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Anti-Heroic Images in Contemporary American Art

This essay treats anti-heroic images in contemporary American art. These images, 
which appropriate and even subvert the heroic, are grouped around four political protest 
movements that emerged during the 1960s: the civil rights movement, feminism, the 
environmental movement, and opposition to the Vietnam War. With the exception of the 
last, all of these struggles continue in some form today. Some of the artists discussed here 
refer in a given image to more than one protest movement, and art works focused on two 
different movements may share the same heroic referent.

Let us begin with the popular television series, The Simpsons. We see the joke of 
naming a cartoon character, Homer Simpson, after the author of the ancient Greek epic 
poem, the Odessey. The cartoon shows Homer Simpson, dressed in classical military 
garb, contemplating a sign that implies the opening theme of the Odyssey after its hero 
destroyed Troy. Here the heroic has been reduced to humor at the level of American pop 
culture.

Let us turn now to a classic heroic image of American culture: Joe Rosenthal’s 1945 
SKRWRJUDSK�RI�¿YH�$PHULFDQ�PDULQHV�DQG�RQH�1DY\�&RUSVPDQ� UDLVLQJ� WKH�ÀDJ�RQ� WKH�
LVODQG�RI�,ZR�-LPD�DIWHU�KDYLQJ�IRXJKW�D�¿HUFH�EDWWOH�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�FDSWXUHG�
WKH�3DFL¿F�LVODQG�IURP�-DSDQ�DW�WKH�FRVW�RI�PDQ\�OLYHV�RQ�ERWK�VLGHV��7KH�FRQFHSW�RI�WKH�
PLOLWDU\�VKRZLQJ�LWV�ÀDJ�DV�D�KHURLF�V\PERO�JRHV�EDFN�DW�OHDVW�WR�WKH�PRGHO�RI�WKH�5RPDQV�
who rallied around their standard, which, as we can see here, often included the eagle as 
the symbol of Jupiter and the wolf as the symbol of Rome’s founding. The creators of The 

Simpsons also parodied Joe Rosenthal’s iconic photograph as part of one of their music 
YLGHRV�GXULQJ�WKH�����V��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV�DWWHPSW�WR�UDLVH�WKHLU�ÀDJ�
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0XFK� HDUOLHU�� LQ� ������ WKH� &DOLIRUQLD� VFXOSWRU� (GZDUG� .LHQKRO]� DSSURSULDWHG�
Rosenthal’s photograph in his monumental installation, Portable War Memorial, now in 
WKH�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�/XGZLJ�0XVHXP�LQ�.ROQ��*HUPDQ\��%HKLQG�WKH�VROGLHUV�UDLVLQJ�WKH�
ÀDJ��.LHQKRO]�KDV�LURQLFDOO\�SODFHG�D�:RUOG�:DU�,�HUD�UHFUXLWLQJ�SRVWHU��FDSWLRQHG�³8QFOH�
6DP�ZDQWV�\RX�´�+LV�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�WKLV�IDPRXV�SHUVRQL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ZDV�
intended as an anti-war symbol during the Vietnam War, where the military draft imposed 
RQ�\RXQJ�PHQ�FDXVHG�PDQ\�WR�SURWHVW�DQG�VRPH�WR�ÀHH�WR�&DQDGD��6ZHGHQ��RU�WR�RWKHU�
countries. 

$�IHZ�\HDUV�ODWHU��-XOLD�0XHOL��D�IHPLQLVW�RUJDQL]HU�LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV�IRU�WKH�1DWLRQDO�
2UJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�:RPHQ��VWDJHG�D�SKRWRJUDSK�RI�D�JURXS�RI�\RXQJ�ZRPHQ�UDLVLQJ�D�ÀDJ�
with the ‘mirror of Venus,’ the symbol of woman. Thus, their feminist triumph is made to 
echo and to subvert the heroic acts of men at war.
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)HPLQLVW�-XGLWK�%HUQVWHLQ¶V�Vietnam Garden of 1967, shows that she associated the 
SDWULRWLF�V\PERO�RI�WKH�ÀDJ�ZLWK�GHDWK��6KH�IXUWKHU�WXUQHG�WKH�ÀDJ�SROHV�LQWR�SHQLVHV�DQG�
the penises into grave markers in the form of ancient stele. At least two of these tomb 
PDUNHUV�EHDU�UHOLJLRXV�V\PEROV�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�FURVV�DQG�WKH�-HZLVK�VWDU��2QH�EHDUV�WKH�
ZRUGV��³,Q�PHPRU\�RI�WKRVH�ZKR���´�

7KH�ÀDJ�SKDOOXV�QH[W�WR�LW�ZLWK�D�FURVV�DQG�WKH�-HZLVK�VWDU�SKDOOXV�LQ�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�
VD\�³LQ�PHPRU\�RI�WKRVH�PHQ�ZKR�JDYH�WKHLU�OLYHV�´�Vietnam Garden��WKH�WLWOH��LV�ÀRDWLQJ�
LQ�WKH�VN\��$W�WKH�WLPH�VKH�SURGXFHG�WKLV�ZRUN��%HUQVWHLQ�ZDV�D�\RXQJ�JUDGXDWH�VWXGHQW�DW�
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<DOH�8QLYHUVLW\��ZKR�DVVRFLDWHG�ZDU�ZLWK�PDOH�DJJUHVVLRQ�DQG�H[FHVVLYH�WHVWRVWHURQH��%\�
transforming this graveyard to a garden, she also evoked the paradise of the environment 
before it was sullied by violence.

&RQFHUQ�ZLWK�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�DOVR�OHG�WR�D�SDURG\�RI�5RVHQWKDO¶V�LFRQLF�SKRWRJUDSK�
from Iwo Jima on the cover of Time Magazine for April 28th, 2008, which turned the 
ÀDJSROH�LQWR�DQ�HYHUJUHHQ�WUHH��(QYLURQPHQWDOLVWV�SUDLVHG�WKH�PDJD]LQH�IRU�LWV�EROG�DQG�
brave confrontation with the issue of global warming, however, some veterans and family 
members of veterans objected. They did not want to share their heroic image with another 
cause.

%HUQVWHLQ�GHDOW�ZLWK�WKH�FLYLO�ULJKWV�PRYHPHQW�LQ�DQRWKHU�ZRUN�IURP�������FDOOHG�Are 

you Running with me Jesus? ,Q�LW��VKH�LQFOXGHV�WZR�KHDGOLQHV��³)UXVWUDWLRQ�RI�\RXWK�ZLWK�
ZUHVWHG�SRWHQWLDO�LQ�XUEDQ�JKHWWRV´�DQG�³7KH�*DQJ�3KHQRPHQRQ�´�6KH�IROORZV�WKH�ODWWHU�
ZLWK�D�KDQGZULWWHQ�LQVFULSWLRQ�RQ�WKH�ZKLWH�VWULSHV�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�ÀDJ��³7KH\�DUH�\RXQJ�
1HJURHV�ZKR�ZHUH�EURXJKW�XS�WR�FRQVLGHU�ZKLWH�EHDXWLIXO�DQG�EODFN�XJO\��7KH\�JUHZ�XS�
EHOLHYLQJ�WKH\�ZHUH�VRPHKRZ�LQIHULRU�� �� ��1RZ�WKH\¶UH�0DG��/RUG��%HFDXVH� WKH\�ZHUH�
WDXJKW�OLHV�´�$�VFHQH�RI�XUEDQ�JKHWWR�OLIH�WDNHV�WKH�SODFH�RI�VWDUV�RQ�WKH�ÀDJ�

 
7KH�KHURLF�LPDJH�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�ÀDJ�DOVR�DWWUDFWHG�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�

artist Faith Ringgold, who painted a 1967 canvas called The Flag is Bleeding. %OHHGLQJ�
IURP�LWV�ZRXQGV��WKH�ÀDJ¶V�VWULSHV�PD\�DOVR�EH�UHDG�DV�SULVRQ�EDUV��6HHQ�EHKLQG�WKH�UHG�EDUV��
two men and a woman between them stand together arm in arm. The African-American 
man holds a knife. Ringgold, a feminist activist, wrote in her memoir that she saw the white 
woman as a peacemaker between the two men. Painted in the midst of both the civil rights 
movement and the anti-war movement, this canvas suggests that the artist saw the nation as 
FULSSOHG�IURP�ERWK�WKH�ZDU�LQ�9LHWQDP�DQG�IURP�WKH�LQHTXDOLW\�RI�LWV�RZQ�FLWL]HQV�DW�KRPH��
Ringgold’s The Flag is Bleeding II RI������LV�RQH�RI�KHU�³VWRU\�TXLOWV´�WR�ZKLFK�VKH�WXUQHG�
in lieu of stretched canvas, evoking the traditional forms of African-American rural women 
ZKR�PDGH�SDWFKZRUN�TXLOWV��VRPHWLPHV�ZLWK�QDUUDWLYH�PHVVDJHV��,Q�KHU�LPDJH��D�ODUJH�¿JXUH�
of an African-American mother grasps two tiny naked children, recalling the Madonna of 
the Misericordia, who tries to protect the helpless. Ringgold shows that the heroic symbol 
RI�³WKH�ODQG�RI�WKH�IUHH�DQG�WKH�KRPH�RI�WKH�EUDYH´�GRHV�QRW�SURWHFW�WKHVH�KHOSOHVV�FKLOGUHQ�
from the ravages of war, racism, and inequality in American society.
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)DLWK�5LQJJROG�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU�7KH�ÀDJ�LV�EHQGLQJ�,,�������DQG�3LHUR�GHOOD�)UDQFHVFD¶V�0DGRQQD�RI�WKH�0LVHULFRUGLD��������

)URP�D�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�SHUVSHFWLYH��&ODHV�2OGHQEXUJ��ZKR�JUHZ�XS�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�
as the child of a Swedish diplomat, also wanted to protest the war in Vietnam. To do so, 
he turned to an image of modern-day warfare, a missile. He also produced a work that is 
ironic and anti-heroic: Lipstick, ZDV�RULJLQDOO\�LQVWDOOHG�0D\�����������DW�WKH�%HLQHFNH�
3OD]D�RI�<DOH�8QLYHUVLW\. It was intended as a platform for public speaking during the time 
of the anti-war protests and the free speech movement. A group who called themselves 
³WKH�&RORVVDO�.HHSVDNH�&RUSRUDWLRQ�RI�&RQQHFWLFXW�´�FRPPLVVLRQHG�2OGHQEXUJ�WR�UHDOL]H�
as a large-scale sculpture on campus his idea that previously existed only in his drawings 
IRU�LPDJLQHG�ODUJHU�WKDQ�OLIH�VL]H�PRQXPHQWV�
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The commissioning group thought the work would convey a revolutionary aesthetic 
and make a political statement. They clearly perceived the monumental lipstick’s 
resemblance to an Apollo Saturn rocket or to a missile and intended that the work’s 
aggressive presence would serve to disturb the public space. Originally, Oldenburg 
made his work of cheap materials such as plywood tracks and a red vinyl balloon tip 
WKDW�FRXOG�EH�LQÀDWHG�WR�VHQG�RXW�DQ�DOHUW��,Q�KLV�ÀLPV\�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��2OGHQEXUJ�PD\�
well have been inspired by model toy rocket kits. The materials he used for his original 
sculpture did not stand up and so the work was removed, only to be rebuilt out of corten 
VWHHO�� DOXPLQXP�� DQG� ¿EHUJODVV�� ,W� ZDV� WKHQ� UH�LQVWDOOHG� DW�<DOH¶V�0RUVH� &ROOHJH� LQ�
1974, where it remains today as an epitome of the anti-heroic.

As we single out an anti-heroic strain in contemporary American art, we should look 
DOVR�EDFN�WR�$PHULFDQ�FXOWXUH¶V�WUDGLWLRQDO�KHUR��*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ��WKH�¿UVW�SUHVLGHQW�
RI� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��$PHULFDQ� DUWLVWV� WXUQHG� WR� FODVVLFDO� WUDGLWLRQ� DQG�GHSLFWHG�KLP�
as larger than life, strong, brave, and god-like. Many artists modeled Washington on 
Roman models, particularly Roman statues of Jupiter. As late as early nineteenth-
century France, Ingres had continued this tradition, depicting Zeus enthroned. The 
(PSHURU�&ODXGLXV�LQ�WKH�9DWLFDQ�0XVHXP�ZDV�DOVR�GHSLFWHG�DV�-XSLWHU�F�����$�'�

(TXHVWULDQ� SDLQWLQJV� DQG� VWDWXHV� RI�*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ�ZHUH� DOVR� SRSXODU� LQ� WKH�
8QLWHG�6WDWHV��)RU�D�PRGHO��WKH�DUWLVW�ORRNHG�EDFN�WR�0DUFXV�$XUHOHXV��ZKRVH�HTXHVWULDQ�
VFXOSWXUH�ZDV�ZHOO�NQRZQ�IURP�LWV�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�&DSLWROLQH�LQ�5RPH��7KRPDV�&UDZIRUG��
DQ�$PHULFDQ�VFXOSWRU�OLYLQJ�DQG�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�5RPH��GHVLJQHG�WKH�¿UVW�HTXHVWULDQ�VWDWXH�
RI�:DVKLQJWRQ� WR� EH� HUHFWHG� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��+LV�&ODVVLFDO�5HYLYDO� GHVLJQ�ZDV�
unveiled in Richmond, Virginia on February 22, 1858. 

)RXU�\HDUV�HDUOLHU��LQ�������(PPDQXHO�/HXW]H��D�*HUPDQ�LPPLJUDQW�DUWLVW�GHSLFWHG�
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George Washington Crossing the Delaware��7KLV�PXUDO�VL]HG�SLFWXUH� VKRZV�*HQHUDO�
*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ� OHDGLQJ� WKH�$PHULFDQ� UHYROXWLRQDU\� WURRSV� DFURVV� WKH�'HODZDUH�
5LYHU�WR�VXUSULVH�WKH�(QJOLVK�DQG�+HVVLDQ�WURRSV�LQ�WKH�%DWWOH�RI�7UHQWRQ�WKH�GD\�DIWHU�
&KULVWPDV� LQ�������:KLOH�/HXW]H�PD\�QRW�KDYH�EDVHG�KLV�:DVKLQJWRQ�GLUHFWO\�RQ�DQ�
image of Jupiter, his Washington is still larger than life, fearless, and god-like in his 
stance in a moving boat. The theme of crossing a river standing in a small boat recalls 
&KDUURQ�FURVVLQJ�WKH�ULYHU�6W\[��D�FODVVLFDO�VXEMHFW�UHODWHG�E\�9LUJLO�LQ�KLV�Aeneid (book 
6, line 369). 

:KLOH�VXFK�LPDJHV�DERXQG��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��/HXW]H�ZDV�PRUH�
SUREDEO\� LPLWDWLQJ� -RKQ� 6LQJOHWRQ� &RSOH\¶V� Watson and the Shark RI� ������ (YHQ�
Washington’s pose with his bent knee and raised foot balanced on the edge of the boat 
VHHPV� WR� EH� D�PLUURU� LPDJH� RI� D� ¿JXUH� VWDQGLQJ� QH[W� WR� WKH� EODFN�PDQ� LQ�&RSOH\¶V�
picture.

&RSOH\¶V�SDLQWLQJ� WHOOV� WKH� VWRU\�RI�D� VKDUN�DWWDFN� LQ�+DYDQD�KDUERU� LQ�������7KH�
LPDJH� LV�RI�%URRN�:DWVRQ�� WKH����\HDU�ROG�YLFWLP��ZKR�ZHQW� VZLPPLQJ� WR�KLV�SHULO�
while serving as a crew member on his uncle’s trading ship. The crew of a small boat, 
which had been waiting to escort their captain to shore, rescued Watson, but not before 
the shark bit off  his foot and ankle and a chunk of his lower leg. The appearance of a 
EODFN�VDLORU�LQ�&RSOH\¶V�FDQYDV�PD\�KDYH�LQVSLUHG�/HXW]H�WR�LQFOXGH�D�VLPLODU�¿JXUH�LQ�
his iconic painting. 

/HXW]H�JLYHV�SURPLQHQFH�QRW�RQO\�WR�WKH�KHURLF�$PHULFDQ�ÀDJ�EXW�DOVR�WR�D�URZHU�E\�
Washington’s knee, who is a person of color, said to be a man named Prince Whipple. 
1R�GRFXPHQWDU\�SURRI�VXUYLYHV�SODFLQJ�:KLSSOH�LQ�:DVKLQJWRQ¶V�ERDW��KRZHYHU��WKHUH�
was the integrated Marbleheader unit from Massachusetts, which led in rowing General 
Washington and his troops across the River. 

The known existence of blacks in this historic group of men probably inspired the 
$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�SDLQWHU�5REHUW�&ROHVFRWW��ZKR�DIWHU�VHUYLQJ�LQ�:RUOG�:DU�,,��VWXGLHG�
LQ�3DULV�ZLWK�WKH�PRGHUQLVW�DUWLVW��)HUQDQG�/pJHU��,W�ZDV�LQ�)UDQFH�WKDW�&ROHVFRWW�SUREDEO\�
attained enough critical distance from American society to enable him to mock some 
of its most revered icons. He created his painting entitled George Washington Carver 

Crossing the Delaware in 1974-75. He based his work’s theme and composition on 
/HXW]H¶V�FHOHEUDWHG�George Washington Crossing the Delaware��&ROHVFRWW¶V�VXEMHFW�LV�
QR�ORQJHU�WKH�¿UVW�SUHVLGHQW�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��KRZHYHU��EXW�WKH�SLRQHHULQJ�$IULFDQ�
$PHULFDQ�VFLHQWLVW�*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ�&DUYHU��ZKR�OLYHG�IURP������WR������RU�IURP�
WKH�&LYLO�:DU�WR�WKH�PLGVW�RI�:RUOG�:DU�,,��&DUYHU�GHYHORSHG�DOWHUQDWLYH�FURSV�WR�FRWWRQ�
such as peanuts and sweet potatoes, aiming at improving nutrition. 

)RU�&ROHVFRWW��LW�PDWWHUHG�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�HTXDOO\�FHOHEUDWHG�LFRQ�IRU�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQW�
$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�VFLHQWLVW��7KXV��KH�UHSODFHG�WKH�LPDJH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�3UHVLGHQW�ZLWK�KLV�
QDPHVDNH��*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ�&DUYHU��&ROHVFRWW�SRSXODWHG�KLV�ERDW�ZLWK�VWHUHRW\SLFDO�
LPDJHV�RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV�IURP�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH��HYHQ�DV�KH�VRXJKW�WR�VDWLUL]H�UDFLVP�
in American society.  The man playing the banjo in the rear of the boat is straight out of 
D�PLQVWUHO�VKRZ�DQG�RWKHU�¿JXUHV�DOVR�DSSHDU�WR�EH�LQ�³EODFNIDFH�´
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&ROHVFRWW�UHIHUHQFHG�$IULFDQ�VODYHV��ZKR�¿UVW�EURXJKW�WKH�EDQMR��RU�DW�OHDVW�DQ�HDUO\�
version of it, to America. The banjo was originally played by griots, the traditional bards 
RI�:HVW�$IULFD��$V� WKH� FRQWHPSRUDU\� EDQMR� SOD\HU�'RQ�9DSSLH� H[SODLQHG�� ³+HUH¶V� DQ�
instrument that was part of a culture — part of a people — who were taken from where 
they are and brought somewhere else. And over time, those people had learned to hate 
something that was part of them, part of their past.”  

7KH�RWKHU�VWHUHRW\SLF�¿JXUHV� LQ�&ROHVFRWW¶V�ERDW�UHSUHVHQW�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�FRRNV��
PDLGV�� DQG� ¿VKHUPHQ�� HVVHQWLDOO\� VHUYDQWV� WR� ³ZKLWH� IRON�´� 7KHUH� LV�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� D�
µ0DPP\¶�¿JXUH��DV�LQ�WKH�$XQW�-HPLPD�SDQFDNH�PL[�LPDJH��WKH�/X]LDQQH�FRIIHH�FDQ��RU�
in Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 novel, Gone with the Wind. Taking on this complex theme, 
&ROHVFRWW�H[SORUHG�WKH�LVVXH�RI�UDFH�DQG�VRFLDO�SRVLWLRQ�PRUH�HIIHFWLYHO\�E\�HPSOR\LQJ�
KXPRU��$W�WKH�DJH�RI�����KH�UHSUHVHQWHG�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ZLWK�D�VROR�VKRZ�DW�WKH�9HQLFH�
%LHQQDOH�LQ�������EHFRPLQJ�WKH�¿UVW�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�DUWLVW�WR�HDUQ�WKDW�KRQRU�

:KHUH�$PHULFDQV�KDYH� WKHLU� LFRQLF� LPDJHV�VXFK�DV�*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ��(XURSHDQV�
KDYH�WKHLUV���IURP�0DUFXV�$XUHOLXV�WR�1DSROHDQ��7KH�KHURLF�HTXHVWULDQ�LPDJH�WKH�5RPDQ�
(PSHURU�0DUFXV�$XUHOLXV��ZKR� DWWDLQHG� WKH� UHSXWDWLRQ� RI� D� µSKLORVRSKHU� NLQJ¶�ZLWKLQ�
his lifetime, has come continued to impact culture, well beyond the lands he ruled. The 
)UHQFK�1HR�FODVVLFDO�SDLQWHU� -DFTXHV�/RXLV�'DYLG�FRQWLQXHG� WKLV�KHURLF� WUDGLWLRQ�ZLWK�
his equestrian portrait of Napoleon Crossing the Alps�RI�������(YHQ�1DSROHRQ¶V�GUDPDWLF�
gesture with his outstretched arm echoes the earlier image of Marcus Aureleus. This 
FRQ¿GHQW�JHVWXUH� LQ�'DYLG¶V�SRUWUDLW�RI�1DSROHRQ�VKRZV� WKH�YLHZHU� WKDW� WKH�YLFWRU\� LV�
predestined, while he also signals to his soldiers to follow. 

Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps was parodied in 2005 by the African-
$PHULFDQ� SDLQWHU�� .HKLQGH�:LOH\�� +H� SDLQWHG� KLPVHOI� DW� WKH� DJH� RI� WZHQW\�HLJKW� DV�
1DSROHRQ�� $OWKRXJK�:LOH\� VSRUWV� D� VLPLODU� VKDZO�� KH� ZHDUV� D� FDPRXÀDJH�SDWWHUQHG�
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DUP\� VXUSOXV� XQLIRUP� DQG� D� KDQGNHUFKLHI� WLHG� DV� D� KHDG�EDQG� LQVWHDG� RI� 1DSROHRQ¶V�
characteristic bicorne or two-cornered hat, which was widely adopted in the 1790s for 
military uniforms. Wiley explained his decision to parody this particular image for his 
VHOI�SRUWUDLW�DV��³3DLQWLQJ�LV�DERXW�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�ZH�OLYH�LQ��%ODFN�PHQ�OLYH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��
My choice is to include them. This is my way of saying yes to us.” This painting, now in 
WKH�SHUPDQHQW�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�%URRNO\Q�0XVHXP�RI�$UW��PDNHV�D�SRZHUIXO�VWDWHPHQW�E\�
VXEYHUWLQJ�WKLV�KHURLF�LPDJH�RI�D�:KLWH�(XURSHDQ�PDOH�DQG�WXUQLQJ�LW�LQWR�DQ�XQH[SHFWHG�
image of a young African-American man.

(YLGHQWO\�1DSROHRQ�UHIXVHG�WR�VLW�IRU�'DYLG¶V�SRUWUDLW��FLWLQJ�WKH�JUHDW�PHQ�RI�DQWLTXLW\��
ZKRP�KH�LQVLVWHG��GLG�QRW�VLW�IRU�WKHLU�SRUWUDLWV�HLWKHU��1DSROHRQ�NQHZ�WKDW�ZKDW�KH�QHHGHG�
LQ� WKLV�SRUWUDLW�ZDV�QRW� UHVHPEODQFH� WR�SUHFLVH� IHDWXUHV��EXW� DQ� LPDJH�RI� DQ� LGHDOL]HG��
KHURLF�FKDUDFWHU��ZKLFK�ZDV�ZKDW�'DYLG�SURGXFHG�DQG�ZKDW�:LOH\�ZLVKHG�WR�FDOO�IRUWK�IRU�
himself and young African-American men.

It is evident that Wiley wanted to correct stereotypes of young black males, who are still 
disproportionately depicted as criminals and only into crime, sports, and entertainment. 
2QO\�UHFHQWO\�WKH�LPDJH�RI�3UHVLGHQW�%DUDFN�2EDPD�KHOSHG�WR�FKDQJH�VXFK�SHUFHSWLRQV��
µ¶7KHVH�LPDJHV�DUH�FRUURVLYH�´�VDLG�8&/$�SROLWLFDO�VFLHQWLVW�)UDQNOLQ�*LOOLDP��ZKR�ZDV�
conducting a national focus group study on racial attitudes. ‘’It’s not just about keeping 
black males infantile; what it does is keep a focus on the ‘misanthropic nature’ of black 
men. If everyone else depicted is ‘in the system’ and this young black man is perceived 
as not, the common response of society is that he’s the problem and we need to remove 
him from the system.” Wiley, through the subversion of centuries-old heroic images, has 
GH¿QLWHO\�SXW�KLPVHOI�LQ�WKH�V\VWHP��KH�KDV�PHW�ZLWK�QRWDEOH�VXFFHVV�LQ�WKH�DUW�PDUNHW�DQG�



89

Anti-Heroic Images in Contemporary American Art

museum world. Audiences of all kind respond to his work.
In 2009, Wiley also painted a portrait of the pop star Michael Jackson to parody the 

Equestrian Portrait of King Philip II. Wiley’s most important model for this work was 
Peter Paul Rubens’s Equestrian portrait of King Philip II of Spain, painted in 1628, and 
now in the Prado Museum in Madrid. Wiley even imitated Rubens’s background, which 
IHDWXUHV� WKH������EDWWOH�RI�6DQ�4XLQWLQ��%XW� WKHUH�DUH�DOVR�GHWDLOV� IURP�-DFTXHV�/RXLV�
'DYLG�LQ�KLV�FRPSRVLWLRQ��

Wiley received voicemail messages in 2007 that alerted him that Michael Jackson was 
trying to reach him, but he thought that the messages were from a prankster and so he 
ignored them. When it turned out that Michael Jackson was really trying to contact him to 
FRPPLVVLRQ�D�SRUWUDLW��:LOH\�ZDV�ZLOOLQJ��%XW�EHIRUH�WKH�FRPPLVVLRQ�FRXOG�EH�UHDOL]HG��
Jackson died. Wiley, who decided to complete the piece to honor the dead celebrity, 
described his style and subjects in an interview:

,�WU\�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�VDFUHG�LQ�WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�SODFHV��,�MXVW�VWDUW�ZLWK�DQ�$IULFDQ�
American community that I belong to. You know, much of what I do is I quote old 
paintings, and the old paintings are repopulated with young African American men who 
follow a very straight ahead demographic, between the ages of 18 and 25. It’s obviously 
a comment on youth culture and it’s a comment on consumption patterns, but it’s also a 
comment on who gets to be in those sort of important moments in picture making.

:KHQ�DVNHG�ZK\�KH�IHOW�REOLJHG�WR�FRPSOHWH�WKH�ZRUN��:LOH\�VDLG��³,�WKLQN�WKDW�KLV�
idea of collaborating with me was something that he really wanted to see through…I felt 
a responsibility to him to get it done.” What Wiley has done is portray Jackson as a hero, 
but the irony of showing the controversial pop star in armor suggests his embattled life 
and his simultaneous image as an anti-hero.

$� FRQWHPSRUDU\� YLVXDO� DUWLVW� ZKR� VSHFL¿FDOO\� UHIHUV� WR� WKH� DQWL�KHUR� LV� WKH� 1HZ�
York feminist sculptor Linda Stein. Her Anti-hero/Hero 587 is a visual response to her 

Linda Stein
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H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�%RUDW��WKH�PDLQ�FKDUDFWHU�RI�WKH������¿OP��Borat: Cultural Learnings 

RI�$PHULFD�IRU�0DNH�%HQH¿W�*ORULRXV�1DWLRQ�RI�.D]DNKVWDQ, often referred to simply as 
Borat��,W�VWDUUHG�WKH�(QJOLVK�FRPHGLDQ�6DFKD�%DURQ�&RKHQ�LQ�WKH�WLWOH�UROH�RI�D�¿FWLWLRXV�
.D]DNK� MRXUQDOLVW�ZKR�ZDV� WUDYHOLQJ� WKURXJK� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�UHFRUGLQJ�UHDO�OLIH�
LQWHUDFWLRQV�ZLWK�$PHULFDQV��&RKHQ�DQG�WKH�¿OP�SURGXFHUV�LQWHUYLHZHG�6WHLQ�LQ�KHU�VWXGLR�
under false pretense.

,Q�WKLV�ZRUN��ZKLFK�VKH�PDGH�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�LQFLGHQW��6WHLQ�VDLG�WKDW�VKH�³FUHDWHG�
[it] to address and ponder questions of manhood/womanhood and cultural symbols of 
Protection. Here, the hero is my female Knight�ZKLFK� �XQOLNH�%RUDW�� FKDQQHOV�:RQGHU�
:RPDQ��3ULQFHVV�0RQRQRNH�DQG�.DQQRQ�´�

6WHLQ� IXUWKHU�H[SODLQHG��³%RUDW� LV� WKH�DQWL�KHUR� WR�PH�EHFDXVH�KH�HOLFLWV�FRQVLGHUDEOH�
V\PSDWK\� DQG� DGPLUDWLRQ� DV� ÀDZHG� HYHU\PDQ� IURP� KLV� PRVWO\� \RXQJ� PDOH� DXGLHQFH��
8QIRUWXQDWHO\�KLV�VH[LVP�DQG�RWKHU�IRUPV�RI�ELJRWU\�DUH�QRW�XVHG�DV�D�WHDFKLQJ�PRPHQW�LQ�
the movie. This is extremely disturbing to me because as those in the audience are laughing 
ZLWK�%RUDW��DQG�QRW�DW�KLP��WKH\�DUH�HQFRXUDJHG�WR�FRQGRQH�DQG�HYHQ�PLPLF�KLV�GHVSLFDEOH�
EHKDYLRU�´�6KH�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�LQ�KHU�DUW�ZRUN��VKH�XVHG�³%RUDW�DV�D�IRLO�IRU�P\�UHDO�KHUR�
(not ‘heroine’ because I connote that word with one who is being saved rather than one 
ZKR�VDYHV���D�µ.QLJKW�¶�ZKR�UHSUHVHQWV�IRU�PH�DOO�RI�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�YDOXHV�ZH�DVVRFLDWH�ZLWK�
being a hero.” 

In the wake of the revolutionary movements of the 1960s, many people rejected traditional 
values along with heroic archetypes like the white-hatted cowboy and other larger than 
life male stereotypes. The continuing popularity of the antihero in contemporary visual art 
SDUDOOHOV�VLPLODU�LPDJHV�LQ�PRGHUQ�OLWHUDWXUH�DQG�LQ�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH��2OG�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�WKH�
KHURLF�ZHUH�FDOOHG�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ�DORQJ�ZLWK�DOO�DXWKRULW\�¿JXUHV��,W�PD\�EH�WKDW�ZKDW�ZH�DUH�
witnessing is a shift in the popular mind from old notions of the heroic to a new popular 
imagination that now validates characteristics that were once thought to be un-heroic.

Linda Stein



