass, 75). 

 

And it is precisely against this tradition of black imitation of white 

minstrelsy that we see Aida Walker work to develop a dance that would at 

once avoid the tradition of her husband and Bert Williams. And yet, if she 

was to give body to her project to perform at the forefront of modern dance, 

she still had to avoid the trap of frigid desexualization promoted by the 

black bourgeoisie. Within the coordinates in which she was working, this 
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was no small task.  

Luckily for her career, her time working in Williams shadow did not 

last long, for when her husband George Walker died in 1911, she was free 

from this parody when the company dissolved, and she took the show on 

the road herself, touring the country. By 1912, she had “revised her Salome 

dance, making it the unique feature of her one-woman show.” (Krasner, 

“Black Salome” 205). Still, it was her 1908 act in New York which raised 

such a fuss, for it was seen as a direct challenge to the discourse of racial 

uplift which had already begun to dominate the writings of the Black 

Bourgeoisie which had begun to speak with an ever more clear voice from 

Harlem after 1900. And while Walker’s Salome was considered often far 

too chaste for non-African-American reviewers, for many in the African-

American community itself, Walker’s act walked a fine line between 

chastity and decadence. Trying to find a way to avoid the twin pitfalls of 

catering to a mostly white audience which often wanted to see its share of 

primitivism, as well as her own community’s desire to see Salome be 

‘chaste,’ all while still trying to satisfy her own desire to work at the 

forefront of modern dance, Walker produced a dance which was an 

amalgam of various forms, and which thereby seemed to please no-one 

completely.  

      Reprised in 1923 by the Ethiopian Art Players, Walker’s role, 
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played by Esther Fulks Scott, was nearly a referendum in the African-

American press upon the ways in which femininity should be depicted in 

the arts. This time, Scott overwhelmingly won applause for her 

interpretation, based upon her reading of the story of Salome itself: “I 

believe Salome was a religious fanatic and a virtuous girl who had given her 

heart to Jokanaan”, leading one critic to call her version of Salome 

“austere” (Miller, 174). Salome had been, for the most part, defanged.  And 

it is in this context that we see Nugent produce his image, within a 

community in which the ‘Dance of the Seven Veils’ had a set of meanings 

beyond both the far away halls of Europe and those much closer ones from 

downtown. And yet, while the Salome we see in Nugent’s image may 

partake of aspects of these more austere representations, this Salome is most 

certainly sexual in nature. To get a more direct view of where Nugent may 

have encountered some Salomes who looked a bit more like the one he 

drew, whether biologically female or male, it is necessary to have a sense of 

what it meant to live at the interzones of modernity in the Harlem of the 

time.  

According to Kevin Mumford, in Interzones: Black and White Sex 

Districts in Chicago and New York in the Early Twentieth Century, the 

removal of brothels and streetwalkers from their historic integration within 

the neighborhoods of bourgeois habitation was one of the primary projects 
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of the morality crusades of the late Victorian era, one which, at least in the 

United States, had largely succeeded by around 1910. The result was the 

creation of what he calls the interzones,
89

 zones of the nascent northern 

                                            
89

 Closely related to the term ‘interzone’ as employed by Mumford, the term 

heterotopia, - literally, a combination of ‘hetero’ and ‘topos’ (its simple 

etymological conversion into English would render it as ‘otherspace’) – has had a 

wide influence within a variety of fields (most prominently architecture, though 

less so within literary criticism), since Michel Foucault reworked what had 

previously been a medical term (which indicates the condition when a sort of 

anatomical tissue shows up in the wrong place in the body, i.e., ‘grey matter 

heterotopia’), in his introduction to The Order of Things in 1966: 

 

Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they secretly undermine 

language, because they make it impossible to name this and that, because 

they shatter or tangle common names, because they destroy ’syntax’ in 

advance, and on only the syntax with which we construct sentences but 

also that less apparent syntax which causes words and things (next to and 

also opposite another) to ‘hold together’. This is why utopias permit fables 

and discourse: they run with the very grain of language and are part of the 

fundamental dimension of the fabula; heterotopias (such as those to be 

found so often in Borges) desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks, 

contest the very possibility of grammar at its source; they dissolve our 

myths and sterilize the lyricism of our sentences. (xviii) 

 

Foucault develops these notions into greater systematicity in a 1967 lecture, the 

notes of which survive, which was published in 1984 under the title “Of Other 

Spaces.” In this later essay, Foucault opposes utopias (spaces without locations, 

literally, no-places) with heterotopias, places that exist but localize displacement. 

That said, he focuses almost exclusively on the later, which he then operationalizes 

with a series of qualifiers which serve to define the heterotopic, which he 

illustrates via a series of examples of exemplary heterotopias, such as gardens, 

ships, prisons, barracks, saunas, libraries, hospitals, cafes, beaches, etc. 

Distinguishing spaces and places, if places indicate physical location, spaces 

indicate social spaced in its lived capacity; as Michel de Certeau would argue later 

in 1974’s The Practice of Everyday Life, “space is a practiced place.” Foucault 

indicates the ways in which differences in time, or heterochronies, can open up and 

localize themselves via heterotopias, for example, the ritualized and cyclical nature 

of time in a church, or the time of crisis and transition in the boarding school. And 

yet, in doing so, he to some extent limits the potential locked in this term, in a 

manner which Henri Lefebvre to some extent retrieves with his notion of 

heterotopy in 1974’s The Production of Space, in which this term comes to 
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metropoli in which were localized not only the sex trade (part of the release-

valve required to maintain the Victorian nuclear family’s complete 

repression of non-procreative sexuality), as well as the flood of new 

African-American former slaves fleeing southern Jim Crow oppression to 

the slums of the Moloch of northern industrial capital (a movement most 

commonly called ‘the great migration’). Weaving the long institutionalized 

overdeterminations of race, class, and sex with the fabric of urban 

geography, the modern interzones provided the material foundations for 

                                                                                                               
represent the inherent plurality of space, its ability to intersect places with the 

realm of the ideal. Building upon the French tradition of imaginative 

phenomenology, such as Gaston Bachelard’s work on the ‘material imagination,’ 

Lefebvre’s notion of the heterotopic nature of space indicates the multiplicity 

inherent in any and all places, in a sense which encompasses and goes beyond 

Foucault’s indication of the ways in which this potential is localized in certain 

carefully demarcated zones of heterotopic alterity to the more domesticated spaces 

in which we encounter quotidian existence. 

      People who live on the margins often find themselves relegated to living in 

heterotopias - in slums, ghettos, on the outskirts of town, or in its abandoned 

center. Sexual misfits are confined to ‘sex zones,’ and today’s industrial cities, 

lined with peep shows and video stores in carefully selected industrial zones far 

from schools and ‘family’ spaces, indicate the modern day inheritors of the ‘lines’ 

which used to demarcate the sites of allowable prostitution in medieval cities (from 

which the German term Strichknabe comes from), or the French maisons de la 

tolérance. Likewise, the poor and the racially marginalized live within the 

marginal spaces of the world, its colonial topoi, sites of the economically 

imperialized, sites of social abjection, and within the modern city, the sites of all 

the matter which must be hidden from sight - industry, debris, crime, sex, violence, 

labor, homelessness, abject poverty, anything deemed ‘ob-scene’. Under such 

conditions, things which are kept separate in the spaces of normality begin to blur, 

strange affinities develop, lines are crossed and undone, and the carnival, the 

festival, the grotesque and the unseemly, all cohabitate with the potential to be 

transmuted, by those who can return to the zones of ‘normal’ space, into the 

transcendent, the ecstatic, and the sublime. Thus, for Foucault, tropical paradises 

are as much heterotopias as prisons, for both can be opposed to what perhaps are 

best called ‘homo-topias’ - regulated, hegemonized, and equalized space.  
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transgressive behaviors of generations of sexual tourists who were the 

inheritors of the slumming which had entertained the upper-classes from the 

1850’s forward: 

The brothels, speakeasies, dance halls, sidewalks, corners, stoops: these were the 

infrastructure of the interzones. The prostitutes and their customers, the dancing 

couples, the homosexual men and women: they constituted the human geography 

of the interzones. As the vice districts attracted more white travelers, and as 

slumming texts dispersed, the experience of traveling - and living - in the 

interzones was also reshaped. Briefly, when slumming was in vogue, the interzone 

became in a sense a more discursive, representational, relational phenomenon, one 

that became stable and intelligible through contradistinction with geographies of 

wealth and pure whiteness. the vice district was the product of population 

movements, biased policing, failed reform, and sexually racist public policy. The 

slum was a representation, invented and popularized by social science, of the 

deteriorating neighborhoods, brothels, saloons. At some point, however, even this 

historical distinction between material context and the cultural representation 

gradually blurred, and that complex, intersection between the cultural, social, and 

material can be captured, I suggest, by the concept of the interzone. (141)    
 

For Mumford, the intertwining of the representational and the material 

(though perhaps never fully as distinct as he seems to suggest) developed to 

a qualitatively higher level of complexity with the arrival, after the 

constitution of the interzones, of a rash of slumming novels. From this point 

forward, even many of the whites that continued to work in the sex trade 

had to do their business in the interzones, producing a racialization of the 

entire trade. But few items actively linked sex, race, class, and crime like 

the prohibition of alcohol in the United States by means of the passage of 

the Volstead Act of 1919.  

If bars and pubs have normally served the function of social 

liminality, prohibiting alcohol consumption, particularly at the time of the 
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rise of public and mass consumption of leisure time, served to link alcohol 

with the interzones, for it was in the interzones that the police turned a blind 

eye, having settled prostitution there a few years before.
90

 Thus, while there 

were speakeasies throughout major northern cities, there were more 

speakeasies in the interzones, and they were more risqué. The arrival of the 

                                            
90 The passage of Prohibition was largely a product of a vocal minority within the 

urban spaces of the country, but it received the majority of its support from the still 

largely rural population of the country which, by means of the religious revivals of 

the turn of the century, had sought to counter the radical deterritorialization of 

traditional ways by the energies of the new and modernizing economy by means of 

religious and moral fervor. Such a project, the chemical equivalent of Matthew 

Arnold’s attempt to use literature to recenter social values and combat the evils of 

materialism, nevertheless found its battlegrounds in the cities that thrived upon the 

commerce provided by saloons and other sites of alcohol consumption and related 

forms of public leisure. The mayor of New York during the Prohibition, the famed 

Jimmy Walker, was not only a vocal opponent of the dry edict, but had an share in 

the ownership in several speakeasies, as well as a private booth in one or two of 

the best in town. In Chicago, Prohibition created the conditions whereby that city 

was turned into a battleground for organized crime for much of the late twenties 

through much of the 1930's.  

     With the interzones having already been established, due to the efforts of anti-

vice organizations like the famous Committee of Fourteen in New York City, it 

only made sense for all illegal activity to find its hub in the interzones, and it is 

here that we see the material conditions whereby the culture of the speakeasies in 

Harlem created zones of tolerance for the various sorts of vice which were pushed 

into the interzones. Thus, while speakeasies may have tolerated the consumption of 

alcohol in mid-town, upon going uptown, the linkage of the ‘illegal’ sex work and 

alcohol trades were institutionalized in the underground life of Harlem’s many 

sites of alcohol consumption. And as has certainly been the case with bars, pubs, 

and drinking houses of various sorts for centuries, the consumption of alcohol, the 

most common and publicly sanctioned mode of chemical intoxication to impact 

social space, created liminal heterotopias which even rival those of the spaces of 

worship in their widespread acceptance and use. The sublime indulgence in mild 

dissolution of the boundaries of everyday life can be indulged in within these 

particular spaces, in which time dips from the linear into the cyclical, and the entire 

purpose is saturnalia, carnival, and festival, that is, the temporary and mild 

suspension of normalized forms of behavior. Often paired with dancing and 

singing, de-instrumentalized uses of the body and of the vocal apparatus, the place 

of public amusement rends the bourgeois enclosure of the private home by means 
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‘time when the Negro was in vogue’ managed to arrive shortly after that of 

prohibition, and it is not impossible to see the ways in which these two 

factors enhanced each other. While it might be going too far to argue that 

Prohibition actually triggered the fetishistic exoticism for all things African 

and African-American during the mid to late 1920’s - preceding the ‘Negro 

craze’ of the mid-twenties we see the ‘Egypt craze’ of 1922, brought about 

largely by the excavation and display of the treasures of King 

Tutankhamen,
91

 and there had been a vogue for African art in France nearly 

twenty years prior - certainly Prohibition and the exoticization of all things 

African synergistically enhanced each other’s allure, particularly for the 

nascently post-Victorian bourgeoisie looking for localized ways to engage 

in transgressions of their newly consolidated social positioning.  

The combination of sex, alcohol, and crime only naturally lead to 

the stage, perennially accused of being a site of vice, in that theater and 

spectacle are also sites of social liminality. Thus, it is hardly surprising that 

it was in Harlem that one could find sex shows of the most varied type, 

particularly at the buffet flats, apartments in residential buildings which had 

their many rooms converted into differing rooms of what many crusaders 

would call a ‘den of vice,’ with a different vice in each room. The most 

                                                                                                               
of its localization of contact with the public and the mass. 
91 For more on this, see Michael North’s Reading 1922: A Return to the Scene of 

the Modern 3-31. 
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adventurous of the buffet flats had sex shows, with different acts in each 

room, while the milder ones simply had music, dancing, and gambling from 

which to choose. Many of the rent-parties, events in which inhabitants of an 

apartment temporarily converted their home into a buffet-flat to pay the rent 

that month, kept these parties moving, varied, and integrated into the fabric 

of the social existence of the neighborhood. Its no wonder that to many 

downtown whites, Harlem was a place in which music, dance, sex, and 

drink were inseparable.
92

  

                                            
92 For the inhabitants of Harlem, however, this condition was not necessarily a 

choice, but one imposed from without by the various ‘progressive’ movements of 

the time. Thus, according to Mumford,  

 

What I am terming pleasurable appropriation through slumming 

represented a moment o circling back - of the original repressive sexual 

racism that created the zones transformed into productive sexual racism. 

As the explosion of African-American culture bears witness, the subaltern 

responded - not simply surviving the oppression, but resisting through the 

creation of cultural practices . . . The modern (imperialist?) move, then, 

was to create the material conditions for the black/white vice zones and 

then to return to appropriate the formations that had been created within 

the urban colonies. (179) 

 

This leads Mumford to make the following argument in regard to modernity in 

general:  

 

The final chapters of Interzones . . . works toward a new conception of 

modernism, offering a social-historical interpretation of the Harlem 

Renaissance and then linking it to conservative reaction. when we place 

the sex districts at the center of American modernity - by citing them as 

original sources of modernism - the Harlem Renaissance novels seem less 

the products of “high” culture and more the fictional memoir of 

sophisticated, if displaced, bohemians reporting on sexual life in the urban 

trenches. (xiii) 

 

While this formulation of the Renaissance limits it to the practices of ‘displaced 
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If there was a long history of the consumption of the spectacle of 

racialized otherness by means of the minstrel shows which had risen to 

popularity in the United States from the 1830’s (not to mention the medical, 

criminological, eugenicist, and other lurid spectaclizations of the black body 

in the 19th century), this image became even more linked with that of vice 

due to the creation of the interzones before World War I. Mumford, 

however, tracks the ways in which there was a particular linkage between 

homosexuality and African-American culture during the crucial period of 

the twenties:  

Moreover, as indicated, the majority of Harlem clubs that tolerated homosexuality 

were deeply marginalized, frequently located in tenement apartments. Apparently 

the more visible and accessible a Harlem club became, the more heterosexual its 

patrons. The homosexual speakeasies were hypervigilant for good reason: they 

feared exposure and expulsion. And yet the clubs were located in Harlem and not 

in white neighborhoods. That Harlem had become a site of homosexual leisure 

perhaps represented the relative powerlessness of black Harlemites to rid their 

                                                                                                               
bohemians’ (does this include bohemians of color?), Mumford’s central premise is 

certainly worth noting. That is, unless we place, as he argues, “the margins at the 

center” (xii), and in this sense, see the interzones as institutional sites which had a 

decisive influence on the path of American modernity and the ‘modernist’ works 

which responded thereto, we miss the interaction between the production of 

cultural artifacts and the institutional, geographic, and demographic factors 

whereby what the Marxists would call the material ‘base’ give rise to the 

representational ‘superstructure’ we encounter in novels, plays, reportage, poetry, 

images, etc.   

Still, while the Village was most certainly open about its sexual mores, 

Harlem had to be, for the police actively chose to push vice to Harlem via a 

strategy of containment, such that to prosecute it there would be to push it 

elsewhere. Vice prosecutions in Harlem were often sporadic, symbolic, and only 

occurred when the owner of an establishment hadn’t paid the mobsters with 

connections to the police for the proper protection. Absent steady prosecution, 

queer life in Harlem could not only be pursued somewhat freely, but also 

somewhat more visible as well (if at times a bit dangerous). For so long as one was 

willing to roam at night in a neighborhood lacking real police protection, and it 

was possible to more or less do what one wanted. 
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neighborhoods of institutions they viewed as harmful. The greater number of 

clubs in Harlem might also suggest a tolerance for the marginalized among people 

with a long history of exclusion. (Mumford, 84) 

 

While Mumford doesn’t extend his analysis to these concerns, it is also 

quite likely that the violence whereby slavery had systematically destroyed 

the family structure, with its traditional ability to regulate sexuality, as well 

as the ability to develop lasting social structures of any size or consistency, 

had impacted the ways in which sexuality functioned in the African-

American community. In addition to this, the prohibitions on same-sex 

intimacy, having only recently taken their current form in the modern west, 

did not have thousands of years of the Pauline prohibition of same-sex 

intimacy. As such, the reification of homosexuality, along with its 

prohibition, is perhaps a singularly western phenomenon, and as such, 

homophobia is, at least in the variant we know it in the west, as much a part 

of the legacy of colonialism as sexuality, in the Foucaultian sense, in 

general. Thus, it seems likely that there were many reasons for the 

prevalence of the relative tolerance of same-sex intimacy in the African-

American community in Harlem before the war, general disempowerment 

in terms of regulating vice via the police being only one of them. 

Whatever the relative strengths of the causes, the effects of the 

relative toleration of queer practices in Harlem at the time were profound. 

As George Chauncey describes the situation,  

although Harlem was best known to outsiders for its glamorous clubs, most 
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Harlemites socialized at corner cabaret saloons, basement speakeasies, and 

tenement parties thrown to raise money for the rent. There Harlem’s poorest 

residents danced, drank, saw their friends, and claimed stature and respect in a 

cultural zone governed by their own social codes rather than those of white 

employers or the black bourgeoisie. Many of those locales attracted prostitutes, 

gamblers, and other “disreputable” folk who participated in what they called the 

“sporting life” or simply “the life.” Lesbians and gay men were “in the life” as 

well, and they mixed easily with other guests at many such gatherings. (248)  

 

For Mumford, the linkage between queer, African-American, and interzonal 

social geographies created a situation in which the basement speakeasy in 

Harlem was a prime site for transcultural exchange: 

Because of the racial segregation of vice, African-Americans represented the 

primary group influencing the fundamental culture of the interzone. Because of 

social repression, some socially stigmatized white groups temporarily inhabited 

the districts. Sharing space in the speakeasies resulted in shared music and dance, 

common idioms and social rituals. At the same time, some African-American men 

indicated that their earliest homosexual experiences were with white men already 

initiated into the homo-sexual subculture, suggesting the historic centrality of the 

white culture of gender inversion . . . In the urban construction of sexuality 

Freudianism might have supplied the modern theory of homosexuality, but 

African-American dance and music shaped the practice. (86) 

 

Thus, while Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., the minister for the Abyssinian 

Baptist Church, Harlem’s largest, went on a crusade against homosexuals in 

the clergy in 1929, and the African-American press would print headlines 

like Baltimore Afro-American’s famous line “Are Pansies People?,”
 
none 

could deny that the fairy, the pansy, and the drag-queen were visible figures 

in the daily lives of the mainstream of Harlem’s working poor. At a time in 

which so many were living in incredibly cramped yet overpriced living 

conditions, basement speakeasies often a source of food, drink, 

entertainment, and sociability, and androgynous and/or queer folk were 

regular parts of this environment which also spawned modern jazz and 
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many of the dance crazes of the time.  In addition, many of the most popular 

entertainers, such as blues singers Ma Rainey, Gladys Bentley, and Bessie 

Smith, were anything but reticent about their sexual encounters with other 

women. According to Rainey she ‘ain’t lovin’ no men,’ and women should 

watch lest their men fall for ‘sissy men.’ Gladys Bentley performed nightly 

in Harlem in male drag, belting out raunchy versions of popular songs 

(including one famous paean to anal sex), and she was openly known to 

have married a woman in a ceremony in New Jersey. 

Thus, in many senses, Harlem was the most openly queer 

neighborhood in New York City at the time (even if the Village, with its 

object-choice model of sexual relations, was in many senses the most 

openly homosexual neighborhood). Chauncey describes the situation as 

follows: 

The Village’s most flamboyant homosexuals wore long hair; Harlem’s wore long 

dresses. The Village had cafés where poets read their verse and drag queens 

performed; Harlem had speakeasies where men danced together and drag queens 

were regular customers. The Village’s Liberal Club ball was attended by scores of 

drag queens and hundreds of spectators; Harlem’s Hamilton Lodge ball drew 

hundreds of drag queens and thousands of spectators. (245)  

 

Chauncey is here referring to the annual Hamilton Lodge Ball, an enormous 

drag ball which took place in Harlem, and which drew an illustrious crowd 

of spectators who came to see the ‘fairies,’ both black and white, who 

competed for the first place prize. The African-American dailies reported 

regularly on the show, while poking fun at the participants. But everyone 
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attended, including Langston Hughes, who describes the scene of a drag 

ball like that of the Hamilton Lodge in his semi-autobiographical novel 

from 1931, The Big Sea. By the mid thirties, during the so-called ‘pansy 

craze,’ the ball had grown so large that it moved to Madison Square Garden. 

Chauncey describes the ball as follows:  

The organizers of the ball, Hamilton Lodge No. 710 of the Grand United Order of 

Odd Fellows, officially called it the Masquerade and Civic Ball, but by the late 

1920’s everyone in Harlem know it as the Faggots Ball . . . Sources, however, 

suggest the gay element became prominent only in the 1920’s, perhaps after a new 

group of organizers within the lodge took charge of the ball in 1923. Although 

some drag queens had almost certainly attended the ball before 1926, a newspaper 

report that year was the first to note the presence of a sizable number of “fairies”-- 

about half of those present . . . Although some upper-middle-class men showed up 

in drag, most of the drag queens-- like the majority of “flaming faggots”-- were 

young workingmen . . . About eight hundred guests attended the 1925 ball and 

fifteen hundred in 1926 . . . Three thousand spectators gathered to watch two 

thousand “fairies” dance in 1929 . . . The complex spectacle of the drag balls 

allowed observers to position themselves in a variety of ways . . . The 

organization of the Hamilton Lodge ball codified the differences between the 

public styles of middle-class and working-class gay men. Middle-class passing as 

straight sat in the balcony with other members of Harlem’s’ social elite looking 

down on the spectacle of workingmen in drag . . .  (257-60) 

 

If we are looking for the other side of Nugent’s Salome drawing, it is surely 

here. Nor was this Nugent’s first gender ambiguous drawing: shortly after 

his move to New York in 1925, Nugent’s cover for Opportunity depicted an 

African male in the jungle with an earring. As 
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Fig. 43 – Nugent, Cover for The Opportunity, March 1926. 

 

Thomas H. Wirth remarks of this early image, “is the young man really a 

denizen of the jungle, or is he perhaps a Harlemite in drag?” (Wirth, in Gay 

Rebel 66) [Fig. 43]. Such a 

reading of this image would not in fact be unlikely at the time. And in fact, 

Nugent had a friend, a black male dancer, who performed Salome in drag 

downtown. For if as Elizabeth Blachman has argued, that Salome was “the 

privileged representative of masquerade in this period,” Nugent, who often 

‘passed’ for white, may have found her an attractive signifier of artifice on 
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multiple levels. Either way, it is not hard to see where potential inspiration 

came from.  

Thus, if the contextualization of the Salome image in light of the 

culture of the speakeasies and drag-balls is one which allows us to see the 

extent to which this Salome could in fact have been read as hinting at a man 

in drag (particularly for those who knew Nugent or his work in Fire!!), we 

can begin to see the extent to which Harlem functioned as  

a truly liminal location within the City at the time.
93

 Harlem, like Salome, 

                                            
93 If the interzonal indicates a particular moment within the heterotopological 

geography of the modernist northern city in the United States, this indicates the 

fact that, at this particular moment within the history of the United States, Harlem 

became the site where the dominant society worked to localize itself within a 

specific geographic location in the city. And since it was purchasing power of 

expatriate Americans, riding high on the post-war dollar, which made Montmartre 

a haven for consumption of jazz, the argument could even be made that white 

American’s had one Harlem at home, and one mini version to enjoy in Europe 

while traveling. Not only was this an exercise in tourism, but it was a localization 

of libido and sexual voyeurism, for the African body came to stand in as a site of 

plenitude for all the deprivations that the capitalist ethos required of the American 

psyche. While the majority of those who were able to partake in these ventures 

were wealthy and thus not slaving in the factories, the mental burden of the 

capitalist ethic was indeed one that required recompense. Speakeasies, slumming, 

Le jazz hot, and the opportunity to dance in public were required to cleanse the 

soul, to provide the experience of being, for a time at least, ‘out of body,’ in a 

place where time itself was ‘out of joint.’ 

If there are aspects within each culture that are localizations of the sublime 

- geographic spaces, cultural objects, certain images, tropes, ways of being - then 

Harlem was certainly one of these. Harlem was a place outside of place for many 

of the ‘Nordics’ from downtown, as well as for the many inhabitants of Harlem 

who changed out of their ‘daytime clothes’ to enter the world of the night, and yet, 

it was also a place of work, toil, family life, and daily activity for the larger 

majority of its inhabitants. Those jazz musicians who rose in the evening, 

performed until two or three in the morning, then went out and often jammed till 

dawn while eating and drinking with friends, were a small if highly visible 

minority of those who lived in Harlem at the time. For just like the manner in 
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led a dual life, in  

that there was a Harlem where the general populace lived, and then a 

Harlem that was consumed nightly as image and pure spectacle by those 

who went home downtown as the sun was about to rise. A related 

phenomenon happened nightly in Montmartre, in which the consumption of 

an amalgam of American fantasies of African-Americans and French 

fantasies of Africans was nightly ingested in Paris’ interzonal spaces; in 

which the Rue Pigalle contained both the best clubs to imbibe Le jazz hot, 

and a view of the famous temples to the dancing girl, the Moulin Rouge and 

Follies Bergère.
94

  

                                                                                                               
which the doubled body is described in Ernst Kantorowicz’s The King’s Two 

Bodies (1957), Harlem was a place both within and without the psychic geography 

of New York City, a signifier of the limits of the social, of the excesses the city 

needed to keep at the limits of its body in order to proceed with its daily routines. 

Harlem represented the heterotopic, the liminal, the sublime, the interzone; it was 

the state of exception to the rule that allowed the norms of everyday life to 

function. Like saturnalia or carnival, it was a place in which the bourgeois body 

could return to a world before the centralization of the drives, where bodies and 

pleasures could once again emerge, in contradistinction to ‘sexuality,’ if within a 

highly circumscribed set of constraints. For more on how Jazz changed in France, 

see William A. Shack’s Paris in Montmartre: A Paris Jazz Story Between the 

Wars, and Jeffrey Jackson’s Making Jazz French: Music and Modern Life in 

Interwar Paris.  
94 According to Sharon Zukin in The Cultures of Cities, meaningful spaces within 

a city, be they parks, BID’s (Business Improvement Districts’), areas identified 

with specific “ethnic” groups, art and culture districts, shopping districts, or 

neglected slums, produce representations which intertwine with material realities 

in a manner which creates shifts in the distribution of symbolic, human, economic, 

and material capital. For Zukin,  

 

Building a city depends on how people combine the traditional economic 

factors of land, labor, and capital, but it also depends on how they 

manipulate symbolic languages . . . The look and feel of cities reflect 
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decisions about what - and who - should be visible and what should not, on 

concepts of order and disorder, and on uses of aesthetic power . . . This is 

not just a game of representations: developing the city’s symbolic 

economy involves recycling workers, sorting people in housing markets, 

luring investment, and negotiating political claims for public goods and 

ethnic promotion . . . Whether it Times Square of el Calle Ocho, a 

commercial or an “ethnic” district, the narrative web spun by the symbolic 

economy around a specific place relies on a vision of cultural consumption 

and a social and ethnic division of labor. (10) 

 

While Zukin emphasizes the symbolic quality of cities, building on what theorists 

such as Victor Turner or David Sibley have described as ‘symbolic geography,’ 

these concepts are in many senses sub-sets of the larger discourse on symbolic 

economy as described by theorists such as René Girard, Georges Bataille, Pierre 

Bourdieu, Jean-Joseph Goux, and Jean-Baudrillard. Building on Baudrillard’s 

notions of ‘symbolic consumption’ and ‘symbolic exchange,’ it becomes possible 

to see the manner in which those who went to Harlem to participate in its 

‘nightlife,’ just like those who went to le rue Pigalle in Montmartre, did not 

necessarily go to meet specific people, or do specific things as much as participate 

in a particular scene, consume images of themselves and others performing their 

parts and enacting roles within this milieu, such that particular activities such as 

dancing to the Charleston, listening to jazz, or consuming cocktails (rather than the 

more traditional wine, beer, or unmixed spirits) were of value more for their ability 

to represent a racialized fantasy of alterity than even for their value as novelties.  

     Within a ‘sublime’ space such as the club, each object takes on a second, 

ghostly life, such that in addition to the use-value which a commodity might hold 

(for example, a mixed drink as nutrition and intoxicant), the consumer of this 

beverage also gets a symbolic ‘kick’ from consuming this concoction in that it 

symbolizes ‘modernity,’ and does so by means of its binary relation with all the 

non-modern drinks one would generally consume at more traditional 

establishment. One doesn’t have to go far to see a contemporary equivalent in the 

‘gay club’ of contemporary culture. Even in small towns, one often hears the same 

throbbing house music, dim lights, TV-screens with the occasional porn on them, 

gay publications with shirtless men available at the door, bartenders with their 

shirts off displaying their carefully sculpted pecs, etc.  All of these are signs meant 

to connote ‘gay-clubness,’ signs derived from the continual simulacra of 'the scene' 

in the urban gay ghettos. In order to consume these signs with one’s alcohol, the 

price generally doubles at the door, if there isn’t even a cover charge.  Such spaces 

are similar to that of the church or hospital, courtroom or gym-locker room, in that 

there are specific times one goes to these spaces, they have often carefully 

described roles which people play, often different from those in non-sublime 

spaces, there are often rules describing which activities not normally permitted 

outside can occur there, and often different economies of value. In such situations, 

not only is the location sublime, but the scenes are sublime, the objects are 

sublime, the roles, actions, conversations, music, performances, and poses are 
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5.3  Building the Contexts II: Salome in ‘Renaissance Attire’ 

 

If the preceding sections have worked to track the more distant 

contexts whereby Nugent’s early career centered on the gesture of tracing 

an s-curve around the site of the multiple absences described in the previous 

chapter, we can now move to an exploration of the more immediate 

surroundings within which Nugent’s disidentificatory tracings find their full 

articulation. For if Nugent’s work draws upon, intentionally or otherwise, 

images and cultural materials handed down to him by the culture in which 

he emerged (such as those we have just worked to trace, including that of 

the colonial harem dancer, the decadent femme fatale, the Salome’s of New 

York’s vaudeville stage and early film culture, etc.), these images were 

deployed towards the end of making a specific set of statements about the 

immediate cultural situation in which Nugent lived at the time.  

But while Nugent may have been incredibly comfortable in the 

Harlem of the time, moving by means of his disidentificatory ‘performances 

of self’ with relative ease between the worlds of the literary ‘Talented 

Tenth,’ the parties of Carl Van Vechten and the white patrons of the 

                                                                                                               
sublime. For what they indicate is an entirely different economy outside that which 

dominates the rest of the city, and thus, water consumed in a club could easily cost 

double or triple the very same water one drinks outside; the extra price is for the 

‘atmosphere,’ it is a symbolic price which alters, weights, and modifies the 

external economy of signs when they enter this specific liminal space. For more on 

symbolic consumption in Baudrillard, see For a Critique of the Political Economy 
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Renaissance, and the cultures of the speakeasies and donation parties, his 

relation to the literary and artistic tropes of the Renaissance was nothing if 

not problematic. For if his ability to camouflage had functioned well with a 

poem like “Shadow” or his Drawings for Mulattoes, Nugent’s works 

remained an uneasy fit for the discourse of ‘racial uplift’ desired by folks 

such as DuBois and Fausset, or even the ‘noble primitivism’ desired by 

Locke.
95

 From such a perspective, it becomes possible to see the manner in 

which the Salome image is in fact a complex utterance, a disidentificatory 

citation of various strains of cultural discourse on all things African and 

African-American  - including not only Lockean primitivism, DuBoisian 

‘racial uplift,’ but also the fetishization of all things African by so many 

‘modern’ artists, and the more general denigration thereof by the culture at 

large. It is within this complex set of identifications and counter-

identifications, valorizations and denigrations, fetishizations and abjections, 

that we can begin to see the Salome image not only as a response to the 

discourse of the femme fatale permeating the culture at large, but also that 

concerning the place of African culture within the Euro-American world at 

the time.  

                                                                                                               
of the Sign. 
95

 For more on DuBois’ and the desire for ‘good photography,’ particularly of 

African-American women during this period, see Nina Miller, Making Love 

Modern 181-200. For more on Locke and primitivism, see “The New Negro” and 

“The Legacy of Ancestral Arts,” from Alain Locke, The New Negro Anthology 3-
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Tracking the play of (auto)ethnographic identifications, counter-

identifications, and dis-identifications, this chapter will describe the context 

within which Nugent’s Salome-image can be read as speaking not only to 

the gender and sexual discourses and iconographies of the femme fatale 

(‘Orientalized’ or otherwise), but to that on race as well.  In order to do this, 

it will be necessary to return to the scene of the origin of Nugent’s s-curve, 

but this time, to its reverse side. Rather than speak of the absence of 

Nugent’s original image for “Sahdji,” we can begin to understand what 

Nugent’s ‘Salome-image’ was responding to by examining the image that 

took the place of Nugent’s original dancer, an image drawn by that more 

canonical craftsman of the image of the ‘New Negro,’ Aaron Douglas.  

Thus it is to Douglas’ “Sahdji,” rather than Nugent’s, that we will now turn, 

and from there, to the contexts within which Nugent’s image would have 

been read as a symbolic utterance in regard to the desire, both within and 

beyond the African-American community at the time, to give body to an 

image of Africa continually lost and refound.  

In her analysis of the depiction of women by male artists of the 

Renaissance, Emily Orlando describes Douglas’ drawing [Fig. 44] as 

follows:  

Douglas' rendering presents Sahdji as seemingly nude, bejeweled, and painted. 

His image collaborates in transforming the women into an object in at least three 

                                                                                                               
18, 254-269. 
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ways: first, it features only one of Sahdji's hands, which suggests her lack of 

empowerment; second it positions an enlarged profile of a male face, off to the 

right, whose eyes fix Sahdji in its gaze; third, the five oval shapes touching the left 

side of her body, which resemble eyes, imply all eyes are on Sahdji. Beside her, 

the man's head, which resembles the "New Negro" Douglas produced for the 

December Opportunity cover, overshadows all female figures and its mouth seems 

prepared to devour Sahdji. Each woman's countenance betrays distress and alarm, 

as if frantically shooing the man away. Douglas’ work, informed by cubism (a 

distorting, disfiguring medium), collaborates, perhaps unwittingly, with Bruce 

Nugent's to trap women in  quarters that are as confining as they are stifling. (70)   
 

While Orlando’s reading fully captures the misogyny inherent in Douglas, 

Locke, and Nugent’s depictions of women (and Wirth has confirmed that 

Nugent was at times, even in  

conversation, often relatively misogynist), her emphasis upon the 

objectification of women doesn’t leave much room for the possibility that 

while Douglas builds upon Nugent’s depiction of Sahdji as an object of the 

male gaze within his story, but that Nugent’s framing of this gaze is 

potentially more polyform and unstable than that provided by Douglas’ 

interpretation thereof. For as many critics have pointed out, if visual 

objectification is stratified into the male gaze and female spectacle within 

traditional patriarchal regimes of visual power, the reversibility of the queer 

male gaze has a subversive quality to this. In addition, as a person of color, 

Nugent is no stranger to be objectified by the gaze, not as a women by a 

man, but as a black man before the shattering ‘white gaze’ so eloquently 

described by Fanon.  As we have argued consistently throughout this study, 

to simply analyze Nugent’s work from the angle to gender, as pertinent as 
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the findings may be, will oversimplify his work, as any identity category 

would, to a univocal plane of analysis. If we are to get a sense of why 

Locke paired such a masculinist, even macho image with Nugent’s story, 

we perhaps need to first get a sense of the story itself. As we will see, not 

only is Sahdji as a dancer the visual ancestor of Salome, but she is in a 

sense also her literary descendent as well.  

What most explicitly links the story of Sahdji to image and literary 

figure of Salome, however, is not merely the fact that Sahdji is continually 

referenced as a dancer, but rather, the fact that the story is, as many critics 

have argued, a primitivist restaging of the subplot 

in Wilde’s Salome centered around the character of the Page of Herodias, 

the only direct same-sex eroticism described openly in Wilde’s text. In 

Wilde’s play, the Page, enamored of the Young Syrian, pines for him even 

though the Syrian himself desires Salome, who 
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Fig. 44 – Sahdji, by Aaron Douglas, from Alain Locke’s The New Negro 

Anthology, 1925. 

 

herself desires Iokaanan. Warning the Syrian against desiring royalty, on in 

horror as Salome, seeing that the Syrian desires her, manipulates this desire 

so that he will let Iokaanan out of his prison cell. When the Syrian sees that 
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in doing so he has delivered Salome into the hands of another man, he kills 

himself, falling on his sword, positioning his body between the two as he 

falls, after which, the Page mourns the loss of his own unrequited love.  

The story of Sahdji revolves around a similar circuit of desire, in 

which Sahdji, the young favorite wife of the aged tribal chief Konombju, is 

desired by Mrabo, the chief’s eldest son. Numbo, who “would do anything 

to please Mrabo,” notices this, and stages an accident during the hunt in 

which a “stray arrow” kills Konumbju, allowing Mrabo to have his father’s 

young wife. The story ends with Sahdji killing herself, after performing a 

funeral dance, then allowing herself to be burned alive so she can give 

“herself again to Konumbju. As in the story by Wilde, Numbo perhaps 

unconsciously, seems to desire Mrabo, and kills Konumbju for him, not 

realizing that this would not allow him to have Sahdji, but rather, to lose 

her. Just as the Syrian gives Salome access to Iokaanan, not realizing that 

doing so would be to lose her, so Numbo, via his gift of Sahdji, in a sense 

‘loses’ his friend Mrabo who, via the trauma of losing both father and 

object of desire, becomes “an old man.” But if Numbo can be seen as a 

representation of the Syrian, he can also be seen, in a sense, as the Page 

who, lusting after his friend, doesn’t get in the way of his desires for a 

woman, Salome/Sahdji, only to see that person die (either physically or 

symbolically) when she kills herself for another man. Sahdji in a sense 
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unites the roles of Iokaanan in the first circuit of desire, with Salome in the 

second.  

Thus, to the extent to which Salome, as many critics have argued, 

can be seen as Wilde’s own desires for a passive, beautiful, forbidden male 

body staged within cross-gendered drag, we can see Salome and Iokaanan 

as psychic containers of sorts for the split-off aspects of homosexual male 

desire which can never be represented in the same place on stage, at least in 

the homophobic climate in which Wilde wrote. To the extent to which 

Sahdji aims to unite these divided parts, we see Nugent attempt to solve, in 

a sense, the same symbolic conundrum, simply shifting many of the parts, 

but not finding a way to succeed. But if we look at the story not merely as 

constative but also performative act, we can see that there are many 

additional levels at which it attempts to form, if not homosexual, than 

channels for homosocial desire, what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has famously 

described as relations “Between Men.” 

The story itself is but a page and a half of stream of consciousness 

prose, in which thoughts are connected by ellipses in the same manner as 

“Smoke.” It begins with a framing device described by Elizabeth Blachman 

as follows:  

Nugent couches the story in the language of voyeurism: “that’s a sketch of the 

little African girl . . . delightfully black . . . I made it while I was passing through 

East Africa . . .” . . . The narrative voice suggests that the story is indeed an act of 

cultural tourism. The fact that the narrator offers the dancing girl up not as a story, 

but as a static, captured image, a sketch, places her as a fixed art object within the 
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gaze of both the narrator and the posited reader . . . but what does it mean if the 

narrator himself is black, a Harlem tourist who is looking at his African heritage, 

attempting to control it, gain power over it? (47)  
 

In fact, the story’s voyeuristic structure is even more blatant than Blachman 

describes, in that the opening words of the story, “That one there . . . that’s a 

sketch of the little African girl . . . ” (Nugent, Gay Rebel 63), include an 

indexical quality which she leaves out: “That one there.”  This phrase 

implies that the narrator is discussing something with an unnamed 

interlocutor, and then indicates for this person to look at this specific 

drawing, rather than others. From there, the narrator says, “her name was 

Sahdji . . . wife of Konombju . . . ,” and with this, the frame device fades 

from view, not mentioned again in the story, suturing the voyeuristic gaze 

of the narrator and interlocutor to that of the imaged scene of the narrator 

making a sketch while traveling in Africa, where he (or she) must have 

somehow come into possession of the story of this girl. While it is possible 

that the narrator is, as Blachman states, “a Harlem tourist,” we don’t know 

this for certain, and the link between this opening and the long tradition of 

colonial travel literature, a genre that reached its peak during the late 

Victorian period, is evident. We know that Nugent may have traveled to 

Panama, and perhaps even to South America, but there is not indication that 

he ever went traveling in East Africa. And so, while it would seem that the 

narrator, as author of this drawing, is a stand-in for Nugent, who himself 
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authored the drawing which gave rise to the story (though not the one 

depicted next to it in The New Negro), this could only be the case if the 

narrator is some sort of fictional extension of the author, an imagined self, 

so to speak.  

From such a perspective, the narrator can be read as Blachman’s 

imagined “Harlem tourist,” taking a page out of the colonial voyage of 

discovery to ‘deepest Africa’, with all the primitivist baggage this contains. 

As a male from the metropole traveling to the underdeveloped world, 

“capturing” stories and images, to return to share with others, creating a 

circuit of exchange whereby the narrator and interlocutor have some sort of 

connection via a triangular relation with Sahdji, as both image, story, and 

person. Since the narrator is a producer within The New Negro, and the 

interlocutor acts as a stand-in for the reader, we have a mise-en-scene for 

the act of reading, and reading not just any book, but the book, the crucial 

anthology which in so many ways performatively constituted the very ‘New 

Negro’ it served to describe. In many ways a masculine and masculinist 

construction, particularly under Locke’s rather homosocial authorial hand, it 

is not hard to imagine the scene in which Locke looks over Nugent’s 

shoulder and asks him to compose a story on it, with that in which the 

narrator points out the drawing to the interlocutor and does just that. 

Through this act of voyeurism, narrative is produced around the static 
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image. And if, as Roland Barthes argues in The Pleasure of the Text, there 

is an analogy to be drawn between the act of reading a text’s body, or 

corpus, and that of voyeuristically investigating the body during the act of 

striptease, then we could argue that it is precisely by this act of visual and 

literary penetration that a bond is formed between narrator and interlocutor, 

author and reader. 

Taking this a step further, this act of narrative production, at the 

border between the ethno-graphy (a ‘scripting of the other’) and auto-

ethnography (as ‘scripting of self as other,’ a sort of prosopopeia which, in 

psychoanalytic terms, runs through the ‘circuit of the Other’), we see the 

ambivalent situation whereby the aestheticization of the primitivized 

African body, and a female African body at that, serves to ground the 

production of a ‘new’ way of being African-American. While auto-

ethnography in traditional anthropological discourse applies to any sort of 

recording of one’s personal experience, Mary Louise Pratt has expanded 

this definition, in particular in light of the tradition of travel literature in 

Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, by stating that  

I use these terms [autoethnography and autoethnographic expression] to refer to 

instances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways 

which engage with the colonizer’s own terms. If ethnographic texts are a means in 

which Europeans represent to themselves their (usually subjugated) others, 

autoethnographic texts are those the others construct in dialogue with those 

metropolitan representations. (7) 
 

For José Esteban Muñoz, “[t]he creation of culture in this style of 
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performance is always already braided to the production of self in 

autoethnography insofar as culture itself is the field in which this “figural 

anthropology” of the self comes to pass” (Disidentifications 81).  

Hence, if we see this in terms of Claude Lévi-Strauss’ writings on 

the continual restaging of the transition from nature to culture in a variety of 

creation myths, the shift from the ‘Old’ to ‘New Negro’ described by Locke 

in his essay from the same volume “Enter the New Negro” is produced by 

the very ability to aestheticize the activity of the “Old Negro,” to reflect 

upon it, to gaze at it from a distance. Locke’s desire for a ‘muscular 

primitivism’ of sorts can be seen, in fact, in Nugent’s story, in which a male 

appropriation of a past, gendered female and “delightfully black,” allows for 

the separation from, and aesthetic domestication of, an imagined past which 

is placed in Africa, as well as a previous manner of being African-American 

(the “Old Negro”) which did not trace its genealogy from a girl like Sahdji. 

Via primitivism, in this sense, the modern is produced by allowing for a 

break with the immediate past that, to use an oedipalization of this process 

as described by Harold Bloom, can ward off the 'anxiety of influence' of this 

past by means of a genealogical grounding in a more primordial, ‘more 

authentic’ past which is at once idealized, as well as contained within the 

realm of an infantilized ‘state of nature.’
96

  

                                            
96 It is in this light that Sahdji can be seen as one of the most prominent exemplars 



 

315 

From such a perspective, a series of parallel triangulations of desire 

emerge. Firstly, there is that of Locke who, desiring Nugent physically (as 

Locke later expressed to Nugent), sublimates his desire for Nugent via 

artistic mentorship, such that Sahdji, as drawing, story, and project becomes 

an object of homosocial exchange “between (queer) men.” On another level, 

we see a sort of homosocial circuit established between the “New Negro” 

                                                                                                               
of the dark dancing woman as Nugent’s primary ‘symptom.’ Of course, Nugent is 

far from alone in his aestheticization of a lithe, dancing woman; in fact, the entire 

history of western art has aestheticized the female body, often nude, as the sheer 

embodiment of art. But there are many more layers to this, in that Nugent partakes 

of the storied and ambivalent mixture of desire and identification which has 

certainly been a part of male homosexual culture since the very notion of 

‘homosexuality’ (based in a sense on the notion that one could be of male gender 

and gender presentation, and still desire a man), was ‘invented’ in late nineteenth 

century western culture. Nugent’s aestheticization of the dancer, of a female body 

in an act of very corporeal enjoyment, can both serve as a way to partake of one of 

the oldest tropes of male institutional power, namely, the ‘male gaze,’ and yet 

serve as a site for queer subversion, via what has often come to be called ‘diva 

worship.’ If, as Žižek has argued (following Lacan), that it is the enjoyment of the 

other that is both the source of hatred and envy, then we clearly see a depiction of 

Sahdji, the lithe dancer, in a scene of enjoyment, of a particularly feminine 

enjoyment. But whereas a presumably heterosexual possessor of the male gaze can 

see this woman as an object of desire, for Nugent, there is also the possibility of 

cross-gender identification, of assumption of the gender-inversion model which 

has served to haunt the object-choice model of homosexuality since its inception, 

and which, as we have seen, was alive and well in Harlem at the time.  

In this sense, Nugent the dispassionate observer of the spectacle of the 

feminine enjoyment he depicts in this drawing can be seen as evidencing his 

‘homosexual side’, while Nugent the gender deviant who may identify with this 

figure can be seen as Nugent’s ‘inverted side.’ The slippage between the two 

provides the frisson which is the stuff of desire, of the opening of one realm onto 

another which is the very source of the sublime within sublimation which allows 

for desire for a symptom to retain its repetitive, transgressive allure and economic 

function. And as gay male drag culture to this day has evidenced, the uneasy, 

ambivalent worship of the strong woman, the diva, the slightly manly, tough 

woman with access to her own realm of bodily enjoyment, is alive and well in drag 

performances across the world on a daily basis. Nor is it surprising that it is most 
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and the “Old Negro,” with Sahdji once again functioning as object of 

exchange. Sahdji is never depicted as having her own agency in these 

circuits, but rather, performs the role of facilitating relations “between 

men.” 

That said, Sedgwick’s use of triangulated desire to explain 

homosocial bonding depends on the notion that such indirect circuits of 

exchange cannot be expressed via direct homosexual desire. But there are 

aspects of Nugent’s work that functions by setting up a homo-social circuit 

of sorts, and then crossing the wires. Thus, for example, the reference to 

Wilde, evident only to those who know the story of the Page, would be, like 

any other coded queer reference, a sub-text, invisible to the majority of 

readers of The New Negro. Likewise, it is very likely that Numbo’s desire to 

please Mrabo would be perceived as based upon admiration, itself based 

upon sublimated identification, rather than desire, a point which only blurs 

when taken in the context of Nugent as the story’s author, and Wilde as an 

otherwise veiled reference. And yet, for those with eyes to see, Nugent’s 

fascination with the female form can be read as a circuit, a triangular 

relation ‘between men,’ framing the woman as a sort of mirror for Nugent’s 

very androcentric eyes.
97

 

                                                                                                               
often ‘homosexual’ men, at least in the modern west, who watch the primitivist 

spectacle of their own past, of gender inversion, perform on stage. 
97 If the various dancing females of Nugent’s career can be seen as a reflection or 
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mirror of sorts, the particular sort of mirroring evident here has many similarities 

with what Luce Irigaray has called ‘specular mirroring’ in her Speculum of the 

Other Woman. Arguing that the history of western philosophy cannot be separated 

from the masculinization of thought by the linguistic shaping power of a 

patriarchal society, Irigaray details the manner in which so much of western 

conceptions of what it means to think, create art, or imagine personal desire are so 

often based upon a mechanism in which the empowered desiring subject, most 

often male, projects a photo-negative inverse of their own sense of self onto an 

other who then acts as what Lacan would call the “material support” of that 

fantasmatic image. This structure, which Irigaray calls “specular mirroring,” and 

closely related to Lacan’s theorizations that, under the system of ‘courtly love,’ 

woman emerged historically as “the symptom” of man, is described by Irigaray as 

one in which “[w]oman will be the foundation of this specular duplication, giving 

man back ‘his’ image and repeating it as ‘the same’” (54).   

As numerous critics have argued, as culturally weighted binaries are linked 

to these inverse images, in which women have been linked with terms such as 

nature, softness, emotion, and the private sphere, and men with terms such as 

culture, hardness, reason, and the public sphere, male dominated society has 

created a set of associations which are often perceived as natural, eternal, and 

universal (a structure which for Roland Barthes, is the very definition of what 

constitutes what he calls a “myth,” and what many others have called “ideology.”) 

Within such a structure, men are lined up with the clarity of conceptuality, women 

with catachresis and contradiction, irrationality and nature before the arrival of 

culture. For John Jervis, in Transgressing the Modern: Explorations in the Western 

Experience of Otherness:  

 

The idea that ‘woman’ somehow embodies a powerful secret - that women 

both is mystery, and yet is also the key to mystery - runs as an insistent 

theme through the modern period, as does the idea that to attempt to 

‘penetrate’ the secret is just as likely to produce enigmas as resolve them . 

. . Thus, the ‘male gaze’ is drawn to watch, analyze, and examine, but 

there is always the hint of danger beneath the self-awarded power to 

control and probe the objectified femininity. (125) 

   

Such a structure of atavistic primitivism and nostalgic idealization is not limited, 

however, to male conceptions of femininity, and as many theorists have argued, 

the consumption of the spectacle of a staged return to originary nature by the 

guardians of culture has a long history, of which fantasies of gender remain an 

integral part. Anne McClintock, for example, describes in Imperial Leather: Race, 

Gender, and the Colonial Conquest the manner in which colonialism, racialization, 

and constructions of gender have often served to overlap in fantasies of the ‘new 

world’ and ‘virgin territory’:  

 

The colonial journey into the virgin interior reveals a contradiction, for the 

journey is figured as proceeding forward in geographical space but 
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None of which could have sat well with the envisaged readership of 

The New Negro. If Locke needed to in a sense present this potentially 

subversive story, it needed to be paired with a much more unobjectionable 

drawing, one whose blatant masculine could overpower and cover over 

whatever latent homoeroticism lurked beneath the surface of Nugent’s text. 

And while we do not have Nugent’s image, we can be sure that, based on 

what we know of Douglas’ work at the time, as well as the more decadent 

drawings Nugent published in other sections of The New Negro, that it is 

very likely that Nugent and Douglas’ drawings were remarkably different, 

                                                                                                               
backward in historical time, to what is figured as a prehistoric time of 

racial and gender difference . . . Since indigenous people are not supposed 

to be spatially there - for the lands are “empty” - they are symbolically 

displaced onto what I call anachronistic space . . . According to this trope, 

colonized people - like women and the working class in the metropolis - 

do not inhabit history proper but exist in a permanently anterior time 

within the geographic space of the modern empire as anachronistic 

humans, atavistic, irrational, bereft of human agency . . . (13) 

 

Psychoanalytic critic Slavoj Žižek describes the ways in which this plays out in 

what he calls the ‘theft of enjoyment,’ as follows: 

 

In short what really bothers us about the ‘other’ is the peculiar way in 

which it organizes its enjoyment: precisely the surplus, the ‘excess’ that 

pertains to it - the smell of their food, their ‘noisy’ songs and dances, their 

strange manners, their attitude to work (in the racist perspective, the 

‘other’ is either a workaholic stealing our jobs or an idler living on our 

labour, and it is quite amusing to note the ease with which one passes from 

reproaching the ‘other’ with a refusal to work to reproaching him for the 

theft of work). (Žižek, Looking Awry 165)    

 

Žižek’s structure parallels that of McClintock’s, in which any person or category 

of persons positioned as cultural ‘other’ is placed in the contradictory position that, 

historically, has been the lot of the racialized, the feminized, the queer, and the 

colonized.  
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for if Douglas and Locke both identified with what Locke often described 

as the need for ‘virile’ primitivism, Nugent’s aesthetic was differently 

formed. Even though Douglas was clearly a mentor figure to Nugent during 

this early stage in his artistic development (Douglas had much more skill 

and training in art back in Kansas than Nugent had had in D.C.), the period 

of the production of the drawings for The New Negro were formative ones 

in the development of Douglas’ aesthetic, and he was very much developing 

his own idiom as his own teacher and mentor, Winold Reiss, was 

completing his own work on illustrations for Locke’s anthology. Both 

Douglas and Reiss influenced Nugent, even if Douglas only took Nugent 

with him a few times for lessons with Reiss, who considered Douglas his 

star pupil. And yet, even at this early stage, the  

differences in their subjective artistic projects and visual obsessions were 

manifest at this early stage [Figs. 45-8].
98

  

                                            
98 Wirth describes the difference as one between Douglas’ “sober” and “heroic” 

approach, “incorporating regular arcs and straight lines” as opposed to Nugent’s 

“s-curves,” which make his figures “move.” And yet, what makes Wirth link 

regular arcs and straight lines with an approach that is heroic and sober? Certainly 

there is nothing inherently heroic or sober about Douglas’ lines; geometric shapes 

do not slay dragons or resist temptation or anything that ‘heroic’ or ‘sober’ 

individuals do. Likewise, cannot even say that they ‘represent’ heroic or sober 

qualities, in that there is no category of resemblance whereby one could draw 

abstract ideas such as heroism or sobriety as one would draw, for example, a 

picture of a heroically sober lion. What then made Douglas’ work appear to Wirth 

heroic and sober, and Nugent’s less so? 

In Daniel Willis’ ruminations on the links between material artistic forms 

and cultural semiotics of meaning, he argues that “as we move to a more selective 

form of imitation, or constructed similarity, we shift from a metaphoric to 
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And it is here where we can begin to see the manner in which, both 

in the Salome-image and beyond, Nugent adapted elements he received 

from Douglas and Reiss’ visual lexica, while mixing them with his own.
99

 

Tempering the ‘manly’ straight lines they both employed (often associated 

in the early 1920’s by figures like Cocteau and Le Corbusier with a return 

to ‘manliness’ and ‘classical’ as well as ‘primitive’ forms of order and 

value), Nugent’s visions inflect the same black and white semiotic space 

with curves which do not fit the pattern of Douglas’ iconic image of the 

concentric sphere. Where Douglas is geometric, Nugent is playful, where 

Douglas provides permutations on the manner in which basic geometric 

shapes can be used to express intensity of emotion and place, Nugent’s 

                                                                                                               
metonymical trope” (75). Building on the work of theorists of signs such as Ernst 

Cassierer and George Lakoff, Willis argues that a link between artistic form and 

that which they act to re-present is “metonymical because it selects only a portion 

of the qualities of a substance or thing to utilize in its demonstration . . . [in an] act 

of selective displacement” (77). In the case of Douglas, we can see the extent to 

which his hard and straight lines, as well as basic geometric shapes, have been 

linked by association with images of heroism or sobriety (as they were, for 

example, in the various triumphalist works of art prominent in both fascist and 

communist propaganda of the period), even if this occurs at the cost of eclipsing 

other aspects of heroism or sobriety that might not necessarily be ‘represented’ by 

the straightness of a line, or the simple hardness of a perfectly rounded sphere. 

Rather than metaphysical in grounding, such associative meanings linked to visual 

works form part of what Gaston Bachelard has called the ‘material imagination’ 

whereby signs penetrate into the meanings we associate with objects, from the 

feeling of ‘home-ness’ often associated with a stone fireplace, the sense of bravery 

associated with iron and steel, the feeling of coldness which comes with diamonds 

and glass, or the sensuality was associate with twisting vines (even when sculpted 

out of wrought-iron). 
99 For more on the relation between Douglas and Reiss, as well as Reiss’ ties to 

German Expressionism, see Amy Helene Kirschke, Aaron Douglas: Art, Race, and 

the Harlem Renaissance, and in Sieglinde Lemke’s Primitivist Modernism: Black 
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figures combine portions of shapes, producing hybrid, polymorphous 

perversions of Douglas’ mathematical sense of order. Even though we do 

not have Nugent’s image of Sahdji, it seems unlikely that it takes the rough, 

cubist, angular approach at work in Douglas’ image.  

And yet, it is not necessarily that difficult to see the manner in 

which both these artists used the materials they inherited differently. If for 

Douglas, the goal was to break  

                                                                                                               
Culture and the Origins of Transatlantic Modernism 95-143. 
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Figs. 45-8 – Early works by Aaron Douglas. 45 from Opportunity, 

1925, 46-7 from James Weldon Johnson’s God’s Trombones (1927), and 48 

from the dust jacket of Arthur Huff Fauset’s 1927 For Freedom. 

 

with both the European avant-garde techniques he was being taught by his 
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mentor, as well  

as the preceding ‘realist’ conventions of his more traditional training, it was 

by means of understanding the primitivist method applied by Reiss to 

African-American subject matter, 

in order to use it in his own way [Figs. 49-51]. One of the aspects of the 

influence of Reiss and Douglas that he most definitely absorbed, however, 

was the use of silhouette, and in particular, used to display formally abstract 

yet ideationally complex images. Much of this can be seen in the manner in 

which Reiss’ reappropriation of the German folk-art of Scherenschnitt 

(popular with the neo-primitivist expressionist trends in German visual arts 

at the time) helped Douglas to develop a synthesis of cubist and 

expressionist appropriations of African influences with the ethos of ‘manly’ 

primitivism which he got from Locke’s quasi-Platonic notions of the need 

for the expression of the inner essence of a culture.
100

 Nugent absorbed 

                                            
100 Literally translated as ‘scissor-cut’ (although a translation such as ‘clip-snip’ 

captures a bit more of the overtones at play), Scherenschnitt is an art form that 

came to Germany from China, and found wide popularity in the early nineteenth 

century. There are numerous portraits of famous intellectuals from the Goethezeit 

in Scherenschnitt, and many fairy tales were illustrated in this manner, as it was 

easily amenable to block printing. As with other folk-cultures, this foreign import 

turned folk-craft was romanticized by modern artists from the Jungendstil, Blaue 

Reiter, and Expressionist schools, and it is these influences which the German 

émigré artist Reiss brought to bear upon his treatment of African iconography, in 

particular in his work with African-American publishing ventures around the time 

of the issue of Survey Graphic magazine which served as a proving ground and 

trial run for Alain Locke’s The New Negro in 1925. Locke became acquainted with 

Reiss due to his paintings of Native Americans in earlier issues of Survey Graphic 

(a magazine with some similarities to National Geographic), which Locke felt 



 

324 

aspects of both Reiss and Douglas’ work, while combining them, as we will 

see, with influences of his own.
101

 As a visual as well as literary chameleon, 

Nugent took aspects of his surroundings, combined them in novel ways, and 

produced work which was unheimlich to the surroundings of his time, but 

quiet comfortable, in so many senses, in our own.  

The emphasis upon the dichotomy between black and white, 

including all the ability to comment upon racial dynamics which this 

entails, is one of the structural qualities of Scherenschnitt [Figs. 53-4] that 

likely appealed to Douglas and Nugent, as we have seen to great effect in 

                                                                                                               
dealt with his subjects with respect and dignity, a trait that Locke felt made him an 

ideal addition to his project. In addition to the more primitivist works, Locke also 

commissioned Reiss to provide ‘naturalistic’ drawings of quiet dignity for The 

New Negro, in a similar vein to his paintings of Native Americans, ultimately 

providing an anthology which mixes the two disparate styles. 
101 The influence of Reiss on Douglas is, as many critics have argued, profound, 

and demonstrates how the primitivist aestheticism of the folk cultures within 

Germany by Expressionist artists, of which Reiss is the descendent, served as a 

mechanism whereby Douglas could develop his own aesthetic and break from the 

more formal academism which had dominated African American visual arts up 

until that time. Douglas’ break with both the conventional realism of Henry 

Ossawa Tanner, as well as the more aestheticized triumphalism which was in 

vogue at the time (for example, in Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller’s 1910 sculpture 

Ethiopia Awakening) [Fig. 52]. Just as Franz Boas had introduced W.E.B. DuBois 

to the existence of ancient African civilizations, so it took another German to 

introduce a form of ethnographic primitivism to which allowed an African-

American to find a mode of entry into a new form of ‘scripting-of-self’ which 

some have termed a form of “autoethnography.” In this sense, we can read 

Douglas’ gloss on European imaginings of the ‘primitive African’ as not only an 

introduction to the study of African art conducted on his own terms later in life, but 

also as a site raw materials for his auto-ethnographic disidentificatory visual 

‘performances.’ Nugent, however, was not only working to produce an African-

American aesthetic; he was hardly the ‘race-man’ that Douglas was, and he always 

kept himself at arms-length from any ideology of ‘art as propaganda’ as espoused 

by DuBois. 
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Nugent’s Drawings for Mulattoes. By reducing the palette of colors to black 

and white, we are able to see the reduction of the world to these two colors 

when one is racialized in this manner; by playing on the ability of 

foreground and background to shift within such a binarized field of object 

and shadow, obverse and reverse, the arbitrary and reversible quality of 

such binaries are highlighted. Thus, as we have already argued in regard to 

Drawings for Mulattoes, the dancing figure in the middle of IV, split 

between black and white, requires the viewer to reverse figure and ground 

in order to see her as a whole person, regardless of whether or not one’s 

primary perspective on this figure starts with a background of black or 

white. This reversibility, inherent to paper art of Scherenschnitt was not 

limited to the German context, however, despite the fact that it is from 

Reiss’ use thereof that both Nugent and Douglas were encouraged to use 

this form, as well as the related woodcut forms employed by Reiss, in their 

own work. Where they may have very well encountered this sort of artwork 

before, however, was in the making of silhouettes popular in the American 

South throughout much of the early nineteenth century before the arrival of 

the daguerreotype in the 1860’s and 70’s.
102

 

                                            
102 The silhouette didn’t merely become the rage in Germany in the early 

nineteenth century, however, for they were also popular in France as early as the 

1760’s. All the rage with the aristocracy at the time, the Minister of Finance 

Etienne de Silhouette unintentionally gave his name to the phenomenon by being 

so despised by the populace, due to his economic policies, but so entranced with 
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producing cuttings in the new fashion, that the cuttings were named after him as a 

gesture of protest. Supposedly, peasants took to the street, dressed in all black, 

saying, “We are dressing a la Silhouette! We are shadows, too poor to wear color! 

We are Silhouettes!” (see Mario Pei, The Story of English 136).  

The analogy is oddly appropriate to the use applied to them by Nugent and 

Douglas, as well as the work of the artist today most associated with the art form, 

Kara Walker. Using silhouettes as her primary mode of artistic expression, 

Walker’s exhibitions since the mid-1990’s have dramatically reworked the 

medium to comment on race, gender, sexuality, and the way in which the cultural 

memories associated with these issues reference the history of slavery in the 

United States. Walker describes coming to this medium, in a 1999 interview with 

the Museum of Modern Art, in the following manner: 

 

I was, at the time, interested in Adrian Piper's political self-portraits and 

maybe the way she could discuss an incident in her childhood and merge it 

with a larger political issue or agenda. Also [in] collecting little bits of ... 

Black Americana from flea markets around the area, but nothing of the 

sort that serious collectors might find ... sometimes reproductions of older 

works, things that are being pulled out of the attics and mass-produced for 

the benefit of this newly aware black collecting audience…While I was 

working on drawings, keeping a notebook, I was really searching for a 

format to sort of encapsulate, to simplify complicated things--it's very 

difficult to look at words and images over and over again. And some of it 

spoke to me as: "it's a medium--historically, it's a craft--and it's very 

middle-class." It spoke to me in the same way that the minstrel show does-

-it's middle class white people rendering themselves black, making 

themselves somewhat invisible, or taking on an alternate identity because 

of the anonymity ... and because the shadow also speaks about so much of 

our psyche. You can play out different roles when you're rendered black, 

or halfway invisible. (Walker, “Conversations” 1)  

 

If Nugent and Douglas had seen silhouettes while younger, then it is perhaps as a 

reactivation of the charged meanings associated with the owners of such 

silhouettes, whether white or black, being produced as shadow figures, that may 

have brought about not only an emotional connection to the art form, but also a 

sense of its latent and subversive potential.  

Walker’s work takes full use of the subversive elements of the medium. 

Take, for example, works such as Scene 18: Da Woud Bey Charita from The 

Emancipation Approximation (2000), in which she makes white the defining 

absence at the foreground of the silhouette rather, than the plenitude, or 

Insurrection! (Our Tools Were Rudimentary, Yet We Pressed On) (2000), which 

uses silhouettes in both black and white and in color. And yet, it is in a work such 

as the detail from The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical Tableau of 

Eva in Heaven (1995), in which a group of nursing mothers form a chain, nursing 

and nurturing each other, that we see the manner in which the medium intersects 
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The stock of images and techniques provided by Douglas and Reiss 

were formative to the development of Nugent’s own style. That said, we 

can never know the extent to which Nugent’s original image for “Sahdji” 

utilized some of the iconographic tropes whereby Nugent staked out of his 

own visual turf as distinct from his varied influences. Still, we can certainly 

read the ‘Salome-image’ within this context as a response to the dominant 

ways of depicting the black body within the culture of the time, inside 

Harlem and without. While the curvaceous body serves as a riposte to the 

much more hard and angular aesthetic favored by Douglas, there are other 

parts of this image, such as the African mask, which are necessarily related 

to the use of the mask made by Douglas and Reiss as they carved a unique 

aesthetic for the Renaissance which embraced, rather than eschewed, the 

use of African motifs within the discourse of ‘racial uplift.’ If Douglas and 

Reiss developed a visual counterpart to Locke’s doctrine of ‘noble’ 

primitivism, Nugent’s aesthetic is a queered response thereto. And yet, 

Nugent’s works can also be seen as speaking to many of the fundamental 

ambivalences within the African-American community in regard to the 

                                                                                                               
the message in a manner which can help us in regard to Nugent’s work. In this set 

of figures, Walker produces an image in which the connection between the figures 

makes it impossible to tell where one figure ends and another begins, obscuring 

from sight the white spaces between them which allow them to be defined for our 

view. And by presenting a scene which disrupts conventions of bourgeois 

sexuality, both in terms of the same sex implications, as well as the mixing of 

maternal and sexual roles, we see an indication of how the disruption of the male, 
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primitivist deployment of the signifier of things African, as concretized by 

the African mask, can see this ambivalence, mixed with that of the debates 

on the particular role of sexuality in the project of ‘racial uplift,’ embodied 

within the contentious subtitle which Nugent gives to the Salome-image, 

namely, the term ‘Negrotesque.’ Viewed as an intervention within the 

Renaissance, as well as the relation between the Renaissance other forces 

within ‘modern’ culture at the time, what can we do with a term like 

‘Negrotesque’?  What are the ramifications of this choice of term, not only 

in regard to the semiotics of the image, but the way this relates to the 

contexts or production and reception in which Nugent worked? And 

furthermore, how might our analysis of the relation between Nugent’s 

intersectional position within society at the time, and the context this 

provides our analysis of this image and title, allow us to call into question 

the non-intersectional models which may have previously been used to read 

this series of intersections, and thereby bring about potentially hybrid 

models in the process? 

Clearly, the image is designed not only to represent a ‘Salome’ of 

some sort, but also to display, through the secondary signifiers and codes it 

cites, the manner in which she gains the adjective ‘Negrotesque.’ In this 

sense, the image is designed as a sort of equation. This dancer, who is 

                                                                                                               
white gaze which normally serves to separate these figures is not only represented 
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certainly not depicted as being a historical figure, but rather, one from 

contemporary Harlem, is described as acting in such a way that she 

channels the spirit, so to speak, of the quasi-mythical Salome (whose 

multiple meanings we have tracked so far in a variety of potential contexts). 

This sort of simple transfer of valence is part of the basic mechanics of 

metaphor, only in the visual rather than verbal realm.
 103

 

The dancer both is, and is not Salome, but rather, is as Salome, 

producing a transfer of signification whereby her striptease, and all the 

                                                                                                               
thematically, but in the very continuity of the figures themselves. 
103 For example, take the classic advertising scenario of a beautiful woman in a 

bikini on the beach wearing a piece of fine jewelry, whose name appears at the 

bottom of the advertisement. This complex chain of visual signifiers can be 

translated into a verbal phrase which (while, as with all translations, involves 

substantial loss in the process) takes the form of a metaphor: “If you possess this 

watch, it will be as if you possess the qualities of this woman (ie: sexiness, 

glamour, a luxurious life, etc.) While the situation is more complex with 

advertisements based upon mechanics which go beyond simple identification, this 

is very similar to the translation of the classic pedagogical refrain on metaphor 

“my love is a rose” into the more prosaic formulation “my love has many of the 

qualities associated with roseness.” Jaques Lacan, in his work on metaphor (and 

the paternal metaphor in particular), represents this via his mathemes. Thus, if the 

equation for metaphor can be most broadly represented via the notion S1/S2 * S2/a 

= S1/a, we could translate both our rose and jewelry metaphor into this formula. 

The rose metaphor could thus be written as “my love/rose *rose/the multitude of 

beautiful qualities possessed by roses = my love/the multitude of beautiful qualities 

possessed by roses.” The jewelry example would be “this trinket/the woman * the 

woman/all the luxuries and beauties the woman possesses = this trinket/all the 

luxuries and beauties the woman possesses. While Lacanian ‘mathematics’ is not 

intended to use operations in the same way as traditional math (for example, the 

division sign is read as “represents” and the equal sign is more often read as “leads 

to” or “becomes equivalent to”), these graphs do lend a certain precision to the 

analysis. For more on visual syntagms and their relations to verbal metaphor, see 

Chandler, 79-100, and for more on Lacan’s formulas for metaphor, and how they 

function, see Anika Lemaire, Jacques Lacan 96-112, and in Bruce Fink’s The 

Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance 69-77, 129-137. 
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minutiae of its presentation (for example, the polka-dots on her veils) take 

on the overdetermined and multidirectional meanings associated with the 

figure of Salome in the cultural imagination at the time (all the references to 

transgression, profanation of all things holy, excess, etc. that we have 

tracked in previous sections). This is all at the level of the image itself, for 

while Nugent tells us with his title that this is the figure of Salome, it would 

not be hard to infer, even without the title, that the image references the 

historical iconography of Salome available to an artist in Nugent’s cultural 

position at the time. 
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Figs. 49-51 – Winold Reiss, Portrait of Sioux Chieftains (from Survey 

Graphic 1924), “Interpretation of Harlem Jazz” (From Survey Graphic, 

1925), and a portrait of Alain Locke for The Negro Anthology (1925). Reiss 

early expressionist use of color (see in 49) takes on the angularity of wood-

cut stylings in 50.  
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Fig. 52 - Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller’s 1910 sculpture Ethiopia Awakening. 
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Figs. 53-4 – Examples of Scherenschnitt  

 

That said, Nugent not only names this image ‘Salome,’ but adding a 

colon as a connector, which implies that the term which follows, namely, 

the adjective ‘Negrotesque,’ is to some extent equivalent to the noun 

‘Salome,’ yet also in some way different, in excess thereof, acting as 

descriptor but also a commentary on the particular manner in which she 

does not exactly represent Salome, but rather is as Salome, yet also 

crucially in excess thereof.  This complex title creates a linkage between the 

standard iconographic tropes which would indicate that this is an image of 

Salome – the sexual/seductive dance with veils – from those other qualities, 

such as the polka-dots, bowed-legs, and mask-like features, which are then 

sutured to the neologism ‘Negrotesque.’ All of which allows us to postulate 

that it is by means of these supplementary traits that she, in a sense, gives 

body to what it means to be ‘Negrotesque,’ fusing the two terms of which 
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this word is composed by her very corporeality, just as the metaphoric spark 

ignited via the transfer of valence ignited by this neologism would seem to 

give energy to her whirling rhythms.
104

 

As a well known cultural producer in the Harlem Renaissance, and 

one hardly to think of being of mixed African ancestry as anything but 

something to be proud of, Nugent certainly did not think that being black 

was in anyway ‘grotesque,’ and yet, it seems as if his dancer wears this 

phrase almost like she wears her features as some sort of African mask. 

What about this figure, one in a long line of Salomes, Sahdjis, and other 

depictions of dancing women, might be grotesque? And how might we 

reconcile this with his repetitive fascination with these figures, even to the 

point of potential identification?  

As Nina Miller has already described, what would’ve likely made 

Nugent’s Salome seem a mixture of a “Negro” and “grotesque” to many of 

those he and his compatriots desired to ‘shock’ in Harlem at the time is the 

fact that she is bawdily sexual, poorly dressed, both economically and 

sexually marked as a member of the lower classes. That is, she represented 

everything the black bourgeoisie wanted to dissociate itself from. And it is 

precisely this sort of artistic sensibility that Nugent, and the rest of Fire!!, 

                                            
104 For more on metaphor as producing a ‘spark’ due to the conjunction of unlike 

terms in surrealist thought (and that of Andre Breton in particular), John Herbert 

Matthews The Surrealist Mind (31-57). 
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seems at pains to valorize. As a magazine full of stories about prostitutes 

and frank sexuality, it would seem that it is precisely all the things that 

make Salome grotesque to the ‘Talented Tenth’ that made her attractive, 

and a site of potential identification, for the authors of this periodical. And 

in fact, they did see themselves as shockingly ‘ugly’, in a sense, and in fact, 

called themselves “the N-----atti”, reappropriating a term of symbolic 

violence as a sign of rebellion and artistic pride. Hughes published a 

manifesto for the group in 1926 in The Nation, proclaiming the following: 

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-

skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If 

they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-

tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are glad. If 

they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build our temples for 

tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free 

within ourselves. (qtd. in Lewis, Portable Harlem 95) 

   

Compare this use of ‘ugly’ with that used by Gertrude Stein, a few years 

later in 1935, to describe her take on her earlier inspiration, during the first 

decade of the century, by her encounter with Pablo Picasso, and how his 

visual style influence her writing:  

When one is beginning to write he is always under the shadow of a thing that is 

just past. And that is the reason why the creative person always has the 

appearance of ugliness . . . It is the effort of escaping from the thing which is a 

drag upon you that is so strong that the result is an apparent ugliness; and the 

world always says of the new writer, “It is so ugly!” And they are right, because it 

is ugly. If you disagree with your parents, there is ugliness in the reaction. There is 

a double resistance that makes the essence of this thing ugly . . . The original 

person has to have in him a certain element of ugliness . . .. But the essence of that 

ugliness is the thing that will always make it beautiful. I myself think it is much 

more interesting when it seems ugly, because in it you see the element of the fight 

(Gertrude Stein, qtd. in The Gender of Modernism 490-491).  

 

All of which brings up the question of where, then, the ugliness lays. Is the 
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ugliness of the new in the eyes of the older world, the more staid conception 

of beauty that was inherited from the older generation? Or do, and should, 

the creators this new art see their art as somewhat ugly itself, and this 

ugliness as a sort of beauty? For Stein, the ugliness in question is based 

upon the extent to which the new casts off the habits of the past, the ways in 

which the previous generation has conceived of the world, its form of 

‘realism’. And yet, this is not necessarily as clear with Hughes. And yet, 

with both of them, what seems to be at stake with the question of the 

ugliness of the new is the extent to which that which is deemed ugly by the 

dominant powers that be can be reclaimed as a site of a production of a new 

sort of beauty.  

Still, the desire to be ugly produces a split within the psyche, 

between the part that has internalized the values of the dominant group 

(even if this group is itself dominated within wider culture, as with, for 

example, the black bourgeoisie), and that which has decided to go against 

them. Furthermore, this split is not necessarily resolved by the process of 

artistic creation, at least, there is no chance for this sort of sublimatory 

healing to occur unless it comes after the fact of a massive shift in societal 

structure, one which in this case had most certainly not come to pass. 

Rather, artistic creation gives body to this split, to these contradictory 

attitudes, and gives body to this ambivalence. And it is here that we can 
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begin to trace the parallels between Nugent’s mask-like face on Salome, the 

fact that he describes it as “Negrotesque,” and Stein’s notion that Picasso, in 

one of the founding gestures of artistic modernism, used an African mask to 

break with the past in a manner which was ‘ugly’. For it is here that we can 

start to pose the question of the ways in which drag and masquerade, so 

essential towards understanding the gender and sexual aspects of the 

Salome motif, can be aligned with those of masking and mimicry which 

have received extended treatment in African-American literary criticism.  

In “Modernism’s African Mask:  The Stein-Picasso Collaboration” 

from The Dialect of Modernism, Michael North tracks the ways in which 

Picasso changed his portraits at about the time he first saw African masks 

on exhibit at the Trocadero in Paris. Showing how Picasso traced over more 

naturalistic drawings of Gertrude Stein with a face stylized like an African 

mask, as well as how he changes the gender of his own ‘stand-in’ in his 

studies for Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and replaces the face with an African 

mask, North proposes that the African mask figured in many of Picasso’s 

earlier works not only as the foundation of the Cubist aesthetic, but served 

to carry the weight of his ambivalent fascinations with issues of race and the 

potential fluidity of gender. Paraphrasing Sara Suleri, North argues that, in 

the encounter of the subject from the colonial metropole  
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Figs. 55-6 – Portrait of Gertrude Stein and Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon, by Pablo Picasso, 1906. 
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encountering the culture of the colonized,  

. . . the colonial subject is menacingly unreadable, mysterious . . . The signs of the 

colonized culture appear for the moment as signs -- hieroglyphs, handwriting, 

calligraphy, whatever -- because they cannot be read except as signifying the 

European’s own fascination with the unreadable. (65) 

 

Elsewhere North describes the African mask as “an indecipherable blot” 

and “an unreadable sign” (65). To use the language of Paul DeMan, the 

presence of an African mask in these non-African texts indicates an 

‘allegory of reading’, which is precisely an allegory of the failure of a text 

to read. It is a catachresis, signifying contradiction, a sublime and extimate 

body both within and outside the text of its own signification. For artists 

coming from the colonial metropole, masks signified the extent to which 

modernity had been to them something unreadable. And it is precisely this 

unreadability that is projected onto fetishized and exoticized bodies, only to 

be reproduced, manipulated, and represented again and again in abstracted 

form as part of an effort at mastery.  

That said, it is precisely this catachrestic function of the mask within 

Western discourse which allowed Picasso, for North, to better represent 

Stein:  

The mask worn by Stein in her portrait apparently expressed certain complex 

feelings in Picasso by her unconventional sexuality . . . The mask she wears is a 

sign of this sexual ambiguity . . . Picasso shares in this [sexual] indeterminacy 

himself by using the same mask to change the sex of his alter ego, creating an 

ambiguity that remains in visible form in Les Demoiselles in the hesitation of the 

masked figure on the threshold of the border. This figure, raising a curtain on the 

edge of Les Demoiselles, is both inside and outside the brothel, both male and 

female, consumer and commodity . . . Perhaps Stein admired this mask-like 

stillness precisely because the sexual ambiguity it brought to the paining, making 
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gender a matter of convention . . . Thus the body is not longer a natural and 

inescapable datum, and gender is no longer a given, but something much more 

like clothes or -- a mask . . . According to Henry Louis Gates, Jr., the African 

mask is a dialectical synthesis of all sorts of discordant qualities: “Mask is the 

essence of immobility fused with the essence of mobility, fixity with transience, 

order with chaos, permanence with the transitory, the substantial with the 

evanescent.” (70-1) [Figs. 55-6] 

 

What is perhaps most interesting, however, is the extent to which Gates 

describes the role of the mask as that of mediating between inside and 

outside, both representing and obscuring the face of its wearer.  

Getting back to the representation of Salome as both mask-like and 

“Negrotesque,” we can say that just as Picasso made use of a mask to 

represent a series of ambivalences in Demoiselles, and how his portrait of 

Stein likewise captures his ambivalences about race, Stein’s gender 

indeterminacy, the danger of the ‘New Woman/Femme-fatale’, and 

modernity itself, so too does Nugent seem to encapsulate a related set of 

anxieties within his work. Like Picasso’s mask, what we see is the 

representation of ambivalence, in which Salome as a figure literally marks 

the space of an absence, a radical absence of sense, an indeterminacy as to 

gender, race, sexuality, and class.  

That said, this does not mean that this Salome is illegible; on the 

contrary, we’ve done nothing in this text but read the proliferation of 

meanings which can be attached to this image. But within the series of 

contexts in which we’ve analyzed it - race, gender, sexuality, and class - 

this image has signified the point within these discourses in which they 
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break down and are indeterminate. And yet, furthermore, if Salome 

represents the breakdown within each of these axes, it also represents the 

place where these axes of signification, of legibility, begin to blur, that is, 

the point in which race turns into class and gender and sexuality and on and 

on. But this should not in any way, shape, or form indicates that this image 

of Salome cannot be read. Rather, it is precisely the way that it calls the 

foundations of the discourses in which it is placed into question - from 

modernism to the various axes of biopolitics - which allows us to read its 

unreadability within the series of specific socio-historical contexts, whose 

fit is evidenced by means of a unique set of cultural features, such as the 

polka-dotted dress, mask-like face, and feminine form.  

As the preceding section has worked to show, the aspects of 

Salome’s features which cite the visual icononography of the African mask 

– made so prominent within the semiotics of the Renaissance by Locke, 

Douglas, Reiss, etc. – can be read as structurally analogous to the term 

‘Negrotesque.’ That is, within their distinct yet crucially related signifying 

conventions, both the African mask and the term ‘Negrotesque’ are liminal 

signifiers.  While within the field of African-American literary criticism this 

has been most commonly described via Gates’ discourse on Legba, within 

psychoanalytic criticism, the term which most closely relates to that 
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described by the term ‘fetish.’
105

  Within contemporary psychoanalytic 

                                            
105 There are several terms, within psychoanalytic parlance in its contemporary, 

Lacanianized form, which describe various aspects of this mode of representation – 

symptom, master signifier, fetish. These terms, while closely related, represent 

different faces, of representations of the limits of a signifying system. If we think 

of a signifying system in terms of a set, a master-signifier represents the limits of a 

set in terms of the conditions of its criterion of inclusion (what Alain Badiou 

would call that which ‘counts-for-one.’) The symptom gives body to the limits of 

such a set in that it describes this function of the ‘counts-for-one’ in reverse, it is 

the formal location which is occupied by a shifting variety of contents of what does 

not ‘count-for-one.’ Just as the master-signifier represents, if catachretically, the 

function of that which ‘counts-for-one,’ the fetish is a material instantiation (in the 

Hegelian terms of which Lacan and Žižek are so fond, a ‘determinate reflection,’) 

of this function. However, these terms only find their consistency within 

contemporary Lacanian inflected discourse, and in much contemporary criticism 

which more loosely draws from this tradition, these terms are used less 

systematically, which is as it should be. As this section will work to show, there 

are many reasons to critique the pretense to ahistorical scienticity to which such 

forms of psychoanalysis pretend, despite, in, and through their uses within and 

beyond this section itself.  

Nevertheless, while Nugent’s image not only is composed of signifiers and 

fragments of signifiers, liminal signifiers from within the perspective of the sets in 

which they are members, when compiled, we see how Nugent’s image layers sites 

of catachresis within related representational codes. He does this in a manner 

which does not so much equate the codes or the present-absences which are 

overlapped by their knotting together within the visual stain which we are working 

to read, but rather, puts them in contact, establishing zones of resonance between 

these layers, allowing for variable degrees of resonant intensity between the chains 

of signifiers which spread out on these various layers, producing waves of 

amplification and phase-cancellation whose multiple echoes, refrains are, across 

verbal and visual semiotic domains, the equivalence of the creation within the 

poetic tradition of a new metaphor, one which ripples through the history of its 

prior uses in multiple directions and domains within literary and linguistic history. 

While we are tracking this sort of production of new meaning across visual and 

verbal semiotic matter, there remain significant correspondences between these 

layers of discourse within the cultural milieu of Harlem at the time. Such a 

structure, when viewed from the trajectory whereby one tracks the manner 

whereby such layers of catechresis are sewed, as it were, together, is what simply 

composes the theory of reading which precisely is what has come to be called, 

perhaps insufficiently, psychoanalysis. The material detritus, the rebus which holds 

its place, as we have argued, has several sides, faces, and moments. When viewed 

from the manner in which it quilts together several layers of discourse, however (as 

any set necessarily does, serving as a node of relation within innumerable other 
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criticism, the notion of fetishism is often used by cultural critics to show the 

ways in which subjects, not only in sexual situations, use an objectified 

symbolization of their own fears of contradiction and personal insufficiency 

to help them deal with the anxiety provoked by limit situations, encounters 

with someone or something radically ‘Other.’
106

 Taking this logic of 

signification to a further level, however, Bhabha argues that it is possible to 

conceive of the stereotype as a form of fetish:  

The stereotype, as an arrested, fetishistic mode of representation within its field of 

identification . . . constitute[s] the dominant strategy of colonial power exercised 

in relation to the stereotype which, as a form of multiple and contradictory belief, 

gives knowledge of difference and simultaneously disavows and masks it . . . As a 

form of splitting and multiple belief, the stereotype . . . [is a form of] metaphoric 

‘masking’ is inscribed on a lack which must then be concealed give the stereotype 

both its fixity and its fantasmatic quality . . . Must be told (compulsively) again 

and again . . . [in] the limited form of otherness I call the stereotype . . . It is 

through this notion of splitting and multiple belief that, I believe, it becomes 

easier to see the bind of knowledge and fantasy, power and pleasure, that informs 

                                                                                                               
sets within the larger universe of sets, objects, and fragments which many theorists 

have called the semiosphere), this aspect has been termed by Lacan that of the 

point-du-capiton, most commonly translated in English as that of the ‘quilting-

point.’ While this structure is closely related to that of symptom, the quilting point 

isn’t so much a function within one particular set under investigation (in this case, 

the set of the sub-language of the subject of analysis), but rather, a function within 

the topology of the series of sets which the set of the subject of analysis serves to 

unite. As such, one could even say that if the symptom and dominant function of 

the master-signifier are indicate two sides of the same coin, viewed from the 

perspective of the semiosphere as a whole (an impossible point of view, but a 

useful fiction), this coin could be labeled that of the ‘quilting-point.’ For more on 

the notion of the ‘counts-for-one’ in the works of Alain Badiou, see Peter 

Hallward’s introduction to Badiou’s Ethics: An Essay on the  

Understanding of Evil. For more on the different avatars of the signifier, as it is 

tied with the objet a in Lacan’s thought, see Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: 

From Language to Jouissance 49-68. For how various sides of the signifer play 

out in social discourses, in particular, in Žižek’s reading of Lacan, see Sarah Kay, 

Žižek: A Critical Introduction 128-57.   
106 For a good genealogy of the term fetishism, see Introduction by William Pietz 

in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse.  
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the particular regime of visibility deployed in colonial discourse. The visibility of 

the racial/colonial Other is at once a point of identity (‘Look, a Negro’) and at the 

same time a problem for the attempted closure within discourse. (77) 

 

From such a perspective, the stereotype, in that it arrests any true 

integration and processing of difference within the field of its enunciation, 

acts like a fetish. That is, it is a site of compulsive repetition, an apotropaic 

meeting of desire and terror that indicates the incompleteness of a discourse 

and the identities based upon it which, when projected outwards like mask 

upon the other, is then ambivalently consumed in order to gain some sense 

of what McClintock calls ‘symbolic control’ over an alterity which is at 

once registered and yet also denied. Bhabha, putting it in technical 

terminology, describes the stakes of such an operation as follows: “. . . . the 

stereotype impedes the circulation and articulation of the signifier of ‘race’ 

as anything other than its fixity as racism” (75). Foreclosing the possibility 

that morphological traits such, such as dark features, could mean anything 

other than their racist attributions, fetishism holds on to these identities and 

keeps them in place by means of all the prerogatives granted by social 

power. Designed to ward off anxiety, fetishism sees its fears surround it via 

its own mechanisms of perception.  

Seen as such, stereotyping is a form of masking, and one linked to 

what psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan would call the ‘given-to-be-seen,’ that 

is, what our currently held beliefs about how the world works allow us to 
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conceive of sensible perceptions about the world. Thomas DiPiero, in his 

masterful genealogy of white masculinity entitled White Men Aren’t, 

describes this as follows:  

The ideological trajectory of perception consists of the social, political, and 

psychological inflection of the visual field that structures what subjects can 

apprehend and internalize in the form of knowledge. Whatever does not lie within 

the confines of the ideological trajectory of perception will in general not be 

grasped by subjects as a significant object of contemplation -- in fact, strictly 

speaking it will not be grasped at all, since nothing in its constitution would be 

able to hook the subject’s attention. (83)   
 

For DiPiero, this is precisely why it is necessary to “observe the observers,” 

and track the ways in which subjects throughout history structured the field 

of their perception, for this tells you not only about the manner in which 

their very structures of perception filtered the world they encountered, but 

even moreover, how their perceptions about the world give us an inverted 

roadmap for their own sense of who they are. Or, as Amanda Fernbach 

states, “ . . . an analysis of a culture’s fetishistic fantasies reveals something 

about how that culture deals with differences, especially with respect to 

identity” (7).   

And for those in power, it is always the other who wears the mask. 

DiPiero continues:  

. . . White masculinity produces racialized subjects, but it does so in part by 

constraining its others to know the truth of its desire and to accept its 

fragmentation as their own . . . None of the real people who fall into the category 

“white male” can actually sustain the extraordinary linguistic prowess required . . . 

Because the particular hegemonic position in question is contradictory in nature . . 

. [resulting in] abjecting onto their presumed others specific forms of 

fragmentation, or of making those others responsible for knowing what it is the 

master wants and lacks. (118) 
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This projected fragmentation is precisely what Fanon describes, in the aptly 

titled Black Skin, White Masks (1962) in the anecdote in the Paris in the 

1950’s: “I took myself far off from my own presence, far indeed, and made 

myself an object. What else could it be for me but an amputation, an 

excision, a hemorrhage, that spattered my whole body with black blood?” 

(112). What Fanon describes is nothing less than the experience of being 

reduced to a stereotype, a mask/fetish, in which he becomes the material 

support for the projected fantasy of what he should be within the culture of 

Paris at the time. His own self-image is torn apart, fragmented into units not 

of his own making, and reassembled into a caricature, and anything that 

does not fit is discarded as ‘non-symbolizeable’. For DiPiero, this is a mode 

of dealing with the world that he calls ‘believing is seeing’, in which, 

“whiteness was a form of knowing . . . [which] disarticulated the body into 

significant parts derived from determinate political practices, thus creating a 

sort of ideology of the body” (87).  

The stereotype, then, is a sort of mask, but one doesn’t wear oneself, 

but projects out on to an other that, due to social disempowerment, is forced 

to ‘wear’ it. And those who force others to wear a mask do so such that their 

own condition remains ‘unmarked’: invisible, taken for granted, the 

standard upon which others are measured, indivisible, unquestioned. 

Deviations from whiteness or heterosexual masculinity became measured 
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against a standard that was simply assumed as self-evidently valuable, in no 

need of justification, unable to see itself, question its own history, or its link 

to institutional power.
107

  

And this is precisely what Nugent refused to do: wear the mask. If, 

as he stated, “All artists were strange or expected to be,” and, according to 

Schwarz, his “self identification as a gay man was inextricably linked to his 

existence as an artist” (123), what we see is Nugent attempting to function 

as a bricoleur of sorts, picking and choosing aspects of the various cultural 

models around him so as to form a hybrid mask much more of his choosing. 

And in so many of his works, such as the Salome series, or “Smoke,” we 

see him forming a ‘Nugent’ personae which, like his carefully created 

image in Harlem at the time, was at once that of a ‘trickster’ figure of sorts, 

as well as a sensitive guy looking for his ‘Beauty.’ That said, when he lets 

down the mask of the trickster, and speaks honestly about his desires, he 

does so from the vantage point of fragmentation: torn between many 

                                            
107 It is important to emphasize the ways in which social power is highly important 

here, for it is not that Fanon does not have his own, self constructed ‘mask,’ one 

which he created with the world divided up in a way that pleases him, but rather, 

that the little child who sees him and pejoratively labels him has the social capital 

to make his version of things have more weight than Fanon’s. Kaja Silverman, in 

her analysis of this scene in Threshold of the Visual World, states that “our 

identifications must always be socially ratified” (29). And it is precisely the 

inability to have his vision of himself ratified by the world around him that forces 

Fanon, like it or not, to wear a mask. His critique, directed at others within the 

African Diaspora, is that it is time for people of African descent to stop, like an 

‘Uncle Tom’ or, as some in Harlem at the time would have it, in the ‘Talented 

Tenth,’ willingly wear and aspire to that very mask as their ticket towards 
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worlds, it is little surprise that he writes “Smoke” in ellipses, fragments, and 

snippets of dreamlike prose. For how else can one navigate many worlds 

and not feel like living in a dream of sorts, amongst fragments, constantly 

collecting whatever bits of cultural debris one can to forge a new identity?  

Still, if Nugent refused to wear the mask himself, he didn’t 

necessarily feel uncomfortable displaying the mask, staging its presence, 

repeating it in various guises (if at a distance). But this applies not only the 

mask of being racialized, but also the mask that a women is forced to wear 

every time she is make to support the specular image created and 

manipulated by men. As a non-heterosexual man Nugent is certainly no 

stranger to being forced to wear his own mask, namely, that of the ‘faggot’ 

which serves to reinforce masculinity as the flip-side of the abjection of the 

feminine. Thus, while Nugent cannot be said to be simply fetishizing the 

feminine in his drawings, his repetitions oscillate between desire to identify, 

and horror of being identified with, the feminine, as the dynamic played out 

with the African aspect of this mask is staged, if in reverse. Either way, 

there are aspects of the ethnographic gaze and the auto-ethnographic gaze at 

work, at the same time, within this image. And to the extent that the gaze is 

auto-ethnographic in regard to race, it still functions as such through the 

circuit of the primitivist aestheticization of the racial other by the dominant 

                                                                                                               
assimilation, acceptance, and amelioration of racism. 
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society at the time, even if in regard to gender and sexuality, the picture is a 

bit more complex.   

Nugent stages the very tension between the ethnographic gaze of 

mainstream ‘modern’ art’s appropriation of the African heritage, and the 

auto-ethnographic gaze of the “healthy pagan” approach to primitivism 

embodied by Locke. Combining the mask with a dancer from the 

speakeasies that DuBois and Fausset would’ve easily found offensive, 

Nugent describes the liminality of the excessive sexuality of the 

heterotopias of the Harlem nightlife. But he does so in a manner which 

denies the ethnographic gaze of ‘modern’ art as well, in that Salome, while 

supposedly dancing for some Herod, some implied gaze, seems to involved 

with her own dance, that her performance for any sort of ‘Other’ seems, if 

anything, a studied self-absorption. Nugent’s sense of mis-relation with the 

‘New Negro’ movement in its various permutations, the various queer 

subcultures of the time, as well as the ‘primitivist’ modern art of the period, 

can be seen crystallized in the manner in which the mask-like features of 

this dancer merge with the sinuous curves of its body to combine with the 

title to be described as ‘Negrotesque.’ A complex, overdetermined 

response, the image speaks to the discourse on things African, in and 

beyond the Renaissance, with a polyform and forked tongue.  
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5.4  Building the Contexts III: Nugent’s Personal Iconographies - The S-

Curve, the Semiotic Tree, and the Generative Circle 

 

If Nugent’s Salome-image speaks to a variety of cultural contexts at 

the time, citing and reacting to an assortment of cultural tropes and images, 

it also can be read as a symbolic utterance in regard to the rest of his visual 

works. For while we have describe the ‘s-curve’ at work in Nugent’s visual 

texts, and to describe Nugent’s ‘Salome-image’ as merely one of a series of 

Salomes and dancers which exist as manifestations thereof [for two 

additional series of unpublished Salomes, see Figs. 57-66], the s-curve itself 

is one of several recurrent visual themes, ‘generative images,’ which form 

the grammar of Nugent’s visual works.  

The first of these, the ‘semiotic tree,’ is the name I have given to a 

motif which, like the s-curve, shows up incessantly in Nugent’s works, 

perhaps most clearly in his Drawings for Mulattoes, Number One  [see  Fig. 

20]. In this drawing, we have three openings, seemingly spaces between tall 
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palm trees, and in each opening dances a woman. When we examine the 

‘bark’ of the trees, however, they are covered with intricately carved shapes. 

As Thurman states in Infants in regard to Paul, the character based on 

Nugent, his drawings were all “voluptuous geometric designs,” “erotic 

drawings” and “nothing but highly colored phalli” [for example, Fig. 67], 

and we can certainly see in many of Nugent’s  
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Figs. 57-8 – Unpublished/undated drawings, from which the image 

Salome: Negrotesque I was likely drawn. Note that the polka-dots seem an 

addition to the published image. Also, in the second image above, it seems 

as if Salome’s veil, taking on the shape of a moon, penetrates her body. 
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Figs. 59-61 – cont’d. 
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Figs. 62-66 – What Nugent labeled his “Salome Series,” unpublished, 1930. 

The first is untitled, the second Hagar, third untitled, fourth is Naomi and 

Ruth, the last one Mary Magdalene. Note the shift from black and white to 

vibrant color, the general shift in visual semiotics, the use of triangles to 

denote erotic potential, the general eroticism of the figures, as well as the 

direct homosexuality of the biblical mother and daughter of Naomi and 

Ruth. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 67 – Nugent, David and Goliath, 1947, unpublished, including ‘multi-
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colored phalli.’ 

 

 

 

works where one would get such an assertion, though it would seem that 

many of the later watercolors more fully describe these descriptions than the 

silhouette drawings. Still, upon careful examination, it is not unreasonable 

to wonder if the carvings in the trees are not, as one critic has stated, 

“phalluses in various states of erection.” And yet, this seems to hardly do 

justice to the complexity of what is carved within the trees (even if the tall 

white stems can be seen as phallic in a general sense). The most common 

thing one sees in the trees are faces, in fact, faces rather similar to the mask-

like abstractions present in Number Four. Sometimes the faces are visible in 

white, other times, and much more frequently, in black, depending on 

whether or not one focuses on the trees or the spaces as figure or ground. 

The masks seem patterned, like the mask in IV, on abstracted versions of 

African masks, presenting differing emotional states.  

So, for example, at the top of the first opening, to the upper left, one 

can see a white face in which African features are depicted in a state of cool 

repose. However, if you look at the faces which emerge from the inward 

facing sections of the two trees at the top of the central opening, an even 

more interesting set of phenomenon emerge. For example, on the right side 

of the middle clearing, you can see at the top the first slit curving slightly 
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upwards indicates an eye, the bump below it a nose, then a menacing 

looking grin opening out of a deeply rounded chin sloping beneath the 

mouth. However, if you start the face slightly lower, the same nodule that 

forms the chin of the top mask forms the upturned curve of the iris of an 

angrily outlined eyeball, underneath which a horizontal white line indicates 

a stern grimacing mouth, under which is a square, box-like chin; which 

itself forms part of the eyelid of the mask below. The same happens on the 

other side of the tree; Nugent perhaps ironically places a tragic looking 

mask over one that seems to hold the image of comedy. One can continue 

this process up and down the trees, with varying results. It also seems that 

the faces only appear, with few exceptions, on the sides of the trees facing 

inwards, towards the central dancer. Looked at this way, one could read the 

trees as columns of spectators, in alternating rows of black and white skin, 

but with a set of features that vary from more geometric masks to those with 

more specifically African features. Such a scene, with a dancing woman on 

stage being observed by rows of white and black spectators (if not so neatly 

divided into lines), could perhaps even be seen as a highly abstracted 

restaging in an imagined Africa of the stage performances which Nugent 

saw at the Hamilton Lodge Balls. 

While it is certainly possible to argue specifics of which parts 

represent segments of which face, it is surely evident that an enormous 
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amount of thought went into the shape of what initially looks like rather 

random carvings in the bark of these trees. Emerging from the trees, these 

faces seem to surface like proto-people literally coming out of the 

woodwork, so to speak, in a manner not unlike that seen in horror movies 

(such as some of the most frightening moments of James Cameron’s Alien 

II or David Fincher’s Alien III, in which what seems like an intricately 

carved wall turns out to have been the oddly machine-like contours of a 

carefully hidden and previously immobile creature). Many of Auguste 

Rodin’s figures do the same, particular in his Gates of Hell, in which figures 

rise and fall from the bronze as if they were but temporary epiphenomenon 

of the liquid bronze as it percolated over some volcanic pit from the earth’s 

deepest fires. Then again, the affect in these drawings is not one of terror, 

but rather, of enjoyment, of engagement in a process of either personal, 

social, or ritual satisfaction. It does not seem unlikely, due to the similarity 

between the limbs of the dancers and those of the surrounding tree carvings, 

that the figures of the dancers are merely extrusions of the trees, that they 

are generated by the trees, and that as such they are simply the faces from 

the trees come to life, embodied, only to recede moments later into the trees 

only to be replaced by others in the chain. Or maybe even the viewer simply 

thinks they see dancers in the spaces between the trees, and has imagined 

them, along with the faces from the intricate patterns in the bark. For all it 
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takes is a slight shift up and down the trees, and what was a nose turns into 

a mouth, turns into a chin, one face blurs into another, and in fact, they often 

overlap.  

In this sense, it is only because we know the gestalt of a face, and 

can pick out the contours, that we can make meaning out of these trees, and 

as we shift our perspective, from black to white, from bigger to larger faces, 

overlapping as we go, the abstract markings on the trees can provide 

multiple meanings right before our eyes. If Wilde’s emphasis of terms like 

“peculiar” and “curious” or “strange” in his works were often a metonym 

for queer sexuality, Nugent’s ‘semiotic tree’ indicates a site of polyvalency, 

in which signs proliferate, seeming to emerge from a generative source not 

unlike the code of DNA (which, however, was only discovered by James 

Watson, Francis Crick, and Rosalind Franklin in 1953). Nor is this pattern 

unique to this one drawing, for these bark-lined trees with semiotic import 

show up incessantly in Nugent’s work, they are like a refrain that appear 

again and again in slightly varied shape in various works throughout the 

years. So, for example, in III, we see our multi-form dancer, half African 

dancer and half white flapper, in front of a black ‘semiotic tree’ as well.  

We see the same motif appear in four other works. The first of these 

we’ve already seen – the outline of this particular tree appears in the upper 

right hand corner, in miniature, in the image republished in Black American 
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Literature Forum [Fig. 8]. The final three are both untitled and undated. 

The first, which Wirth has called ‘The Monk’s Seduction,’ mixes two series 

in Nugent’s works. For if Nugent drew numerous dancing female women, 

he also had a series of drawings, mostly pencil sketches on paper, none 

were inked save the one included here (which it seems was a study for a 

multi-colored painting which Nugent executed based on this design) [Figs. 

68-9]. The rest of these images simply show sketches of monks in 

homoerotic positions, and in this one design, we see monks mixes with 

dancing women, a cross in the jungle, placed parallel to a ‘semiotic tree.’ It 

is as if the two symbols were weaving together via the intertwined motions 

of the various figures, erotically dancing together, connected by the vines of 

the forest. Interestingly enough, however, we also see the ‘semiotic tree’ 

show up in a drawing that seems to be done in his later, more 

conventionally realist style. And here, it is as if the tree were providing a 

sense of stability and grounding for this family, a link to the land and 

perhaps the past, connecting all three members as it also serves to provide a 

counterbalance in the visual symmetry of the image [Fig. 70]. 

In addition to these two primary, generative images, there are 

several less significant images that seem to repeat throughout Nugent’s 

works, in varied forms, which seem to  
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Figs. 68-9 – Nugent, both untitled, undated. The first has been entitled ‘The 

Monks’ Seduction’ by Thomas Wirth. 

 

 

spring, in a sense, from the intersection of these two primary images. That 

is, if there are 

two images that seem to me to be generative images, we can metaphorize 

the manner in which they come together in order to understand how they 

give rise to these subsidiary images. Thus, if the semiotic tree is in some 

senses a matrix of signification, a grid of sorts, and the s-curve is Nugent’s 

particular ‘line of desire,’ then the penetration, so to speak, of the masculine 

tree by the feminine curve, produces a set of waves of figuration which give 

rise to figures, some of which are dominated more by one pole of Nugent’s 
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iconography, 

with others drawn more to the other. If these images rise from the 

intersection of the sheer power of the s-curve as it shatters, scatters, and 

produces signification by means of its  

 

Fig. 70 – Nugent, undated and untitled. 

 

penetration of the semiotic-tree, so to speak, we can almost see the varied 

continua of possible admixtures thereof, in a manner that could almost be 

plotted like the admixture of sound waves can be plotted like curves on a 

trigonometric graph.
 108

  

                                            
108

 These symbolic instances emerge when the line of desire, which in this case is 

indicated by Nugent’s ‘s-curve,’ is filtered through what Lacan calls the ‘chain of 
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For example, the first of these, which I will call, following 

Thurman’s Ray in Infants of the Spring, Nugent’s ‘multiform phalli,’ appear 

in various guises in Nugent’s 

works. For example, it seems clear in a work like Jesus and Judas (1947) 

[Fig. 71], seemingly inspired by the bible story he wrote “Tree with Kerioth 

Fruit,” that the polymorphous vegetative growths are in fact phalli, in 

particular, the blooming flower between the two, which seems to indicate 

the love between them that Nugent details in the story. We see similarity 

phallic flowers and peacock feathers in the Beardsley drawing The Climax, 

reproduced in the introduction to this section. Some of Nugent’s later works 

                                                                                                               
signifiers,’ which, as I have argued, can be seen as given body in the visual works 

by the form of the ‘semiotic tree.’ Describing the mechanics of this study in terms 

of the Lacanian mathemic symbology developed in his seminars, we could say that 

the absence described in the poems can be represented by the Lacanian matheme $, 

the s-curve the S1, the chain of signifiers the S2, the ‘circular enclosure’ and the 

erotic ‘chain of bodies’ as dual and inverse avatars of the [a], and the Salome 

image the symbolically coated S1. This, the ‘fetish’ side of the master signifier, 

known as the symptom, is that which in traditional Lacanian mathemes would take 

the form of the neurotic phallus (or ). As the extended analysis presented in the 

chapter will work to show, the intersectional nature of social oppression, 

particularly for the multiply marginalized, but also, to varying degrees, for all 

subjects in today’s world, prevents us from assuming that all subjects have the 

same form of symptom, never mind content. Each subject’s ‘signifier of plenitude’ 

is unique, and in this sense, one must either speak of an overdetermined phallus 

(which still engages in the sort of gender/sexual reductionism of which 

psychoanalysis has often been accused), or to dispense with calling this function 

the phallus. In this sense, while one may speak of the ‘enigmatic’ and the 

‘fetishistic’ or ‘symbolic’ side of the S1, if psychoanalysis is to become useful as a 

hermeneutic beyond its origins within Freud’s sexual hypothesis for the origin of 

neuroses, the symbol  must be either constrained to analyses of gender and 

sexuality when abstracted from all other concerns, or retired altogether. For more 

on Lacan’s mathemes, and their relation to the mathematical theory of functions, 

see Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance 129-
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are a bit more freely explicit as well, so, for example, in his highly 

orientalizing and homoerotic 

drawings for a production of a play based on Gilgamesh (the images are 

undated but they were most certainly done after the war for a production 

which never came to fruition), the vegetative yet rigid phalli are clearly in 

evidence in the columns on the left-hand side [Fig. 72]. These phalli also 

appear in more rigid form as candles in many of his drawings with monks, a 

motif which he also likely picked up from tropes in Beardsley’s Salome 

images. Thus, in The Eyes of Herod, we see Beardsley use trees, vines, and 

both candles and candlesticks on the candelabra as phallic stand-ins, while 

in Enter Herodias we see both columns and candles functioning in this 

manner [Figs. 73-5]. Nugent’s monk drawings use 

                                                                                                               
142. 
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Fig. 71 – Nugent, Jesus and Judas, 1947. 

candles in almost the exact same fashion, and it seems, even crosses. We 
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see this in a drawing such as the untitled and undated work that Wirth has 

called Orgy under the Cross [Fig. 75]. In this sense, we see a continuum of 

images, from curved, slightly phallic seeming leafy vines, to hard, straight 

candles and poles.  

If we are looking for another such image, however, we can see it in 

the proliferation of circular enclosures whereby Nugent often marks off a 

‘scene’ of action, often a scene of either dancing, intimacy, or in his erotic 

works, a scene of sexual intercourse. So, we often see in the sketches with 

his highly orientalized monks [Figs. 76-79], for example, a circular 

enclosure which seems almost like a doorway in an abbey. The figures on 

the border or limen between two spaces, pose for the on-looking gaze, 

displaying their intimacy while also veiling it from sight, so that it is only 

implied, just as their bodies are veiled by their robes, presumably hiding, 

however, erect phalli represented by means of the phallic candles in plain 

sight. In a sense, the roundness of the enclosure offsets the hardness of the 

candles, providing balance and counterpoise to the image as a whole. These 

circles also indicate light, at times, such as we see in Orgy under the Cross, 

and as such have similarities to the circles of light employed by Aaron 

Douglas in his works, in particular, the moments staged in the sort of jazz 

clubs that could have spotlights. 

There are also examples in which the phalli themselves seem to give 
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birth to the circular enclosure, particular in their vegetative mode, in which 

they create what can be 

  

Fig. 72 – Nugent, untitled, from the ‘Gilgamesh series,’ 1950’s. 
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Figs. 73-5 – Aubrey Beardsley, The Eyes of Herod and Enter 

Herodias, from Oscar Wilde’s Salome,1893. 

 

 

Fig. 76 – Nugent, untitled, undated, called ‘Orgy Under the Cross’ 

by Thomas Wirth. 
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Fig. 77 – Nugent, Monks, untitled and undated.  
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Figs. 78-9 – Nugent, untitled, undated studies of monks. Note 

candles, robes, circular enclosures, monks emerging at the limen between 

rooms. 

 

 

termed, to borrow a trope from Book II (1590) of Edmund Spenser’s The 

Faerie Queene (1596), the “Bower of Bliss.” If in Spenser this place 

indicated a pleasure garden for sensual delights (which Sir Guyon 

eventually destroys), in Nugent’s visual work it remains a place for women 

to dance, as can be seen in the previously unpublished image from 1948 

reproduced in Black American Literature Forum in 1985, as well as an 

additional untitled and undated work which shows two of Nugent’s dancing 

women within a scene which appears a mixture of bower, spotlight, and 

spy-hole through which the spectator gazes at them in the scene of their 

enjoyment.  However, if there is any set of works in which the circular 
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enclosure is framed as a scene of enjoyment, it is in Nugent’s erotic works,  

 

 

Figs. 80-1 – Nugent, erotica, untitled and undated. Note the circular jungle enclosure 

remains, but tied with Beardsley-esque ornamentation. Note that the man sexually 
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pleasuring in 77 has African features, while in 78, it is difficult to tell by the hair if the 

person doing the sexual pleasuring is of African descent, or from another part of Nugent’s 

sexual imaginary (he often confessed a predilection for “Italians and Hispanics”). The man 

seated on the right has ambiguous features, as does the man getting pleasured in the 77 - it 

is difficult to tell if they are of Anglo-European or Asian descent.  

 

 
 
Figs. 82-4 – Nugent, erotica, untitled, undated. While most of Nugent’s erotica has men 
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with Anglo-European features, with white skin blending with white paper, the three above 

the only three images which have men with African features (though on white paper, 

framing the body of color once again as absence). In the first, the man of color pleasures a 

man of ambiguous features, while in the second photo, while it is difficult to tell if the 

Anglo-European man is wrestling or hugging the man with an Afro, the man with the Afro 

is getting pleasured by a man with clearly ‘white’ features – the only time this happens 

within his erotica. In the bottom two, some of the bodies have ‘ambiguous’ features – but 

‘whiteness’ remains clearly ‘unmarked,’ visually and semiotically.  

 
 

Fig. 85 – Nugent, erotica, untitled and undated. Note the small female 

figures on the bottom, nearly hidden in the vegetation.  

 

 

 

combined with one final image I would like to discuss, namely, the erotic 

chain [Figs. 80-85].  

If the erotic enclosure is formed in some of Nugent’s more 

vegetative works by phallic vines, these vines do so by forming chains of 

leaves and branches, whose multitudinous shapes and figures can be read, 
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almost like the semiotic tree. But if the branches, vines, and leaves entwine 

like so many phalli which emerge from the feminine power of the s-curve 

and the masculine passivity of the static signifying grid, then they do so, it 

would seem, to form both enclosed spaces, bowers which cradle scenes of 

enjoyment and erotic encounter, but also to generate, as we have indicated 

previously, the very figures themselves. In this sense, if the vines link 

together in polymorphous chains, in Nugent’s  

erotic imagery, it is bodies that are, in a sense, less than individuals, and 

more units within a polymer. At times, as we see, there are even aggregates 

of bodies which, more than merely forming a linear chain, produce 

networks and linkages like so many positions in a matrix or combinatory.  

Such impossibly gymnastic linking of bodies is not unique to porn, 

and gay porn in particular, for the reversibility of penetrator and penetrated 

produce a non-hierarchical multiplication of possibilities. In the more 

intimidate erotic images, those which take place on a bench within a 

circular enclosure, thereby having the greatest similarity to the monks and 

the circular images of dancing women, we see a male figure with African 

features yet the same blank skin as all the other figures. This seemingly 

black male is either sitting or squatting, but either way, servicing a white 

male who is sitting, and in one image, with a male figure who seems drawn 

with Asian features sitting behind. While it could be argued that this is an 
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eroticization of subservience, taking on an air of masochism, nevertheless, 

the black male figure is not only shown being the active participant, but also 

seems to be enjoying himself. Likewise, there are many scenes in the more 

chain and aggregate like drawings in which men depicted with white 

features are depicted as doing the same, and seeming themselves to be quite 

content. While this is not to deny the possible eroticization of subservience 

at work in these two images, this masochistically active reclaiming of 

subservience for pleasure at once repeats this subservience while displacing 

it. Interestingly enough, in the chain and aggregate pictures, there seems to 

be little to distinguish the individuals connected to each other, and as such, 

the difference between active and passive, penetrator and penetrated, top 

and bottom, seems to be less and less meaningful the more the bodies are 

intertwined and multiplied. That is, as a visual image, it seems that pleasure 

comes about more by connection than with the specific act,
109

 as we see, for 

example, in Kara Walker’s figures which defy the segregatory powers of the 

white gaze [see Note 111, also, Fig. 86-7]. In fact, there is a sublimity and 

                                            
109 These pictures thus seem to desire to depict the interplay of what Deleuze and 

Guatarri, in Anti-Oedipus, have called ‘n-sexes’ which work at the limit of binary 

disjunctions - including those between self and other. Thus, while there are figures, 

particularly white ones, which are depicted standing in dominance while being 

orally serviced, for the most part, these are exceptions to the chain/aggregate, the 

locus of erotic activity. And yet, it seems that the more the figures merge, the more 

they enter the realm of the foliage from which they seem to have emerged; 

carefully hidden amongst the leaves at the bottom of the two most complex of 

these drawings, the figures of small female figures. For more on ‘n-sexes’ in 

Deleuze and Guatarri, see section in Anti-Oedipus 340-383. 
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ego-dissolution presented in these works, in which organs tie together more 

than bodies, part objects to each other, and individual bodies cease to matter 

as much as the interpersonal organism which connects to itself at numerous 

points.
110

  

Victor Turner’s analysis of social ritual and their places within what 

he calls ‘symbolic geography,’ or the manner in which signs intertwine with 

the sense of place, can be of help in understanding some of what Nugent 

works to describe in these images. An anthropologist by training, Turner’s 

most important work describes the relation between  

 

                                            
110 For an extensive discussion of these notions in relation to DuBois Souls of 

Black Folk, see Robert Stepto’s “The Quest of the Weary Traveler” in From 

Behind the Veil: A Study in Afro-American Narrative.  
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Figs. 86-7 – Kara Walker, The End of Uncle Tom (Grand Allegorical 

Tableau), two detail views, 1995. Note the use of silhouette to provide 

transgressive erotic connection, in which shadow, not whiteness is, in a 

sense, ‘unmarked.’ 
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ritual processes, liminal states, and geography. In his classic The Ritual 

Process (1969), he describes a series of key terms that, via Robert Stepto’s 

analysis of the voyage of immersion and ascent from the ‘symbolic South’ 

in African-American literature, have become incredibly important in 

African-American literary studies. For Turner, ritual allows access to what 

he call “communitas,” such that 

. . . communitas tends to characterize relationships between those jointly 

undergoing ritual transition. The bonds of communitas are anti-structural in the 

sense that they are undifferentiated, egalitarian, direct, extant, nonrational, 

existential . . .Communitas differs from the camaraderie found often in everyday 

life, which, though informal and egalitarian, still falls within the general domain 

of structure . . . [it indicates] the desire for a total, unmediated relationship 

between person and person, a relationship which nevertheless does not submerge 

one in the other but safeguards their uniqueness in the very act of realizing their 

commonness. Communitas does not merge identities; it liberates them from 

conformity to general norms. (qtd. in Stepto, 69)    
 

Communitas can be accessed by ritual actions, and the places which evoke 

communitas, a sort of feeling of ‘oneness’ with something larger than 

oneself, occurs at specific geographic locations which he calls genus loci. It 

is necessary to add that this notion of communitas is present within all sorts 

of immersion rituals, be they aimed at a liberatory goal (such as we see in 

the ritual journeys to the black belt which Stepto tracks in DuBois’ Souls), 

sublime states which leave the status quo in check (for example, the ‘mosh 

pit’ in contemporary rock concerts), or even those aimed at producing a 

sublime union between the subject and a transpersonal body as a way of 

giving up subjective agency (as in the case of fascist political rallies.) 
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Communitas refers to what Freud would call the ‘oceanic feeling’ of mild 

ego-dissolution which often is described in religious ceremony, or which, 

for Georges Bataille, can be found in all moments of the sacred, erotic, or 

otherwise liminal. What we see in Nugent’s scenes of garden bowers filled 

with intertwined bodies  

can therefore be read as an attempt to form an artificial, fantasmatic genus 

loci for an idealized, ritual space whereby to invoke this sort of immersion 

within a sense of communitas between men. 

These unreal locations, though based upon aspects of scenes that 

Nugent may have 

witnessed in his own life, are nevertheless idealized representations, utopian 

spaces of  

potential community. This community was in many ways denied men who 

slept and loved men, not only due to social discrimination, but also because, 

certainly within the gender-inversion model still prominent within Harlem 

at the time, there was camaraderie available between sissies, and possible 

affections between sissies and the ‘rough trade’ they serviced, but no sense 

of communitas possible. Nugent’s drawings, however, indicate a 

reversibility between bodies, positions, and hierarchies which seems to 

indicate the presence of an object-model notion of sexuality, one which was 

not so much a Harlem conception of sex between men, but rather, 
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something from downtown. Thus, it is perhaps hardly surprising that not 

only do women become ‘part of the scenery,’ but race falls out of the 

equation, not in the sense that all races are present, but that all the races 

depicted approximate the colorlessness of an assumed white universality. 

For within the homosexual culture of the Village, there were sissies, queers, 

nellies, aunties, but then there were homosexuals, those for whom sex could 

be reversible, for whom gender and sex were separate entities, and for 

whom images like this would be utopian. Certainly one sees scenes like this 

in later gay male erotica, for example, in the work of ‘Tom of Finland.’ It is 

in this sense hardly surprising that the homosexual male paradise that 

Nugent depicts is washed white.  

As we can see, Nugent’s unpublished work, in a manner similar to 

that of Beardsley (in texts such as his erotic picture books Lysistrata and 

Under the Hill), allows us to fill in many of the blanks only eluded to in the 

published work. Most certainly, however, we can see the manner in which, 

if one imaginatively extrapolates the motifs of Nugent’s less explicitly 

erotic work, we see precisely why it was that his images might have been a 

bit unsettling to the Harlem elites at the time, even if it might’ve been hard 

to say exactly why. Still, without question, and even without the benefit of 

the unpublished works, it is not hard to see how the simple polyvalency of 

Nugent’s works make his images much less easy to domesticate, in a sense, 
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than Douglas,’ and it is here that we perhaps can begin to understand why it 

is that Douglas went on to become a famous professional artist, and Nugent, 

despite the complex semiotics of his images, does not. His works not only 

reference too much of the iconography of Beardsley and Erté, but they also 

engage in slippery semiotic play full of multiplicity, generation, and 

freeplay of meanings. In an artistic climate that preferred either the heroic 

triumphalism of Douglas’ quasi-mythological ‘purist’ primitivism, or, 

failing this, at least gritty social realism, there was no room for a trickster 

like Nugent in the Renaissance.  

And yet, if the feminine fades from view in Nugent’s erotic 

drawings, becoming mere background figures minimized literally and 

figuratively, reduced to ornamentation in the grass, in Nugent’s many more 

public drawings, the glamorous dancer exhibits herself in full display, 

enjoying her own performance with a sort of internal ecstasy. And yet, it 

does not necessary seem that she performs only for the gaze but just as 

much, and if not more, for herself. Whether this means she has internalized 

the gaze or enjoys the thought of gazing upon herself, or has lost the need to 

reflect upon her own performance in the ecstasy of the moment, is all 

difficult to say. Moreover, if we begin to think of her, not so much as a 

single body, but a complex chain of partial objects, of bodies linking with 

other bodies like Nugent’s erotic chains, a new picture emerges.  
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5.5 Interpreting the Image in Intersectionally: With and Against 

Contemporary Models 

 

Where does this all leave us, then, in terms of trying to understand 

our, and Nugent’s, relation to this polyvalent, frustrating, multiform image? 

If the image is, as we have argued, a complex visual syntagm, a chain of 

sub-images, then we have worked to produce a variety of contexts within 

which these parts can be disarticulated from the whole, and given meaning, 
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only to be reassembled. But what sort of meaning, what sort of 

interpretation, might we get when we reassemble the parts? 

Firstly, it seems useful to describe the image as a nucleus around 

which signifying material has accumulated. This symptom is at once a 

mirror of the subject’s inner world, as well as a coded form thereof, often 

taking the form of a rebus. While Lacan most certainly sees the symptom as 

a rebus (for example in his discussions of the structure of complex ‘letters’ 

in the unconscious), it is a rebus which insists, if in continually mutating 

form, due to the non-symbolizeable kernel which localizes the 

unsymbolizeable of the subject (including the subject’s opening onto time, 

the body, the materiality of language, the contradictions of society, etc.)
111

  

                                            
111 This kernel is Lacan’s famous object a. But beyond the overly simplistic notion 

developed by Lacan that men want to have the phallus, and women want to be the 

phallus, we can see the manner in which the individual’s own master-signifiers are 

only phallic to the extent to which they share the oedipal structure of the dominant 

culture. Thus, while Lacan introduces the distinction between the phallus and the 

master-signifier, and makes substantial moves towards the displacement of the 

former by the latter in his late works, he at no point directly states that the 

conflation of these two is itself an epiphenomenon of the real of history. Whatever 

Lacan’s reasoning for this, or even strategy, this inquiry feels it is crucially 

important to state this openly. In particular, it seems evident to me that if we were 

to insist on calling the psychoanalytic ‘signifier of fullness’ by the name ‘the 

phallus,’ we would then have to speak of such absurd formulations as the ‘racial 

phallus’ or ‘class phallus’ to describe some of the phenomena which we have 

described, not only in Nugent’s works, but for example, in that of James Weldon 

Johnson. Thus, while it is completely sensible to call ‘whiteness’ a master-

signifier, it does not seem reasonable to prioritize the phallus over any other 

particular master-signifier except as a particularly local manifestation. As Žižek 

has argued, the Lacanian conception of the ‘real’ takes many forms - thus, he 

speaks, for example, of the real of capital, or the real of history, or even elections 

or revolutions as instances of the real. In this sense, the little bit of the real touched 

upon via sex is not necessarily to be more privileged than these other instances, 
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Thus, when we look at Nugent’s image, it seems senseless to argue 

that one can  

separate the racial, sexual, class, and gendered dimensions of this image 

from one another without doing violence to the fact that it is precisely their 

synergistic combination that makes this image a powerful site of 

fascination, not only for the Nugent who included this image within his 

chains of dancers, but for this author as well (otherwise, why would this text 

exist?) While it is necessary to use particular angles of observation to 

produce any analysis whatsoever, and while it is necessary to work within 

the angles dominant in one’s society if you are to speak the language of the 

social milieu in which one’s text is produced, this inquiry has worked to 

continually displace each angle of observation in the process of describing 

it, in a chain-like application of the process described by Žižek as “the 

parallax view.” Thus, when we earlier described that one of the 

methodological goals of this study was to use binaries in such a manner as 

to then subsequently unweave them, it has worked to both utilize and 

unwork these binaries in linked, spiraling chains thereof.
112

  

                                                                                                               
unless the socio-historical context makes this move appropriate. As we have 

worked to show with the case of Nugent, that is most certainly not the case. For a 

relatively strict reading of the relation between Lacanian analysis and studies of 

race and whiteness, see Kalpana Seshardi-Crooks, Desiring Whiteness: A Lacanian 

Analysis of Race. Ulimately, the reading I’ve been producing in the analysis of 

Nugent is infinitely more heterodox than any sort of strict Lacanianism.   
112 As anyone who has read a work by Bergson will know, this is precisely how he 
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Thus, if we are to recreate, in any way, shape, or form, the 

fascination which Nugent’s dancers exerted upon him, or if I am to help the 

reader to understand the manner in which they have served to fascinate me, 

it is necessary to track the multiple durations, associational chains, contexts, 

futures, pasts, resonances, homologies, partial linkages, and echoes which 

this image produces at the interchange between Nugent as producer, the 

contemporary culture which has revived him from the realm of the 

forgotten, and this particular author. Of course, the only way to do this is 

performative. For as Lacan has argued, a symptom is only meaningful when 

viewed from the right perspective, like the anamorphotic stain in the 

                                                                                                               
operates, tracing a phenomenon from the perspective of one binary, which he then 

unweaves, then linking the threads to another, and proceeding. The difference, 

however, is that as a modernist, Bergson structures his inquiries around what is 

usually an overall organizing ‘myth’ of sorts which allows for a certain teleological 

progression between stages of the inquiry. This work, on the contrary, has taken a 

most post-modern take upon this approach, in that its manner is additive, such that 

rather than spiraling upwards as Bergson’s texts often do, this text spirals around a 

core knot, transecting it from a variety of angles without a necessary hierarchy, a 

form of crystalline growth at which each turn of the screw the rhizomatic branches 

resonate with the structure of the foundational nucleus which they holographically 

reproduce, without necessarily touching the varied levels and planes out which 

each operates. Thus, while this investigation of the Salome image began discussing 

psychic issues such as ‘enigmatic signifiers,’ then moved to social contexts 

thereof, only to return full circle to a much contextualized investigation of the 

psychic stakes of this image, such a process could’ve been just as easily reversed, 

so long as the organizing binary in question, in this case, the psychic and the 

social, was itself slowly unwoven by the progressive chain of signifying binaries 

(structured around notions such as primitivism, fetishism, liminality, interzones, 

literary context, iconographic context, performative context, etc.) which it worked 

to unravel microcosmically in turn. Thus, if this examination somewhat 

holographically traced a similar pattern in its parts as much as the whole, its goals 

will have been at least, in this respect, partially achieved. For a discussion of 

Bergon’s ‘intuition as method,’ see “Introduction I & II” to The Creative Mind: An 
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painting by Holbein the Younger, The Ambassadors, which he so famously 

analyzed.
113

  

In this sense, the entire work of this analysis of Salome has been 

precisely to position the reader so as to see it in such a manner, not merely 

as a graphic stain, but from a very particular perspective, as one which is 

pregnant with signifying content, not only for Nugent, but for intersectional 

analysis in the present, so as to see the impact such a notion can have on the 

means whereby the wider social milieu in which this discourse is itself 

formed can be reframed. As a symptom of Nugent’s unconscious, this 

image is thus not merely a mirror, or a specular mirror at that. It is in fact a 

mirror which combines elements of desire and repulsion, sites of 

identification and disgust, elements fetishized and idolized. And yet, can we 

simply reduce such a set of relations to even these terms of identity and 

desire? Surely there are more permutations than this. And while Lacan does 

seem to indicate that at the level of the whole-object these are the only two 

options, once we get down to the micro-level, there are in fact more 

permutations, particularly as articulated via the term mimicry.
114

  

                                                                                                               
Introduction to Metaphysics 8-90.  
113 See “Anamorphosis” in Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of 

Psychoanalysis 79-90. 
114 Lacan’s analysis of mimicry, in both of the key locations in his corpus where he 

discusses this notion (“The Mirror Stage and its Function in the Formation of the 

I” and the section “The Gaze and the object a” from The Four Fundamental 

Concepts of Psychoanalysis), pivots on Roger Caillois’ articulation of this concept 
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Bringing us back to the question of Nugent, if his symptom-mirror is 

read as a composite rebus of sorts, the relation of Nugent as subject to this 

strange sort of mirror is one in which various valences of affective relation 

needs to be seen. Thus, to simply indicate this as an image that he identifies 

with, or desires from afar, is to reduce the potential affective modalities at 

work, as well as to simplify the image as a whole image. Rather, this image, 

like any, is a composite, and it is only by the application of a visual 

hermeneutic or code that we can differentiate where wholes and parts begin 

- as we saw at work, for example, in our attempts to read Nugent’s 

‘semiotic tree.’ While most images have been provided with a more ready-

made set of roadmaps than are given to us to read these multiform columns, 

one of the goals of this inquiry is to not simply read an image according to 

                                                                                                               
in “Mimicry and Legendary Psychaesthenia” and The Mask of the Medusa. In the 

first essay, fundamental for Lacan’s formulations of the mirror-stage, he argues 

that “the overwhelming tendency to imitate” is caused by a “disturbance in the 

perception of space” (27) that indicates an “assimilation” to the environment and 

thereby brings about a “reduced existence” (32). Kaja Silverman goes on to 

describe this as a form of “photography at the level of the object” in which, for 

Caillois, there is a “sculpture-photography or better teleplasty” (23). This 

absorption by the subject into the object of its mimicry takes three forms, described 

by Caillois as travesty, intimidation, and camouflage. All three involve the manner 

in which the subject approximates itself to an image that is designed to produce a 

certain effect in the viewer. Thus, with intimidation the subject becomes one with 

the type of image which causes fright, with travesty, the subject becomes a 

walking masquerade, representing in veiled form an erotic display, and in the third, 

the subject reproduces the form of hiding. These three applications of the ‘mimetic 

function’ (as described by Walter Benjamin), indicate examples of what Deleuze 

and Guatarri have described as the production of a ‘zone of indistinction’ between 

subject and image, where it is impossible to tell where the image begins and the 

subject ends.  
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the dominant codes whereby it has been read before. Rather, it has worked 

to allow the secondary and tertiary codes which layer and fuse
115

 with the 

dominant codes - working underneath them, on top of them, around them, 

and between them - to enter into play, so as to multiply the image, thereby 

defamiliarizing our relation to it. As such, we begin to see parts where 

before there was only a whole, and aspects of the work that were merely a 

collection of details re-aggregate before our eyes to form new wholes.  

To each of these aspects, as they lurked as raw material in Nugent’s 

mind, blurred and indistinct as proto-elements, they fused as one 

disidentificatory performance which inscribed itself on the page. Can we 

                                            
115 Nugent’s image, on the contrary describes on multiple symbolic axes the 

manner in which desire and identification interrelate, fuse and layer. This goes 

further than the notion advanced by Diana Fuss, in Identification Papers, where 

she argues that being queer disrupts the desire/identification binary which is 

constitutive of the distinction between anaclitic and narcissistic love in Freudian 

theory, a distinction carried on in the works of Lacan. For while Fuss’ point is 

certainly well taken, such a perspective still hypostatizes desire and identification, 

and the form of libido at work therein, as sexual in nature, despite the many 

detours it may take. And yet, if we think of the desire for ‘whiteness’ in the case of 

the ex-coloured man, we do not evidence a sort of substitution whereby the desire 

for whiteness serves as a substitute for an underlying desire for the phallus. Nor 

does such a critique simply reducing the phallus to the penis. For while Lacan’s 

phallus is merely a signifier which represents to the subject that aspect of the 

mother’s enigmatic desire which it cannot seem to posses, and which it then 

subsequently localizes within the mysterious figure of the father only to get caught 

therewith in the dialectical plays and substitutions we call signification, we can see 

the manner in which such an interplay occurs in Johnson’s text in a manner in 

which it is not only the phallus that the mother desires, but whiteness and class 

mobility as well (for more on this notion as it plays out in contemporary 

psychology, see William E. Cross and Peony Fhagen-Smith “Patterns of African 

American Identity Development: A Life Span Perspective.” Why would the 

developing child limit themselves to the sexual signifier, when the mother clearly 

desires a multiform signifier, one at the crossroads of race, gender, sex, and class?  
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know how Nugent may have re-read these aspects in hindsight? Can we say 

that perhaps the image changed for him over time, just as it changes for us? 

Certainly all of this. And yet, more. Each object, each shard of this work, 

can be read via the theory of object-relations as elements which attracted 

themselves to the nucleus of the dancer which repeats itself with 

symptomatic recurrence in Nugent’s work. Take, for example, the African-

mask on Salome’s face. Such a facet of the work could represent the mask 

that Nugent often feels he is forced to wear when he is racialized, or it could 

indicate a consciously proud assumption of his African-heritage. It could 

also represent the mask-like structure of a dancer caught in the ecstasy of 

performance, an ecstasy of which he could desire to partake, but one which 

might serve as a cover for a more insidious object-relation to the feminine 

masquerade which Nugent might feel he sometimes is forced to perform to 

obtain the favors of potentially disdainful ‘rough trade,’  or it could be the 

masquerade of the women he at once both idealizes as a diva-like role 

model or denigrates as having the luxury of much easier access to men.   

As we see, some of these potential object relations metaphorically 

layer on top of each other, forming vertical links both over the 

conscious/unconscious boundary and at varying levels of depth in the 

unconscious, while others form unities which combine aspects of both, 

forming metonymically linked horizontal fusions. Each individual 
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signifying aspect of this image - the clothes, hair, her curves, her hands and 

feet - each of these can form signifying nodes within this interplay of 

tensions and repulsions. In addition to this, there are varying layers of 

intensity at work, we will not know whether or not Nugent was significantly 

repulsed or attracted to the mask, or saw it as an incidental feature in light 

of her curved body while dancing. We can surmise answers to the questions 

of the intensity of the attraction or repulsion towards an aspect by the level 

of insistence of a trait within Nugent’s works, and thus, we have isolated 

several motifs; the s-curve, the semiotic tree, the circular enclosure, the 

chain of bodies, etc. And yet, we cannot know whether these are repeated 

because they are accepted objects which produce pleasure, or whether they 

trigger exciting or rejecting objects in the unconscious, thereby producing 

the repetition compulsion indicative of the (un)pleasure “beyond the 

pleasure principle” - or some unique combination of the three.  

No, we cannot be sure of any of these things. But through the 

process of analysis, we can certainly trace the absences of those things that 

we cannot know for sure. And in the process, we can produce linkages, 

track patterns, homologies, repetitions, resonances, lines of force, zones of 

intensity. We can trace meanings’ pattern as it circles around a void, 

producing the outline of an enigmatic signifier as it productively gives rise 

to a plenitude of potential signifieds. And in doing so, we produce, we 
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create yet more performances that enter this dialectic. How we choose 

which aspects of culture to bring closer, which to repel, and which to 

disidentify with, is perhaps a decision which is already made by the very 

structure of our unconscious object-relations; and yet, to even make 

meaning of the very actions we have done already but do not know why, 

this is yet more performance, giving us access to more sites whereby we can 

become subjects of our own reactions to the world around us.   

Ultimately, we cannot know for certain how Nugent related to any 

particular aspect of this image, nor which aspect of this image he drew from 

which context; and even if Nugent were here today to tell us those he 

consciously chose, we still would not have access to the unconscious 

motivations of such a statement, which would merely constitute yet more 

text on top of that which has been previously produced. And yet, at each go 

around this circle, yet more meaning is produced. And if there is a way in 

which we can intervene in the production and reproduction of meaning, and 

the manner in which it distributes power, then this is the most that we as 

subjects can do. That is certainly what this work has aimed to do, to 

produce its own disidentificatory performance, by staging Nugent as its 

symptom, and then working to make meaning of this.  
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Conclusion: On Intersectional Narration in Nugent’s Later 

Fictions 

  

 

 

We cannot know in advance how the future will re-read what we say 

and do today, but in hindsight, the traces we leave behind will seem 

pregnant with meanings which we could hardly have anticipated in advance. 

In fact, these meanings will emerge in the spaces between the very 

categories we would have thought possible at the time. Contexts travel 

backwards in time, and from between the folds of the present, just as objects 

jump forward in time to meet them out from their camouflage within the 

patterns of the past, as a deer jumps out of a forest on a foggy road at night.  

Those who sit at the margins of society know this perhaps better 

than the rest, for those who exist in a world in which there is never a need to 

leave the much more secure yet illusory grounds of the linear, empty, 

homogenous time which can be produced by the deluded mind, or those 

with the power to make the world fit as close as possible to the cuts of their 

delusions, never have to experience more fluid forms of time. But for those 
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on the margins, estranged from the halls of power, or for those who choose 

to banish themselves to a life of ‘transcendental homelessness’ for the 

clarity of mind it brings, or perhaps even, the lessons it may teach, these are 

options which are either out of reach, or too dangerously seductive to try on 

for too long. Reading between the lines of the present, past, and future is not 

merely a luxury for those on the margins, however. Rather, it is simply a 

way of life.  

Nugent’s works from the early 1930’s are, in comparison to those 

that came before them, an explosion in color, in form, and possibility. 

Whereas his illustrations from the late 20’s focus on deconstructing a binary 

interplay determined by black and white, the early 30’s see Nugent’s use of 

multi-colored hues, rather than slabs of ink and white paper, to distinguish 

figure from ground. Perhaps Nugent’s original binarism was simply 

pragmatic, in that publishing costs would skyrocket if anything other than 

one color for paper and another for ink were chosen. By the early 1930’s, 

however, these issues seemed to concern him little, either because he lost a 

desire for publication, or saw it as less likely. Whether his goal was 

eventual exhibition, or simply personal pleasure, what is evident is that 

when he freed himself from the binary exigencies of the publishing world, 

polychromatism was the most obvious visual result.  

Ellen McBreen describes the ramifications of this shift, in regard to 
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the ‘Salome series’ in “Biblical Gender Bending in Harlem: The Queer 

Performance of Nugent’s ‘Salome,’” as follows:  

[t]heir physiognomy, as well as skin and hair color, turn existing racial categories 

on their heads. With a set of dyes commonly used to colorize black-and-white 

photographs, Nugent created unnatural pale green and violet flesh. A pair of his 

dancers sport outrageous pink and aqua wigs, playing fast and loose with physical 

details that are widely viewed as immutable markers of race and gender but 

function here as so many costumes to exchange. The Salome figures are 

performers, parodying the fantasy of stable identity categories. In doing so, they 

operate in a way similar to what Judith Butler describes as the drag performative, 

disrupting the ‘regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence,” which conceals 

those discontinuities “ in which gender does not necessarily follow from sex, and . 

. . sexuality . . . does not seem to follow from gender.’ (4)   

 

The denaturalization of racial, gender, and sexual categories via the use of 

color is not necessarily something new to Nugent’s works, for while it 

didn’t emerge in the visual texts until works such as the biblically inspired 

pieces such as David and Goliath, Jesus and Judas, and the ‘Salome series,’ 

this sort of polychromatism was a part of the literary works much earlier. 

For while Nugent’s literary works seem to focus on the difference between 

black and white (for example, in “Sahdji” and “Shadow,”) within the year 

he produced “Smoke,” with its emphasis upon synesthesia, color, and 

decadent ornamentation.  

For example, in “Smoke” we see reference to “an ivory holder inlaid 

with red jade and green,” “blue smoke,” “rubies shaken in a crystal cup,” 

“color music,” “yellow shirt and black velvet trousers,” etc. While Nugent 

often ironically mocked the earnestness of the ‘race men’ and ‘New 

Negroes,’ here we see his own gospel of color – one that most certainly was 
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a sore fit within the binarized world of The Crisis and the other major 

outlets of the Talented Tenth. Nugent’s chromatic polyvalency in these later 

illustrations, in which a highly non-naturalistic palette of almost neon hues 

is matched in expressionist rather than mimetic relation to body parts and 

articles of clothing, indicates a relation to traditional signifiers of gender, 

race, and sexuality which is as ironic and performative as it is proto-

postmodern in its stylistic complexity. Nugent’s works from this period 

have more in common with the hyper-stylized neon images of ‘New 

Romantic’ art of the early 1980’s than with much else produced in generally 

gritty realisms that dominated much of the art of the 1930’s in Harlem and 

without.  

The decadent focus on the materiality of baroquely ornate artifacts 

continues with the unpublished fiction of this period, as does the emphasis 

upon a description of vivid colors beyond the binaries of black and white. 

However, it is not merely the content of the fiction that is polychromatic. 

Rather, the very narrative techniques of these works can be seen as 

structural analogues of the use of colors within these later visual texts. For 

if Nugent produced ‘race literature’ which also often contained subversive 

sexual elements at play in the metaphorics of the text (“Sahdji,” “Shadow,” 

“Bastard Song,”) as well as his one sexually controversial text (“Smoke,”) 

there is something of a relative formal simplicity to these works. Despite the 
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use of a ‘stream of consciousness’ technique in “Smoke,” the narrative is 

easy to follow, and even though the character often lapses into reverie, the 

world he inhabits, despite a few moments of indeterminacy between desire 

and reality, remains relatively rooted within the world of Harlem during this 

period. Nugent’s use of ellipses and associational logic withstanding, there 

may be a profusion of color at the level of the content of the story, but its 

form is relatively realist, mimetic, and representational, rather than 

expressive, in nature.  

We can see the breakdown of this form in Nugent’s story “Pope Pius 

the Only,” published in Challenge in 1937. This story appeared after a long 

period in which Nugent had published little, and had devoted himself to 

dancing, writing for the WPA, and producing works he likely knew had 

little chance of publication. This story is as full of foreboding and 

hopelessness as were the lat 1930’s in general. In terms of the structure of 

the story, however, while “Pope Pius” was published after his most 

experimental fiction, namely, the works from the early 1930’s, we don’t 

necessarily know when it was written (though the story does mention the 

year 1935, so it seems likely it was written after this date). Nevertheless, it 

is a work in which Nugent made the sorts of concessions to public taste that 

he hadn’t made in nearly a decade, and in fact, it was the last work he 

published until Wirth published one of his drawings in Black American 
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Literature Forum in 1985.  

If Nugent’s “Smoke” alludes via reverie and ellipses to the 

indeterminacy between dream and waking, reality and fantasy, “Pope Pius” 

takes this logic to its breaking point. Composed in the same ‘stream of 

consciousness’ prose as “Smoke,” this story, in about half the length, 

indicates a significant shift in form. For while “Smoke” tells the story of 

Alex, if filtered through the haze of his dreams, fantasies, and desires, 

“Pope Pius” tells two stories, but, as in the famed story told by Chuang-Tzu, 

it is impossible to tell if it is the story of a man dreaming he is a butterfly, or 

a butterfly dreaming he is a man – or, in this case, a Harlem hipster named 

Algy smoking “reefers,” dreaming he is, amongst other things, a man being 

lynched and burned alive, or rather, a man being lynched and burned alive 

trying to distract himself from the pain by dreaming he is back in his 

apartment, smoking weed. The story ends in the following manner: 

And it burned – the chains at his wrist were white hot now and Algy thought, 

“how needlessly painful, how annoying,” and turned over to sleep through the 

lynching. But his lips were parched. Not that he liked it, but there he was – he’d 

no idea that being the fly in the ointment could be so sticky. (Gay Rebel 247) 

 

And yet, since we are told earlier in the story that “Algy had been smoking 

“reefers”  (246) that we doubt which reality is real, and which imagined. 

For while the start and end of the story root us in the lynching scene, the 

middle is dominated by reveries which seem to take place in his apartment.  

What is incredibly powerful about this story is that, in the end, we 
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do not know if his lips being so parched are from the thirst of having 

smoked, or from the smoke from being lynched. There is an indeterminacy 

to many of the phrasings in this text. For example, early in the story, we 

read, “Algy sniffed his smoke and burned. The fire around his feet was 

beginning” (246). How are we to read the word ‘his’ in this sentence – as 

indicating possession of the smoke from his reefer, of from the fact that the 

smoke was produced by his approaching death? While the sentence which 

comes after seems to indicate that there was fire around his feet, this could 

also be read as indicating that there was a sensation of fire starting down by 

his feet, for soon after this, the fire seems to jump to his eyebrows, and yet 

Algy’s reverie continues, and then, we are told “Algy floated along and 

turned over on his back, his little gills fanning,” and like a fish, his swims 

through a series of metonymically linked free associations and reveries, 

only after which we are told about the reefer. The story in fact keeps 

switching the ground from underneath the reader, at each turn shifting the 

dynamic between figure and ground, until we are forced to suspend our 

disbelief and accept a story which operates in two spaces/times at once. For 

even though the story seems to end back at the lynching, the indeterminacy 

of how to interpret the parched lips leaves open the possibility that another 

reversal is simply another sentence way. As each period falls, what comes 

before is retroactively reworked, until the reader is forced to deal with 
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metapleptic reversal as part of the fundamental instability of the narrative 

technique as such.  

While the content of this story is as bleak as that of the many 

lynching stories produced during the Renaissance and since, what makes it 

unique is its form. In fact, the story was published a mere four years before 

a story which has been considered the first have utilized this technique, 

presaging the fragmentation of perspective endemic of post-modern fiction, 

namely, Jorge Luis Borges’ “The Garden of Forked Paths.” Nugent’s story 

is equally as indeterminate as this much more famous text. But to what end? 

Why might Nugent have found this complex structural device appealing, 

useful, expedient, or important?  

One possible reason is that there is something related in the structure 

of marginalized subjectivity and the form of temporal consciousness 

described in this story. For if this story has two, rather than one perspective 

from which it needs to be read, its decentering of a unitary horizon of 

interpretation is certainly an experience common to that of the marginalized 

forced to shift from a dominant way of reading things, and the dominant 

within the community of the marginalized, which is so often experienced 

simply by getting on the subway and riding across town. Nugent captures 

the form of this shift several times over the course of a few paragraphs. 

Furthermore, he forces the reader to experience the indeterminacy of 
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perspective whose shifts, reversals, blurring, and indeterminacy are part of 

what it means to be part of a marginalized subject in the world today. To the 

extent to which postmodernism indicates, in varying degrees of severity, a 

partial generalization of this situation to include, in strongly meliorated 

form, dominant subjects as well, we could say that Nugent anticipates the 

form of the post-modern. Or, perhaps, we could say that post-modernism 

describes a moment in which the subjection of the human to capital 

indicates a moment in which even dominant subjects have a small point of 

entry into what the marginalized experience daily.  

“Pope Pius” is nevertheless more consciously a ‘race’ work than 

most of Nugent’s texts, in that there is nothing overtly sexually ‘deviant’ in 

the text. For while queers have certainly died violent deaths due to their 

sexuality, there is no indication in “Pope Pius” that this is the case, and 

despite a few eroticizations of objects and bodies that would only seem so 

in light of their context within Nugent’s corpus, this work is almost 

completely about racial, not sexual violence. Likewise, it represents two 

incommensurable spatio-temporal coordinates, not more. Theses 

coordinates coexist, in tension, but there is no dialectical interplay between 

these. If we are looking for a structural analogue to the multi-hued visual 

works, it is to his unpublished fiction of the early 30’s, including Saffron 

and Calamous and Geisha Man that we must look.  
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Saffron and Calamous indicate an attempt to rewrite, most often 

between the lines of the original text, the stories described in the Christian 

Gospels. The Bible has played a foundational role within African-American 

culture, both through institutional structure of the African-American church, 

but also as the often privileged text around which the desire for literacy, and 

with it, agency and freedom, were framed. For as Henry Louis Gates, Jr. has 

argued, the trope of the ‘Talking Book’ is one of the foundational tropes 

within African-American modernity – and very often, the text which 

provides the material foundation for the shift from voice to letter, speech to 

text, passivity to activity, slavery to freedom – was the Bible. And yet, the 

Bible was also the site of numerous cultural disidentifications within its 

uniquely African-American context, from the often multiple and layered 

allegories of the sorrow songs (particularly the story of Moses and 

Pharaoh), but also, the manner in which Biblical tales were often given 

secondary meanings as vehicles to communicate the stories of forbidden 

deities of the African religions which, along with African languages, were 

expressly forbidden and repressed, violently expunged from cultural 

memory. Resignifying the Bible is part of African-American literary 

history. Nugent simply picks up the strands of a long history.  

And yet, it is not only from such a perspective that the rescripting of 

the Christian scriptures takes on its meaning. It is perhaps of no small 
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consequence then that both Oscar Wilde and Richard Bruce Nugent had 

designs on rewriting the story of Jesus. It is difficult to ascertain the extent 

to which Nugent knew the depth of Wilde’s investment in this project. In 

Richard Ellmann’s epochal biography of Wilde, an entire section called 

“New Disciples” in the chapter “Hellenizing Paris” is devoted to an 

account, not only of his influence on a group of young men in Paris during 

his visits to Paris in the early 1890’s (including a young André Gide), but 

the manner in which erotic mentorship of the platonic sort was intertwined 

with his own erotic relation to an idealized myth of Jesus he was in the 

process of constructing. 

We know for a fact that Nugent was rather intimately familiar with 

Wilde’s work, beyond his infatuation with the play Salome. What is not 

clear, however, is the extent to which he read Wilde’s other works, such as 

De Profundis, The Soul of Man Under Socialism, or the early book of 

poems, all of which give hints of the extent of Wilde’s quasi-erotic relation 

to his own version of the story of Jesus. While there is an eroticization of 

Jesus, as well as a general eroticization of Catholicism’s infatuation with 

the body and ritual, we have little way of knowing the extent to which 

Nugent may have read these works. So, while it is conceivable that Nugent 

may have read hints of the extent of Wilde’s interest in this subject – such 

as the phrase in De Profundis where Wilde states of Jesus that “there was 
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nothing that either Plato or Christ had said which could not be transferred to 

the realm of Art, and there find its complete fulfillment” (qtd. in Ellmann, 

359) – we have no way of knowing for sure.
116

  

                                            
116 We do, however, have a fascinating artifact within Nugent’s unpublished novel 

from the same period, Geisha Man, in which the protagonist (a fantastic 

extrapolation of Nugent), produces a nearly page long catalogue of his reading list 

at the time. While Nugent is clearly citing the decadent trope of the erotically 

charged listing of ‘strange’ entities, as made famous by Huysmans and employed 

by Wilde with more restraint in Dorian Gray, this technique, which mars the 

otherwise very careful economy of detail in this short novel, nevertheless provides 

a useful map whereby to gain a sense of Nugent’s influences. Of course, we can’t 

know the extent to which he is simply citing the names of those he’d heard and 

hadn’t read, but the fact that he was fascinated by his father’s rather extensive 

library as a child (thereby becoming familiar with Kraft-Ebbing, for example), can 

at least lead us to speculate that he may not have simply been quoting the reading 

lists of others. When the character Paul Arbian in Thurman’s Infants of the Spring 

writes a letter to D’Annunzio, it is most likely that Thurman, having based this 

character on Nugent, is at least pulling this from Nugent having mentioned the 

famous dandy’s works with some degree of decadently apostolic devotion at some 

point while they lived together.  

Getting back to the list, D’Annunzio most certainly makes an appearance, 

as do many other figures within the decadent pantheon, such as Remy de 

Gourmant, the Gouncourt brothers, Edgar Allen Poe, Gabriel Rossetti, Paul 

Verlaine, and Walter Pater. But in Nugent’s own personal recasting of the canon, 

we see his own peculiar list of influences, composed of figures from classical 

antiquity (including Epicurus, Heraclitus, and Marcus Aurelius), philosophy 

(Pascal, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Croce, Spengler, and Max Sterner [sic]), 

the Renaissance (Toomer, Hughes, Cullen, Dunbar, Van Vechten, etc.), British 

literary history (Chaucer, Johnson, Byron, Shelley, Marlowe, De Quincey), 

religious thinkers (Maimonides, Krishnamurti, Oupensky), and of course, 

‘modern’ literature (Thomas Mann, Rene Moran, Schnitzler, Proust, Shaw, 

Hamsun, Dostoevsky, Gogol, Joyce, Zola, ‘Ibn Ezra,’ Sherwood Anderson, etc.). 

While this list is perhaps a bit of sloppiness in an otherwise technically precise 

work, it is a rare insight into the intellectual universe of a writer and artist of the 

period.  

One name which is perhaps uniquely important on this list is that of Ernst 

Renan. Mostly known today for his famous lecture to the Sorbonne in 1882 “What 

is a Nation?” – as well as his racism and anti-Semitism – at the time Renan was 

mostly known for his heretical writings on Christianity and biblical philology. 

Trained in ancient Hebrew, and appointed to the Chair in Hebrew at the College de 

France until his heretical views created the conditions in which he was forced to 
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That said, the degree of similarity between the projects is distinctly 

uncanny. From journal entries and letters preserved by Yeats, Gide, 

Maeterlinck, and various of Wilde’s friends and correspondents, Ellmann 

reconstructs the extent to which Wilde not only immersed himself in the 

lore of Salome during the early 1890’s, but also took on the form of the 

parable as his own. According to sources at the time, he was full of 

parables, would concoct them in his head, polish them like gems, and 

without committing them to paper, reveal them to his literary friends like 

one shares a finely polished gem. Usually framed as potential works for the 

future, the only record we have of most of these parables are second hand 

                                                                                                               
resign, the name Renan became associated at the time with a heretically agnostic 

and humanist approach to the study of religion. For example, he was the first to 

notice that the style of the book of Isaiah is radically different in the first and 

second half, thereby indicating they were likely composed at different times in 

history, or that the style of the book of Daniel indicates a likely date of 

composition much later than originally conceived. Using philological argument 

rather than faith to structure his approach, many of Renan’s insights inaugurated 

modern day biblical scholarship, and are accepted as basic insights in the secular 

study of the history of the production of the biblical texts. But Renan was certainly 

most famous, and in fact, infamous, at the time, for his highly controversial 1863 

text The Life of Jesus. This text, translated into English in 1897, was widely 

available in Nugent’s day.  And in fact, we know that Wilde was greatly inspired 

by the text, and according to Ellmann, it was Renan’s text, read by Wilde in 

French, however, which inspired so much of his approach to the rewriting of the 

story of Jesus. It is thus likely that while Nugent might not have known of the 

extent of Wilde’s desire to rewrite the life of Jesus, that in fact he was inspired by 

the same source to a related task. Renan’s attempt to formulate a story of the life of 

Jesus, one which was wholly of this world, secular, as historical as possible, and 

thoroughly human, became for both of these queer men the source material for 

disidentificatory renarration. While certainly there were other influences – both 

were familiar with Percy Bysshe Shelley, and thus likely with his account of Jesus 

as poet in his Defense of Poetry – but nevertheless, it seems likely that Renan, a 

name largely forgotten in the present, was the primary inspiration to them both. 
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accounts. We know, for example, that early on his play based on Salome 

was called The Decapitation of Salome, and he described in great detail how 

Salome survived the episode with John the Baptist, wandering later in life, 

meeting Jesus, feeling unworthy to even speak to him, but becoming a saint 

for him, ultimately being decapitated by a sheet of ice with the word of her 

savior on her lips. He composed a parable rereading the episode between 

Jesus and Lazarus, and years later in Reading goal, he composed a story 

based on the time Moses spent in Pharaoh’s jail. According to Ellmann, he 

described to Yeats that  

‘I have been inventing a new Christian heresy. It seemed that Christ recovered 

after the Crucifixion, and escaping from the tomb lived on for many years, the one 

man upon earth who knew the falsehood of Christianity. Once St. Paul visited his 

town and he alone in the carpenters’ quarter did not go to hear him preach. 

Henceforth the other carpenters noticed that, for some unknown reason, he kept 

his hands covered.’ (Ellmann, 358) 

 

Furthermore,  

Wilde also, if he had lived, might well have taken over Christianity as he took 

over socialism' to one of his friends he projected a book that would rescue his 

religion from its adherents and be, as he said, 'the epic of the Cross, Iliad of 

Christianity.' (359) 

 

And when Remy de Gourmant once had the temerity to challenge the 

veracity of one of his readings of a biblical tale (in this case, that of 

Salome), his response was, in classic Wildean style, both witty and 

philosophically apt: “What he told us was the truth of a professor at the 

Institute. I prefer the other truth, my own, which is that of the dream. 

Between two truths, the falser is the truer” (343).  
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If Wilde projected a rewriting of the story of Jesus, an “epic of the 

Cross” or “Iliad of Christianity,” it was Nugent, his erstwhile, posthumous 

inheritor, who worked to carry this out. Nugent projected ten to eleven 

stories (depending on how one reads his notes), and we have the six for 

which, according to the records we have, he developed a stylized  

title. According to Wirth, it is possible that some completed works were lost 

behind Nugent’s desk after he passed away, due to the fervent urinary 

activity of his many cats in regard to the papers which fell out of reach and 

were subsequently ruined. That said, due to the fact that the projected table 

of contents is no more complete than the stories which Wirth was able to 

retrieve from his apartment, it seems likely that Nugent discontinued the 

project at some point. None of the stories were published during this 

lifetime, although Wirth published one of story, “The Now Discordant 

Sound of Bells” in Wooster Review in 1989. The rest were published in Gay 

Rebel in 2002, with the exception of “Tunic with a Thousand Pleats,” 

which, likely due to the sexualized portrayal of Jesus, was not included in 

the volume, and aside from Wirth’s website on Nugent’s works, remains 

unpublished. 

Of the six stories we have, each has certain structural aspects in 

common. All interpolate between the lines of biblical text, describing what 

happened ‘off scene,’ episodes between those described in the gospels, or 
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intertwined with bits thereof. Some of the stories cite bits of biblical texts, 

reconstextualizing an utterance or a scene by showing us a new perspective 

thereupon. Nugent’s relation to what many consider sacred text is 

hermeneutical, heretical, and fiercely creative. He doesn’t so much discount 

the sacred stories, but rather, decomposes them, reworks them, fragments 

and reassembles them. 
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Fig. 88  - Nugent, cover for Saffron and Calamous, collection of 

Thomas Wirth.  
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Fig. 89 – Nugent, Notes for Saffron and Calamous. Collection of Thomas Wirth. Text 

reads: “1- Beyond where the star stood still, 2- the now discordant song of bells, 3 – (story 

of Jesus as a young man, 4 - (Slender length of beauty, 5 - (Jesus during early ministry – 

(blind boy), 6 (Gypsy Jesus Story), 7 – (Tree with Kerioth fruit., 8. (Simon and Nomis [?] 

story- ( ), 9 (Tunic with 1000 pleats., 11 (Babylon Veil ( )” 

 

 

Between the interstices of what is said and what is not, he finds spaces of 

potential wherein the dreams of the future can find room within the 

continual process of re-imagining the past. Rather than use logical argument 

to intervene, we see instead an approach closer to Wilde’s: “I prefer the 

other truth, my own, which is that of the dream. Between two truths, the 

falser is the truer” (343).  

Nugent’s tales rework some rather standard biblical texts, but in 
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surprising ways. The story of the three wise men is transformed into that of 

the erotic apprenticeship by one of the Magi with a page of Herod. Salome 

falls in love with a shepherd who turns out to be John the Baptist’s long lost 

twin – after she dances for Herod, she runs back to her lover, only to find 

him dead, since Herodias had asked for the head of John, and their lives 

were somehow, inexplicably linked. In another story, a girl falls in love 

with the twin of one of the Magi, who is yanked from the crowd to carry the 

cross of a condemned man – we later find out that this is the biblical Simon 

of Cyrene, the man chosen to carry the cross of Jesus. In yet another story, 

Jesus and Judas converse, grow together, and seem to be all but lovers. At 

the end, Judas decides to betray Jesus, because he knows that if he does not 

take the blame, his friend will cease to the be the prophet that he, Judas, and 

they all believed in when he said “One of you will betray me”:  

And Judas shuddered, for he knew that Christ believed his own word. Knew that 

they all believed his word. Knew that his word was always true. And Judas knew 

that none of them would betray their teacher, and that Jesus would have spoken 

false. Knew that after that one false word, there would be ever doubt in their 

eleven souls . . . Then he knew the great thing he would do . . . Jesus saw that each 

coin was proof that the betrayal had been bought so that the poet’s words would 

be true . . . through Judas’ love for him and desire to see him be the Christ he 

called himself. (145-6) 

 

It is perhaps little wonder these stories were unpublishable. They are as 

heretical as they are homoerotic.  

 In addition to this, however, their technique is an example of an 

intersectional narrative practice. Nugent takes texts which have, through the 
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enslavement of his people, become sacred, central cultural landmarks, and 

he rewrites them, in a manner which does not so much contradict the letter 

of the sacred text as recast them, describing what may have happened 

between the interstices of the dominant interpretations of a dominant, and 

dominating text. In Nugent’s hands, the text becomes the site of 

disidentification, empowerment, desire and fantasy. He finds room for his 

own voice amongst the reassembled fragments of the texts of power with 

which he is surrounded, and whose dogmatic application often served to 

call him and those around him degenerate, immoral, and contrary to the 

gospel of Christ.  

Nugent’s Christ, however, preaches a gospel of love and beauty, he 

is a ‘poet,’ and resembles the Christ of Shelley, Wilde, and Renan, more 

than that of St. Paul, who Wilde also saw as having destroyed the creative 

gesture of Jesus as poet, prophet, and seer. Nugent’s world is one of early 

Christianity, a time in which legends could be written, the everyday was 

interwoven with the fantastic, and before dream and reality were by the 

dictates of modern science, and the erotic and the sacred by the Pauline 

dream of a form of worship purged of the desires of the flesh. If Nugent’s 

Jesus is of this world, it is a world in which it was still possible for a ‘poet’ 

to become a prophet, and for love and eros to be forms of worship. Many of 

Nugent’s characters are chaste, and yet, teach a gospel of a higher love, a 
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sort of erotic sublimation which leads to the production of beauty. While 

there is eros between men, Nugent never actually portrays sex between men 

any more than between men and women. Rather than sex, there is eros, 

rather than religion, there is the sacred, rather than orthodoxy, there is 

plurivocity. 

Nugent’s Middle East, stretching from Egypt and Nubia to ancient 

Palestine and Persia, indicates a fetishization and ‘Orientalization’ of the 

east that both partakes of colonial fantasy, but finds within it the materials 

to structure a zone of utopian possibility. Thus, Nugent creates what Philip 

Sydney might call a ‘green world,’ an imaginary ‘other scene’ of perfection 

from which this world can be rethought, an idealized place which allows 

him to imagine what this world could be like. In Nugent’s utopia, bodies are 

often eroticized for their dark, black, or pale white skin, but each is seen as 

possible of eroticization and juxtaposition to create erotic tension, in a 

manner similar to which the erotically charged catalogues of fabrics, gems, 

and other often obsessively described objects creates erotic tension within 

the material world.  Nugent fetishizes the ‘fluid,’ pre-Christian sexuality of 

a mythical east to imagine a post-heterosexual, post-racial future. He 

inhabits colonial fantasy, deploying it to deform other colonial narratives 

from within, and while he does not find a way around the fetishization of 

the east, he does so in a manner which seeks to go back to a world in which 
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races, peoples, and faiths merged in a world in which eros, love, desire, 

sacrifice, truth and beauty were the only values that mattered, allowing for a 

multiplication of potential connections between desires and bodies beyond 

the standardized hierarchical distinctions of the time, and his own.  

This plurivocity even extends to the manner in which the stories link 

together. Often a minor character in one story, a figure only briefly 

mentioned, becomes a central character in another story. For example, in the 

story of the Magi Caspar, he sends his protégé Carus to learn from his twin 

brother Simon at the end of “The Now Discordant Sound of Bells,” and 

while we don’t see Carus again, Simon becomes a central character in “The 

Tunic With a Thousand Pleats.” Salome, likewise, is a main character in 

“Slender Length of Beauty,” whose story becomes a topic for gossip in 

“Tunic.” And “The Now Discordant Sound of Bells” actually wraps around 

the events in “Beyond Where the Star Stood Still,” recontextualizing this 

story by giving us an account of what happens before and after what the 

earlier tale described. Nugent’s stories seem to proliferate from each other, 

such that any minor event from one story leads to a major plotline in a 

future tale. While it is likely this is partially the accidental result of one or 

two stories that were expanded into a series, it also indicates strong 

similarities to some of the mechanics of intersectional historiography 

described in the discussion of Benjamin and the concept of Vorschein in 
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Chapter Three.  

In this sense, Nugent performs a mode of storytelling in which 

details retroactively recontextualize themselves as meaningful, moving 

from the future to the past in a dialectical interplay that reads between the 

lines of the texts of its own production. While it is likely that the story of 

the Magi (“Where the Star Stood Still”) was the first produced (it is the 

most self-contained, and most stylistically isolated from the rest), and the 

text that envelops it next (“The Now Discordant”), from here Nugent’s texts 

give birth to each other in a series, each plucking a detail from the story 

which preceded it to give birth to itself from ‘between the lines’ of the story 

that preceded it. And yet, with the exception of the first two, there is no 

linear line of causality linking the stories together. For while the plan 

Nugent sketched for eleven stories does seem to follow a rough chronology, 

there is no single character to unite them. Rather, there is a web of 

characters, many of which share characteristics, are twins of each other, or 

are linked in various ways. The structure of Nugent’s tales is that of a 

proliferating network of themes, motifs, and characters. Just as a crystal
117

 

                                            
117 Gilles Deleuze, in Cinema II: The Time-Image, describes what he calls 

‘crystalline narration’ in relation to what he calls the ‘powers of the false,’ as key 

technologies for overturning dominant narratives, and as strategies employed very 

often, if without utilizing these terms specifically, within post-colonial practices 

such as literature and cinema. In particular, Deleuze describes the mechanism 

whereby a marginalized subject can, via fragmented ‘crystalline’ and ‘serial’ 

narrative techniques, combined with a goal of reworking cultural legends and 
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grows a structured mineral form around one or two ‘seeds’ – imperfections 

such as grains of sand or pebbles which give rise to echoes which partake of 

both the seed’s shape and the crystal’s internal logic – so Nugent’s stories 

present a set of problems, symbolic deadlocks, which it then works to 

                                                                                                               
myths he calls the ‘powers of the false,’ produce a sort of strategic story-telling he 

calls ‘fabulation.’ D.N. Rodowick, in his exegesis of the relevant passages in 

Deleuze, describes the process as follows:  

 

A collective memory as legend or strategic mythmaking must be invented 

for the individual as well as the community. As narration or fabulation, 

this is neither a psychological memory where the individual recalls a 

repressed history, nor simply a historical memory as the representation of 

the occluded story of a people. Rather, it entails a serialism that transforms 

the individual at the same time as the collective. The double-becoming 

intertwines two discursive series in a free indirect relation: communication 

of the world and the I in a fragmented world, and communication of the 

world and the I in a fragmented I, which must find common points of 

articulation . . . a simple return to the old culture suppressed by the 

colonizers is obviously an insufficient strategy. Rather, the artist must 

contribute to the invention of a new minority discourse. (Rodowick, 159-

60)  

 

In one particularly clear passage, Deleuze describes the process of fabulation 

(translated here as ‘story-telling’), as follows:   

 

[this is the process of ] ‘making legends,’ of ‘story-telling.’ The author 

takes a step towards his characters, but the characters take a step towards 

the author: double-becoming. Story-telling is not an impersonal myth, but 

neither is it a personal fiction: it is a word in act, a speech-act through 

which the character continually crosses the boundary which would 

separate his private business from politics, and which itself produces 

collective utterances. (Deleuze, Cinema II 222) 

 

Nugent’s Saffron and Calamous indicates an almost textbook example of the 

process of reworking cultural legends and myths, described by Deleuze via the 

term fabulation, in addition to utilizing many of the narrative strategies described 

by Deleuze in his analyses of post-colonial cinematic practices. For more on 

Deleuze’s reading of post-colonial cinematic strategies, see Cinema II: The Time-

Image, 126-155 and 241-260. 
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articulate within a set of related yet carefully distinct symbolic topoi.  

Using a term derived from computing, a program which runs 

through a series of permutations based upon an original set of terms is often 

described as a combinatory. Nugent’s stories indicate a combinatory 

whereby he can examine a set of symbolic deadlocks, articulate them in a 

variety of permutations, and see what happens with slight variations. Thus, 

he examines the theme of renunciation of eros in several of the stories, as 

well as the eroticization of learning to read. Many of the stories involve 

erotically bonded twins, as well as attempts at tragic sacrifice. Because 

many of the characters are either literal twins of each other (Narcissus and 

John, Caspar and Simon), or seem like symbolic doubles (Salome and 

Sheila, Jesus and Judas), it is as if Nugent were examining a series of 

tropes, metaphors, situations, and ways of ‘being in the world’ like a gem 

viewed from various sides. His characters refract one another, as do the 

plots in the stories. Each echoes themes from those before it, 

recontextualizing them, like the manner in which a leitmotif in a symphony 

cites the melody which preceded it, but gives it own, new, unexpected take 

thereupon, producing a network of related motifs which retroactively 

change with each new strand of music the entire network of those which 

preceded, and further enhancing the context of further motifs to come. 

Nugent produces a symphony of bodies, desires, fantasies, and desires, 
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crossing race and time, probing yet further into the nucleus of erotico-

political questions which his works have struggled to bring to articulation 

from the start of his work in the mid 20’s.  

 If Saffron and Calamous produces a network of metaphoric and 

thematic intensities which cross bodies, stories, and locales to create an 

interpersonal symphonic meditation a set of symbolic problematics 

concerning desire, sacrifice, and beauty, Geisha Man (unpublished but 

composed in the late 1920’s and early 30’s) demonstrates what this might 

be like if reworked in an intra-personal context. Geisha Man tells the story 

of Kondo Gale Matzuika, a Japanese-American man born of the union of a 

Japanese woman and an American visiting Japan. Kondo is raised by his 

mother and her husband, despite the fact that he does not look completely 

Japanese. His middle name, however, bears the trace of his father, in fact, it 

is his father’s first name. Moving to Osaka, he crosses the gender line, first 

in theater, and then, working as a Geisha, pleasing his guests until they find 

out he is a man. At one point, he services a man who then hits him when he 

finds out. In haste, the man leaves, and Kondo opens the things he leaves 

behind, and seeing the name ‘Gale Barrows,’ realizes that he has just been 

sexually intimate with his father who has returned to Japan.  

 The text remains unclear as to whether or not his mother had told 

him Gale’s last name is ‘Barrows,’ and so, we are left to wonder if the link 
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between this man and Kondo’s father is real or imagined. Nevertheless, 

after this moment, Kondo desires nothing more to possess his father again, 

coming to the realization that “I am in love with my mother’s lover.” 

(Nugent, Geisha Man ms. 6). He refrains from calling it incest, or the man 

his father, but the rest of the narrative frames itself around Kondo’s erotic 

journey to find the man, ‘a name,’ and the oft described ‘hard’ and ‘white’ 

body of one who may, or may not, be his father. Kondo seems fully aware 

of the stakes of this journey: “I must find a God. I would discover a God. I 

would create a new God” (ms. 17). In various fantasies and dreams, Kondo 

creates a mythical god he names ‘Pulcreado’ (word which seems derived 

from Spanish but has no known meaning), with the “torso of a man” and the 

body of a horse. Producing his own myth, Kondo feels that he has gone 

beyond the domain of men by ‘giving birth’ to a god, or rather, acted as the 

vessel of this birth: “Christ was a man. With the power to procreate . . .  

Pulcreado must procreate – must fume like a peacock over a brilliant tail 

feather spawned in the night while the senses slept. Creation had begun, and 

I had defied the function of men” (ellipses in orig., ms. 25). It is evident 

from the descriptions that Pulcreado is a mixture of Gale and various 

mythological and animal motifs that appear throughout the fantasies in the 

novel. Throughout the novel, he repeats the name ‘Gale’ with incantation-

like fury, stating many variations of phrases such as “And Gale. I love 
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Gale” (ms. 32). It becomes difficult to tell if he loves an imaginary man 

upon which he has projected a mythical origin story based upon his middle 

name, and who eventually finds a person to ‘support’ this fantasy, or if we 

can rely upon the veracity of Kondo’s account of things in a literal sense. 

Because the narrative continually flows between dream, fantasy, inner 

monologue, and lines of songs and poems, it is difficult to tell what is 

supposed to be read literally.  

 This is further complicated by the shifts in narrative voice as Kondo 

goes to Harlem. Kondo follows his desire for Gale around the world, 

moving from Osaka to Paris and finally to New York, looking for Gale in 

every man he sleeps with, realizing they are all but pale shadows of the 

traumatically absent body of the man whose fantasy is for him all to real. 

And it is here where the story begins to meld with that of Nugent’s own 

biography:  

. . . because I was looked upon strangely when dinning or otherwise, I became 

friendly with Henry and many Negroes. I decided to earn a living with my 

drawing. It was hard. I had no money and slept under doorsteps in Harlem. I love 

Harlem. Then I discovered the “Negro Renaissance.” Kindly whites fostered my 

new friends, and I met many people. Life was so strange. Many nights I’d leave a 

party of “names” and champagne to saunter out into the Harlem air and search for 

a doorstep—one where I was least likely to be bothered by the police. Strange. My 

days and nights were full. Very full. Breakfasts—teas—luncheons—dinners—

parties. I liked Henry because I could talk to him. I told him all about Gale. 

Everything. I became a “New Negro.” Aaron and I became the most outstanding 

exponents of “Negro Art.” Aaron was sincere, but it amused me to hear critics 

claim that a slightly veiled phallic symbol embodied all the struggles of a 

suppressed race. A phallic symbol—and I half Japanese and half white. Henry 

understood and we both laughed at the furor this “Negro Renaissance” was 

causing among both whites and blacks. Yet we were not motivated by this strange 

phenomenon. We became part and parcel of a movement we laughed at secretly. I 

went to live with Henry. (ms. 25-6)  
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Is this the story of a ‘New Negro’ who dreamed of being half Japanese and 

half-white, or that of a Eurasian hapa man who dreamed of being black? 

The story is unclear. For example, when shortly after this Kondo describes 

what oddly seems like the first time this experienced Geisha had 

experienced sex with an openly ‘homosexual’ man, he states, “he had never 

known a coloured boy before” (ms. 27). Of course, it is possible that 

Kondo’s lover was using the vernacular in which anyone who was not white 

might be referred to with this term, unlike its more restricted use during the 

post-war period. Still, the description of their encounter seems more 

characteristic of what may be a tale of Nugent’s first time than the much 

more experienced Kondo:  

I knelt and untied his shoelaces. My fingers were trembling . . . With trembling 

fingers I loosed his tie, his shirt . . . my temples throbbing and nostrils smarting. 

Oh the beauty of him! . . . Then I crept under the covers beside him. I was so full I 

was afraid to move . . . Thoughts tumbled pell mell through my brain as I slipped 

out of my pajamas . . . And I wasn’t disgusted. Just animal – and I enjoyed it. 

(ellipses in orig., ms. 27-8) 

 

These are hardly the thoughts of an experienced sex-worker. Likewise, he 

later states that “I had minor successes. I was the first Negro to ever have 

written a ballet” (62). What are we to make of the fact that this hapa man 

not only “became a New Negro,” but was the “first Negro to ever have 

written a ballet”? 

 Nugent makes not effort to resolve these seeming discrepancies in 

the text. And yet, there is nothing careless in the rest of the work – scenes 
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are carefully constructed, dialogue often elliptical yet precise, lines in 

Japanese, Italian, and German, as well as citations from poems, correct and 

precise – overall, the text seems highly polished and carefully edited as if it 

had been combed over many, many times. In the only critical article 

currently published on this text, Tyler T. Schmidt states that “whether these 

incongruities are intentional or careless (or autobiographical seepages), 

Kondo’s race identity, like his gender, is not assuredly fixed” (Schmidt, 

170). Schmidt describes the manner in which “Kondo’s body is racialized in 

surrealist tones” (170) such that “the sexualized body becomes artifice” 

(168). And in fact, sex acts, skin tones, feelings, and various other sensorial 

and emotional states are referred to via colors in this text, often greens and 

blues, similar to the glowing hues we see used in the “Salome series.” 

According to Schmidt,  

Nugent grafts gender and race performativity onto an aesthetic project . . . His 

protagonist, shuttling between man and woman, and homo/heterosexuality, has 

embarked on the most modern of experiments: “unmarking” the body of its gender 

and race markers . . .  (172) 

 

While Schmidt describes the instability of bodily markers in the text, as 

well as the instability of the distinctions between reality and reverie, he 

doesn’t address the extent to which the very mechanics of the text perhaps 

allow for the structure of these contradictions to be resolved. For just as 

Nugent suspends the question “as to whether Gale knowingly fucks his 

son,” or even further, whether or not, as I have argued, Gale is actually 



 

422 

Kondo’s father, Nugent seems to also require, in this more extreme gesture, 

that we suspend the very question as to the difference between the fantasy 

of a character and that of the author.  

 Going beyond the question of ‘autobiographical seepage,’ I’d like to 

argue that this act of ‘free indirect discourse’ indicates something more 

profound. By intertwining Nugent’s own personal history into that of 

Kondo, beyond a few lapses of phrase to include what seem like relatively 

autobiographical accounts of Nugent’s own sexual experiences, we see an 

interpenetration of two worlds, two subjects, two narratives, at a point of 

sympathetic intersection. As we saw in “Pope Pius,” Nugent at this period 

was experimenting in the extent to which two narratives could intersect 

each other and yet lose none of their power. And as we saw in the bible 

stories, he was also experimenting with the potential intersection of multiple 

narratives, connected by themes of metaphor, motif, and thematic 

problematic. In addition to this, according to Wirth, Nugent actually 

experienced some of what he recounts in the story of Kondo – Nugent at 

one point was intimate with a white man who had been intimate with his 

mother after his father’s death.
118

 Kondo is interracial, like Nugent, and 

between ‘genders,’ which was the way in which sexuality was often 

conceived at the time. What links Nugent and Kondo’s experiences is not so 

                                            
118 Thomas Wirth, personal conversation.  
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much the exact manner in which they are marginalized by society, but the 

form thereof. Kondo is a liminal extrapolation of Nugent’s own place within 

society, a person who speaks in riddles, colors, and dreams, and comes from 

the imagined ‘orient’ that Nugent saw as part of a world beyond the 

strictures of western and Christian sexual mores.  

Breaking down the boundary between author and character, it is as if 

each dreams of the other, Nugent imagining he is a hapa Geisha who 

actually gets to sleep with his white father (and later in the narrative, 

become his wife, only to leave him only when he realizes he can never tell 

him he is his son), and Kondo dreaming that he is a ‘New Negro’ author in 

Harlem who could write a story imagining what it might be like to be him. 

Nugent and Kondo are not necessarily the same name for two different 

people, but rather, share a similar structural position in regard to Gale – 

both are in between race and gender, desiring acceptance and love from a 

man who is a site of both identification and desire, most certainly male, and 

most certainly white. The details of their situation may be different, but 

their relation a missing white mentor, father, and lover – a pure, standard 

and the singer of a ‘bastard song’ - is structurally the same.  

As with “Pope Pius,” it matters little whether Algy is actually 

burning, and dreaming of being back in his room smoking weed, or is in his 
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room fantasizing while stoned about what it might be like to be burned to 

death. For even if Algy never encounters this violence, he lives with its 

threat as part of his waking consciousness every day, as part of his dreams 

and fantasies – the very threat of this horrific act is enough to make it, in a 

sense, reality to the millions who daily lived under its shadow. In a similar 

manner, Nugent and his protagonist both exist as exoticized ‘bastard’ others 

in the eyes of his white protagonist, whether they have decided to exoticize 

the ‘orient’ or the ‘coloured’ men in Harlem. Whiteness indicates the color 

of the desire all these bastard men share, it is the ‘lingua franca,’ the 

colonial currency of a global desire. Kondo, like Nugent, spends his life 

desiring a white man he has never seen, a man who haunts all his attempts 

to be with other men (including those with “olive skin” (ms. 8)), and 

seeming to preclude any desire between two men who are Asian, two men 

who are black, or of these men for each other. Even if the lives of Nugent 

and Kondo are very different, they participate in an erotic economy that is 

very much the same.  

 And yet, at the end of Geisha Man, Kondo walks out, leaves his 

husband and father asleep in bed, and thinks what it might be like to leave 

Gale a message to be deciphered: 

But could he ever — I would leave a photograph—the picture of a handsome 

American youth of seventeen—where he could see its inscription, where he could 

read, “For Yetsin (Gale), to keep my place while I’m away.” And then he could 

read the painfully-drawn Japanese character for love. I would hurt him—hurt him 

for standing in my life like a stone and steel phallus hard and gray against a happy 
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sky. Because there is no moon to color his hardness with silvers and blues. God, 

Pulcreado! I would kill myself. (ms. 63) 

 

Nugent carefully puts this entire scene in the hypothetical – Kondo “would” 

leave a photograph, “would” hurt him, so that he “could” read, and then he 

“would” kill himself. And yet, he doesn’t kill himself, he instead puts on a 

shawl, and walks out into the city, and the narrative comes to an end as he 

drifts between the images of the city and those of his reverie. Once again, 

we don’t know whether something happens or not, we have no way of 

knowing whether or not he left this photo, or even possessed it. No more 

than if the Gale he dates is the same Gale who is his father, or even if there 

was a white man who was the reason why his eyes didn’t look like his 

father’s. Perhaps it is nothing more than the fact that Nugent and Kondo 

dream of Gale that brings them together.  

 Ultimately, little is certain in Geisha Man, and yet, the narrative 

does an excellent job of describing not only psychic states of existing at the 

limit – of dream and waking as much as social categories – but the dialectic 

of memory and desire which, via narrative, allow a subject bereft of 

inheritance to bestow upon themselves their own name, their own place 

within the social. We do not know if Kondo lives, for as he walks on, he 

continues to contemplate suicide. But he also says,  

Always leave a dream unfinished!. . . Because if one should ever finish a dream, 

one would be dead . . . There is no sleep in this life . . . maybe death is death is 

only another existence in which one ‘lives’ and ‘dreams’ and confuses the two and 

decides that ‘death’ is the sleep one was refused in that existence. (ms. italics in 
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original, 63-4) 

 

Nugent is resolute, and explicit, in his desire to deny us the sort of easy 

certainty in which   

we would simply know if Kondo lives or dies. Regardless, however, he dies 

a death, a symbolic death, and he does this by killing the God he gave birth 

to, ending his own role as male mother to his own father, simply by 

returning to his father an image of himself, Gale, a picture addressed to his 

mother from a man whose name they share. This picture has, in a sense, 

gone full circle, for it gave body to the dream that Kondo then uses the 

picture to kill, but in the lapse of time in between, the narrative of his life as 

Kondo, Kondo Gale, is born. Perhaps after this Kondo will give himself a 

new name. But he has gone beyond Gale, and into a new symbolic space 

beyond that determined by this man who may or may not have a relation to 

the picture he may or may not have taken from his mother in Japan. And 

yet, despite our lack of surety of so much in this story, in the space of the 

narrative whereby this image returns to itself, we entered the space of a 

desire that was able to articulate itself, and then stage its own sublation 

within an interval of time. Perhaps in doing so, it indicated Nugent’s 

attempt to move beyond the deadlocks of his own. Either way, Geisha Man 

articulates the sites of tension within this desire, as well as the complex 

temporal mechanics of desire, between memory and fantasy, but also, the 
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particularly permutation this takes when the name one seeks is white, and 

the subject of this desire sings a bastard song.  

If Nugent’s visual works give body to the ‘symptom-rebus’ of his 

desire, it is in the later narrative works that we see how this rebus 

temporally expands, its fragments becoming the raw materials of the 

characters, episodes, affects, and plots whereby Nugent composed his 

narratives. In many senses, Saffron and Calamous and Geisha man form 

two parts of a larger project – the first examines how it might be possible to 

rework the Christian stories so central to the African-American allegories of 

collective liberation within which Nugent was raised, and the second 

describes the manner in which an individual works to renarrativize the 

personal myths which have dominated their psyche from within. Both are 

concerned with creating and transcending gods and legends, both operate at 

the intersection between fantasy and fact, reality and desire, hope and 

memory, past and future.  

 In these two mature works, Nugent works to develop a poetics of 

narrative that has been described by Gilles Deleuze, in his writings on 

cinema, as ‘fabulation’ [see note, p. 341], a practice employed by numerous 

post-war semi- or post-colonial writers such as Jean Genet, Salman 

Rushdie, Toni Morrison, Maxine Hong Kingston, etc.
119

 A full examination 

                                            
119 For example, see Our Lady of the Flowers, by Jean Genet; Midnight’s 
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of the relation between Nugent and these later authors is beyond the scope 

of this inquiry. However, Nugent’s narrative technique has served to guide 

this inquiry, as it has worked to move between the psychic and the social, 

personal and collective, subjective and objective, theoretical and creative, 

future and past, desire and memory, archive and fantasy. And in the 

process, I have worked to read between the lines of the traces Nugent has 

left us, to help not only weave a myth around his works, but around the 

relation between these works and their varied contexts. In doing so, I have 

worked to frame Nugent as an interlocutor, and via the articulation of his 

story, to describe many of the hopes of my own, and it is hoped, of my 

times. Following in the footsteps of his narrative practice, I can only hope 

that he would have been able to say, as so many of his characters did, that “I 

spoke beauty,” and told a worthy tale.  
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