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Emma Amos
RYAN LEE

In Tightrope, 1994, Emma Amos
paints herself as a circus performer.
In star-spangled underwear and a
black duster, she tiptoes on a high
wire over a woozy crowd of blurred
faces and headless eyeballs. In her
left hand are two paintbrushes; in her
right, she holds a T-shirt emblazoned
with a pair of pendant breasts over
a platter of red mango blossoms.
This fragment of a body belongs to
one of the subjects of Paul Gauguin’s
Two  Tahitian Women, painted
during the disaffected Frenchman’s
Pacific sojourn in 1899. Amos’s
vicious brushstrokes and high-key
colors burlesque Gauguin’s colonial
primitivism with humor and ferocity,

Emma Amos, All I Know of Wonder, 2008, oil on linen, and she disciphnes these energies
i i ".© . . .
ﬁt;lvc;r;rtﬁbnc, 701/2x551/2 Emma Amos/VAGA, with a border of printe d African

cloth, studded at each corner with a
photo transfer of Gauguin’s painting.

The tightrope walk allegorizes the artist’s precarious and unstable relation to the modernist
canon she appropriates. Born in 1938, Amos was the youngest and only female artist in Spiral,
a collective of African American artists founded in 1963 for “the purpose of discussing the
commitment of the Negro artist in the present struggle for civil liberties, and as a discussion
group to consider common aesthetic problems” About these shared commitments and
aesthetics, the group’s fourteen members—among them Charles Alston, Romare Bearden, and
Norman Lewis—never reached consensus. In a 1966 roundtable, Amos stated, “I don’t believe
there is such a thing as a Negro artist” Even before the formation of Spiral, she had found work
as a textile designer and had begun integrating handwoven and, later, store-bought kente cloth
and batik fabrics into dense, multitextured figure paintings. Eight of these works, spanning the
past four decades, were on view in “Black Bodies” Thank You Jesus for Paul Robeson (and for
Nicholas Murray’s Photograph - 1926), 1995, pays tribute to the African American entertainer,
athlete, and civil rights activist blacklisted for his Communist affiliations and opposition to US
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imperialism. Amos’s painting after Murray’s nude photograph rhythmically retraces Robeson’s
muscular back and buttocks across a field of gestural brushstrokes. Robeson’s body is contained
within several frames: bracketed on one side by stacked reproductions of Murray’s photograph,
and on the other by photo transfers of a Roman frieze. The three images—sculptural, painterly,
and photographic—are insulated by a thick border of black-and-white geometric fabric.

“Every time I think about color, it’s a political statement,” Amos told Lucy Lippard in a 1991
interview. “It would be a luxury to be white and never have to think about it” In All I Know of
Wonder, 2008, a woman in a red bikini stands near a winding shoreline, casting her gaze out to
the viewer. Her body is partitioned into segments painted in different skin tones. A nude male
figure stands in the foreground. Painted onyx black with gleaming white highlights, he appears
polished and sculptural. While the two oddly coupled bodies—one reified, the other radically
unresolved—make a sibylline statement about the racialization of color and the patchwork
character of identity, the title evokes a short poem by an aging Marsden Hartley: “The earth is
all T know of wonder. / I lived and was nurtured in the magic of dreams / bright flames of spirit
laughter / around all my seething frame” Whether she was thinking about Hartley’s poem, “the
seething frame”—be it a physical body or a limit circumscribing an artwork—seems spookily
apposite, capturing something of the layered densities of Amos’s textiles and the sensuous,
embodied figures within.

—Chloe Wyma
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Che New llork Cimes

What to See in New York Art Galleries This Week

By MARTHA SCHWENDENER, WILL HEINRICH and JASON FARAGO
NOV. 21, 2017

Emma Amos
Through Dec. 16. Ryan Lee, 515 West 26th Street, Manhattan; 212-397-0742, ryanleegallery.com.

Emma Amoss “Tightrope” a
self-portrait from 1994, at Ryan
Lee Gallery. All rights reserved
Emma Amos/Licensed by VAGA,
New York, via RYAN LEE Gallery,
New York.

The Obamas’ recent selection of artists to paint their official portraits drew attention to the rich
tradition of African-American figurative painting. One artist in this lineage is Emma Amos,
the only female member of Spiral, a collective founded by African-American artists in 1963.
(Ms. Amos’s work is also included in the recent benchmark exhibitions “Soul of a Nation: Art
in the Age of Black Power” at the Tate Modern in London and “We Wanted A Revolution: Black
Radical Women, 1965-85” at the Brooklyn Museum.) “Black Bodies,” her current show at Ryan
Lee, offers a sampling of four decades of her work.
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Black bodies are central to this show, as the title suggests, but Ms. Amos often takes a stealthy
approach to the subject. “Thank You Jesus for Paul Robeson (and for Nicholas Murray’s
Photograph — 1926),” from 1995, is a portrait that celebrates the great African-American actor
and activist Paul Robeson — but also the photographer who captured his image in an era when
heroic black figures were less visible in art — while “Maybe If I Stand on My Head” (1999)
depicts a man doing a headstand, alluding to the physical and psychic contortions people with
dark skin must endure in a racialized society.

Near the entrance is “Tightrope” (1994), a self-portrait that includes tiny reproductions of
Gauguin paintings in its corners. Here Ms. Amos points to the difficulties of being a brown-
skinned (female) artist working in a tradition that generally objectified black and brown bodies.
Under a dark, somber robe in the self-portrait, however, Ms. Amos is wearing a Wonder Woman
costume. It is an empowering and feminist gesture but also a reminder of what it feels like for
anyone to scale obstacles in the pursuit of becoming a successful, or even practicing artist.

MARTHA SCHWENDENER
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The political is poetic for this New York artist, who, at seventy-nine years old, is absurdly under-
known. Eight large paintings, made across four decades, ring buoyant variations on a theme:
“Black Bodies,” as Amos has titled her show. Hung like banners, and often incorporating African
fabrics and Amos’s own weavings, they picture athletic, dancing, heroic, and comic figures, with
twisty references to art history and racial imbroglios. One adapts a nude photograph of Paul
Robeson, taken by Nickolas Muray, in 1926; in another, Amos appears as Wonder Woman,
holding up a T-shirt that bears an erotic image by Gauguin. Coming to comprehend the artist’s
slow-burn meanings is like learning to dance.

Through Dec. 16.
Ryan Lee

515 W. 26th St.
Chelsea

212-397-0742
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ARTNEWS

9 Art Events to Attend in New York City This
Week

BY The Editors of ARTnews POSTED 10/16/17 11:23 AM

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 21

Opening: Emma Amos at Ryan Lee

Ryan Lee in this show surveys the art of Emma Amos, an artist and educator known for her
vivid figurative works that explore issues of African American identity and narrative, often
through the lens of both art history and popular culture. There’s recently been a renewed
interest in Amos’s work, which appeared in the Brooklyn Museum’s “We Wanted a Revolution:
Black Radical Women 1965-85” show; this is her first solo exhibition since that show opened.
Classic paintings by the former Spiral group artist, including 1994’s Tightrope, which shows
Amos clad in a Wonder Women suit and a black robe, will be shown alongside newer pieces.
Ryan Lee, 515 West 26th Street, 2-4 p.m.
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Editors’ Picks: 20 Things to See in New York
This Week

Thursday, October 19-Monday, December 16

11. “Emma Amos: Black Bodies” at RYAN LEE

Ryan Lee presents a selection of historic as well as never-exhibited recent works by colorful
figurative painter Emma Amos, the youngest and sole female member of the African-
American artist group Spiral, active in the 1960s.

Location: RYAN LEE, 515 West 26th Street

Price: Free

Time: Opening reception, Saturday, October 21, 2 p.m.—-4 p.m.; Tuesday-Saturday,
10 a.m.-6 p.m.

—Sarah Cascone
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Che New 1Jork Times

To Be Black, Female and Fed Up With the Mainstream
By HOLLAND COTTER
APRIL 20, 2017

Emma Amos’s “Preparing for a Face Lift” (1981) in the show “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-1985” at the Brooklyn Museum. Credit All
Rights Reserved, Emma Amos/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY, and Ryan Lee, New York

One reason for the hullabaloo around Dana Schutz’s painting of the murdered Emmett Till in
the current Whitney Biennial is the weakness of the work. It looks half-baked, unresolved. Like
a lot of recent “political” art, it doesn't try for a weight suitable to, and therefore respectful of,
its racially charged, morally shattering subject. The result, to use one writer’s words, is “a tasty
abstraction designed purposefully or inadvertently” to evoke an image of “common oppression”

Actually, those dismissive words weren’t written about the Schutz painting. They were written
in 1970 by the African-American critic Linda La Rue about the vaunted cross-cultural embrace
of the second-wave feminist movement. The writer eyed with deep distrust the movement’s
assumption that it could speak with authority for all women, including black women.
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Ms. La Rue’s words are in the catalog for the exhibition “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical
Women, 1965-85” at the Brooklyn Museum. And her critical perspective is one that to a large
degree shapes this spare-looking show, which takes a textured view of the political past — a past
that is acquiring renewed weight in the immediate present when the civil rights gains, including
feminist gains, of the past half-century appear to be up for grabs.

Whether those gains have ever not been up for grabs is a question to consider, though the show
asks more specific historical ones. Such as: What did women’s liberation, primarily a white,
middle-class movement, have to offer African-American women in a country where, as late
as the 1960s, de facto slavery still existed; a country where racism, which the movement itself
shared, was soaked into the cultural fabric? Under the circumstances, to be black, female and
pursuing a career in art was a radical move.

The show starts in the early 1960s, with the formation in New York City of the black artists’
group Spiral, composed mostly of established professionals — Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis,
Hale Woodruff — who debated the pros and cons, ethical and aesthetic, of putting art in the
service of the civil rights movement. In all the talk, at least one political issue seems to have been
passed over: the group’s gender bias. Among its 15 regular members, there was only one woman,
the painter Emma Amos — then in her early 20s and one of Woodruft’s students — who would
go on to make important political art.

By the time Spiral dispersed in 1965, the social mood of the country was tense. Black Power
consciousness was on the rise - you'll find a detailed account of its growth in the exhibition “Black
Power!” at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture — and art was increasingly a
vehicle for racial assertion. The multidisciplinary Black Arts Movement took form in Harlem and
spread to Chicago. There it spawned a subsidiary group called AfriCobra (African Commune of
Bad Relevant Artists) which, with its interweave of black nationalism, spirituality, free jazz and
brilliantly colored patterning, had a wide, sparks-shooting embrace. Yet it attracted relatively
few female participants. Two — the prolific printmaker Barbara Jones-Hogu, and the fashion
designer Jae Jarrell, who painted directly on her clothes — are in the show.

By the 1970s, feeling the pressures of racism from outside the African-American world, and the
pressures of Black Power sexism within it, female artists formed their own collectives, without
necessarily identifying them as feminist. One of the earliest, called Where We At, was initiated in
Brooklyn in 1971 by Vivian E. Browne, Dindga McCannon and the redoubtable Faith Ringgold.
After organizing what it advertised as “the first Black Women’s art exhibition in known history;’
the group turned its second show into a benefit for black unwed mothers and their children.

The practical generosity of that gesture said a lot about how a distinctive African-American
feminism would develop. Black collectives were embedding themselves, at street level, in
communities, running educational workshops, scrounging up funds for day-care centers, and
making inexpensive art — graphically striking posters, for example. “Our struggle was primarily
against racial discrimination — not singularly against sexism,” said the painter Kay Brown, a
Where We At member.
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Her measured words barely hint at the hostility felt by some black artists toward a mainstream
feminist movement that in their view ignored the black working-class poor and sometimes its
own racism. And anger sometimes comes through in the work. It does in the fierce hilarity
of a short 1971 film called “Colored Spade” by Betye Saar that flashes racial stereotypes at us
like rapid-fire bullets, and in a funky 1973 assemblage called “The Liberation of Aunt Jemima:
Cocktail,” by the same artist, which turns a California wine jug with a “mammy” image on one
side and a Black Power fist on another, into a homemade bomb.

As the 1970s went on, black women began to participate, with their guard always up, in feminist
projects like the all-woman A.LR. Gallery and the Heresies Collective, at least until they
were reminded of their outsider status. At the same time, they found a warm welcome at Just
Above Midtown, a Manhattan gallery opened by Linda Goode Bryant in 1974 to show black
contemporary art. Archival material related to this remarkable space, which closed in 1986, fills
one of the exhibition’s several display cases and makes fascinating reading, as does a vivacious
interview with Ms. Bryant by the critic Tony Whitfield reprinted in a “Sourcebook” that serves
as an exhibition catalog.

Major pieces by artists whose careers Ms. Bryant helped start and sustained — Maren Hassinger,
Senga Nengudi, Lorraine O’Grady, Howardena Pindell — appear in galleries devoted to the late
1970s and ’80s, when an unprecedented amount of mixing was in progress. A multiculturalist
vogue brought women and African-American artists into the spotlight. In a kind of parody of
tolerance, the Reagan-era culture wars attacked artists across gender and racial lines. So did the
H.LV./AIDS epidemic.

The show ends with heirs to the Just Above Midtown generation. Some of them — Lorna
Simpson, Carrie Mae Weems — we know well. Others, like the great dancer Blondell Cummings
and the Rodeo Caldonia High-Fidelity Performance Theater, we need to know more about. And
the exhibition, organized by Catherine Morris of the museun’s Elizabeth A. Sackler Center
for Feminist Art and Rujeko Hockley, a former curator at the Brooklyn Museum now at the
Whitney Museum of American Art, at least encourages us to learn.

And it leads us to at least one broad conclusion: that the African-American contribution to
feminism was, and is, profound. Simply to say so — to make an abstract, triumphalist claim — is
easy, but inadequate. It fails to take the measure of lived history. The curators of “We Wanted a
Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85” do better than that just by doing their homework.
They let counternarrative contradictions and confused emotions stand. The only change I would
make, apart from adding more artists, would be to tweak its title: I'd edit it down to its opening
phrase and put that in the present tense.

‘We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85
Through Sept. 17 at the Brooklyn Museum; 718-638-5000, brooklynmuseum.org.
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Art in America

Emma Amos

at Ryan Lee
through Apr. 9

515 West 26th Street

This exhibition of Emma Amos’s paintings from the 1980s, which explore the representation
of black bodies and painting modes traditionally embraced by white male artists, strike a
contemporary cord. In her “Athletes and Animals” series (1983-85), dynamic basketball players,
swimmers, and runners compete alongside majestic large cats and primates. Dispelling any
evocation of racial sterotypes, Amos’s Josephine and the Mountain Gorillas (1985) pictures
the artist’s apparent avatar, the famed entertainer and activist Josephine Baker, as she breaks
through an Ab-Ex ground with two loyal gorillas following in her wake. The show, titled “True
Colors,” mines many prescient sociopolitical issues, and Amos’s engagement with textiles, often
hand-woven, yields exuberant paintings that are political, personal and triumphantly out of the
margins. —Julia Wolkoff

Pictured: Emma Amos: Josephine and the Mountain Gorillas, 1985, acrylic and hand woven
fabric on linen, 48 by 90 inches. Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery, New York.
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TRUE COLORS

By Rachel Small

By the 1980s, Atlanta-born
artist Emma Amos had lived
in New York for two decades
and had been the youngest and
only female artist in Spiral, a
Civil Rights era collective of
African-American  artists. It’s
then that Amos conceived her
leitmotif “figure in flux”-men
and women rendered in wispy
brushstrokes and often framed
with swatches of patterned fabric,
their fragile appearance serving
as a metaphor for their trace in a
whitewashed history. She chose
subjects who held a tenuous
stake in cultural memory: her
Athletes series (1983-85) draws
parallels between black athletes
and animals for both their agility
and exploitation; and The Falling
Series  (1989) portrays black
entertainers and other figures
tumbling through fragmented
backgrounds. This month, New

York’s Ryan Lee gallery will display about a dozen works, revisiting Amos’s innovative depiction
of the black body at a timely moment. “I hope people will be able to see the works for what they
are,” says Amos, “and what they can reflect of the times in which they were made, and how they

resonate in the present”

AMOS’S THE RAFT, 1986. ACRYLIC ON WOVEN LINEN, 56 X 36"

“EMMA AMOS: TRUE COLORS” IS ON VIEW AT RYAN LEE GALLERY THROUGH APRIL 9.
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Culture Talk: Courtney Willis Blair on Ryan
Lee Gallery’s Representation of Emma Amos

by VICTORIA L. VALENTINE on Apr 6, 2016 « 5:37 pm

AT THE REAR OF RYAN LEE GALLERY, a 1966 painting by Emma Amos casually sits on
the floor leaning against the wall between works by other gallery artists. Blending figuration
and Abstract Expressionism, the canvas references Color Field painting and conjures Bob
Thompson. The work bears little resemblance to the collage paintings on fabric featured in the
front of the gallery. These textile works were produced by Amos in the 1980s and are the focus
of “Emma Amos: True Colors,” the artist’s solo exhibition on view at the gallery through April 9.

“What we found so intriguing about the 80s work is it really is a pivotal period for Emma. It’s a
commencement of a really important time in her practice where she is moving away, more and
more, from the structured canvas, more and more, from working with oil as a paint medium.
She is dealing with linen, dealing with fabric, dealing with acrylic and beginning to push these
ideas she had in the 60s and 70s to a new place,” says Courtney Willis Blair, assistant director at
Ryan Lee.
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Born in Atlanta, Amos is one of the last surviving members of Spiral, the short-lived, historically
important African American artist collective founded by Romare Bearden in 1963. She was the
group’s youngest and only female member.

Throughout her practice, from the 1960s to the present, Amos has pushed herself and her work
in new directions. Now in her late 70s, she maintains her longtime studio in New York City
and, in January, joined Ryan Lee. In February, the Georgia Museum of Art at the University of
Georgia at Athens honored Amos for her contributions to visual art and culture, presenting her
with the 2016 Larry D. and Brenda A. Thompson Award. Her work will also be presented in
“The Color Line,” a survey of African American art at the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris later
this year.

Shortly after the gallery announced its representation of Amos, I spoke to Blair about the
relationship, the exhibition and the arc of Amos’s practice.

CULTURE TYPE: How did Ryan Lee Gallery come to represent Emma Amos?

COURTNEY WILLIS BLAIR: Mary Ryan (partner at Ryan Lee) worked with Emma in the
late 90s and knew Emma during that time when she was working with another dealer, having
included some of Emma’s works in a few group shows. And then a little over a year ago, in
the fall of 2014, I was organizing a show. I wanted to show artists who were dealing with how
to confront individual and collective histories. I wanted the show to be inclusive in terms of
cross-generational artists who were at different stages in their careers. We started putting the list
together of artists we were going to invite and Emma’s name kept coming up.

I did a studio visit with her and Mary, it must have been some time later that fall—maybe
October, November—to see the work again in person and to visit Emma at her studio. The work
just feels so fresh, from as early as the 60s when she was still in Spiral, up until the work that she
is creating and making today. We included some of the historic work from the mid-60s in the
show, work that she did with Spiral, as well as works on paper and prints that she had done in the
90s. That was the beginning of reconnecting her practice and her work with Ryan Lee.

We really hit it off and we had conversations at the studio and decided that we wanted to
represent her. It's important that you build a relationship. This has been about a year in the
making. We were able to finalize the representation fairly recently and put together a show of
hers. We've been longtime admirers of her work, so we are thrilled that we are able to present it
in this way and be an advocate for her work.

Did Amos have representation before Ryan Lee came on board?

She was working with another gallery, but it wasn't a full representation. I think she was looking
to work with a gallery in a more direct way. The way we will be working with her is different
than the gallery she was working with before. Emma’s been around for quite a while. She’s been
in that studio on Bond street for quite some time. Maybe 20 years now. It might be even longer
than that. She’s worked with galleries before, but as with every artist, the situation changes over
time. When we met with her, she did not have official representation. It was great timing and
being able to work with her is fantastic.
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Speaking of timing, news of Ryan Lee’s representation came at the same time that Amos was
announced as a recipient of the Georgia Museum of Art award and that she is expected to
have a forthcoming solo exhibition at the museum. How did these honors come about? Was
the confluence organic or strategic?

Emma’s had attention from museums and curators for some time. She’s in some really fantastic
collections and she’s been in some fantastic shows that are thematic shows or shows about a
specific period and she’s always had attention in that regard. She’s an important post-modernist
artist. She was in Spiral and she had a tenured professorship at Rutgers. She was a faculty
member at Skowhegan [School of Painting and Sculpture in Maine] and a visiting lecturer at
Pratt. She’s been very much a part of the New York art scene and a part of the feminist collective
The Heresies, which had Joan Semel and Lucy Lippard. She’s always been on the radar as a part
of those circles.

The Georgia Museum award was recently announced. It's a named award for [collectors] Brenda
and Larry Thompson and the artists nominated have some sort of connection to Georgia,
whether it’s that they are from Georgia or they work there. Emma’s originally from Atlanta and
so we were thrilled to hear that she not only was nominated, but that she won the award, that her
home state was recognizing her in this way and the museum will be organizing a retrospective
of her work. For Emma, who was born in Atlanta in the late 30s, being recognized in this way
at a prominent museum in Georgia is really special for her. This is a nice homecoming for her.
She has some other museum exhibitions that will be happening that haven’t been announced
yet and she’ll be included in the exhibition “Color Line” which opens in Paris later this year.
Also, since we started working with her, we have been instrumental in putting her work in some
collections. We worked with the Whitney Museum and the British Museum, putting some works
in their collections and we’ll continue to do so. We're really a conduit to other opportunities.

In terms of timing and the Georgia Museum award, the Georgia Museum had been interested
in doing a show with her with the curator there. [In September 2015, the museum announced
the appointment of Shawnya L. Harris, its first Larry D. And Brenda A. Thompson Curator of
African-American and African diasporic art.] Everything is coming together at a really great
time, and it is really is a significant moment for her.

When is the exhibition at the Georgia Museum? Is it expected in 2016?
No. It will not be this year. It likely will not be for a couple of years.

At the beginning, when you talked about your first visit to Amos’s studio, you said you were
arranging an exhibition of collective histories. What was the name of that exhibition?

It’s called “I lost an arm on my last trip home” It was an exhibition with four artists: Derrick
Adams, Emma Amos, Sarah Rahbar, and Bethany Collins. It borrowed its title from the opening
line of Octavia Butler’s “Kindred,” the science fiction novel that deals with this very messy plot
about lineage and violent history that has been passed down. The main character is called back
into time by one of her ancestors who is in the antebellum South and eventually rapes and has
children with one of his slaves and that’s the line that she exists on. The exhibition itself took this
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idea of what does this history mean to an individual, the violence of this history, the beauty of
this history, and the vulnerability and aggression of this history—how do artists confront these
things.

I would like to talk about Amos’s evolving practice—the work she did in the 60s, her work in
the 80s, and then what she is doing currently.

Emma has made a long-term commitment to dealing with social code, conceptually and also
being very, very interested in formalism, and color as a formal technique as well as a way to talk
about things people don’t want to talk about.

In the 60s, when she was a part of Spiral, she was fairly young, in her 20s, and she had been
invited to join the group by Hale Woodruff. At the time, he had known her family in Atlanta and
had been asked to work with her when she was very young and it didn’t work out. Hale was very
busy. Emma was just a child. But he had kept a finger on the pulse of what she was doing. When
she returned from London— she had studied there for a few years— she had already graduated
from Antioch College in Ohio. She was living in New York and studying at NYU as well, and she
was invited by Hale to join Spiral and it turned out that she was the only woman in that group of
14 other members and the youngest member, as well.

Emma, during the early to mid 60s, was working mainly on canvas with oils, very figurative
work with references from abstract expressionism and from color field painting, in a way
challenging this notion that these movements or techniques were only perpetuated by her white
male counterparts.

After this initial period, where did she take her work?

Then in the 70s, she was still working in that vein. In a lot of paintings from the 70s, you
started seeing figures who are named figures in her work, friends. Again, Emma was a part of
communities of artists and so you started seeing her painting people who are around her.

Then in the 80s, she diverts away from the traditional canvas and starts working with acrylic and
linen. She also starts using fabrics a lot more. We are showing work between ’83 and ’89. A lot
of those works are—this is when not many people were doing this at the time—incorporating
African-sourced fabrics. She was getting fabrics from places like Burkino Faso and Ghana and
incorporating them into her work.

She also studied and worked with Dorothy Liebes, who is a very important weaver and so she
had honed her skills. Then you see her incorporating these ideas of craft and domesticity, but in a
way that is very much about challenging these notions around them. She is breaking down these
fabrics. She’s tearing them. She’s ripping them. She’s collaging them on. She’s weaving them into
the canvases and again the figures in her work are often times on these abstract backgrounds.

Are some of these methods presented in the exhibition?
There is a piece that we are showing in the exhibition called “Josephine and the Mountain

Gorillas” You have this image of Josephine Baker in a very lush jungle space but at the heart of
it, it’s really abstract painting. It’s energetic. A lot of movement. A lot of different bright, bold
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colors in the background and then Josephine is laying in this beautiful white gown that’s made
of cloth that Emma has cut out and collaged on. The gorillas themselves [are collaged on] as well.
These chunks of legs that they have, they almost look like tree trunks in a way from that texture
you are getting from the cloth that she is collaging onto the work.

She is really dealing with those in the 80s again, incorporating figures. Josephine at the time is
arguably one of the most visible... well entertainers really. She’s also a woman of color and an
activist in her own right. It was, for Emma, a way to explore this idea of blackness within this
entertainment culture. There’s another work where she is referencing Thurgood Marshall, Miles
Davis, and so again, politics, music, entertainment, dance, all of these notions are important and
not just to the black experience. It’s the American experience and reframing these images of the
black experience.

Can you talk about the series of works she produced during this time in the 80s?

She is also working on a series called Athletes and Animals, where she is comparing the way we
consider athletes, black athletes, in particular, both men and women, and the way we consider
animals, particularly wild animals. The grace that these animals have, the strength, the aggression
that they have, but also to the way we exoticize them. Again, she is using fabrics in these works
and showing a lot of movement. A lot of her work has this idea of energy and movement.

All of that switches over when she starts doing The Falling Series. You have these figures who
are falling against these beautiful abstract backgrounds and she pulls in references to Surrealism
at times. Again, very highly trained as an artist. Very, very knowledgeable of art history. Very
knowledgable of what’s happening at the time, not just in art, but also culturally.

The Water series happens during the 80s, too, where she is intrigued by this idea of water at
the beach, while she is watching the Summer Olympics in L.A. in 1984. It’s very obvious that
with the water sports, there is an absence of black athletes and so she starts to explore this idea
of water. Emma, not knowing how to swim, at the time was fascinated with water, not only the
fear and anxiety it induced in her, but this idea of liberation and freedom. Those two things
are coming together and that continues throughout the work on these non-stretched canvases,
incorporating the African fabrics.

After the 80s, how did her practice evolve?

Working on in the 90s she starts looking at university athletes like Paul Robeson, the track
team at Fisk [University]. She again is dealing with memories of the South and you start seeing
images of Klan members. She’s dealing with images in art history. She has a lot of images where
she paints a self portrait and she is wearing Lucian Freud’s skin. Again, we are talking about
these canonical figures in art history. All of this is a long-term continued commitment. She’s
very prolific.

Now, as she’s getting older she has the urge to work and to make, which continues throughout
your life. She has done some beautiful silhouette pieces and recently she’s been doing more
intimate drawings and watercolors. It’s really, I think, a storied career that is still continuing. As
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you look at the work and understand the periods throughout her career, I think it’s important
to note this interest in what’s happening with women, what’s happening with people of color.
How all of these things are related, these moments of beauty and joy that are interlaced with
vulnerability, and violence even at times, I think has always been important to her.

She is currently doing drawings and watercolors?
Yeah. She works on a more intimate scale now in terms of size.
What kinds of subjects is she exploring?

She’s always exploring the figure. That’s something she’s done throughout her career and that’s
something she continues to push on, but she also has a knack for the abstract composition.
Again, this relationship between figuration and abstraction has stayed with her.

Going back to her fabrics works, before her Athletes and Animals series, when she first
started working with animals, tell me why the animals? What do they symbolize? How did
they come into play?

Emma, the way she introduces work, the logistics of her practice, she always painted what
surrounds her. There are animals that appear outside the Athletes and Animals series. There’s a
piece that she did when she was a faculty member at Skowhegan where she paints the cows that
are in the field and places herself in that context.

There’s a large piece that she did. It’s a triptych that we'll be showing in the exhibition, called
“Flying Circus” There is a horse figure in there that represents mythology. She has done animals
outside of the athletes series and it is for a number of different reasons. Sometimes, it’s as a
reference to something else, as a symbol.

She paints whats around her. She paints what she is thinking of and so there are a number of
different reasons why animals come into some of the compositions in her work. I was trying to
see if there was an image of an animal from the 70s, and from what I remember, most of them
are domestic animals. She’s done cats, for example.

There is a piece in the 70s, it’s called “Shirley and the Snapper” It’s from 1977 and it’s a smaller
piece. Shirley is holding this basket of fish. But, again, this is Emma looking at things around her,
exploring figuration and realism.

Why does the exhibition concentrate on her works from the 1980s?

What we found so intriguing about the 80s work is it really is a pivotal period for Emma. It’s a
commencement of a really important time in her practice where she is moving away, more and
more, from the structured canvas, more and more from working with oil as a paint medium. She
is dealing with linen, dealing with fabric, dealing with acrylic and beginning to push these ideas
she had in the 60s and 70s to a new place.
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The 80s are significant in a way that you see that shift happen and I really think that the work
that finds itself happening later in her oeuvre is tied to this period of the 80s. It was also very
prolific period. She is doing a number of different series during these 10 years. At the time, she
is also working with Robert Blackburn, so printmaking has become an important part of her
practice. When I think of the 80s work, I think of it as this signifier for what’s to come. It’s this
anticipation for the work later in life.

In the 80s, that is when she’s working largely with The Heresies and some other collectives. She’s
very active, being a part of these communities that are political and artistic and creative—all these
things. She’s awarded tenure at Rutgers in the mid 80s, so it’s not just within her practice, but
what she is doing outside of that. How she’s teaching younger artists from a younger generation
and building these communities that are cross generational, building these communities that
are for the marginalized, these feminist collectives. All of those things are intrinsically tied and
really they sort of explode in the 80s. CT
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Emma Amos: Spiral Icon

By Lauren Haynes, Assistant Curator

Emma Amos; Flower Sniffer, 1966. Photo: Becket Logan Courtesy fo the artist (c) Emma Amos/ Licensed by VAGA, New York, and RYAN LEE, New York.

“I like that people can read their own meanings into my paintings and that those readings may be
quite different from mine.” - Emma Amos'

In late April, I had the amazing opportunity to visit the studio of visual artist Emma Amos (b.
1938). Amos is a painter, printmaker and weaver who has exhibited in museums and galleries
worldwide for almost fifty years. Amos was born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia. She lived there
until she went off to school—first to Antioch College in Ohio and then to graduate school in
London and later at New York University. Since then, Amos has lived in New York. In addition
to her career as a visual artist, Amos is also a teacher; she taught at the Mason Gross School of
the Arts at Rutgers University for twenty-eight years and served as Chair of Visual Arts for two
years. Although Amos has retired from teaching, she has not retired from making art. Not only
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is her studio filled with work she has created over the years, it is also filled with materials she is
currently using on new works. She has been in the same incredibly organized studio in NoHo
for twenty years. The walls of the space are filled with artwork—her own and by other artists she
has known and whose work she appreciates, including Norman Lewis (1909-1979) and Nellie
Mae Rowe (1900-1982). While in Amos’s studio I was able to see artwork she’s created from the
mid-1960s to the present, including works in progress. Most of Amos’s paintings since the late
1980s have been acrylic paintings on linen, surrounded by a border of African fabric. Amos and
her studio assistants were in the process of picking the border for a recently completed painting
during our visit.

Much of Amos’s work is figurative. Amos has a series of works featuring bodies moving through
water (“The Water Series”), a series of bodies falling through the air (“The Falling Series”) and
a series that juxtaposes images of athletes with those of animals. She began working on these
series in the mid-1980s and continues to add to them today. While in her studio, I was able to
see images of an artwork called The Gift. In the early 1990s, Amos painted fifty-five watercolor
portraits of her female artist friends. Together, these paintings make up The Gift, which includes
no male artists because, as Amos told me at the time, “There were enough images of them?”

During our studio visit, we also discussed Amos’s involvement in the legendary Spiral group
and the Museum’s exhibition Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective, which
will be on view from July 14 to October 23, 2011. The Spiral group was a collective of African-
American artists that met once a week from the summer of 1963 to 1965 to discuss the role of
black artists in the civil rights movement. Founded by Charles Alston (1907-1977), Romare
Bearden (1911-1988), Hale Woodruff (1900- 1980) and Lewis, Spiral’s membership eventually
expanded to fifteen. Amos was one of the youngest and the only woman. Woodruff, who was
also from Atlanta and a professor at New York University while Amos was in graduate school,
invited her to join. “I was the only woman and I was the youngest member, when they did invite
me,” Amos says. “I'm not sure they invited other people by looking at their work, but they were
very nervous about having a woman in their group, and they wanted to make sure I was a real
artist and not a dilettante or something. I think they asked me to join the club (which met once
a week for discussion) instead of the women they knew, because those women represented some
sort of threat, and I was only ‘ little girl”? During our visit, Amos talked about how much
she enjoyed being in Spiral and how she spent the meetings yelling, laughing and arguing just
like everyone else. Other members of Spiral were Calvin Douglass (b. 1931), Perry Ferguson
(active New York, New York, mid-60s), Reginald Gammon (1921-2005), Felrath Hines (1913-
1993), Alvin Hollingsworth (1928-2000), William Majors (1930- 1982), Richard Mayhew (b.
1934), Earl Miller (b. 1930), Merton D. Simpson (b. 1928) and James Yeargans (1908- 1972).
Although the Spiral group only showed together a limited number of times, their legacy has
made a mark on art history and influenced generations of artists. The Studio Museun’s 2011
exhibition Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective takes an exhibition of the
same name organized by the Birmingham Museum of Art as its starting point, and then brings
selections from the Studio Museum’s permanent collection and significant works from New
York-area collections, including rarely seen paintings from the mid-1960s by Amos and the
Studio Museum’s iconic Bearden photo projection, Conjur Woman (1964).

Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective was organized by Emily G. Hanna and
Amalia Amaki for the Birmingham Museum of Art (December 5, 2010-April 17, 2011). Organized
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