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Betye Saar’s preoccupation with language — its curiosity and chaos, the slippages of its formal presen-

tation, its use and its absence — resists convention. It informs the mystical, the spiritual, and the familiar; 

paradoxically, this is none more evident than in her work not featuring text. A two-part survey, Black 

White and Blend address how color imparts meaning dependent on social context and determined by 

historical moment.

Spanning over four decades, Black White brings together a wide array of work in the materiality Saar is 

known for — cages, assemblages, alters and scales — to reflect on how specific ideas gives nuance to 

black-white dualism. Each work is executed in a monochromatic palette, references the color(s) in the 

title, or interprets the positive-negative asymmetry of each. Installed in a space painted in alternating 

shades of white and black, the result is of an immersive experience within a powerful environment. 

Blend continues Saar’s exploration as a means to engage with a multiplicity of techniques, images, 

and ideas. If Black White is interpreted as an attitude, characterized not by its fidelity to an organizing 

principle but by the sharpness of its delivery, Blend is defined by way of its ambiguity. Gray is the 

predominate hue, though less in appearance than in essence. As much a sensibility or mood, gray is a 

contradiction: enigmatic; unsettling; unidentifiable. Here, Blend takes shape.

The complex interplay between language, subjectivity, power, and site within Saar’s work demonstrates 

how she deconstructs the sociolinguistics of race as performative; illuminating how for many, language 

is used to disguise oneself, controlling how white or black one sounds. The malleability of language 

underlies its great ability as an indicator of social change. Rather than developing a more literalist 

implication of this idea, Saar explores its semantic potential. 

Simultaneously social document and protest, her complex orchestrations of found materials treat 

language as structured norms, reconfigured for each subsequent generation. Seen together, the works 

on view develop as a strongly interpretative explanation of the convictions and attitudes at a moment of 

intense historical renewal. 

								      

								                          Camille Mary Weiner

Foreword



At the end of 2016, Roberts & Tilton presented Black White, a survey exhibition of artworks by Betye Saar 

from 1964 to 2016. The intimate space was color coded to match the exhibition theme. With its dramatic 

black carpet, and black and white walls and pedestals, the boxy gallery enveloped viewers in stark contrasts 

of visual and social color values. The titles of the fifteen works within, such as When Cotton Was King, Dark 

Times, and Game of Fate, read like the spines of epic historical novels. Indeed, Saar’s carefully constructed 

assemblages address the great concerns that persist through the ages: the mysteries of time, the quest 

for freedom and the trap of imprisonment, the violent ambition of greed, the struggle between darkness 

and light, the transience of life and the desire to know what comes after. The exploration of these issues 

resonates from one work to the next through domestic objects presented in black and white. Saar memo-

rializes them in sculptures and works on paper that are disquietly still. Her arrangements complicate the 

presumed understanding of binary terms, and reveal the complexity and arbitrariness of value systems. Her 

constructions are collective witnesses to a time that appears to be in the past, but is instead, increasingly 

relevant as time passes. 

For The Weight of Whiteness (2014) Saar’s use of a utility scale for the base of the artwork, enables her 

to play with whiteness as something to be measured.  Used for race and class based divisions from 

the seventeenth through much of the twentieth century, the racial mix of one’s ancestry could deter-

mine social status and everyday mobility. In The Weight of Whiteness, Saar bears Whiteness as a phys-

ical weight—a literal mass, as well as a genetic inheritance. Her selection of objects shows divergent 

definitions of white as both light and heavy. Resting between the face of the scale and its measur-

ing platform above is a serpentine pile of white chains suggesting both the density of metal and the 

historical burden of African enslavement. Positioned here, the chains prevent the scale’s spring from 

fully functioning. The weight of the pitted putto bust and its surrounding cloudlike mass of cotton bolls 

does not fully register. The cotton is light, but is laden with the history of the exploitative labor system 

of slavery. The heavy material of the putto, along with its artificial blue eyes and wistful, pock marked 

appearance denudes its ethereal referent as farce. The bundled chains serve as a support for the damaged 

angelic depiction of whiteness above. On the back of the scale is a galleon-shaped iron doorstopper. 

 Represented at full speed with wind filled sails marked by the flag of England, the ship’s movement through 

the sea is permanently fixed. Whitewashed and attached to Saar’s sculpture, the ship serves as a reminder 

of European colonization in the making of the new world. 

At the top of Game of Fate (2016), a wide-eyed black owl perches like a sentinel in a small bulb-shaped 

cage. Thin linked chains fall over and around its wire frame to a larger bell-shape below. Rising from the 

cage’s circular bottom stand five wooden sculptures, and scattered stacks of black dice with white dots. 

Time After Time: Black White
Bridget R. Cooks

The Weight of Whiteness, 2014
Mixed media assemblage
14 x 9 x 7 in (35.56 x 22.86 x 17.78 cm) 
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Three of the sculptures are carved as baboons posed to represent the wise monkeys of the proverb 

“see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.” An upright, knobby antelope horn, and a raised fist and 

forearm stand alongside the trio. As associated with gambling, the dice connote choices resolved by 

games of chance. The horn calls to mind another type of game—animals that are hunted, and whose 

horns are valued for their medicinal and spiritual powers. The raised fist reads as the defiant symbol of 

Black power and resistance to oppression. Together the group of objects forms a scene of protest to 

their confinement. Their shared darkness attests that the fate of black people is linked to the fate of a 

world that refuses to see, hear, or speak their injustice. 

In the serigraph Passe Blanc (2002) rice paper provides a milky opacity for the ghostly image of a young 

woman. She stands, smiling, dressed in a light colored dress cinched with a wide band at her narrow 

waist. The hemline of her dress limns the border’s soft rag edge. Her wavy dark hair is gently piled on 

her head and curves down to frame her face and neck. The context of the photographer’s studio is 

excised from the portrait. In the absence of her physical environment, the woman seems to rise from 

within the light of the paper. The embedded leaves surround her and float, as she does, in the world 

just beyond the surface. Although she is visible, she is just barely so—neither completely here in our 

space, nor there, in the pictorial world, but in a liminal space at the threshold between the two. In this 

way she appears as a nearly forgotten memory, both present and intangible. 

Saar’s title for the work is a French term used historically in New Orleans to identify Creole men and 

women of African ancestry whose physical features allowed them to pass for White. Saar’s visual strate-

gies explore the woman’s racially mixed identity and the social tensions between invisibility and visibil-

ity. The yellow sulfur butterfly that rests on her right hand testifies to the process of transitioning from 

one form to the next: Black to White, life to death, near to far, physical to spiritual.

In the same year that Saar made Passe Blanc, she made her counterpart, Madame Noire (2002). The 

black, shadow box assemblage contains a selection of objects that present and preserve the memory of 

this mysterious woman. She appears in a painted portrait, elegantly posed in a blue bodice and purple 

skirt. Although her image is more colorful than that of the woman in Passe Blanc, the details of Madame 

Noire’s face are just as difficult to discern. A touch of red on her lips and the whites of her eyes are 

the only features that emerge from the dark palette. The objects displayed around Madame’s portrait 

elaborate on her environment and lifestyle. An embossed black leather glove reaches toward a dreamy 

landscape scene on a decorative fan above. A velvet heart, butterfly wings, and a silver barrette display 

a life of femininity, luxury, and sophistication. The iron gate detail at the bottom of the composition 

denotes her location as New Orleans—the same city signaled in Passe Blanc. Through the specificity of 

these objects Saar immortalizes this woman as an individual, yet the indistinct features of her portrait 

allows Madame Noire to represent others who may have shared the same station in life. Saar’s careful 

arrangement offers narrative possibilities for viewers to imagine and complete. 

Left:
Game of Fate, 2016
Mixed media assemblage
24 x 9.5 x 10 in (61.0 x 25.4 x 25.4 cm) 



The earliest artwork in the exhibition, Sorceress and Seven Assorted Birds (1964), represents Saar’s formal 

roots as a printmaker. In this etching, Saar presents a woman positioned between fantasy and reality. The light 

colored female figure on the dark ground echoes the thematic shades of both Passe Blanc and Madame Noire. 

Although each artwork is made through a different artistic medium, all three feature women as the protagonists 

of their worlds. In Sorceress the woman appears to be part human, part animal. The title of the etching suggests 

that, as sorceress, she is in control of her form, able to shape shift and navigate the lines between herself and 

her environment. In these selected artworks from Black White, Saar demonstrates the complexity of black and 

white as markers of color, race, and experience. In her hands, the definitions of each term are questioned. Their 

boundaries are not yet fixed, but dynamic in their historical and future interpretations.         

Passe Blanc, 2002
Serigraph on unique rice paper

51 x 27 in (130.2 x 69.8 cm)  
Edition of 10

“Although she is visible, she is just barely so —neither completely  
here in our space, nor there, in the pictorial world, but in a liminal  
space at the threshold between the two. In this way she appears 

 as a nearly forgotten memory, both present and intangible.” 
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Bridget R. Cooks is Associate Professor of Art History and African American Studies at the University of California, Irvine. She is author 

of the book Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), and 

several of her other publications can be found in Afterimage, American Studies, Pedagogy and American Quarterly. She is currently 

working on her second manuscript titled, A Dream Deferred: Art of the Civil Rights Movement and the Limits of Liberalism.  She was 

the first recipient of the James A. Porter & David C. Driskell Book Award in African American Art History.
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Dark Times, 2015
Mixed media on vintage washboard
21.25 x 8.5 x 2.5 in (54.0 x 21.6 x 6.3 cm) 



Madame Noire, 2002
Mixed media assemblage on paper
24.5 x 16.25 x 1 in (62.2 x 41.3 x 2.5 cm) 

14 



The Game of Chance, 2016
Mixed media assemblage
24 x 9.5 x 10.5 in (60.96 x 24.13 x 26.67 cm) 

1716



When Cotton Was King, 2009
Mixed media assemblage
11.5 x 10 x 7 in (29.2 x 25.4 x 17.8 cm) 

1918 



Dark Journey: The Game of Destiny, 2016
Mixed media assemblage
31 x 15.5 x 15.5 in (78.74 x 39.37 x 39.37 cm) 

420



Heartbreak Hotel, 2016
Mixed media assemblage
15.75 x 8.75 x 4 in (40.64 x 22.86 x 10.16 cm) 

23 22



Always Just Out of Focus, 1982
Mixed media collage on paper
18 x 13.5 in (45.72 x 34.29 cm) 

24



Collecting Twilight Corners, 1982
Mixed media collage on paper
19.5 x 14.75 in (49.53 x 37.47 cm)  

26



Every Secret Thing (Almost), 1982
Mixed media collage on paper
20 x 13.25 in (50.8 x 33.66 cm)
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To Follow Separate Stars, 1982
Mixed media collage on paper
18 x 15.5 in (45.7 x 39.4 cm)

30
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Flight of the Trickster, 2012
Mixed media collage on black hand-made paper
68.5 x 40.5 x 1 in (176.5 x 104.1 x 2.5 cm)

Installation View:
Black White
September 10 - December 17,  2016
Project Room 
Roberts & Tilton, Culver City, California 
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Sorceress with Seven Assorted Birds, 1964
Etching
14.5 x 12 in (36.83 x 30.48 cm)
Edition of 20 

35

Installation View:
Black White
September 10 - December 17,  2016
Project Room 
Roberts & Tilton, Culver City, California 
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Black White
September 10 - December 17,  2016
Project Room 
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In its main gallery space, Roberts & Tilton presented Blend, a survey exhibition of artworks by Betye Saar from 1986 

to 2016.  The artist’s selection of thirteen assemblage sculptures and paper collages was a companion for the Black 

White exhibition on view in the gallery’s more intimate room. As its title suggests, Blend combined thematic elements 

from Black White. The resulting gray offered visual syntheses on aging, integration, family, and the passing of time. 

In the collage Clues to Feelings (1986) Saar presents a dreamlike cluster of familiar objects floating through space. 

Small torn sheets of paper build up a mix of shapes and symbols of chance, outer space, and inner space: eight hearts 

on a playing card, lines that trace the stars of an asterism, and a flat, diary-sized key settled in a dried puddle of paint. 

Saar’s combination of actual items with naturalistic depictions blurs the line between reality and illusion. Strands of 

thread mix with Saar’s drawings to form symbols and indistinct fragments. Stains and drips of gray paint and sketchy 

pencil marks appear as abstract doodles lazily created during a daydream. Saar depicts a fish tunneling through 

two slits of a splotchy white heart. The unlikely coupling casts a dark shadow as it drifts over a watery wash of grays. 

A whitewashed face radiates lines of energy created by pin-like stitches and cherry stems. The strange gathering 

in Clues to Feelings is less a harmonic formation and more an implausible blend. Prompting more questions than 

answers, the collage offers pieces of a puzzle that has not yet been identified. 

A restless waterscape unfolds in Saar’s mixed media collage Small Betrayals (1993). At the center, a faint red heart is 

trapped in a dark tight coil. The heart is outlined by a white triangle on a grey square that seems to blow across the 

water at the will of the wind. Bandages and lifesaving buoys come to the heart’s rescue. An illustration of the letters J, 

K, L, and M in American Sign Language signals the frustrating search for a useful method of communication. A pair of 

dice haphazardly flies through the air, and short pastel lines score the sky to animate the scene. The rough texture of 

the composition leads viewers to imagine Saar vigorously creating the work. In turn, Small Betrayals exudes anxiety 

as nothing depicted is settled. The impact of deceptions denoted by the title has left turmoil and trouble in its wake. 

In The Dark Past, The Grey Future (1999) Saar’s mixed media work on paper confronts viewers with a picture of 

loss and memory.  Divided lengthwise by a strong diagonal, the gray portion of the composition doubles as two- 

dimensional plane and a body of water. The horizon line is defined by an empty canoe on fire and a print of the 

eighteenth century Brookes slave ship diagram showing how Africans were positioned in the hold for transport 

during the transatlantic slave trade. Saar connects the end of the canoe to the bow of the ship with the brown-

stained strip of paper. The articulation is marred by a bloody handprint—a reminder of the colonial massacres 

of Native Americans and imported Africans symbolized by both vessels. The index finder of the hand touches 

a ghostly sepia-tone photograph of a woman. She appears tarnished by the mud colored, smoke-filled sky— 

another casualty of tragic destruction. 

Time After Time: Blend
Bridget R. Cooks
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Standing in the Shadow of Love (detail), 2000 
Mixed media assemblage
18 x 26.25 x 1.50 in (45.7 x 66.7 x 3.8 cm) 



Objects below the surface of the water include paper frames, a photograph of three Native American women, 

and ragged strings of silver seed beads. The lower left corner of the composition has been torn away and sutured 

back together by tiny stitches of thread. A bark-like veneer on the lower right side bears dozens of small stitches 

that strengthen its rough edges. Saar is not afraid to dwell in bleak realities of historical trauma. Her melancholy 

composition articulates the horrors of the past for viewers to contemplate. The gray future may be unknown, but 

from here it is gloomy and dim.

Along the top edge of the paper collage Redbone & Black: Scouts (2001) are three sets of copper shapes 

that track waxing, full, and waning phases of the moon. Each set doubles as an abstract depiction of an eye 

combining Saar’s interest in the astronomical and astrological study of celestial bodies. In the upper corners of the 

work, Saar painted naturalistic human eyes that frame the trio of moons and establish a sense of their omniscient 

power.  Below each eye are images of the Brookes slave ship. The illustrations lay on either side of a photographic 

portrait in the middle of the composition. Although a thin, opaque layer of paper covers the image, the outlines 

of three figures dressed like cowboys are visible. Two of the figures appear to be Native American men, but the 

features of the third man are obscured. The clouded presentation of the photograph heightens the viewers’ desire 

to know more about them. Saar’s title of the work, Redbone & Black: Scouts, offers a narrative of solidarity and 

brotherhood between the three men. As a unit, they sojourned together to survive in the early years of Europe-

an colonization. Through Redbone & Black: Scouts, Saar challenges viewers to remember Native and African 

contributions to the nation.   

Standing in the Shadow of Love (2000) is a diptych assemblage primarily composed of an old fashioned wooden 

washboard and a small white framed window. Both objects feature painted photographs. The grooves of the 

washboard’s corrugated metal reveal the images of three black children likely taken around the turn of the 

twentieth century. Two young boys stand near each other on the left of the portrait, while the smallest, a little girl, 

stands apart from them on the right. The trio is nearly consumed by the surrounding darkness. Each child greets 

the camera with a look of fear and apprehension that only emphasizes their small statures. The white paint that 

Saar added to their eyes highlights their vulnerability and deeply sorrowful state. Positioning the photograph on 

the metal ridges used for scrubbing away dirt defines the children as dirty themselves. They appear helpless and 

lacking the attention they need to survive. The flat panel above the portrait is covered with several quilted strips of 

various aged fabrics. In the middle is a painted photograph of a slave shack providing a visual and social context 

of poverty for the children depicted below. 

The window portion of Standing in the Shadow of Love shows a different kind of portrait. This photograph shows 

three young white children fancily dressed beside their coiffed and preened Black mammy. Clustered together 

in the center of the photograph, the group looks like a tight unit. Each person is in physical contact with another 

making them appear interdependent.  The reassuring hand of the caretaking mammy comforts the blonde toddler 

who holds a twin-like doll. All eyes (even the obedient doll’s) look alertly at the camera with straight backs and 

clean white clothes. The cloudy sky depicted in the studio backdrop lends an air of optimism and freedom to 

the happy quartet. Saar frames them with floral patterns in ivory lace and pink pastel papers.  The window form 

suggests the possibility of light and hope.

6

The darker washboard contrasts against the window in both color and sentiment. The window, and representative 

family, constitutes most of the artwork, relegating the washboard to an unequal minority position. The photograph on 

the window is deceiving in its depiction of the mammy as part of the White family. Indeed, the children she works for are 

not her own. The forlorn children on the washboard insist that we wonder if the mammy has her own children, and who 

takes care of them. 

Saar was inspired to make Standing in the Shadow of Love by the lyrics of the slave lullaby, “All the Pretty Little Horses”: 

Hushaby, don’t you cry,
Go to sleepy, little baby.
When you wake, you shall have cake,
And all the pretty little horses.
Blacks and bays, dapples and grays,
Coach and six-a little horses.

Way down yonder in the meadow,
There’s a poor little lambie;
The bees and the butterflies pickin’ out his eyes,
The poor little thing cries, “Mammy.”

Hushaby, don’t you cry, 
Go to sleepy, little baby.

Standing in the Shadow of Love, 2000 
Mixed media assemblage

18 x 26.25 x 1.50 in (45.7 x 66.7 x 3.8 cm) 
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The song’s lyrics belie the mammy’s complacent appearance in the photograph. The lyrics (printed on the reverse 

of the artwork) allow the mammy to speak her truth and tell another side of the story of the nice White family. Saar’s 

careful selection and placement of objects allows her to reveal differences of race, class, labor, position, and privilege 

in a seemingly effortless and indisputable fashion.

Saar’s title for the artwork brings to mind the lyrics of another song, the Four Tops’ Motown classic “Standing in the 

Shadows of Love.” Its lyrics include, “Standing in the shadows of love, I’m getting ready for the heartaches to come. 

I want to run but there’s nowhere to go, ‘Cause heartaches will follow me, I know.” In this more contemporary context, 

the Black children are left in the same place: away from love’s healing light, in the shadows—uncared for, and alone.

In the large-scale assemblage Destiny of Latitude and Longitude (2010), Saar takes a metaphorical approach to 

addressing the process of aging along the journey of life. Padlocked to one side of the cage is a long, gray braid of 

hair. The braid reminds Saar of her grandmother, and the padlock symbolizes a destiny that all of us are locked into 

from birth. Saar lined the bottom of the bulbous, claw-footed cage with a nest of the thick gray hair. The carpet of 

wavy strands serves as ocean waves beneath the model of a battleship gray colored schooner. As a symbol of aging, 

the ocean of gray hair provides the momentum and foundation for movement through life. A small black globe and 

net float on the water—resigned to the fate of time.  

In the middle of the cage is a second tall ship—the representation of another life sailing along its path. The styles 

of the ships date back to the African slave trade and recall the American system of slavery that locked humans in a 

disastrous fate. The small black bird resting at the top of the cage references the Jim Crow system of Black exclusion 

in America, and serves as a visual analogy for enslaved Africans trapped like a caged animal.  

Through the collage and assemblage works in Blend, Saar meditates on the inheritances from past generations, and 

reflects on the positions viewers find themselves in today. In these selections from a lifetime of work, Saar critically 

frames and reframes the lessons of the past, while provoking us to define the future. 

8

The Destiny of Latitude & Longitude, 2010
Mixed media assemblage
54 x 43 x 20.5 in (137.2 x 109.2 x 52.1 cm) 

Bridget R. Cooks is Associate Professor of Art History and African American Studies at the University of California, Irvine. She is author 

of the book Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), and 

several of her other publications can be found in Afterimage, American Studies, Pedagogy and American Quarterly. She is currently 

working on her second manuscript titled, A Dream Deferred: Art of the Civil Rights Movement and the Limits of Liberalism.  She was 

the first recipient of the James A. Porter & David C. Driskell Book Award in African American Art History.
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Blend, 2002
Mixed media collage on hand made paper
55 x 25.75 x .75 in (139.7 x 65.4 x 1.9 cm) 



Searching for a Vision of Truth, 2016
Mixed media assemblage
23 x 10 x 9.5 in (58.4 x 25.4 x 24.1 cm) 



16

 
Serving Time, 2010
Mixed media assemblage
64 x 17.25 x 9.75 in (162.6 x 43.8 x 24.8 cm) 

17



Clues to Feelings, 1986
Mixed media on paper
21 x 24 in (53.3 x 61.0 cm) 

18 19

Small Betrayals, 1993
Mixed media on paper
25.50 x 29 in (64.8 x 73.7 cm)
 



Redbone & Black: Scouts, 2001
Mixed media collage on paper
17.5 x 25 in (44.5 x 63.5 cm) 

20

The Dark Past, The Grey Future, 1999
Mixed media collage
22.75 x 27.75 in (57.8 x 70.5 cm)

21



Mojotech, 1987
Mixed media installation
76 x 294 x 16 in (193.0 x 746.8 x 40.6 cm)

22 23





Pause Here - Spirit Chair, 1996
Mixed media assemblage with metal garden chair and neon
31.5 x 24.5 x 20.5 in (80.01 x 62.23 x 52.07 cm) 



Illusion of Freedom, 2009
Mixed media assemblage
8.5 x 18.5 x 11 in (21.6 x 47.0 x 27.9 cm) 

28

Vanity, 2009
Mixed media assemblage
16 x 13.25 x 10.25 in (40.64 x 33.65 x 26.03 cm)  

29
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Blend
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