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9 The Ideal Works of Edmonia Lewis:

Invoking and Inverting Autobiography

Kirsten P. Buick

Born to a Chippewa mother and an Alfrican American father, Mary Edmonia
Lewis (ca. 1843—after 1909) is the first documented American woman sculptor
of African Indian descent. Her work has a far-reaching cultural significance
because it is inflected by each modifier, both singly and in combination, that can
be used to describe her: “American,” “woman,” “sculptor,” “African American®
and “Native American.” Yet, while the subjects of her sculptures are African
American and Native American womern, invoking her autobiography, their fea-
tures follow idealized, western European models. Why did Lewis eschew ethno

logical models? Why does it matter?

Lewis’s Freedwomen

Twentieth-century inl(-qn'vt;ui(ms are uns;uisl}lvtury and tentative. Many schol-

ars have observed that the women Lewis lmrtr;lyml do not “look African” or

“look Indian.” Their long, straight hair, their keen European features, and the
white marble of their “skin” belie their subject matter. Yet the issue ol ethnicity
is either a stated paradox that is left unexplained or is read against Lewis, with
claims that she had no real care for “her people.”!

Attention is also directed to gender. Criticism of Lewis's Forever Free (fig. 9.1%
for example, has often regarded the relative positions of the male and femaléas
reinforcing gendered stereotypes of male “aggression” (note also the raised arm)
and female “passivity.” In her reading of the antithetical positions of the maleand
female, Jean Fagan Yellin describes the male’s hand as resting "pr()(e('ﬁ\"l‘l)’”m

» . . * . e . Lo
the woman's shoulder, while his other hand is raised “in a trinmphant gestures

l‘.lgurp 9.1 Edmonia Lewis, Forever Free, 1867. Marble, 41% inches. Howard University Art
Gallery, Washington, D.C.
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In Albert Boime’s analysis, the male places his hand “condescendingly” on
woman's shoulder. Despite differing interpretations of the touch, for both

ars the issue is male agency in the face of female passivity. Frances K. Pohl ey
plains the group in these terms: “The subservient position of the woman jy
Forever Free may have been a subtle commentary on the struggles that lay aheg
for African-American women within their own community.”?

As interpreted by these scholars, Forever Free is a visual testament of a p
archal society in which the female is subordinated to the male. While it is temp
ing to examine Forever Free in light of recent developments in race and ge i
studies, we must also interpret it with regard to the aspirations of nineteey
century African Americans. In this view, the sculpture presents a reconstru
image of the African American family after slavery and becomes a subtle cony
mentary on the hopes for the newly liberated population.

It is important to remember that Victorian expectations about the ro
women applied to free black people as well as to white people, and in this s
Lewis’s freedwoman is connected to all women. Like her European America
counterpart, the African American female was expected to observe a set of
seriptives found throughout the literature of the nineteenth century that
fined the Cult of True Womanhood. Simply stated, she was supposed to |
domestic, submissive, pious, and virtuous. As Judith Sealander has shown, Iy
fore the Civil War the African American press employed images reﬂectingl
Cult of True Womanhood to protest the constant violation of woman’s “true”
ture under slavery. The enslaved African American woman lived in the mid
a paradox, for while she, as the ideal woman, was “a soothing helpmate to |
hushand,” she might also need to be “wily and physically courageous . . . able
murder her master, hide out in swamps, and ford rivers.” Freedom brough
new paradox. As James Oliver Horton has explained: “During the nineteer
century, as now, Black liberation was often defined in terms of the ability
Black women and men to become full participants in American life. Tronical
this not only meant the acquisition of citizenship rights, almost all of which we
applied only to men, but also entailed an obligation to live out the gender idea
of American patriarchal society. . . . All women were expected to defer to me
but for Black women deference was a racial imperative.”?

Does Forever Free represent a commentary on oppression or subordi
or a conformity to gender ideals of the times? With emancipation, former
could marry and live in families. If we reexamine Lewis’s statue as a represent
tion of the birth of the African American “lamily” after slavery, the freedwoma
posture can be seen to reflect the qualities ascribed to the “True Woman"—su

mission, piety, and virtue.
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Within this new family that emancipation created, the male also had a role to
fill. Like his white counterpart, he was entrusted with the protection of his fam-
ily. In Forever Free, the male’s stance and his raised arm, interpreted as either
triumphant or aggressive, signify this potential to protect and thus mark his new
status as the head of a family. Horton explains that for African American men
“the ability to support and protect their women became synonymous with man-
hood and manhood became synonymous with freedom. Often slaves demanding
their freedom used the term ‘manhood rights.” Manhood and freedom were tied
to personal power.” 4 If we read Lewis’s work as a unit instead of as a reflection of
opposing forces—domination versus subordination, or man versus woman—uwe
see that, as Yellin claims, the male’s hand rests “protectively” on the female’s
shoulder. No longer is she the white man’s property. Instead, and in terms of
nineteenth-century gender ideals, she belongs to the man who has the capacity
to protect her. There is no evidence in the work itself that Lewis was critical n'f
their relationship or commenting on female oppression. Nor did the viewing
public perceive it thus.

Completed in Rome in 1867, Forever Free was the second “ideal work”—a
sculpture based on a narrative from literature, mythology, or the Bible—that
Lewis made in Europe. Created four years after President Lincoln issued the
Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, it was also Lewis’s second con-
tribution to the celebration of liberty. She originally titled the sculpture The
Morning of Liberty, but inscribed on the front of its base are the words “Forever
Free” from the proclamation’s text.

The woman is dressed in a simple, belted shift. She kneels on one knee and
clasps her hands as if in prayer. With head tilted and chin raised, she gazes up-
ward. Her long hair is without curl and flows from a center part. and her nose,
viewed in profile, is straight. Around her left ankle are a manacle and chain,
which seem to bind her to the base of the statue. At her side stands the man.
dressed only in soft-looking cloth shorts, He stands in a classic contrapposto
pose; under his left heel are the ball and chain that once restrained him, Al-
though a manacle encircles the wrist of his raised arm, in his hand he holds the
broken manacle and chain that have come from his ankle. His right hand rests
on the right shoulder of the woman, who leans into his right leg. He, too, gazes
upward. His hair is a tight cap of curls.

A formalist reading of Forever Free supports the figures being read as a unit
rather than in opposition. Together, they form a compact silhouette made up of
dseries of discrete triangles. beginning with the horizontal triangle defined by
the man’s upraised arm and right shoulder and expanding into the vertical tri-
angle created by his head at the apex and his bent left leg and female companion
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at the base. The overall triangulation of the figures is reinforced and echoed by
the pyramidal shape of the female. Though she kneels and he stands, their bod-
ies are in perfect harmony. They gaze in the same direction, and the tilt of theiy
heads—his to the right and hers to the left—creates a sense of intimacy reip-
forced by his touch on her shoulder. Despite the separate chains that bind the al
the pair exhibits, through the rhythms of their individual bodies, the indivisible
“bonds” of their commitment to one another.

By October 18, 1869, Lewis had returned to the United States to attend the
sculpture’s dedication at Tremont Temple in Boston after its removal from itg
exhibition site at the gallery of Childs and Company. At 7:30 p.M., for an admis
sion fee of twenty-five cents, the public was admitted to the ceremony in whick
the statue was formally presented to the Reverend Leonard A. Grimes, a promi.
nent abolitionist minister. The dedication was a carefully staged event that in:
cluded singing and, according to one newspaper account. a “colored performer
who played the organ. Prominent male abolitionists, both white and black, wer
featured speakers—the Reverends |. D. Fulton and R. C. Waterston, Williag
Lloyd Garrison, William Craft, and William Wells Brown.® According to Eliza
beth Peabody, writing for the Christian Register:

All who were present at Tremont Temple on the Monday evening of the
presentation to Rev. Mr. Grimes of the marble group “Forever Free,”

executed by Miss Edmonia Lewis, must have been deeply interested. No

one, not born subject to the “Cotton King,” could look upon this piece of |
sculpture without profound emotion. The noble figure of the man, his
very muscles seeming to swell with gratitude; the expression of the right
now to protect, with which he throws his arm around his kneeling wife;
the “Praise de Lord"—hovering on their lips: the broken chain,.—all so
instinct with life, telling in the very poetry of stone the story of the last

ten years.”

At this gathering Forever Free represented an appropriate testimony to th
abolitionist argument that slavery destroyed the integrity of the family, perve
ing for those enslaved the biologically determined male and female functia
within society.® Grimes, to whom the statue was dedicated, was a parti
fitting choice. Born a free person of African descent in Leesburg, Virginia, |
1815, he had dedicated his life to helping runaway slaves and was particulai
known for his work in reuniting families torn apart by enslavement.”

Grimes and the other abolitionists at the dedication believed that the abol
tion of slavery would set male and female roles to rights. For them and
Lewis, freedom was seen as a masculinized process. Until the African Am «
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man was free to establish a black patriarchy, the woman, they believed, would
remain enslaved, as Lewis presented her in Forever Free. For white abolition-
ists, however, there were limits, suggested by the way the Christian Register
chose to interpret the male figure’s upraised arm. The potential for aggressi'()n in
this gesture was neutralized with one paradoxical description: his “muscles
seem|ed] to swell with gratitude.” In this interpretation, the fear of black male
violence emerges as an uncomfortable subtext, much as it does in the vernacu-
Jar thanksgiving “Praise de Lord” ascribed to the figures. The black male’s piety,
this reading implied, would constrain any violent tendencies. /

While her art seems to support the gender ideals of her era, Lewis herself
(fig. 9.2) did not conform to these ideals. Her odd clothes, her denial of mar-
riage, her decision to sculpt—all contravened Victorian conventions. Yet these
were the same choices that had been made by the other women sculptors
who had preceded her to Rome—Harriet Hosmer, Anne Whitney, and Louisa
Lander. But in her sculptures, Lewis not only selected subjects who conformed
to Victorian gender ideals: she also depicted these women in an idealized way.
Like the woman in Forever Free, the woman in Lewis’s first ideal work, Th'.c
Freedwoman on First Hearing of Her Liberty, was presented in a kneeling pose.

In 1866, Henry Wreford, columnist for the Athenaeum, described The Freed-
woman, which is now lost: “She has thrown hersell to her knees, and, with
clasped hands and uplifted eyes, she blesses God for her redemption. Her hoy,
ignorant of the cause of her agitation, hangs over her knees and clings to hf;r
waist. She wears the turban which was used when at work. Around her wrists are
the half-broken manacles, and the chain lies on the ground still attached to a
large ball. “Yes,” [Lewis] observed, ‘so was my race treated in the market and
elsewhere.”” 1! Here Lewis chose to depict what is perhaps the oldest personifi-
cation of family in all of Western art—mother and child. With the end of slavery,
mother and child were no longer property that could be separated and sold. The
Alrican American woman could fulfill her proper role as mother to her child, the
most valued role a woman could play within nineteenth-century gender norms,

One year after the Athenacum’s review, a writer for the Freedmen’s Record
noted the similarity between the women in The Freedwoman and Forever Free.
“Many of our readers will he glad to hear from Edmonia Lewis. She sent us a
photograph of a new design for a group called “The Morning of Liberty, repre-
senting a standing male figure, casting off his chains and a young girl kneeling
beside him. The design shows decided improvement in modellihg the human
figure, though the type is less original and characteristic than in the ‘Freed-
Woman,” which she sketched in the Spring. Her next step will be to combine the
merits of the two and give us a really valuable group,” 12
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Figure 9.2 Henry Rocher,
Edmonia Lewts, ¢. 1870,
Albumen silver print, 3% X
2V inches, National Portrait
Gallery, Smithsonian Insti-
tution, Washington, D.C,

Both freedwomen are posed to underscore their submissive, pious character,
validated by their newfound freedom to act ont normalized gender roles. Both'
. i
are part of a family. ]

5 5 4
Lewis’s Bondwomen

In contrast. Lewis’s Hagar in the Wilderness represents the frustration of no
malized gender roles within the body of one female figure (fig. 9.3). Tt is an ali€
gorical statement about the abuses suffered by black women when a b

pu(ri;u'vhy is not in plu(-(—- to pre stect them.
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Figure 9.3 Edmonia
Lewis, Hagar in the Wilder-
ness, 1875. Marble

527 inches. National Mu-
seum of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution
Washington, D.C., gift

of Delta Sigma Theta
Sorority, Inc

Hagar, the Egyptian bondwoman to Sarah and Abraham, appears twice in the
Old Testament (Gen. 16:1-16, 21:9-21) and once in the New Testament (Gal.
4:22-31). In the Old Testament story, Sarah, who is barren, sanctions the im-
pregnation of Hagar by Abraham. Ultimately Hagar and her son, Ishmael, are
sent away to wander in the wilderness. Because Egypt was coded as black Africa
among abolitionists and colonizationists in the nineteenth century, Hagar was a
particularly pertinent allegory of chattel slavery and the indignities that black
women suffered.’?

Lewis’s treatment of the subject skillfully manages to allude to each appear-
ance of Hagar in the Bible. The first time Hagar appears, she has become preg-
nant and is perceived by her mistress, Sarah, as making a mockery of her
barrenness. Abraham gives Sarah full authority over Hagar, and Sarah deals
“hardly with her” (Gen. 16:6). As a result, the pregnant Hagar flees into the
wilderness, where she is comforted by the angel of the Lord near a fountain ol

water. This may be the moment at which Lewis depicted Hagar. She is pregnant

with Ishmael. The jug at her feet suggests the fountain at which the angel found




—————
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her. The angel tells Hagar to return and submit to Sarah. Then God makeg
.
ninety-year-old Sarah fertile, and she also bears a son, Isaac. When Sarah findg

the two boys playing together, she insists that the bondwoman and her son

sent away. They again wander in the wilderness, and when their water is gone

Hagar places Ishmael under a shrub so that she will not see him die (Gen. 2]

15-16). Once again, in the midst of her despair, she is visited by an angel of the

Lord. If this is Lewis’s scenario, Hagar is once again alone, but her son is nearby
the jug at her feet symbolizes her search for water. 3
Finally, in the New Testament, Hagar is invoked as an allegory to differenti
ate between those who are free within the Spirit and those who are enslaved by
the flesh (Gal. 4:24). Paul writes, “Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for ,.j"g,
son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman” (Gal
30). In Lewis’s allegory, Hagar, with the presence of her son implied, repre
the despair and dismantling of the African American family under sla
Where there is no male to protect, the mother and child are disinherited. The
normalized condition of patriarchy has been inverted.

This was not Lewis’s first depiction of Hagar. Another sculpture of this bo
woman, completed in 1870, was exhibited in Chicago that year. It is now
but we do have Lewis's comment on it: “I have a strong sympathy for all wo
who have struggled and suffered. For this reason the Virgin Mary is very de
to me.” "

In Hagar in the Wilderness, Hagar, like Lewis’s second freedwoman in Fo
ever Free (and presumably like her first), clasps her hands, but unlike her sisters
Hagar is troubled. Her brow is furrowed. She stands and she is alone, tra
by slavery’s invisible bonds. But while all three women express themes spe
to the plight of African Americans, they look like Europeans, with straight h
and classically straight noses. Though depicted as white, they represent
desire to broaden the category of “woman” to include women who were not En

g

ropean American.

Lewis’s Indian Women

It is significant that Lewiss Indian woman, Minnehaha, while dressed as
Native American, also displays features that are European. Lewis very col
sciously manipulates significant details of her appearance. Her bust of Minn
haha (fig. 9.4) and the Minnehaha of The Marriage of Hiawatha (completed
1868 and 1871, respectively) have noticeable bumps in their noses, but Minné
haha’s profile in the ideal work The Old Indian Arrowmaker and His Da aht
(fig. 9.5), completed in 1872, is markedly different.’” Here the nose is st
Clearly, Lewis’s women bear only the trappings of a specific ethnicity. AS
from Hagar, whose bonds are allegorical, all of her African American wonl
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Figure 9.4 Edmonia Lewis, Minnehaha, 1868.
Marble, 12% inches. From the collection of
Bruce Johnson. Photograph by Keith Kreger.

wear chains, manacles, and iron balls, while her Native American women wear
animal skins, beads, and feathers.

Conversely, in Lewis’s works, men signify ethnicity. As carriers of specific
identities, they are the “bearers of meaning.”'® The man in Foréver Free has
the curly hair associated with an African heritage, and his features are slightly
broader than those of the woman. Likewise, the old man in The Old Indian
Arrowmaker and His Daughter and the male figure of Hiawatha (Hg. 9.6), the
bust on which her later work The Marriage of Hiawatha (fig. 9.7) was based, dis-
play the high cheekbones and hooked noses commonly associated with Indians.
Why did Lewis “whitewash” her black and red female figures? Her decision to
obliterate “color,” like her positioning of the female figure in relation to the
male, was again influenced by the Cult of True Womanhood, which crossed all
racial boundaries. In addition, it was common artistic practice in the nineteenth
century to depict Native American women according to Greek ideals, while
Alrican American women were rarely depicted at all.

Art and Sell

Lewis's decision to “neutralize” her women while racializing the men was a great
deal more complex than making her heroines acceptable, sympathetic figures to
the dominant culture. Her decision was a direct result of how she wanted her-

self to be perceived as an artist and as a person.

Under slavery, Hazel B. Carby points out, African American women “gave
birth to property and, directly, to capital itself in the form of slaves, and all slaves
inherited their status from their mothers.” But because she has shed all markers
that would identify her as chattel, Lewis’s freedwoman in Forever Free can no
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Figure 9.5 Edmonia
Lewis. The Old Indian
Arrowmaker and His
Daughter, 1872. Marble,
12% inches. National My-
seum of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C., gift of
Mr. and Mrs. Norman B,
Robbins.

longer be a carrier of property or even of racist stereotypes. She is indeed
The “purging” of blackness was also a well-worked if problematic theme in
slavery fiction, as Karen Sanchez-Eppler has argued: “The very effort to d
goodness in Black involves the obliteration of Blackness.” In fact, the tragic mus
latta, invented by the white abolitionist Lydia Maria Child. was, according
Carolyn L. Karcher, just white enough to bridge the gap between black an

white women. Her very whiteness, in fact, \'_\'mlmlizwl the “p(-m'lmtinn" of her

by the white master. A sympathetic figure, she existed between two world

body
ither. The Indian woman, too, had to be “cleansed” of he

but belonged to ne
identity to be acceptable. Pocahontas was perhaps the most famous of these mé
diating heroines. Within discourses of American culture, the Indian woman wh
was not a “princess” was a “squaw” (the rough equivalent of the stereotype f
“mulatta” versus “whore”).1?

Examining the intersection of slavery with the rhetoric surrounding

meaning of “blackness” is one way to interpret Lewis’s sculpture, and it prov
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a likely explanation for Lewis’s decision to purge color. By eliminating ethnic
identity. Lewis eliminated the stereotype as well. But the cp’l('.slinn rvnl;;ins as to
why she eschewed ethnological models only for her women. In answer, it may
help to rephrase the question this way: What would Lewis have risked if she had
sculpted obviously black or obviously Indian women?

For the daughter of a Chippewa and an African American, the risk was that
the public would view the works as self-portraiture. Clearly Lewis did not want
viewers to make any correlations between her women and her “self.” In a sense
she suppressed “autobiography” so that she could not be read into her scnlp:
tures. Lewis’s ethnicity, or “blood.” as it was termed in the nineteenth cen-
tury, was an obsession with her reviewers and interviewers. Speculutinns as to
whether her Indian or African heritage was dominant, for example, appeared in
articles by Child and in a biographical sketch by William Wells Brown.'s As a
result. Lewis identified with her freedwomen, with Hagar, and with Minnehaha
on the level of discourse only—through interviews zmd. reviews ol her work. She
refused to be victimized by her own hand. .

In an interview with Henry Wreford, Lewis invoked the authority of her
heritage: “My mother . . . was a wild Indian. and was born in Albany, ()i'(-()l)l)(-'r
colour, and with straight Black hair. There she made and sold miticcasins My
father. who was a negro . . . saw her and married her. . . . Mother often lvli ill"l’
home, and wandered with her people whose habits she could not forget, and
thus we her children were brought up in the same wild manner.” 19

To maintain authority over her voice, Lewis had to authenticate her position

as an objective observer and to safeguard her position ol power as an artist,>

Figure 9.6 Edmonia Lewis, Hiawatha, 1868,
Muarble, 14% % 8§ % 5% inches. From the collec-
tion of Bruce Johnson. Photograph by Keith
Kreger. ‘
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Figure 9.7 Edmonig
Lewis, The Marriage of
Hiawatha, 1871. Marble,
31% inches. Cincinngtj Art
Musenm, Cincinnati, Ohio‘.._
on loan from a private

collection.

Like other black women who entered the public arena in the nineteenth cene
tury, Lewis found that credibility, in the form of objectivity, was very difficult tg
achieve.

This perspective becomes clearer by examining the strategies ad()pte@
African American women autobiographers. Beth M. Doriani, who has
two autobiographical accounts by black women—Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents
the Life of a Slave Girl: Written by Herself (1861) and Harriet Wilson's Our Ni
or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black (1859), published as a novel—poit
out that female slave narratives are entirely different from male slave narrative

Male narratives masculinized the meaning of freedom and recounted their
ney from “bondage to independence” as one from slavery to freedom and man
hood. The journey was marked by the achievement of literacy and the ph
mastery over the slaveholder; it was a gradual emergence into personhood a
self-reliance.

The emergence of the black woman into personhood was an altogether
ferent matter. Unlike black male narrators who could “buil[d] his story aro
presentation of himself that emphasized . . . the qualities valued and re
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py white men.” for black women a presentation of self based on the qualities val-
ll‘(’(l by white women was not possible for two reasons. First. the sexual abuse
plack women suffered had to be addressed. but in as detached amanner as pos-
sible, lest they alienate their audience. Above all, narratives by female slaves had
to be rooted in “facts.” “The most reliable slave narrative therefore would be.”
writes James Olney, “the one that seemed purely mimetic, one in which the self
is at the periphery instead of the center of attention . . . transcribing rather than
interpreting a set of objective facts.”2! 7

Second, because the history of sexual abuse was a matter of public record,
black women had to wrest for themselves a sense of morality that (while not
equ:ll to) was as legitimate as that prescribed for white women. As a result, they
engaged and subverted the “sexual morality found in the white women’s genres,
daring their readers to confront the complexity of morality and virtue. In doing
so, they bent the conventions to their other purpose, the creation of selves con-

sistent with their own experience as black women. They show that the world of

the black woman—as a person inextricably bound up with others yet respon-
sible for her own survival, emotionally, economically, and politically—demands
a revised definition of true womanhood, a revision of the nineteevith-century
white woman’s social and literary sterec type as well as that of the black w(nnzm-,
the ‘tragic mulatta.’”22

Like Jacobs and Wilson, Lewis had to rely on white abolitionists for support
and success. By “whitening” the features of her African American and Indian
American women, Lewis obtained a distance from them and a measure of ob-
jectivity—and therefore credibility, not only with her patrons but as an artist
who worked in the neoclassical style. Thus. instead of taking her Indian subjects
directly from her mother’s people and naming them as such, she opted to in-
terpret Native American culture through the mediating figure of a white male
author, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. In selecting a female figure from Long-
fellow’s sentimental Song of Hiawatha, Lewis chose to represent what was
perhaps the most sympathetic treatment of the indigenous population to be
sanctioned by the dominant culture,2 Although her iconography was highly per-
sonal and directly relevant to her life, she maintained a distance from it by re-
fusing to portray Minnehaha as an Indian. Quite literally, Lewis placed herself
“on the periphery of the action.”

Through a complex process of invocation and inversion, Edmonia Lewis
achieved a “creation of self through subversive interplay” with her viewers' ex-
Pectations. She came into “personhood” by drawing on and reshaping the pre-
vailing aesthetic— the neoclassical style conveyed in white marble—to illustrate
sentimental literature and her heritage as an Indian, as well as those themes per-
tinent to the black experience in America. Yet Lewis remains a presence that is
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paradoxically absent in her work: she is present as an “artist,” as the cre
art, but she is absent as the “subject” or “object” of her art. She invoked
biographical readings of her works while inverting those expectations by fg
lowing mainstream modes of representation in her idealized (read, “white
depictions of women. Lewis was not unlike the author of the slave narrative, fg
whom, as Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates have noted, “the narratee
descriptive ‘eye’ . . . was put into service as a literary form to posit both ¢
individual °I" of the Black author, as well as the collective ‘1" of the race. Text cr
ated author, and Black authors hoped they would create, or recreate, the imag
of the race in European discourse.”* '

Lewis undeniably manipulated the neoclassical idiom to suit her purpose
Just as her freedman stands and her freedwoman kneels at the threshold of
“normal” life under the gender conventions of the day, Lewis sought to ente
debate over who could legitimately represent those conventions in a voice bog \
authoritative and autonomous.

Notes |
A version of this essay was originally published in American Art 9, no. 2 (Summer:
1995): 4-19. The author wishes to thank Helen Jackson.
L. Jacqueline Fonvielle-Bontemps wrote that Lewis “never sculpted a black figure,
though many of her statues dealt with racial or sexual repression as a theme. She
glorified abolition as a movement and individual abolitionists. but not black people. ..
Her friends were all white.” Fonvielle-Bontemps, “Forever Free™: Art by African Am
can Women, 1862—1980 (Normal, 111, 1980), 16. Yet another scholar wrote that “whe
[Lewis's] pieces lose power is in the style she adopted and the material she used: the
neo-classical style, with its emphatic focus on Greek idealization, and the pristine whi
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