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Curating Atrocity: Specific Challenges for Online Confrontations with Lynching 

In my attempt to create and curate online museum exhibits on various “artifacts” that 

confront the concept of lynching, I faced a variety of challenges unique to the particular medium 

and content with which I was engaging. Archival research prompted a series of seemingly 

unending questions in my desire to understand and articulate historical context. Curating an 

online exhibit forced me to confront issues unique to representing and discussing lynching 

through an online medium. Finally, and most importantly, I had to constantly confront tensions 

regarding representing and discussing lynching in general, a tension between the desire to 

highlight the atrocious nature of these crimes and the fear of being overly graphic, disrespectful 

to the victims, or indulging in morbid fascination rather than respectful discussion. 

During initial research, I found myself mired in seemingly tangential records, articles, 

and files, unable to control my curiosity in an attempt to discover the historical truth for each 

artifact. The 1926 printing of Mississippi and the Mob by J.N. Flowers was the “second revised 

printing,” a fact that immediately prompted several subsequent questions. When was the first 

printing, and what was the impetus behind its creation? Why did this first printing need to be 

revised? Only a few days before completing my exhibit, I stumbled upon an unlikely source that 

suddenly answered my questions, locating the date of the first printing in early December of 

1925 and explaining the specific lynchings that had motivated each printing. This, however, led 

to the need to better understand the events surrounding the lynchings of both L.Q. Ivy and 

Lindsey Coleman, while also researching and speculating on the book’s provenance due to the 

lack of records on hand at the Wilson Library’s Rare Book Collection. 
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Like Mississippi and the Mob, Hale Aspacio Woodruff’s linocut print Giddap at the 

Ackland Art Museum was not an “original” and also lacked substantive records. Woodruff’s 

Giddap originated from a block cut circa 1935, but the print at the Ackland was not printed until 

1996. What was Woodruff’s motivation for the original block? Were prints made from the block 

then, and if so, where and why were they distributed or displayed? Why did Robert Blackburn 

produce a print of Giddap sixty years later? How was that print distributed or displayed? The 

discovery of a single article provided vital context for this 1996 print, which was made from 

Woodruff’s original blocks from the 1930s to make final deluxe edition prints in 1996. Further 

research revealed the context for Woodruff’s original composition, production, and distribution 

of the image: the 1935 antilynching art exhibition, An Art Commentary on Lynching. 

 This project afforded the opportunity to engage deeply with these pieces on both a 

personal and scholarly level, but, through the use of an online platform, it also expanded the 

accessibility of these pieces for the purposes of education, advocacy, and social change. 

Additionally, using an online medium to discuss issues conventionally thought of as related to 

the “distant past” implies the continued relevance of temporally distant topics to the current 

milieu. This dynamic, non-linear, and multimodal approach creates a more interactive and 

immersive educational and discursive environment, more likely to engage an audience on a 

critical level and more likely to highlight the way the past lives on into the present. All too often, 

people think of lynching as an archaic topic, visualizing torches, pitchforks, and nooses rather 

than streetlamps, firearms, automobiles, trains, and newspapers. It is all too tempting to distance 

ourselves from the atrocities of the past (Sontag 99-101) but several of our readings from this 

term have clearly articulated the ways in which modernity and lynching are inextricably linked.  
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Jacqueline Goldsby argues that lynching was directly related to the rise of modernity and 

that systems in place made lynching seem logical, justified, or perhaps downright necessary. 

Goldsby argues for “shifting our perspective to lynching’s ‘logic,’…that we conceive of anti-

black mob murders as a networked, systemic phenomenon of trends in national culture” (5). 

These trends included industrialism, nativist vigilantism, the fluctuating marketplace, and 

technologies providing action at a distance, all of which created an anxious and aggressive 

atmosphere that exacerbated the prevalence of lynching (Goldsby 28-31). Meanwhile, 

technological developments for mass production and reproduction printed and reprinted stories 

of lynchings to the point where representation, through repetition, became meaningless. The 

lynching events themselves often incorporated modern technologies such as the train and 

automobile to bring in crowds, newspapers to advertise and chronicle the event, and streetlamps 

as impromptu scaffolds. Lynch narratives, however, continued to portray such events as rural and 

primitive aberrations: “Lynching fit within the flow of American history for as long as it did 

because its cultural logic allowed us to disavow its connections to national life and culture” 

(Goldsby 27). Lynching resulted, then, as a direct response to or product of the anxieties, 

transformations, and aggressions of a new industrial modernism that was able to both reproduce 

and completely ignore the reality of these injustices. 

 Instead of distancing ourselves from the victims and perpetrators, we need to 

acknowledge the uncomfortable fact that atrocities are timeless. Susan Sontag argues that 

“calling such wishes [to see something gruesome] ‘morbid’ suggests a rare aberration, but the 

attraction to such sights is not rare, and is a perennial source of inner torment” (96). To 

understand past atrocities, to memorialize the victims, and to prevent or minimize recurrences of 

similar events, we should seek to understand the systems that allowed such injustices.  
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Regarding those who participated in, watched, or allowed lynchings, Dora Apel notes, 

that “these were not inhuman ‘monsters’ from another planet. These were ordinary people: 

community citizens, church-goers, families. What brought them to engage in such barbaric 

behavior?” (465). This question anticipates Goldsby’s pursuit of the “cultural logic” that justified 

or supposedly even necessitated the practice of lynching. Sontag, however, problematizes this 

dichotomy between monster-barbarian and ordinary citizen: “But maybe they were barbarians. 

Maybe this is what most barbarians look like. (They look like everybody else.)” (92). Sontag 

continues to explain that “one person’s ‘barbarian’ is another person’s ‘just doing what 

everybody else is doing.’ (How many can be expected to do better than that?)” (92-93). 

According to Sontag, atrocity is committed by ordinary citizens who are all potential barbarians, 

if the “cultural logic” pushes or allows them to release their inner monster. All of these theorists 

imply the persistent presence of the capacity for atrocity, both now and in the “distant past.” 

The screen of a computer, tablet, or smartphone implies a sense of immediacy; this is the 

medium through which the user communicates instantaneously, accesses news on current events, 

and plans his or her daily schedule. The violence we curate would not have been possible 

without the emerging modernity of the early twentieth century, and hopefully, when an 

individual is confronted with representations or discussions of lynching through this online 

medium, such a confrontation challenges the common misconception that lynching was a 

product of a primitive and far-gone past, no longer relevant to a contemporary audience.  

Rather than allow a website visitor the chance to passively study my exhibits as distant 

history, I have attempted to disrupt the flow of information with hyperlinks to produce deeper 

engagement and to highlight the persistent presence of the past within the present. These 

supplementary sources of information immediately disrupt the reading process, hopefully 
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complementing the main discourse rather than distracting from it. For instance, by hyperlinking 

the titles of newspapers from the 1920s and 1930s to their current websites, I remind the reader 

of the proximity of the past. Similarly, in my discussion of the lynching of L.Q. Ivy, I provide a 

hyperlink to a recent photograph of the location of Ivy’s murder, again with the objective to 

bring the past into stark relief against the present. A website visitor can see the very spot where 

this crime took place in its present, innocuous condition. One must be forced to wonder how 

many similarly unmarked sites of murder and injustice one has unknowingly traversed.  

Hyperlinks provide interactivity, engaging the reader as a participant. Participation, 

however, implies agency and perhaps even complicity. Any viewer of these materials implicitly 

joins the crowd watching a lynching. By engaging a website visitor’s agency, however, we can 

implicitly remind the visitor of his or her own agency to do more than watch silently. Even as 

one can click a link to learn more, one can speak out and take action for social change.  

On the other hand, this possibility for agency contrasted against the failure to act, the 

implied complicity of the viewer, is the main challenge I have faced in this curation. Discussing 

atrocity, reproducing textual or visual representations, inherently carries the danger of adding to 

the commodification, objectification, and exploitation; working in an online medium in which 

the audience is potentially global and free of restriction exacerbates this possibility. In her 

discussion of photographs of atrocity, Sontag notes, “The display of these pictures makes us 

spectators, too” (91), but her comment can be applicable to any medium of representation, visual 

or textual. Apel expresses similar concerns: “Looking and seeing become seeming forms of 

aggression that implicate the viewer” (457). Similarly, Goldsby notes the indistinct boundaries 

between participants and spectators of a lynching (230-31), implying a level of complicity on the 

part of the bystanders; their presence and failure to intercede is a sanction of the event.  
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 The knowledge of atrocity when combined with a failure to act certainly implies a level 

of complicity. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s “An Appeal to My Countrywomen” critiques the 

useless and half-hearted protests of white women against foreign injustices in light of their 

inaction or apathy regarding the domestic racial terrorism performed on the black race. Her first 

three stanzas begin with a refrain of white women’s sympathy for foreign suffering, a sympathy, 

however, exhibited through words and affectations rather than true action: “You can sigh,” “You 

can pity,” and “You can sorrow” (44, lns. 1, 5, 9). She quickly reminds her readers of the 

domestic injustices they fail to see or choose to ignore: “When ye plead for the wrecked and 

fallen, / The exile from far-distant shores, / Remember that men are still wasting / Life’s crimson 

around your own doors” (45, lns. 29-32).  

Towards the end of her poem, her language leaves no doubt of her condemnation of these 

women who ignore the racial violence being enacted domestically: “Oh, people sin-laden and 

guilty, / So lusty and proud in your prime, / The sharp sickles of God’s retribution / Will gather 

your harvest of crime. / Weep not, oh my well-sheltered sisters, / Weep not for the Negro alone, / 

But weep for your sons who must gather / The crops which their fathers have sown” (Harper 45, 

lns. 41-48). Her agrarian language, referencing sickles gathering a harvest of crops that have 

been sown, locates the prime source of these events in the South but also references classical 

allusions to death and the cycle of generations. Harper intimates that this problem is a 

generational one, closing her work with a warning of retribution against inaction and apathy.  

 Even more concerning, however, is the complicity of the viewer or spectator. Apel 

critiques lynching photographers, “whose ostensibly neutral position is not neutral but appears to 

sanction the acts he records by declining to oppose them in any way. We, as viewers, are invited 

to occupy the photographer’s viewing position” (458). If we, as viewers or readers of these 



Blom 7 

 

representations, join this crowd of spectators, where do we fit in? True, we are now unable to 

intercede on past events, but we must question our motives as we closely dissect these 

representations and narratives. What draws us to these images and confrontations with lynching?  

 Theodore Dreiser’s “Nigger Jeff” forces us to confront similar questions, narrating a 

lynching from the perspective of Davies, who has been sent to report on a potential lynching. 

Davies’s immediate response to his assignment is to smile (152), thinking not about societal 

injustices or a potential murder but rather focusing on the pleasant prospect of leaving the city. 

Over the course of the story, Davies becomes a member of the mob almost without realizing it, 

although Dreiser’s language creates a sense of painful dramatic irony in which the reader can 

witness his complicity. Davies reports the sheriff’s movements to mob members, causing them to 

alter their actions as they attempt to remove the inmate from the sheriff’s custody (155), and 

Davies actually leads a portion of the potential lynch mob to Pleasant Valley so they can inform 

the family members of the suspect’s alleged victim of the sheriff’s whereabouts (157). The 

intercession on the part of these family members eventually leads to the sheriff’s being 

overpowered and the murder of his prisoner.  

 Davies’s tardy realization of his own complicity reveals a useful insight into the mob 

mentality in which individual failures to intercede allow for collective transgression:  

They were not so much hardened lynchers perhaps as curious spectators, the majority of 

them, eager for any variation—any excuse for one—to the dreary commonplaces of their 

existences…. The whole procedure seemed so unreal, so barbaric that he could scarcely 

believe it—that he was a part of it…. He could scarcely realize that he, ordinarily 

accustomed to the routine of the city, its humdrum and at last outward social regularity, 

was a part of this. (165) 
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Dreiser hints that no single member of the mob truly wishes to act violently. Instead, each 

member is there to witness and participate as an inactive member of a larger group, a notion 

hinted at earlier in the story as well (156). Only the collective presence of a number of 

individuals can potentially intimidate a sheriff into turning over an inmate. Each person’s 

potential for actual violence is exacerbated by the number of comrades surrounding him. In an 

exponential manner, each person’s presence—whether that person actively participates or not—

increases the violent potential of the group. Every present body becomes complicit. 

Tellingly, Davies notes that the members of the mob are there, at least partially, to 

overcome the monotony of their daily lives, later noting that he, too, is present in an escape from 

the “routine of the city, its humdrum and at last outward social regularity.” Despite his 

professional motivation, he is ultimately present for the same reason as the rest of the townsfolk. 

He is “a part of it,” and his presence in the crowd is another body adding to the mob’s potential 

violence. After the lynching, Davies shies away from this revelation, wondering whether “the 

lynchers” will be arrested, quickly distinguishing himself from the group (167). Dreiser, 

however, debunks any distinction between crowd and mob. To watch is to participate.  

Alice French, writing under the pseudonym of “Octave Thanet,” reveals similar notions 

regarding mob mentality in her short story “Beyond the Limit,” which depicts the psychological 

effects of participating in a lynching. Haunted by the trauma of burning a man alive, the men 

attempt to justify their action or inaction in the face of the mob: “Waller began to perceive that a 

mob is swayed as much by what men think their companions feel as by real feelings, and the 

savagery of a mob is fickle, because it has in it as much fear and contagion as rage” (83).  After 

the lynching, some members of the mob recall a desire to impart some mercy on their victim. 

They refused to act, however, overcome by the fear of showing “squeamishness…unmanly and 
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false to [the other men’s] trust” (82). Collective action in mob violence, and collective inaction 

in the refusal to intercede, arrives less as an individual desire and more from a conformity to an 

imagined set or norms or “cultural logic.” Many of the characters agree that the mob’s actions 

were excessive, burning a man alive rather than merely hanging or shooting him. Tellingly, no 

one questions the act of killing the victim, only the manner in which it was done. Each claims 

that he had wanted to intercede, but each man equally agrees that such intercession, in the face of 

the collective mob, would have been useless (85). Such justification begs the question: if every 

member—or most members—of the mob felt similarly, perhaps one intercession would have 

been sufficient to alter their course of action. Both French and Dreiser highlight how mob 

mentality justifies individuals’ failures to take just action. Again, to be present is to watch; to 

watch is to participate.  

Where does that leave us as curators of online content confronting lynching? Even when 

working online, our space and time for discussion is limited, as is the attention of our potential 

website visitors. Goldsby refers to the power to name, collect, and define what is and is not 

worthy of discussion or inquiry (10), and Sontag makes a similar point: “To photograph is to 

frame, and to frame is to exclude” (46). In my exhibits, I have tried to delve as deeply as possible 

to include as much historical “truth” or “fact” as possible while also supplementing my exhibits 

with external hyperlinks allowing for further exploration and inquiry. Still, though, no 

representation is complete; limits inherently create the need for inclusion and exclusion.  

 The audience of these online exhibits is potentially global, allowed access to our content 

free of restrictions. We must not only question our own motivations but also the potential 

motivations of those who seek out representations or discussions of lynching. Sontag reminds us 

that a work’s intended meaning depends largely on how it is used, distributed, displayed, and 
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contextualized and that a work has its own life despite the intentions of its creator (38-39). 

Furthermore, some works in the same context can elicit disparate reactions: “Photographs of an 

atrocity may give rise to opposing responses. A call for peace. A cry for revenge” (13). The 

expanded audience resulting from our use of an online medium increases our need to be aware of 

how we are contextualizing the past works or artifacts we curate. Am I being faithful to Flowers 

and Woodruff in the commentary I have added to their works? What new life will these works 

take now that I have placed them online for a wider audience? How have I altered the context for 

these works? How will my exhibit visitors interpret or re-present these works in the future? 

 Such questions, of course, raise further questions regarding the original intent of the 

people who created the artifacts in my exhibits. Although the priority in Mississippi and the Mob 

is on the threat lynching poses to law and order in the state of Mississippi and the threat of 

potential federal intervention, Flower’s work still sincerely aims to prevent lynching through a 

series of pragmatic interventions. And despite the chilling chaos of Woodruff’s Giddap, 

composed to critique the horrors of lynching, Woodruff avoids objectifying black bodies as 

suffering and helpless and instead prioritizes black dignity and redemption, conflating the 

lynching victim with the figure of Christ on the cross, eliciting admiration rather than sympathy.  

In a similar vein, Langston Hughes depicts Christ as a black man in his stark poem, 

“Christ in Alabama”: “Christ is a Nigger, / Beaten and black—” (269, lns. 1-2). Joining together 

the Trinity of “Mammy” (269, ln. 5) and “White Master” (269, ln. 8) with this brutalized black 

man, Hughes condemns the white race both for its violent treatment of black men and also its 

hypocrisy of raping black women to mother black children only to be spurned and mistreated. 

His closing lines articulate the way in which white men refuse to acknowledge this parentage or 

responsibility: “Most holy bastard / Of the bleeding mouth: / Nigger Christ / On the cross of the 
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South” (269, lns. 10-14). The imagery and tone, however, aims at righteous indignation toward 

the black race’s mistreatment rather than any condescending sense of sympathy.  

 Countee Cullen’s “Christ Recrucified” similarly conflates Christ with a lynching victim: 

“The South is crucifying Christ again” (221, ln. 1). This poem, too, empowers the mistreated 

victim rather than pitying him, foreboding a terrible retribution to fall upon those responsible: 

“Christ’s awful wrong is that he’s dark of hue, / The sin for which no blamelessness atones; / But 

lest the sameness of the cross should tire / They kill him now with famished tongues of fire, / 

And while he burns, good men, and women, too, / Shout, battling for his black and brittle bones” 

(221, lns. 9-14). The reference to “tongues of fire” connotes images of Pentecost in which the 

disciples were touched by the Holy Spirit to speak in tongues. In contrast, here the gathered mob 

shouts for souvenirs from the victim’s body. Still, though, these poets refuse to objectify or pity 

the victim, instead focusing on a condemnation of those responsible.  

 Considering both of my artifacts but Giddap especially, Woodruff’s conscious choice to 

solicit admiration rather than sympathy, I am reminded of Sontag’s discussion of sympathy:  

So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering. 

Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our impotence…. To set aside the 

sympathy we extend to others beset by war and murderous politics for a reflection on 

how our privileges are located on the same map as their suffering, and may—in ways we 

might prefer not to imagine—be linked to their suffering, as the wealth of some may 

imply the destitution of others, is a task for which the painful, stirring images supply only 

an initial spark. (102-103).  

Sympathy, according to Sontag, is a crutch, another tool to see both the victim and perpetrators 

as “Other.” My exhibits attempt to thoroughly and accurately portray the historical context for 
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each work while bringing the past into the immediate present so that visitors may consider where 

they, too, are located on the map of suffering. We all need to approach, rather than distance 

ourselves from, these sites of suffering, asking if and how we remain complicit. 

In discussing atrocity, it seems, such questions are never really resolved. Are we adding 

anything new to the discourse or are we exacerbating the problem by numbing the public with 

more images of suffering? Goldsby warns that “a surfeit of such images” can make the atrocious 

seem normal, perhaps even inevitable (280-81). Similarly, Sontag warns that “in a world 

saturated, no, hyper-saturated with images, those that should matter have a diminishing effect: 

we become callous. In the end, such images just make us a little less able to feel” (105).  

I believe, however, that one can avoid contributing to such numbness while still 

participating in the discourse surrounding atrocity. According to Goldsby, “A significant but 

untold dimension of lynching’s force as a tactic of white supremacy derives from its capacity not 

just to terrorize but to traumatize survivors into silence, leaving gaps of knowledge in its wake” 

(35). My exhibits are humble attempts to begin to fill some of those gaps of knowledge, to 

respectfully and thoughtfully renew a conversation, to articulate what has been suppressed, to 

begin to move past trauma and injustice, to make room for survival, growth, and healing.   

Yes, a seemingly endless display of mutilated and nameless bodies, presented without 

context or hope can becoming numbing and overwhelming, a cause for entropy and despair, 

resulting in a self-preserving apathy and social stagnation. But thorough historical research and 

contextualizing, combined with an engaging, dynamic, yet respectful presentation of material, 

always mindful of the potential dangers inherent in any attempt to represent or articulate atrocity, 

can actually be a cause for hope, a celebration of survival, a source of knowledge, and a catalyst 

for social change.  



Blom 13 

 

Works Cited 

Apel, Dora.  “On Looking: Lynching Photographs and Legacies of Lynching after 9/11.”   

 American Quarterly, vol. 55, no. 3, Sept. 2003, pp. 457-78.  JSTOR,  

 http://www.jstor.org/stable/30041984.  

Cullen, Countee.  “Christ Recrucified.”  Witnessing Lynching: American Writers Respond, edited  

 by Anne P. Rice, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003, pp. 221-22.  Originally published  

 in Kelley’s Magazine, Oct. 1922, p. 13. 

Dreiser, Theodore.  “Nigger Jeff.” Witnessing Lynching: American Writers Respond, edited by  

 Anne P. Rice, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003, pp. 151-70.  Originally published in  

 Free and Other Stories, New York: Boni and Liveright, 1918, pp. 76-111. 

Flowers, James Nathaniel, comp.  Mississippi and the Mob.  Second revised printing, Jackson: 

Jackson Printing Co., 1926. 

French, Alice (Octave Thanet).  “Beyond the Limit.”  Witnessing Lynching: American Writers  

 Respond, edited by Anne P. Rice, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003, pp.78-88.   

 Originally published in Cosmopolitan, Feb. 1903, pp. 451-59. 

Goldsby, Jacqueline.  A Spectacular Secret: Lynching in American Life and Literature.  Chicago:  

 U of Chicago P, 2006. 

Harper, Frances Ellen Watkins.  “An Appeal to My Countrywomen.”  Witnessing Lynching:  

 American Writers Respond, edited by Anne P. Rice, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003,  

 pp. 44-45.  Originally published in Poems, Philadelphia: 1006 Bainbridge St., 1896.  

Hughes, Langston.  “Christ in Alabama.”  Witnessing Lynching: American Writers Respond,  

 edited by Anne P. Rice, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003, pp. 269.  Originally  

 published in Contempo, Dec. 1931, p. 1.  



Blom 14 

 

Sontag, Susan.  Regarding the Pain of Others.  New York: Picador, 2003. 

Woodruff, Hale Aspacio.  Giddap.  New York: Robert Hamilton Blackburn, 1996.  First edition  

 cut and printed circa 1935.  Housed at Ackland Art Museum, U of North Carolina at  

 Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, 2013.23.1. 

 


