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This year, I have been spending time with Barbara Smith’s essay, “Towards a Black Feminist Criticism.” A lot 
of time, actually. It has become a central point of reference for me recently as I’ve worked to get to the root 
of my impulses as an art critic.  
 
Long before I tried to write this I felt I was attempting to do something unprecedented, something 
dangerous... 
 
In 1978, Smith is working towards an impossibility, as she describes, that aims to render visible, through 
criticism, the literature of Black women writers, especially Black lesbian writers. How does one move against 
silence(s)? How has the literature of Black women not been served by the larger apparatus of literary 
criticism (For Smith: white male critics, Black male critics, white woman critics who think of themselves as 
feminists)? For her part then, Smith puts forth a methodology—the how— that takes seriously the 
entanglement of race, class, and the politics of sex in any effort to understand the subtleties of Black 
women’s writing. I like to imagine the following question as subtext: through what lens do you attend to the 
work of Black women?  
 
In 1978, I also imagine Smith arguing that even before we get to the how, we must first acknowledge another 
inquiry: do you attend to the work of Black women? Here I am, almost 40 years after the publishing of this 
essay feeling like I gotta carry Smith with me at all times as I set priorities for myself.  
 
I am often asked: who are you writing for? This question is typically followed by: why do you write? To employ 
a praxis of Black feminist criticism means that I write to place care around the practices of Black women 
artists. Their work. Their archives. Their fullness. 
 
Criticism, then, is a way of showing up. It is a way of placing intellectual frameworks around the gestures and 
processes of artists. It is a way of preventing gaps and exclusions. What is most urgent for me now is 
engaging in a critical practice that moves against silences and undertakes assessments of visual, 
performance, and literary culture in a manner that centers and prioritizes the complexities of black 
womanhood(s). 
 
Black feminist criticism would by definition be highly innovative, embodying the daring spirit of the works 
themselves. 
 



Earlier this year, I was in a room full of Black women artists, friends of mine, discussing our big dreams and 
expressing our big frustrations. “Who is going to do the real thinking about us,” one friend began, “most of 
this writing is fluff shit.” I nodded my head in agreement. That she made a distinction between the real and 
the fluff didn’t surprise me. The fluff: surface level analysis, press release regurgitation. The real: deep level, 
nuanced meditations. “I’m not sure the market is interested in that type of art criticism,” I say. “We’re all 
writing the same things about the same artist because it’s profitable. It’s a numbers game.”  
 
“We need a new criticism then,” this friend says.  
 
She’s right. 
 
On the one hand, it is true that the job of the critic is to respond in real time. That if an exhibition or gallery 
show is on view for, let’s say, four months, a strong and early review can be leveraged by an artist for future 
opportunities. This is especially true for emerging artists (a precarious term but one I will use for the sake of 
this essay). I will contend here that a strong piece of criticism is not merely one that lauds an artist. It is also 
a text that contextualizes, proposes new questions, and insightfully articulates what is working and what is 
not working. On the other hand, as newspapers and magazines shutter their arts coverage and more and 
more of us cobble together livelihoods from freelance writing or write in addition to full-time jobs ( I am one of 
these people), it is also true that what is lacking is both time and presence. 
 
That when my friend calls for a “new criticism” she is calling for a new way by which critics form a relationship 
to her work. This is to say that, perhaps, a Black Feminist criticism offers a space for this new relationship, 
one that dares me to slow down and make space for intimacy.  
 
I only hope that this essay is one way of breaking our silence and our isolation, of helping us to know each 
other. 
 
I am a Black woman critic maturing alongside Black women artists. I conduct studio visits with them. I go to 
their openings and talks and panels. We have our group chats and email threads. They are my peers and 
colleagues and sounding boards.  
 
Our exchanges, formal and informal, constitute a necessary, generative meeting point in which we might 
challenge, provoke, and support one another. I’m not entirely convinced my eye is compromised because of 
this proximity though such is the argument with which I wrestle. We are women coming from the peripheries 
and we are seeing one another and we are holding on to one another and we are holding one another 
accountable. I guess what I’m trying to say is that maybe (art) criticism should also make space for the rigor 
that can arise when we orient ourselves horizontally. What does criticism look like when we reject the myth 
that it can only manifest itself in one way? I want to propose that intimacy in criticism serves both a political 
and aesthetic purpose as it moves us closer to planes of formal experimentation (as in, how does your 
criticism show up on the page) while allowing for a sustained close reading of a body of work as it unfolds 
over time in other words, an investment.  
 



Just as I did not know where to start, I am not sure how to end. I feel that I have tried to say too much and at 
the same time have left too much unsaid. 
 
I’ll probably return to Smith a few more times before the year ends. Criticism is not static. There is much left 
to learn. And so, this feels less like an ending and more a righteous beginning.  
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