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Beyond the Frame: Family Portraits Redefined

As self-assigned family historians, both Michael Massenburg and Dominigue Moody have caken hrerally the project’s title—finding
family staries—by wacing their family's migrations and chronicling their myriad stories. This exhibition features the results of

their afforts to decipher what they have learmed about their families and themsalyves by presenting the family portrait re-seen,

Using the treasured phoro zlbums of both s father's family, the Massenburgs, and his mother's, the Hodges, Michael Massanburg
has spent much of his energy on the project simply catching up, listening to the stortes his elder relatives have to share. Several of
these loved enes have passed away in the course of Massenburg’s campaign to gather stonigs, a search which he refers o ac his
SCIempT o acoess information

Massenburg set to work on his new series of family portraits equipped with colorful family photo albums and remembered family
stories and letters, along with his usual resource materiale: dense valumes of Afncan American history. He has grounded much of
his work in the complex inheritance of African Americans throughout his artistic career, Thaose history books offer cantest, distance,
and hindsight, and, when he pairs them wirh his family's photo albums, Massenburg affeces a richly layered and profound reading
of his F!E'E in the world. In this W, the intensel W magm! ied lens &rll_lh_llng the _-..JI:-_,.—_L\ of F.11r|||}.- ._:uu_x_l-,,-' expands to enc OMpaEss the
African American community’s centinuing struggle for sell-determination and this country's legaey of racism, wath its systematic
disempowarment a/d displacement

!"-"l:LSEEI'IbL;rj‘_' adrmits char wich age, he has |."i*g'-.m to embrace more fully fa mily and com rr_':|_|.-Li11_, hisearies &5 bis own, and ds such. he
was eager to research his family's history, successfully tracing it back 1o his ancestors énslaved in the American South. The varving
textures of hus panced, n:i:ilagm:l images in his new works, it Time, Malissg Lstter, and Circle of Cousing, reveal the commingled
memaries, hisgaries, portraits, snapshots, shadows, and excerpts of family coreéspendences he draws upon as
raw MmALerals

Like Massenburg, Dominigue Moady has been in close touch with her family, namely her mother ancd seven siblings, mining her
own family histary for added insight and inspiration. Moaody's intensive preoccupatian with her Family history has been a healthy




obsession infusing the artist’s practice with incredible energy, In preparabien for ths
exfibition; the armist wrote: “From the very beginnmg my vision was nurtured i & family
aDuUNCaINC in oreative ENPression., ANg, a5 3 IEEECY, this SAPEMENCE hE":\ besn the E"FJ_'ELI:"'L
gift |'ve ever received.”

During the past two vears, while partcipating in the finding family storfes projec,
Moody has developed her new work while sesking the whereabouts of her father, 2
milicary man who exiled mimself from the Moody family many decades ago. It € racher
appropriate, then, that her four new pieces for the exhibiton gre reflections on her
family’s saga of presences, migrations. and absences shared over many family
inerviews, gec-topethers, and accompanied investigative excursions, These individual
and collective stories appear as richly collaged phorographs, life-sized wood plank
figures of Moody family members, and wood boxes with mimature comparoments
packed with pictures. |n her instaflation, A Family Treasure Found, wood sithouettes and
profiles which Meoody traced from each relative are slotted together to form the
statuesque bodies of the artist, her morther, and siblings. The figures stand proudly
together, reimventing the look and concepr of the family portrait with added dimension,
Moreover, the artist has crafted the absent Meody patriarch's presence, forming 2
profoundly inclusive yet starthingly altered family portrait

As presence pomes to absence, family histories can scarcely be told without the sectings
in whach families grow and change. As histoncal, poliocal, sociel, and cultural emvirons,
communicies zre where personal and family histores play out Yer at the same nme
thar communiny has come to mean = disonce geograpnical place, inhabited by groups
of people. it can plso defy geopraphy to identify and gather groups of people copether
i solidaroy:




This exhibition features new waorks by losé B. Ramirez and Sandra dé la Lozz that
elaborate on representations of family in order to make wisible the Inhergnt connection
berween family and community stories, aspecially those of Los Angzles’ working poor
and struggling immigrant populations. It may seem natural that since both Ramirez
and de la Loza are narive Angelenos thatr the city and its stories would find cheir
way into their respective warle. But it is the way in which they each endow the nodon
of family with that of community, and vice versa, that makes their work unigue
and unexpecred.

With 2n impressive artistic career in Los Angeles through his active community
invalverment as an inner-city elementary schoal teacher, painter, and muralist, jasé B,
Ramirez has taken a closer look ar the ways in which the vitzlioy of cur Bmilies and
communizies are collectively intertwined. The events of September 11 and the parancid
political climate that followed inspired Ramirez to emphasize his already ewsting
commitment to teach respect for differences and socal responsibility through his art,
The subsequent seres of new paintings entitled Fly, finds its inspiration from the book|
The People Could Fly, which Ramirez assigned to his third-grade class. In this African
Amencan folkrale set in the American South, African slaves looked to the spints and
found the collective will and-courage to gain freedom from their oppressors. Ramirez's
new paintings are 2 reflection on the circumstances of this tnumphane stery, but his
secxing 15 the wrban landscape of Los Angeles. Furthermors, the “spiries” that ignite our
imagination 2nd hope agamst sociopohitical invisibility, conguest, and fear are our
families and loved anes—children, elders, and those no longer bodily present.

Ramirez’s abiding mission hzs been to empower and mobilize Lbs Anpeles’
marginallzed communities against the oppressive realities they often endure in silence
and obscurity—poverty, pelice brutality, lack of senvces, as well as ant-immigration
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and English-only policies. Ramirez's ongeing critical preaccupation with such serious
issues has conunued in concert with his equally acencive focus on the people and
values that inspire compassion and fortitude. This new work represents 2 continuation
of Ramirez's priorities as an arost: 1o celebrate family and community selidanty, o
reinvent home and tradition, and 1o wsualize peace and empowerment oward a
positive future,

Beginning with her parents’ Polaroid family snapshots from the 1950s and 605, Sandra
|de la Lozz examines the nature of che family portraic as a consoously staged,
culminating rmgment of ‘.-am-.f:,r"a desire for their T.:.'-gE:hEl’r‘-Ess te be dressed wup,
dacumented, and remembergd. As 3 Geade of outward gppearances, the portraic can
also conceal the character of our relavionships with one another. De la Loza takes apart
the portrait to see past the picture itself, by first voiding, then recomposing and
substituting textured photograph or vides images of organic and urban surfaces—from
tall grasses and California poppies, to crackling painted stucco and graffitied liquor
store windows. De la Loza’s ongoing senes of photographic inkjet prints enlarge the
artist's family photos, so much so that the colorful texzures of each image are drawn
into clear focus. Buc by cutting out the individual figures so that only a silhouete
tracing of each present person remains, de la Loza creates 2 glaring absence
amidst familiar front lawns and living rooms. Using these ndelible images in this
specific yet anonymous way, de la Leza expands the scope of her address from family

to community.

In de la Loza’s sound installazion, 4 crowd of second-hand speakers transmit a
multitude of voices hand-picked by the artist; each one is different, yer sach carries in
part the Los Angeles stories of de la Loza’s biolagical and chosen families, This sound
installation is an homage to family 25 much asicis an intimate porraic of @ sprawling




mecropolis. Seen thraugh the lens of de |z Loza's “extendec” family, che artise effectively
inflates the resonance of family beyond  biclogical boundaries. The voices. and

languages in this audio piece are those spoken an her streer, in her neighborhood, and
hroughour the city; they are, for the arose, the voices of family and home;

eering throtgh the thick lens of memaory-as-histary, bath Pawick “Paro” Hebert ant
P g through the thick lens of tory, bath Pa P Hebert |
erty Lee have explored the profound effects of how identity and space slowly create
Berty L plored the profound effect h lentity and s Iy T
one another, Their new photagraphic pieces look closely ar historically contested sites

which idlso serve:as home

A mam imperus for much of Berry Les's work haz been her childhood expenence
growmg up in 2 small, solaced Midwestern town without any other Asan Amencans:
Lee's new ner-bazed project, phorographs and video pigces bring o monumental
fruition her series of semi-autobiographical images, entided Lewnsry Series, which she
began in 1985 Throughour rhis series, aswith her new work, Lee ilfluminares che dark
ervieloped spaces of the back rooms in her parents’ laundry busimess where her seif-
awareneys as 2 person of color began. Despire her family's isclation:and “invisibiling,”
ket was able-to pam 2 keen-gense of awareness abour oemng idencified: as Chinese
|_'!;'.._Cﬂljfnt’. h;‘l' D{ﬁrl'_'l'l:ti.! -.-.-ﬂ|ir'|-.':ur': Was Common o 'i.:!‘?l!’.ﬂ.';il: ||'I'II‘Pi?_|FE~_"|. COMHTIUTRITIES .1”
across the United States. Lee expliams thar refle: LifTg on her childhood necessnared a
reflection on the surroundings of her home, and because her Chinese Amencan famly
warked in isalatign in their community, "The place where we worked [was) the place
where we lived. There was no delineation between work and home”

Ezach of the four exhibition venues will fature jmagery comprising a portrait of Lee's
childhood drawn from the artist’s merories of this physical and psycholegical space.

She depicts the mtenor world of the small, famly-operated laundry shop, the daily
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rituals and recreation they performed therem, the tools of the rade. and its many
machines—all of which are invisible o the rest of the world, save the dlothes they
laundered. In the same moment thar Loe's work tells of the arost's early realizanon of
her family’s racial and economic difference, she succeeds in cannecting their
estrangement to the expanding Chinese American communities strugeling to survive in
the nation’s growing metropolises.

In his series of large prismatic photagraph dipeychs, entided Hay tina vigjn gue psta
ensmorada; Pare Heberr empioys lenticular technology ta visually represent the solemn
black and white landscapes of Panama and pororaits of family. By juxtaposing diverse
peeple with histarically layered fandscapes, Hebert explores family, memaory, histary,
racia| identity, and mation as fundamentally related conceprs.

Lenticular technology permits numerous images to be layered simultaneously in 5 single
frame, allowing viewers to see different pictures as they dance side by side to gan
slightly different vantage points befare the image’s ridged-surface. In additen to this
simultaneous layering of images, Meberr pairs the shifting landscape with persanal
family partraits—pictures of his family members as he interaets with them,

Hay uns vigjs's images bear multiple layers of Panama's spanish colonial and American
post-colomal history. Recently abandoned American military bases 2nd Spanish ruins
feur centurias old are shown in relative states of decay. In fact, the PanGramic
landscape scenes juxtaposed with the candid bur elegant partraits of his family operate
as unofficial evidence of official hustories at war; acthe same fime. they remain symbols
of Hebert's family stories giving witness to their survival in a twice sccupied land, and
his oven personzl experience. The diptych images of Hay una vigjs reveal thar for Hebert's
relatives, the experience of homie in Panama |s inextricably tied 1o the country's colonal




history, ofwhich these ruined trappings are a constant reminder. The changing portraic
of a geographical locale can illustrate how places gain historical and personal
importance through the course of memory and human interaction, as well as neglect.

By looking at the physical landscape as evidence of diverse cultwral and social
experiences and articulations, Steven Yao-Chee Wong and Teresa Hagiya explore the
ways in which communities are marked by countless entities 1n addition to ourselves,
such 2s tourism, urban development, meighborhood ganps, and local, stats, and
natignal governments. A wide array of community interactions shepes public spaces,
impacting collective and personsl expenences of space

Found objects, video, and a postcard display comprise Steven Wang's neaw work,
Chinatown Stories: Realizing the Imagned. Together, these three distinct parts offer a richly
complex poroait of Los Angeles’ current Chinatown. Studying and reaching Asian
American histary and living in Chinatown have inspired Wong's curiosity abour the
creation of unegual power refatronships. For a few yzars mow, Wang has been
researching and reaching the history of this particular Chinese American community|
which he calls home. In spize of s nearness to the heart of the city, Chinazown'’s story|
of struggle and resistance against displacement remains rélatively obscure,

Inan attempe 1o heighten the visibility of Chinatown’s stary in the Asian American
community and beyond, Wong's work frames the tension of the neighborhood's exoric
aesthetic trappings, popular myths, thriving tourist culture, and the everyday
experiences of local immiigrants and their descendants. In effect, Chinstown Stonzs lavs.
bare the connection between ideas and images of Chinatown informed and
disserminatad via the movie industry, prevalent racist nomons sbout Chinese people,
and the Chinatown commumty itself, By casting Into stark relef people's private
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obiservations against the backdrop of mass-produced perceptions, Wong compligates
the authenncity of Chinarawn myths and realimes, Uinmately, he encourages viewers to
consider the resonance of ther gwn Chinatown memones, the ways i w hich thiy, THo,

have participated in realizing “the imagined” Chinatown.

[Teresa Hagiya draws on landscapes a5 portraits of intersecting experiences by looking
it the synthetic signs and symbals that mark well-traveled and less-traveled landscapes,

such as main thoroughfares and rural roads. The bald colors and sparkling surfaces of
road safety signs abound, bezrng silk-scregned images of farm culure in Hagiya's new
imstalladon P-"r-_,-E'rJ;. e, Whether the familizr colors and rmaterizls warn, direct, or
wsimply offer respite, these indescent surfaces lzy dark or dormant until acknowledged
by darting headlights, or eyes seeking. guidance or affirmation, that one's passage is
sure, Here, Hagwa's spotlights dramadze that moment in which the 5ige!-'.~f'.1:|:|':cr
becomes cognizant of the regulated signs designed and placed for their safery.

In smazll towns thar cling closely to many interstate highways, these reflective signs do
migre than just dot the long narrow expanses of two-lane roads. Over nme, and through
repeated reference, these officizl markers of public space come o stand for those
communities-and their scories. For example, the vellow and black signs posted along
San [rego interstates near the U.S.-Mexico border which-alert |'||Er‘wL. motonsts of
|r"-'1'||h_1—._|n|: farmilies runm Ng 3Cross the fregway, are as much '-‘.J_I"_- Ligns as [ney are
reminders of immigrams’ constant plight to fingd viable places for their families o work
and live. Such bold sgns serve & very differeny purpose in small rowns-where the
communities themselves often remam invisible, while, m contrast, the reflective signs
wsher people safely throuph and past their provincial hmies, As outsiders enrer such
rural areas, signs help them navigare through and rerind them o be caunows when
farm ammals are crossing, orwnen wactors take 1o the sirears;




Hagiya employs the materizl of these signs as a way o foreground the most commaon
and publicly tangible “signs” of a community in an attempe o look past whar inevicabily
becomes cammaon symbuolic knowledge to passersby. Another reasen the matenial s so
symbolic & that it serves-as & venicle for offically disseminated information, thus
rrza?:ir.g what has been mapped relevant or useful o the public. Hagiva plays with the
undvoidable visibility of these signs and this matenal &s & means to drawaention to
the unseen and unheard, Growing up Japanese Amerncan in 2 small community i1s:2n
experience that does not warran: public visual displays, Yet, Retro-Reflective represents
Hagiya's desire to do just that.

The madal of this special eolloboigiion b
one thot rests on the notion of building # far-reaching understanding of our collectively rich Southern
Califormia home. Working with the finding family stories artists over the posl two years has
encoursged me (o boldly embrace the peaple f care about as my family, the prople with whom | share

tween lncal artists and community coltural institutions i

intarests a5 my community, and all the plages whaere | el o serse of Belonging 25 my home. They have
alta faught me that through this rethnking the necessity of defining one's family, community, end
homie can bz vitally important and even [barating. With the goa! to share and honor-our swn and

each athers” storizs, the griists fizve inspired ue to open up owr defimitions of femily to inclode ol the

velationships we valve. Thizis how we oll became g family, too

Sonia Mak

Somea Malc s the Assistant Curator at the Chinese Amercan Mussarr in Los ﬂ..l;lje.l’e:_
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