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Lava Thomas' "Mugshot Portraits: Women of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Rosa Parks," one of 11 in a series.
®

Hofflieffiiakers to heroes
By Charles Desmarais

Duringanopenhouseatthe
Headlands Center for the Arts last
year,visitorscrowdedintothestu-
dio of artist Lava Thomas. Thomas
isknownintheBayAreaforworks
thatdealwithpersonalandcultural
memory. In that effort, she employs
arangeofartisticstrategies,from
photographytosculpturetosite-
specific installation. But it was
threerecentdrawings,invarying
stagesofcompletion,thatwerecre-
atingthebuzz.

Portraits of
quiet courage,

drawn by
Lava Thomas

froin 1955
mug shots,

remain
inspiring
as well as

disconcerting

Rendered with close attention to
detail,theywerelarger-than-life
imagesofAfricanAmericanwom-
en,eachholdinganumberedcard.
Thewomendepictedmighthave
beencriminals,buteachwasnicely
dressed, as if for church or a meet-
ingoftheladiesauxiliary.The faces
looked, if anything, more reproach-
ful than accused.

Now,llfinishedpicturesfromthe
series are on view at Rena Bransten
Gallery,andthetitleoftheexhibi-
tionexplainsexplainsagreatdeal.
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Lava Thomas' "Mugshot Portraits: Women of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Addie I. Hamerter," left, "Ida Mac Caldwell" and "Cora MCHaney."
\

Portraits of a courage that is still alive
Thomas f irom Dago E1

"MugshotPortraits:Womenof
the Montgomery Bus Boycott"
willbeonviewthroughOct.27.

Itisastunningpresentation,
inspiringanddiscomfitingin
equalmeasure.Inatimewhen
monuments to men once
thoughtgreatareshowntobe
somuchwastedbronze,itis
hearteningtoenteraroomthat
paystributetohomeinakers
whobecameheroesbybearing
witnesstotheinjusticeofa
publicbusride.Atthesame
time,theportraitspositionus
squarelyinfrontofthesewom-
en,implicatingusintheirar-
rests and in the morally deca-
dentsocietytheyresisted.

Displayed elsewhere in the
gallery are several works
Thomas assembled, in what has
become a signature move, from
altered tambourines. The tactic
can be effective, as it is in a
current show at di Rosa Center
for Contemporary Art in Napa,
but it feels more repetitive than
thematic here. The new draw-
ingsareabigstepforward,

In a time when monuments to men once
thought great are shown to be so much wasted
bronze, it is heartening to enter a room that
pays tribute to homemalrers who became
heroes by bearing witness to the industice of a
public bus ride.

evenastheymakeuseofan
ancient medium to reference
eventsmorethan6oyearspast.

Astranscriptionsoftheir
sourcephotographs,notallthe
drawingstradeinthesame
uncanny sleight-of-hand. The
picturesubtitled``LottieGreen
Vainer,"whichboldlyclaims
thecoverofasmallcatalog,
mightbemistakeninreproduc-
tionforacameraimage,but``AddieJ. Hamerter" has more of
the look of an Albrecht Dtirer
drawingorprint,withitsgleeful
emphasisontextureandline.

Seeingbothworksinthe,
original is a lesson in artistic
techniqueasconveyorofmean-
ing -even of political argu-
ment. A reproduction of the

originalphotographofvarner
is included in the catalog. It is
tinybutclear,andthesubtle
differencesinthedrawingare
telling.Theharshlightofthe
policecameraflash,anun-
flatteringhotspotinthephoto,
becomes a beatific radiance in
the drawing, and the washed-
out detail of the subject's
knuckles is heightened, giving
her the hands of a fighter.

``AddieJ. Hamerter" delights
in the pleasure of precise de-
piction, as it celebrates touch-
ing details i hair that does
what it pleases, full features
that bespeak proud heritage.

Thomas' fine-line shading,
myriad parallel marks of vary-
ing thickness and length, sug-

gestOldMasterengraving
technique.Itgivesthefleshof
herfiguresthelookofspun
metal. They glow, faintly, sug-
gestingthestrengthofformed
stainless steel.

Eventheplacementofcer-
taincharacterswithinpictures
becomes, for Thomas, a com-
municative element. Such deci-
sionsarelikelybasedonfaulty
framingintheoriginalphotos.
Inherdrawings,shecouldhave
easilyadjustedfortheerrors.It
isproofofhercloseattentionto
the accidental metaphors of
photographythat,instead,
figuresaredwarfedbytheir
sterile surroundings, shoved to
the side, noticed only as evi-
dence.

Butiftheywentunnoticedby
those in power as individuals, it
hardly mattered in the end. One
can be sure that these were
women who would not have
tradedresultsforrecognition-
certainlynotfromthewhite
establishment.

The function of this work is
not to bring its subjects to life.
Those past lives were surely

t`Mugshot Portraits: Women
of the Montgomery Bus Boy-
c®tt'': 11 a.in.-5 p.in. Tuesdays-
Saturdays. Through Oct. 27. Free.
Rena Bransten Gallery,1275
Minnesota St., S.F. 415-982-
3292. https://renabransten
gallery.com

1ivedwithallthedignitywesee
inthedrawings,butThomas
picturesaquietcouragethatis
still alive, still needed in the
future.

Shechoseimagesofwomen
tostandforthatcourage.Let
their names do the same: Euret-
ta F. Adair, Ida Mae Caldwell,
Addie I. Hamerter, Alberta J.
James,MenthaL.Johnson,
AudreyBelleLangford,Jimmie
L. Lowe, Cora MCHaney, Rosa
Parks, JO Ann Robinson, Lottie
Green Vainer.
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