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Devils and Men: The Ku Klux Klan in American Art
“Some say the Klan today should just be ignored. Frankly, I’d like to do that. I’m tired of wasting my time on the KKK. I have better things to do.
But history won’t let me ignore current events. Those who would use violence to deny others their rights can’t be ignored.”1

T

—Julian Bond, historian and civil rights worker

he Ku Klux Klan emerged in 1866 in Pulaski, Tennessee, as a loose organization
of fraternal clubs that terrorized black
communities, first through intimidation
and later though whippings and, eventually, lynchings. This first incarnation
of the Klan was short-lived and by most
accounts dissipated in the 1870s. But the
Klan reemerged in 1915 as a powerful,
mainstream organization with a membership that reached more than
four million in the succeeding decade. By the 1940s, increasing press
scrutiny of Klan violence led to the enactment of laws prohibiting
cross burnings and hoods,2 likely contributing to a steep drop in Klan
membership throughout the 1950s. During the Civil Rights era of the
1960s, however, membership rose again, proving the Klan’s persistence
despite a decrease of any real political power.3 The present-day Klan
is just one of many documented white-supremacist organizations
active in the United States.
The KKK, which calls itself the Invisible Empire, maintains its own
presses and produces propagandistic music and films
to meticulously control its public image.4 The 1915
resurgence of the Klan coincided with the release
of D. W. Griffith’s silent film The Birth of a Nation.
Mirroring the film, second-wave founder William J.
Simmons styled twentieth-century Klansmen as white
knights responsible for the salvation of “America.” A
1919 advertisement published in an Atlanta newspaper
provides an example of Klan propaganda: This Order
is not a mere social, fraternal organization but it is
the embodiment of a GREAT CAUSE that strongly
appeals to sober manhood. Its ideals are high and
noble, its mission is manly, its principles are peerless
and its purpose is patriotic and pure. It is of and for
men who are in ALL THINGS 100 per cent [sic] PURE
Americans, and no other.5

and salutes with the other. A hand jutting out from behind the head
of another Klansman creates an unsettling visual connection between
the Nazi gesture of hate and the peak of the KKK hood. Illustrating
the capacity to transmit hate from generation to generation, a hooded
baby points outward, evoking Uncle’s Sam’s “I Want You” gesture,
which features in many Klan recruitment fliers.
Philip Guston likewise influenced Valdez’s The City I, the early working title for which was “For Gil Scott-Heron and Guston.” Guston
employed Klan imagery during the 1930s, when the Klan was at the
height of its power, and again in the late 1960s. The earlier pieces
focus on violence. The Conspirators (1930), for example, shows a
hooded Klansman holding a rope while a group gathers beneath a
tree from which hangs the body of a black man. Guston recounted
that his fascination with the Klan grew out of first-hand childhood
experience, stating, “The KKK has haunted me since I was a boy in
L.A.”10 When Guston installed a selection of the works in a bookshop in Hollywood, he recalled that “Some members of the Klan
walked in, took the paintings off the wall and slashed them. Two
were mutilated.”11

The Klan’s Propagation Department circulated staged
photographs of Klan members in white robes and
hoods alongside Christian crosses and American flags.6
Early recruitment literature likewise touted the KKK as
“faultless, fearless and faithful” patriots.7 Through both
music and imagery, the Klan emphasized its self-appointed role in preserving the nation.
While vintage and current Klan materials espouse
nativism shrouded in patriotism, fraternity, and chivThe City II, 2016; oil on canvas; 74 X 90 inches
alry, American artists have created images that expose
the Invisible Empire’s history of violence and terror against African
Nearly four decades later, in 1967, Guston returned to the subject
Americans, Jews, Catholics, Latinas/os, and immigrants. The work of
of the Klan.12 City Limits (1969) shows Klansmen—reduced to three
Thomas Hart Benton (1889–1975), Aaron Douglas (1899–1979), Philip
hoods and a pronounced hand holding a smoldering cigar—piled into
Guston (1913–1980), and William Christenberry (b. 1936) exemplifies
a cartoonish car. While retaining residual traces of unseen violence,
art that plays on these themes. In The City I (2015–2016) and The
Guston’s work strips the Klansmen of the power they wielded in his
City II (2016), Vincent Valdez (b. 1977) enters into the continuum of
paintings of the 1930s.
American artists who address the persistence of racially motivated
Like Guston, William Christenberry’s face-to-face encounter with
oppression in the United States.
the Klan haunted him throughout his life. He recalled the terror of
In Aaron Douglas’s mural Aspects of Negro Life: From Slavery Through
confronting a fully garbed Klansman: “I had never seen an image like
Reconstruction (1934), mounted Klansmen are shown as omnipresent
that before. . . . When I got to the top of the steps, he did not turn
threats, terrorizing black communities and trampling over people.
his head or his body. He turned his eyes to look at me. I have never
Thomas Hart Benton’s mural A Social History of the State of Indiana
seen anything more frightening than those eyes glaring through those
(1933) aligns with the work of the Mexican muralists Diego Rivera
eyehole slits. I stopped dead in my tracks and didn’t go any further.”13
and José Clemente Orozco, who both incorporated references to the
Christenberry began work on his Klan Tableau in 1963. The multimeKKK to draw connections between white supremacy in the United
dia installation consisted of photographs, drawings, found objects,
States and Fascism abroad. One panel in Benton’s mural shows a
and neon crosses, but most notably Barbie dolls and G.I. Joe action
Klan rally where members are bookended by a burning cross and
figures dressed in Klan regalia. In 1979 an unidentified thief stole all
an American flag. A figure in the front raises his hand in a sign of
but one of the dolls from Christenberry’s studio. The artist recreated
allegiance that evokes a Nazi salute.8
the piece in the years following, again transforming Barbie and G.I.
Joe into sinister playthings. The dolls wear intricate Klan regalia;
Valdez incorporates this gesture in The City I, in which a hooded
9
some are bound, tortured, and covered in wax drippings.
figure holds a patriotic Budweiser “America” beer can in one hand

Vincent Valdez

American, b. 1977

Vincent Valdez has focused on the practice of drawing and painting.
Recognized for his intensive devotion to skill and detail, Valdez’s
portrayal of the contemporary figure remarks on a universal struggle
within various sociopolitical arenas and eras.
Valdez’s work is included in numerous private and institutional
collections and has been exhibited nationally and internationally,
including at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles;
The Blanton Museum of Art, Austin; The Museum of Fine Arts, Hous-
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The City I avoids such overt reference to Klan violence. Instead, the
composition becomes a site to contemplate a number of societal
threats that include, but also transcend, white supremacism. Valdez
raises unsettling questions about the identity of Klansmen and
-women, who appear in the work as average citizens. Valdez notes
that “Under their disguises, they become ‘anyone.’ It is possible that
they are city politicians, police chiefs, parents, neighbors, community
leaders, academics, church members, business owners.” Valdez’s Klan
members check smartphones, gossip, drink beer, hold babies, and
glance toward the distant city. In normalizing the individuals, the piece
suggests how easy it is to occupy the role of one who terrorizes others.
Of their identities, Valdez contends, “These individuals can be any
American. There is a false sense that these threats are (or ever were)
contained at the peripheries of society, in small towns, backwoods,
in uneducated and poor communities.” As such, they respond to the
lyrics of Gil Scott-Heron’s “The Klan” (1980), which describe Klansmen as inhuman: “He who rides with the Klan is a devil and not a
man.” In drawing our attention to the nonthreatening features of the
Klansmen and -women beneath their hoods, Valdez strips them of
their ability to terrorize. At the same time, our inability to pinpoint
their identities blurs the line that separates the devils
from the men, us from them.
–Andrea Lepage, Associate Professor of Art History
Washington and Lee University
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THE CITY

Excerpts from a Conversation
Vincent Valdez & Andrea Lepage

On February 29, 2016, artist Vincent Valdez and art historian Andrea Lepage
initiated a collaborative project documenting Valdez’s work-in-progress, The
City. The work is part of the exhibition titled “The Beginning is Near (Part
I)”, that opened at the David Shelton Gallery in Houston on September 9,
2016.
Andrea Lepage: Is Gil Scott-Heron’s “The Klan” a good starting point for
our discussion? Did you tell me once that his song was influential for the
early idea for this new piece?
Vincent Valdez: Around 2011, I came across a YouTube video of the epic
song “The Klan” from the album Real Eyes (1980) by poet/performer/
activist Gil Scott-Heron (1949-2011), an artist I have long admired for his
commitment to the social and political issues of his day. I was struck by the
song’s haunting and almost visual lyrics that lament for “father, mother,
sister and brother” to “stand by me” and “underneath his white disguise,
I have looked into his eyes.” The video provided a single, unsettling
visual along with the
caption: ‘Coming from five
generations of Ku Klux
Klan members, 58-yearold “Ms. Ruth” sews
hoods and robes for Klan
members seven days-aweek, blessing each one
when it’s done.’ This led
me to consider the stark
contrasts and similarities
between the lyrics and
image, with each side
opposing the other, and
Ms. Ruth puts the finishing touches on a Klan robe for
each side calling out
a “Knighthawk” which is a security position in the Klan. for strength, love and
From Jenna Garrett, “Photojournalist Captures the Ku protection of family.
Klux Klan in their Everyday Lives,” Featureshoot.com,
February 27, 2014.
AL: In Scott-Heron’s song
“The Klan” he repeats,
“It’s not so easy to be free. It’s not so easy to be free. It’s not so easy to
be free.” Will you tell me a little about your thoughts on freedom in this
country? Have we arrived at, or perhaps returned to, a time when only
some people are afforded true or full freedom?
VV: “It’s not so easy to be free.” This too, was the lyric that struck me the
most. I couldn’t shake it from my mind. The power and the simplicity of
this statement rings true. It really isn’t easy to be free. I was so moved
by the song that I sought to visually respond to its lyrics. Initially, I also
intended to borrow the title for my painting. My first sketches revealed
an old pickup truck racing down a hill full speed ahead with backwoods
hooded buddies, their hunting dogs and shotguns piled in the bed of the
truck. Piles of barely visible legs dangling from the sides of the pickup
bed would confirm what they had just done.
For several years I had this vision and idea floating around, but I never
felt quite ready to pursue it. I had sat down and taken four minutes to
scribble it out. There it was. But it was no good. It didn’t feel right: too
vintage, too Southern only, too removed from my own environment and
perception. This is not a subject that only makes its presence in the
swamplands of the South. It has infected all of America.
		For underneath his white disguise
		
I have looked into his eyes
		
And I say brother, brother, stand by me
		
It’s not so easy to be free
		
Father, mother, sister, brother, stand by me
		
It’s not so easy to be free
		
It’s not so easy to be free
		
It’s not so easy to be free
		
Nobody ever said it would be easy
		
Nobody ever said it would be easy
		
It’s not so easy, no it’s not so easy
		
		Lyrics from “The Klan”
		
by Gil Scott-Heron, original release 1980
AL: Can you tell me about the title of your piece?
VV: Veronica Roberts, Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at the
Blanton in Austin, invited me in 2015 to tour the exhibition “Witness:
Art and Civil Rights in the Sixties,” which originated at the Brooklyn
Museum. Little did I know that halfway through the exhibition I would
find myself face-to-face with Philip Guston’s painting, City Limits (1969),
on loan from the Museum of Modern Art in New York. It features a 3-man
crew of cartoonish figures in white hoods cruising around in a beat up
pink car with no destination in mind. As stated in text from MOMA about
the painting: ”Wearing Ku Klux Klan hoods, they are plainly up to no
good; but rather than invoking a specific evil, these men are symbolic
embodiments of a general know-nothing violence. The principal story
told here is that of an America run afoul of its democratic promise.” On
my drive home, lyrics from Scott-Heron’s “The Klan” continued playing
on a loop in my head, a loop that started as I was transfixed by the images
in Guston’s painting. The words of Scott-Heron and the images of Guston
had merged.
The title of the painting
(mine) is The City, and this is
key. It is, after all, intended
as the main portrait, the
place as subject. It is my
fictionalized
rendering
of modern America. The
glowing landscape is the
strongest
compositional
component in the painting,
the foundation that ties
the entire image together.
Placing the Klan within Philip Guston, City Limits, 1969 (Museum of Modern Art,
this landscape suggests New York)
something symbolic, what it
represents as a way of life that goes much further in scope. This presence
has long been embedded in our nation; in our cities; our communities; in
classrooms and courtrooms; on television; in poor, middle class and vastly
wealthy homes; both rural and urban, from coast to coast. Its nature exists
as much today as it did yesterday. But if you don’t look closely enough
at the painting, it is easy to lose sight of the city. Blurred out behind
overgrown weeds and barely emerging between standing figures, it takes
a backseat and gets photo-bombed by the Klan members and by you,
the viewer. In the same manner, it is easy (in real life) to lose sight of the
landscape that ties us together in these “United” States.
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As a young boy I was an activist in radical politics, and although I am
no longer an activist, I keep track of everything. In 1967-68 I became
very disturbed by the war and the demonstrations. They became my
subject matter and I was flooded by a memory. When I was about
17 to 18, I had done a whole series of paintings about the Ku Klux
Klan, which was very powerful in Los Angeles at that time. The police
department had what they called the Red Squad, the main purpose of
which was to break up any attempts at unionizing. Remember this was
1932, 1933. I was working in a factory and became involved in a strike.
The KKK helped in strike breaking so I did a whole series of paintings
on the KKK.
This was the beginning. The idea of evil fascinated me, and rather like
Isaac Babel who had joined the Cossacks, lived with them and written
stories about them, I almost tried to imagine that I was living with the
Klan. What would it be like to be evil? To plan and plot. Then I started
conceiving an imaginary city being overtaken by the Klan. I was like a
movie director. I couldn’t wait, I had hundreds of pictures in mind and
when I left the studio I would make notes to myself, memos, ‘Put them
all around the table, eating, drinking beer.’ Ideas and feelings kept
coming so fast; I couldn’t stop, I was sitting on the crest of a wave. In
the picture Cellar I wondered what it would look like to have a bunch
of figures, scared, diving down into a cellar. I painted it in about four
hours without any erasures. And when it was done I said, ‘Ah ..., so
that’s what it would look like.’ And that’s what I mean about primitive
art or cave art, so that’s what it looks like. I want to see what it looks
like. They call it art afterwards, you know.
This drawing (for the Conspirators) was done in 1930. I discovered it
about five years ago in a drawer, in a package of old drawings. It’s a
sketch for one of the early
Klan paintings, though
now the paintings are
totally different. So one
never forgets anything,
one never goes forward
and forward, you are
always moving in a
circular way, and nothing
is ever finished, nothing
is ever finished until you
leave.
–Philip Guston
AL: In The City, the Klan seems
to symbolize a number of societal
threats that include, but also
transcend white supremacism.
Guston entitles his work City Limits
while you title your piece The City.
Does the subtle manipulation
suggest that the threat, once
contained at the peripheries of
society, has infiltrated the center?

We confront them as peculiar, wary subjects and they confront us in the
same untrusting manner. Both sides can be interpreted as subject and as
viewer, but who is who? There has been an ongoing staring contest for
the past 11 months in my studio. I stare at them and they stare back. I am
as curious about them as they are about me. I fear them as much as they
do me. Perhaps this is where we find ourselves in 21st century America,
endlessly drawing lines over histories, territories and differences.
AL: We live within a landscape that bears the physical traces of centuries
of oppression. The land holds within it the memory of violence, hate and
injustice. Your work has long engaged with the theme of memory. More,
your previous work often illuminates the high societal and human costs
of forgetting and the willful erasure of the past. Does The City relate to the
theme of memory?
VV: One can connect history within
the contemporary setting of the
painting. As in the series The Strangest
Fruit, my ultimate aim is to utilize the
memory of the past as a catalyst for
understanding today. The City can be
interpreted as both realization and
reminder.
I had originally planned to ask my
mother to sew me a hooded costume
in order to reference it in the studio,
but I couldn’t figure out how to
convince her. I ended up creating
my own hood out of a few pieces of
white canvas. Between my makeshift
hood and a few historical and
contemporary photographs located in
books, film stills and online, I was able
to compose my characters. I decided
to limit the palette to black and white
Vincent Valdez, The Strangest Fruit 4, 2013
in reference to the historical photos
(Museum of Fine Arts, Houston)
because I wanted to blur the line
between past and present. It comes
across as an image from the past until you notice the cell phone, the Nike’s
on the baby’s feet, the beer can and the modern city. This suggests that we
are looking at both the past and present, 1929 and 2016 in one glimpse.
AL: In the March 6, 2016, The New York Times editorial featuring your
work, Lawrence Downes describes The City as a “selfie for 21st century
America.” Can you talk a little more about how you think the piece fits into
our current political landscape?
VV: I was not considering our current politics when I began this piece. I
had been harboring this vision for several years. The image is 21st century
America, but it also reveals all of the previous American centuries before
it. In my eyes, it captures America, period.

Philip Guston, The Conspirators, 1930
(Whitney Museum of American Art)

VV: I spent quite some time researching vintage American advertisements.
I was considering images like yearbook photos, family reunion photos, beer
commercials depicting friends on the beach, old Coca-Cola ads, etc., because
these types of things personify and sell us an Americana and quality-of-life
through white-centric visuals and simple tag lines. Life is good. The gang’s
all here. BBQ. Drink up. Don’t worry, be happy. When compared to ScottHeron’s lyrics, “It’s not so easy to be free, nobody ever said it would be easy,”
it presents a chilling example of who is entitled to celebrate and live freely in
America.
The City makes an attempt
at revealing a number
of societal threats that
transcend the arena of
white supremacism. In
order to try to understand
the nature of white
supremacism and why it
is embedded so deeply
in the American way of
life, we must first examine
the bigger picture, force Copyright, The Coca-Cola Company, early 1940’s
ourselves to expand our
lens into a widescreen
format, a panoramic periscope. Only then can we see that many factors are at
work here. The designs of many American cities today still reflect segregation.
The plotting and location of train tracks, city dumps, land claimed through
eminent domain, junkyard locations, city jails and police stations, storage
and industry sectors, underfunded schools and housing, even down to
the placement of parks and trees. These elements paint the composition
of the American landscape that has for over two centuries plotted to keep
populations divided through borders and boundaries that are determined by
economic class and skin color.
The City is symbolic of contemporary American society. It can be any city in
America. These individuals can be any American. There is a false sense that
these threats ever (or still are) contained at the peripheries of society, in small
towns, backwoods, in uneducated and poor communities.
I also dug out old childhood drawings that my mother has kept all of these
years. It is evident in these drawings that there was already an obsession for
the figure and the portrait. In middle school, I created a series of notebook
drawings that depicted the various clans in school: the jocks, the band geeks,
the skaters, the punks, the nerds and the homeboys. Assimilation, unity, pride,
communication, love of family and friends, protection, mistrust and fear of the
unknown are introduced to us at an early age and never really leave us.
AL: Are the hooded individuals completely anonymous, their identities
unknown to even you, or have you come to associate them with specific
people?
VV: I am not interested in portraying another sinister portrait of Klansmen.
Instead, my intention was to figure out how to strip them of their disguises,
without literally doing so. The masks themselves quickly became expressive
caricatures and I began to paint each subject as wearing their personalities
on their sleeves and hoods.
From a distance, the presentation of hooded characters in The City
appears normal, very human, like any gathering between friends, family or
colleagues. Body language, gestures, postures and expressive hands signify
basic human instinct. As I painted each character I found myself wondering
who is lurking underneath the cartoonish masks. Are they parents, teachers,
grandparents, cousins, neighbors, best friends, doctors, lovers, politicians?
As we approach them, we interrupt their gathering as an uninvited guest.

Over the past 15 years of image making I can say that I do not give much
thought to categories. From Kill the Pachuco Bastard! To Stations to Excerpts
for John to The City, categories such as Chicano art, Figurative Painting,
Realism, etc., aren’t specific to my pursuits. It is now evident to me that my
only real pursuit over the past decade has been to tell an American story,
untold American stories in many cases.
AL: I understand your resistance against the categorization of your work,
as academic descriptors have a tendency to compartmentalize, minimize
and conceal more than they can reveal about artistic practices. Still, your
larger body of work reveals a clear, well-defined artistic point of view. Your
work, as you say, seems to highlight the lesser-told American narratives,
often highlighting communities ignored, narratives that engage deeply
with our current political times – whether that engagement is accidental
or intended. Would you consider The City to be a call to action in any
way? While you might not expect the work to incite the viewer to political
action, would you welcome the idea that your work might inspire political
change?
VV: The City is a testament of what I witness in American society. I think
it is safe to say that much of my work resonates like an alarm that rings
nonstop in my head. I must depict what I witness. This is my call to action,
to get up and speak up.
I don’t think in terms of inspiring people to change their politics. Viewers
who encounter this work might reconsider what they do or don’t already
think about. Art can prompt people to think critically about what they are
seeing and how it relates to their own lives and experiences, and in my
view this is the most effective way that change can occur.
My intention is to place the viewer in an experiential setting. In this
case, the viewer finds him/herself in the presence of the Klan. The
composition is situated to place the viewer as having walked into the
center and interrupted a gathering. This tactic presents the monumental
and panoramic scale that physically forces the viewer to walk from left to
right in order to explore the scene. The subliminal power of this narrative
becomes evident through further examination: Where am I? Who are
they? Why are they looking at me? Why are we here? Where does that
road lead? How did I get here? How do I get outta here? These are the
questions that propel this work forward into a larger than life perspective.
I wanted to claim my place within a lineage of American artists who have
tackled issues regarding American society during their time. Guston,
Scott-Heron, Valdez. This became a most crucial statement: Three artists
of three various backgrounds that span three generations in America.
These topics not only challenge the trajectory of American history, but
they define who we were and very much still are. American artists like
Guston and Scott-Heron, George Bellows, Paul Cadmus and Peter Saul
have all been visionary, critical observers of the world around them and
have had a profound impact on the way that I see. How many more
generations of American artists will have to address the Klan as subject
and confront issues that some people believe distort the American way
of life? James Baldwin articulates most profoundly: “It is astonishing the
lengths to which a person, or a people, will go in order to avoid a truthful
mirror.” And this is what the white hood symbolizes to me. It is a selfreflection. As a collective society, it is easy for us to look away or to simply
maintain our neutrality.
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