
As thenationwatchesPresi-
dentObama take theoathof
officeMonday for his second term,
Americansmaynotice amore
mature (andgrayer) versionof
thehopeful candidatedepicted in
ShepardFairey’s ubiquitous 2008
campaignposter.

Since then,Obama’s likeness
hasbeen cartooned, lampooned
andmasterfully craftedbyartists
of varying inclinations.Although
theofficial presidential portrait
will not be revealeduntil the end
of his second term, some inter-
esting interpretations are already
onview.

“Visions ofOur 44thPresi-
dent,” an exhibitionat the
CharlesH.WrightMuseumof
AfricanAmericanHistory in
Detroit, showcases 44busts of the
president interpretedandde-
signedby 44 contemporaryAfri-
canAmericanartists including
FaithRinggold andTyreeGuy-
ton.Designs are as variedas
stainedglass, a half-zebra, half-
lionmask-likepaintingandone
withhiswordswrittenaroundhis
face.

“Iwanted tohonor, celebrate
andexpandon thehistorical
importanceofObama’s election,”
said curatorPeterKaplan, found-
er ofOurWorldLLC, adesignand
marketing company,whocollabo-
ratedwith themuseumon the
exhibition.The impetus of the
project began in 2008whileKap-
lanwasworkingwithSantaBar-
bara scratchboardartistAntar
Dayal,who contributedartwork
for the 2008 campaign.

“I think thebiggest challenge
formanyof the artistswas going
froma two-dimensional canvas to
a three-dimensional form,” said
Kaplan.Eachartistwaspresent-
edwithablankwhite cast resin
bust of thepresidentdesignedby
SantaFeartistMatthewGonza-
les.

“Iwanted todo something
about theprogress andevents of
this country legislatively that
madeObama’s electionpossible,”
saidWoodlandHills-based col-
lage artistPhoebeBeasley.Craft-
edon thebust arenewspaper
clippings andpaintings reflecting
Rep.ShirleyChisholm’s (D-N.Y.)
1972 run for president andThur-
goodMarshall’s role in1954’s
Brownvs.BoardofEducation
desegregation ruling.

LosAngeles-basedartist and
illustratorKadirNelsonwaskeen
to share the companyof fellow
artistsBarkleyL.Hendricks and
CharlyPalmer.Nelson’s piece
features ablackandblue celestial
skypaintedacrossObama’s face
andheadatopagoldbase. “One
of the things I enjoyedabout

Obama’smessagewas that itwas
universal andpainting the cos-
mosdepicts him inauniversal
way,” saidNelson.

The showruns throughAug.
14.Thebustswill eventually be-
comepart of themuseum’sper-
manent collection.

A little closer to the festivities,

theNationalPortraitGallery in
Washington,D.C., is displaying
two side-by-side tapestries of the
presidentby leadingportrait
artistChuckClose.The 95-inch-
by-73-inchwovenJacquard tap-
estries, on loan fromDemocratic
couple IanandAnnetteCumming
of Jackson,Wyo., reveal a serious
side anda smiling version.

Close,whohasphotographed
Bill Clinton,AlGore andHillary
RodhamClinton for fundraisers,
hadbeenoffering topaintOba-
ma’s portrait since 2008but tono
avail. Finally, he got the call early
last summer for that elusive sit-
ting.Hewasgiven10minutes in a
small roomat the JeffersonHotel
inD.C..

Therewasbarely enough room
forClose (who is confined toa
wheelchair after beingparalyzed
in1988 fromaseizure), his assist-
ants andamassive camera. “It
was likepushingaVW[Volks-
wagen] into a very small space,”
said the 72-year-old artist, re-
ferring to the 235-poundcamera
thatmakes instant 20x24-inch
photographsonPolacolor film.

The twobondedafterClose
sharedhis experiencephoto-
graphing theDalai Lamaand the
president endingup staying for an
hour andahalf. “Thepresident
said tome, ‘My friends just callme
Barack.’ I didn’t know if I coulddo
that so I just didn’t call himany-
thing,” saidClose.

“These guyskept coming in
tellinghim itwas time to go to the
WhiteHouse, andhekept sending
themaway,” recalledClose. “He
said therewasapicnic forCon-
gress at theWhiteHouseandhe
wasn’t in any rush to get backand
minglewith thepeoplewhohad
tried todestroyhim.”

Fromthat sittingClose cre-
ated10 tapestries and reproduced
watercolor portraits inmultiple
sizes signedby thepresident and
himself. Theywereunveiledat the
MintMuseum inCharlotte,N.C.,
during theDemocraticNational
Convention. Proceeds froma
subsequent auctionwent to the
ObamaVictoryFund.
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Face to face with
the 44th president
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SIDE-BY-SIDE tapestries of President Obama by artist Chuck Close are on temporary display at the National Portrait Gallery in
Washington, D.C. The artist recalls that Obama hung around to talk for more than an hour after the sitting was to have ended.

Chuck Close On loan to the National Portrait Gallery from Ian and Annette Cumming

Images from Charles H. Wright Museum

BUSTS for the Detroit exhibition decorated by, clockwise from
top, Phoebe Beasley, Charly Palmer and Barkley L. Hendricks.
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With everything related
toAbrahamLincolnback
in vogue thanks toSteven
Spielberg’sOscar-nomi-
natedmovie, a newplay
about the seamstresswho
worked forMaryTodd
Lincoln is set to open in
March inWashington.

“MaryT.&LizzyK.”
tells the story of the rela-
tionshipbetween the first
ladyandElizabethKeckly,
a former slavewhobe-
cameaclose friend.The
drama,writtenanddi-
rectedbyTazewell
Thompson, is set tobegin
performancesMarch15at
theArenaStageatWash-
ington’sMeadCenter for
AmericanTheater.

Theplay is the first
commissionofArena
Stage’sAmericanPresi-
dentsProject, an initiative
topresent oneplay a year
about anAmericanpresi-
dent.

Keckly, also sometimes
spelledKeckley, hasbeen
anobject of historical
fascination for decades.
Shewasborna slave in
Virginia in1818but even-
tually boughther freedom
fromher owners in1855.
Keckly,whowasofmixed
race,workedas a seam-
stress inWashingtonand
washiredbyMaryTodd
Lincoln.The twowomen
becamepersonal confi-
dantes.

In1868,Kecklywrote
hermemoirs, “Behind the
Scenes,Or,ThirtyYears a
Slave andFourYears in
theWhiteHouse.”

InSpielberg’smovie
“Lincoln,” the role ofKeck-
ly is playedbyGloriaReu-
ben,who is perhapsbest
known forher role in the
NBCseries “ER.”The first
lady is portrayedbyAcad-
emyAward-winnerSally
Field.

“MaryT.&LizzyK.”
will have a limited runat
theArenaStage through
April 28.

Thompsonhaswritten
anddirectednumerous
stageproductions.His
play “ConstantStar,”
about IdaB.Wells, has
toured theU.S., including
a stopat theLagunaPlay-
house in 2004.
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Play to
tap into
Lincoln
mania
By David Ng
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“LIZZY K.” is ex-slave
Elizabeth Keckly, whose
friendship withMary Todd
Lincoln is new play’s focus.
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