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Deviant Darkrooms: Photography;,
Sadomasochism, and Black Queer Ecstasy
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ABSTRACT

Deviant Darkrooms examines the processes of Ajamu X and Rotimi Fani-Kayode,
two Black queer London-based photographers, showing that their experiments
with darkrooms develop an erotic method to challenge what Black feminist scholar
Aliyyah Abdur-Rahman describes as “the awful now.” By embracing historical
trauma in an erotic encounter, Ajamu and Fani-Kayode use what I term “transtem-
poral eroticism” to develop a Black queer world. Through the creation of the pho-
tograph, the development of the archive, and the performance of sadomasochism,
they engage in a process that creates alternative ways of being. This article explores
the process of the darkroom, rather than its result; the act of creating the space
to develop the “deviant” photograph and erotic experience through an encoun-
ter with darkness, as opposed to the representation presented in the light of the
image and the sexual subject. I argue that the two photographers combine play
and melancholy to create a Black queer archive of feeling, a Black queer ecstasy,
upending Enlightenment and colonial senses of history and humanity that assert
Black non-being.

I venture into the 2023 exhibit, 7he Patron Saint of Darkrooms, at London’s
Autograph gallery, touring the exhibit with Ajamu X, the patron saint himself.
Ajamu was canonized in 2022 by The Trans Pennine Traveling Sisters' because
he has fought for over three decades to center Black queer desire in the pursuit
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Figure 1. Ajamu X, Umbrella (2023). Mark Sealy and Bindi Vora, eds., Ajamu.:
The Patron Saint of Darkrooms (London: Autograph, 2023), np. © Ajamu X,
Courtesy of Ajamu X.

of an otherworldly encounter with sadomasochism,* gender transformation, and
an erotic history that reconfigures race and sexuality.

At the entrance I encounter self-portraits of Ajamu and Rotimi Fani-Kayode
under umbrellas, and I think about the process of creation: finding the umbrel-
las and other props, getting and setting up the cameras and film, perfecting the
lighting, interacting with the individual taking the photograph, undressing and
re-dressing, all to form the erotic body. Then comes the removal of film from
the camera, examining the negatives with excitement and anticipation, choos-
ing what to print, applying chemicals to paper. I think about the relationality
among bodies, objects, environments, and fantasies. Does the print meet the
photographer’s desire, or shall they go at it again? I fantasize about the eroticism
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Deviant Darkrooms | 3

Figure 2. Rotimi Fani-Kayode, Umbrella (1987). Rotimi Fani-Kayode, Black
Male/White Male London: GMP Publishers, 1988), 66. © Rotimi Fani-
Kayode. Courtesy of Autograph, London.

of the darkroom. Have I now entered the darkroom of the gay bar, the dungeon,
the orgy room?

I enter the exhibit with glee, excited to explore the space with Ajamu. In the
exhibition I witness his photographs curated in a manner that emphasizes pro-
cess and affect as opposed to the resulting subject. The centerpiece of the exhibit
is a darkroom and, because of my experiences with sexual darkrooms and my
memories of my father’s photographic darkroom, this excites me most of all.
Ajamu writes, “In the darkroom, I feel an important metaphorical resonance
with this medium. The deep soft black opens up a space for an intimate encoun-
ter between the viewer, the sitter, the print and the ‘history” of photography in
relation to modern day black queer and trans identities.” Ajamu’s work “poses
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the imagination, fiction and fantasy as being in opposition to the usual ‘flatten-
ing out’ of the image within simple notions of representation.”

In the exhibition’s darkroom, I witness Ajamu’s image, naked, laughing, on
the wall right behind the living, breathing, clothed Ajamu, and just beyond
another wall of black latex, with the smell and feel of rubber affecting my senses.
The red light sets the mood. Olfactory, tactile, and (as my eyes adjust) visual,
I listen to the sound of Ajamu’s voice enticing my hearing. Ajamu says he has
received many “selfies” from people making out with each other while enjoy-
ing the photographs. I say that the images of him are sexy, but such laughter
would be unacceptable in most sexual darkrooms, and he tells me he has always
been “disruptive.” He secks to transform the space into a playful witnessing of
the erotic. I notice an empty shelf on the wall, and I ask him if that shelf was
meant to mimic the shelves near the entrances to sexual darkrooms, places to
put glasses so that patrons would not need to hold their drinks while having
sex. Ajamu laughs and says the shelf was for a display copy of his book, Ajamu:
Archive, but somebody had “swiped” it!*

The use of the space to perform an act of illicit eroticism suggests unan-
ticipated disruption. People interacting with the archive of art and sex engage
in deviant acts through what I call the transtemporal erotic. Swept up in the
moment, witnessing Ajamu’s portraits from the 1990s, they kiss each other pas-
sionately in the present, steal a book filled with highly sexual images developed
over three decades (some of which, such as Circus Master, enact an encounter
between 1990s Black queer sadomasochism and nineteenth-century circuses and
freakshows),® and shoot a picture designed to serve as a remembrance in the
future. Tina Campt argues, “A Black gaze transforms viewers into witnesses and
demands a confrontation.”” That confrontation seems evident in this transtem-
poral erotic encounter.

I explore the process of the darkroom, rather than its result; the act of creating
the space to develop the “deviant” photograph and erotic experience through
an encounter with darkness, as opposed to the representation presented in the
light of the image and the sexual subject. Deviance defines Ajamu and Fani-
Kayode’s darkrooms both because they develop erotic/photographic experiences
that depart from the accepted standards (what Ajamu terms “suck and fuck”)®
and because they turn away (deviate) from representing the modern sexual sub-
ject. I argue that the deviant darkrooms combine play and melancholy to create
a Black queer archive of feeling, a Black queer ecstasy, upending colonial and
Enlightenment senses of history and humanity that assert Black nonbeing.’
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Ecstasy and the Erotic

For Aliyyah Abdur-Rahman, the “Black Ecstatic” emanates from “the black
queer attachments, affective dispositions, political aspirations, and representa-
tional practices that punctuate the awful now with the joys and possibilities of
the beyond (of alternate worlds and ways).” Ecstasy, “the state of being ‘beside
oneself”” in some sort of rapture, is both erotic and spiritual.” Fani-Kayode
writes that Yoruba priests relate ecstasy to bringing out the “spiritual dimen-
sions” of an event so that “reality” becomes ambiguous.” José Esteban Mufioz
suggests that ecstasy allows for a queer notion of time, an ability to step out-
side the logic of linear temporality. Jennifer Nash argues that “ecstasy offers an
opportunity to step out of the . . . logic of injury” and permits Black feminists to
organize “around the paradoxes of pleasure rather than woundedness.””

Following Audre Lorde, Sharon Holland, and L. H. Stallings, I define the
erotic as a type of relationality that incorporates sensation, feeling, and creative
energy, that dissolves the boundaries of self-possession.™ Erotic relationships are
suffused with anxiety, ambivalence, pain, and suffering. The erotic has a his-
tory of violent erasure and dispossession through racism and coloniality, even
as it has the potential to enhance Black queer being.” Just as the erotic is a
creative relational sensation, ecstasy is a temporal one that is experienced as a
suspension of linear time (which, like eroticism, may produce deep anxiety and
confusion, even shame). Stallings connects the two concepts, noting that erotic
ecstasy incorporates “human and non-human relationalities” to step outside the
moment into an otherworldly encounter “between the living and the dead, or
human beings and inhuman forces.”

Ajamu and Fani-Kayode create Black queer ecstasy, or in Kevin Quashic’s
terms, “Black Aliveness,” a “process” that allows one “to think about the being
of one’s being.”” Their darkrooms become erotic fantasies that alter linear tem-
poralities (thus producing the conditions for ecstasy) through analog processes.™
Ajamu also has shown that for Black gay men and more recently for queer net-
works of all genders, the erotic experience of the darkroom, the back room of the
bar, the place of the orgy, the dungeon of the kinky event,” have been places to
assert, with a whip or a kiss, a dildo or an arm, sweat or urine, an otherworldly
fantasy. With the time of the outside placed in suspension, the erotic darkroom
can become a creative process to develop Black queer ecstasy.

This creativity is historical, and I emphasize an artistic movement in late-
twentieth-century London. Although historians of sexuality have combed
through archives to find ways that past actors understood sexual subjectivity,® I
argue that such a method fails to understand the ways in which the archive is a
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temporally calibrated darkroom, a space used in the colonization of knowledge,
and a place of creative possibility for reimagining the wound and recalibrat-
ing the trauma.” Ajamu and Fani-Kayode are in conversation with other Black,
Asian, Latinx, and Indigenous queer, trans, and feminist artists and activists to
derive a method to decolonize the archive, asserting Black queer being, altering
linear temporality, and challenging historical methodology.

Melancholy and Militancy?*

Ajamu, from Huddersfield, midway between Manchester and Leeds in England,
comes from a family of Jamaican migrants. Fani-Kayode, from Lagos, Nigeria,
came from a prominent Yoruba family exiled to Brighton, England, where he
grew up. Before his death in 1989, Fani-Kayode joined other Black artists to
form the Black Arts Movement of Brixton, in south London.” That movement
and the promise of greater access to Black queers brought Ajamu to Brixton
in 1988, and he soon moved into the housing co-op where Fani-Kayode lived.
The connection between the Nigerian and the Jamaican, the middle of England
and the southern coast, the elite art world and the punk aesthetic, found its
place in Brixton, an ever-changing urban space where Caribbean migrants
mixed uncomfortably with Black queer social networks. Brixton of the time had
developed what Stuart Hall terms a “hard-edged Black masculinity,” and Ajamu
admits that he was “actually scared of coming into Brixton.”* Brixton formed
a central space for Black gay men, and the neighborhood was the site of an
important (predominantly white) gay collective.” Brixton’s contradictory nature
provided Ajamu and Fani-Kayode with a sense of militancy to assert Black queer
ecstasy as both fantasy and melancholy for a lost object, the erotic intimacy of an
imagined past. Fani-Kayode emphasized Yoruba spirituality and colonial fetish-
ism, whereas Ajamu focuses on gender transgression, sadomasochistic ritual, and
the relationship between blackness and history.

I argue that their melancholic attachments to lost objects, whether precolo-
nial fetishes or objects of desire lost to AIDS, coloniality, and premature death,
are key to their challenge to Black heteronormativity. I am not invested in defin-
ing melancholia as pathology, but rather in examining the search for the lost
object.® In this argument, I follow Antonio Viego, who relates the politics of
loss to desire, disarray, and fantasy rather than the ego and representation, Judith
Butler, who notes that melancholy can lead to the incoherence of identity, and
Muifioz, who writes that melancholy allows us “to take our dead to the various
battles that we must wage in their names—and in our names.” Ajamu and
Fani-Kayode’s melancholy does not lead to complacency,®® but rather inspires
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erotic activism, in which erotic relationality is used for collective action. Anne
Cheng argues that “racial melancholia . . . has always existed for racialized sub-
jects both as a sign of rejection and as a psychic srraregy in response to that rejec-
tion.”* Using melancholy and loss as inspirations for their strategies to confront
the erotics of race, the two photographers create fantasies by developing erotic
relationships in the darkroom.

Ajamu’s Umbrella (Figure 1), as self-conscious copy, is a sign of AIDS-related
melancholy as it presents an erotic desire for Fani-Kayode. Ajamu fantasizes
about a past self in relation to his memories of the artist. He writes, “Rotimi
was a handsome sexy ass brother—he stood tall, had dreadlocks, often wear-
ing those nerdy round-rimmed spectacles, dressing in leather pants, white shirts
and boots—sexy ass is an understatement. I still remember him striding up
and down Railton Road in Brixton where he lived. He was just as alluring as
his images.” The eroticism Ajamu evokes in his description of Fani-Kayode is
replicated in the photography and activism of both artists and in the creation of
Ajamu’s sexual networks.

The untimely loss of so many of the individuals with whom Ajamu devel-
oped formative subjective encounters has a significant effect on his work. The
memory of these subjects becomes displaced in the exhibit onto the umbrella. If
melancholia is an attachment to a lost object, the umbrella is the object to which
both the photographer and the viewer relate, fantasizing about Fani-Kayode’s
presence. It is the object of Ajamu’s gaze, just as it had been the object that hid
Fani-Kayode’s gaze. It signifies a longing for meaningful interaction, a longing
influenced by histories of AIDS, coloniality, queer subjectivity, and racialized
abjection.

The melancholic interaction is created through the temporal associations
and processes involved in the creation of Umbrella. Fani-Kayode’s photograph
(Figure 2) emphasizes the contrast in color between the white umbrella, Fani-
Kayode’s darker skin, and the pitch-black background. Although the umbrella
covers the bulk of Fani-Kayode’s face, the photograph shows his chin, neck, and
some of his dreadlocks. His nude body emphasizes his flesh and tight muscula-
ture. Despite nudity’s promise that one sees all, the umbrella veils Fani-Kayode’s
face so that the viewer cannot access his gaze.

Both versions of Umbrella suggest darkroom experiments with color. In the
one, the deep black of the background contrasts with Fani-Kayode’s lighter and
brighter skin, whereas his flesh contrasts with the whiteness of the umbrella. In
the other, the multiple shades of light and dark in the background highlight the
shiny black material covering Ajamu’s arms and hands and the matte black of the
apron and boots. The light from the background further emphasizes the darker
colors of Ajamu’s face, whereas the black lace umbrella appears as contrasting
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Figure 3. Rotimi Fani-Kayode, White Feer (1987). Rotimi Fani-Kayode, Black
Male/White Male (London: GMP Publishers, 1988), 45. © Rotimi Fani-
Kayode, Courtesy of Autograph, London.

colors because of the penetration of light. Ajamu and Fani-Kayode regularly play
with color in their darkrooms, suggesting the varieties of blackness formulated
through perceptions of Black bodies, concepts which parallel the embodied
work performed by Kim Dacres and Zanele Muholi, two Black queer feminist
artists who challenge the conceptualization of blackness as representation.”

Fani-Kayode created Umbrella as part of his project, Black Male/White Male,
black and white images that experiment with the differences between colors.
Alex Hirst, Fani-Kayode’s white lover and photographic collaborator, writes that
the photographs expose the “fantasy-races” and the “tale of desire” created by
coloniality.” Fani-Kayode’s playfulness in photographs such as Whize Feer (Fig-
ure 3), in which a naked dark-skinned model lays face down on a white chaise
lounge (reminiscent of a Victorian fainting couch), with the white bottoms of
his feet exposed, suggests the relationship of race and Blackness to historical and
contemporary desire and exposure.

In 1998, Ajamu developed his own version of portraiture on a white chaise
lounge, though in Ajamu’s version it is a self-portrait in which he wears a leather
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mask, a sign of his fetishistic desires, along with gloves, fishnets, and high heels,
signs of femininity and Ajamu’s gender play.? Ajamu stares back at the camera,
whereas the gaze of the model in Whire Feer is hidden as he faces the ground.
The fetishization and gender transformation of Ajamu’s photograph suggests a
melancholic reworking of history to resist gendered binaries.

In 2015 Ajamu produced White Feet (homage to Rotimi Fani-Kayode), in which
the Black model’s white feet are perched upon a white stool.?* Their naked but-
tocks face the camera, and their head is hidden as they crouch down. The hom-
age is both melancholic and playful. The image exists within a series of photos
designed to explore close ups of fetishized body parts of Black men, interspersed
with clear depictions of intimacy between these men.

This combination of fetishization and intimacy is present as well in Fani-
Kayode’s Black Male/White Male. Umbrella, listed as Untitled, is part of a series
near the end of the collection. The series begins with Offéring, in which a model
uses a pair of scissors with the blades positioned in a manner that suggests he is
about to castrate himself.3¢ After this photograph comes a set of portraits which
playfully hide both the penis and the head.”” In Umbrella, with Fani-Kayode’s
legs crossed, the erotic voyeur fails to witness the Black phallus, even as they may
imagine it. Perhaps the long handle of the umbrella replaces the penis. With a
white umbrella canopy on top, Fani-Kayode plays with the racialization of the
phallic fetish. Although W. Ian Bourland, in his comprehensive study of Fani-
Kayode’s work, skips Umbrella in his description of photographs that follow
Offering, his perceptive analysis of this series relates to the photo. He writes,
“an image of a shirtless model seemingly shearing off his member is followed
by a succession of substitutions for the phallus: a bellowed camera in Snapshot,
... tassels in Untitled, raffia in another Untitled, and finally, an ornate statuette
of Christ on the cross.”*

Fani-Kayode’s process in developing and ordering each photograph relates
to a story in which different times and places touch each other through desire
and exposure. The white umbrella, for example, protects the head, while also
serving as a sign of whiteness replacing blackness through Europeanization (the
umbrella is a well-known symbol of England), whereas the camera signifies a
desire to witness, foreclosed by the place of the camera itself, a position that
references the history of photography.? The crucifix signifies coloniality and the
mixture of religious iconography, whereas the chaise lounge/fainting couch in
White Feet serves as a sign of Victorian femininity. The protection of the face and
the penis in each photograph suggests a challenge to the fetishism of the Black
phallus and the overexposure of the Black man as erotic object.

Another Fani-Kayode photograph engages in phallic substitution, providing
an example of what he later terms Yoruba “techniques of ecstasy.”* In Sonponnoi
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Figure 4. Rotimi Fani-Kayode, Sonponnoi (1987). Rotimi Fani-Kayode

and Alex Hirst, Photographs, ed. Mark Sealy and Jean Loup Pivin (London:
Autograph and Editions Revue Noir, 1996), 60-61. © Rotimi Fani-Kayode,
Courtesy of Autograph, London.

(Figure 4) Fani-Kayode marks a Yoruba deity in human form with polka dots
signifying smallpox. The naked figure leans back slightly to foreground the belly,
hands, forearms, thighs, and most prominently, a candle with three flames.
Bourland writes, “the image is hagiographic, depicting the orisha dispatched . . .
to dispense divine justice, afflicting people with the plague and attendant social
exile of smallpox.”* In the darkroom, Fani-Kayode produces a human assem-
blage through the whiteness and blackness of the pox marks, the white can-
dle, the bright yellow flames, and two necklaces (one black and one white),
all interacting with the brown flesh of the body. Senponnoi critiques Western
notions of embodiment and presents a ritual in which the phallus becomes a
flame, igniting both melancholy and Black queer being. The candle forecloses
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Figure 5. Rotimi Fani-Kayode, Abiku (1988). https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artworks/fani-kayode-abiku-born-to-die-p82471. © Rotimi Fani-Kayode,
Courtesy of Autograph, London.

phallic fetishization and replaces it with the powerful Indigenous symbolism of
fire as a sign of renewal and knowledge.* The light signifies an epistemology
different from a Western phallic economy that fetishizes the Black penis and
skin. Stuart Hall says that the image gives him “the feeling of radiated gentle-
ness’# emanating from the otherworldly transtemporal erotic encounter that
Fani-Kayode creates through a process that emphasizes shading and saturation
through assemblage.

Examining the negative in the darkroom, Fani-Kayode hand tinted the image,
coloring the dots in bright white and black and the flame in bright yellow. His
process brought about a sensibility that foregrounds the flame, suggesting a rit-
ualistic encounter with light and heat. In the background the white and black
dots emphasize the violence of smallpox in relation to the colonial encounter
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while also invoking Black Atlantic spirituality.* This violent background par-
tially blocks access to Yoruba ecstasy, but the deity’s torso shines through the
painted elements, presenting an embodied fantasy as key to the assemblage, sug-
gesting that the body underlies the imaginary, while signifying a ritual encounter
in which spiritual and erotic ecstasy combine with the fetish.

Fani-Kayode explored alternative world making while the AIDS pandemic
was taking its horrific toll. His most evocative combination of melancholy with
ecstasy is Abiku-Born to Die. A poster for Abiku’s 1988 exhibit notes, “those who
die young return to their friends in the spirit world whom they cannot forget.”*

Black queer being cannot simply exist, but rather becomes destined for death.
This melancholy asserts an otherworldly desire and activism: Abiku encounters
colonial exploitation and depravity, Yoruba decoloniality, queer embodiment,
and ecstatic death and rebirth. In Figure 5, the naked man in a fetal position is
wrapped by plastic piping signifying the umbilical cord.** His gaze is hidden,
and amniotic fluid surrounds the body. Born to die, one can imagine his envi-
ronment as hostile, but the image seems more tranquil. The Tate description
notes that “Double exposure throws a mottled pattern—akin to sunlight on
water.”¥ The double exposure obscures the view of the body while signifying
the fluidity of the scene, where the Black queer man becomes a fetus about to
be born, only to die and be reborn. In the darkroom Fani-Kayode creates Black
queer being doubly exposed, altering temporality. Through Abiku, a Yoruba past
recognizes the violence of the present in terms of coloniality and homophobia,
asserting a transtemporal connection with Black queer ecstasy that escapes the
inevitability of early death, asserting rebirth into a Black queer world. Fani-
Kayode’s melancholy becomes key to challenging such early death.

Ajamu has a related, though distinct, melancholic fantasy. Regarding
Umbrella, Ajamu writes, “The umbrella has several meanings: it serves as pro-
tection, it hides the face, it reflects light. I needed to locate a see-through lace
umbrella, working with a beautiful item that could both protect and fail to
protect, one that was soft, fragile and its materiality associated with fetishism.”**
Linked with Victorian femininity, the black lace umbrella allows Ajamu to play
with color, gender, and time. Light emanates from above in the photograph,
and Ajamu gazes upward, suggesting his contemplation of Fani-Kayode. Ajamu
touches the past to create Black queer desire in the present.

Unlike Fani-Kayode’s nude body, Ajamu dresses in full rubber gear. The rub-
ber signifies the outfit of both the photographic and the sexual darkroom. It is
a sign of working-class masculinity, related to dangerous jobs often relegated
(within fantasy) to the past, and queer erotic fantasy of the present. In the Insta-
gram video released to promote the photograph, Ajamu wears a t-shirt reading
“Black Joy Is Power” as he puts on a one-piece outfit, along with an apron,
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boots, belt, gloves, and gas mask—all rubber—over his body. Ajamu considers
the photograph that he develops and adjusts, removing the mask. His attention
to detail is emphasized as Ajamu carefully creates the stylized fetish outfit encas-
ing his body. He takes several photographs and considers them, as the video
cuts to a yellow sheet on a piece of development equipment, over which Ajamu
lays the photograph. He soon pours a yellow liquid onto the photo, now in a
bin.# Although the viewer knows that the liquid is a chemical to process the
photograph, Ajamu’s image, in rubber, bathing in yellow liquid, refers as well to
his bathing in urine. This, after all, is the deviant darkroom of Ajamu’s desire,
and his rubber takes on additional meaning: it becomes fetishized flesh. Just as
Fani-Kayode’s nudity signified the fetish of black flesh, Ajamu’s rubber signifies
the fetish of “the art of piss,” thus reconfiguring black flesh into the kinky queer
body.*

In our 2022 interview Ajamu asks, “Is it wrong for me [as a Black man] to
want to be tied up or pissed on or whatever, given what this represents?”s* Mas-
ochism’s historical representation of Black degradation as part of the slave system
and its afterlives concerns Ajamu.” His use of rubber, which he says is “perfect
for watersports” (piss play) relates to the colors of yellow and black through the
histories of sadomasochism and slavery. He notes, “leather is associated with a
particular kind of masculinity. Rubber does something slightly different, and it’s
not femininity; it does something else. I’s more flesh-like, closer to the skin. I
like the fact that then gender is not necessarily associated with rubber in those
[kinky] spaces.”? Rubber becomes for Ajamu an alternate flesh that allows him
to better explore the piss play scene. In an interview with Kacion Mayers, he
says, “there’s something about putting on my rubber boots and walking in piss.
It works better than leather. My thing was leather trousers and black lace knick-
ers underneath because of the texture. The more that I wanted to explore water-
sports, rubber was what I got into. . . . There is something happening when I put
rubber on. Its sensuousness. It never lets me forget about my skin.”s*

Ajamu’s complex relationship with kink and sadomasochism reflects upon
what he calls the creation of a “peculiar kind of Black radical subjectivity,”” in
which the erotics of gender and race are key. Rubber, as a sensuous object linked
with the ungendered flesh recalls Hortense Spillers’s notion of degendering,
related to the structures of slavery in the Adantic World.** Ajamu’s degendered
rubber (like his leather pants and lace knickers) is based on a transtemporal erot-
icism that encounters slavery and Black nonbeing, transforming such nonbeing
into Black queer being in the present moment.

On the cover of Ajamu: Patron Saint of Darkrooms is a 1993 self-portrait in a
blond wig and pearl necklace (Figure 6). The original print for this photograph
was 2”x3”. Ajamu says that he was playing with scale; the size was reminiscent of
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Figure 6. Ajamu X, Self-Portrait in Blond Wig (1993). Ajamu X, Ajamu: Archive
(London: Ajamu Studios, 2021), 23. © Ajamu X, Courtesy of Ajamu X.

the business cards of sex workers. Thinking about spectatorship, Ajamu placed
the image for display in a large frame so that the viewers “body has to move
toward the work,” creating intimacy with the photograph, which “becomes
this fetish object.”” In the image, white bourgeois femininity intersects with
masquerade, sexual suggestiveness (through the pear]l necklace and a bracelet
that can double as a cock ring),”* and Black femme praxis in which the photo-
graph’s presentation challenges Black masculinity.® Disrupting representation
and interpretation through process and presentation, Ajamu seduces the viewer
into gender indeterminacy and erotic intimacy.

Self-Portrait in Blond Wig was paired with Power Drill Heels (2021) as the
public images on Rivington Street, inviting passersby into the gallery.® Power
Drill Heels, a photograph of a Black man’s legs in high heels in which the heel is
replaced by a drill bit, is a reworking of Ajamu’s 1993 photograph, Heels, which
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emphasized the muscles and veins of a man’s calf in heels that evoked 7he Wiz-
ard of Oz.° Ajamu says he regularly searches his archive, thinking about how
to reimagine scenes from the 1990s. Power Drill Heels reworks fetishism in that

26

the shoes “can be used but can’t be used.”®* The power drill, as a fetishized tool
of masculinity, mixes with the high heeled shoe, a fetishized tool of femininity.
Placing the two photographs on the wall outside of the exhibit suggests Ajamu’s
consistency in challenging a gendered binary from his earliest photographs to
his most recent.®

By manipulating the imaginary, Ajamu’s process plays with the concept of
degendering to achieve the ecstatic. He says, “I think 'm kind of into this idea
of a radical ecstasy. . . . I wanted to grasp it, but you can’t hold it either.”** He
desires to capture ecstasy, but the ecstatic exists outside of linear time. Ajamu’s
1993 challenge to Black masculinity touches his 2022 (and current) desire to
engage in piss play, which itself touches fifteenth- to nineteenth-century slavery.

Facing transtemporal eroticism, the photograph becomes a sign of Black life.*
Ajamu writes in “Foreplay,” the introduction to Ajamu: Archive, “A profound
love for the image started, without doubt, in the mind of this curious young
black boy who enjoyed wearing his Sunday best for family portraits, then waited
in anticipation for this thing called a photograph.”*® For Campt, Black fam-
ily photographs are “sites of articulation and aspiration.”” Ajamu’s aspirational
emphasis on the wait asserts the temporality of analog photography, when the
film is developed in the darkroom in order to satiate the curiosity of young
Ajamu. Such waiting, rather than the final product, is central to Ajamu’s mem-
ory. He continues, “I am enthralled by the process of image making. I love the
second-hand camera, the makeshift darkrooms, and the improvised lighting of
the early days.”®® Ajamu focuses on the material and creative nature of photogra-
phy: “I am stimulated by the chemical smells, the light-leaks, the darkness, and
by the poorly and beautifully printed images on matte, pearl, and gloss paper.”®
Ajamu’s experiences in the darkroom allow him to accentuate the senses of sight,
smell, and touch.

The deviant darkroom is key to transtemporal eroticism. Fani-Kayode and
Hirst ask, “Where better to look for clues than in the secret chambers of African
shrines, the sumptuous ruins of Coptic and Eurasian temples, and the boarded
up fuck-rooms of the American dream?”7° As they look for clues in a variety of
dark rooms, Fani-Kayode and Hirst search for a method of realizing Black queer
ecstasy as relationality between 1980s Brixton and a precolonial Yoruba world,
between the Renaissance and the darkrooms of gay bars, made darker as city
officials closed them in a misplaced attempt to battle AIDS.

How could Ajamu and Fani-Kayode develop methods, photographic and
otherwise, for Black queer aliveness in a world marked by death through the
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challenges of AIDS, racism, homophobia, transphobia, cancer, addiction, sui-
cide, urban poverty, and other forms of precarity? To them, melancholy is not a
sign of resignation and defeat, but rather a cause for further action through the
transtemporal erotic encounter. Instead of focusing on the dying Black body,
Ajamu and Fani-Kayode search history, picking times and places to touch,
developing a queer transtemporal otherworldliness as a method for living.
The medium of photography allows them to express interlocking connections
among Renaissance and Victorian Europe, Yoruba tradition, colonial fetishism,
and the contemporary moment among Black queers and sadomasochists in cit-
ies throughout the world. Multiple archival citations enter into conversation,
and ecstatic rapture comes into being through technique, through transtempo-
ral touch.

Creating a rukus!

I hope that the future will not be about representation or identity politics. I hope that the
erotic and pleasure and play are front and center within our social justice work . . . [and
that we have] a lot more conversations around materiality and matter and sensuousness and
process.

—Ajamu X'

Just as the photographic darkroom comes into focus, the sexual darkroom peeks
through and I take the tube to Soho, thinking about how sadomasochism and
fetishism can cause a ruckus. Ajamu’s longtime collaborator, filmmaker Topher
Campbell, meets me at Balans. As I arrive, he is already seated by the window,
in the best place in the house for cruising.

Since the 1990s Ajamu and Campbell have developed a partnership focused
on networks, visuality, and the creation of the embodied erotic archive. Camp-
bell says they are not interested in representation; they seek to promote disrup-
tion to assert alternative notions of being.”* In their opposition to representation,
Campbell and Ajamu suggest they do not want to fall into the trap of promoting
Black gay identity politics, but rather they wish to question the narrative of tele-
ological progress that promotes the idea that Black gay men seek only tolerance
and acceptance in this world. Instead, they fight for another world through their
creation of the rukus! federation. Rukus! is a Black LGBTQ cultural project that
incorporates a London-based archive. The rukus! archive seeks to challenge the
traditional meaning of such an institution as a repository for historical records,
instead establishing a “living” archive, producing cultural projects and oral his-
tories. Bodies in motion constantly reformulate the shape of the project.”
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Figure 7. Card for the Black Perverts Network (1997). London Metropolitan
Archives, rukus! federation limited 4571/06/02/07/001. © Ajamu X, Courtesy
of Ajamu X.

Rukus! is credited with producing Fetish, Campbell’s 2018 film. The viewer of
the film senses the playfulness of rukus! as their emblem appears in the credits:
a Black man with muscly legs and arms, thin torso, and large penis, wearing a
baseball cap and “stripper boots.” This emblem is gradually revealed next to hot
pink lettering while a star emanates in bright glowing colors, soon to disappear
and reveal rukus!’s exclamation point.” The declarative statement depends on
Black queer temporality and the historical citation of the Black man’s fetishized
body.

The deviation of the darkroom becomes apparent as erotic culture interacts
with the archive while promoting the temporal paradox of ecstasy. The rukus!
archive contains personal papers, explicit sexual materials, artistic products in a
variety of media, and institutional documents of Black LGBTQ organizations
in England.” Rukus! is dedicated to promoting innovative Black queer cultural
projects that disrupt the notion of an archive as an unmediated presentation of
the past.

Part of the collection focuses on Ajamu’s Black Perverts Network (BPN),
revealing sex as a method for Black queer being.”® The documents include
cards that were passed out to promote BPN parties, on which the artist Belasco
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painted sexual scenes. In figure 7, a man in black chaps ejaculates and/or uri-
nates on another man’s face, placing his hand on the back of that man’s head,
seemingly having pulled that head off his cock so that he could cum and/or
pee on his face instead of in his mouth. The image presents both Black men as
stereotypes of masculinity, represented by significant musculature and a very
large penis. At the same time, the exposed buttocks of the man in chaps and the
flailing hand of the other signify femininity. In addition to the visual, Belasco
has added representations of sounds. The “splssh” of the liquid on the face, the
“aaarrrgh” of the man relieving himself in the moment of ecstasy, and the virtu-
ally unintelligible thought of the man receiving the liquid (on the original file
located in the rukus! archive, a reader who magnifies the image can make out
the ambiguous term, “shoot”, in the bubble behind the man’s head, though this
word would not have been legible to the person receiving the photocopied card)
signify a stepping out of the temporal world into an otherworld of relationality.
The sounds of the dominant figure, combined with the silence and ambiguous
thought of the submissive, suggest the sonic nature of the Black queer gesture,
intended to reference for an eager audience what could happen to them at the
party.

Ajamu has told the creation story of BPN many times: He wore a burqa
to a fetish event in London and a doorman in a Nazi SS uniform denied him
entry because the burqa was not considered fetish wear.”” During our discussion
Ajamu added that he asked to speak to the manager, telling him that it was a
horrible idea to have a white man in a Nazi uniform telling a Black man what
was an acceptable kink. The manager offered to let him into the club, but Ajamu
told him that he was missing the point.” The manager failed to understand the
racialized violence of the doorman’s historical citation.

That experience helped Ajamu decide to create something new for Black and
Asian men interested in having alternative sexual and sadomasochistic experi-
ences. Beginning in 1996, at BPN, in Ajamu’s flat in Brixton, participants were
instructed to “leave your inhibitions behind.” They needed to adhere to a “strict”
dress code: “leather, rubber, underwear or less.” BPN became a network of men
seeking something beyond “the suck and fuck” of the broader gay community
and the whiteness of the broader networks of those interested in sadomasoch-
ism.” It allowed participants to form relationality through the erotic charge.*

BPN was, in the words of Saidiya Hartman in a different context, a “beautiful
experiment.”® Ajamu tells me that the darkroom was a central space. “The pitch-
black space also links with my love of darkrooms. The photography darkroom
that I love. And the sex darkroom; so once again, I do like pitch black spaces.
Just because then you don't know who is in there, who you're feeling, who you'll
fuck, who’s fucking you.”® The darkroom is a space in which deep desire for the
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Figure 8. Ajamu X, Master Aaab (1998). Ajamu X, Ajamu: Archive (London:
Ajamu Studios, 2021), 123. © Ajamu X, Courtesy of Ajamu X.

act is essential; identity is much less important. It is a space of experimentation
and creativity.

Master Aaab, one of Ajamu’s alternate identities, is a central figure in the
deviant darkroom and an elusive presence in the rukus! archive.” A January 2024
Instagram post by Busr Magazine states, “Ajamu X—better known in London
darkrooms as Master Aaab—has been hosting orgies for queer Black and Asian
men called the Black Perverts Network.”* The list of items in rukus! contains
a description referenced as ““Master Aaab’ [Ajamu],” including “Slave Con-
tracts, Curriculum Vitae and agreements for sex with ‘Master Aaab’ [Ajamu].”®
The listing notes that these items are “not available for general access,” and the
archivists state they are under embargo until 2064. A researcher examining the
rukus! collection may be left to their imagination, wondering what’s in the slave
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contracts, cv’s, and agreements. The title and name, Master Aaab, take on excess
meaning as they become a fantasy about Ajamu. Master Aaab becomes a sign
of sexual domination entering the “historical simulacrum” that Isaac Julien dis-
cusses in relation to his 1993 film, 7he Attendant, which connects interracial
sadomasochistic desire with the history of the slave trade and the presence of the
Black family.* In the dark rooms of rukus!, sex parties, and photography, Master
Aaab creates a new type of Black queer being, which Ajamu wistfully tells me is
a “mischievous” kind of “radical sex activist.”®

Master Aaab is a sign of the deviant darkroom as he narrates a structure for
Black queer ecstasy. Three 1998 photographs of Master Aaab in Ajamu: Archive
present the Master seated over a white slave.® While Master Aaab sits in a large
wooden chair, the unnamed slave first kneels on a cushion then sits on the floor
while seemingly giving his Master “head” (Figure 8). Viewers only see the back
of the slave’s head, whereas Master Aaab stares at the camera in the first two
images. The slave is naked, except for ankle cuffs and a collar connected to a
chain the Master holds. The slave’s ass is exposed, vulnerable to the camera and
the voyeur. Master Aaab is naked too, except for black lace gloves, signs of femi-
ninity intended to subvert the supposed masculinity of the Master.

Campt writes, “a Black gaze . . . disrupts the equation of the gaze with struc-
tures of domination by refusing to reduce its subjects to objects and refusing to
grant mastery or pleasure to the viewer at the expense of another.” Here Master
Aaab refuses the assumed relationship between mastery and masculinity, while
also refusing to grant the voyeur mastery over Master Aaab’s image. His stare
demands that he is the dominant partner, that the viewer can witness some of
his acts but cannot dominate him. The viewer may seek to master Master Aaab’s
being, but the voyeur’s gaze can only penetrate the white slave’s ass.

In the first photograph of the series, Master Aaab rests his head on his right
hand and his right leg on his slave, whereas in the second, his hands push the
slave’s head into his crotch. In a third photograph, the slave has become a footrest
for the Master, and Master Aaab yawns, perhaps after he achieves orgasm inside
his slave’s mouth. The third image is the only one that shows the Master’s penis,
and the only one that has an extra caption: “Pleasure is Paradox : Bataille.”°
The paradox suggests multiple levels of relationality: between Black Master and
white slave, white French philosopher and Black British photographer, the par-
adox relates pleasure with pain, violence with eroticism, history with play.” The
paradox forms Black queer ecstasy through transtemporal pleasurable reckoning
and relational embrace.

The aesthetics of Bataille’s quote relate to the open white space on the page
as Bataille’s name and the quote appear to float off that page. They are in lighter
ink than the ellipsis and Master Aaab’s name, making the reader work harder
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to recognize Bataille’s place. Bataille seems to hover over the page, a ghostly
presence asserting a paradox. Pleasure becomes a paradox because Master Aaab’s
domination over his slave rewrites slavery’s historical referent, providing pleasure
to the white slave while also remaking pleasure through Black queer ecstasy.

Master Aaab’s archivization, much like his image, creates deviant fantasies
of darkrooms in which history becomes fodder for play. After Ajamu gives me
permission to view the file, I note that the slave contracts, among other things,
state that “I will obey my master implicitly and carry out his wishes at all times
in all matters,” and, “I understand that if I do not obey any of these rules I will
be punished accordingly and I will accept my punishment with gratitude.” In
a later section, Ajamu writes, “Before you sign this, please note that anything
pleasant and enjoyable that I shall grant you will be a favour on my part which
you must acknowledge with gratitude.”* Although the contracts suggest the
importance of only Ajamu’s desires, they actually begin with discussion and
negotiation. Ajamu writes to me, “I am of the school of thought that the Master
is there to facilitate the sub’s desire.””

Such an interaction presents the relationality of the Black queer sadomasoch-
istic scene. In some ways the scene is all about the slave’s pleasure through an
exploration of that slave’s boundaries. But this is perhaps the key paradox: the
slave in the scene, in the historical simulacrum, will experience what would not
have been available to the slave on the plantation or the ship during the Atlan-
tic slave trade: erotic ecstasy.* Through relationality Master and slave create an
otherworldly encounter based on Black queer temporality.

One application to become Master Aaab’s slave most clearly supports this
point. An Asian man writes, “I look forward to serving my Black Master.” He
also wants to service the Master’s “Black friends,” be “pissed on by a big Black
cock,” and have “a nice Black arse over my face—I don’t mind if it’s dirty or
clean.” And, together with Master Aaab, he would like to dominate “dirty lictle
white boys.”” Race play, racial denigration, and dirtiness are key.? Ajamu writes
to me that their scenes involved “fisting,”” punching, water sports, kicking,
brown,” and foot fucking.” Using racially derogatory language and engaging
in scat play tested Ajamu’s boundaries, but ultimately Master Aaab desired a
radical ecstatic bond with his slave. By engaging in such relationality, Master and
slave apply transtemporal eroticism to challenge the ego, using Black nonbeing
to assert a new form of Black being.'

Rukus! in many senses encompasses the fantasies and desires of the Black
Perverts Network, Master Aaab, and others, along with the fetishes of colonial
origin. Campbell’s film, for example, presents a giant Black man gazing upon
himself walking naked through the streets of New York City.* The film presents
the degradation developed through the embodied violence of colonial fantasies
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and fears directed toward the Black man. The second half of the film shows a
Black man reborn, struggling to create something new, a Black queer being who
does not forget the violence, but rather becomes a beacon for another world.™

Rukus! is a deviant decolonial archive, one which disrupts the rather staid
notion of archivization as an accounting of the past of a community. Rukus!
creates a ruckus by asserting an alternative temporality in which the man from
the future comes to earth into an overdetermined present defined by the fetishes
of the past.

A Black Gaze

It is the frequency of Black awakening,.
It is the frequency of radical Black joy.
Rebirth is necessary.

—Tina Campt'®

Campt uses these three lines to end her book, A Black Gaze. She shows that
Jenn Nkiru's 2017 film, Rebirth is Necessary, asserts the position of Black bodies
without gravity, Black women and girls in movement to another frequency that,
much like Fani-Kayode’s Abiku and Campbell’s Fetish, requires rebirth. Campt’s
Black gaze is a process developed by Black artists to create awakening and joy, or
what I call ecstasy, through rebirth and transtemporal touch.

I have focused on a movement dominated by Black cisgender gay and bisex-
ual men. How might such a concept change when put in conversation with
the ecstatic considerations of Black feminists, lesbians, transgender, and non-
binary people? Black feminist thinkers have focused on the relationality and
visuality of the Black ecstatic. Campt’s visual archive presents joy and rebirth in
spaces outside the darkroom. In earlier examples, Audre Lorde in Zami, Toni
Morrison in Sula and Beloved, and Valerie Mason-John in Sin Dykes develop
Black queer ecstasy through relationality between Black women.* In Beloved,
although Morrison focuses on the interrelationships of Black women and girls,
alive and dead, she deviates from this focus by presenting a scene in which Paul
D, then a prisoner on a chain gang, is forced to drink the urine and semen of a
white jailer.” Such a historical citation shows the deep violence that creates and
maintains Black nonbeing. In some senses, this violence is reconfigured through
Ajamu’s sadomasochistic play.

Today Black trans, queer, and feminist artists engage in further explorations
of play and melancholy in Black queer life, and figures such as Juliana Huxtable
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and Zanele Muholi have developed artistic practices that perform ecstasy in dif-
ferent forms than Ajamu and Fani-Kayode. Huxtable ventures into the posthu-
man to suggest that the enunciation of the Black ecstatic must move beyond the
confines of Enlightenment humanity. Ecstatic experience needs to include an
exploration of relationality that considers the environment and nature, includ-
ing the ways nonhuman animals assert aliveness, and the manner in which a
techno-heterotopia signifies a new eroticism."”® Muholi contemplates the wreck-
ages of coloniality and the destruction of the Earth, which they relate to capital-
ism’s embodied encounter with the erotics of blackness.””

For Black women, trans and cis, as well as trans masculine subjects, relation-
ality does not necessarily rely on the sexual darkroom, to which they've had
litcle access or acceptance. Although dungeons and orgy rooms recently have
become more accessible, other means of developing Black queer being are nec-
essarily more central to Black women. Saidiya Hartman shows that the chorus
and the dance hall, with their attendant eroticism, allowed for women’s same-sex
ecstasy in the face of hostile state institutions in early twentieth-century New
York City and Philadelphia.® L. H. Stallings argues that the fantasies played
out in Black erotic literature and film from the middle of the twentieth century
to the early twenty-first provide Black women with models for “funky” and
“freaky” ecstasy.””

Black feminist pornographer Shine Louise Houston is perhaps the clearest
example of a Black woman developing a type of darkroom. Houston presents
relationality and ecstasy in the form of the Black lesbian phallus in 7he Crash
Pad (2006) and the inhabitation of the transgender specter in which Houston
becomes Rick James in Superfreak (2007), her first two films." In the first scene
of The Crash Pad, for example, an interracial orgy ensues when one couple (Jiz
Lee and Simone) enters the crash pad while another couple (Jo and Dylan Ryan)
is having sex, thus changing a private space into a more public one. The surprise
of the couple entering the space and the ensuing scene, in which Dylan motions
to Jiz to join while Jo continues to fuck her (Simone serves as a voyeur), evoke
the eroticism of the darkroom, though in a different context from the dark-
rooms Ajamu describes.

Both Jiz, an Asian genderqueer subject, and Jo, a Black stud,™ use black dil-
does, strapped onto their bodies with black leather harnesses, to fuck Dylan.
Stallings describes this scene as comparable to gay male cruising, whereas
Mishka Kavka and Tobias Kunz emphasize Houston’s commentary on voy-
eurism in pornography.”> Kavka and Kunz write that the scene begins with
“an extreme close-up, first in black and white, then in colour, of a black dildo
entering a vagina.”™ Building on these observations, I suggest that the scene
evokes the darkroom for women who desire to have sex with other women and
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transmasculine people. Viewers discover that a rule of the crash pad is that when
one is in the apartment, you are supposed to either leave the phone off the hook
or answer it when a call comes in. That way those who wish to enter know that
somebody is in there and, if they are not invited in, they may wait outside or
return later. Instead, in this case, Jo and Dylan let the phone ring, so Jiz and
Simone don’t know that anybody is using the space. As Jiz and Simone enter,
they express surprise. Jiz moves to leave, but Simone motions for her to stop, and
Jiz is happy to do so. The point is the surprise. Moreover, the second surprise,
the Black dildo under Jiz’s pants, invokes the specter of the Black phallus in an
unexpected place.

It’s important to note that although Houston sets the premise and edits the
scene, she allows the actors to choose their performances, thus making the scenes
an approximation of their desires.” When Mireille Miller-Young asks whether
pornography offers Houston “a space to use multiracial actors to explore desire
in different ways,” Houston responds by emphasizing method and process: “I
stick to the technical aspects. . . . When I formulate cinematic ideas around race,
gender, and representation, I superimpose too much of my own shit on the sex
and I miss my goal.”™ The racialized and gendered aspects of the scene emanate
from a combination of the desires of the actors and the voyeuristic editing of
the scene.

The close up of the black dildo entering the white vagina is followed by
the actors expressing their desires. This progression allows for the crash pad to
become a space that plays with ideas of racialized and gendered subjectivity,
along with the voyeuristic gaze, suggesting an equivalence with Ajamu and Fani-
Kayode’s photographic darkrooms and Ajamu’s sexual darkroom. Such an erotic
space relates to Muholi’s photographic darkroom as well. 7he Crash Pad scene
plays with gender, color, and race through the black dildo, while Muholi darkens
their own skin color and emphasizes the genderqueer nature of their body. Such
play is a melancholic encounter with the historical citation of the black phallus
and colonial degradation.

An otherworld

There’s something for me that’s more exciting about a dirty spirituality. It comes from Bataille.
It comes from elsewhere.

—Ajamu X™

I ask Ajamu about his relationship to Fani-Kayode’s spirituality, and he sug-
gests that he relates it to sadomasochism; that’s what he finds exciting in “a
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dirty spirituality,” much like the slave application that explored ecstasy in dirt.
Through sadomasochism, Ajamu asserts an otherworldly encounter like Fani-
Kayode’s relationship with Yoruba spirits. Both are playful and ecstatic. This
otherworld emanates from sexual and photographic darkrooms: neither type of
darkroom is a private space; instead, both assert relationality between the human
and nonhuman, the spiritual and material, the past and the present. These dark-
rooms are erotic experiments in which Ajamu’s “dirty spirituality” and Fani-
Kayode’s “techniques of ecstasy” play with chemicals, bodies, and environments
to develop the transtemporal erotic encounter.

Of course, in a white supremacist world, many darkrooms are spaces rife
with racism and the fetishization of Black people. Ajamu and Fani-Kayode’s
darkrooms become deviant through a deviation, a re-routing of photography
and sexuality away from their origins in colonialism and racism. The darkroom,
because one can see little, heightens focus on other senses. Those who enter the
darkroom smell, touch, taste, and hear; the sensations become overwhelming.
They finally see when they have developed a method for the visual: the patron
saint’s darkroom, much like many erotic darkrooms, uses dim red light. When
participants’ bodies adjust for the low level of light, they see the photographs on
the walls, the other bodies in the room, and the outlines of the room itself. Sight
is altered in this process, and this sensual experience is relational: Ajamu, the
curators, my body, and the bodies of others in the room interact to form a sense
of togetherness, inflected by both the photographic and the erotic. As bodies
become exposed to and through eroticism, those bodies form relations with the
film, the paper, the chemicals, other bodies, and beings. Through this process
Fani-Kayode and Ajamu create a proposal for Black queer being: they show that
focusing on Black life and the transformative potential of Black ecstasy points
to another world.

Despite the seeming hopefulness of this proposal, I proffer the relationship
between ecstasy and melancholy. Fani-Kayode published “Traces of Ecstasy”
during the AIDS pandemic, just a year before his own death. The article ema-
nates despair, focusing on coloniality and homophobia. Abdur-Rahman writes,
“In the face of mass group demise, the Black Ecstatic registers a critique, if
not outright refusal, of recuperative, redemptive futurity. It emphasizes instead
the exuberant rapture of urgent, if fleeting, communion between death-bound
(black) subjects who exist in the ongoing, awful now.”” Facing looming death,
the contemporary moment was vital to Fani-Kayode and Hirst. Decades after
the deaths of Fani-Kayode, Hirst, and so many others, Ajamu maintains a mel-
ancholic affect for those that have been lost, even as he promotes joy. The par-
adox of pleasure relates to the violence and death in the afterlives of slavery, of
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which AIDS is but one example.” The darkroom becomes a method to alter the
paradigm of pleasure, to embrace ecstasy in the face of violence and mourning.

Ajamu and Fani-Kayode present a method, a deviant darkroom, that builds
on Black, Indigenous, Asian, and Latinx feminist and queer thinkers, who have
shown that the sexual subject of the Enlightenment comes into being only in
relation to the nonbeing of the colonized. By creating transtemporal erotic expe-
riences that relate to the slave trade, precolonial Africa, Renaissance and Victo-
rian Europe, and contemporary Black queer life, the two photographers engage
with the paradox in which Black queer nonbeing is eroticized in the creation
of a new form of Black queer being. Ajamu and Fani-Kayode’s transtemporal
erotic encounters involve melancholy and play, which restructure the history of
sexuality. In their Black queer erotics, the past and present collide in a deviant
darkroom that shatters the light of the sexual subject.
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