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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

“Out of Egypt, into the Great Laugh of Mankind, and I shake the dirt from my sandals as I 

run” 

by 

Ethan Philip McGinnis 

Master of Fine Arts in Art 

University of California, Irvine, 2020 

Associate Professor Jesse Colin Jackson, Chair 

 

 

This essay is comprised of three separate but interconnected sections, each working 

through at a different level the history of how Southern Illinois came to be called Egypt, and 

the implications of such a regional nicknaming. In the first, I consider the history of the 

moniker along with histories of the region through critical discussions of religion, race, and 

nineteenth century American Egyptomania. In the second, I retrace two cataclysmic events 

which occurred in Cairo, Illinois, and suggestively implicate by proximity Southern Illinois’ 

overidentification with Egypt. Finally, I recount and reconsider my own relation to the 

region and to its history and folklore, and describe my thesis exhibition, which has not yet 

been mounted due to COVID-19.  
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Egypt, let it be said for the benefit of the uninitiated 1 

 Southern Illinois, called Egypt by its [locals], is that inverted triangle 
bounded by the Wabash, the Ohio, and the Mississippi, bordered by Kentucky 
on the south and by an indeterminate line drawn east from St. Louis on the 
north. In this land between the rivers, people lead lives that are self-
contained, cut off, if it were not for television, from the rest of the country. 
Down there, they know that Chicago is up north, but they seldom think about 
it, and they know that the people in Chicago rarely think about them. A joke 
has it that in Southern Illinois, mothers frighten their children not with the 
bogeyman, but with the threat of never going to St. Louis. This Egypt is a 
secret and a secretive sort of place, an outback and a throwback to earlier, 
murkier times…. It has been called Egypt since the rugged winters of 1824 
and 1831-32, when northerners journeyed south to buy corn and seed, 
imagining themselves as the sons of Jacob, who went “down to Egypt to buy 
corn” in Genesis 42. After 1832 the term Egypt came into general use, as 
people enjoyed thinking that they had settled in a land of plenty sanctioned 
by Scripture, though the soil was actually thin compared to the rest of Illinois. 
In 1837 the town of Cairo (pronounced Kerro), was chartered at the Nile-like 
delta where the Ohio joins the Mississippi; Karnak and Thebes followed, and 
many biblical names, Palestine, Lebanon, Mt. Carmel, Eden, Goshen, Olive 
Branch, Herod, even a Sodom that vanished early in [the 20th] century.2 

 

 These opening paragraphs of Darcy O’Brien’s 1989 true crime book Murder in Little 

Egypt succinctly put forth the most widely accepted origin story for this strange 

nicknaming of a Midwestern locale.3 Thirty-some-odd years later, they still provide a fairly 

accurate sketch of the character of the region - and I should know, it’s where I grew up, 

where I spent my formative years, and to where I return to visit my family still living there. 

I myself grew up never second-guessing this regional folklore, taking it as an unremarkable 

fact of everyday life in the area. Further, many of the texts published about Southern 

Illinois refer to it by its moniker uncritically, whether put out by an academic press or not. 

So, I am interested in explicating the operativity of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt and 

ascertaining how it fits into or bucks with larger frameworks of both 19th century Anglo-

Christian American identification with biblical narrative, and American Egyptomania. I am 
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thinking of the re-naming of places in what has come to be known as the United States as 

not simply a matter of map making, but an ideological landscaping practice of settler-

colonialism. Such practices of nominal landscaping produce veritable social and material 

ramifications.  

Place names function as that point where language and geography come to bear 

upon each other. As a certain Hebraicization of Southern Illinois is at issue here via 

folkloric appeals to the Egypt of the Hebrew Bible, it is telling to consider it in relation to 

the Hebraicization of the map of Israel. Begun in 1949, this palimpsestic appropriation of 

the Palestinian landscape was a centralized, governmental initiative articulated and 

legitimated as a process of restoration.4 Maoz Azaryahu and Arnon Golan discuss the 

historical operation as both “a language-planning procedure and a nation-building 

measure,” whereby the nation exerts the power of naming to apply a nationalistic notion of 

authenticity onto the landscape via the making of a map, erasing in the process Indigenous 

place-names, or rather eclipsing their authenticity and pushing them into the unauthorized 

realm of folk geography, therein lacking the constructed authority of the officialized map.5 

The name of a place speaks to the ideology that undergirds it, which in turn stabilizes its 

very status as the proper name. To read the toponomy of a place uncritically is to double 

down on its sub-textual, ideological operations, to re-inscribe the hegemonic power of 

possession which gave rise to that name in the first place. A careful reading of place names 

gives the opportunity to pull back the veil of authority: “Naming is not a mere linguistic 

gesture, but evinces specific power relations.”6 And, of course, one must remember that 

“the act of naming often amounts to a renaming.”7 
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Too, it is important to consider Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt (and the attendant 

Egyptophilic place names) as part and parcel of the ongoing production of the map of 

America, and in relation to another naming trend, all-too-common in the United States: the 

appropriation of Indigenous terms for the names of places, which Richard A. Grounds 

describes as a doubled process of “dismembering and remembering.”8 At once, this 

operation marks the existence of Indigenous people onto the landscape while relegating 

them to the past. This superficially memorializing gesture serves to disguise the ongoing 

genocide of settler colonialism.9 Contained within the cultural text produced by this 

practice of forgetting-via-memorializing are fundamental issues of power and orientation, 

of making the landscape to signify in alignment with a dominant cultural idiom. It is a 

settler-colonial practice of relating oneself to one’s culture through the appropriated 

landscape.10 Southern Illinois is rife with examples of this.11 The appropriation of the name 

of the Shawnee people occurs over and over, and one can find it most notably in the 

Shawnee National Forest, Shawnee Community College, and Shawneetown. Locally, 

Shawnee has come to refer to something other than a violently displaced Indigenous 

people; it is made to variously signify the contemporary fact of a nationally managed forest 

plantation, an institution of higher learning, an old ghost town, all iteratively obfuscating 

the ongoing theft of Indigenous land via the very name of the people who were once its 

stewards. The Shawnee as a people are erased ironically through the very persistence of 

their name. So too across America. Indeed, as Grounds concludes, “The U.S. landscape, 

littered with place-names derived from Indigenous peoples, can be viewed as a great 

onomastic reliquary, a bone-yard where Indian names are brandished from the highest 

spires of America’s cities.”12 



 

4 
 

Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt belongs more to the realm of folk geography; it is not 

directly traceable back to a centralized, concerted effort of nationalism. Yet, it is implicated 

by a strategy of naming in the toolkit of settler-colonialism. The motivations of its origins, 

and indeed, the very nature of its origins, are impossible to prove with anything 

approaching certainty: the multitude of variations on the story along with its historical 

uncertainty signal its traditionality.13 The fruits of this regional folklore are much easier to 

track. Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt is best understood as a field, or perhaps as a kind of 

plowing and sowing of the landscape, from which emerge a complicated and pervasive 

array of articulations of Egyptomania, some (ostensibly) more innocuous than others.  

 

 Most publicly visible instances arising from and reiterating the folklore of Southern-

Illinois-as-Egypt comprise a haphazard collection of architecture and monuments, and the 

names of businesses, periodicals, places, all indicating a more secular, 

Figure 1: Little Egypt Christian Youth Camp, 2019 
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imperially/archaeologically introduced idea of Egypt into the regional landscape and 

imaginary. Despite these appropriations of and gestures toward more secular imaginings of 

Egypt, as detailed, the early 19th century origin story of how Southern Illinois came to be 

called Egypt has to do with reading a local climatically induced migration through biblical 

narrative. This coding of lore and locale in relation to the Bible can be understood as 

stemming from and illuminating a particular white Christian American desire to occupy a 

scripturally sanctioned land.14 Art historian John Davis presents some helpful theoretical 

frames for thinking through American identifications with and appropriations of signifiers 

of the Holy Land (defined broadly as all places bearing narrative significance for the 

Abrahamic religions)15 and the implications of such appropriations upon the landscape, 

following a process which he calls a “geo-scriptural fusion of writ and region.”16 Davis goes 

on to explicate this white, protestant American attitude of settler-colonial power and 

possession at play in the 19th century, describing it as: 

…an ambivalence toward the landscape mediated by an amorphous sense of 
the past, a need to invoke their cultural roots as a legitimizing tie to the 
biblical region, and a feeling of possessiveness that prompted repeated 
assertions of a national “claim” to the Holy Land as patrimony.17 

 
Iterative applications of signifiers of the Holy Land in relation to the American landscape 

can thus be read as a doubled patrimonial gesture which flowed both ways: to mark 

America in reference to the Holy Land was to lay symbolic claim to the Holy Land itself. But 

keeping in mind the general 19th century Anglo-Christian American desire to be likened to 

God’s chosen people, to inherit the favor of Israel and inhabit a Promised Land, it seems 

surprising that Southern Illinois came to exemplify such a strong identification with Egypt. 

Although, in Genesis, Egypt was a place of refuge and relief from famine for Jacob and his 

sons, and it was the land where Israel grew from simply a patriarch and his family into a 
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multitudinous nation, it of course eventually became their scourge, the place of their 

bondage and tribulation. It became a place to go out of, a place from which to escape. And, 

of course, in the Exodus narrative, one also finds that Egypt came face to face with the 

wrath of the Hebrew God, culminating in disastrous results for Pharaoh, his army, and his 

people. In addition to the self-defeating contradictions within this white Christian adoption 

of a bible story, tensions arise in considering the more secular manifestations of this origin 

story, particularly with the role that 19th century Egyptology played in troubling biblical 

chronology and the Bible as historiographic authority.18 Davis sheds some light on this 

apparent ideological slippage: 

The power of a metaphor and the extent to which it successfully permeates 
society, in fact, only increases with its mutability. The metaphor of the Holy 
Land had a supple resilience, easily straddling the fence dividing the realms 
of the sacred and the secular. It could become both a screen onto which 
religious ideologies of a remarkable variety were projected, and a convenient 
lever for boosting nationalistic causes; it was a goal, a means, and an end - a 
central, absorbing concept that could be made to signify according to the 
needs of almost any situation.19 

  

The figure of Egypt was made to hold and signify a complexly racialized position in 

the broader nineteenth-century American imaginary. Scott Trafton’s 2004 book Egypt Land 

traces and contextualizes the development and deployment of Egypt as white (a whitening 

or whitewashing of Egypt) in relation and contradistinction to the a particularly black 

Egypt. As Trafton argues: 

 
There is perhaps no better analytic frame for the violent crucible of race and 
nation that was the nineteenth-century United States than the figure of 
ancient Egypt: a land that represented the origins of races and nations, the 
power of empires and their inevitable falls, and the stories of despots holding 
people in bondage and of the exodus of the saved from the land of slavery.20 
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He goes on to sketch out a quadrilateral schema to illustrate this figure as a doubly doubled 

analytic frame, constituted by the splitting of America and Egypt into black and white 

(while acknowledging the impossibility of these categories stabilizing into anything like 

strictly demarcated nodal points).21  The construction of their articulations relied on a 

radical dialogism, a tangled play of slippages in which one bled into and back out of the 

other. In this schema, the area contained by the points is not simply constituted by them; 

rather the points themselves constitute and are constituted in turn by the fluid space they 

stake out. As Trafton observes, “the blackening of Egypt was as much a factor in the 

formation of white Egyptology as the whitening of Egypt was for black folks.”22 A more 

telling (yet further entangled) schema arises in compounding Trafton’s quadrilateral 

sketch with Davis’ discussion of the sacred/secular capacities of signification of the Holy 

Land. The schema is redoubled; or rather, it fades in and out of the realms of the secular 

and the sacred, each becoming each other’s after image, an after image of a palimpsestic set 

of after images.23 

As noted, Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt presents an enduring example of a strange 

exception to the more typical white Christian American identification with Israel and the 

Promised Land.24 Southern Illinois’ 19th century adoption of Egypt becomes all the more 

pernicious when looking into the complicated history of slavery in the region, the practice 

and presence of which essentially goes all the way back to the first white explorations of 

the area. Although largely banned by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, and largely deemed 

illegal when Illinois attained statehood in 1818, various configurations of slavery, from 

indentured servitude to the leasing of enslaved laborers were legally practiced in the 

southern third of the state until 1865.25 
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One particular case in point lies in the story of Goshen. Not far from St. Louis, it was 

dubbed by a passing Baptist minister, one David Badgley, in 1799, remarking upon the lush 

fertility of the landscape in relation to the Goshen of biblical narrative. The white 

settlement and appropriation of that land took off in 1800. In 1808, a southeasterly wagon 

road to the salt works in Equality, Illinois was cut out of the landscape, so that the salt 

produced there could be more easily transported across the territory.26 Equality, in an 

awful twist of irony, was one of the pockets where chattel slavery was openly practiced in 

the state during the antebellum period, despite the stipulations of the Northwest 

Ordinance. Enslaved black folks were forced to labor at the salt works, apparently because 

there were not enough white laborers locally willing to perform the arduous work.27 Salt as 

a necessity and Goshen as a selective biblical appeal became a self-legitimating material-

ideological alibi for the horrible methods employed for its extraction: “All across the state, 

the generation whose fathers had traveled the Goshen Road blessed the men of Goshen 

who needed salt and built a road.”28 

In Cairo, there are stories of places in serving as stops on the Underground Railroad, 

and it is documented that a certain George J.L. Burroughs was an agent of the liberatory 

network working in the city - while at the same time there are numerous newspaper 

reports of white people kidnapping black folks in the area who were purported to have fled 

from bondage in Kentucky or Missouri, without retribution for their extra-judicial 

activities.29 Too, you might recall that scene in the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn when 

Huck and Jim are floating on the Mississippi River at night, looking for the lights of Cairo as 

a beacon of freedom, and they encounter two armed white men hunting for five black 

folks.30 Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt thus occupied and collapsed the same doubled space as 
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that of Egypt in the biblical narrative: it was at once a place to escape to and escape from. 

This Egypt could easily accommodate a range of associations and ideologies that Israel 

could not, at once embodying and emboldening Southern Illinois as a land of refuge and 

bondage. Examining broader stakes in the nineteenth century United States, Trafton 

further contextualizes racially particular claims on the scriptural figures of Israel and 

Egypt, and the contestations evinced by such claims: 

“The most recognizable modes of biblical identification in 19th century 
nation making by far, the covenantal, exegetical, jeremiadical invocations by 
white Christians of America not as the land of Egypt but its opposite -- and 
thus themselves not as Egyptians but as those once held captive by Pharaoh -
- were forced to undergo radical change in the face of the efforts of actual 
enslaved people to free themselves from the Egypt that was America… In the 
racially overwrought 19th century, the uneasy and often explosive 
interactions between these two competing, conflictual, and often conciliatory 
identities of these two Egypts - one scriptural, oppressive, and evil, one 
profane, worldly, and redeemable - took on especially sharp meanings: Egypt 
the wicked enemy of an angry Jehovah, and Egypt the imperial home of God’s 
chosen people.31 

 
In the case of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt, an unstable paradoxical holding-together of these 

two Egypts was accomplished. As Eric Michael Burke shows, scripturally backed pro-

slavery arguments issued forth from Southern Illinoisan pulpits even as ‘Egypt’ took on a 

pejorative connotation when applied from without during the late antebellum period.32 A 

great deal of negative discourse circulated via Republican publications outside the region 

(most notably from Chicago) regarding its pro-slavery attitudes, extreme illiteracy and 

deficiencies in education and culture, all of which were typically invoked through 

references to the plague of darkness that enveloped Egypt in the Exodus narrative.33 

Concurrently, Democratic publications in the area lashed back in an effort to recuperate the 

regional moniker and dispel the notion of a kind of ‘Egyptian darkness’ covering Southern 

Illinois.34 Protestant, white supremacist Southern Illinoisans were thus uniquely positioned 
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in the 19th century to maintain a regional identity defined against and defiant in the face of 

a growing population of African Americans, even as ‘Egypt’ was deployed from without to 

mark the region as the dwelling of the irredeemable enemy of God’s chosen people.  

But what bearing did Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt-or-Little-Egypt have on the region 

throughout the 20th century, and what bearing does it have contemporarily? Is it merely an 

idiosyncratic piece of local color, a kind of hokey affectation of Orientalism with notes of 

biblical narrative, and histories of both deplorable and defiant racial politics? This Egypt of 

Illinois is a loosely defined yet geographically specific regional identity that is not 

necessarily dependent upon a singular creed, class, or race (although it is implicitly, 

anxiously racialized), but rather potentially applies to anyone from or within its domain. It 

is more tightly localized and specifically folkloric than a geographical-regional designation 

like Appalachia, and yet more typically inclusive than something like the Mormon project of 

discovering/constructing their own Promised Land. All the while, its very existence and 

persistence as a strange concatenation of geo-scriptural and secular-Orientalist 

landscaping and place-making has the potential to throw into sharp relief similar trends in 

the larger history of the project of America.35 
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This land belongs to the Ohio and the Mississippi36 

Turning to Cairo, I’d like to think about more recent events that have transpired 

there in relation to the frames sketched out previously. Situated at the confluence of the 

Ohio and the Mississippi Rivers, and marking the southernmost point in Illinois, it is a 

supremely liminal place - culturally, geographically, and ecologically speaking. At its peak 

in the 1920s, Cairo had a population of around 15,000. Today there are around 2,100 folks 

living there, with a majority of the buildings, storefronts, and houses still standing but 

abandoned and crumbling.37 Cairo has a bad reputation; it is as though the whole town sat 

on the wrong side of the tracks. This is largely due to the fact that after the Civil Rights and 

subsequent Black Power movements in Cairo, it became and continues to be one of the only 

towns in Southern Illinois with a majority black population. 

The wounds of racism and white supremacy were there in Cairo from the first white 

efforts to develop the land - the first structures built on the land for white settlers were 

erected by the forced labor of enslaved black people, in the conscription of the Bird family 

who had been chased out of their settlement in southeast Missouri by the Indigenous 

people there in the late 18th century.38 The town itself was legally segregated from its 

founding through the passage of the Civil Rights Act, and segregation remained, de facto in 

practice, long afterward, with local civil rights abuse cases under litigation as late as 

1980.39 It has a long history of violent white suppression of black demonstrations for 

equality.  

A reactionary chain of white flight and white divestment in response to black 

demonstrations for equality, along with infrastructural changes, empty governmental 
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promises, and increasingly severe climatic conditions have left Cairo in dire straits and in 

economic decline.  

Leading up to the crucible of protests, boycotts, and racial violence that was Cairo in 

the late 60s and early 70s, the local swimming pool was a site of acute contestation which 

prefigured the years to come. On August 17, 1962, 9 black activists were tried in Cairo for 

blocking the entrance to the swimming pool the previous month during a demonstration to 

fight for its integration. They were found guilty in a farcical court proceeding wherein the 

presiding Judge White rhetorically disconnected issues of race from the trial at hand, and 

conveniently skirted the dire implications of the racialization of public space. That very 

same day, a local black teenager, 13 year old Willie Taylor, drowned while swimming in the 

Ohio River.40 For black folks in Cairo, this segregation of recreation was a matter of life and 

death, a fact which was journalistically suppressed locally. As Cairoite Anne Winters 

recalled, “They stopped selling the [Newsweek] magazine. They took it off the shelf here, 

because they was interviewing the white people, and they said, well, ‘White people swim in 

the pool, and the colored people drown in the river.’ They put that in the magazine, and 

they stopped selling [it here].”41 

In response to demonstrations, the pool was finally opened on an integrated basis in 

1963, but a majority of its white membership refused to use it, and it closed for the season 

after just 2 weeks. The city opened it again the following year, but it was permanently 

closed after the 2nd attempt at integration was met with the same white opposition.42 It 

was eventually sold to a third party, who filled it in with concrete and built a car wash on 

top (all too appropriately dubbed ‘The Wash’).43   
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To those who know the story, the Wash stands as a strange sort of monument, an 

everyday reminder of an insurmountably petty level of white spite, and an intense anxiety 

of fluidity - an intense fear of the possibility for white bodies and black bodies to be co-

present and intimately unclothed in public space, to bathe together and seek reprieve 

together from the oppressive Southern Illinois summers.44 To those unaware passersby, 

these fraught histories are buried in the negative space of the pool, entombed in the filled-

in concrete, and shrouded by the utter banality of the small-town car wash.  

In tandem, another sort of anxiety of fluidity at play in Cairo, and in Southern Illinois 

in general, emerges, this having to do with the fluid mechanics of flood prevention. A series 

of Southern Illinoisan souvenir postcards (in circulation ca. 1940-1968) bear the 

Figure 2: “The Wash,” 2019 
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inscription, ‘No Flood Waters Ever Entered Cairo.’ The boastfulness of this statement is 

striking, as is its implied temporality - having been written in the future perfect tense, it 

seems to be speaking from a time when Cairo is no more, no longer: that while Cairo 

existed, no flood waters ever entered it.  

 

In 2011, due to flooding, conflict broke out over racial lines once again, though this 

time in a much more veiled manner. Heavy rains that year brought the rivers to record 

flood stages. A plan had been put in place by the Army Corps of Engineers in 1927 

designating Bird’s Point in southeast Missouri (named after the previously mentioned 

family which brought enslaved people into the land that became Cairo) as a floodplain to 

protect southernmost Illinois: the levee at Bird’s Point was to be blown whenever 

floodwaters threatened Cairo.45 At that time, the land was not developed, but by 2011 a 

number of white farmers were making comfortable livings by it. When the call came to 

Figure 3: Souvenir postcards, 2019 
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blow the levee, the farmers and their state 

representatives protested, even going so far 

as to file a lawsuit, claiming that Cairo and 

the people who lived there were not worth 

sacrificing the economic productivity of the 

farmland in Missouri. At the final moment, 

the decision to blow the Bird’s Point levee 

was made, and Cairo was saved -- although 

the delay caused untold structural damage 

in and around the town, not to mention the 

psychological damage that comes with being 

told that one’s life, home, and community 

are not worth protecting. One additional aspect of this story that has been left out of almost 

all of the national reporting on is that the blowing of the levee didn’t just affect farmland 

(which incidentally was insured and recovered quite quickly) - a small black community 

called Pinhook got washed away in the flood, and the people living there were permanently 

displaced.46 

Extreme flooding events in the Mississippi River basin have increased significantly 

in magnitude over the past 500 years - an increase which can be directly attributed to the 

decimation of wetlands, irresponsible river engineering, and the development of 

floodplains into residential or agricultural land. All along the basin, anywhere between 40-

90% of land has been subjected to such development, and nearly every river in the 

watershed, including the Mississippi itself, has been dammed, levied, or otherwise 

Figure 4: Ohio River levy in Cairo, 2019 
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restricted. The water has to go somewhere. Major flooding events continue to 

disproportionately affect communities of color, who don’t have nearly the same access to 

programs like home-buyouts as whites do. Floodplain and wetland restoration efforts do 

exist, but these are far outstripped by development and pollution from agricultural 

runoff.47 

While going through the city council meeting minutes in Cairo’s city hall on 

December 19, 2019, looking for information regarding the swimming pool, I happened to 

meet Preston Ewing, Jr,. a photographer, author, Civil Rights activist, lifelong resident of the 

town, and president of the Cairo chapter of the NAACP during the Civil Rights era. During 

our conversation he remarked to me that whenever the Army Corps of Engineers comes to 

Cairo, he tells them they should just evacuate the town and blow the levees. He said that 

there’s a reason Indigenous people never permanently settled there: this land belongs to 

the Ohio and the Mississippi.48 This kind of perspective, this giving up of a place, coming 

from someone who has spent his entire life fighting for black rights and equality in that 

same place really floored me. I was struck by the graceful resignation and awful gravity of 

that statement: this land belongs to the Ohio and the Mississippi. A tone suggesting a 

potential sentiment of decoloniality rings through the phrase, performatively hoping for a 

future in which the agency of rivers is acknowledged and worked with, not against. This 

land belongs to the Ohio and the Mississippi is a truth which cannot be contested in the face 

of periodic flooding, the eventuality of which is never a question of if, but only a matter of 

time.  
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Out of Egypt, into the Great Laugh of Mankind, and I shake the dirt from my sandals as I run49 

I remember first going to college, living near Chicago, in Evanston, and meeting new 

people at a rate which I’d never before experienced, me coming from a small rural 

community downstate. People asked me where I was from, as I asked them. I would tell 

them I was from Southern Illinois. “Oh, Springfield? Champaign?” were the inevitable 

replies. No, try four hours driving further south. At times I’d take a stab at starting with 

Carbondale, Carbon-dale, that great cosmopolitan coal valley, that city of a mall, a 

university, and two movie theaters! Carbondale, which at about 25,000 people utterly 

dwarfed the populations of New Burnside, Tunnel Hill, Ozark, each clocking in around 250. 

Some people had heard of Carbondale, and then I’d have to explain that, no, I wasn’t exactly 

from Carbondale, but I could get there in 45 minutes of northwest driving. Some people 

pretended they’d heard of Carbondale for ease of conversation, glossing over their more-

than-excusable ignorance about which they perhaps somehow felt guilty or embarrassed. 

In these moments, Southern Illinois revealed itself to me in the fulness of its marginality as 

a place of no consequence, a place barely existing in the context in which I’d found myself. 

For the first time ever, being alone and misplaced, I felt a burden of defining the place, the 

region, from which I came. All too often I resorted to a double movement of aggrandizing 

through belittling (“I basically grew up in a cornfield” or “we’d have ‘Drive Your Tractor to 

School Day” or “the first day of deer season is a region-wide school holiday”, etc.). 

I was all too eager to throw my background under the bus, to sacrifice it on the altar 

of social capital. I was all too willing to play the card of anomaly, of being a testament to the 

curiosity of the rural, and, as testament, myself part and parcel of this curiosity. And that 

was painful, compounded by the growing pains of coming face-to-face with my own 
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stereotypes and prejudices which I’d not previously recognized as such, which I’d taken to 

be self-evident matters of fact. Religious beliefs, and beliefs that flowed from the 

tautologically self-validating religious fundamentalism in which I’d been steeped, 

containing implicit and insidious preconceived notions, would slowly but damningly come 

to light, publicly, over and over again.  

In my sophomore year of college, I began symptomatically, absent-mindedly, 

reflexively drawing the eye of Horus in the margins of notebooks, on scraps of paper, on 

anything I could get my hands on. This was right around the time I began losing my faith.  

I never wanted to be a preacher. I’d had the role foisted upon me as a young man, 

and I was too passive to reject it. My father had done much of the church work (leading 

singing, teaching bible study, delivering sermons) at our tiny small-town congregation, and 

after his death (and since my older brother had lit out for California), I was expected to step 

into his shoes.  

During my brief and reluctant tenure as a part-time preacher at the 4th & Lewis 

church of Christ in Vienna, IL, I developed the habit of culling sermons from the websites of 

other churches of Christ, and delivering them in furtive acts of clandestine appropriation. I 

was terrified my plagiarized edifications and exegeses would be found out. 

It feels relevant to think about my former practice of appropriation in relation to 

Southern Illinois as Egypt, and in relation to my relation to it. Growing up, Southern-

Illinois-as-Egypt was always presented as a matter of course, a matter of fact, as something 

not worth much consideration, if presented at all, as such. It made perfect sense that a local 

reservoir was called Lake of Egypt, because that’s what it was called. We rarely went to 

Cairo, but the slip of its pronunciation and infamous regional reputation ensured that I 
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never wondered at its nominal relation to Cairo. As with Karnak and Thebes, the signifying 

capacity of its name was redirected into the contemporary fact of its locality, disconnecting 

and displacing in my own imaginary the nominal relationship to these Egyptian cities as 

actually existing places. It took moving away, getting some spatial and affective distance 

from the area, for me to realize the strangeness of this regional identification.  

Over the past year and a half or so, I have been periodically returning to Southern 

Illinois to delve into local libraries, archives, and historical societies, but also to sift through 

its antique stores and yard sales for promotional materials turned ‘Egyptian’ artifacts. All 

the while I have also been obsessively searching eBay for objects attesting to Southern-

Illinois-as-Egypt. I continue to do this. I have spent a lot of money in these pursuits, always 

justifying expenditures as necessary for the sake of making work. Reflecting now, I see that 

this drive to collect is in excess of or apart from a concern of exhibition making. There is 

something more personal at play. I am afraid I have taken on the role of an Orientalist of 

Orientalism. I have become consumed by a mania for the mania, as though this remove 

performed an absolving function. How else can I characterize my feverish purchasing 

activity, and incessant search for objects that serve as vestiges and traces of former 

manifestations of this regional identity? What can I make of this regress, and how can I step 

outside of it, and consider it? What are the implications of such practices (manias) of 

acquisition? In the context of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt in particular? 

During one of my research trips back home in the summer of 2019 I received a 

postcard from my older sister. She reminded me of the times when, as preteens, we would 

accompany our mom to her special education teaching certificate summer classes at 

Southern Illinois University, Carbondale. In her note she asked if I remembered all the 
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Egypt stuff in the basement of the student center on campus. I had no recollection of 

anything like that, and I put it out of my mind.  

I returned home in the winter of that same year to continue researching. I’d come to 

look for documents related to the closure of the swimming pool in Cairo and to the 

histories of Civil Rights and Black Power activism in the area. Taking a break from 

thumbing through folders in the Special Collections Research Center at SIU, I went to the 

student center to grab a quick bite. Afterwards, while strolling through the building to walk 

off my lunch, I found myself ambling toward the basement.   

Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt is hard to find. The variously contested versions of its 

origin stories are well documented in texts, but many of these sources are bound to printed 

matter and enjoy a rather low circulation. With a few exceptions of architecture, 

monuments, and logos, a majority of the articulations issuing from the originary folklore 

are textual, nominal, toponymic. I have come to realize I had been fetishistically searching 

for a fetishistic expression of this regional identity. I had been searching for an over-the-

top, material manifestation of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt, a properly Egyptomaniac 

transplanting of overdetermined representations of ancient Egypt into Southern Illinois. 

This I found in the basement of the student center at SIU.  
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Coming down the staircase, I landed in a narrow, dimly lit cinder block hallway. A 

hand-painted sign on the wall of a map of Illinois with ‘Egypt’ demarcated pointed in the 

direction to find more about this regional mythology. I followed. 

Lines of hieroglyphs shoddily stenciled in black house paint scrolled along the walls, 

sometimes toward the ceiling and in other sections closer to the floor. Messy hand-painted 

interpretations of ancient Egyptian tomb motifs recurred periodically. I found a pyramidal 

Figure 5: Southern Illinois Exhibit, 2019 
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stack of ‘Egyptian’ bricks. I found mummies of both human figures and salukis (the canine 

mascot of SIU), constructed with plaster bandages. One was nestled in a sarcophagus with a 

lid carefully quilted to resemble King Tut’s. I saw camels made with sawhorses.  

Throughout were framed copies of postcards, articles, photographs, and various other 

ephemera tracing the regional nickname through the years. I myself had collected copies of 

a number of these items. Many of the fabrications and reproductions were appended by 

Figure 6: King Tut, 2019 
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computer-printed captions cut to size, fronted with pieces of plexiglass and screwed 

directly into the wall, as low-budget approximations of museum wall labels.  

At the end of the hallway I came upon two of these, each cut into the shape of a speech 

bubble. They were installed so as to make a painting of two loincloth-clad ancient 

Egyptians harvesting grain in profile to speak to the viewer. One posed a version of the 

question which remains prickly for me: “Which came first, the regional name Egypt or the 

naming of the towns after Egyptian cities?” The other told me to grab an available 

laminated key to decode a nearby set of hieroglyphs to find the answer, which of course 

turned out to be an admission of the impossibility of knowing it with any certainty.  

I had found exactly what I had been looking for, yet I felt I had come up empty. The 

whole exhibit had been executed and installed with a kind of careful disregard that I 

recognize in myself. It showed an obsessive attention for certain aspects and a slapdash 

Figure 7: Which came first, 2019 
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resignation to expedience for others. While I found its exuberant appropriations and 

reproductions of images of ancient Egypt in relation to Southern Illinois offensive to my 

sensibilities, I couldn’t help but wonder if my pursuits were any different. How is 

fetishizing the fetish functionally any different from the fetish itself? 

I care a great deal about Southern Illinois, and I have no desire to castigate it or the 

people that live there neither for its backwoods character and reputation, nor for its 

obsessional identification with Egypt. Indeed, I would argue that its over-identification 

with Egypt is not nearly so troubling as the culling of Egyptian icons for nationalistic 

symbols of empire by the United States. But a part of me wants Southern Illinois to really 

matter, and I recognized something of an in-kind desire in that exhibit in the basement of 

SIU’s student center. But all too often it has been placed in the national spotlight for awful 

events, for racial violence or for racialized land and river management. It seems in some 

ways that Southern Illinois is only of interest to outsiders to the extent that its fraught 

problematics are put on display, historically and contemporarily. From this a series of 

questions follow. As an insider-turned-outsider, how can I help to keep these problematics 

present without offering Southern Illinois as an object of ridicule? In a place where 

economic opportunity and mobility have been and continue to be compromised, how can I, 

along with others, think through local issues of homogeneity and diversity? A critical 

analysis and understanding of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt seems crucial; after all, a face-

value acceptance of place names doubles down on the hegemonic ideology which brought 

them into being in the first place. Is there a way to articulate these stories, to keep the 

folklore alive without, on the one hand, overdetermining any sort of causal relation to 

fraught regional histories, and on the other hand, naively perpetuating the ideological work 
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it has the capacity to do? And again, regarding my own mania for the mania, my own 

fetishization of the fetish, what can I make of this regress? How can I step outside of it, and 

consider it? 

My thesis exhibition was not mounted. It has been deferred indefinitely by the 

current pandemic. I find myself wondering what it would have been, how exactly it would 

have manifested, and how it would have been received. I would like now to describe how it 

might be actualized in the future.  

 I am imagining a swath of canning salt cutting down the center of the gallery floor, 

formally and dimensionally echoing the sidewalk paved with ‘Egyptian’ bricks along 

Washington Street in Cairo, IL, outside the old Riverlore mansion in that part of town once 

called Millionaire’s Row. The salt-walk, stamped with one such ‘Egyptian’ brick (produced 

Figure 8: Salt-walk, sidewalk, 2019 
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locally in Southern Illinois during the early 20th century50) bears the same herringbone 

pattern as the sidewalk.  

The indexicality is quite straightforward: the stamp of the brick refers to the brick 

itself. The imprint lays down the text in a mirror image, but not quite - a few letters 

(Y,T,A,I,A) remain unaffected by the translation due to their symmetry. In the act of reading 

the printed text left behind, it is not completely reversed. Some characters, though 

technically flipped around, have functionally remained still. 

It could be swept away. It could be disturbed quite easily. What would happen to all 

that salt when the show ends? 

The material translation into salt refers to the dark history of the methods of 

extraction of that material locally. And the echoing of a sidewalk existing in a town that 

itself nominally echoes another place furthers the rippling. The historical passage of that 

material as a commodity, as a good, along the Goshen Road, extracted by the labor of 

enslaved people echoes in a twisted, perverse way the biblical narrative of the Exodus. The 

label ‘Egyptian’ is insistently stamped on the surface of the salt, as it has been stamped 

insistently upon the landscape of Southern Illinois, through the naming of places. A nominal 

instance of iterative inscription. This is not the salt of Equality, though. It is Morton’s 

Canning and Pickling salt. I don’t know where it came from. It is meant to read as salt in 

general, as salt in its materiality, as no salt in particular. This disturbs me.  

I am imagining remaking the Egyptian bricks into cornbread as a way to hearken 

back to the origin story of Southern Illinois as Egypt, and the centrality of corn in that 

legend. Yes, Jacob’s sons went down to Egypt for corn in Genesis 42, but ‘corn’ in old 
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English, in the King James version of the Bible, meant grain in general. There would have 

been no corn in Egypt during biblical times. The language slips, and with it, the material.  

Cornbread, that paragon of Southern cuisine, has held a place of significance for 

poor black folks and poor white folks. It was appropriated from Native people by 

Europeans.  

 

I am imagining a number of the cornbread bricks laid out in the herringbone 

pattern, nestled in a vitrine about the size of an oblong table for four, and protected by 

plexiglass. Sitting on top opposing each other are two brass and burgundy collection plates 

(as you might see in a Protestant communion service), each containing a single U.S. dollar 

bill with the back side facing up, showing the pyramid topped by the all-seeing eye. Above 

the vitrine is map of the Goshen Road drawn on the wall behind it. A vitrine is the furniture 

for the preservation and presentation of cultural artifacts. A Protestant communion table is 

Figure 9: Cornbread bricks, 2020 



 

28 
 

functionally the development of the sacrificial altar spoken of in the Hebrew Bible. It is 

from such a table that the congregation is served the emblems of Christ’s flesh and blood, in 

remembrance of the death on the cross. It is to such a table that tithes are brought. It is the 

furniture for the preservation and presentation of religious ritual. To conflate the two is to 

bring the museum/gallery and the church to bear upon each other, to consider how the two 

spaces might overlap.   

 

The salt-walk abuts the vitrine perpendicularly, spans the length of the gallery, and 

leads to a lectern made of plexiglass, which doubles as a display case. Inside is a wooden 

walking stick from Southern Illinois given to me by my convalescent uncle, twisted into a 

seemingly impossible spiral. In my mind, I can’t disconnect it from that scene in The Ten 

Commandments, DeMille’s 1956 version, when Charleton-Heston-as-Moses returns from his 

exile to confront Pharaoh for the first time. Challenged by the despot to produce a sign 

 

Figure 10: Proposal sketch #1, 2020 
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showing the might of his newfound divine alliance, he throws down his staff and it becomes 

a snake. Two of Pharaoh’s magicians respond in kind, but Moses’ staff-cum-snake 

consumes theirs, displaying the superiority of the Hebrew God. Charleton-Heston-as-Moses 

reaches out his hand, and the snake stiffens back into a rod. From this image of one snake 

consuming two, my mind drifts to the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, where 

the Mississippi is constantly consuming the Ohio.  The lectern is a furniture of authority, 

common to both the church and the lecture hall. As a vector for the authority of the spoken 

word, it is a kind of phallus, here made to display, to make visible, another phallic object. A 

doubling and a subsuming.  

 

 

Above and behind the lectern, against the wall, I am imagining a looped video 

projected onto a hanging screen, showing a slow fade between a contemporary image of 

Figure 11: Proposal sketch #2, 2020 
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‘The Wash’ in Cairo, and a demonstration toward integration at the swimming pool in 1962, 

as a way to haunt each image with each other, to propose each as each other’s after image. 

To thread a set of pasts through a present.  

On the wall, below the projection, I am imagining a small plaque bearing a text from 

a progress report once circulated by the United Front, a Black Power organization in Cairo, 

during the worst of the racial strife there, in the late 60s/early 70s. The text reads: 

And God said: "LET MY PEOPLE GO!" The people left Cairo, Egypt, a 
prosperous land, a fertile land, a land of security. They left for an unknown 
land, an unknown future, but they left for FREEDOM. When they left the 
greatness of Cairo left with them. Cairo gained its might through the misuse 
of God's children as the Egyptians found their power through the 
enslavement of God's people. Their economy was built around slavery. And 
then there was Little Egypt, in the United States of America, State of Illinois. 
Little Egypt, a prosperous land, a fertile land, a land of security. Its major city 
and capital city was Cairo. It too became great and prosperous and 
maintained its power through Slavery of God's children. But throughout 
history God's children kept hearing his voice proclaiming "Let my People 
Go!" The voice grew louder, the message became clearer to His people. But as 
in Egypt, the Pharaohs hardened their hearts as the people heard and moved 
slowly, but surely toward Freedom's Land.51 

 
This is the only explicitly African-American invocation of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt 

that I have come across, as of yet. Too, it is the only explicit articulation of Southern-

Illinois-as-Egypt-as-white, as the regional whitewashing of Southern-Illinois-as-

Egypt (or Little Egypt, as it is also known) is deployed as an implicit rhetorical 

device through an appeal to the Exodus narrative. This is not to suggest that this 

single text determinately evidences a totalized black attitude toward or 

disidentification with the figure of Egypt (or Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt) in the 

region at the time. However, as one particular articulation, it does bring to light the 

kind of associations the regional moniker could allow, notably, Egypt as oppressive, 

tyrannical, despotic. Through this text and its wide span linking times, places, myths, 
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and narratives, the origin story of Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt becomes all the more 

complicated, all the more troubling, as do the various articulations and 

appropriations which have emerged from this folklore, nominal or not. My relation 

to Southern Illinois and to Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt becomes all the more 

ambivalent.  

I am imagining activating this installation through a performative lecture/sermon. I 

would like to tell you all about this Egypt of Illinois.  
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Notes 

 

1. Paul M. Angle, introduction to When Lincoln Came to Egypt by George W. Smith 

(Herrin, IL: Trovillion Private Press, 1940; rpt. Herrin, IL: Crossfire Press, 1993), xlvii.  

2. Darcy O’Brien, Murder in Little Egypt (New York: New American Library, 1989), 9-10. 
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account, temporally locating the winter of the deep snow in 1830-31 (with no mention of 

1824), and the migration in the spring of 1832. The next source approaching primary 

status is found in the memoirs of Daniel H. Brush, Growing Up With Southern Illinois 

(Chicago: R.R. Donnelley, 1944; rpt. Herrin, IL: Crossfire Press, 1992), 73. An early white 
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late frost in northern parts of the state in the fall of 1832, corroborating O’Brien’s time 
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Other Illinois (New York: Van Rees Press, 1958), 4-5, recounts the origin story, substituting 

a drought for the long hard winter, and speculates that the origin story for Egypt (along 

with the nicknaming itself) was invented in response to already existing Egyptophilic 

place-names (Goshen and Cairo came onto the scene before the local migration, in 1799 

and 1817, respectively). Charles Neely’s Tales and Songs of Southern Illinois (Menasha, WI: 

George Banta Publishing Company, 1938; rpt. Herrin, IL: Crossfire Press, 1989; rpt. 

Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1998), 3, also recounts a drought as the 

climatic event which instigated the migration and subsequent moniker. Popular local 

historian John W. Allen, in Legends and Lore of Southern Illinois (Carbondale, IL: Southern 

Illinois University Press, 1963), 40-41, outlines the two most frequently-given explanations 

for the moniker, the first being that Egypt became a regional designation in response to the 
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explanations touted by Brush and Duff, with no mention of discrepancy in time between 

the two. George W. Smith’s When Lincoln Came to Egypt (Herrin, IL: Trovillion Private 

Press, 1940; rpt. Herrin, IL: Crossfire Press, 1993), 35, cites a citation in Alexander 

Davidson and Bernard Stuve’s A Complete History of Illinois (Springfield, IL: D.L. Phillips, 

1877), 351, that references an article in the Chicago Journal from February 8, 1872, 

situating the origin of Southern Illinois as Egypt (as fertile breadbasket) in the summer of 

1821. Smith goes on to insist that Egypt as a regional designation had currency long before 

any towns there were named after Egyptian places. In a more recent publication, Jim Jung’s 



 

33 
 

Weird Egypt: The Case for Supernatural Geology (Henry, IL: Wooly Worm Press, 2009), 1, 

claims that Southern-Illinois-as-Egypt came into popular use in 1831 after crop failures in 

west-central Illinois (Goshen) initiated the settlers’ migration to the southernmost part of 

the state and spawned the regional nickname (despite the fact that Goshen is usually 

included in the region designated as Egypt). No mention is made as to whether drought or 

frost ruined the crops. Darrel Dexter, in Bondage in Egypt: Slavery in Southern Illinois (Cape 

Girardeau, MO: Center for Regional History, Southeast Missouri State University, 2011), 

reiterates the story of prolonged winter, locating it in 1830-31. He also speculates that 

Egypt perhaps became a popular designation for the area prior to that, bringing up once 

more the examples of Goshen and Cairo. The common thread through all of these accounts 

is the reading of crop failures and subsequent migration as echoing the biblical narrative of 

Jacob sending his sons to Egypt for corn in Genesis 42, coupled with the sort of chicken-or-

the-egg argumentation regarding Egyptophilic place-names versus biblically-tinted 

migration.  

4. Maoz Azaryahu and Arnon Golan, “(Re)naming the landscape: The formation of the 

Hebrew map of Israel 1949-1960,” Journal of Historical Geography 27, no. 2 (2011): 178. 
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the region, the Kaskaskia, the Michigamea, Tamaroa, Peoria, Cahokia, and Shawnee, all that 

remains are cemeteries, mounds, and names. Indeed, with the exceptions of Michigamea 

and Peoria, all of these names have been used for places in Southern Illinois. And, of course, 

Illinois itself was named in an appropriation of the Illiniwek. Specifically referencing the 

indigenous burial mounds found at Cahokia which have become a protected historic site, he 

attests that one mound was bigger than the great pyramid in Egypt. This rhetorical move 

subtly and indifferently Orientalizes both the Indigenous mound builders and the ancient 

Egyptians, linking a certain idea of monumental ancientness in Southern Illinois with that 

of ancient Egypt. Brownell goes on to cite that in 1690, the French explorer LaSalle 

estimated the members of the Illini federation in what came to be Southern Illinois 
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