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Above: Artist Jerry Butler has a show of his artwork on display in the Civic Center, including his collage painting “The Flock”. Below:

Butler's collage imaaqes of jazz musicians have been used for several lethmus Jazz Fezllval postere. Includino
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COLLAGE MATERIAL

Exhibit pieces together story of life, love and struggle

By Kevin Lynch

The Uoprtal Times

erry Butler has strog-

gled— as an artist, os an

African-American, and as a

man. Yol bie has the calm,

friendly demesnor of i
tnEn it pesce with himself. That
gy be an illusion, but hisart goes
o long way toward articulating a
Man's inner self,

He's the head of the art deprt-
ment st Madison Area Technical
College, He galned aecinim and
visibility for ilustrating twa Zino
*ress books for children. In the
first, “"Sweet Words So Brave,” his
collages helped celebrate the story
of Afrlean-American literature, For
the second, A Drowing in the
Sand,” Butler illustrated and wrote
A brief hikstory of black visaal
artlats, Both of these powerful,
beautiful books provide essential
enlightonment for voumg people
about Ameriea's culture,

Butler his dlso designed the last
three posters for the Tsthmus Jizz
Fostival, images which are used
extensively in the festival's promo-
tion. The three original collnge
paimtings are also on display o the
new exhibit of Butler's work,
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wiileh enlivenad Iast weekend's
Isthmns festival and will remaln on
display on the Civie Center's third-
Noar Crosstoads Gallery through
Oct, 31,

The show's iImages aro playfully
enguging, like partly finished jig-
saw puzzles of the soul. Arrange
them in your mind's ere, and they
begin to revedl the warmth and
sutdness beneath Butler's easy
smilo — the foce of a handsome,
intelligent man born in rucal
Mississippi who came north to
matke & life for himself:

Butler & grateful for his success-
5, he'says, (n his modest manner
Hia parental 1oy and pride are evi-
dent in the skilled pen-and-ink
portrait of him included in the
show, done by his teenage diaugh-
Ler Vinessn.

“Hhe hes o much talent a8 an
artist." marvels Butler, a widower,
“But-she really wants to be a
dancer.”

Butler's own artwork has only
bogun 1o sell in' the Iast few vears,
That's among the least of his con-
cerns. He spoke of ant, race amnd
life inan pecent interviewin the
Crossroads Gallery.
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TOT: I'm surprised to
hear your work hosn't sold
yvery well becanse it has
fairly accessible modern
style with a real human vi-
brancy that should appeal to
many people, both block and
white.

JH: It's about the vitality of
life; it's not about black or
wiidte, [ use those subjects be-
cause they're common L me,
sl 1 deaw from my experd-
ence. Bul [U's alsa Ggurative
art, Many people may think
that's passe, but | think'it's
timeless.

TCT: 1 think your “Self
Portrait™ collage nccom-
plishes what the cubists
iried to do — show differ-
ent, simultaneous perspec-
tives on a human. With your
photo fragments, the viewer
gees several faces, and ench
pulls yvou deeper into who
that person is. I've seen Bo-
miare Bearden do this amd
his wwork is fascinating.

L JB: Yes, he's one of my
Ilals, he snd Jacob Tawrence,
They were maslers at using
spaoe and movement, and
making it meaningful. My work
15 nhoait the enjoymoent of Life
sl inctividuals, like in the jazz
pesters. They' oo groups of
three different people, but they
work together like'a jazz com-
pasition, and they're more than
inedividuals.

Everything I do (s about life,
bt T enn'c tnlle aboub-anybody
elze’s i, Mine s too difTicult
0 live right. (He laughs,)

TCT: But you do it sym-
bolically — you suggest sto-
ries that include other
people.

JB: Yes, but this s only
fraction of whio T am. There s
oy commiiity work, nnd ns
parent and o family member,
So sometimes | go back and
find things, | have portraits of
my: first wife, who has been
dead for 20 years. She died of
canear. Wa haid several won-
derful yvears together, These
portraits are about our rela-
tionship and her jov in'living.

TCT: What do vou fecl
about your plece “Wedding
Day™? Your late wife has a
fragmented face anid there
are two elderly women
right Behind her, and other,
happler people in the back-
ground. The two wormen
seem o be reliving their joy
and thelr loss.

JB: The two wommen repre-
sent those who were very
cloge, They take on this sart of
stewardship, so afterwards
they walk along with her into
the next workd, They won't let
anything happen to her, 1 al-
rnast pul aoveil over her face,
but that would ve been too
Lemwy-handed.

You have to leact when to
stop, That's also why | leave
some spaces blank. Those help
Lo conves feelings, IE ook me &
lopgk time to eam not to make
everything look so polished
and finished.

TCT; That quality allows
each viewer to contemplate
and interpret ic.

JB: My son sawe it andd he
thaught it swas just perfect,

TCT: Have you remar-
ried?

JB: Yes, but that didn't work
{FLIE,

TCT: What sort of infli-
ences do you have? There
seems to be a tradition of
African-American artists
working in eolorful collage
styles. Does it come from
African ort or cubism?

JB: Yes, there 5 a tradition

like that. I started doing very
muted cillages, and dght afoer
graduate schoal'l had a bunch
of shows in Clneinnati, When |
came bero [ hod o big show at
the Madison Art Centerin
18974 ar "Th, with Aaron Boli
rod. That wis a huge honor. 1
didh ore political stull back
then. As o boy, [ st started
ot doing murals for churehes
in Mississippi.

Eventaally my collnges
started to become much more
eolocful because [ started get-
ting & real eommand of color,
Eright red does not me:in
oo going o hoave o brght
painting. Sometimes o brighit
painting is black or white,

TCT: The collage of throe
men a5 chained slaves
(“Three Generatlon Sell
Portrait™) Is Intreigoing and
powerful. They're all in the
same body, but you see
three faces. 1 sense three
different characters— one Is
meek, one is wary, one
Iooks courageons and Torth-
right,

JH: Yes, and you go through
Lthat cycle individually and then
it repoats itsell through
generations, Some things evis
change, Or smme things we
don't want to fix, We do fix
things that we wont fxed.
Wheen we went to Ui moon, Wi
sabch, “All eight, and svrroom!
Whether you winl to [ some-
thing depends on where you
Are standing.

TCT: What important
things do yon tell your stu-
dents?

Ji: Just work hard. 1Fvou
waork hand long encugh, you'te
gonna get o sometiing, And
that"s life.

< At s aleo abont strggle.
You look ab Van Gogl; he
struggled o lot, and you cin
put up a Van Gogh anywhers
and people know. It fills up'a
roomowith iy pewer,



