
Hank Willis Thomas, Land of the Free, 2021. Mixed media including decommissioned prison uniforms. 80 x 139 x 2.5 inches. Â© Hank Willis Thomas. Photography: Flying Studio, Los Angeles. Courtesy of the artist and
Kayne Griffin, Los AngelesHank Willis Thomas: Another Justice: Divided We Stand.Kayne Griffin, Los AngelesThrough January 8, 2022Written by David S. RubinWhereas we commonly refer to having a set opinion as
â€œseeing in black and white,â€• Hank Willis Thomas masterfully points out in his brilliant and powerful exhibition at Kayne Griffin, that today, in America, having fixed beliefs has actually become a matter of â€œseeing
in red and blue.â€• Through his innovative repurposing of American flags and U.S. prison uniforms, Thomas opens up a timely and necessary dialogue about todayâ€™s opposing political ideologies, authoritarianism and
democracy, which respectively are the defining characteristics of the Republican and Democratic parties at the present moment. At the core of his discourse, as in all of his earlier works, are confrontations with the perils
of racism and dreams of attaining equality and justice once and for all.Two monumental quilts made by cutting up and reconfiguring American flags articulate the contrasts between our nationâ€™s longtime political
parties with tremendous force and clarity. Standing 12 feet tall and spanning 24 feet across one gallery wall, Imagined Lines is an optically charged composition of red and white vertical bars made by rotating the striped
areas of American flags ninety degrees and joining them together. The stripes that once symbolized the original thirteen colonies have thus been converted into vertical striations that suggest prison bars, with their color
red now taking on connotations of bloodshed and violence. Mounted on the adjoining wall and nearly the same size, A New Constellation features an allover composition of white stars against a blue field that has been
constructed from thirty American flag star fields. When seen in this fashion, the stars lose their previous identities as symbols of states, having become metaphoric signifiers of individual people, each occupying the same
amount of space and coexisting peacefully. Compared to the harshness and confrontational aesthetics of its red and white counterpart, A New Constellation offers an appropriately softer and almost comforting tone. The
stark differences between the attitudes and goals of the red state and the blue state elected officials could not be any more apparent here.In a related series, Thomas delves deeper into one of the most troubling aspects
of the authoritarian side of the great divide: the perpetuation of a mass incarceration system grounded in systemic racism. Each of the six quilts in this series was constructed from a prison uniform, which Thomas cut apart
into fragments that he then rearranged to form labyrinths, perfect metaphors for the confines and monotony of prison life. Embedded within each maze is a word or phrase representing traditional American ideals. In two
examples made from red and white striped uniforms, the text is particularly difficult to decipher, but reading the titles reveal that the camouflaged words are â€˜AMERICAâ€™ and â€˜LAND OF THE FREEâ€™. The
message here seems to be that American freedom is currently seriously constrained by an ultra-restrictive system of oppression. Although the word â€˜Libertyâ€™ is similarly obfuscated within a blue maze in another
example, two instances of the term â€˜INMATEâ€™, a found word imprinted by the manufacturer on the prison uniforms, clue us in to the workâ€™s intended meaning. The same is true of a green and white version,
where both the color and the hidden word â€˜CAPITALâ€™ point to the money making aspect of American prisons. The most legible works in the series are a black and white example that spells out â€œWe The
Peopleâ€• and a red and white one that simply reads â€˜JUSTICE.â€™ The color symbolism in the former serves as a strong reminder that â€œBlack Lives Matter,â€• while the overall precision of the latter shines a
spotlight on the movementâ€™s end game.Also on view in the Kayne Griffin courtyard is a larger scale version of Thomasâ€™ earlier pedestal sculpture Strike, which is based on a section of Strike Scene, a 1934
lithograph by the Russian-American painter and printmaker Louis Lozowick. The structure depicts the intersection of two human arms in a stop-action moment, where one grabs the wrist of the other, which holds a police
baton. Whether the batonâ€™s swinging movement is being assisted or obstructed remains somewhat ambiguous, yet as a symbol for conquering racial tensions in the United States, the sculpture rises out of the ground
like a triumphant phoenix.Betzi Stein, Art World Friends and Strangers, Photo courtesy of the artist and TAG Gallery.Betzi Stein: Art World Friends and Strangers Come TogetherTag Gallery, Los AngelesTHrough
December 11, 2021Written by Genie DavisBetzi Steinâ€™s solo exhibition at TAG Gallery, Art World Friends and Strangers is a tour de force of the human spirit. Vibrant colors, realistic and beautifully alive figurative
work, along with layers of feeling, are poured into these works of epic portraiture.Whether creating a full-body self-portrait of â€œLife Size Meâ€• or a three-panel triptych titular piece encompassing dozens of people,
there is a palpable joy to this work that resonates through each painting directly to the viewer.Based primarily on actual, individual photographs sheâ€™s taken of her subjects, or compilations of photographs, Stein
creates a rich panoply of human emotion in her acrylic on canvas works. Most of her depictions of herself and the Los Angeles art community are exuberant, such as three friends standing close together in â€œArt Ladies
(Three Very Accomplished Artists of a Certain Age.â€• The women are dressed for an opening, the center figure clad in a deep gold sweater, while the artist on the viewerâ€™s left, caught in mid-conversation, wears an
outsize necklace and rings. To the right, the smiling artist sports a bright aqua purse, another large necklace, and a most radiant smile. The cascading wild beauty of artist April Beyâ€™s hair is on full-leonine display in
â€œAprilâ€™s Hair;â€• Stein herself beams next to Ai Weiwei in a depiction of a photo taken by Weiwei in â€œAssembly Line Selfie.â€•Happiness is a key element of each of her â€œart friendsâ€• paintings. The three,
36 x 48 panels of the triptych â€œArt World Friends and Strangersâ€• are each packed with it. A group of three, captured from behind, arms linked, pose for photos taken by another friend; a photographic artist leans
forward to view an image on a phone taken by another duo. Groups of four, including Stein, beam for a selfie. A beautiful young woman in ripped jeans, halter top and art show lanyard looks off to the side, contemplating.
Wearing a museum-admission tag, another woman looks down at her phone; a man crouches down to view a low-hung circular image; a woman adjusts her glasses to better view an artwork; and wearing a dangling
earring, an artist engages with anotherâ€™s work in a superb, moving profile. A sweet surprise for me: there I am taking a photo of someoneâ€™s work (something I do quite a bit). There are many patterns and prints in
bright fabric on the figures; vividly colorful artworks behind them. Knowing many of the people on the three panels adds to the fun on a personal level, but the painting is a vastly rewarding experience for absolutely anyone
viewing it. If a work can truly embody the human spirit, this is it. For those who donâ€™t recognize the individuals depicted in the vast painting, and want to do so, or simply as a point of interest as to the individual
photographs Stein compiled to create the work, there is also a â€œQuarter Size Mock Up for Triptych with IDsâ€• in black and white opposite the piece itself.Stein herself says â€œI love looking at people intentlyâ€”the
color and detail of facial expression, dress, postureâ€”how they present themselves to the world is what I find inspiring, and often, humorousâ€¦to me, people looking at art are just as captivating as the art they come to
see.â€•Among the most humorous are the â€œstrangersâ€• portion of the exhibition. This includes a man texting on a bench outdoors in front of an art gallery, â€œReflexting.â€• The work beautifully includes the
manâ€™s reflection in a car door, and a reflection of one of the carâ€™s inhabitants in the sideview mirror. â€œObliviousâ€• features two almost-identical looking gallerists busy working on their laptops, paying no
attention to their surroundings or gallery attendees; and â€œWoman in Front of My Painting,â€• gives us the profile of a woman standing in front of the image but looking beyond it rather than at it. &nbsp;All 15 works add
up to a truly virtuoso viewing experience.Also on exhibit at TAG in smaller solo shows: Recyclables, the vivid gouache and water color on handmade paper abstracts of Arlene Weingstock; Liliana Dâ€™Ambrosioâ€™s
acrylic collages on canvas, Intertwining of Ideas; and Horizons, Fielden Harperâ€™s figurative, but geometric and architectural Los Angeles landscapes.TAG is located at 5458 Wilshire Blvd. in mid-city Los Angeles, and
open 1 â€“ 7 p.m. Wednesday through Sunday, through December 11th.Installation of&nbsp;Kim Abeles: Smog Collectors, 1987-2020&nbsp;at CSUF Begovich Gallery, Photography: Nikolay MaslovKim Abeles: Smog
Collectors 1987-2020California&nbsp;State University Fullerton Begovich GalleryThrough December 18, 2021Written by Liz Goldner&nbsp;While Detritus has been used by artists as source material for decades, Kim
Abeles employs an unusual form of this material in her artmaking. Using particles from smog and other airborne elements, she creates a variety of illustrations on wood, acrylic, plates, furniture, among other items.Abeles
constructs these artworks by placing hand-made stencils over objects that she has coated to attract the &nbsp;airborne particles. She leaves the art pieces in progress in the outdoors for four days to more than a month.
After removing the stencils, the smog illustrations range from slightly visible to clear and striking. While aesthetic resonance is one artistic goal, her deeper intention is to draw connections between the plague of smog and
our well-beingâ€”to demonstrate how various forms of pollution affect every aspect of our lives.The exhibition, Kim Abeles: Smog Collectors, 1987-2020, is the first showing of her groundbreaking series in its entirety. The
series, which has received national and international recognition, also cites decades of scientific data about air pollution. She has remarked, â€œSince the worst in the air canâ€™t be seen,&nbsp;Smog
Collectors&nbsp;are both literal and metaphoric depictions of the current conditions of our life source.â€•Abeles created her first Smog Collectors pieces in the late 1980s while living in the San Gabriel Valley of Los
Angeles. Her inspiration was the intense smog obscuring the nearby mountains. Using stencils to create an image of the mountains wedged between buildings, she created her first Smog Collector. In this exhibition, the
elegant art piece, â€œObstructions to the Wedgeâ€• (1987) is comprised of nine silver prints of her view of the mountains. This image and several other smog-related art pieces have been called â€œfootprints of the
skyâ€• by one observer.The five-paneled â€œSixty Blocks Square of Los Angeles Horizonâ€• (Winter 1990/91) depicts Los Angelesâ€™ horizon line as smog-ridden. While creating these panels, Abeles produced a
series of SoCal Smog Collectors artworks for the Bureau of Automotive Repair. The latter project addresses pollution density in disadvantaged communities, particularly those that are close to freeways and factories.She
created her inventive â€œZoÃ«&#8217;s Highchairâ€• (Winter 1990/91) from stencils of a table setting and food that she placed onto her daughterâ€™s highchair.In 1992, Abeles produced a Smog Collectors series
related to the Los Angeles uprisings, following the beating of Rodney King. Her â€œThe Sorcererâ€• and â€œFrench Pyreneesâ€• (both, 1992), are made of smog and smoke/ash resulting from the fires set during the
demonstrations.A more recent installation in this exhibition is the exquisite â€œDeck Chairs on the Titanicâ€• (Sept-Oct 2020). To create these, Abeles made four stencils inspired by pictures of deck chairs from the
Titanic. She placed the stencils on European Beech, the wood that the original deck chairs were made from, and let the particulate matter and smoke/ash from the local Bobcat Fire leave their imprint on the wood.Abeles
most notable series are her 17 â€œPresidential Commemorative Smog Platesâ€• (1992), made of smog on 10 Â½ inch white porcelain plates. Didactics explain, â€œThe idea developed when Abeles heard George H.W.
Bush on the radio proclaiming himself as the â€˜Environmental President.â€™ 
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