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attempted to confront artistic weaknesses in the white performance of blackface as
a way of turning the minstrelsy phenomenon to their own advantage. Walker, in
his 1906 article “The Negro on the American Stage,” explains that “nothing about
these white men’s action was natural and therefore nothing was as interesting as if
black performers had been dancing and singing their own songs in their own way.”
Both men were interested in what they recognized as a need for authenticity and
were convinced that this could only occur through black renditions of blackness.
Walker continues, “We finally decided that as white men with blackfaces were
billing themselves as ‘coons,” Williams and Walker would do well to bill themselves
the “Two Real Coons.””?

Both were, however, quite aware of the risks of such an endeavor. Walker
illustrates an astute awareness of the contradictions black performers faced as they
corked their own faces and attempted to reproduce the ludicrous, demeaning humor
of white blackface minstrelsy. Walker observes that “blackfaced white comedians
used to make themselves look as ridiculous as they could when portraying a ‘darky’
character. . . . Nothing seemed more absurd than to see a colored man making
himself ridiculous in order to portray himself.”'° Walker also seemed to recognize
that there was a certain power in appropriating the medium, of protesting its negative
implications through a kind of ownership. He describes the attempt to ameliorate
race image through the unwieldy powers of such parody: “My partner, Mr. Williams,
is the first man I know of our race to attempt to delineate a ‘darky’ in a perfectly
natural way, and I think much of his success is due to this fact.”"' Out-performing
white performers of blackface thus offered an opportunity early in the century for
black actors, such as Williams and Walker, to appropriate and in some ways redefine
the demeaning devices of this medium of racism.

Still, contradictions inherent in Walker’s own conclusions about Williams’s
efforts to recreate the “real darky” are, as with more recent attempts such as
Kennedy’s Funnyhouse of a Negro, deeply troubling. Any attempt to reproduce
blackface, no matter how radicalized, includes a certain recognition of a form that
is, through its characteristics, wont to undermine in some ways any challenge of
it. This risk exists because of the insidious implications inherent in the more common
figures of minstrel performances such as the good-humored, ignorant, shuffling,
plantation darky Jim Crow, or the uneducated, bombastic, urban slick Zip Coon.
The following excerpt from “Root, Hog, or Die,” a minstrel song performed in the
early 1800s by white minstrels such as Billy Emerson or Dan Emmett from the
Virginia Minstrels, illustrates such seemingly simplistic, yet frightful, images of
what were considered the “natural” attributes of blacks.

I’se de happiest darkee on de top ob de earth,
I get fat as possum in de time ob de dearth,
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show done in white face” and “race members are urged to go for broke, yet not to
ham it up too broadly.”'* This reversal is ironic terrain for examining racist
stereotypical positioning of both blacks and whites. Character Mayor Henry Lee
describes remedies he has taken to quell the chaos as the citizens search desperately
for their “nigras” in a city paralyzed by an absence of workers and servants.

In an unusual, but bold, maneuver we have appealed to the NAACP ‘nall
other Nigra conspirators to help us get to the bottom of the vanishing act.
. . . We have exercised our non-reciprocal option and requested that all
fraternal Southern states express their solidarity by lending us some of
their Nigras temporarily on credit. . . . We have already gotten consent
from the Governor to round up all stray, excess and incorrigible Nigras to
be shipped to us under escort of the state militia.!®

The white mayor here obviously posits stereotypical representations of the
character of blacks and their value to his town. For Lee, if blacks are not working,
they are conspirators or incorrigible worthless vagrants; their only use is in service
to whites. At the same time, Lee is also exposing his own place within the
stereotyping paradigm. In his racialized view of blacks, he reveals himself as
bigoted, ignorant, selfish, and overbearing—much like Northern stereotypical
characterizations of Southern whites, for example. Ward’s juxtaposition of the two
vehement visions of blackness and whiteness reverberates with the doubled meaning
of blackface minstrelsy because the whiteface characters are ultimately black
underneath, and the irony of these actors playing the roles of bigoted whites
fundamentally engages the unfounded, questionable, constructed function of
stereotype. Ultimately, however, this irony in Day of Absence does little more than
suggest that things should or could be different. The actions and developments of
the characters do not in any consistent way challenge the materiality of race but
rather accentuate and protest the ludicrous inequities and assumptions of racist
difference.

(Re)Fusing Parodic Boundaries

Kennedy in Funnyhouse, on the other hand, reaches beyond protest dimensions
of black appropriations of minstrelsy introduced in early African-American
blackface minstrel troupe performances and in approaches such as those of Ward
in Day of Absence. She transcends these by stressing the deconstructive potential
of parody and thus creates a radical insistence upon not only an acknowledged,
black presence on the stage as an agitation against racialized performance, but also
the further political possibilities of new productive spaces within masking acts. In
these spaces African Americans may both defy and redefine American racist and,
for black female playwrights particularly, sexist definitions of the body.
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Negro,” she wishes to be such a Negro and/or, ultimately, cease to exist: “as for
myself I long to become even a more pallid Negro than I am now; pallid like
Negroes on the covers of American Negro magazines; soulless, educated and
irreligious. I want to possess no moral value, particularly as to my being. I want
not to be.”?

Sarah’s adamant, unanswerable desire to be pallid and/or not “be” reveals
Kennedy’s interest in challenging simplistic notions of racial and gendered binaries,
black faces (op)posing white faces. In spite of the misery caused by Sarah’s
undefined boundaries in identity, for Kennedy, Sarah’s loss of a racial and
psychological, unified self actually offers new venues of protest and cultural
engagement, alternative spaces for negotiation of what had become in the 1960s
trenchantly dichotomized views of race in America. Through the polemics of
parody—in this play, parody of polarized racial identity expressed through bi-
racial, or blackened, figures who appear in whiteface—Kennedy can, then, attempt
to produce ameliorative configurations out of racist constructions such as those
that Sarah internalizes.

For Kennedy, as for other black artists who have attempted to rewrite the
meanings foisted upon them by racist stereotypes, revision of blackface minstrelsy
offers moments of cultural/artistic redefinition within the singular domain of drama,
performer, stage, and audience. Kennedy’s masked bi-racial female characters
exemplify most consistently in Funnyhouse a transgressive third space; her re-
masking of minstrelsy is both a declaration of presence and a potential moment for
revision of the negative. Re-framing race as outside of the black/white binary allows
Kennedy to see an “in-between” within her appropriation of blackface. This in-
between becomes a “beyond” that, as Homi Bhabha suggests, provides “the terrain
for elaborating strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate new
signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and contestation.”” For
example, elided and eliding boundaries of racial identity determine Sarah’s dilemma:
“He is the darkest, my father is the darkest, my mother is the lightest. I am in
between.”?? Yet such newly positioned self-recognition can also offer Sarah a fresh
venue for negotiating that dilemma.

The epistemological weight of the mask is further evident in Funnyhouse,
when Kennedy, like Ward in Day of Absence, reverses traditional, American white
blackface minstrelsy by positioning her bi-racial black characters behind white
masks. Her emphasis on the details of “masking the mask” adds, however, a new
dimension to earlier appropriations of minstrelsy by forcing a highly pitched, more
complex staging of whiteness. Kennedy here approaches the slippery slope of the
minstrel mask, marking what David Krasner observes as its “room for
ambivalence.”” This enhanced reversal of blackface in the play engages, again,
Bakhtin’s hostile relationship of the original and the secondary by not only
protesting, but also subverting constraining American constructions of African-
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elaborate form—that of a blackened, cross-dressed white male minstrel portraying
an ultra feminine prima donna female impersonator.”®! Such characters were very
popular among minstrel companies, with female impersonators by mid-1800s
becoming as important to most shows as their Interlocutor or their endmen.*?
Primarily two types of female impersonators were characterized on the minstrel
stage, the mulatta wench and the prima donna. Both constructed images of desire
and eroticism with a concomitant implication of femininity and manageability,
conversant qualities that created for the audience a “sexuality saved from
disappearance and contained by the white male body at the same time.”®® The
complication of gender construction in the development of blackface minstrel
masking offered white males, then, an additional avenue for instituting and re-
affirming dominance. In addition to racial superiority, gender-crossing minstrels
thus sought an empowered position in white male superiority as well. Not
surprisingly, during the heyday of blackface minstrelsy the wench and the prima
donna were immensely popular and influential; they titillated male and female
audiences, constructing boldly sexual images rendered relatively harmless and
controllable within the portrayal of disempowered, black female figures. This
provocative masked performance rehearsed in effect the dynamics of what Judith
Butler describes as normative power where “the regulatory norms of ‘sex” work in
aperformative fashion to constitute the materiality of bodies and, more specifically,
to materialize the body’s sex, to materialize sexual difference in the service of the
consolidation of the heterosexual imperative.”* Butler’s recognition of parody as
a sign of the constructed, performative nature of gender and, by extrapolation, of
race illuminates further the possibility of a third space opened up by the instability
of the parodic.

In Funnyhouse, Kennedy, through her own re-doubling of minstrel masked
gender parody, reverses the outcome of traditional blackface minstrel female
impersonation. She evades, via her bi-gendered whiteface Sarah figure, a dominant
reification of racially, sexually informed identity politics.>* At the same time,
Kennedy’s Sarah figure further problematizes identity construction by addressing
head-on the impact of politico-cultural and socio-economic forces upon racial and
sexual determinacy. A nexus of sexist and racist victimization, Sarah is subject to
multiple oppressions, first illustrated in the play through the threat of patriarchy
concretized in the act of rape; secondly, challenged by the very assumption of
male identity in three of Sarah’s selves; thirdly, parodied through the complex
juxtaposition of larger-than-life colonial figures that rehearse the politicized
dynamics of black-over-white masking.

Sarah’s female selves dread the coming of their father as “the blackest of them
all,” for he is to them the black rapist who ostensibly threatens the whiteness in
their womanhood, like that of their mother.*¢ Ideological fear of black rape conjoins
Sarah to white women as stereotypical objects of male desire in general and as
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particularly vulnerable to black male sexual violence. Yet in her rehearsal of white
(fe)male fear of black, male sexuality, Sarah ultimately participates in the
construction of a white womanhood that at the same time eludes her. Kennedy
seems to suggest here that European, female figures of power such as the Duchess
of Hapsburg and Queen Victoria who inhabit Sarah’s identity offer Sarah a false
sense of strength against the threat of her black father, reaffirmed by and reaffirming
Sarah’s fear of and revulsion toward male, physical domination defined here as
well by race. Significantly, gender parody in this play can thus strategically address
both issues—the struggle against female disempowerment compounded by a futile
search for racial authenticity.

Kennedy, through three male figures as Sarah’s selves—Man, Jesus, and
Lumumba— answers these two issues by collapsing gender definition and, at the
same time, complicating the questions further through Sarah’s ironic fascination
with blackness and her confused acceptance/rejection of white colonial, and
Christian, tradition. Sarah’s self as Man (appearing initially as the “Man,” then the
“unidentified Man,”) is the first male fragment of her conflicted identity.” In
creating this male self, Kennedy precipitates a gender shift that suggests Sarah’s
intense, reluctant need to in some ways accept, be one with, or be her father—to
embrace his threatening blackness. As a result, Sarah also suffers an excruciating
distancing from the authentic female, who for her is everything her mother was
not: white, powerful, European. Interestingly, through this transgression of gender
boundaries, Sarah begins to maneuver more freely among her selves and perhaps
initially to view her world differently. She leaves a tenuous sense of security
underwritten by whiteness-as-the-familiar, female, dominant, and enters the
“wilderness” of her blackness which she equates with the maleness of her father
and of Man. This final gravitation toward a blackness that she cannot reconcile
with her whiteness, and toward a maleness that she cannot ultimately effectively
relate to her femaleness, aggravates Sarah’s self-hatred, causing her hair to fall out
and, ultimately, pressing her to suicide. She moves away from merely mistrusting
to despising her white friends and to destroying whiteness as herself, a whiteness
that is in her imagination decidedly Western and female.

At the same time, this parody of maleness within femaleness suggests the
amorphous nature of cultural as well as gendered boundaries. The second male

- self, Jesus-as-Sarah, is an even more potent use of gendered masking, creating a
self for Sarah so disfigured that he is reminiscent of the most exaggerated white
blackface caricatures. Sarah as Jesus is “a hunchback, yellow-skinned dwarf, dressed
in white rags and sandals.”*® Characterizing this Christian icon, this ultimate male
symbol of the Christian church, as a corrupted, faded vision is merely the beginning
of Kennedy’s subversion and conversion of Jesus into a figure that will convey
and challenge the complexities of racism, sexism, and cultural domination. Jesus-
as-Sarah attempts frantically to negotiate his position in the in-between. His hair,
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Kennedy, in choosing Lumumba as a male Sarah, offers a radically different
kind of empowerment for Sarah’s oppressed psyche. Sarah’s tenuous goal of
embracing her blackness seems momentarily attainable through this figure who, in
contradicting the image of the colonized, castrated black male, may also contradict
her oppressive fear of her own blackness (or black father) and her subjugated
sensibility as an assimilated mixed-race female. In taking on the identity of
Lumumba, Sarah interrupts disempowerment as both female and black, looking to
the historical Africa her father loved so much that he traveled there to “heal the
race, heal the misery;” to help “the black man to make a pure statement . . . to rise
from colonialism.™® Sarah’s futile attempts to reach out to her father and thus
embrace her blackness are, however, as doomed as the fates of her father and of
Lumumba, the former living to his old age in suicidal self-loathing and
disappointment, the latter sporting a head “split in two with blood and tissue in
[his] eyes” and carrying his “ebony mask.” 47 It is this mask that tips us off to a
moment imbued in-double-voiced parody. The “ebony mask” is the minstrel mask
as donned by the black performer, undermining white dominance through the
appropriative act, but still forcing blackness to operate from within the strictures
of a racist and demeaning dramatic moment. Kennedy thus characterizes the
Lumumba self, while momentarily a hopeful figure, as ultimately unable to go the
distance in saving Sarah from disastrous, self-imposed strictures of black meaning.
Like Jesus, who is deformed, weakened, irresolute, Lumumba roams the play
sporting a split skull and a useless ebony mask. He is a mournful shadow of his
historical profile. As a part of the finally victimized Lumumba, the ebony mask is
an empty vessel further demonstrating the impotency of Sarah’s struggle against
the enduring impetus of white colonial imperialism that she has internalized, a
white hate for and concomitant need to dominate that which is black.

Thus even the most promising of Sarah’s selves cannot transcend the ultimately
debilitating impact of multiple oppressions. In her troubled but ultimate
acceptance—and in fact perverted glorification—of dominant European racial
ideologies, she participates in her own oppression. This entanglement of locations
exposes yet another dimension of the debilitating effects of sexist and racist
oppression and its impact on the presence, identity, and psychological health of
African-American women. Through the multiple masks that Sarah wears as her
selves, Kennedy engages in the third space questions of self-incrimination, both
gendered and racial.

The Funnyhouse in Context

In spite of the ambiguities inscribed in Kennedy’s portrayal of Sarah’s psychic
disunity—or perhaps because of them—it is important to emphasize that, as male,
female, black, and white, Sarah is a ground-breaking characterization in Kennedy’s
early drama. Through the character Sarah, Kennedy is able to confront the issues
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confrontations with the troubled heritage of minstrelsy, so revelatory in its seemingly
endless capacity to artistically appropriate that which appears bent upon its
destruction.
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