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Walter Maciel Gallery is pleased to announce a solo show by Los Angeles based artist Lezley Saar marking her return to our program and second solo show with our gallery.  Saar had her first solo show in 2007 and has participated in several gallery group exhibitions including Laugh It Off in 2009, Cross Fade (curated by Brenda G. Williams) in 2014, A Star Is Born: Ten Years Later in 2016 and I.D., Please! earlier this year.  

Continuing her interest in fictional characters from Victorian and Edwardian eras, Saar presents a series of surreal portraits with an intricate puzzling of objects to create expression, personality and setting.  Unlike the typical subjects featured in a classical painting, these figures show diversity and tell unexpected stories.  With an intimate knowledge from her personal biracial identity, Saar presents a range of multi-ethnic subjects ranging in skin colors, physical attributes and hair types.  The new work entitled Gender Renaissance explores the complex topic of transgender identity based on Saar’s observations and interactions with her son who has spent recent years transitioning from female to male.  Done in traditional oval formats set within found antique frames, the subjects are shown as individual portraits with lavish headdress and outfits and lacking exaggerated facial expressions.  In juxtaposition, rectangular canvases reveal scenes of period-dressed figures caught up in the oddities of life.  
Most of the works are small in format creating an intimate space for observation.  In one painting entitled A Night at the Uranium, two figures stand on either side of an ornate wood table balancing an ancient wooden spinning wheel loom and a teetering ceramic candle holder on top.  The pictorial space is slightly skewed with the room tilted in a downward perspective with contrasting patterns on the floor and walls.  The individual to the left is wearing a red dress with feet casually pitched outward and hands behind her back.  Her platinum hair is styled with a large pompadour crown leading down to poufy curls on either shoulder.  Her companion wears a tailored blue suit and boots as he lights a pipe.  The pronounced legs of the suit are revealed under a skirt-like section that has blown upward.  His well-coiffed hair is styled with brown curls on top of his head but cut short around his ears. A sense of ambiguity surrounds both characters as noted in a comparison of feet and body sizes but each style and chosen clothing define their preferred gender. The portraits are more imaginative with the subjects wearing frilly clothing and head pieces made out of vegetation, fruit and vegetables, insects and household items that frame areas of dreamy landscapes, as if being able to literally see into one’s mind.  As seen in the painting I Felt in Love with This Piece of You, the dark figure wears a harlequin patterned dress with a high neck line and fringed edging.  Her lips are glossy and her hair is styled in tight blond curls that hug either side of the smooth complexion of her face. A tree branch acts as the brim of a surreal hat topped off by a large upside down butterfly.  The odd shaped space in between creates a viewing area of a figure on a boat at sea perhaps alluding to dreams of freedom and/or solitude.  
In comparison to the small format paintings, a second series of large format banners are included in the show with portraits of female subjects outlaid on quilted fabrics.  The women stare defiantly at the viewer: one peaking through a layer of ornate lattice, another with her breast exposed and the third with ornamental tears running down her face.  Notions of racial and feminist identity are explored within the use of iconic symbols and motives noted in the patterning of the different fabrics as well as patchwork stitched on to the surface.   These women have a powerful presence perhaps in contradiction to their repressed experiences in life.  A recently completed fourth banner details a triumphant transgender man relating to the smaller portraits in the show.  Each character depicted throughout the exhibition blends vulnerability with confidence in a harmonious portrait proving that we are all free to be who we want to be.   
Saar studied at L'Institut Francais de Photographie in Paris and San Francisco State University before receiving a BFA from California State University, Northridge in 1978. Upcoming shows include a solo survey exhibition at the California African American Museum in Los Angeles this fall she and an exhibition with mother, Betye and sister, Alison at the Museum of Art and History in Lancaster, CA next year.  Saar was part of a survey show entitled Family Legacies: The Art of Betye, Lezley and Alison Saar that was organized by the Ackland Art Museum at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and traveled to Pasadena Museum of California Art, San Jose Museum of Art and Palmer Art Museum.  She has had solo shows at the Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art; Fresno Art Museum; List Gallery, Swarthmore College; The Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati: Boca Raton Museum of Art and Forum for Contemporary Art in St. Louis.  Her work is included in several museum, public and private collections throughout the US and she has exhibited regularly at galleries in New York and Los Angeles since 1991.  In 1996 Saar was the recipient of a J. Paul Getty Mid-Career Grant.   
