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FROM THE CURATOR

Let Them Kids Be Kids begins at the playground, a site
synonymous with childhood joy and innocence. Artist Lex Marie
uses the playground as a framework with which to examine the
joys of Black childhood and the ways in which issues of race
and equity are inscribed on these sites. Using photographs and
mementos from her personal life to explore these ideas, Marie’s
newest paintings and installations make the case that all children
have a right to innocence.

In this new body of work, Marie allows viewers to witness scenes
of her son Aiden playing from infancy to the present day, in some
moments beaming giddily, in others gazing pensively while on a
tricycle or a swing set. Marie, whose paintings to this point have
primarily been some form of self-portraiture, is relegated to only
one indoor painting, You're Still My Baby. Here, she looks directly
out from the picture plane while her son clutches her tightly, his
back to the viewer. The painting is one of warmth and vulnerability,
with both mother and son clad in only their underwear, save for
Aiden’s child-sized superman cape. Marie’s facial expression is
taciturn and serious, the kind of knowing face a mother makes
silently towards another adult. Her face communicates the
weighty undertones present in Let Them Kids Be Kids, in which
one mother’s artistic depictions of her son’s childhood become an
exploration of the universal joys and fears that are understood by
anyone raising a Black male child in America.

Lex Marie uses her life story as the subject of her artwork, often
using photographs to inspire her compositions. Like her own
mother, Marie is saving objects and clothing from her son’s
childhood and has found a new purpose for them in her artwork.
Embedded in the compositions in Let Them Kids Be Kids are
pages from “The Conscious Parent’s Guide to Raising Boys,” a
book Marie frequently referred to while pregnant, its pages torn



and pasted onto the surfaces of The Red Bandit Riding Dirty
and If They Swing, Swing Back. The pages lend a physicality to
the paintings and imbue them with symbolic meaning. In other
paintings, objects including Aiden’s old Spider Man comics socks,
superhero capes, masks and pajamas are collaged directly onto
the painting’s surface, serving as key compositional elements
in images such as A Little Vigilante. These objects achieve a
second life and permit the viewer to tangibly access a time of
magic and innocence in Aiden’s life. The materiality of this work
holds a bittersweet wistfulness: here are the things that a little boy
wore, loved and outgrew, the kinds of things that a mother saves
knowing that time passes quickly and children grow up fast.

Growing up happens entirely too fast for many children of color,
as they are subject to “adultification,” a bias in which Black
children are perceived as older and more mature than their actual
age or are otherwise treated in an adult-like manner earlier than
their white counterparts. This facet of systemic racism robs
Black children of their innocence far too soon, an idea that Marie
touches on in her installation Lil Man, in which a cluster of men’s
neckties are presented alongside a pair of little boy’s shoes. The
seriousness of adultification is exemplified in the story of Tamir
Rice, whose tragic story was a frequent reference for Marie during
the creation of this exhibition.! Heeding the cautionary tale of
Rice’s untimely death, Marie forbids her son from playing with a
toy gun in public, knowing that the object could be perceived as
a threat in his hands. Marie addresses this idea in Red Bandit
Riding Dirty, in which a cherubic two-year-old Aiden is depicted
riding a big wheel tricycle, a red superhero mask over his eyes.
Printed passages from “The Conscious Parent’s Guide to Raising
Boys” show through the paint, in particular a segment titled “Boys

"In 2014, twelve-year old Tamir Rice was spotted playing with a toy gun on a
playground in Cleveland, Ohio by a white police officer. The officer mistook the
toy for a real gun, and he shot and killed Rice.

and Anger,” which is cleverly left bare in the shape of a toy gun,
the orange tip a giveaway that allows the form to be deciphered.
The absurd notion that a toddler could be perceived as a threat
informs the painting’s title, "Riding Dirty" being a slang term for
an individual who is driving a vehicle while possessing a firearm,
drugs or other illegal substances.

The installation Rosedale Playground, Washington, DC,
meanwhile, marks the beginning of a new direction in Marie’s
work. The installation combines readymades and memorabilia
to commemorate the fight to desegregate Rosedale Recreation
Center, a whites-only playground constructed in 1913 despite
its location in a predominantly Black neighborhood in Northeast
Washington, DC. In 1948, four young Black boys were arrested
when their basketball hit a lamp post near the playground. Marie
depicts the lamp post and the basketball covered in white yarn,
protected behind a black fence, and commemorates the boys by
relegating four pairs of Aiden’s pants, posed in a life-like manner,
to the outside. Although Rosedale playground became integrated
in the 1950s, it is nevertheless sobering to remember that the
discrimination and exclusion that affect even a child’s right to play
are still present today.

In Lex Marie’s work, the personal is political. Although Marie’s
perspective is specific to her, it has a universality that echoes well
beyond her own experience. As such, even Marie’s lighthearted
artistic renditions of moments from her son’s childhood take
on added solemnity. Contained within her story are truths that
resonate with parents all over the country who love and cherish
their children, and who simply want them to experience the
wonder and innocence of childhood without the ugliness of racism
cutting it short. Put simply, as the exhibition title beseeches, “Let
Them Kids Be Kids.”

—Amanda Jiron-Murphy
Curator and Resident Artist/Collector Liaison



Rosedale Playground, Washington, D.C., 2022
Mixed media installation
Dimensions variable

If They Swing, Swing Back, 2022
Qil, oil stick, paper, socks on canvas
48x361n.



Tough as Nails, 2022 You're Still My Baby, 2022
QOll, acrylic, paper, nails, yarn, glove QOil, oil stick, cape on canvas
24 x201n. 48x301n.




A Little Vigilante, 2022 Red Bandit Riding Dirty, 2022
QOll, oil stick, yarn, fabric on canvas Qil, oil stick, paper, mask on canvas
40x60in. 36x48in.



LilMan, 2022
Mixed media
Dimensions variable




LEX MARIE uses her life and personal history as her subject. Valley Juried Exhibition (Washington County Museum of Fine Arts,
Marie holds a BA in studio art with a concentration in painting from Hagerstown, MD, 2022); Future Places (Susquehanna Art Museum,
the University of Maryland, College Park. Marie’s first solo exhibition Harrisburg, PA, 2022); Rooted in Voyage (Band of Vices, Los Angeles,
Remember? Remember. opened in two separate locations in CA, 2022); We Can’t Predict Tomorrow (Arlington Arts Center, Arlington,
Washington, DC through Arena Social Arts Club (2021). Marie’s VA, 2021) and FRESH START by McCall Art Advisory (online, 2021).
work has been curated into group exhibitions including Cumberland She lives and works in the metropolitan DC area.




ABOUT

The Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington is an independent 501(c)(3)
non-profit organization that enriches community life by connecting the public
with contemporary art and artists through exhibitions, education programs,
and an artists-in-residence program.

Established in 1974, and formerly known as Arlington Arts Center, the
organization has a long history of launching and supporting artists' careers in
the mid-Atlantic region, presenting contemporary art exhibitions, and offering
art-making classes for all ages. In 2022, the organization changed its name
to reflect its position as a premiere hub for contemporary art and artists and
as the only art museum in Arlington County. The Museum’s longstanding
commitment to connect the community to living artists remains central to its
mission and programming today.

At 17,000 square feet, the Museum is one of the largest non-federal venues
for contemporary art in the Washington, DC area. Nestled within a public
park, the building includes nine exhibition galleries, ten artist studios, two
classrooms, and outdoor space for public art.

EXHIBITIONS

Through its rotating exhibitions and dynamic related programming, the
Museum connects the community with artists from around the world,
launches careers of emerging artists, provides established artists with
opportunities to experiment, and showcases Arlington’s position within a
global contemporary art sector to the public.

EDUCATION

The Museum offers high-quality art classes year-round for novice and
seasoned artists of all ages, from toddlers to adults. Taught by experienced
professional artists, classes are small and cover an array of media. Tuition
is reasonably priced, and for those in need, the Museum offers a tuition
assistance program.

Free public programs are offered for the community to engage with
various aspects of creativity and contemporary art. Often these programs
highlight public partnerships, community cultural celebrations, music, and
performance.

RESIDENT ARTISTS

The Museum’s resident artist program provides subsidized private studio
space in a supportive environment encouraging interaction and exploration.
Artists-in-residence participate in Museum activities, exhibitions, and
community programming where the public can interact firsthand with artists.

HOURS & LOCATION

Open to the public Wednesday — Sunday, 12 — 5 pm | Free Admission

The Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington
3550 Wilson Boulevard
Arlington, VA 22201

Metro: Silver & Orange Lines | Virginia Square
703.248.6800

For more informaiton, visit www.mocaarlington.org

STAFF

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Catherine Anchin / director@mocaarlington.org

CURATOR OF EXHIBITIONS
Blair Murphy / exhibitions@mocaarlington.org

CURATOR AND RESIDENT ARTIST/COLLECTOR LIAISON
Amanda Jirén-Murphy / residency@mocaarlington.org

EDUCATION COORDINATORS
Lia Ferro / education@mocaarlington.org
Amber Cruz / education@mocaarlington.org

OPERATIONS MANAGER
Rhe’a Roland Singer / operations@mocaarlington.org

SPONSORS & PARTNERS

Programs are made possible through the generous support of The Morris
and Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation; Arlington County through the Arlington
Cultural Affairs division of Arlington Economic Development and the Arlington
Commission for the Arts; the Virginia Commission for the Arts/National
Endowment for the Arts; the Community Foundation for Northern Virginia; the
Washington Forrest Foundation; many generous individual donors; and the
Museum’s Corporate Council.
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