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“THERE I8 TOO MUGH TO DO,” saysartist Betye Saar, who'd rather not dwell on the past; the almost-90-yoar-old artist has too much future to think about.

MAKING MAGIC

Betye Saar touches on the mystical, personal and political in her work

By CarorLina A. MiraNDA »>>» Betye Saar is an artist whose life’s work has consisted of creating careful arrange-
ments of objects. So it should come as nosurprise that her Laurel Canyon studiois also a careful arrangement.
Vintageclocksof allshapes and sizesline itswalls. One table heldsa graceful cluster of antique bird cages. Anotheris filled
with masks and locks and colored glass in various shades of red — reminiscent of the all-red environmental installations
she'sereated in recent years.
But at the heart of Saar’s sunny space sits a tidy collection of brie-a-brac that jolts with its unseemliness: a shameful har-
vest of ceramic marnmies, tin renderings of pickaninnies and leering, thick-lipped figurines clutching [See SBaar, F4]
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“THE EDGE OF ETHICS," foreground, and “Seated Shadow With Bird Cages” are part of retrospective at the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art in Arizona.
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[Saar, from F1] piecesofwatermelon.
In Saar's hands, however, these notori-
ous artifacts become something mighty. For
maore than 40 years, she’s acquired debasing
kitsch objects at flea markets and garage
sales, and then transformed them. It began

in 1972, with a breakthrough work titled

“The Liberation of Aunt Jemima," a small,
shoe box-size assemblage in which she took
a stereotypical mammy figurine — and
armed her with a rifle and a grenade.

“It's like they abolished slavery but they
kept black people in the kitchen as mammy
jars,” Saar says of what drove her to make
the piece. “I had this Aunt Jemima, and 1
wanted to put a rifle and a grenade under
her skirts. I wanted to empower her. I
wanted to make her a warrior. I wanted peo-
ple to know that black people wouldn't be
enslaved by that.”

Over her career, Saar has quietly and
firmly built a body of work that touches on
the magical, the personal and the political
— something she continues to do to thisday.

In faet, just three months shy of her 90th
birthday, Saar is busy. This week, she wraps
up a sprawling survey of her work at the
Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Artin
Arizona, a traveling exhibition previously at
the Museum het Domeinin the Netherlands
— her first solo show in Europe.

In September, she will have a pair of con-
current shows at her Culver City gallery,
Roberts & Tilton, one of which will consist of
an entirely new body of work. In October,
shedebuts an exhibition at the buzzy Prada
Foundation in Milan, which will present
work from various stages of her career.

And good luck trying to get on her calen-
dar in 2017. Saar already has an exhibition
planned at L.A's Craft & Folk Art Museum
for the spring and will have works featured
in important group shows at the Brooklyn
Museum in New York and the Tate Modern
inLondon.

“She Is almost 90 and still making work,”
says Sara Cochran, director of the Scotts-
dale museum, who helped organize “Still
Tickin',” Saar's museum survey. “There is a
tenacity and grit there.”

Curiously, the one place Saarisn't show-
Ingis inL.A.’smajor museums, Other thana
single piece of assemblage on view in the
Museum of Contemporary Art’s exhibition
“The Art of Our Time,” her hometown insti-
tutions have been rather aloof.

Saar is too preoecupied to let this bother
her. Ehe's got several assemblages in vari-
ous states of completion inside her studio.
And in her spare time, she is workingon a ca-
talogue raisonné of her life’s work: More
than six decades of production covering
themes of family, spirituality and those re-
cesses of American history having to do with
race.

Despite a serious case of jet lag — she’s
just returned from a site visit in Italy at the
Prada Foundation with curator Elvira
Dyangani Ose — Saar is bubbly and charm-
ing, gamely sitting down for an interview in
her studio. “I could use a nap,” she con-
fesses, as she eases her petite frame ontoa
Sp_»ace Age exercise ball chair, “But there is
toomuchtodo.”

It'sthis work ethic that hasled to her pro-
lific putput. The exhibition in Scottsdale
alone, a fraction of her output, features 135
works that survey the breadth of her tech-
nigues, which include print-making, collage
and assemblage,

This includes a series of family portraits
from the '70s rendered as collages onvintage
handkerchiefs and transformed into ghost-
ly mementos. Deft arrangements of African

Bon NaKAMURA Roberts & Tilton

IN HER studio in 1970, with “Black Girls Window,” acquired by MOMA in 2013.

Berkeley Art Museum & Paclfic Film Archive

“THE LIBERATION of Aunt Jemima,” 1972, channeled Saar's humor, outrage.



effigies and elements of tarot become en-

chanted-looking assemblages that explore

the mystical. And, of course, there are the

political works, which take symbols of rac-
ism — statuettes of crows (for Jim Crow),
thederogatoryblackmemorabilia —and or-
ganize them into totems that channel hu-
mor and outrage.

Saar has even produced room-size envi-
ronments. “Alpha & Omega,"” on view in
Scottsdale, features sculptures in chilly
hues of blue, sitting below the hovering skel-
eton of a neon cance — a dream-like scenar-
io that conveys visions of otherworldly pas-
sages.

“Something I admire about Betye is that
she deals with grief,” says Cochran. “We are
a soclety that does not deal with grief. She
gives gravitas to emotions that we just
aren’t used to giving much attention to.”

An artist’s beginnings

Saar was born Betye Brown in Los Ange-
les on July 30, 1928, the daughter of mixed-
raced parents from Iowaand Louisiana. Her
father died in his 30s, leaving Betye, then
about 5, and her two younger siblings in
their mother's care. At that point, the family
relocated to Pasadena to live with relatives,
the city where the artist would spend the
rest of her youth.

After graduating from high school, Saar
spent two years at Pasadena City College
before moving on to UCLA in 1947 — which,
at the time, she says, was like “this small, lit-
tle rustic canyon.” There, she majored in de-
sign, with the idea of becoming an interior
decorator.,

“Being from a minority family, I never
thought about being an artist,” recalls Saar.
“But I could tell people how to buy curtains.”

After she graduated, she developed her
own greeting card line. She also successfully
teamed with fellow designer Curtis Tann to
form Brown and Tann, an enamelware com-
pany that sold jewelry and other popular
decorative objects out of Tann's living room.
Their work drew the attention of Ebony
magazine, which featured the pairinits pag-
es in fall 1951

During this period, she met ceramist
Richard Saar, the two married in 1952. and
had three girls: Lezley and Alison, who are
respected artists in their own right, and
Tracye, a writer.

Saar's entry into art was a bit of a happy
accident. In the late 1950s, she enrolled at
Cal State Long Beach, “I thought I'd get my
master’s and teach,” she recalls. “Then one
day I walked past the print workshop and I
was like, ' Heyyy!" "

Saar never got the degree, She focused
on printing instead. “Iloved making prints,”
she remembers. “The move into fine art, it
was liberating. It gave me the freedom to ex-
periment.”

But the move into three dimensions took
a serfous turn around 1967, when Saar visit-
ed an exhibition of the works of Joseph Cor-
nell at the Pasadena Art Museum (now the
Norton Simon). Cornell was known for pro-
ducing intimate box assemblages that used
seavenged objects in moody and surreal
ways. “Iimmediately started collecting stuff
after I saw that show,” Saar says. “Istarted
going to yard sales and estate sales.”

Two other important journeys would
also make their mark on her work: A trip to
Chicago's Field Museum, whose extensive
eollection turned her on to the power of Afri-
can art, followed by a trip to Haiti in the
early 1970s, “I said, Ifit's Haiti and they have

‘voodoo, they will be working with magic,'
she says, * ‘and Twant [See Saar, F5]
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A DETAIL from Saar's installation “Red Time,” in retrospective “Still Tie g

“ALPHA & Omega,” in Arizona show, conveys visions of otherworldly passages.



Seottsdale Museumn of Contemporary Art

“MIGRATION: Africato Americal,”
2006, is among Saar’s mixed-media
assemblages in the Scottsdale exhibit.

latimes.com
/entertainment/arts/miranda/

Look for our video of Betye Saar giving a
tour of her studio and talking about her
inspirations.

[Saar, from F4] tobeina place with liv-
ing magie.’ "

Saar was less interested in actual magic
than in the visual ways in which magic
could be conveyed. After these journeys,
she began to replace European symbols
with African ones, and she sought out used
objects — including personal mementos —
specifically because they were charged with
previous life.

She was also affected by the spirit of the
times.

In 1962, she reloeated with her family to
the Laurel Canyon home where she still
lives and works.

“We lived here in the hippie time,” Saar
recalls fondly. “Down the road was Frank
Zappa. There weren't that many houses.
We had the long skirts and long hair, and it
was very casual. You'd go to a love-inor a
concert.

“Cannabis plants were growing all over
the canyon,” she adds. I ask if she may have
put those plants there to begin with. “I'm
not going to say,” she replies with a laugh.

“We were as hippie-ish as hippie could
be,” she adds, with some seriousness,
“while still being responsible.”

By the end of the decade, Saar and her
husband had divorced. She remained in
Laure]l Canyon with the children and took
on a series of part-time jobs that would al-
low her to continue to make work and man-
age the family. For a time, she designed cos-
tumes for the Inner City Cultural Center,
among other places. She also taught — first
at Cal State Long Beach, then at the Otis
College of Art and Design.

In the 1970s, as the Black Power move-

ment was ascendant, she observed it in her
art — inereasingly employing symbols tied
to the African American struggle, from the
cruel schematics of slave ships to the hack-
neyed images of black memorabilia she'd
begun collecting.

“If you are a mom with three kids, you

" can’'t go toamarch,” says Saar, “but you can

make work that deals with your anger."

Artistic profile

Akey playerinmyriad arﬁstmwements
— from assemblage to feminist art to the
Black Arts Movement of the '60s and '70s —
Saar’s work now resides in the permanent
collections of more than 60 international
museums, including the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York and the L.A. County
Museum of Art and the Museum of Con-
temporary Art in Los Angeles.

But while her international profile has
grown and is bound to get even bigger after
her exhibition at the Prada Foundation, lo-
cal recognition has been slow to material-
ize. Her last solo museum show in Los An-
geles was at the California African Ameri-
can Museum in 201 and featured roughly
two dozen recent works. Before that, she
exhibited the installation “Limbo” at the
Santa Monica Museum of Artin 1994,

Her most recent solo exhibition at one of
the eity’s major museums was at MOCA in
1990. That show, “Sanctified Visions,” paid
tribute to writer Zora Neale Hurston and
received positive critical notice.

“Given Saar's central role in the L.A. art
scene since the 1970s, thelack of recognition
she has received here is inexplicable,” says
Steven Nelson, a professor of African and
African American art history at UCLA.
“L.A. is ever so slowly giving black artists
their due. However, that attention is almost
exclusively directed at male artists.”

MOCA chief curator Helen Molesworth,
who included an assemblage by Saarin “Art
of Our Time,” says part of the artist'slow in-
stitutional profile may be partly attribut-
able to the nature of her work: Small and in-
tensely personal at a time when the art
world has been moving toward the big, the
heroic and the ever more conceptual. “And
to be in the crosshairs of both racism and
sexism is no easy place,” she adds. “She ex-
istsin those crosshairs.”

Saar’s show at the Craft & Folk Art Mu-
seum will provide a small corrective, but
that exhibition — featuring fewer than two
dozen of her washboard assemblages —
hardly makes up for a full-blown, scholarly
retrospective.

Don't bother asking her about these de-
ficiencies. “T've always done what I did and
never felt I was competing with what was
going on,"” she says frankly.

Inreviewing the decades’ worth of works
that went into the exhibition that traveled
from the Netherlands to Scottsdale, she
said she felt satisfied: “I said to myself, “You
were a good artist then, you are a good art-
ist now." "

She claps her hands and lets out a bois-
terous laugh. There's no time to dwell on
the past. Betye Saar has too much future to
think about.

carolina.miranda@latimes.com
Twitter: @emonstah




