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Xaviera Simmons / Exit Art

A quarter-century on, Exit Art keeps to an old-school definition of an alternative space. It presents art
as a vehicle of social change; it tackles big ideas given short shrift elsewhere; it privileges those ideas
over market-approved versions of fashion and beauty. In all these ways “Négritude” is a classic Exit
Art show: ambitious, uneven, didactic in a way now unfashionable and valiant in a way that won’t go
out of fashion.

Négritude was a cultural movement that became a social movement. Initially shaped by two
statesman-poets living in Paris in the 1930s, Aimé Césaire of Martinique and Léopold Senghor of
Senegal, its goal was to recover an essence of African-ness suppressed by colonial rule. The recov-
ery effort was aimed toward aesthetics but contributed mightily to independence struggles in Africa,
as well as to African-American and Afro-Caribbean culture .

Although global in reach, Négritude was never universally embraced, even by Africans, some of
whom saw limitations in adopting a narrowly “African” identity. And the whole concept has naturally
come under scrutiny in the so-called post-black 21st century, which is where the exhibition, conceived
by the artist Papo Colo, a co-director of Exit Art, situates us.

Mr. Colo is also one of the show’s contributing artists, with a sizable installation suggesting the long
persistence of African influence in the Americas. And he is one of the five curators, the others being
the filmmaker Tania Cypriano; the literary historian Rose-Myriam Réjouis; Franklin Sirmans, curator of
contemporary art at the Menil Collection in Houston; and the culture critic Greg Tate.

Mr. Sirmans has brought just a handful of collage paintings by the Houston artist Tierney Malone to
the show; Ms. Cypriano, a display of ritual-inflected photographs by the Brazilian artist Mario Cravo
Neto, and a program of Brazilian films. Ms. Réjouis’s contribution is questioning and complex, a
carefully prepared critical look at Négritude through literature and art, using quotes from Césaire and
work by the American artist Wura-Nastasha Oguniji and the Haitian-American artists André Juste and
Vladimir Cybil Charlier-Juste. The proposition is complicated, but worth doing, and only Exit Art would
probably do it.

For sheer pleasure, though, Mr. Tate’s section, titled “Black Mystery Anti-Panopticon,” takes the prize,
with a jazzy, knotty group of sculptures by Bessie Harvey, Lonnie Holley and Ronald Lockett, and a
fabulous piece by Xaviera Simmons that incorporates a mural made from LP record albums dating
back over decades. Arranged edge to edge, they make up a wall of fame dedicated to black pop and
jazz, and the sight is a thrill. Who could possibly deny the reality of black power? And who could fail to
see that it is everywhere and belongs to the world? HOLLAND COTTER



