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This catalogue is published on the occasion of Karice Mitchell’s installation, take 
care, on view from July 6, 2021 to June 30, 2022 on Hamilton Artists Inc.’s exterior 
Cannon Project Wall.

Karice Mitchell (b. 1996) is a photo-based installation artist whose practice uses 
found imagery and digital manipulation to engage with issues relating to the 
representation of the black female body in pornography and popular culture. Her 
work seeks to re-contextualize pre-existing images to reimagine possibilities for 
black womanhood and sexuality detached from the white gaze and patriarchy. 
She received her BFA at York University in 2019 and her MFA at the University 
of Waterloo in June 2021. She currently resides on the unceded territory of the 
xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam) people where she is a full-time lecturer at the University 
of British Columbia Vancouver campus.

Writer and Curator Nya Lewis, MFA is the current director of Artspeak Gallery, year-
round programmer of Out on Screen, and research assistant at The Center for the 
Study of Black Canadian Diaspora.
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Karice Mitchell’s commissioned installation, take care, concerns the historical 
exploitation of Black women’s bodies, central to the systematic construction of the 
“other”. Giving Black women license to exercise full sexual autonomy, Mitchell 
re-appropriates and reclaims Black erotic imagery, subverting dehumanizing 
stereotypes to redefine and reimagine possibilities for Black sexuality beyond its 
historical construction.

Mitchell critically engages with a landmark era of Black American pop culture, 
collecting magazines from the 60s and 70s. In an intuitive process, she reworks 
their pages using visual redaction to simultaneously create ambiguity and make 
visible signifiers of Black culture and coding. take care is a digitally manipulated 
reflection of Black iconography, acrylic nails on dark skin, a tender and intimate 
glimpse of a Black femme physique. Centered on the billboard is Mitchell’s 
instructive gesture to “take care”.

The images are taken from Players Magazine and, to Mitchell, indicate the kinds 
of rigorous contradiction and pressure necessary to shift respectability politics. 
For her, the magazine’s images are empowering, subtly evoking strength, respect, 
and feminine mystique. Following the Watts uprising of 1965, the magazine’s Los 
Angeles-based parent company Holloway House began publishing mass-market 
paperbacks, capitalizing by creating a culture industry that responded to the 
representation crisis and catering to a large-scale Black readership. In part, 

Against a porous archive: Re-imagining Black erotica 
Nya Lewis

2



their success is owed to adult reading material like their 1966, Some Like it Dark: 
The Intimate Biography of a Negro Call Girl, and 1970’s Iceberg Slim’s Pimp: 
The Story of my Life, that dog whistles slave fantasy erotica. They hired Wanda 
Coleman (who would later become a writer for the National Endowment for the 
Arts, the Guggenheim, and LA poet laureate) as the first editor. Under Coleman’s 
direction Players thrived as an avant-garde publication, a forum to explore issues 
of Black history, art, and politics. Thematically a Black Playboy Magazine, the 
anti Jet or Ebony, Players Magazine read as a sophisticated, sexy, edgy, intelligent 
invention, not meant for white readership.1 

I am interested in the parallels between Mitchell’s and Colemans’ intentions of 
modernity, and efforts towards new representations of Black subjectivity. From 
Coleman’s ground-breaking imagery, to, 50 years later, Mitchell’s timely re-
representation of the multi-dimensionality, vulnerability, and pleasure found in 
Black femininity, how does their positionality create the ideal vessel to challenge 

1  J.D. Gifford, “‘Harvard in Hell’: Holloway House Publishing Company, Players Magazine, 
and the Invention of Black Mass-Market Erotica: Interviews with Wanda Coleman and Emory 
‘Butch’ Holmes II.” MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United States 35, no. 4 (2010): 
111–37. 
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how we see ourselves, and how might this impact or culturally transcribe the 
ways we read fetishization and consumption? I posit that their artistic gestures 
and contextualization make room to expand critical, progressive thought—the 
potential of presenting our sexuality through Black woman leadership and agency.

I can list without hesitation the safeguarded rules—a survival guide of things 
“good” Black women cannot wear (for fear of being followed, abused, or considered 
“forced-ripe’ sexual beings): red nail polish, red lipstick, red dresses, red coats, 
anklets, hair past your shoulders, hoop earrings, shirts or dresses that show shoulder 
or clavicle. The Black woman body has long been a distinct site of transgression 
and awe. Like many other contemporary Black women curators and artists who 
are engaging themes of eroticism and sexuality as inextricably entangled with 
historical trauma, I am attempting to parse through my inheritance—sexuality as a 
tool for violence and deviation. And my sexual autonomy—Black, queer, gender-
expansive as liberated worlds that I am imagining for myself while learning and 
creating prospective entry points for Black women and sexual expression.

Within the colonial paradigm, the Black woman form has been associated with 
many destructive stereotypes under the perverse white-male gaze: sexually 
deviant, primitive, subhuman, hypersexual, and uncontrollably erotic. Scholarship 
from Afro-diasporic feminist thinkers Alice Walker, bell hooks, Patricia Hill 
Collins, Maria Isabel Romero Ruiz, and Hortense Spiller build a foundational 
understanding of the complex trajectory of harm—Black women’s bodies abused, 
victimized by sexual cruelty, ripped from their sovereignty, purged from intellectual 
spaces, and exposed as public spectacle. Stereotypes rooted in race, class, and 
gender have long upheld how Black women’s bodies are viewed. Moya Bailey’s 
term “misogynoir”1 provides language for the specific hatred, dislike, distrust, and 
prejudice directed toward Black women. 

In photography, vernacular images reflect and reinforce western culture’s fascination 
and contempt for Black women’s bodies. In the nineteenth century, Black women 
were rarely subjects for artistic studies but posed as objects for social scientific 
investigation and as exotic representatives, often partially or completely naked and 
bereft of identity. Characterizations of Jezebel or Mammy provided satisfactory 
depictions of the Black woman form to serve white society. There is an almost 
indistinguishable line between the politicization of the Black woman form and its 
position as a pornographic outlet. These histories not only reinforce the themes of 

1  Moya Bailey, Misogynoir Transformed: Black Women’s Digital Resistance (New York: New 
York University Press, 2021).
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Black women’s objectification but reveal the complexities of discourse around the 
dynamics of the Black femme body and their social and cultural conceptualizations 
within our contemporary societies. 

It is an unfortunate truth that any attempt to re-position Black women’s body 
agency, in academia or art, intervenes and exchanges with the colonial archive 
of the Black woman form. It is through this lens that we consider how these 
histories perpetuate harm, and we speculate on their upending. The historical echo 
chamber—from enslavement to video vixens—asks us to interrogate the use of the 
erotic as a mechanism to navigate the complex terrain of post-colonial identities, 
power/knowledge relations, discrimination, the production of knowledge, gender 
and boundaries, and to produce new identities for women which contest and 
respond to these traditional tropes. Despite this, Black women artists like Mitchell, 
have turned to this colonial archive to critique the erotic archetype. In doing so, 
they produce artwork that frames the erotic body as a mechanism of power, asking 
us to ascribe new meaning to the Black femme form. Releasing our limitations of 
Black femininity, pleasure, and consumption in a different way, take care embodies 
these proposed acts of self-actualized reclamation, preservation, grounding, and 
collective self-care.
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Cover: Karice Mitchell, take care, 2022. Detail view. Image courtesy of the artist.
Page 3: Karice Mitchell, take care, 2022. Installation view at Hamilton Artists Inc., July 2021. 
Photo: Grant Alan Holt.
Page 5: Karice Mitchell, take care, 2022. Detail view at Hamilton Artists Inc., June 2022. 
Photo: Abedar Kamgari.
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