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To Mayer’s dismay, her father, an antiracist and the son of immigrants who had fled antisemitic 
persecution, was now having his complex images misrepresented and their subject matter 
rendered simplistically provocative. “The history of racism in the United States,” she told me, 
“is one of periods when it is submerged in the popular consciousness, followed by periods of 
great unrest, like the present one, when it is manifest and no one can deny its existence. My 
father made those works at a time when the Ku Klux Klan were no longer as menacing as they 
had been in his youth, but racism was still, of course, a presence in the consciousness of 
mainstream white America. The paintings are essentially about white culpability – the 
culpability of all of us, including himself. That is why he referred to some of them as self-
portraits. He wasn’t just pointing the finger at others, he was pointing it at himself. What hope 
is there if artists cannot examine theirselves?” 
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