Rena Bransten Galléry

Lava Thomas’ “Mugshot Portraits: Women of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Rosa Parks,” one of 11 in a series.

Homemalkers to heroes

By Charles Desmarais

During an open house at the
Headlands Center for the Arts last
year, visitors crowded into the stu-
dio of artist Lava Thomas. Thomas
is known in the Bay Area for works
that deal with personal and cultural
memory. In that effort, she employs
arange of artistic strategies, from
photography to sculpture to site-
specific installation. But it was
three recent drawings, in varying
stages of completion, that were cre-
ating the buzz.

Portraits of
quiet courage,
drawn by
Lava Thomas
from 1955
mug shots,
remain
inspiring
as well as
disconcerting

Rendered with close attention to
detail, they were larger-than-life
images of African American wom-
en, each holding a numbered card.
The women depicted might have
been criminals, but each was nicely
dressed, as if for church or a meet-
ing of the ladies auxiliary. The faces
looked, if anything, more reproach-
ful than accused.

Now, 11 finished pictures from the
series are on view at Rena Bransten
Gallery, and the title of the exhibi-

tion explains explains a great deal.
Thomas continues on E3




Rena Bransten Gallery photos

Lava Thomas’ “Mugshot Portraits: Women of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Addie J. Hamerter,” left, “Ida Mae Caldwell” and “Cora McHaney.”

Portraits of a courage that is still alive

Thomas from page E1

“Mugshot Portraits: Women of
the Montgomery Bus Boycott”
will be on view through Oct. 27.
Itis a stunning presentation,
inspiring and discomfiting in
equal measure. 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 homemakers
who became heroes by bearing
witness to the injustice of a
public bus ride. At the same
time, the portraits position us
squarely in front of these wom-
en, implicating us in their ar-
rests and in the morally deca-
dent society they resisted.
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, asitisina
current show at di Rosa Center
for Contemporary Artin Napa,
but it feels more repetitive than
thematic here. The new draw-
ings are a big step forward,

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 homemakers who became
heroes by bearing witness to the injustice of a

public bus ride.

even as they make use of an
ancient medium to reference
events more than 60 years past.
As transcriptions of their
source photographs, not all the
drawings trade in the same
uncanny sleight-of-hand. The
picture subtitled “Lottie Green
Varner,” which boldly claims
the cover of a small catalog,
might be mistaken in reproduc-
tion for a camera image, but
“Addie J. Hamerter” has more of
the look of an Albrecht Diirer
drawing or print, with its gleeful
emphasis on texture and line.
Seeing both works in the
original is a lesson in artistic
technique as conveyor of mean-
ing — even of political argu-
ment. A reproduction of the

original photograph of Varner
isincluded in the catalog. It is
tiny but clear, and the subtle
differences in the drawing are
telling. The harsh light of the
police camera flash, an un-
flattering hot spot in the photo,
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.
“Addie J. Hamerter” delights
in the pleasure of precise de-
piction, as it celebrates touch-
ing details — 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-

gest Old Master engraving
technique. It gives the flesh of
her figures the look of spun
metal. They glow, faintly, sug-
gesting the strength of formed
stainless steel.

Even the placement of cer-
tain characters within pictures
becomes, for Thomas, a com-
municative element. Such deci-
sions are likely based on faulty
framing in the original photos.
In her drawings, she could have
easily adjusted for the errors. It
is proof of her close attention to
the accidental metaphors of
photography that, instead,
figures are dwarfed by their
sterile surroundings, shoved to
the side, noticed only as evi-
dence.

But if they went unnoticed by
those in power as individuals, it
hardly mattered in the end. One
can be sure that these were
women who would not have
traded results for recognition —
certainly not from the white
establishment.

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

“Mugshot Portraits: Women
of the Montgomery Bus Boy-
cott”: 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesdays-
Saturdays. Through Oct. 27. Free.
Rena Bransten Gallery, 1275
Minnesota St., S.F. 415-982-
3292. https://renabransten
gallery.com

lived with all the dignity we see
in the drawings, but Thomas
pictures a quiet courage that is
still alive, still needed in the
future.

She chose images of women
to stand for that courage. Let
their names do the same: Euret-
ta F. Adair, Ida Mae Caldwell,
Addie J. Hamerter, Alberta J.
James, Mentha L. Johnson,
Audrey Belle Langford, Jimmie
L. Lowe, Cora McHaney, Rosa
Parks, Jo Ann Robinson, Lottie
Green Varner.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com. Free weekly
newsletter: http://bit.ly/
ArtguyReviews.




