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Simone Leigh makes highly refined
and stylish sculptures that seem-
ingly tell consciously constructed
stories as well as unintended ones.
The installation of this exhibition
of her works at the Institute of Con-
temporary Art (ICA) in Boston is
stark, dramatic, and elegant. The
walls, painted a warm gray, set a
mood comparable to a Robert Wil-
son stage set. The nine works Leigh
installed in the US pavilion at the
59th Venice Biennale in 2022 form
the core of the show. Her sculptures
contain embedded narratives built
upon sub-Saharan tribal imagery,
the folk-art tradition of stoneware
face vessels, as well as colonial and
literary sources. Each work also
tells other stories, which tend to be
more feminist and sexual than ra-
cial. Though acknowledged, these
narratives are often glossed over in
discourse. Leigh is a Black artist of
Jamaican descent, and so problem-
atically and all too often, her works
are solely viewed through the lens
of race, rather than being seen and
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interpreted for what they are aes-
thetically and symbolically. As such
her sources override the ends to
which they have been applied.
From a walk-through with the
artist at the press preview of the
ICA exhibition, I got the sense that
Leigh takes pride in her mastery of
modeling and casting techniques;
the meaning of her sculptures was
secondary. In this she may be lik-
ened to Martin Puryear whose early
reputation was built on his refined,
hand-crafted constructions. Where
Leigh differs from Puryear, relative
to craft, is that he is concerned with
what he can get materials to do,
whereas Leigh is concerned with
what they may express. Unlike Pur-
year, Leigh is not a modernist but
rather a postmodern assemblagist

who combines differing historical
traditions. Her mash-ups of the
folk pottery of the American South
with traditional sub-Saharan Afri-
can iconography taken from votives
and effigies results in cross-coding
narratives in which history and
identity are assembled and reas-
sembled at will. This is the appar-
ent source of the common inter-
pretation that Leigh’s women are
symbolic composites of Black ma-
terial culture.

Yet another potential source
for Leigh’s work who goes unno-
ticed is the African American sculp-
tor Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, who
in 1899 moved from Philadelphia
to Paris and studied sculpture with
Rodin. Leigh, like Fuller, celebrates
her cultural identity by resisting

Ostrow, Saul.  “Simone Leigh.” The Brooklyn Rail, May 2023, pp. 83—39.



stereotypical representations of
the Black body, while taking pride
in her African and Black heritage.
Fuller is best remembered for her
sculpture Ethiopia Awakening
(1921) which depicts a Black wom-
an wrapped like a mummy from
the waist down, her upper torso
thrusting upward, suggesting she is
awakening from a long sleep. Much
of Fuller’s work was commissioned
by W.E.B. Du Bois and exhibited at
several world expositions. Adher-
ing to Du Bois’s view that artistic
expression is an organic part of the
political project of building a Black
public image, Fuller’s works were
intended to raise up, in the nomen-
clature of Du Bois’s time, the vis-
ibility of the Black race.

The video, my dreams, my
works, must wait till after hell...
(2011) produced by Girl (the name
under which Leigh and artist Chi-
tra Ganesh collaborate), included
in the show suggests another key to
Leigh’s overall project. A prolonged
image of a naked Black back seen
from the shoulders to the waist ly-
ing on its side in a spotlight, barely
moving—nothing really seems to
be happening—nonetheless dis-
turbs, as the figure’s head is buried
beneath a pile of rocks. The video
articulates Leigh’s general strategy:
high aesthetic values verging on the
sensuous juxtaposed with images
or elements whose psychological
and symbolic implications are nu-
merous, yet indeterminant.

The strong presence of Leigh’s
forms, the variety of surfaces and
finishes she produces, and the dra-
ma of her display all initially draw
viewers to her work. What often
goes unnoticed is that almost all
of her women are in some manner
deformed or mutilated—limbs are
cut off, bodies are truncated, heads
decapitated. The main signifier of
their gender are breasts, as legs and

lower torsos are replaced by forms
derived from jug-like vessels, hay-
stacks, and hoop skirts. As such
her women are immobile, they of-
ten lack genitals, and when female
genitalia is referenced it is as a cow-
rie shell, which were once traded
for goods and services throughout
Africa. They are like unequal equa-
tions with the lower half an abstract
mass and the upper half an effigy.
Leigh’s women are further shut
off from the world by being eye-
less and earless, another state of
incompletion. This is not due to
violence; instead, Leigh has mod-
eled them in such a way that there
is no indication that they were ever
meant to see and hear. Her sculp-
tures of heads, such as the stone-
ware works Untitled (2023) or 102
(Face Jug Series) (2018) are nearly
genderless, with nothing particu-
larly female or feminine about their
features. Their racial identity re-
sides in full lips, broad noses, and
tightly-curled hair, stereotypically
characterized as Black facial fea-
tures. Such details make who and
what these women are meant to
represent much more ambiguous.
While they may speak, they are
otherwise cut off from the outside
world. It is difficult to determine if
this is metaphor, or an allegory.
Likewise, sculptures of full fig-
ures have their own eccentricities.
Sharifa (2022) a bronze portrait
of the author Sharifa Rhodes Pitts,
at twice life size, has all its features
and limbs intact, yet the body is
concealed by a sheath extending
from beneath her bare breasts to
the tips of her toes. The figure gazes
inwardly, appearing to either lean
against the wall or emerge from it,
reminiscent of a Victorian funer-
ary sculpture. Another bronze, Last
Garment (2022) naturalistically
depicts a laundress bent over at the
waist, standing calf deep in a pool

of water. She directs her gaze down-
ward to view her own reflection, so
as not to acknowledge those who
would objectify her. Another full
figure in the show is the sculpture
Dunham (2023) also in bronze and
patinated a uniform black. Armless
and again bent forward at the hips,
the figure has its head buried in the
wall and her buttocks have been re-
placed by a jug. Where the left hip
would normally be is instead the
jug’s gaping mouth, which affords
the viewer access to gaze into the
container’s empty interior.

The story proposed by the ex-
hibition’s press release dubiously
asserts that Leigh’s work “chal-
lenges traditional hierarchies of art
and labor,” and that her sculptures
“give visibility to overlooked narra-
tives or histories.” Seemingly, we
would need to know that Leigh’s
source material for Last Garment
(2022) is a nineteenth-century
souvenir stereoscopic photograph
C.H. Graves titled Mammy’s Last
Garment which depicts a Jamai-
can laundress, and what that image
may have represented in context
of the nineteenth-century British
tourism industry. Instead, Leigh’s
formal language tells us more about
the inner life that circumscribes her
work than the source materials so
often referenced. In light of the sta-
tus of women in general and Black
women in particular, the narrative
that emerges from her work carries
with it an existential message of
incompleteness, helplessness, and
stoicism. Viewed from this perspec-
tive Leigh’s works take on a subtle
complexity significantly different
from the one built upon her various
historical and literary sources.

Ostrow, Saul.  “Simone Leigh.” The Brooklyn Rail, May 2023, pp. 83—39.



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY
523 West 24th Street, New York, New York 1oo1r Tel: 212-243-0200 Fax: 212-243-0047

Williams, Venus. “The 100 Most Influential People of 2023: Simone Leigh.” Time Magazine, April 24—May 1, 2023,
p. 22.



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

523 West 24th Street, New York, New York 1oo1r Tel: 212-243-0200 Fax: 212-243-0047

15 April/16 April 2023 *

wanted to be anything but an
artist. T thought I was ask-
ing for a life of poverty and
strife, which I had already had
enough of...But one thing
I did know was ceramics. And I
couldn’t stop making things.”
New York-based artist Simone
Leigh shared this thought with me
in Venice last October as we sat in
the parlour of her hotel, sunlight

FTWeekend

dancing off the Grand Canal and
casting shimmering shadows on
the walls. Leigh was there as the
first black woman to represent the
US at the Venice Biennale.

For her acclaimed installation
“Sovereignty”, she converted the
facade of the US pavilion into its
own sculpture, a steel-and-wood
structure with a thatched raffia
roof. It was a nod to both African
architectural forms and the 1931
Paris Colonial Exposition, a fair
where people from countries under
colonial rule were put on display.

Leigh also won the Biennale’s
prestigious Golden Lion for the
16ft sculpture “Brick House”,
her first bronze. The Institute
of Contemporary Art Boston
presented the US Pavilion under
the curation of Eva Respini.

Now Respini is chief curator
of Leigh’s first museum survey
at the ICA Boston. Across nine
rooms and the Founders Gallery,
it consists of 29 works created
between 2004 and 2023 that
show a consistency of themes and
materials. They are a testament to
her creation of a visual language
that spotlights and amplifies
the labours of black women and
material culture against ways they
have historically been overlooked
or rendered invisible through
colonialism and its ongoing after-
effects.

Leigh,whowasbornin Chicago
in 1967 to Jamaican parents, has
a quietly commanding presence.
Her voice is soft and calm as she
reaches for her phone to show me
a black-and-white photograph
dating from the late 1990s, when
she moved to New York after
completing a BA in philosophy
and art at Earlham College in
Indiana.

“This is me when [my
daughter] Zenobia was two and
I was getting up at four or five

Okoro, Enuma. “Reshaping the Colonial Past.” Financial Times, Aprﬂ 15/16, 2023, p. 13.



in the morning to make these
small pinch pots. Becoming an
artist and becoming a mother was
almost simultaneous. It was hard,
and I didn’t have a solo show of
my work until five years later. But
the decision to take it seriously
and accept that this was going to
be a thing happened then.”

The photo shows the artist,
then in her early thirties and
unknown to the world, sitting
cross-legged. Between herlegs she
cradles her daughter while gazing
directly into the camera lens, doe-
eyed and fatigued. Surrounding
them are concentric circles of
dozens of small white porcelain
conical forms. The image makes
me think of a contemporary
Madonna and Child, except here
the woman is nurturing both her
child and her craft.

For Leigh, it represents the
time in her life when she realised
she couldn’t get away from art. In
an exquisite way, it also speaks
to what seems to be at the centre
of her practice and art, capturing
the self-determination of black
women and the ways in which
care has been used as a modality

of living and flourishing across
time. These are aspects also key
to Leigh’s own route into making
art.

“When I was in college I
did a summer internship at the
Smithsonian National Museum
of African Art,” she says. “I
Xeroxed everything they had,
[including] these little detailed
packets made by missionaries
and anthropologists on how to
make Nigerian pots. That’s how
I taught myself. The pots were
so incredibly beautiful to me,
made by women and perfect in
conception.”

Leigh began making pots
herself, but eventually moved
away from the practice because
she felt misunderstood. “I was
always a conceptual artist but
people would be very distracted
by the object-making. It didn’t
make sense to them that I was
making the pot because of the
idea of the pot.”

Her first showwas held at Rush
Arts Gallery in New York in 2001,
scheduled to open two days after
September 11. “[The timing] was
a disaster. I packed up everything
and put it in storage and got a job.
I didn’t really recover until I did
a solo show at Momenta Art in
2004. That’s where I would really
say was the beginning.”

Leigh began with very few
forms, “pots, breasts and this idea
of teeth, which was centred on
Ota Benga’s teeth”. (Benga was
an 18th-century Congolese man
with sharpened teeth who was
displayed in human zoo exhibits
in the USin the early 19th century.
He later died by suicide.) Then
came a shift and expansion in
Leigh’s work sparked by travelling
to Africa.

“I went to South Africa in
2007, and eventually started go-
ing every year... and visiting
other countries [on the conti-
nent]. Because of my Jamaican
heritage, I realised that my work
made more sense in a discourse
more focused on the after-effects

Okoro, Enuma. “Reshaping the Colonial Past.” Financial Times, Aprﬂ 15/16, 2023, p. 13.



of colonisation. I was

Leigh feels that the
concept of the ‘noble
savage’ has not been
discussed enough in art

running into documentation cre-
ated by missionaries all the time
and anthropologists. So my re-
search was fraught with colonial
framing.”

In the process, she connected
with the work of South African
artists Dineo Seshee Bopape
and Nicholas Hlobo and the
Zimbabwean Lucia Nhamo. “The
way they were using traditional
culture to inform and make new
work seemed more aligned with
my practice. So I realised if I
moved around, there were whole
art worlds outside of the US that I
could be engaged in.”

I meet Leigh again at the ICA
Boston for a walk-through on the
eve of the show’s opening. Over
the past 20 years, she has worked
in ceramics, bronze, video,
social-practice programmes and
installations, always centring

facets of black femme and female-
identifying existence, engaging
with black feminist theory and
acknowledging gaps in the past to
name them and reclaim them in
order to move forwards.

But it is her large-scale and
small sculptures and videos that
make up the ICA Boston survey.
It opens with the 24ft-tall 2022
bronze “Satellite”. The body of
the sculpture is based on the
torso from the traditional Nimba
ceremonial headdress of the Baga
people of coastal Guinea Bissau
that was associated with female
leadership. But in place of the
traditional head is a large satellite
disc. Respini said of this in Venice
that it “is a symbol of modern
communication and serves as a
beacon welcoming broadcasting
the ideals of the exhibition and
the ideas of Simone’s work”.

Also included is the 89-inch-
high bronze-and-gold sculpture
“Cupboard”. Modelled in clay
during the pandemic and cast
in bronze last year, it depicts an
armless female form. The face
has flared nostrils and thick
closed lips. There are no eyes,
making the interiority of this
radiant black woman seem off-
limits to the viewer’s gaze. The
slim naked torso sits on top
of the large dome-like bottom
structure that draws on variations
of African architectural dwellings
and gathering places. Here it is
transformed into the body or skirt
of the female form.

To make the skirt, raffia
pieces from Madagascar were
dipped in clay and layered before
it was cast. “This body is the
result of many years of exploring
different forms,” says Leigh. “For
a while I was really interested

in Cycladic bodies and different
kinds of formal representation of
the black body. This is something
I feel is very resolved now.” One
can’t help but think that part
of that resolution is the way in
which Leigh has used scale, form
and material to re-narrate and
reclaim the symbol of the African
hut from colonial representation.
In the nine other rooms, sig-
nature elements of Leigh’s art are
on display: the tiny handmade
rosettes that cover her vibrantly
coloured head busts; the cowrie
shells; the raffia skirts; the face
jugs influenced by the work of en-
slaved potters from the Edgefield
District of South Carolina. Leigh’s
creative process includes the use
of atmospheric firing that allows
her to add elements to the kiln,
changing the atmosphere and the
object. “I like to think of the kiln
environment as a metaphor for
identity formation,” she says.
Towards the end of the exhi-
bition is “Last Garment”, a monu-
mental bronze metal, steel and
water installation of a woman

Okoro, Enuma. “Reshaping the Colonial Past.” Financial Times, Aprﬂ 15/16, 2023, p. 13.



bent at the waist standing ankle
deep doing her laundry in a large
pool of water. She is scrubbing a
garment on a rock, but her head
is facing down at the water and
viewers cannot see her face. All
we see are the hundreds of tightly
coiled rosettes that form the short
afro of her hair.

The piece was shown in Ven-
ice, but in Boston the pool is
significantly larger, and it is set
with the background of the Bos-
ton Harbor, which viewers see
through the large windows op-
posite. A handout at the museum
informs a reader that the image is
named after a 19th-century sou-
venir photograph of a Jamaican
woman washing (“Mammy’s Last
Garment”). And that images like
this were made to for “a growing
anglophone Caribbean tourism
industry”.

For Leigh, the work aims
to repudiate the concept of the
“noble savage”, which she feels
has not been discussed enough in
art. “It’s such an important visual
that was used to shepherd ideas
[about black people] throughout
the world. In this case the ‘noble
savage’...and to justify a lot of
things,” she says. “What I like
about what happens in this work
is that her gaze is averted and
she can look at her own reflec-
tion even while she might be go-
ing through this experience of be-
ing part of a souvenir that’s used
to create tropes about the black
body that are still pernicious.”

I ask Leigh what she hopes
her work will achieve. “It’s hard to
respond to that question without
a discussion of what is wrong in
the world and what would need
to change. I have liberated myself

Okoro, Enuma. “Reshaping the Colonial Past.” Financial Times, Aprﬂ 15/16, 2023, p. 13.

from that burden. It is not my
intention to respond to or trouble
someone else’s story but to tell my

”

owi.

At the ICA Boston to September 4,
icaboston.org, then the Hirshhorn
Museum and Sculpture Garden in
Washington, DC from November 3



MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY
523 West 24th Street, New York, New York 1oo1r Tel: 212-243-0200 Fax: 212-243-0047

The Boston Globe

By Murray Whyte
GLOBE STAFF

gilded female form,
armless and sleek,
stands resolute in the
entryway of “Simone
Leigh,” the artist’s eponymous, first-
ever career survey, just opened at the
Institute of Contemporary Art. Life-
sized and anchored to the concrete
floor with broad, textured skirting
that shimmers under warm light,

Whyte, Murray. “At the ICA, a Breathtaking ‘Simone Leigh.’” The Boston Globe, April 7,2023, pp. GI, GS.



it’s extravagant and impos-
ing enough to stand you
back and steal your breath.
Invitation, or warning?
Maybe both. Leigh’s work
is not for those in search of
uncomplicated beauty. But
in its complexities is a sub-
lime more rich and full than
beauty alone. It seduces in
whispers, and engulfs with
meaning.

Leigh, born in Chicago
in 1967, is likely best-known
for her superstar turn at the
Venice Biennale last year,
where, as the official rep-
resentative for the United
States, she transformed the
US Pavilion into a breath-
taking lesson on buried
histories. The Jeffersonian
facade was swallowed in raf-
fia, a tropical frond she uses
often in her work to signal
colonial plunder across the
Atlantic world; inside, she
exhumed stories specific
to the exploitation of Black
women’s labor in the grisly
making of the country itself.
Under the weight of it all, an
austere grace pervaded the
galleries, a contemplative
calm. Because this, I think,
is Simone Leigh: Soft-spo-
ken but insistent, with deep
echoes that penetrate and
persist.

All of the Venice proj-
ect has come home to the
ICA, including the towering
24-foot bronze, “Satellite,”
2022, which looms by the

museum’s door. The ICA,
under deputy director and
chief curator Eva Respini,
produced both the Bien-
nale project and this sur-
vey. Amid earthy-gray walls
meant to evoke the warmth
of clay, Leigh’s principal
material, the show is ar-
ranged with an elegant log-
ic; some spaces are faithful
re-creations of the Venice
installation, but theyre in-
terspersed throughout the
exhibition’s eight distinct
rooms, and integrated with

work across almost all of
Leigh’s career.

The show’s 29 pieces are
organized in a loose chro-
nology that spans nearly 20
years of Leigh’s career, right
up to now; they reflect the
artist's commitment and
consistency across materials
and themes over time, and
chronicle an ascent to the
height of her powers. Walk-
ing from room to room, I had
the sense of watching great-
ness unfold, of history in the
making. Amid all the rheto-
ric dominating art-world
discourse in recent years
— around racial reckoning,
gender equity, and justice
more broadly — Leigh’s
work is a clarifying device,
elegant and frank. Whatever
future generations make of
this moment, I feel sure her
voice will endure.

Race is right up front in
almost all of Leigh’s work;

she’s often said that Black
women are her primary
audience, and their labor
— disregarded at best, dis-
honored and exploited at
worst — the fuel for her cre-
ative fire. You can catch your
breath in that first space
next to “Cupboard,” 2022
— that golden form with the
domed skirt, a Leigh motif —
and find “Slipcover,” tucked
nearby on a corner of wall.
It’s one of the earliest works
here, dated 2006 (she’s re-
worked it several times, in-
cluding for this show earlier
this year).

Inside a clear plastic-zip
case, porcelain plaintains
in fleshy pinks and browns
dangle in neat rows. Dur-
ing a packed press tour ear-
lier this week, Leigh said the
forms were fired using doll-
makers’ color codes, con-
cocted to mimic skintone.
It’s provocative and ghastly,

Whyte, Murray. “At the ICA, a Breathtaking ‘Simone Leigh.’” The Boston Globe, April 7,2023, pp. GI, GS.



like grim comedy — false
flesh, ziplocked and packed
up. Sharing space with the
otherworldly glow of “Cup-
board,” the piece tracks a
profound evolution, Leigh’s
shift from registering injus-
tice to transcending it — cre-
ating beauty no less freight-
ed with trauma, but beauty
all the same.

The second space here is
Simone Leigh 101 — an over-
view of favorite forms and
materials like raffia, ceramic
rosettes, and face jugs, riffs
on the ceramic forms made
by enslaved people in the
Edgfield District of South
Carolina that helped launch
her career. It’s as stirring a
remedial study as you’ll find.
The half-dozen pieces here
show a mastery of firing and
glaze that establish Leigh
as an expert maker. During
the tour, she spoke often of
the material idiosyncrasies
that kindled her own imagi-
nation; of the residues a
kiln would accumulate, an
essence it would invisibly
impart in each subsequent
firing. For her, she said,
the kiln was a metaphor for
identity formation, a cru-
cible that fires and marks
all that passes through with
what came before.

Leigh works and collab-
orates broadly in media that
include video, three of which
are here. But the tactile me-
dium of ceramics is where
she lives. Her monumental
bronze pieces, like “Jug,”
and “Sentinel,” 2019, paired
here, begin life as clay.

Leigh’s material en-
thusiasms establish an im-
portant fact: Nothing here
is sent to a fabricator to be
made; everything bears the
touch of her own hand. That
helps explain the deep in-
timacy that an exhibition
of Leigh’s work can evoke.
In Venice, she made things
even more personal, which
was very much the point.
Two works here, “Anony-
“Jug,” both
2022, re-create a space in
Venice, where the artist put
on view a gruesome episode
of the plantation-era south.
The two forms are extracted
from a historic photograph
of a young Black woman,
seated at a table that holds
a face jug from Edgefield,
South Carolina.

The jugs were talisman-
ic ceramic objects for their
enslaved makers, fitted with
grotesquely cartoonish fa-
cial features. (In a wonder-
ful confluence, more than
a dozen are on view at the
Museum of Fine Arts right
now, part of “Hear Me Now:
The Black Potters of Old
Edgefield,” where some of
Leigh’s work is included).
The 1882 photograph, by
James A. Palmer, was in-
tended as cruelty; he called
it “The Wilde Woman of Ai-
ken.” Leigh’s “Anonymous”
liberates her from ridicule,
bestowing a serene beauty
upon her — head in hands, a
shimmering, ghostly white.
“Jug,” freed from Palmer’s
gaze, is remade at near hu-
man height and studded in

mous” and

toothy cowrie shells — im-
posing, menacing, a protec-
tor.

There are some things
Leigh can’t reclaim — the
woman’s name, for one, dis-
regarded by Palmer and lost
to the ages. But her work is
rarely about specific people
so much as emblems — of
injustice, of exploitation,
of form and custom that
defy simple readings. The
domed skirt so prevalent
in her figures evokes an art
history touchstone in Diego
Velazquez’s “Las Meninas,”
a portrait of the regal Infan-
ta Margaret Theresa and her
entourage (Leigh has a 2019
piece named after it, in fact).

But the skirt also evokes
the raffia-clad architecture
of African cultures that came
to be appropriated in Europe
and America as a primitivist
cliché: Leigh’s veiling of the
US Pavilion in Venice mim-
icked the 1931 Paris Colonial
Exposition, to which Afri-
cans were brought to live in
raffia-thatched huts on site
as specimens of French co-
lonial dominance.

Grim histories are knit
into Leigh’s work, an inevi-
table, perhaps, for a Black
woman exploring colonial
residue in America. Even so,
it provokes solemnity, but
not pathos. This is an artist
who meets power with pow-
er, unflinching but graceful,
and in pursuit of truth.

The exhibition
cludes with “Last Garment,”
2022, a monumental bronze
made for Venice of a Black

con-

woman bent double in a
reflecting pool, launder-
ing fabric against a stone.
Like “Anonymous,” it’s an
extraction of a historical
photograph, taken without
its subject’s consent, as evi-
dence for white tourists of
the hygienic habits of the
Black Jamaican population.
Leigh makes her monumen-
tal and resolute, her gaze,
cast down, belonging only to
her.

Here, the ICA has
opened a wall facing east
into Boston Harbor, where
slave ships once came and
went, underwriting the ob-
scene wealth of a colony
founded on exploitation and
built through bondage. She
stands in a pool that reflects
her own image, and on all of
us.

Whyte, Murray. “At the ICA, a Breathtaking ‘Simone Leigh.’” The Boston Globe, April 7,2023, pp. GI, GS.
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Simone Leigh was on the
phone from Venice. It’s not
all here yet, she told me.

She had been install-
ing her exhibition of bronzes
and ceramics in the United
States Pavilion at the Venice
Biennale — one of the most
prestigious commissions in
the art world, and the first
time it has been awarded to a
Black female artist. This edi-
tion of the Biennale had been
delayed a year by Covid-19,
and, Leigh reported, it has
not been spared disruptions:
“Satellite,” a 24-foot bronze
female form with a concave
disc for a head, destined for
the forecourt of the Pavilion,
was in transit, not certain to
arrive in time for next week’s
opening.

But Leigh was unper-
turbed. The piéce de résis-

tance exceeded her hopes.
She was giving the building
a makeover: A neo-Palladian
structure with white columns
that waves to Jeffersonian
architecture, it has gone Afri-
can, with a thatched roof that
drapes partway down the fa-
cade, supported by a discreet
metal armature and wooden
poles.

Seeing the work of her ar-
chitect Pierpaolo Martiradon-
na and his team, what struck
Leigh was the rich fullness:
the shagginess of the thatch,
the forest effect of the wood
poles. She was into it. “It has
an over-the-top Blackness
that I really like,” she said.

The concept was “1930s
African palace,” she said — a
notion that takes aim at the
Colonial Exposition held in
Paris in 1931, in which France
and other powers showed off
their territories, featuring
replicas — or amalgams — of

local architecture and some-
times “natives” brought in to
inhabit them.

Beyond this, Leigh is
making a pointed connection
to the shared history of global
exhibitions that includes the
Biennale itself, with its classic
national pavilions from the
interwar years. In the hey-
day of Modernism, nations
saw no contradiction between
flaunting the colonial “civiliz-
ing mission” and their high-
art achievements.

In Venice, Leigh con-
fronts these parallel histories
by turning the building itself
into a sculpture, said Eva
Respini, the chief curator of
the Institute of Contempo-
rary Art in Boston, which is
presenting the pavilion show.
“She’s taken these two ideals
and enmeshed them to create
something entirely her own.”

Leigh, 54, is hovering
near art-celebrity status. She
won the Hugo Boss Prize in
2018, took part in the 2019
Whitney Biennial, and even
prompted a market kerfuffle
last year when she left the
mega-gallery Hauser & Wirth
just 21 months after joining,
landing at the smaller Mat-
thew Marks Gallery.

She had a memorable
and widely-seen success in
“Brick House,” her bronze
sculpture on the High Line.
For two years, until May
2021, the 16-foot-tall bust of
a Black woman with a round-
ed torso and cowrie-tipped
braids presided impassively
above the traffic — without
eyes, thus with no gaze to
meet, as though withholding
private thoughts.

A counterpoint to the
Far West Side’s skyscrapers,
it was a triumph of sculpture

and urban design. “Brick
House” will also be seen at
the Biennale’s international
exhibition, where work by
213 artists — the vast major-
ity women — will be shown in
two vast spaces, the Arsenale
and the Giardini, from April
23 through November 27th.

The Pavilion commis-
sion — which is awarded by
the State Department, and
will lead into Leigh’s first mu-
seum survey, at the ICA, in
2023 — represents the culmi-
nation of a journey to scale.
“I never thought I would be
able to work literally with ar-
chitecture,” she told me at her
home in Bedford-Stuyvesant,
Brooklyn, during one of sev-
eral interviews for this story.
“Most artists don’t get this
opportunity to see their ideas
writ large in this way.”

It is also a chance to
share her inspirations — from
her study of philosophy and
ethnography to the history of
Black and African art and ob-
jects — in ways that no single
sculpture can convey. These
interests stoke a core concern
of her art practice: Black fe-
male subjectivity — the sense
of self of Black women in the
world, their histories, their
work, their inner lives.

“The less ‘important’
objects in African art are
ones that enter the domestic
sphere and are changed by
daily or ritual use, by care and
love,” Leigh said. “They bring
me back into the realm of
women’s labor.”

Rashida Bumbray, who
curated Leigh’s 2012 break-
through exhibition at The
Kitchen, in Chelsea, and is
organizing with her an inter-
national convening of Black
women artists and scholars

Mitter, Siddhartha. “A Time to Share Her Inspirations With the World.” The New York Tirmes, April 17,2022,

pp. AR I, 12-13.



in Venice in October,
said that the Biennale
would assemble the ideas
and methods Leigh has
honed for decades “in
one place — this time to
the nth power.” And the
promise of the Biennale,
with its international
audience, is propelling
Leigh out into the world.

Beauty in the
‘Horrifying’

Leigh was living in a yurt
in rural Virginia in 1992
when a book fell into her
hands that would shape
her thinking straight
through to Venice: a
64-page souvenir photo
book from the 1931 Paris
colonial fair.

A Virginia heiress
had set up the hippie-
ish pottery community
where Leigh was learn-

Mitter, Siddhartha. “A Time to Share Her Inspirations With the World.” The New York Tirmes, April 17,2022,
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ing to use an anagama —
a Japanese single-cham-
ber “cave” kiln that fires
for days at a time. The
woman’s father had left
a collection of photog-
raphy books; she asked
Leigh to organize it and
select a book to keep.

The fair glamorized
colonialism, yet the book
was also beautiful, Leigh
told me. “It has some re-
ally well done ‘noble-sav-
age’ photography,” she
said. “And you really feel
the architecture — the
camera relates your body
to the buildings.”

The Paris fair was
one of the last of its kind
before World War 1I
scrambled the geopoliti-
cal order. It was sprawl-
ing, with new modern-
ist halls and replicas of
structures like the An-

gkor Wat temple. The
United States Pavilion
copied George Wash-
ington’s Mount Vernon,
with cottages for the
colonies: Philippines,
Puerto Rico, Guam, Sa-
moa, Alaska, Hawaii, the
Virgin Islands.

Other buildings
mixed ethnographic de-
tail with wild conflations.
The separate territories
of Cameroon and Togo
were given a joint pa-
vilion whose architects
drew on Cameroon’s
Bamoun-Bamileke cul-
tures for a wood struc-
ture with a tall thatched
dome.

The whole enter-
prise has attracted schol-
arly studies, including
books by the architec-
tural historian Patricia A.
Morton in 2000 and the

art historian Steven Nel-
son in 2007. But in the
yurt, Leigh was struck
by what the images dem-
onstrated: how colonial
depictions could elevate
cultures while generat-
ing new ways to dismiss
them.

Her background had
primed her to appreci-
ate these ambiguities.
Growing up in Chicago, a
daughter of middle-class
Jamaican immigrants,
she was used to toggling
daily between worlds
— West Indian, African
American, white.

During visits to Ja-
maica she grasped how
colonialism and resis-
tance, rather than con-
tradictory, produced
complex, continually re-
newing, social values and
aesthetics. “I think like



someone from the Caribbe-
an,” she said. “I like how com-
plicated it is, seeing beauty in
something that was horrifying
at the same time.”

Her father was a Naza-
rene pastor, and home life in
Chicago followed “extreme”
strictures, she said, but she at-
tended public schools where
her friends were “weirdos and
people with fundamentalist
backgrounds.” The West In-
dian community was small,
but around them was the rich
African-American culture of
the South Side.

In high school she read
Alice Walker, Toni Morrison,
Gwendolyn Brooks. At Earl-
ham College, a Quaker school
in Indiana (she argued to her
parents that it was a Chris-
tian institution), she got into
ceramics — and majored in
philosophy. She was drawn to
French feminists like Hélene
Cixous and Luce Irigaray.

Leigh told me that it oc-
curred to her recently how
much her new work reflects
the influence of her home-
town’s abundant public art.
“I realized that it’s a lot like
sculpture that I grew up with

in Chicago — the Mirds and
Picassos all downtown,” she
said. “It’s a similar scale, a
similar presence.”

She had found her zone,
and it was there all along.

0Old Objects,
New Meanings
Leigh’s work has expanded
greatly from the ceramics that
she presented in 2011 as an
artist-in-residence at the Stu-
dio Museum in Harlem, and
in 2012 at The Kitchen, which
included interpretations of
household objects like water
jugs and fantastical suspend-
ed pieces bristling with cow-
ries and gold-tipped quills.

She was already in her
40s when those shows drew
notice. The commitment to
ceramics had kept her outside
the art-world mainstream,
while abstraction — she never
made usable objects — sepa-
rated her from the pottery
scene. She felt removed, too,
from tendencies toward con-
ceptualism in Black American
art at the time.

But in Africa, where she
began traveling in 2007, she
found artistic and intellectual

kinship. In South Africa, art-
ists like Dineo Seshee Bopape,
Kemang Wa Lehulere and
Nicholas Hlobo were boldly
using earth and common ob-
jects. “They were working
with material culture and not
running away from it,” she
said.

In Nigeria, the curator
Bisi Silva, who fostered con-
temporary art at a center in
Lagos, became a mentor. “I
wrote to her, ‘Whatever you
do, I want to do it with you,”
Leigh said. (Silva died in 2019,
at 56.) In Namibia, Leigh met
activists seeking recognition
of the Herero genocide com-
mitted by the German mili-
tary between 1904 and 1908.
A Herero headdress stylized
from dozens of ceramic roses
became a motif in her art.

Leigh’s first outdoor proj-
ect, commissioned by the Stu-
dio Museum in Marcus Gar-
vey Park in 2016, made her
African influences explicit.
It consisted of three hut-like
structures built of clay with
thatched roofs — inspired by
imbas, “kitchen houses” in
rural Zimbabwe, where valu-
ables are kept and meetings

held.

But the huts had no en-
trances — a move that gave
them a brooding, hermetic en-
ergy, as if they were protecting
secrets. It also alluded to a so-
cial reality — the way kitchen
houses are locked up when a
family emigrates.

By making the huts solid,
Leigh communicated how
traditional objects accrue
new meanings, said the Zim-
babwean artist and designer
Nontsikelelo Mutiti. “Con-
temporary life allows those
objects to have another po-
tency.”

The imbas drew curators’
eyes and sparked a studio
epiphany when Leigh placed
a small ceramic head on the
maquette of a hut. “That’s
how those busts started that
have house-like bodies,” she
said of the hybrid form that
became a signature.

In her 2018 Hugo Boss
Prize exhibition of new work
at the Guggenheim Museum,
she proposed further riffs: a
ceramic bust whose skirt had
a jug-handle; a raffia dome
from which a stove pipe rose.
A breeze-block wall in the gal-
lery evoked domestic archi-
tecture in dwellings through
the Global South.

Leigh’s Venice show pres-
ents fresh advances: her first
portrait, “Sharifa,” a colossal
likeness of the writer Sharifa
Rhodes-Pitts, one of her clos-
est friends. The bronze has a
geometric lower body from
which one foot protrudes in a
gesture that Leigh attributed
to Egyptian statuary.

At the foundry, Rhodes-
Pitts helped model the form
for another bronze, “Last Gar-
ment,” being shown in Venice
— a washerwoman, bent over
and kneading a garment in a
reflecting pool. The source
was a vintage postcard from
Jamaica, a trope in colonial
depictions. The work is as fig-

Mitter, Siddhartha. “A Time to Share Her Inspirations With the World.” The New York Tirmes, April 17,2022,

pp. AR I, 12-13.



urative a piece as Leigh
has made — as if reach-
ing through the souve-
nir to engage the person
whom it both depicted
and diminished.

In taking on these
images, Rhodes-Pitts
said, Leigh was “working
with traces of the colo-
nial stain — these things
that the culture can’t
look away from even
while insisting that they
are marginal.”

The process gets
emotional. For months,
Leigh worked on ce-
ramic pieces based on an
1882 staged photograph
by James A. Palmer,
a white photographer
in South Carolina who
made souvenir images
of Black people. The pic-
ture showed a woman at
a table with a face jug,
the kind made by potters
in the region, with a sun-
flower rising from it. (It
is in the collection of the
Metropolitan Museum of
Art, which calls the work
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“culturally offensive”).

The image has a bi-
zarre origin story: It was
based on press depic-
tions of Oscar Wilde, who
visited the United States
that year and was por-
trayed first as a monkey,
then as a Black woman —
a consommé of racism,
misogyny, homophobia
and xenophobia.

Reinterpreting the
scene in two ceramic
works, Leigh morphed
the features on the face
jug into giant cowrie
shapes and gave the un-
credited sitter — whom
she called “Anonymous”
— a cylindrical lower
body. Still, the violence
of the premise was get-
ting to her. “I was un-
comfortable with seeing
this tableau being built
in the studio over time,”
she said.

In February, Leigh
remade her sculpture of
“Anonymous” in papier-
maché and raffia and
set it on fire on the Red

Hook waterfront. In-
spired by the burning of
Vaval, the Carnival King
effigy, in Martinique, the
scene forms the climax of
“Conspiracy,” a 24-min-
ute film by Leigh and
Madeleine Hunt-Ehrlich
that will run in the pavil-
ion.

The film begins with
Leigh in her studio, then
features the abstract jazz
vocals of Jeanne Lee and
readings from Zora Neale
Hurston and the Yale art
historian Robert Farris
Thompson. As the effigy
burns, the artist Lorraine
O’Grady watches in wit-
ness. The film, Hunt-Eh-
rlich said, presents “the
art in conversation with
the influences, but also
with the community.”

For Leigh, the ritual
of burning the effigy was
therapeutic. “It gave me
so much relief,” she said.
“I never get to destroy
my work in that way.”

A Global
Conversation

Two days before Leigh
left for Venice, we met
at her brownstone. We
spoke over green tea at
the kitchen island, with
Margot, her recently ac-
quired puppy, nearby. A
rolling garment rack in
the living room was load-
ed with her outfits for the
journey.

As her sculptures
have grown, so has her
enterprise. She has a vast
studio in the Red Hook
section of Brooklyn, with
five assistants and an im-
pressive range of kilns.
She makes her bronzes at
Stratton Sculpture Stu-
dios, a foundry in Phila-
delphia, constructing the
clay models on site at full
scale.

But she is not seek-
ing endless expansion.
“I have always made my



own work and I want to con-
tinue to make my own work,”
she said. Her investment, she
added, aimed to carve out
space — physical and men-
tal — for hands-on making.
“What looks like big right
now has a lot to do with my
self-care.”

She has titled her Venice
exhibition “Sovereignty.” The
name rings like a statement
of self-determination. But the
claim is not just on her own
behalf: After she was awarded
the Venice commission, some
500 Black women in the arts
gathered on a Zoom call to
celebrate. There were tears,
said Bumbray, who helped or-
ganize the call. “It was a mo-
ment to acknowledge that she
exists because of this whole
community, and we exist be-
cause of her.”

Leigh has reiterated that
Black women are her primary
audience, and she has insist-
ed on bringing that audience
with her into institutional
spaces, so that her art is not
experienced in isolation but
as part of a cross-generation
exchange.

Lorraine O’Grady, who at
87 is a pillar of the art world
and a mentor to Leigh, said
the younger artist refused to
separate the audience that en-
ables her work — Black wom-
en — from the market and in-
stitutions that consume it.

“Simone is certainly
aware of all the other audi-
ences out there, trust me,”
O’Grady said. “But we're talk-
ing about something very
deep, which is the audience
with whom you have interior
conversations as you work, in
order to shed light on issues
that have received no light for
centuries.”

Leigh’s October conven-
ing in Venice, “Loophole of
Retreat,” aims to bring to-
gether hundreds of Black
women from every continent,

including O’Grady. It will
build on an event by the same
name in 2019 at the Guggen-
heim, one of Leigh’s proudest
achievements. The title refers
to the crawl space where Har-
riet Jacobs, author of the 1861
autobiography,  “Incidents
in the Life of a Slave Girl,”
avoided her enslaver for sev-
en years while still observing
the world and planning for
freedom.

For Leigh the image
epitomizes how Black women
possess agency, no matter
what. “The tendency when
people hear Black women'’s
stories is to focus on what
happened to them, not the
intellectual labor and creativ-
ity they brought to the situa-
tion,” she said. “My work is
about what they did from
those compromised positions
— the labor, the care, the love,
the ideas.”
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FRIEZE

‘Embodying Anew’ Is A Symphony of Black
Subjectivity

At Maximillian William, a group show celebrates modernist sculpture bringing Simone
Leigh and Magdalene Odundo’s anthropomorphic vessels together with Thaddeus Mosley’s
Brancusian forms

BY VANESSA PETERSON IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS, UK REVIEWS | 24 JUN 21

In a 1993 essay for Artforum, scholar and critic bell hooks references Lorna Simpson’s photograph
Waterbearer (1986) as an example of ‘subjugated knowledge. In it, a woman, her face obscured, pours water
onto the floor from two containers. Text at the bottom of the image reads: “They asked her to tell what
happened / Only to discount her memory. Here, subjugated knowledge describes the thoughts, feelings and
labour of women - especially Black women. You hope the subject’s turned back is an act of defiance, that she is

refusing to offer any more of herself

Peterson, Vanessa. ‘“Embodying Anew’ Is A Symphony of Black Subjectivity." Frieze, June 24, 2021.



Magdalene Odundo, Untitled, 1984, burnished
and carbonised terracotta, 32 x 20 cm.
Courtesy: the artist and Maximillian William,
London

The works in ‘Embodying Anew’ — a concise group show with the vitality and depth of a museum
presentation — feel equally strong-willed. The exhibition brings together artworks by Simone Leigh,
Thaddeus Mosley and Magdalene Odundo - artists who often have had to create in defiance of their craft and
skill being discounted or pigeon-holed.

Three ceramic forms by Odundo serve to represent her 40-year career: her works feel like the beating heart
of the show. Odundo graduated from the Royal College of Art in 1982 and travelled to Nigeria and Kenya to
learn about various African pottery methods, including centuries-old techniques used by Gbari women in
Nigeria. Clay isn’t thrown on a potter’s wheel; rather, it is painstakingly hand-coiled. The unglazed vessels are
then fired at high temperatures, often more than once, which leads to a rich depth of colour: deep mahogany,

shiny blacks, bronzes, rusts, striking terracottas.
Odundoss sculptures contain anthropomorphic qualities, as though they follow the curves of a woman’s body.

In a 2020 interview with JW. Anderson, Odundo says that she thinks ‘very much of the body itself being a

vessel, a shell or container” and links this idea to the ways in which various African cultures believe bodies and
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objects can contain the spirits of ancestors. These sentiments are echoed in Leigh's Stretch (GREEN) (2020),
atowering, glazed sculpture of the face and neck of a Black woman, resplendent with an afro, and Mosley’s

Repetitive Sentence (2015), a gravity-defying form made from walnut wood.

In a 2019 interview with The Art Newspaper, Leigh says that her work has been a ‘lifetime of critical

inquiry’ and of centring Black female subjectivity. Months later, in conversation with The New York Times,

she references Odundo’s practice as a key influence. Critical inquiry and Black subjectivity can be found in

all three artists’ practices. Mosley, still making work at the age of 94, is self-taught; he uses wood from felled
trees in Pittsburgh as his primary medium, exploring plane and volume in a way that recalls Constantin
Brancusi. Repetitive Sentence is an example of what he calls ‘animated sculpture’ and is a testament to the artists
jazz sensibilities — it also feels like an ode to what has made and sustained him. Mosley grew up in a family

of musicians; his friend, artist Sam Gilliam, refers to him as a jazz critic. Experimenting with modernist
frameworks of sculpture and breaking them apart, Mosley’s work — which sits in conversation with that of

artists such as Martin Puryear - tests the limits of physical possibility.

Simone Leigh, Stretch (GREEN), 2020,
stoneware and teadust glaze, 64 x 25 x 25
cm. Courtesy: the artist and Maximillian
William, London
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Thaddeus Mosley, Repetitive Reference, 2015,
walnut, 224 x 132 x 66 cm. Courtesy: the artist
and Maximillian William, London

Mosley and Leigh, who will be the first Black woman to represent the US at the Venice Biennale in 2022, have
rarely shown in the UK; Odundo seldom exhibits in the US. (A recent Salon 94 show was her first in New
York since 1991.) To bring the three together feels like a statement of intent. Separately, the artworks implore
you to return to them time and again: to follow the way the light falls and bounces shadows across the gallery;
to understand their anthropomorphic qualities; to imagine the lives, musical notes and histories rippling

to the surface. Collectively, the show feels like the wildest kind of jazz: it is improvisation, syncopation,

scholarship, care, attention, memory. Every artwork sings — in chorus, but also in powerful singularity.

‘Embodying Anew’ at Maximillian William ended on 19 June.

Main image: ‘Embodying Anew, 2021, installation view at Maximillian William, London. Courtesy: the artists and Maximillian

William, London
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ARTnews

How Simone Leigh’s Sculptures Centering Black
Women Brought Her to the Venice Biennale

October 19, 2020

Simone Leigh. ©Simone Leigh/Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth/Shaniqwa Jarvis

Last week, it was announced that Simone Leigh would make history at the Venice Biennale by
representing the United States in 2022, making her the first Black woman ever to do the country’s
pavilion at the world’s top art festival. “There’s no better artist for our time,” said Jill Medvedow,
the director of the Institute of Contemporary Art Boston, the museum commissioning the pavilion.
What makes Leigh so important right now, and why has she risen to the status of the one of the top
artists working today? Below is a guide to Leigh’s art, her career, and the ideas that guide her work.

Greenberger, Alex. “How Simone Leigh's Sculptures Centering Black Women Brought Her to the Venice Biennale.”
ARTnews, October 19, 2020.



Simone Leigh, Las Meninas, 2019. ©Simone Leigh/Courtesy the artist and Cleveland Museum of
Art/Farzad Owrang

Black female subjectivity forms the core of Leigh’s art.

Leigh has been upfront about her work’s target audience: Black women, whose traditions, she once
told the New York Times, “have been left out of the archive or left out of history.” She added, “I still
think there is a lot to mine in terms of figuring out the survival tools these women have used to be so

successful, despite being so compromised.”

Accordingly, whether her works take the form of monumental sculptures, performances, films, or
pieces with an activist dimension, Black women have long been her protagonists. In her sculptures,
which are arguably her most iconic works, the forms of Black women appear to meld with jugs and
conical structures. But even when not outright depicting the Black female body, her sculptures often

have corporeal qualities.

Greenberger, Alex. “How Simone Leigh’s Sculptures Centering Black Women Brought Her to the Venice Biennale.”
ARTnews, October 19, 2020.



Simone Leigh’s Brick House (2019) on the High Line in New York.AP

Cowrie shells have appeared frequently in her art—sometimes, they adorn her busts of Black wom-
en’s heads; at times, she creates alluring blown-up forms evocative of them. Some scholars, includ-
ing art historian Huey Copeland, have said that the shells are meant to have a vaginal look to them.
Leigh once told the Art Newspaper, “I would describe the cowrie shell as a stand-in for the female

body, or a body in general, or a representation of an absence as well as a presence.”

To make those elegant sculptures based on the cowrie shells, Leigh casts molds of watermelons—a
fruit that forms the basis for a racist stereotype about Black men and women. Leigh has also com-
pared the negative associations of the watermelon to those historically levied against the Black

body, which she once said is often considered “too large, overgrown, fat.”

“As regards watermelon, Leigh’s molds function as receptacles for transference, means of implant-
ing knowledge of the fruit’s racial and racist associations into her objects,” curator Nicole J. Caruth
has written. “In sculpting and building up the shapes, instilling in each her own views and aesthet-

ics, they are totally transformed and offer up new frames of reference.”

Leigh’s sculptures have secrets.
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The women of Leigh’s sculptures tend to be missing features—they frequently have no ears, and
their eyes are smoothed over. They are walled off from the viewer—maybe as a protective mecha-
nism, maybe as an act of refusal. “Perhaps through their unseeing eyes we might comprehend the
riddle of private and public and publics winding across Leigh’s multiple arenas of engagement,” the
essayist Sharifa Rhodes-Pitts once wrote. “Perhaps it is a riddle Leigh answers as easily as she some-

times offers a entry and elsewhere seals it up.”

Leigh’s sculptures are mysterious—they seem to stonewall the viewer, though one gets the sense
that the women she depicts contain deep psychologies that are only legible to some. The women’s
quietude is a way of self-preservation, curator Helen Molesworth has written: “Her figures are not
giving up their secrets. They are not there for the taking. They cannot be occupied, colonized, co-

opted, or subjugated.”

But her figures conceal more than just their psychologies—they also allude to centuries of undertold
histories of Black resistance against colonialism, racism, sexism, and white supremacy. Her art is of-
ten highly specific in its references, and it is the kind of work that rewards efforts on the part of the
viewer to decode some of these allusions, which are often made obliquely. Many of her sculptures,
for example, feature half-naked women whose torsos morph into conic forms. Back in 2015, Leigh

said she based that form on Mammy’s Cupboard, a diner in Atlanta whose architecture resembles a

skirt-wearing Black woman.

Although these allusions are implicit, Leigh
believes her viewers need to interact with
them. When Leigh showed her work at the
2019 Whitney Biennial, she hit back at white
critics who claimed the exhibition—and her
art—was not radical enough. If those critics
were not familiar with the writings of Saidiya
Hartman, Hortense Spillers, and Christina
Sharpe; the history of colonialism and the
Benin Bronzes; and the events that led up to
the Herero Genocide in what is now Namibia,
among other things, they were not equipped
to converse with her art, she said in a widely
discussed Instagram post. “And that,” she
wrote, “is why, instead of mentioning these
things, I have politely said black women are
my primary audience.” Simone Leigh, 107 (Face Jug Series), 2019. ©Simone

Leigh/Farzad Owrang/Private Collection
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Simone Leigh, Free People’s Medical Clinic, 2014. ©Simone Leigh/©Creative Time/Courtesy the artist,
Creative Time, and Weeksville Heritage Center

Care, healing, and self-preservation play a large role in her art.

Leigh’s most famous work, a 2014 project called Free People’s Medical Clinic, started with a histori-
cal inquiry into the United Order of Tents, a secret society founded in 1867 by two former enslaved
people that convenes Black women nurses and is still in operation. Organized by Creative Time, the
project that grew out of it converted Brooklyn’s Stuyvesant Mansion into a functioning medical cen-
ter that offered free HIV tests, health screenings, yoga, and more to the surrounding community. It
paid homage to Josephine English, the first Black ob-gyn in Brooklyn, who once worked at Stuyves-
ant Mansion, and to community-oriented endeavors launched by the Black Panthers. (The Asiko
Art School, which is operated by the Centre for Contemporary Art Lagos without any government

funding, was also an influence.)

Free People’s Medical Clinic helped put Leigh on the map, and it has endured as one of Leigh’s
iconic works, even though it only exists now in the form of documentation. (The project is often
classified as social practice, a kind of activist-oriented art reliant mainly on interactions, conversa-
tions, and exchanges instead of physical objects.) She later expanded on it for a project known as
The Waiting Room (2016), and she has spoken about it as a form of health care that could be trust-
ed by Black women, who have historically been disadvantaged by the current systems in the United
States.

While much of her other work takes vastly different forms, the concepts that guide the project in-

filtrate her other pieces. “The general lack of empathy for black people is a factor in every aspect of
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An event called “Afrocentering with Aimee Meredith Cox” held as part of Simone Leigh’s 2016
installation The Waiting Room at the New Museum in New York.©Simone Leigh/Courtesy the artist
and New Museum

interaction with medical providers,” she told Art in America in 2015. “It goes to the core of what is

difficult to name and change in terms of structural racism and sexism.”

Over the past decade, Leigh has become one of the most famous artists in the U.S.

Born in 1967 in Chicago, Leigh got her bachelor’s degree in art and philosophy from Earlham Col-
lege in Indiana. When she eventually came to New York, she started out creating ceramics for an

architecture firm that was producing tiles for the city’s subway system.

Leigh’s artistic career got some of its earliest support when she participated in the Studio Museum
in Harlem’s venerated artists-in-residence program in 2010 during her 40s. She was launched to
more widespread fame when she staged Free People’s Medical Clinic, and the years that followed
brought her bigger solo shows at institutions such as the New Museum in New York, the Hammer
Museum in Los Angeles, and the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art in Bentonville, Arkansas,

as well as presentations held via the Studio Museum and Tate Modern in London.

As her work obtained greater visibility, she began picking up top awards, such as the Guggenheim

Museum’s $100,000 Hugo Boss Prize in 2018 and a $50,000 United States Artists Fellowship in
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2019. Last year, she appeared in the Whitney Biennial, and she is set to take part in the forthcoming
edition of the Prospect New Orleans triennial, which was pushed from 2020 to 2021. In 2019, the
same year a 16-foot-tall commission for the High Line art park in New York was unveiled, she joined
Hauser & Wirth, one of the biggest galleries in the world. In 2023, she will have her first major mu-

seum survey at the Institute of Contemporary Art Boston.

Her Venice Biennale pavilion is set to bring Leigh her greatest exposure to date, and she has greeted
the news ecstatically. Last week, Leigh told the New York Times, “I feel like I'm a part of a larger
group of artists and thinkers who have reached critical mass. And despite the really horrific climate
that we’ve reached, it still doesn’t distract me from the fact of how amazing it is to be a Black artist

right now.”

Simone Leigh, Jug, 2019. ©Simone Leigh/©Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation/Courtesy the artist and Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation/David Heald
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Sculptor Simone Leigh Makes History as the First
Black Woman to Represent U.S. at the Venice

Biennale

"l also recognize that this is a time when black artists and intellectuals of the
diaspora are flourishing and have reached critical mass," she said.

BY ERICA GONZALES / OCT 15 2020, 1:59 PM EDT

culptor Simone Leigh has made history as the first Black woman chosen to represent the

United States at the Venice Biennale, one of the world’s most prestigious art and culture

events. The Brooklyn-based artist, renowned for her large-scale work celebrating Black
women, will make her debut in 2022.

Gonzales, Erica. “Sculptor Simone Leigh Makes History as the First Black Woman to Represent US. at the
Venice Biennale.” Harper’s Bazaar, October 15, 2020.



“I feel like 'm a part of a larger group of artists and thinkers who have reached critical mass,”
Leigh told The New York Times. “And despite the really horrific climate that we’ve reached, it still

doesn’t distract me from the fact of how amazing it is to be a Black artist right now.”

Leigh’s Venetian show, mostly composed of sculpture, “will engage the work of black feminist
thinkers who have enlarged and transcended the limits of this democracy,” she explained on
Instagram. The presentation will run from April 23 to November 27, 2022. It’s set to be her

biggest show to date.

Leigh's Brick House statue in New York City in May 2020.
JOHN LAMPARSKI GETTY IMAGES
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Leigh’s work for the Biennale will feature a series of new pieces and installations, including a
monumental bronze sculpture in the outdoor forecourt of the venue’s pavilion. She’ll address
“an ‘incomplete archive’ of Black feminist thought, with works inspired by leading Black
intellectuals,” Eva Respini, co-commissioner at the Biennale, said. “Her work insists on the
centrality of Black female forms within the cultural sphere, and serves as a beacon in our

moment.”

On Instagram, Leigh further shared the significance of her milestone in the wake of a global
reckoning on systemic racism and racial injustice. “To be the first Black American woman to
occupy the American Pavilion for the 58th La Biennale di Venezia is a great honor,” she wrote. “I
acknowledge the paradox of my position during this time when the depth of white supremacy in
America is in full view. I also recognize that this is a time when black artists and intellectuals of

the diaspora are flourishing and have reached critical mass.”

Las Meninas, 2019. Terracotta, steel, raffia, porcelain. © Simone Leigh. Courtesy of the artist and The
Cleveland Museum of Art.
FARZAD OWRANG
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Leigh was born in Chicago in 1967 and received her bachelor’s degree in fine art in 1990 at
Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana. Throughout her decades-long career, she has worked
with sculpture, video, and installation in pieces that explore the experiences of Black femmes,

with styles and materials inspired by African art.

In 2018, Leigh won the esteemed Hugo Boss Prize, which came with a solo exhibition at the
Guggenheim museum in New York City. She has also presented at the Hammer Museum in Los

Angeles and earned a slot at the Whitney Biennial at New York’s Whitney Museum in 2019.

Jug, 2019. Bronze. © Simone Leigh. © 2019 The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation. Courtesy of the
artist and The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation.
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Simone Leigh, a Brooklyn-
based sculptor whose large-
scale works address the social
histories and subjective expe-

Sheets, Hilarie M. “At Venice Biennale, A First for the U.S.” The New York Times, October 15, 2020, p. C3.

riences of Black women, will
represent the United States
at the next Venice Biennale in
April 2022. The first African-
American woman to receive
this honor, among the art
world’s most prestigious, Ms.
Leigh was selected by the U.S.
Department of State’s Bureau
of Educational and Cultural
Affairs on the recommenda-
tion of museum professionals
and artists convened by the
National Endowment for the
Arts.

“I feel like I'm a part of
a larger group of artists and
thinkers who have reached
critical mass,” Ms Leigh, 52,
said. “And despite the really
horrific climate that we've
reached, it still doesn’t distract
me from the fact of how amaz-
ing it is to be a Black artist
right now.”

The last two U.S. represen-
tatives to the Biennale — Mar-
tin Puryear, also a sculptor, in
2019, and Mark Bradford, a
painter, in 2017 — are Black
artists, as well. The next edi-
tion was originally scheduled
for May 2021, but the pan-

demic forced it to be post-
poned a year.

Working primarily in ce-
ramics, Ms. Leigh has long
elevated the labor of Black
women. She has fused repre-
sentations of their bodies with
vernacular architectural forms
from Africa or utilitarian ves-
sels such as jugs and pitchers,
made and used throughout the
African diaspora.

These distinctive figures,
sometimes faceless and veer-
ing into abstraction, have been
holding court in New York
recently, from the 2019 Whit-
ney Biennial to a solo exhibi-
tion at the Guggenheim Mu-
seum after the artist won the
institution’s Hugo Boss Prize
in 2018. Ms. Leigh’s majes-
tic 16-foot-tall bronze bust,
titled “Brick House,” gazing
down Tenth Avenue from the
High Line Plinth since 2019,
celebrates Black female beau-
ty and strength — not often
commemorated in the public
sphere. (The Kenyan-Amer-
ican artist Wangechi Mutu
recently offered another alter-
native to monuments in her



sculptures of female figures for
the facade of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art.)

Ms. Leigh’s exhibition at the
U.S. Pavilion, a 1930s Palladian-
style space with a rotunda and
Doric columns, is co-commis-
sioned by Jill Medvedow, direc-
tor of the Institute of Contempo-
rary Art in Boston, and its chief

Sheets, Hilarie M. “At Venice Biennale, A First for the U.S.” The New York Times, October 15, 2020, p. C3.

curator, Eva Respini, who is also
organizing the artist’s first survey
exhibition at the Boston museum
in 2023.

Ms. Medvedow said she could
not think of an artist better suited
to representing the United States
at this time. “The idea of Simone
Leigh in Venice does disrupt the
narrative of 400-plus years of



American history,” she said. “Her
sculptures are really command-
ing in the space they occupy. The
scale and presence and magnifi-
cence of her figures are so de-
manding of visibility.”

The neoclassical building
sits inside the Giardini, the Ven-
ice park that hosts the national
pavilions. Ms. Leigh plans to do
an outdoor monumental bronze
statuary in the forecourt, framed
by the building’s architectural
colonnade, and a series of sculp-
tures and installations through-
out the five interior galleries. “It’s
surprisingly similar to working in
a space like the White House that
just has many layers of meaning,”
said Ms. Leigh, who anticipates
using ceramic materials, raffia
and steel in addition to bronze.
“I am aware of those histories as
I'm building the exhibition.”

She declined to go into great-
er detail on what she intends to
do, given that the show is a year
and a half away and may well
change, other than to say it will
be anchored by some texts on
Black feminist theory, which is
how she typically conceptualizes
her exhibitions.

The “stiffness” of the U.S.
Pavilion can be hard to manage,
said Cecilia Alemani, director and
chief curator of High Line Art,
who commissioned Ms. Leigh’s
“Brick House” and is serving as
the artistic director of the inter-
national group exhibition in the
2022 Venice Biennale.

“On the High Line, Simone
confronted the history of sculp-
ture and monumentality,” said
Ms. Alemani, noting that the
artist chose the traditional tech-
nique of bronze figurative sculp-
ture — the same medium as the

Sheets, Hilarie M. “At Venice Biennale, A First for the U.S.” The New York Times, October 15, 2020, p. C3.

Confederate statues now being
removed from public spaces — to
present a symbol of something
very different. “It’s a similar re-
lationship with history when it
comes to the American pavilion,”
she continued. “Her challenge
will be to turn that space upside
down metaphorically with the
stories that she’ll be able to tell
through her artwork.”

In a partnership with Spel-
man College, the historically
Black liberal arts college for
women in Atlanta, the artist and
the curators from the Institute
of Contemporary Art will work
directly with students on all as-
pects of the Venice commission
as part of a training program for
museum professionals and schol-
ars. “It’s one of my favorite parts
of the project,” said Ms. Leigh,
who has often collaborated with
communities of Black feminists
in her own performances and
video-based works.

“Given the Black female sub-
jectivity of Simone’s topic,” Ms.
Medvedow said, the Spelman
partnership “felt like a tremen-
dous opportunity and part of this
overdue cultural shift about who
needs to be represented and how
we’re assigning representation in

our field.”
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Sculptor Simone Leigh Picked to Represent United States at
2022 Venice Biennale

BY ALEX GREENBERGER
October 14, 2020 7:00am

Simone Leigh.
©SIMONE LEIGH/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND HAUSER & WIRTH/SHANIQWA JARVIS
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With her sedate, elegant sculptures enjoying increased visibility, Simone Leigh has been
chosen to represented the United States at the 2022 edition of the Venice Biennale in Italy,
the world’s biggest art festival. The Institute of Contemporary Art Boston is commissioning
the pavilion in the cooperation with the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Educational
and Cultural Affairs, with ICA director Jill Medvedow and chief curator Eva Respini at the

helm.

Leigh’s Venice Biennale presentation, which will run from April 23 to November 27, 2022,
will be followed by an ICA show in 2023. That exhibition—the New York—based artist’s

biggest survey show to date—will include her Biennale works.

“This is an area where the United States productively works with all other countries around

the globe, and there’s no better artist for our time,” Medvedow told ARTnews.

Leigh’s Venice Biennale pavilion is set to include new sculptures by the artist, whose

work centers Black women and draws on an array of crisscrossing historical strands and
references. A monumental bronze sculpture will be situated outside the pavilion, and inside
will be works made from raffia, ceramic, and bronze—materials that have become staples in

Leigh’s work.

As part of the Biennale project, Leigh is also working with Spelman College’s Atlanta
University Center Art History + Curatorial Studies Collective, which aims to cultivate
curators and scholars with the hope of launching Black professionals into an institutional
pipeline that has historically skewed white. Art historian Nikki Greene and MIT List
Center for Visual Arts director Paul C. Ha will act as advisers to the partnership, which
will see participants work with Leigh in the run-up to the exhibition and contribute to the

catalogue.

Over the past couple decades, Leigh has created a distinctive body of work that pays
homage, often in low-key, allusive ways, to aspects of Black history. Born in Chicago in
1967, Leigh has worked in a variety of modes, though she is best-known for her large-scale
sculptures, which frequently make use of styles culled from African art. Often, though not
always, they feature Black figures whose bodies appear to fuse with various objects; they are

usually depicted eyeless and earless.
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Simone Leigh, Las Meninas, 2019.
©SIMONE LEIGH/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART/FARZAD
OWRANG

In 2016, for example, in a presentation put on by the Studio Museum in Harlem, she
created the work A particularly elaborate imba yokubikira, or kitchen house, stands
locked up while its owners live in diaspora in New York’s Marcus Garvey Park. For it, she
created three hut-like forms with thatch roofs, translating an architectural style drawn from

Zimbabwe’s Shona-speaking communities for a new locale.

Yet her work has also taken on more expansive forms that include filmmaking, installation,
and social practice work. For the arts nonprofit Creative Time in 2014, Leigh created

Free People’s Medical Clinic, which welcomed people to attend workshops and medical
treatments free of charge. It paid homage to Josephine English, the first Black ob-gyn in

New York, and to similar initiatives undertaken by the Black Panthers during the 1960s.
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The Biennale pavilion comes as Leigh’s fame ascends in the art world and beyond. In

2018, she won the Guggenheim Museum’s $100,000 Hugo Boss Prize, and in 2019, she
joined Hauser & Wirth, one of the world’s biggest galleries. Her work has also appeared in
exhibitions such as the Berlin Biennale, the Whitney Biennial, and the Dak’Art Biennale of
Contemporary African Art, and such venues as MoMA PS1, the New Museum, the Hammer

Museum, and other venues.

Past artists to have represented the U.S. at the Biennale have in recent years included
Martin Puryear (2019), Mark Bradford (2017), Joan Jonas (2015), Sarah Sze (2013), and
Allora & Calzadilla (2011).

Leigh’s pavilion is set to make history at the Biennale. No other Black woman based in the

U.S. has ever helmed a pavilion at the art festival.

Simone Leigh, Jug, 2019.

©SIMONE LEIGH/©SOLOMON R. GUGGENHEIM
FOUNDATION/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND SOLOMON R.
GUGGENHEIM FOUNDATION/DAVID HEALD
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“What we're seeing right now is an unbelievable explosion in the presentation of work

of African-American and diasporic intellectuals, creative, artists, writers, and thinkers,”
Medvedow said. “It is overdue, really exciting, and critically important, and Simone is part
of this flourishing. It recognizes an artist who has been hard at work at making her art and

building her art for decades. The decision is based on the importance of her and her ideas.”
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Sculpture

Simone Leigh seems to have been everywhere recently—at the Whitney Biennial, on the High
Line, and in the Guggenheim—providing an opportunity for an in-depth engagement with her
creative concerns. Leigh’s sculptures and installations incorporate a wide range of materials, from
stoneware and raffia to pipe, concrete block, and more recently, cast bronze, creating a mash-up

of functional objects and architectural-scaled constructions that argues for a more diverse and

Canning, Susan. “Simone Leigh.” Smlpmn’ Magazine, January 8, 2020.



inclusive high art practice. Together, her materials form a repertoire of figures, vessels, and hut-like
structures that speak from and to black female experience. Like the braided clay that adorns some
of her ceramic sculptures, Leigh’s practice articulates a richly interwoven narrative of recuperation,
resistance, restitution, and healing that directly addresses this core viewership even as it puts the
broader public on notice.

Leigh’s 2018 Hugo Boss Prize exhibition at the Guggenheim took its title, “Loophole of Retreat,”
from a chapter in abolitionist Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861). The phrase
alludes to the tiny attic crawl space where Jacobs hid for seven years, a place (and an idiom)
signifying enclosure and enactment, filled with discursive potential—as a means of escape from an
impossible situation, as a sanctuary and refuge where one can withdraw, contemplate, and plan the
next move, and particularly in its secluded, enclosed darkness, as a place symbolic of the narrow,

restricted role for black women in white America.

Canning, Susan. “Simone Leigh." Smlpmn’ Magazine, January 8, 2020.



Leigh'’s installation imagined the possibilities of Jacobs’s axiom through sculptural “bodies”

that evoke disparate, alternative modes of agency. For Leigh, whose background is in ceramics,

this meant challenging notions of craft and the sculptural tradition of the classical nude while
purposefully mixing cultural codes to engage and circumvent notions of vessel, dwelling, shelter,
conduit, and void in an expansive dialogue about blackness, otherness, and difference, and the
spaces of women'’s labor. Though her female heads and busts often lack eyes (and ears), the smooth,
hollowed-out sockets imply refusal and a rich, inward-turning vision rather than erased identity or
blindness. The Guggenheim show featured two larger-than-life cast bronze sculptures combining
busts of afro-headed women with utilitarian objects. In Jug, an armless nude torso rests atop a cone-
like storage vessel that resembles a wide-hooped skirt. Both container and body, the form is richly
surfaced with a dark patina that reflects back as impenetrable blackness, sealing off any discovery
of the content hidden inside. Sentinel inverts the scheme. Now, a head without eyes is affixed to

a raffia skirt and a large pipe, like those used for irrigation ditches or underground tunnels, to
suggest a sphinx-like figure. The pipe provides a range of associations, from water transport or
nourishment to passage, both emptying out and filling in the vessel that is the enacted black female
body.

Canning, Susan. “Simone Leigh." Smlpmn’ Magazine, January 8, 2020.



In the back corner, hidden behind a wall constructed of decorative ceramic blocks, a stoneware vase
with braided edges was accompanied by a sound piece made in collaboration with poet, musician,
and activist Moor Mother. Juxtaposing the labor of giving birth with stories of incarceration—

in particular, the story of Debbie Africa, a member of the Philadelphia MOVE collective, who
delivered her child in prison while other women protected her by distracting the guards—this
highly politicized combination of visual form and sound once again demonstrated the strength and

defiance of black women.

One of the most engaging aspects of Leigh’s work derives from the way that she uses scale and
placement to manage and even circumvent our response, replacing the desire for explanation with
open-ended inquiry. Panoptica, in the Guggenheim show, was a case in point. A red terra-cotta pipe
chimney rises up from a multi-tiered, raffia-covered base resembling a Batammaliba roundhouse
from Togo and a hoop skirt. Looming overhead, the hybrid body /building, its pipe both a chimney
and a woman's torso, represents both hearth and home. The warm raffia beckons, offering shelter,

yet no entrance can be found.

Leigh’s Brick House, commissioned for the High Line Plinth (on view through September 2020),
looks out from between glass skyscrapers at the Spur, at the junction of 10th Avenue and 30th

Canning, Susan. “Simone Leigh." Smlpmn’ Magazine, January 8, 2020.



Street. At 16 feet tall, this cast bronze is her most monumental piece to date—the large, eyeless
head, with its strong features, afro, and cornrow-braided hair, inserts its curves and imposing
presence into the rigid geometry of the surrounding city, tempering harsh verticality and cold
materials with a natural and nurturing note. The head sits atop a dome-shaped body /base that,

as in Leigh’s other works, overlays a mix of references, including vernacular architecture—from
Mammy’s Cupboard on Route 61 in Natchez, Mississippi, which merges domestic cook and
mammy stereotypes, to teleuk dwellings of the Mousgoum people in Cameroon and Chad. Brick
House cannot help but remind us of just how few monuments are dedicated to African Americans in
New York; only one of them, Alison Saar’s Harriet Tubman Memorial (2008) in Harlem, is devoted
to a woman. Brick House provides another model, commemorating in its serene, slightly bowed,

unseeing head the healing power of black women'’s subjectivity.

This discursive exchange on the restorative and resistive potential of black women characterizes
much of Leigh’s recent work. During the run of her Hugo Boss Prize show, she extended her
exploration of community care, self-help, and recovery through a day-long conference on
mobilizing black women'’s intellectual labor. Daily screenings of Untitled (M*A*S*H)—her video
set in a mobile medical unit, which references the United Order of Tents (a secret society of black
female nurses founded in 1910)—and two related films by Madeleine Hunt-Ehrlich reinforced the
message. Together with the three sculptures on view at the 2019 Whitney Biennial, these examples
of Leigh’s recent projects reclaim the vessel of the black female body, filling it up and into a state of
being.

Canning, Susan. “Simone Leigh." Smlpmn’ Magazine, January 8, 2020.
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Simone Leigh’s stated interest in “black women
as a kind of material culture” has generated a
career-spanning and award-winning meditation
on black women as containers of trauma and
knowledge." This essay will offer some brief
comments on Simone Leigh’s Trophallaxis. The
sculpture recalls not only racializing and
imperialist histories of the breast, but also social
insects as figured in political philosophy and
scientific discourse. It evokes these associations
by performing and 