


Advance Acclaim for  Second Skin 

“Anne Cheng deftly examines how Josephine Baker became 
a discursive fetish for Modernism, handled by architects, 
directors, photographers, writers, and many, many others. By 
training her gaze not on race but on skin, Cheng shows 
what Baker revealed about her times rather than what Baker’s 
times revealed about her. In both the annihilating and reju-
venating senses, this book skins Modernism alive.” 
—Kenji Yoshino, author of  Covering: The Hidden Assault on 
Our Civil Rights 

“Cheng’s analysis of the relationships between Josephine 
Baker’s artful self-exposure and Modernist architecture’s 
insistence on pure surface is marvelously inventive!” 
—Coco Fusco, author of  The Bodies That Were Not Ours 

“For a long time now, Frantz Fanon’s  Black Skin, White Masks
has been the primary text through which many of us have 
conceptualized race. Anne Cheng’s  Second Skin  offers a com-
pellingly different account of race. Like the story recounted 
by Fanon, Cheng’s is about seeing and being seen, but hers 
takes place in the fi rst half of the twentieth century and 
revolves around a female body whose shining surface repels, 
rather than instantiates, every attempt to assign it a color, or 
equip it with a psychic or corporeal interiority.” 
—Kaja Silverman, author of  Flesh of My Flesh

“This brilliant, provocative, eye-opening work provides a 
powerful account of racial fetishism and its centrality to the 
development of Modernist style, thus forwarding a stunning 
new theory of Modernism in its entirety.”
—Sianne Ngai, author of  Ugly Feelings



“Anne Cheng’s  Second Skin  offers an innovative, surprising, 
deeply transdisciplinary archaeology of aesthetic Modernism’s 
relationship to race and its performances. Le Corbusier, Adolf 
Loos, Picasso, Paul Valérie, and Freud’s psychoanalysis become 
partners in this dizzying theoretical and historical analysis, 
where Cheng reveals how  buildings, fashion, photographs, 
paintings, and dances express as well as construct our shared 
legacy of racial formations.”
—André Lepecki, author of  Exhausting Dance: Performance 
and the Politics of Movement 

“In a bravura meditation on the surfaces at the core of 
Modernism—skin, costume, canvas, screen, ornament, pat-
tern—Anne Anlin Cheng tracks the vicissitudes of visual 
pleasure in the encounter between Europe and its others.  La
Baker was not simply a lightning rod for exotic stereotypes, 
Cheng suggests, but instead a ‘dynamic fulcrum’ whose per-
formances captivated because they staged the crosscurrents 
that defi ne Modernist style, its dangerous intimacies bet-
ween primitive and civilized, animal and machine, organic 
and plastic.” 
—Brent Hayes Edwards, author of  The Practice of Diaspora

“Opening up an entirely original line of inquiry that con-
nects the architectural surfaces of Adolf Loos and Le 
Corbusier to the shimmering allure of Josephine Baker’s 
skin, this far-reaching study gives us a unique model of 
cross-cultural modernity in which psychoanalysis has a 
major role to play. With wit, verve, and precision, Anne 
Cheng’s insights ensure that our understanding of early 
Modernism will never be the same and that our notions of 
phantasy and identifi cation in art, fi lm, and performance will 
be radically trans formed.” 
—Kobena Mercer, author of  Welcome to the Jungle 
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We speak of [the body] to others as of a thing that belongs to us; but 
for us it is not entirely a thing; and it belongs to us a little less than we 
belong to it. 

—Paul Valéry 



Her Own Skin 

Why should modern architects who abhor ornamentation, 
tattoos, and other erotic markings choose to think about the 
surfaces of their buildings as “skins”? Why do the fi rst 
modern bathing suits bear a graphic resemblance to nine-
teenth-century prison uniforms? What do museum displays 
have to do with burlesque performances? Is the twentieth-
century fascination for transparency a pleasure about seeing 
into or through things? 

This book turns our attention to the mysteries of the 
visible, and how those mysteries dwell on the surfaces that 
we think we know all too well. The above, seemingly unre-
lated questions of style—and really of desire—are all part of 
what I call Modernism’s dream of a second skin. And our 
entry into this story will be the surprising fi gure of Josephine 
Baker, a woman who achieves international fame overnight 
for wearing her nakedness like a sheath. 



2   SECOND SKIN

With three memoirs, over twenty biographies in English and 
French alone, and a wealth of images preserved and  replicated, 
Baker’s story appears to be as well excavated as her nudity was 
widely publicized. One has only to invoke her name (no, even 
just hint at the barest gestural outline of her fi gure) and all that she 
stands for—the racist and sexist history of objectifi cation and of 

On or about December, 1910, human character changed. 
—Virginia Woolf 
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desire that makes up the phenomenon of  European Primitivism 
or, conversely, the idealization of black female agency—immedi-
ately materializes. Yet what would it mean to see Baker not as an 
example of but as a fracture in the representational history of the 
black female body? Why is it unimaginable to refl ect on the ways 
in which her performance style—even her body type—might 
not fi t into established tropes such as the Venus Hottentot? 
Although the history of racialized femininity would seem to insist 
on a relentless story about the coercions of the visible, we might 
want to ask: how is it we know we are seeing what we think we 
are seeing? What are the conditions under which we see? 

The givenness of Baker’s race and gender and what those 
categories mean for a European audience at the turn of the 
twentieth century has led almost all critics of Baker to position 
her in a well-established tradition of colonial black female repre-
sentation. For a large segment of feminist critics, Baker indubi-
tably and specifi cally references the fi gure of the Venus Hottentot. 1

This critical certitude, however, has unwittingly limited the con-
text in which we can consider Baker. One  sympathetic critic goes 
as far as to suggest that there is not much there to be studied: 
“Looking at Josephine . . . —that endearing but not-precisely-
pretty face, the honey-sweet smile, her tangible craving for love 
and acceptance—it is hard to see what all the fuss was about.” 2

Thus, with one gesture, Baker is both fully explicated (a 
phenomenon that is attributable only to the standing history of 
eroticizing black women for white male gaze) and dismissed. 

With the centennial of her birth in 2006, there has been a 
resurgence of interest in Baker, including a touring museum 
exhibit and an academic conference at Columbia University and 
Barnard College in New York City in the same year, and a new 
United States postal stamp in 2008. But views of Baker remain 
tethered to the vexed poles of vilifi cation and veneration. 
At the Columbia/Barnard conference, for instance, there was 
almost unanimous agreement, even if with different intonations, 
that Baker epitomizes the European history of ethnographic 
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representations. And the issue of Baker’s agency invariably 
becomes mythologized in order to rescue her from the deni-
grating history that she is seen to unavoidably represent. While 
that history provides a central back ground for Baker’s career, this 
book traces an alternative, though equally fervent and enduring, 
context for understanding Baker’s iconography and impact. 

The phenomenon of Baker is also a phenomenon of 
Modernism and the entwined crises of race, style, and subject-
hood. Indeed, how would our understanding of the political 
expectations surrounding the black female body be altered 
were we to consider Baker as a dynamic fulcrum through 
which the very idea of a “Modernist style” is wrought? This 
study does not claim Baker’s modernity as a means of refuting 
the charges of atavism so frequently leveled at her image. 
Rather it takes as a given that Modernism and Primitivism are 
intertwined, at times even identical, phenomena. 3 To take this 
imbrication seriously means that we must expand the contexts 
and terms through which we approach a fi gure like Baker. 

From its inception, the Baker myth has always generated 
more visual and categorical conundrum than accepted accounts 
can accommodate. On the night of October 2, 1925, at the 
Thêatre des Champs-Elysées, a woman entered the stage on all 
fours, bottom up, head down, wearing a tattered shirt and cut 
off pants, a strange doll among bales of cotton and bandanaed 
“bucks” and “black mammies.” With her hair slicked back in a 
shining armor and her mouth painted in minstrel style, this 
fi gure started to dance—and danced like nothing anyone has 
seen before. With eyes crossed, buttocks quivering, legs going 
every which way, that slim pulsating body on stage appeared 
part child, part simian, part puppet on neurotic strings; then she 
retreated. But she came back, this time, clad in nothing but 
copper skin, bright pink feathers around her thighs, ankles, and 
neck, doing a full split while hanging upside down on the 
well-oiled shoulders of a black giant: one moment, dead weight; 
the next, pure kinetic eruption. 
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That woman was, of course, Baker. And the show was tak-
ing place off stage as well. Records tell us that the audience 
both sat back and stood, screamed and clapped, shouted at the 
performer in adoration and disgust; some rushed the stage 
while others quit the theater. The next morning, the Parisian 
papers puzzled over what exactly was seen: “Was she hor-
rible, delicious? Black, white? . . .  Woman, other?. . . .  Dancer, 
fugitive?” 4 And the mystery did not abate. A year later,  Vanity 
Fair continued the fascinating puzzle with a meditation by 
E. E. Cummings, who revived the performer through a series 
of rhetorical negations: “a creature neither infrahuman nor 
superhuman but somehow both: a mysterious unkillable 
Something, equally nonprimitive and uncivilized, or beyond 
time in the sense that emotion is beyond arithmetic.” 5

We might take this reception to testify to secret pleasures and 
their disavowals or chalk it up to the unconscious ambivalence 
of colonial desire. While these explanations account for the ardor 
and the contradictions, they cannot quite address the particular 
terms of this incoherence or why this kind of bewilderment is 
taking place at this particular time. After almost three centuries 
of European incursion into the “Dark Continent” ; over six 
decades since the Emancipation Proclamation in the US; and a 
quarter of a century into the birth of artistic and literary 
Modernism, which had made much of its attractions for so-called 
African imports, what we fi nd at this theatrical enactment of 
two of the most rehearsed sites of European conquest—the 
plantation and the jungle—is a moment of profound 
consternation. 6 More intriguingly, it seems worth asking why 
this consternation, even if disingenuous or exaggerated, should 
narrate itself specifi cally as a categorical confusion—that is, over 
categories of race, gender, and the human that the legacy of 
imperial history ought to have secured, or at least lent the fantasy 
of certitude. Thus at the moment  la Baker was invented on stage 
we see not the affi rmation or the denial of  Modernist Primitivism 
but the failure of its terms to inscribe its own passions. 
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And, indeed, why Baker? History tells us that chorus girls 
of every make and model had been strutting up and down 
the stages of Montmartre for more than a decade by the time 
she hit the scene in 1925; African American musicians had 
been arriving in droves since the war; and the Thêatre des 
Champs-Elysées, unlike its more conservative competitor the 
Paris Opera, had been catering to the taste for the exotic for 
years. 7 Still, nothing struck Paris like Baker. The avant-garde’s 
appetite for Baker is the stuff of which legends are made: Jean 
Cocteau and José Miguel Covarrubias designed stage sets and 
costumes for her; Fernand Léger introduced her to the elite 
coterie of the surrealists; Le Corbusier wrote a ballet for her; 
Henri Matisse made a life-size cutout of her that he hung in 
his bedroom; Alexander Calder made a wire sculpture of her; 
Alice B. Toklas invented a pudding recipe named after her, 
just to cite a few. Beyond designating Baker as the muse, few 
have been able to articulate what it is about Baker that made 
her the object of such intense and extensive Modernist invest-
ment.8 Nor has anyone considered the active interplay (both 
material and theoretical) between Modernist aesthetic prac-
tices and the manifest terms of Baker iconography. 

So did those audiences see something different—or were 
they seeing differently? What interests me about revisiting 
the intimacy between Modernism and Primitivism is not 
what it can tell us about how we see racial difference, but 
about how racial difference teaches us  to see. This line of 
inquiry is especially important at a time when techniques of 
seeing were so rapidly changing, for not only do new visual 
technologies affect how we see racial difference but, as I will 
suggest, racial difference itself infl uences how these technol-
ogies are conceived, practiced, and perceived. When we 
move Baker outside of the well-rehearsed framework of 
Primitivism and juxtapose her celebrated naked skin (as 
theater and as fabrication) next to other surfaces and other 



HER OWN SKIN   7

techniques of display in the fi rst quarter of the twentieth 
century, what we fi nd is a radically different account of what 
constitutes the Baker phenomenon. What follows then is a 
story of the modern skin and its distractions. 

Through the work of Frantz Fanon [especially  Black Skin, 
White Masks (1952)], we have come to understand race as an 
“epidermal schema,” as something ineluctably tied to the 
modality of the visible. Hence, critics like Mary Ann Doane 
would describe racial difference’s “constant visibility” as “ines-
capable” and as “a disabling overvisibility,” and Homi Bhabha 
would call the indisputable nature of this epidermal scheme 
colonialism’s “open secret,” reminding us that “skin, as the key 
signifi er of cultural and racial difference in the stereotype, is 
the most visible of fetishes.” 9 But  is skin—and its visibility—so 
available? When we turn to an over-exposed and over-deter-
mined fi gure like Baker, are we in fact seeing what we think 
we are seeing? What might be some other “schemas” through 
which skin acquires its legibility? By situating Baker in rela-
tion to various modes of Modernist display—the stage, pho-
tography, fi lm, and architecture—we will trace alternative 
stories about racialized skin, narratives that compel a recon-
ceptualization of the notions of racialized corporeality, as well 
as of idealized, Modernist facades. It is on the surface of this 
most organic, sensual, and corporeal of icons that we will fi nd 
the most unexpected and intense residue of modern syn-
thetics and the imagination that accompanied them. 

From the very beginning Baker’s “own skin” offers a highly 
peculiar business. Although her nakedness has been under-
stood to be a key to her theatrical success and the material 
evidence of her racial embodiment, it is in fact a remarkably 
layered construct. In popular cultural memory, her skin is 
often discursively associated with, at times even rhetorically 
replaced by, other corporeal habits: banana skins, feathers, 
drapery. In her fi lms, during the very moments of literal and 
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symbolic exposure, she is also often curiously and immedi-
ately covered over by everything from dirt to coal to fl our. 
Arguably one of the most visually remembered entertainers of 
the twentieth century, Baker frequently appeared in photo-
graphs, posters, lithographs, caricatures, and on postcards 
partially or wholly nude, but her nakedness never stands alone 
and instead frequently exercises an eccentric communion 
with other epidermises, both natural and inorganic. In short, 
with Baker,  being unveiled often also means being covered over.

I want to turn our attention not to what Baker’s visibility 
hides but how it is that we have failed to see certain things on its 
surface. Before we can broach Baker’s skin as a discursive con-
struct and a corporeal agent, we have to grasp the sediment of 
signifi cation that “human skin” has accrued by the dawn of the 
twentieth century. The very substance and contours of the 
human body were undergoing renovations, a process precipi-
tated by the Industrial Revolution and intensifi ed by the age of 
mechanical reproduction. Medical advancement, visual techno-
logical innovations such as fi lm and photography, industrial-
philosophical discourses such as Taylorism, among other 
developments, converge to forge a fantasy about a modern, 
renewed, and disciplined body. At the same time, through dis-
courses such as psychoanalysis, the boundary of the human body 
is simultaneously multiplied and restricted; the mind/body split 
gets both literalized and distorted. (Readers of Sigmund Freud 
will know that his revolutionary discovery of “psychical reality” 
and the importance of fantasy life itself entails a vexed history of 
struggle with the tenacious pull of biologism and “fact.”) 10 It 
may not be too much of an overstatement to say that the material 
and metaphysical boundary of the human body—and, by impli-
cation, what constitutes the human—forms one of the central 
philosophical concerns of the twentieth century. 

Perhaps this is why Modernism is so obsessed with “skin,” 
its perfection and reproduction in a wide range of discursive 
and practical spheres and in a startling array of materials. In 
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one of the most whimsical but striking images of Modernism, 
Elie Nadelman’s sculpture  Man in the Open Air (c. 1915,
bronze), we fi nd precisely this dream of perfection. 

Our gentleman in the open air is luckily impervious to 
all atmospheres. He is hermetically sealed in a fl awless skin 

Is, with that skin, that hair, and those things that pass for lips. Is, with his 
way of . . . acting so completely different, from a totally  different world. 

—Thomas Glave 
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that pours down from his bowler hat through his lithe fi gure 
down to his toes sinking comfortably into the metallic 
ground: body, vestment, environment as one. Even the tree 
branch going through his fi ngers is not enough to pierce his 
insouciance but is assimilated instead as an elegant extension 
of the body. This sculpture offers a comment about mascu-
linity, dandyism perhaps, in the fray of modernity. But it also 
signals the Modernist immersion in the primacy of surface 
as the perfect corollary to and replacement of human skin. 
(Did the skin absorb the bronze or did the alloy absorb 
the skin?) 

The philosophic preoccupation with surface serves as a 
cornerstone for a host of Modernist innovations in a variety 
of disciplines and forms: in literature, think of   Virginia Woolf ’s 
description of life as “a semi-transparent envelope” and Oscar 
Wilde’s claim that “only superfi cial people pay no attention 
to appearances”; in art, the trajectory from Cézanne’s planar 
surfaces to Cubism to Andy Warhol’s quip, “If you want to 
know all about Andy Warhol, just look at the surface”; in 
architecture, the move from the Modernist celebration of 
blank walls to the “surface talk” that still dominates architec-
tural debates today; in medicine, the new focus on epidermal 
functions and its semiotics; in science, the accelerated 
development of scopic technology and the birth of what 
Hugh Kenner calls “transparent technology.” 11 Even in psy-
choanalysis there is Freud’s reputed methodological shift from 
what might be called “excavating archaeology” to so-called 
“surface analysis” or, in the context of conceptualizing the 
nature of the ego and its ontology, his evocative description of 
the ego as a “projection of the surface” and, later, Jean 
Laplanche’s depiction of the ego as a “sack of skin.” 12 There is, 
of course, also Didier Anzieu’s provocative  The Skin Ego ( Moi-
peau). The trope of skin/surface thus occupies a central place 
in the making of modern aesthetic and philosophic theory. 


