
The Louisiana state penitentiary is called Angola. It is named after the plantation that once stood there, which in turn is 
named for the homeland of some of the African slaves who once worked on it. Henry James spent 30 years of a life 
sentence for rape there before DNA evidence exonerated him in 2011. His story is the subject of a documentary film 
created by artists Keith Calhoun and Chandra McCormick as part of the third Prospect biennial in New Orleans.

TheThe event—running until 25 January 2015—is the most racially diverse contemporary biennial in US history. Twenty-two 
of the 58 participating artists are African-American, and 44 are artists of color. These kinds of statistics shouldn’t be so 
unusual, nor should the kinds of conversations the organizers of Prospect want to encourage, about race, social anxiety, 
crime and punishment. But in America, they are.

TheThe issues the artists raise are not new, but recent years have made some of them either more acute, more visible, or both. 
The forced slave migration that founded New Orleans created its historical problems, but these have been freshly com-
pounded by the dismantling of longstanding communities in New Orleans, ravaged first by Katrina and then again by gen-
trification. Rise income inequality since the economic recession has caused greater poverty, which disproportionately 
affects African-Americans. Poverty and crime have long been bedfellows, but the scale of the privatized, profit-making 
prison system is unprecedented—and it too unfairly impacts African-Americans.

These are especially tough topics in New Orleans, where poverty is even more a racial issue than in much of the country. 
Unemployment rates for African-Americans, especially males, hover around 50%. Income inequality is growing faster 
than in most other places in America: Despite recent economic growth (thanks to $120.5 billion of federal aid after Hurri-
cane Katrina), the poorest 40% of New Orleans’ population generates just 7.5% of its overall income.
And these local problems resonate further afield. The city of St Louis, Missouri, remains on edge as it awaits the imminent 
decision by a grand jury on whether to indict the policeman who shot dead Michael Brown, a young unarmed black man, 
in Ferguson this summer.
In that setting, three of the exhibits at Prospect offer a particularly pointed perspective on race and migration in America.



In the feature-film length installation Meka Jean: How She Got Good, the artist Tameka Norris attempts to navigate 
identity in post-Katrina New Orleans through her alter ego, Meka Jean.

Norris,Norris, a former rap artist, was raised on the Gulf Coast but moved away for college, returning to New Orleans after 
Katrina. Her work questions the ways in which her body—its color and gender—is perceived in various social scenarios: 
as a successful artist taking part in a radio interview; shopping at Walmart in a predominantly working-class area; naked 
and crying in her shower. “What does it mean to see this body playing golf, or to see this body twerking? What does it 
mean to be a person of color straddling two worlds? Most times people don’t see me as an academic, privileged or Yale-
educated. They just see me as a black woman,” Norris says.

Her work for Prospect is on show at the May Gallery, a run-down warehouse space in the Lower Ninth Ward, the neigh-
borhood in which she lives and which is perhaps now best known for the devastation it suffered after the storm. Norris 
deliberately picked a venue outside the main tourist hub, though the location itself reveals some of the social prejudices 
within the city—my taxi driver visibly stiffened when I asked him to drive me there, and left the engine running while I 
went inside to see the show. “A ton of people living in New Orleans have no idea that there’s an art show going on. The 
biennial itself is about access, and who in society has that?” she says. “Who doesn’t want to see change? But it’s hard to biennial itself is about access, and who in society has that?” she says. “Who doesn’t want to see change? But it’s hard to 
know what that would look like.”


