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Introduction

■ Wh a t  is  cr it ica l ra ce  th e ory
■ History of Min st re lsy 
■ Wh a t  is  b la ckfa ce
■ How ra ce  th e ory a n d  m in st re lsy t ie  toge th e r
■ ”Body Im possib le ” ch ore ogra ph ic a n a lysis  of Othello



Critical Race Theory: Origins, 
Im portance , and applica t ion
■ De fin it ion : th e  vie w th a t  ra ce  is  socia lly con st ru cte d  a n d  

fu n ct ion s to  m a in ta in  th e  in te re st s  of th e  wh ite  popu la t ion  
th a t  con st ru cte d  it .

■ CRT goe s ba ck m u ch  fu rth e r , h owe ve r th e  m ove m e n t  
officia lly orga n ize d  it se lf in  Ju ly 1989

■ A va lu a b le  pe rspe ct ive  on  ra ce  a n d  ra cism  in  Am e rica . 
■ In sp ire d  by th e  Am e rica n  civil r igh t s  t ra d it ion  th rou gh  figu re s 

su ch  a s M.L.K, Jr . a n d  W.E.B. Du  Bois.
■ Adva n ce d  th e ore t ica l u n de rst a n d in gs
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4th bullet: Du Bois: American sociologist and social reformer5th bullet: of the law, politics, and American sociology that focused on efforts of white people to maintain their historical advantages over people of color. 



History of Minstrelsy
■ Con ce p t  of Min st re lsy st a r t e d  in  th e  m id  20th

ce n tu ry
■ Ea rly m in st re lsy sh a re d  th re e  p rim a ry 

ch a ra cte ris t ics: “in voca t ion  of th e  e th n ica lly a n d  
ra cia lly e xot ic/p rim it ive ”; a bsu rd ity, irre ve re n ce , a n d  
re ckle ssn e ss, a n d  lon gin g for  a n  ide a l ru ra l pa ra d ise .

■ 1843 – Bla ckfa ce  pe rform e rs ca m e  toge th e r  in  a  
s in gle  t rou pe  a n d  ca lle d  th e m se lve s, Min st re ls .

■ Officia lly s t a r t e d  in  th e  a bolit ion ist  m ove m e n t  wh ich  
tu rn e d  th e  a t t e n t ion  to  fre e  b la cks

■ Most  Min st re ls  we re  Ir ish m a n  pe rform in g b la ck 
ch a ra cte rs
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Presentation Notes
1st bullet: which was based on popular depictions of Black Americans2nd bullet: According to music scholar Jon W. Finson3rd: First form of national popular entertainmentMinstrel: a member of a band of entertainers with blackened faces who performed songs and music ostensibly of black American origin.4th: Slavery was abolished in 18655th: to distance themselves from their own lower social, political and economic status in the US. 



Blackface
■ Prim a ry fu n ct ion  wa s to  a ct  a s  a  m a sk a n d  in voke  th e  other.

■ Allowe d  a ctors  a n d  a r t is t s  to  h ide  be h in d  a  ca r ica tu re  wh ile  p ro te st in g 
a n d  m ockin g th e  powe rfu l with ou t  fe a r  of re t a lia t ion . 

■ Pe rform e rs cou ld  sa fe ly qu e st ion  a u th ority wh ile  cla im in g to  be  a ct in g 
ou t  a u th e n t ic Africa n  Am e rica n  e xp re ssion s.

■ Som e  wh ite  pe rform e rs a u gm e n te d  th e ir  n ose s a n d  o th e r  fe a tu re s wh e n  
pe rform in g to  look m ore  st e re o typ ica lly “b la ck.”

■ Wou ld  a lwa ys be  Ja n u s-fa ce d , a llowin g pe rform e rs to  spe a k fre e ly a ga in st  
th e  in te re st s  o f th e  powe rfu l.

■ Da n ge rou sly de h u m a n ize d  b la cks by in t rodu cin g a n d  re in forcin g ra cia l 
s t e re o type s.

■ Pre ve n te d  b la cks from  re p re se n t in g th e m se lve s. 
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Invoke: African American vernacularJanus-faced: insincere or deceitful – having two sharply contrasting aspects of characteristicsWould darken their face with shoe polish, greasepaint, or burnt cork



Race theory and Minstrelsy
■ Sla ve ry wa s com m odifica t ion  of b la ck la bor; m in st re lsy wa s th e  

com m odifica t ion  of b la ck cu ltu re . 

■ De pict ion s of b la cks in  m in st re l pe rform a n ce s we re  e xa gge ra te d , 
de h u m a n izin g, a n d  in a ccu ra te . 

■ Bla ckfa ce  m in st re l pe rform e rs re fle cte d  a n d  re in force d  wh ite  su p re m a cy. 

■ ”It ’s  a n  a sse r t ion  of powe r a n d  con t ro l a n d  a llows a  socie ty to  rou t in e ly 
a n d  h istor ica lly im a gin e  Africa n  Am e rica n s a s  n o t  fu lly h u m a n . It  se rve s 
to  ra t ion a lize  vio le n ce  a n d  Jim  Crow se gre ga t ion .” – Da vid  Le on a rd

■ Port ra ye d  n e ga t ive  st e re o type s a bou t  Africa n  Am e rica n s

■ Bla ckfa ce  wa s in  th e a te rs  a n d  film  in du st ry.
– The Birth of a Nation, ch a ra cte rs  we re  u n scru pu lou s a n d  ra p ist s
– Ste re o type s be ca m e  so  powe rfu l th e y be ca m e  a  re cru it in g too l for  

th e  Ku  Klu x Kla n
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David Leonard – Professor of comparative Ethnic Studies and American Studies and CultureJim Crow – collection of state and local statutes that legalized racial segregation. Named after the black minstrel show character. 5th: including being lazy, ignorant, superstitious, hypersexual, criminal, or cowardly



Documentary video: 
His torical Re fle ct ions  of Bias  
■ Ethnic  Not ions  Docum e ntary

■ 4 4 :25  – 4 5 :25

https://fod-infobase-com.librarylink.uncc.edu/p_ViewVideo.aspx?xtid=49775


“Body Impossible”: Chapter three
■ Am e rica n  Ba lle t  Th e a t re  a n d  Sa n  Fra n cisco  Ba lle t ’s  Othello:
■ La r Lu bovitch  ch ore ogra ph e d  ABT a n d  SFB’s co-p rodu ct ion  of 

Othello in  1997, wh e re  th e re  wa s a n  a bse n ce  of b la ck m a le  
da n ce rs  in  ABT. 

– De sm on d  Rich a rdson  wou ld  pe rform  th e  pa r t  o f Othello 
a n d  wh e n  h e  wa sn ’t , a lt e rn a te  ca st s  we re  pa in te d  in  
b ron ze  fa ce  a n d  body m a ke u p . 

■ Oth e llo  com pe ls  a  con side ra t ion  of th e  h a u n te d  a n d  
u n e xa m in e d  re la t ion sh ip  be twe e n  b la ckfa ce , vir tu osity, a n d  
ra cia l m e lodra m a  in  ba lle t . 

■ In  Rich a rdson ’s  a bse n ce , th e  ca st s  a re  pa in te d  in  b la ckfa ce  to  
su pp le m e n t  a n  a t t e m pt  to  a ffe ct ive ly re cove r  h is  vir tu osity. 

■ Bla ckfa ce  fu n ct ion s a s  on e  of se ve ra l in te r twin e d  e le m e n ts  in  
th e  a t t e m pt  to  e m body th e  Oth e r . 

■ Rich a rdson ’s  pe rform a n ce  of Oth e llo  is  a n  in sta n t ia t ion  of 
“b la ck-on -b la ck m in st re lsy.”
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2nd: Desmond Richardson: concert dance career started at Alvin Ailey. African American dancer who has mastered hip-hop, classical, modern, and contemporary ballet. First African American principal dancer since the inception of ABT. 



Choreographic Analysis of Othello

■ Ba ckgrou n d  a bou t  th e  p ie ce

■ Abru p t

■ Pe rcu ssive

■ St ron g

■ Qu ick

■ Silly /  Sh owin g off 

■ Su sta in e d

■ Ta pe st r ie s  

■ An ge r

■ Bou n d

■ Con t ro lle d  

■ Sa dn e ss
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Presentation Notes
Background: Moorish general, Othello, is led through lies and deceit of closest friend, Lago. He’s led to believe his wife, Desdemona, is unfaithful. In his heartbreak and anger, he kills her and afterwards, himself. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cRnhN_2eDus


Conclusion – Why it  is  im portant
■ Bla ckfa ce  is  s t ill be in g port ra ye d  toda y

■ Th e  a ppe a l o f b la ckfa ce  wa s de clin e d  a ft e r  th e  1930s a n d  con t in u e d  in to  
th e  Civil Righ t s  Move m e n t . 

■ Exa m ple  of b la ckfa ce  toda y: in  2012 a t  th e  Osca rs  ce re m on y, b la ckfa ce  
a ppe a re d  on  t e le vision  skit s , a n d  we a rin g b la ckfa ce  to  d re ss u p  a s 
fa m ou s Africa n  Am e rica n s du rin g Ha llowe e n . 

■ Da vid  Le on a rd  sa ys, “Bla ckfa ce  is  pa rt  o f th e  toxic cu ltu re  of ra cism .”

■ Ste re o typ in g is  re p re se n ta t ion a l vio le n ce
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