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Christina Hunt examines the clash of rural people with social, economic, 

and environmental progress through her visual works of photography, 

video and found objects. By JANUS ADAMS Photographed by ADRIANNA NEWELL 

Janus Adams: Why this work and this focus?
Christina Hunt Wood: 2015 brought a big shift 
to my art practice. We were seeing an increase 
in normalized white supremacy. After the 
Charleston church massacre, people asked 
for the Confederate flag to be removed from 
the statehouse. We all know what it means, 
even though we say we don’t sometimes, 
but we know its historic value, or whatever you 
want to call it. JA: Or lack thereof. CHW: Yes. 
I live 850 miles north, and Confederate flags 
started popping up all over my community, 
on the sides of barns, off people’s trucks. 
I’m a biracial Black woman; I grew up in this 
area my entire life. My mother’s side is white. 
My whole world is this rural, predominantly white 
space. I’m seeing these flags blossoming — these 
nightmare blossoms. I’m threatened because 
maybe I’m not safe in this space I’ve always 
lived in. White friends tell me I’m overreacting, 
or it doesn’t mean what I think it means, but they 
don’t know enough people of color to realize 
I’m not sensationalizing. They’re protecting their 
comforts and their Brown status quo. At this 
moment, I was like, my community does not have 
my back. I was enraged. I was ready to leave. 
I had to intellectualize it. I was looking for a way 
not to hate my community, not to hate my family. 
JA: When you decided to put Blackface on 
as a Black person, what was the lightbulb 
for that moment? CHW: I started a series of 
self-portraits in Blackface after I had found a 
photograph of my grandmother from the early 
1940s of her standing on a stage with a group 
of performers in Blackface, smiling. She was 
a pianist. I’m sure she was the accompanist. 
I knew that minstrel shows were something that 
rural northern towns with white communities 
would perform for entertainment, but whoa, 
I had to put it away as some insane, complicated 
evidence of my family history. I researched 
old vaudeville and started the photographs, 
putting myself in this category of an entertainer, 

a minstrel, staring at you with all this rage. 
My grandmother was a very loving grandmother 
but speaking to my mother, she was also very 
racist. She may have softened slightly because 
of her Brown grandchildren, but I don’t believe 
she had some enlightened moment. If I knew 
then what I know now, I would have seen it. 
JA: What is it you know now? CHW: Racism 
is just in the fabric of the United States, and it’s 
inescapable. Racist with a lowercase “r” is 
something people are doing the work of 
antiracism on and tripping up. Good, 
compassionate people trying to relearn 
how to live in their world, but it’s deeply in 
there. JA: Not only that, there’s still a lot of 
migrant workers, people of color, almost like 
sharecroppers. We still have that phenomenon. 
When I went to school in upstate New York, 
they disparagingly referred to the very people 
on whose work their lives depended as “apple 
pickers.” With that, “ugh.” The hypocrisy of it! 
That may be too nice a word for what it really is. 
You said your grandmother was an upper-
middle-class white woman. Do you know 
how far her family went back in upstate New 
York? CHW: I say six generations, but it might 
be slightly more, maybe seven. Both my 
grandparents are from here. JA: That takes us 
back to approximately the early 1800s. Do you 
know if her family had enslaved people? CHW: 
I don’t know, and that is a problem that I don’t 
know. JA: That might not be hard for you to find 
out. This country doesn’t like to acknowledge 
that it is very class-based, but the class you have 
alluded to may make it easier for you to find out 
once you peek beneath that cover. It may be so 
or not, one just doesn’t know, but it matters. 
Give me an example of your art as part 
of your awakening, your evolution of woke. 
CHW: Rural Delaware County is changing 
very quickly, moving people here from more 
populated areas; there’s more diversity, but it’s 
still the northernmost point of Appalachia. 

There’s poverty, addiction, lots of blue-collar 
workers. There’s a beauty and an ugliness to 
the way we’re interacting with the space. 
I’m trying to capture that in Road Soda 
[photography and mixed media series]. 
These guys upstate, and I know these guys 
like ‘no one’s going to tell me what to do.’ 
They get out of work, crack open a beer on a 
back road driving home, and throw it into the 
ditch. That discarded litter became a metaphor 
for everyday acts of power. Kind of like a 
confederate flag. It’s more subtle, but it’s still 
aggression. And these cans, thrown out, tucked 
among flowers, are kind of beautiful and kind of 
problematic. The works are a dialogue with the 
community, something familiar. It makes people 
think about their relationship to the can as they 
drive by. Their memories of seeing them, 
overlooking them, disregarding them. What else, 
as a culture, do we overlook, other aggressions 
we’ve become so familiar with? An individual 
can is not telling us a story, but when I collect fifty 
cans, it’s a phenomenon. JA: There’s also an 
ecological story. CHW: It’s so complicated. 
There are also farmers in this space. It’s more 
complicated than even that one can that gets 
caught up in the hay and could kill a cow. 
JA: What about your life and your experience 
with upstate that you want us to know? And 
obviously, there are some strong points about it 
because you’ve chosen to remain. CHW: One of 
the things that keeps me here is that it is home. 
It’s the pace I enjoy living. I love hiking, and my 
husband loves hunting. We were raised in this 
area, and it’s our culture. There is a great beauty 
in the traditional rural culture, and there is a shift 
of demographic that’s happening now that’s 
more diverse, with new ideas. That, too, 
is beautiful and sometimes problematic. 
My hope is that the best parts of the two worlds 
that are grinding against each other, will find 
each other, so this area can be preserved, thrive, 
and be welcoming.
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