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“Object Lesson(s)”1

Autumn M. Womack*

Department of English, The University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

This article reconstructs up an impromptu dance performed by Lavinia Baker, a
survivor of mob violence and star of an anti-lynching performance revue, and
reads it as the occasion for rethinking the performative dimensions of a
seemingly familiar spectacle: lynching. As opposed to the familiar scene of the
black corpse captured and circulated in photographs, the author argues that
Lavinia’s 1899 dance and the liveness of her performance – that is, its excess,
disruptions, and improvisation – is instantiation of racial violence that strains
against the putative framing of mob violence as a finite event that is amenable
to documentation, capture, or narrativization. By pivoting a discussion of
lynching on Lavinia Baker’s protean performance, this essay not only
challenges the shape and structure of nineteenth-century anti-black terror, but
also demands that we (re) turn to a deceptively simple question that animates
Scenes of Subjection: what does racial violence look like?

Keywords: lynching; performance; visuality

On the evening of August 8th, 1899, attendees of the anti-lynching spectacular, “The Baker
Exhibit,” received “something of a shock” when Lavinia Baker, an African American
woman and the show’s feature attraction, performed a dance that was, as one reporter
put it, “not down on the program” (“Showed Them How” 1899). According to press
reports, just as “the white haired” abolitionist singer J.W. Hutchison took the stage to
begin his rendition of “The Fatherland of God and the Brotherhood of Man,” Lavinia
Baker lost all emotional and bodily control. In the words of one journalist, “[t]he Baker
woman got religion, dropped her baby, and pranced around the stage in true corn shucking
style” of the kind that was “peculiar to her race” (“Boston’s Love” 1899). Simultaneously
satisfying and sidestepping audience expectations – she at once shocks and moves in a
manner specific to her “race” – the reporter’s paradoxical comments anticipate the category
crisis Lavinia’s dancing produced for the more than 3000 mostly black spectators whose
attendance at the Baker Exhibit attests to their investment in performance’s potential to evi-
dence racial violence. Indeed, while the exhibit enjoyed a successful, if brief, run, attendees
seemed unable to digest Lavinia’s generically incongruous performance; ticket sales rapidly
dwindled and within days the once popular exhibition permanently closed.
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Today, little is known about either the motivation behind Lavinia’s breakout perform-
ance or what actually transpired on stage. While a number of contemporaneous reporters
used terms that cite a tradition of minstrelsy and black folk dance (corn shucking and
eye-rolling, for example) to characterize the performance, other journalists describe a
scene of pure emotional surplus. The Boston Post, for instance, wrote: “Mrs. Baker was
overcome by her emotions, but after being assisted by her friends, regained her composure”
(“Mrs. Baker Yields” 1899). Like the audience members’ decided rejection of the show,
these competing accounts register a host of questions. Did Lavinia Baker simply faint or
did she perform a “peculiar” and category-defying dance, one that joined spiritualism
with the grotesque? Was hers a dissenting and “deconstructive performance,” or was
Lavinia Baker’s dance a coerced display of subjection? (Hartman 1997, 41). In what
follows, I am not so much concerned with locating an accurate or authentic account of
Lavinia’s dance; nor am I particularly invested in deeming her movement a radical act
of resistance or a display that veers towards objectification. Instead, what interests me is
how Lavinia Baker’s dance compels us to meditate upon the place of the living and the
live within the archive of racial violence and subjection: specifically, the visual and perfor-
mative archive of postbellum lynching. Although lynching is often theorized in performa-
tive terms – as spectacle, scene, and highly scripted event – what, this essay begins to ask,
might it mean to think about lynching through Lavinia’s dance?

In what follows I take up this question by tracing the conditions that precipitated, and
indeed occasioned, Lavinia’s dance. In doing so I illuminate an incongruence between, on
the one hand, that which is believed to constitute evidence of lynching, and on the other, the
shape and structure of racial violence that is manifest in Lavinia’s own unscripted perform-
ance and the efforts of the white anti-lynching activist who produced the “Baker Exhibit.” I
suggest that taking seriously the vexed relationship between lynching and evidence, or what
I refer to as its object lesson, means revisiting and revising theoretical approaches to post-
bellum (anti) lynching so that Lavinia’s dance and the liveness of the performance – that is,
its excess, disruptions, and improvisation – are read as another instantiation of lynching. As
opposed to the familiar scene of the black corpse, this is an instantiation of lynching that
strains against the putative framing of mob violence as a finite event that is amenable to
documentation, capture, or narrativization.

Prior to her surprising solo, Lavinia Baker was best known as the widow of Frazier
Baker, the African American postmaster who, along with the couple’s two-year-old daugh-
ter Rachel Baker, was lynched on February 21, 1898 by a 500-person mob in Lake City,
South Carolina. Like the other countless acts of racial terror that shaped postbellum Amer-
ican life, Frazier Baker’s professional success and commitment to upward mobility fueled
the mob.2 Shortly after Baker’s appointment as postmaster, a highly coveted government
position, more than half of Lake City’s mostly white residents began hatching an elaborate
plan to permanently oust the entire Baker family from town and restore racial order. In the
weeks leading up to the lynching, Lake City’s “better” residents sent a petition to the U.S.
Government calling for the removal of Baker, burned down the original post office (a move
that forced Baker to operate postal operations to his family home), and staged a series of
violent ambushes on Baker and his friends. Confronted with an indefatigable target, the
mob assembled on February 21st to lynch the entire family. But in spite of their best
efforts, which included surrounding the home and using guns and fire to force the family
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outdoors, the seemingly foolproof plan went awry. While Frazier and Julia Baker were
killed in the barrage of gunfire, Lavinia and the five eldest children managed to escape,
albeit with substantial injuries.3

More than a year and a half after the lynching, Lillian Jewett, a then unknown, young
white novelist and burgeoning reformer, got wind of the lynching’s details and began devel-
oping the “Baker Exhibit,” a traveling anti-lynching lecture performance featuring the
Baker family. As Jewett imagined it, the multi-modal show would tour the North East offer-
ing attendees an “object lesson” in the shape and structure of racial violence. On the night of
July 16, 1899, Jewett stood before a packed audience of Boston’s black activists assembled
at St. Paul’s Baptist Church and argued that when observed in the flesh, the Bakers would
offer the North the kind of politically transformative evidence of racial violence that the
anti-lynching movement craved.4 Weaving together as many affective registers as she
would performance genres, Jewett explained:

There can be no more powerful appeal than the object lesson to be found in the three poor,
maimed, children and their mother, scarred and crippled by shot wounds… . Let them see
the people who are being persecuted and shot down… . Let them see the helpless children,
the maimed and destitute mother, whose husband and little ones were killed because the
former was a servant of our government. (“Lynchings” 1899).

By recasting the visual and rhetorical narrative of lynching as one that pivots on familial
survival rather than death, Jewett not only trafficked in a genre of domestic rhetoric that
proved successful for a previous generation of white female activists, but she also tapped
into the well-rehearsed project of offering black bodies as empirical evidence in the
name of political reform; that is, black bodies as “object lessons.”5 While New Englanders
were no strangers to an anti-lynching agenda driven by the language of the “objective,” the
“true”, and the “evidentiary” – just four years earlier Ida B. Wells merged statistics, press
reports, and photographs in her groundbreaking pamphlet A Red Record: Tabulated Stat-
istics and Alleged Causes of Lynching in the United States– the novelty of Jewett’s
project rested in the nature of her proposed object of analysis: the living bodies of lynching
survivors.6

Within days of announcing her vision, Jewett successfully launched a full-fledged per-
formance spectacle that was nothing short of a cultural phenomenon. During the weeks
leading up to and surrounding their performance, the Bakers were the subject of over
100 newspaper articles, a widely circulated series of photographic cabinet cards commis-
sioned by Jewett, a motion picture directed by B.W Bitzer (who eventually signed on
to produce and finance much of D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation), countless press
illustrations, and a series of family portraits taken in a Boston photography studio. These
portraits would go on to appear on the cover of The Colored American National Newspaper
twice and were likely intended to appear on promotional materials and souvenirs. Press
reports also describe Baker-inspired posters and stereoscope cards, although neither artifact
has been recovered (“Providence Postered” 1899).

The Baker Exhibit itself was as heterogeneous as its accompanying print and visual
arsenal. The performance blended elements typically found in the postbellum reform
arena (such as a series of speeches by local and national anti-lynching advocates) with

Women & Performance: a journal of feminist theory 61



unexpected components that were usually reserved for the popular stage. In Providence,
Rhode Island, where the Baker Exhibit premiered, in addition to a roster of well-known
activists, the program included a corporeal show and tell during which the Baker family
exposed their scars and wounds to the audience. The performance was punctuated by a
post-show meet and greet where audience members were able to encounter the survivors
in close proximity (“Liberty Land” 1899). In Boston, the second tour stop and the site of
Lavinia’s dance, the show further transformed into a bizarre blend of vaudeville, minstrelsy,
and reform. According to one report, attendees were charged a 10-cent admission fee, the
Bakers were dressed in gaudy costumes, and in addition to J.W. Hutchison, the African
American vocalist Nannie Vars also performed a solo.7

Like the rhetoric Jewett deployed to introduce her vision, the multitudinous and gener-
ically hybrid nature of the Baker Exhibit turned upon the value of “living evidence.”While
paradoxical, this phrasing underscores a deep-seated commitment to both the value of
empirical forms (evidence) and the black body’s capacity to operate as an object lesson;
or, the intimate relationship between black performance and evidence. But even as turn-
of-the-century reformers, many of whom doubled as leaders in the burgeoning field of soci-
ology, believed that facts and figures could “speak” for themselves, the entire force of
Jewett’s agenda rested on the silence, and indeed stillness, of the Bakers, even as the audi-
ence was promised access to the living and the live. In other words, the success of Jewett’s
seemingly radical vision of anti-lynching activism was predicated upon its compliance with
a well-rehearsed formation in which racial violence was congruent with technologies of
capture, documentation, and truth (i.e., statistics, photography, and press reports). Thus,
when on the second night of the Baker Exhibit’s Boston run Lavinia Baker emerged as
an animated, if not recalcitrant, “object” of knowledge, one who exceeded the parameters
of anti-lynching’s reigning regimes of truth, the show’s logic, and thus its profitability,
crumbled.

The Baker Exhibit, Lillian Jewett’s role as celebrated producer turned social outcast,
and Lavinia Baker’s curious performance raises countless questions about the relationship
between performance and reform (what Shannon Jackson has described as “reformance”),
the generic boundaries of (anti) lynching evidence (what is the place of family photography
within this expansive genre?), and the affiliations between black and white activists
(Jackson 2001).8 Equally curious is the Bakers’ elision from the substantial scholarship
on the postbellum anti-lynching movement.9

While all worthy of thorough examination, for space’s sake, in the remainder of this
essay I consider the Bakers as a vector of entry through which we can (re)view and (re)con-
sider the shape and structure of postbellum anti-black violence and the scope of lynching as
a series of mediated and performative events. From here, Lavinia’s dance and the Bakers’
performance both on and around the exhibition stage, provide the occasion for rethinking
the performative dimensions of a seemingly familiar spectacle: lynching. By pivoting a dis-
cussion of racial violence’s performative dimensions on the Bakers, this essay follows
Jewett’s lead, placing survivors at the center of our understanding of anti-black violence.
But rather than deploying survivors of lynching in the name of producing evidence of
the crime, I suggest that survivors actually recalibrate the very relationship between evi-
dence and racial violence, pointing us towards previously invisible practices and perform-
ances. Importantly, by focusing on survivors I do not mean to encourage a celebratory
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narrative of endurance. Nor do I wish to chart a progressive account of resistance, an
account that spotlights the tenacity of the black community in the face of persistent anti-
black violence. On the contrary, my mobilization of the idea of survivors, as well as the
Bakers, is meant to gesture towards that which lives on or survives injury (physical or other-
wise) and is not reducible to the act of violence; that is, the varied practices of survival that
emerge in the face of everyday, and often imperceptible, violent encounters.

This task is not entirely unfamiliar. Indeed, it is one that Saidiya Hartman compels us to
do in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century
America. As Hartman reminds us, in addition to spectacular and familiar sites of violence,
the nearly imperceptible “terror of the mundane and the quotidian” bears the stamp of slav-
ery’s “routinized violence and its aftermath” in ways that are both pernicious and critically
productive (4). In addition to illuminating the violence of the everyday, Hartman’s method
moves us away from narratives of resistance, and, in turn an oppositional politics, and
towards the complex and often contradictory performances and practices that subtly
strain against various modes of domination. Underpinning Hartman’s project are two
deceptively simple calls: to reconsider what racial violence looks like and to expand the
boundaries of the scene of subjection. Nearly 20 years after the publication of Scenes of
Subjection, Hartman’s provocation has become something of a standard for scholars and
students working in a variety of fields; indeed, the range of contributions to this special
issue only begin to hint at the reach of her work’s influence. But even as scholars take
up Hartman’s challenge to expand the purview of racial violence by attending to the mer-
curial scope of black resistance and anti-black violence, postbellum lynching remains
outside of this critical province. What this has meant is that while something like post-
reconstruction advice manuals (to borrow an example from Hartman) have been mined
for the various ways they subject black life to violence vis-a-vis surveillance and crimina-
lization, analyses of lynching persistently returns to the body. In turn, the boundaries of the
violent scene and its aftermath remain narrow, at best expanding out to the sale of lynching
souvenirs and at worst focusing on the site of the murder. Likewise, racial violence is
always assumed to be amenable to documentation and capture. In other words, when it
comes to lynching, the scene of violence and the “performance of which it is apart” obfus-
cates events like the Baker lynching and exhibition.

In this regard it seems as if one way to think of the continued influence of Scenes of
Subjection, by way of the Baker archive, is in terms of what Diana Taylor describes as
“scenarios;” that is, a series of embodied practices that “extend the traditional disciplinary
boundaries to include practices previously outside their purview” (Taylor 2003, 17). There
are certainly scholars who have taken up this task. Recently, Harvey Young asks us to con-
sider “the lynched black body in the aftermath of the lynching event,” while Jacqueline
Goldsby’s expert exploration of lynching photography implores us to take into account a
longer duration of the “event” (Young 2010, 169; Goldsby 2006). The problem with
these perspectives is that by privileging the figure of the black corpse, they invite an
account of resistance that seeks to redeem or repair the abject image of black suffering.
Thus even cases of what performance studies scholar Kirk Fuoss has described as lynch-
ing’s “performance complex” always turns back to the figure of the dead black body
(Fuoss 1999, 5). Indeed, the Bakers demand a framework like scenarios which can encom-
pass both the event (the lynching itself) and a range of embodied practices that emerge from
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something like a “failed” lynching, but that also ask us to think about the kinds of racial
violence that move in excess of the postbellum regimes of truth. In other words, to think
of scenarios of subjection here is to think about how racial violence lingers, exceeding
the scripts of what racial violence looks like and manifesting in range of embodied practices
and sites, sites like the reform stage and practices like Lavinia’s dance.

What I am suggesting here is that the case of the Bakers compels us to think of survival,
lynching, and how they live together in new ways, a way that Hartman’s work demands of
us, and which opens up onto a new purview of black performance and resistance. After all,
unlike the neatly bounded lynching photograph or pieces of burnt rope that were bought and
sold in the aftermath of public lynchings, Lavinia Baker’s dance makes clear that the scene
of lynching (and its aftermath) was resistant to easy documentation and strained against the
status of the object lesson. From this perspective a network of practices that undercut the
power of documentary strategies and revise our understanding of the visual and performa-
tive archive of lynching come into focus.

Note on contributor
Autumn Womack is Assistant Professor of English at the University of Pittsburgh. Her book manu-
script, Reform Vision: Race, Visuality, and Literature, 1880–1930, investigates the interplay between
visual technology, African American literature, and social reform in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

Notes
1. The title of this essay recalls the specifically late-nineteenth-century use of object lesson by social

scientists and social reformers who mobilized the phrase as shorthand for what they saw as the
pedagogical value of “facts.”At the same time this title is inspired by the ongoing mobilization of
the phrase by art critics and scholars. Here I am thinking about Teju Cole’s recent New York Times
essay “Object Lesson” and Thelma Golden’s recent contribution to Aperture, “Object Lessons.”
Both Cole and Golden begin from the premise that photography is a necessarily indexical
medium that offers valuable evidence about social life, and for specifically Golden, black
social life. While photography is not the specific focus of this essay, I am interested in signaling
the ongoing relationship between black life, photography, and the idea of evidence. “Object
Lesson(s)” thus draws out the interplay between aesthetics, visual art, and social science,
while also illuminating a particular afterlife of the very idea of the “object lesson,” namely the
way particular objects of study get tethered to disciplinary horizons and political projects. In
this regard my thinking resonates with Robyn Wiegman’s work in Object Lessons (2012).

2. As Koritha Mitchell (2012) explains in her study of postbellum lynching plays, although popular
discourse argued that mob violence protected and avenged white female sexuality, in reality, it
responded to black financial success and prosperity.

3. I am indebted to Saidiya V. Hartman for drawing my attention to the case of the Baker lynching.
While much of the information that I have on the lynching comes from extensive press coverage,
Roger K. Hux’s important essay on the Bakers has always served as an important touch point and
resource (Hux 1991).

4. After all, at the turn of the century the visual evidence of the lifeless black body fueled the dis-
course surrounding lynching and anti-lynching activism. It is also important to note that Jewett
announced her vision before institutions like the NAACP mobilized formally a coherent national
anti-lynching agenda. Thus Jewett’s work belongs to a moment when reformers, black and white
alike, were grappling to identify a viable anti-lynching genre. For a history of the development of
how early anti-lynching strategies fed the NAACP’s now famous campaign see Francis (2014).
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5. The most notable example here is of course Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
6. While novel on the postbellum anti-lynching circuit, this strategy was not without precedent.

Throughout the antebellum period, anti-slavery activists and abolitionists mobilized former
slaves’ wounded and scarred bodies on the lecture circuits to evidence both the cruelty of the
institution and the endurance of the black body. At the very same time, the slave body was
deployed within the burgeoning world of freak shows as exemplary of blacks’ superhuman
quality. For a discussion of the place of the former slave body and the intersecting worlds of
reform and entertainment in the antebellum period, see Hughes (2012). Of course, slave narra-
tives also exemplify the intimate relationship between figurations of the wounded and violated
slave body and a political agenda driven by a peculiar blend of empathetic identification,
outrage, and objectivity. Fredrick Douglass (2005) brings this point into focus towards the end
of his 1855 autobiographyMy Bondage and My Freedom when he describes his stint as a lecturer
on the Garrisonian stage. Douglass describes his dual role as both spectacle and witness as that of
a “brand new fact” whose testimony was authorized by the “diploma on his back.” See also
Hartman for an expert analysis of the performance, violence, and enslavement. Additionally,
Jewett’s investment in the transformative power of living evidence, performance-based reform,
and the stories of black survival, offer a productive, if overlooked, supplement to Mitchell’s
analysis of African American lynching drama.

7. It is important to note that at the turn of the century the line between reform and spectacle was
nothing if not blurry. Ida B. Wells, for instance, regularly delivered anti-lynching lectures in front
of lighted signs that spelled out her pen name “Iola.” Likewise, towards the end of his life Fre-
derick Douglass often included his grandson’s violin performances into the program for his
public lectures. The difference between these efforts and Jewett’s strategies is that Jewett com-
modified the subjects of the lecture, the Bakers.

8. Jackson deploys the term “reformance” to index the intimate relationship between reform and
performance, what she describes as the “material acts of construction implicit in the term
reform.” At the same time, reformance names a wide set of everyday performative practices
that were utilized in the name of social-reform movements.

9. This omission is especially curious since lynching scholars have explored the relationship
between visual culture and lynching, lynching’s status as a performance-saturated event, and
the history of white women activists in the anti-lynching movement.
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