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James Little
Black Stars & White Paintings

Kavi Gupta presents Black Stars & White Paintings, the 
highly anticipated solo exhibition of new paintings by 
New York-based abstract artist James Little, a critically 
and publicly celebrated highlight of the 2022 Whitney 
Biennial, Quiet as It’s Kept.

In her recent longform profile on Little in The New York 
Times, Hilarie M. Sheets described Little as “one of 
the breakout stars” of the Biennial, describing how his 
paintings “held court with a mysterious luminosity and 
presence.

The phenomenal impact Little’s work had on Biennial 
visitors marks just one more milestone in a tremendous 
year, which also includes the stunning, retrospective 
tribute James Little: Homecoming at The Dixon Gallery 

and Gardens in Little’s hometown of Memphis, TN, and 
the inclusion of Little’s work in the era-defining trave-
ling exhibition The Dirty South.

Black Stars & White Paintings builds on the momentum 
of Little’s landmark year, marking a moment of long 
overdue, global recognition of his status as a contem-
porary master.

Little’s erudite Black Stars captivate the eye with 
their velvety luster, dramatic, acuminate forms, and 
restrained palette of only two shades of black. Their 
elegant simplicity belies the months of exacting effort 
Little invests building up their luxuriant surfaces with 
dozens of layers of handmade encaustic paints—a 
medium he painstakingly manufactures himself in his 
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James Little, Spangled Star, 2022. Oil and wax on linen, 72 x 72 in.
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Brooklyn studio.

Reflective of Little’s lifelong study of color relation-
ships and formal aesthetic theories, these guileless 
masterworks demand veneration as monuments to 
pure abstraction. Yet, as their carefully crafted name 
reveals, they simultaneously proclaim Little’s grasp 
of this historical moment, and his awareness of how 
identity politics has often skewed people’s perspective 
on his work.

“I call them Black Stars because they are black stars,” 
Little says. “The name Black Stars is also a reflection 
on Black exceptionalism. It’s a celebration of that. But 
that’s not what drove me to make the paintings. That 
whole racial aspect isn’t any more important to me than 
trying to paint some emblematic arrangements with 
two tones of black.”

Little’s White Paintings similarly demonstrate his 
nuanced sensibility towards both formal aesthetics and 
socio-political subtext. Topped with a glossy, vicious 
stratus of white oil paints, pierced with a geometric 
lattice of voids, their surfaces blaze with multitudes of 
swirling, prismatic rainbows.

“The White Paintings are more or less experiments in 
color,” Little says. “The thing you see first is the last 
layer of paint, which is white. But if you look beyond the 
surface, within the squares and circles there’s a whole 
universe of activity. The paintings keep changing, keep 
engaging, and are animated. The title is catchy, and 
there’s a lot behind that. It’s where we live and how we 
live. It’s America. So I want to try to bring as much of 
that in as I can without sacrificing the integrity of what 
I’m trying to do.”

When asked what he most hopes people take home 
with them after an encounter with his paintings, Little 
answers with his trademark combination of sincerity 
and wit:

“Emotion. It’s about getting as much feeling out of the 
work as you can. There’s not a lot of verbiage surround-
ing what I do. You’re not gonna get a syllabi on my Black 
identity, or anything like that. The art world is over-
loaded with rhetoric and jargon. Just stop and put it on 
the wall and let’s see what happens. If it performs, it 
performs. If it doesn’t, it doesn’t. To have to explain it is 
what creates the deficit for me. Those things get in the 
way of having an experience with the art.”

From making his own mediums, to meticulously plan-
ning his intricate designs, to carefully applying dozens 
of layers to each painting over the course of as many 
weeks, emotion also defines every phase of the crea-
tion of Little’s Black Stars & White Paintings—emotion 
brought about by transcendent focus, exhaustive 
effort, and ecstatic appreciation for visions manifested 
as sublime masterworks of art.

In addition to its recent inclusion in the 2022 Whitney 
Biennial: Quiet As It’s Kept, Little’s work has been 
exhibited extensively in solo and group exhibitions 
around the world, including the definitive historic 
group exhibition Afro-American Abstraction (1980) at 
MoMA P.S.1, New York, NY, curated by April Kingsley, 
which also included such luminaries as Mel Edwards, 
Ed Clark, Sam Gilliam, David Hammons, Richard Hunt, 
Al Loving, Howardena Pindell, Martin Puryear, Jack 
Whitten, and William T. Williams; as well as James 
Little: Homecoming at The Dixon Gallery and Gardens, 
Memphis, TN, with catalogue; and the landmark group 
exhibition The Dirty South: Contemporary Art, Material 
Culture, and the Sonic Impulse at Virginia Museum of 
Fine Arts, Richmond, VA, curated by Valerie Cassel 
Oliver and traveling to Crystal Bridges Museum of 
American Art, Bentonville, AR, with catalogue; and 
acclaimed exhibitions at the Studio Museum in Harlem, 
New York, NY; the Smithsonian Institute, Washington, 
DC; and St. Louis Art Museum, St. Louis, MO; among 
many others.

James Little, Thespian Stories, 2022. Oil on linen, 39 x 46 in.

Little’s paintings are represented in the permanent 
collections of the Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, NY; Virginia Museum of Fine Art, Richmond, 
VA; the Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, NY; the 
Menil Collection, Houston, TX; The Library of Congress, 
Washington, DC; Maatschappij Arti Et Amicitiae, 
Amsterdam, Holland; Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint 
Louis, MO; Everson Museum of Art, Syracuse, NY; New 
Jersey State Museum, Trenton, NJ; Tennessee State 
Museum, Nashville, TN; Arkansas Arts Center, Little 
Rock, AR; Rice University Moody Center For The Arts, 
Houston, TX; and Newark Museum, Newark, NJ, among 
many others.


