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Abstract 

 

Hair, Art, and Identity 
 

 

Christina Blair Coleman, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Ray Charles 

 

The purpose of this report is to discuss the artwork I have produced over the past 

three years while in attendance at The University of Texas at Austin. My artwork consists 

of sculptures, drawings, and installations that investigate certain aspects of the politics of 

black hair as they relate to my identity as an African American woman. These aspects are 

intimacy, beauty standards, and empowerment. I use hair and hair care products as my 

materials with which to create. I specifically focus on hair care products which I used 

when I was a young girl including Blue Magic hair grease and barrettes, products which 

for many black women are associated with childhood. My aim is to create artwork that 

changes hair and hair care products from mundane grooming tools into valuable cultural 

artifacts.   
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Introduction 

In the mid nineteen thirties a company named J Strickland began creating hair 

care products that catered to African American men and women. After success with 

White Rose Petroleum Jelly and Royal Crown hair dressing, the company introduced 

Blue Magic hair dress to the public. This hair grease intended to prevent hair breakage 

and condition the scalp, promoting healthy hair. Since it was produced Blue Magic hair 

grease has been a popular hair care product for many black men and women. 

Traditionally used during early youth, many black men and women soon after smelling a 

hint of Blue Magic hair grease are able to recall memories of using it in their hair and 

reminisce on early childhood altogether. Black Men and women have utilized and 

continue to use this product generation after generation. Hair care products like these are 

not mundane grooming tools; they are part of the fabric of African American cultural 

experience since the early twentieth century. These products as well as others have been a 

source of inspiration and a material of choice for the art I have produced over the last 

three years. 

Hair care products and hair itself are materials and a subject that many 

contemporary visual artists have used as inspiration for creative expression. Kerry James 

Marshall and Anita Lee are among artists who have depicted daily life scenes of people 

getting their hair done in their work or as the subject of their work such as in Marshall’s 

De Style and Lee’s Georgia Peach. Others like Mona Hatoum’s work titled Recollection 

have used hair as a material to explore its power in relationship to and apart from the 

body. For Mequitta Ahuja and Robert Pruitt hair becomes a physical space and form that 

represents the individuality and source of energy of one’s identity. In the work of WenDa 

Gu and Aisha Cousins they both use the act of braiding hair to symbolize connectivity 
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between people. Sonya Clark uses combs and hair to explore American history. Hair and 

hair care products become sculptures that address ideas of beauty, self image, and 

transformation in the work of Kenya (Robinson). Kori Newkirk uses hair care products 

such as hair grease and pony beads to comment on location and dislocation. David 

Hammons used hair during the nineteen sixties and seventies to elevate the value of 

African American people and African American culture. These artists’ explorations have 

shown that hair and hair care products are able to address a multitude of social, political, 

and cultural issues. 

 
Conceptual Investigation 

In the body of work, produced over the past three years from 2009 to 2012 I have 

also used hair and hair care products as a means of creative expression. While I too have 

used them as an avenue to investigate identity, I have focused on certain aspects of the 

politics of black hair, namely intimacy, beauty standards, empowerment, and entrapment 

that are related to identity. Also, I have concentrated on black hair care products that I 

used when I was a little girl, products which are associated with childhood for many 

black women such as Blue Magic hair grease and barrettes. Most of the work I have 

made, which consists of sculptures, drawings, and installations, attempts to bridge the 

materials which are connected to childhood with the concepts mentioned above, that are 

more complex and part of the dialogue about the politics of black hair. Neal A. Lester in 

writing about the politics of black hair states, “Competing mythologies around something 

as deceptively insignificant as hair still haunt and complicate African Americans’ self 

identities and their ideals of beauty, thus revealing broad and complex social, historical, 

political realities. The implications and consequences of the seemingly radical split 

between European standards of beauty and black people’s hair become ways of building 
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or crushing a black person’s self esteem, all based on the straightness or nappiness of an 

individuals hair.” (Neal, Nappy Edges and Goldy Locks, 2000) The discourse on the 

politics of black hair also centers on the widely used African American vernacular phrase 

‘good hair.’ Approaching the phrase from a historical perspective, scholars Byrd and 

Tharps write, “As the lighter-skinned, straighter-haired slaves---men and women---

continued to curry favor with the Whites in power, a skin-shade hair-texture hierarchy 

developed within the social structure of the slave community. There were the light-

skinned house slaves and the dark-skinned field slaves. The light-skinned slaves were 

said to have ‘good hair,’ and the dark-sinned slaves to have ‘bad hair.’ Good hair was 

thought of as long and lacking in kink, tight curls, and frizz. And the straighter the better. 

Bad hair was the antithesis namely African hair in its purest form.” (Byrd and Tharps, 

Hair Story, 2001) Much of the discourse on the politics of black hair begins with black 

women and men recounting experiences they had with their hair either when they were 

young children or currently in their adult lives. I went through my own process of 

recalling experiences I had with my hair and as a result I came to understand that they 

deeply affected my identity. This body of work is both a representation of and a response 

to those experiences. In turn, the broader dialogue regarding the politics of black hair and 

my own personal experiences with my hair are significant, as they have provided the 

foundation and inspiration for the work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4  

 
Cultural Experiences 

The catalyst for the work I’ve created stems from my childhood and adolescence 

experiences with hair and hair care products. When I was a young girl my mother 

performed a ritual with my hair, known amongst many black women as “greasing the 

scalp.” After my mother washed and dried my hair in the kitchen sink, she would sit me 

down in the kitchen or the living room, and begin to part my hair into grid-like sections 

with a comb. There were moments when she separated my hair with the sharp edge of a 

comb and I could feel the pressure on my scalp almost jabbing at the skull. After my hair 

was separated, my mother would take Blue Magic hair grease and smooth over the line of 

the part using her finger. The grease would in many ways cool down the heat of the 

pressure from the comb and reduce the sting of sharpness created by the parting. The 

application of the grease was both gentle and firm at the same time beginning with 

pressure yet ending in relief. “Greasing the scalp” became a ritual for my mother and I 

that we participated in every two to three weeks after a thorough washing. Although this 

ritual was performed mostly in silence, I felt a sense of intimacy with my mother through 

her use of the hair care materials. This ritual stopped shortly after I turned 10 years old 

and as I aged, I went through other experiences that would shape my ideas of beauty.  

The American idea of beauty in regards to hair is “long smooth flowing hair as 

the feminine ideal.” (Hall-Lijima, Cultural Diversity and Mental Health, vol. 1, 1995) In 

Chris Rock’s recent documentary Good Hair, the film begins with Rock’s daughter 

asking him why she doesn’t have ‘good hair.’ As a child, my encounters with the phrase 

‘good hair’ as well as ‘nice hair’, ‘pretty hair’ and ‘beautiful hair’ consisted of random 

approaches from strangers in public. Although I never had any dialogue or conversations 

about the implications of the phrase ‘good hair’, I was internally aware of the hierarchy it 
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established amongst black people. I did not straighten my hair often when I was young 

however on those few occasions that I did, I would receive a compliment about my 

“pretty hair”. These phrases subconsciously influenced my ideas about beauty standards 

in relationship to hair. I began to believe that my hair had to be straight in order for it to 

be considered beautiful. The maintenance and beautification of my hair and many other 

Black women, has become intertwined with struggle and pain. 

In my artwork, combs represent struggle and pain. From childhood to adolescence 

I combed out my hair everyday as a means to groom it. As a young child, combing my 

hair was often painful due to the sensitivity of my scalp. Because of the thickness of my 

hair and its curl pattern, my hair would often become tangled. This resulted in a forceful 

combing from my mother that felt as if my hair was being pulled from the root. To 

appease me, she would separate my hair into smaller, more manageable, sections and 

then proceed to comb out each of those. It always seemed as if once one section was 

combed, it would somehow re-tangle and the task would have to be done again. Much of 

the complexity involved with the politics of black hair revolves around the decision to 

endure extreme pain and harsh treatment to one’s hair so that one can be accepted by 

society. After becoming assimilated to the daily painful ritual of combing out my hair, I 

began to accept the idea that for black women grooming hair naturally involved pain. 

These experiences altogether created the foundation for the work I produced and with 

these ideas about intimacy, beauty standards, and pain as my foundation I began the 

process of manipulating hair and hair care products to reflect these ideas and to comment 

on them.  
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Artwork: Visual Translations of Cultural Experiences 

My early work represents images of marks that evoke a child-like quality and at 

the same time communicate intimacy. For instance, in Untitled (grease drawings) 2010, 

which consists of eight small abstract drawings on paper, I make very rudimentary marks 

using Blue Magic hair grease and Ampro Pro Styl hair gel. The marks, which were 

influenced by the “greasing the scalp” ritual my mother and I did when I was a child, 

consist predominantly of fingerprints, finger strokes, and lines. I use a visual vocabulary 

of simplicity to communicate the sense of a child-like quality. Some of the drawings were 

made with combs and others were done by hand. Different combs were used including a 

rat tail comb, a wide tooth comb, and a small tooth comb. I mimicked the gestures that 

my mother made on my scalp in the drawings through the use of varying sized combs and 

finger marks, while exploring images that could occur with experimentation of the grease 

and gel. Moving methodically from the front of my head to the back, she would apply the 

grease to moisturize my hair. In the drawing containing two fingerprint markings, there is 

an oval stain surrounding the fingerprint. I emphasize the function of the grease by 

allowing it to stain the paper. The paper absorbs the grease and thereby is moisturized by 

it. In another drawing, there is a spot of grease at the top of the paper and a spot of gel at 

the bottom which are both connected by a single strand of hair in the center. Here, the 

function of the gel is highlighted as it acts as glue holding the hair strand in place. 

Intimacy is communicated in these drawings mainly through their scale. The drawings 

are all nine and a half by twelve inches. Because the imagery of the drawings is so subtle 

and there is much negative space around each image they require a close proximity to be 

viewed which makes them intimate.   
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In Hair Wall (2011), I constructed a wall using hair from local barber shops and 

salons in response to the term “Good Hair”. Chris Rock explains the reasoning for 

making the film lamenting when his young daughter asked him one day “Daddy why 

don’t I have good hair?” She was referring to the vernacular use of the phrase by the 

black community which means that straight, silky and long hair is equated to “good”. 

Growing up I would often have strangers approach me and refer to my hair as “good”, 

“pretty”, “nice” or “beautiful”. Now I choose to respond to this term by addressing its 

hierarchical implications. The work is an eight foot by fourteen foot wall covered in 

human hair and adhered to the wall with hair grease. My aim was to question the 

hierarchy of “good hair” by placing many different types of hair next to each other on the 

same plane. The inherent physical properties of hair are also integral to the meaning of 

the work. In Angela Rosenthal’s “Raising Hair”, she discusses hair culture in eighteenth 

century Europe saying, “hair has so often been thought of as containing the essence of 

individuality and personhood; a lock of hair can serve as a synecdoche for the body 

whence it came, possessing in the eye, or rather fingers, of the beholder stronger 

representational power than, for example, a painted portrait.” (Rosenthal, Eighteenth 

Century Studies, vol. 38 no. 1 2004) In an interview with Kelly Jones artist David 

Hammons says, “…I was actually going insane working with that hair so I had to stop. 

That’s just how potent it is. You’ve got tons of people’s spirits in your hands when you 

work with that stuff.” (Jones, Real Life Magazine, Autumn 1986) I agree with Rosenthal 

and Hammons, that hair separate from the body holds a visceral power to it and that it can 

perform as a substitute for a person. With this work I am creating a space where people 

can, for a moment, respond to hair as a material. The work becomes about observation, 

being able to notice the similarities and differences between different types of hair and 

not privileging one type over another. For this reason in many areas I purposefully place 
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blonde straight hair next to black tightly curled hair. Of course, one can never divorce 

hair from the body from which it came. Hair will always have culturally constructed 

meaning but my intent in this piece is to breakdown the negative meanings associated 

with African American hair and to show that many people are more similar than they 

think. If the wall is viewed from a distance one can see that the whole wall has a sinking 

feeling or heaviness, which is meant to be a literal metaphor for the burden of hair. 

The series Staffs and Spears (2011) mark the beginning f me focusing solely on 

hair care products as my material for creating work instead of using human or synthetic 

hair. The Staffs are made of barrettes, synthetic hair and hair all ties. The barrettes are 

different colors that read the letters ABC. Staffs and Spears reference the ideas of harm 

and empowerment within Black Hair Politics. Growing up, grooming my hair was often a 

painful experience. For example, the simple yet daily ritual of combing my hair was 

painful due to scalp sensitivity and tangled strands. Like many young Black girls, once I 

was able to have my hair straightened at salons, the fear of pain took a different form. 

Instead of a generic plastic comb being my source of pain, the searing metal hot comb 

that sizzled near my ears became my new source of pain.  Many black women can lament 

about how painful it was to have their hair braided as a child or as an adult. After many 

hours of sitting and having you hair tugged into a cornrows, twists or individual braids, 

headaches and an overall tightness of the scalp is felt. The pain felt afterwards only lasts 

for a few days however it is constant. In Staffs and Spears, I created work that 

transformed the generic plastic combs and hot combs used in many Black salons, into 

objects capable of causing harm. I was interested in how simple changes in the form of an 

object transform the connotations of that object. A spear is historically a tool used in war 

as well as food gathering. In both cases, the use of the spear is linked to survival. As I 

began to think of hair and hair care products as tools and resources of my environment, I 
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began to view them as materials that could be fashioned into survival tools. Many young 

black girls are grappling with the self image, race, ethnicity, beauty etc and are literally 

disenfranchised when it comes to making decisions about their own hair and thusly their 

identity. Because grooming hair is s ritualized for some black girls and black women, the 

point in which one begins to develop her own knowledge and vocabulary about these 

issues is very difficult. The ABC barrettes on the staffs symbolize a process of learning 

while the synthetic hair represents older age and a fakeness associated when black 

adolescents begin to wear weaved hair. I was interested in creating an object that had a 

form that spoke to empowerment based on the concept of disenfranchisements. I chose 

walking sticks or staffs as an extension of the body as they are used in aiding someone 

from one place to another as well as objects of defense. They are also decorated with 

materials that are markers of identification of the owner. The staffs I created are more 

decorative than others and therefore more of a spectacle. The spectacle is then translated 

into empowerment. The metaphor of maturation is embedded in these works as I take 

ownership of materials from my environment and creating with them objects used for 

survival and empowerment. 

The Web I created this year is twenty one feet in diameter and consists of many 

colorful hair ball ties, tied together with supporting ends of the web tied to different 

support structures in the space. This piece is also about empowerment and entrapment. In 

Web, the functionality and the inherent physical properties of the hair ball ties were 

important in the construction of meaning. The hair ball ties are representations of 

childhood specifically referring to black girls. The hair ball ties are playful yet dangerous. 

The physical property of the hair ball tie is the elastic band and the plastic ball. As the 

elasticity allows for it to be stretched as far as it can, the ball becomes dangerous as it 

propels back to its original state once released. Though not all spider webs are used to 
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catch prey (some are used for traveling across open spaces), I built a web due to its 

associations of entrapment and fatality. The elastic quality of the ties allowed for 

prominent linear effects which would suit the construction of the web. The web itself is 

very large, around twenty one feet in diameter. I became interested in how it occupied the 

space it is in by attaching itself to the space. The physical space enables the sculpture to 

be up. It becomes a part of the space, but at the same time, it exists in the corner and 

therefore is removed from the traditional presence of a sculpture. In this piece one is able 

to see the material, hair ball ties, and think about youth and young girls and then consider 

the form and the way it occupies space and think about the more complex concept of 

snaring and being ensnared.        
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Conclusion 

My body of work aims to respond to and represent different aspects of the politics 

of black hair. Intimacy, beauty standards, protection, empowerment, and entrapment are 

the aspects I have been investigating. In the end this investigation of the politics of black 

hair as it relates to my identity as an African American woman has allowed me to 

understand identity with a new perspective. I have learned through the drawings, 

sculptures, and installations I have produced that an important element of identity is 

being able to develop one’s own thoughts about his or her environment. In a way, I see 

the work as an analogy for a process of maturation with my earlier work, representing 

stages of childhood and the more current work representing stages of growth. All of the 

work stems from personal experiences of beauty, and pain which emphasize material, 

hair care products and culture as a black woman. My current body of work stems from 

my collective personal experiences of beauty and pain associated with ritualistic hair care 

practices. By choosing to emphasize the use of non traditional art-making materials and 

other hair care products I seek to enhance or contribute to the current art and cultural 

discourse regarding identity.  
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Illustration 1 
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Illustration 2 
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Illustration 3 
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Illustration 4 

 

 



 16  

Illustration 5 
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