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T H E  C U L T  O F  T R U E  W O M A N H O O D

Mother
“Motherhood was valued
as the most fullfilling and
essential of all women’s
duties” (188)

“This ideal ’prescribed a
female role bound by the
kitchen and nursery,
overlaid with piety and
purity, crowned with
subservience’” (188)

Pure
“Each [young girl] was
also taught to value her
virginity “as the ’pearl of
great price’ which was her
greatest asset” (188)

“She prepared for
marriage by keeping
herself chaste for her
husband and learning the
skills necessary to
manage a household and
rear children.” (188)

Pillar of morality
“A True Woman was
known as the ‘Angel of the
House’ whose primary
purpose was to impart
moral guidance to her
family” (190)

“As the ‘Angel out of the
house’ a True woman’s
‘activity within the church
communities was [seen
as] an extension of
women’s role within the
home” (190)

Dependent
“[...]she was also
portrayed as delicate and
weak, prone to fainting
and illness. ” (189)

“Due to her emotional and
physical frailty, a True
Woman needed to be
protected by a male
family member. She also
required the luxuries that
his income could provide. “
(189)

Cruea, Susan M.”Changing Ideals of Womanhood During the Nineteenth-Century Woman Movement.” General Studies Writing Faculty Publications, Paper 1.
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W H A T  I S  A  L O O P H O L E ?

(“Loophole.” Oxford English Dictionary)



(Ch. XXI The Loophole of Retreat)
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Reconstruction to
scale of Harriet
Jacobs’s hiding
place. Drawing by
Carl R. Louns, from
Demonic Grounds.
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Image: 
Simone Leigh
sculpting Sentinel,
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Simone Leigh: Sovereignty features a new body of
work made for the United States Pavilion. Character-
ized by an interest in performativity and affect,
Leigh’s expansive practice parses the construction of
Black femme subjectivity. Her large-scale sculptural
works join forms derived from vernacular architec-
ture and the female body, rendering them via materi-
als and processes associated with the artistic tradi-
tions of Africa and the African diaspora. Sovereignty
commingles disparate histories and narratives,
including those related to ritual performances of the
Baga peoples in Guinea, early Black American mate-
rial culture from the Edgefield District in South
Carolina, and the landmark 1931 Paris Colonial
Exposition. With a series of new bronzes and cera-
mics both outside and inside the Pavilion, Leigh
intervenes imaginatively to fill gaps in the historical
record by proposing new hybridities. 
The works in Sovereignty collectively extend 
the artist’s ongoing inquiry into the theme of self- 

determination. The exhibition’s title speaks to 
notions of self-governance and independence, for
both the individual and the collective. To be sover-
eign is to not be subject to another’s authority,
another’s desires, or another’s gaze, but rather to be
the author of one’s own history. Many of the featured
sculptures interrogate the extraction of images and
objects from across the African diaspora and their
circulation as souvenirs in service of colonial narra-
tives. Though Leigh’s figural works present their
subjects as autonomous and self-sufficient, they do
not simply celebrate the capacity of Black women to
overcome oppressive circumstances, but rather 
indict the conditions that so often require them to
affirm their own humanity. Acknowledging the
capacity of Leigh’s work to articulate an expansive
view of Black female experience, American author
and scholar Saidiya Hartman has described the
artist’s address of the Black feminine as “an archi-
tecture of possibility.” Hartman’s conception of 

“critical fabulation”—a strategy that invites histori-
ans, artists, and critics to creatively fill the gaps of
history—provides a resonant framework for
approaching Leigh’s work. “In order to tell the truth,”
Leigh proposes, “you need to invent what might be
missing from the archive, to collapse time, to con-
cern yourself with issues of scale, to formally move
things around in a way that reveals something more
true than fact.” 
Leigh’s exhibition continues beyond the U.S. 
Pavilion with Loophole of Retreat: Venice, a conven-
ing of Black women scholars, performers, writers, 
and artists in October 2022, organized by Rashida
Bumbray. The project reflects the collaborative ethos
that is characteristic of Leigh’s practice, and pays
homage to a long history of Black femme collectivity,
communality, and care.

Sovereignty,
Borchure, p. 2



P.95. Morrison, Toni.”The Site of Memory” 
Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, 2nd ed., ed. William Zinsser, 1995, pp.83-

102.



Leigh, Sentinel, 2022
Image from:  Simone Leigh‘s website



Simone Leigh, Brick House, view of the installation at 59th International Art Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia, The Milk of Dreams. Photo
by: Roberto Marossi Courtesy: La Biennale di Venezia



Simone Leigh, Façade, 2022, Thatch, steel, and wood Dimensions variable

Simone Leigh, Satellite, 2022, Bronze 24 feet × 10 feet × 7 feet 7 inches (7.3 × 3 ×
2.3 m)
Image from: Simone Leigh‘s website



Images (left to right):

Postcard of the Grand Pavilion housing the
Cameroon/Togo exhibit at the Paris Colonial
Exposition, 1931. Imp. Braun & Cie, Editeurs
Concessionaires, Paris

Postcard of the Transport Pavilion housing the
Belgian Congo exhibit at the Paris Colonial
Exposition, 1931. 
Imp. Braun & Cie, Editeurs Conces- sionaires,
Paris
Images from: Sovereignty, Borchure, p.p. 4-5



Images (left to right):
 
Postcard, Guinée Française Idole femelle des
Bagasforés. M. E. Chevrier, ca. 1907. 

Africa, Unrecorded Baga artist, 
“D’mba” headdress. Guinea, ca. early 20th
century. Wood and brass tacks, 
55 7/8 × 15 3/4 × 29 1/2 inches (142 × 40 × 75 cm)

Images from: Sovereignty, Borchure, pp. 6-7
 



As part of her exhibition at the U.S. Pavilion, Leigh 
will bring together scholars, artists, and activists 
from around the world for a major project, Loophole of
Retreat: Venice. 
Organized by Rashida Bumbray, director of 
Culture and Art at the Open Society Foundations, 
with curatorial advisors Saidiya Hartman, University
Professor, Columbia University, and Tina M. Campt,
Owen F. Walker Professor of Humanities and Modern
Culture and Media, Brown University, the three-day
symposium will comprise dialogue, performances,
and presentations centered on Black women’s
intellectual and creative labor. Taking place in Venice
in fall 2022, the gathering will feature a global roster
of participants and will spotlight performances, film
screenings, and conversations organized around
selected key directives including maroonage, magi-
cal realism, and medicine.
“Leigh is committed to the lineage of Black 
women artists and intellectuals that make her
practice possible. As such, in connection with her 

exhibition at the U.S. Pavilion in Venice, she contin-
ues her work of making Black women’s intellectual
labor more visible. Loophole will elevate a global
conversation on Black feminist thought in order to
nurture the intergenerational and interdisciplinary
connections between Black women thinkers 
and makers,” said Bumbray in a statement.

Loophole of Retreat: Venice builds on an epony-
mous one-day convening held in 2019 at the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York. The
conceptual frame is drawn from the 1861 autobiogra-
phy of Harriet Jacobs, a formerly enslaved woman
who for seven years after her escape lived in a crawl
space she described as a “loophole of retreat.”
Jacobs claimed this site as simultaneously an enclo-
sure and a space for enacting practices of thinking,
planning, writing, and imagining new forms of free-
dom. It is a place that Loophole of Retreat: Venice will
mobilize again in centering this space for the intellec-
tual labor of Black women and femmes.

For more information, visit
simoneleighvenice2022.org

October 7–9, 2022
Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice

FIG. 19. 
Mary McLeod Bethune, Ida B. Wells,
Nannie Burroughs, and other women
at Baptist Women’s gathering,
Chicago, 1930

Loophole of Retreat: Venice

Soverignty,
Borchure, p. 18



Image: “Program
Schedule,” Loophole
of Retreat.
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