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Patricia Kaersenhout’s Food for Thought (2018) is composed of five collaged cotton screen prints that hang like standards (fig. 1). 
Narrow side panels edged with Dutch-made West African wax-printed textiles frame a larger central panel with female figures in 
a landscape.1 A geography of circulating commodities (textiles, gold, enslaved Africans) frames the mobile image economy of the 
Caribbean. We see coconut trees, sugarcane, cotton fields, a vegetable garden—all references to the region’s economic production 
and visual tropes that brought the Caribbean “into view” for European viewers. The destruction of indigenous communities, the 
clearing of the land, and the implementation of the plantation economy were geopolitical acts that were both masked and mirrored in 
the historical art conventions that arranged figures in the natural world to reinforce the idealization of the land and the naturalization 
of those who lived on it.2 

This history of erasure, registered archivally and continued visually in the Caribbean, underpins Kaersenhout’s understand-
ing of social affliction. Exploring how these archival erasures have structured the suffering and experience of black and brown  Ca-
ribbean women, Kaersenhout works speculatively to rupture these registers of denial and to envision alternative modes of represen-
tation.3 Accordingly, when we look at the central panel of these prints, we see the artist exploring the implications of this paradoxical 
visuality. First, she directs us to the objectification of the black female body through its conflation with meanings of the Caribbean 
landscape.4 This history frames her depiction of these five black feminist intellectuals: Claudia Jones, Suzanne Césaire, Elma van 
Francois, Gerty Archimede, and Paulette Nardal. While crucial to the development of Caribbean intellectual and political thought, 
they have often been marginalized from these histories.5 In Food for Thought, we see how the politics of a radical sort of visibility 
also bears the strictures of the very genealogy of erasure being transformed. In other words, these processes of erasure structure the 
very conditions of their disavowal. 

A form of portraiture, the prints memorialize these women while responding to specific historical elisions, such as the Con-
gress of Black Writers and Artists held in Paris in 1956 that brought leading black intellectuals together to discuss issues of slavery, 
colonialism, and Negritude.6 While largely organized by black Caribbean women whose intellectual work also framed its debates, 
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it was the voices and intellectual concerns of black men that were centralized. Or consider 
this: Paulette Nardal—one of the first black women to study at the Sorbonne—and her sister, 
Jeanne, were the first intellectuals to theorize the key concepts of Negritude while organizing 
literary salons that brought together many black intellectuals in 1930s Paris. Yet it is Léopold 
Senghor, Aimé Césaire, and Léon Damas who have largely been credited as the fathers of the 
movement. Similarly, Suzanne Césaire and her critical writings, her involvement in the devel-
opment of Afro-surrealism, and her role as editor of the journal Tropiques receive less attention 
than that given to her husband and his works. Elma van Francois, Claudia Jones, and Gerty 
Archimede were also significant activists and politicians whose contributions to Afro-Caribbe-
an intellectual thought and black communism remain downplayed, marginalized, or forgotten.7 
Thus Kaersenhout aligns herself with more recent developments in the field, as scholars begin 
to foreground the centrality of these women to our understanding of Caribbean radical thought 
and its legacies for the field of black studies as a whole.8  

Food for Thought brings together two ongoing material 
investigations in Kaersenhout’s practice: memorialization and invisibil-
ity. In Distant Bodies (2015), she created fabric collages imprinted with 
bodies of women who have been objectified and silenced by colonial 
Dutch photography (fig. 2). Beginning from the grounds of erasure, 
she resituates these women by giving them new backgrounds beyond 
the colonial archive, from where they ferociously return our  gaze. In 
The Soul of Salt (2018), large piles of white salt symbolize the Atlantic 
Ocean and the tears shed by those forced to cross it (fig. 3). Materializ-
ing the very site of black negation, the accumulation of salt also visual-
izes a form of black radical freedom. It references an oral history retold 
by enslaved communities that by refusing to ingest salt, they could 
fly back to their homes in Africa. In the work’s most recent iteration at 
Manifesta 12 in Polermo, a group of refugee women accompanied the 

Figure 2. Patricia Kaersenhout, Distant 
Bodies, 2011; photoprints on fabric, 40 
x 30 cm. Photograph by Tor Johnson. 
Courtesy of Gallery Wilfried Lents and 
the van Abbemuseum.

Figure 3. Patricia Kaersenhout, The Soul of Salt, 2016/2018; installation, 7500 kilos of sea 
salt. Palazzo Forcella de Seta, Manifesta 12, Palermo, 2018. Courtesy of the artist.
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installation by singing the African American freedom song “Many Thou-
sands Gone,” and viewers could take salt home. By historicizing the often 
antiblack “climate” around contemporary European immigration debates, 
Kaersenhout also centralizes the “universality” of the history of slavery to 
challenge the dissonance between self-image and reality in Dutch society 
where racial discrimination and colonial violence are denied yet continually 
restaged in public discourses.9 

In Food for Thought, Kaersenhout uses portraiture to materialize 
the implications of archival erasure as, above all, embodied. Using a digital 
process of cutting and pasting, Kaersenhout draws on a vast body of 
Caribbean landscape imagery that is spliced with less accessible black-
and-white photography of her central characters.10 In this sense, she works 
in, and from, the wound of erasure itself, to centralize the physical rela-
tionship of the five women to their imaginary landscapes. Black women’s 
labor underpinned the plantation economy and by extension the history of 
capitalism. These black women’s intellectual labor underpinned Caribbean 
radical politics. In both histories, it is their bodies that remain invisible. It is 
fitting, then, that here they are shown laboring, their physical comportment 
connecting them to a long history of female labor in the Caribbean; just as 
much, it is a symbol of their own intellectual labor. 

The labor of these women and the histories they recall also refer-
ence the Caribbean as a site of consumption. The agricultural commodities 
the women harvest have sustained European and North American appe-
tites. Now the Caribbean sustains them in other ways—through tourism, 
sex work, T-shirts, shoes, underwear. The invisible labor of black and brown 
women who work to produce these goods, and their overrepresentation 
in low-paid tourism work such as cleaning, continues to perpetuate this 
relationship of Western consumption and (unseen) Caribbean production.11 
Perhaps what is most confronting here is that we see how these histories 
of consumption inform and even structure the dynamics of contemporary 
Caribbean scholarship.

Embedding these women in the landscape, Kaersenhout draws attention to their 
physical form. While the women’s poses are familiar, they also mark their strength. Claudia 
Jones is statuesque, her arms seeming to hold up the print itself as she reaches for the 
bright yellow corn cobs. She stands slightly at an angle, evoking those classicized figures 
of laboring peasants that populate nineteenth-century French and British paintings. In 
her red jacket—reminiscent of the Mao suit and symbolizing her communist politics—and 
with arms raised, Jones recalls victorious depictions of allegorical female figures. 

Figure 4. Patricia Kaersenhout, 
Claudia Jones panel from Food 
for Thought, 2018; photoprint on 
fabric, 42.125 x 59.0625 in.



Like Jones’s, the print depicting Elma van Francois, drawing on her biography—she 
was a cotton picker as a child—emphasizes her communist politics and her physical strength 
as features that transform her into a sculptured figure of power and vision. 

Paulette Nardal is given a more intimate engagement with 
the landscape: surrounded by a cornucopia of delights, she seems to 
emerge from the land itself, giving her a dreamlike quality accentuated 
by two streams of red that flow from the sides of her face to the edges 
of the frame. 

Figure 6. Patricia 
Kaersenhout, Paulette 
Nardal panel from 
Food for Thought; 
photoprint on fabric, 
42.90625 x 60.2344 in.

Figure 5. Patricia Kaersenhout, Elma 
Van Francois panel from Food for 
Thought, 2018; photoprint on fabric, 
44.09375 x 49.21875 in.
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Both Suzanne Césaire and Gerty Archimedes are connected to 
the land through the machinery they use—a trowel for Césaire and a tractor 
for Archimedes. Cesaire’s white and purple dress reflects the starlike fronds 
of the coconut trees behind her. She is as tall as the trees, her body—like 
the trowel she carries—projecting out toward the viewer. Archimedes 
perches on the large wheel of a tractor, surveying the scene. Shorter than 
the sugarcane behind her, she is nonetheless firmly grounded within the 
landscape around her.

While historically women’s bodies might have been embedded 
within plantation landscapes so as to naturalize their labor, here the land 
provides something like a firm footing. This is a reference to the way these 
women’s work has drawn, as Rhoda Reddick shows, from the very terrain 
of the Caribbean itself to challenge and reformat frameworks of antiracism, 
Pan-Africanism, and postcolonial discourse throughout the twentieth 

century.12 But this relationship also emphasizes their modernity, calling to mind the ways 
agricultural labor provided black women whose forms of mobility challenged the spatial 
logics of slavery itself.13 While historically the land became the site on which the labor of 
black women could be erased, here it becomes the site of the women’s emergence into 
the visual sphere. In the case of Jones, this is particularly haunting. Jones’s image is jux-
taposed with ghostly figures of enslaved women, as if her memorialization emerges from 
the modernity of the women behind her. But their unclothed bodies remind us that this 
modernity was registered, cruelly, on the flesh. 

Kaersenhout’s interest in the legacies of archival invisibility foreground the notion 
of the unthought: a form of forgetting that is also a refusal to acknowledge these legacies 
as horrors themselves.14 In their ghostlike form, these women, their classicized bodies 
reinforcing their visual elision into form, cannot, it seems, be fully formulated conceptually 
because the foundational moment—the brutality of plantation slavery—of their erasure 
remains elided in official historical archives. Being unthought is a kind of violence enacted 

Figure 8. Patricia Kaersenhout, 
Gerty Archimedes, Food for 
Thought, 2018; photoprint on 
fabric, 43.3125 x 59.0625 in.

Figure 7. Patricia Kaersenhout, 
Suzanne Cesaire panel from Food 
for Thought, 2018; photoprint on 
fabric, 42.5156 x 51.96875 in.



ontologically and epistemologically. This is reinforced by Kaersenhout’s use of cotton fabric as 
the ground for the printed image. Cotton not only underpinned colonial expansion in the Ca-
ribbean, it framed the commodification of black enslaved bodies, as both currency and slave 
clothing. The historical equivalence of cotton and blackness is also suggestive, as if in this 
instance cotton might take the place of black flesh itself. Thus this history of commodification 
and of labor, underpinned by the lives of the enslaved, is here literally enacted on the works’ 
material ground. 

Returning to the ground, to the flesh—as a site of suffering—is nevertheless a way 
of rupturing these registers of denial, while also asserting other possibilities for envisioning the 
experience of black women.15 I am captivated by the colors Kaersenhout has infused in each 
of her prints. Not only do they literally highlight essential features of these women, they also 
disorientate our reading of the landscape. The colors defamiliarize these scenes, taking them 
out of the realm of the recognizable and into the realm of the imagined and the mythical. These 
prints are dreamlike, saturated in deep hues, created from a juxtaposition of disconnected 
forms and imbalances of scale that evoke the sensuality of artists such as Frieda Kahlo and 
the revolutionary aesthetic of muralists such as David Alfaro Siqueiros or even the mythopoetic 
landscapes of Aubrey Williams.16 We might read this as Kaersenhout’s distillation of the radical 
imaginary of their subjects into visual form, which compel us to approach the archive, and its 
art histories, contrapuntally, as a site for speculation.17 

Influenced by Communist posters from the mid-twentieth century, and interested in 
these women’s involvement in anticapitalist movements, Kaersenhout disrupts these visual lin-
eages further. With their technicolor hues, the images take on the appearance of film or public 
service posters, the women’s bodies appearing almost larger than life. Here, then, Kaersenhout 
collages two vastly different sets of imagery: the visual language of elision, associated with Ca-
ribbean landscape imagery, and the visual language of hyperbole associated with propaganda. 
While formally they seem to function as the inverse of each other, Kaersenhout has grasped 
their similar ideological purpose as modes of communication that rely on emotional appeal 
through the repetition of specific motifs (the smiling worker/the domesticated slave, for exam-
ple) and specific visual conventions (the scale of figure to ground or framing devices to focus 
lines of sight). Splicing these connections on the surface itself, Kaersenhout creates a new vi-
sual language, a new genealogy of visuality perhaps, from which she is able to commemorate 
these Afro-Caribbean women. Their commemoration, like historical portraiture, grounds them 
even as the women transcend the limits of particularity, the limits of their erasure.

Food for Thought is in close conversation with a long history of Caribbean intel-
lectual thought—not least that of the women it honors—in which erasure is the ground from 
which the Caribbean is written back into histories of empire, postcolonialism, capitalism, and 

the Americas.18 These forms of history writing are, according to David 
Scott, “reparatory,” in that they are histories of the present that center 
on “the perpetration of historical evils and injustices and the moral and 
material harms that these have spawned.” Reparatory history is, he 
continues, “a history of the fundamental claim that unrequited wrongs 
remain wrongs still, that they do not fade with the mere passage of 
time.”19 Directing us to see erasure as a form of vision itself, Kaer-
senhout foregrounds the translation work of images in making visible 
meanings about the Caribbean that rely on the invisibility of black and 
brown lives and their experiences. This she probes, like a wound, such 
that it becomes a space from which to see alternate histories and their 
futures. Her work begins from erasure because it is a space in which 
particular memories—flesh memories20—can be located, and once 
located, they become the terrain that yields new critical paradigms and 
“emancipatory spaces.”21 
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