
Cutz: Black Men in Focus by Gracie Xavier
On View October 2-30, 2015

Gallery CA Baltimore, MD

Refocusing The Lens  
A Curatorial Statement by Michelle Ivette Gomez

Community artist and former social worker Gracie Xavier has spent the past two years in 

working to amplify the voices of black boys and men in Baltimore, MD. What started out as a survival 

guide for black boys organically turned into ‘a photography and video exhibit that investigates current 

events, social myths and personal perceptions surrounding the Black male identity through the backdrop 

of the African American barber shop’, says Xavier. 

The stories of Black men are too often centered around violence, incarceration and death. 

Xavier's defiant images of Black men seeks to highlight and celebrate their lives as active and positive 

members of their communities - a notion infrequently communicated in the mainstream media.

Grant Kester, a leading thinker on social practice in the arts, points out the frequently 

problematic processes in community art in his essay, Aesthetic Evangelists: Conversion in Empowerment 

in Contemporary Community Art. He explains that community art “implies a particular representational 

relationship of speaking ‘for’, ‘through,’ ‘with,’ ‘about,’ or ‘on behalf of’ other subjects whose own unity as a 

‘community’ is in turn the product of contingent processes of identification.” 
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Xavier challenges this traditional approach 

by refocusing the lens on black men and encouraging 

them to speak for themselves, through video 

interviews and dozens of photo shoots. In her 

“Perception Portraits” (2013-2014), Xavier created 

sets of black and white digital photographic portraits. 

Each portrait featured a man holding a chalkboard 

sign with a handwritten one word response to one of 

the following questions: How do you perceive 

yourself? How does the world perceive you?

One young man responds to these 

questions with two starkingly contrasting words: 

“Significant” and “Threat”. Another man responds with 

the words “Dif2erent” and “Dif2erent”, emphasizing how 

the term “different” can be understood in two ways: 

being characterized as unique versus being othered in 

a cultural or racial sense. The third portrait set 

featured a man holding up signs that say “Deity”, and 

“Insignificant”. 
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Across from these photographic portraits is an installation called “Perceptions” consisting of 

pinned vintage magazines, newspaper articles, reproductions of posters, political ads from the 1860’s, 

and Xavier’s photographs of Black men at protests during Baltimore’s uprisings. All of these materials are 

pinned to a bright red wall, arranged in a semi-scattered timeline. A cracked mirror is placed at the center 

of the wall. The installation reveals a long history of negative portrayals of Black men within mass media, 

ever since the colonization of African and indigenous people up until the black lives matter movement 

today. On the one hand, these portrayals create distorted perceptions, much like the cracked mirror. On 

the other, the mirror also functions as a reminder that we are part of the problem too. 
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Around the corner from the “Perceptions” wall is an interactive chalkboard wall. It asks people 

to respond to the same questions Xavier asked her collaborators: How do you perceive yourself? How 

does the world perceive you? One of the written responses reads, “As a Black man”, “As less than a 

man”. Another reads, “Saint”, “Savage”.  
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Behind the “Perceptions” wall, is a series of black and white photographs showing Black men in 
barbershops. Images of men getting their haircuts, giving haircuts meanwhile one master barber teaches 

a young man how to cut hair amidst a backdrop of “The Wall of Wisdom” library. Next to the photographic 

series is an installation named after one of the participating barbershops “Reflections Eternal” featuring a 

gold spray painted barber chair with a television screen that display video interviews from some of the 

men who made this show possible in front of a mirror.   

In one of the videos, a man 

says "I'm happy to be black, I love being 

black, period...That's the best thing in 

the world. I was telling someone at the 

market yesterday I love being black. It's 

nothing against any other race, but I 

love being black, I love people period, 

and I love black people." Below the 

mirror is a shelf with an arrangement of 

tools and products that one would 

typically find at a barbershop.
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The center of 

the gallery is a sacred 

and safe space. It 

displays moments that 

reflect fatherhood, 

mentorship, strength, 

resilience, calm, and 

stability in spite of the 

negative outside 

societal influences that 

Xavier portrays in the 

“Perceptions” wall. Like 

the barbershop, the 

gallery space provides 

an opportunity for 

individuals to share their stories and bring together the friends and families of the featured barbers. It is 

also a place for Baltimore arts communities to look, listen and learn together through art.

I believe this exhibition is a pivotal moment in Baltimore’s art scene, paving the way for Black 

artists and the Baltimore community to realize that they are welcome to the gallery in a city where the 

population is roughly 64% African American. We are reminded that traditional art galleries can serve as 

educational spaces that inspire us to change our perceptions. 
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