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“Printmaking, then, asks the question, ‘Which 
side are you on?’ by first asking the question, 

“‘Which side are you on?’ 



Beginning at the end seems appropriate: 

Moments after the screen projects her final slide 
— a woodcut on cotton seed sack called Mutiny of 
the Sable Venus depicting a black woman, naked 
and sensual, a sickle in one hand and a conch in 
the other, rising out of the water, calling to rebel-
lion — the audience rises. Obliges in applause. 
Uproarious.

Applause is not new to Alison Saar. The 31st An-
nual Hamaguchi Print Week Visiting Artist Lecturer 
has had a more-than-40-year career, including 
shows at the Whitney Museum, Frieze Los Angeles, 
and multiple exhibitions and a residency at the 
Studio Museum in Harlem. 

But why begin at the end? Printmaking, as a medi-
um, operates in reverse: to transfer an image onto 
a surface, its “stamp” must be drawn in reverse. 
Printmaking, then, asks the question, “Which side 
are you on?” by first asking the question,

Continuing her presentation in reverse, on the slide 
previous, Saar continues her rebellious streak: 
Razin’ Cane depicts several enslaved women 
emerging from the sugarcane fields at night, armed 
with torches and the master’s tools, clearly intent 
against the master’s house. Here, in her art and 
in her presentation, Saar reflects Audre Lorde’s 
famous essay, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dis-
mantle the Master’s House,” and reverses it. Where, 
however, is the master? Here again, the printed 
form answers in reverse:                                                   : 
Their eyes are set against the master. Reflected 
by the print, the viewer is implicated, as reflection 
evokes reflection. What pillars of the master’s 
house might we still uphold? What unconsidered 
deference do we still pay the master? Are we a 
part of the rebellion? Or are we the institution being 
rebelled against? 

Known primarily as a sculptor, Saar describes 
having “fallen into” printmaking, not merely as a 
“flattening,” but as a widening: a reproducibility, di-
versification, and democratization. Several themes 
and icons Saar has explored in her sculptural work, 
she also explores in print. Equinox, for example, 
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depicts a nude black woman, from whose breasts milk 
flows in dividing, widening cascades, an image that also 
appears across several of her sculptures. Unique to print, 
however, Saar further confounds and compounds reflec-
tion and reversal by inversion:
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Inversion is also subversion. 

In pieces like Wrath of Topsy and Congolene Resis-
tance, Saar subverts stereotype. Topsy, a character 
from “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and a dehumanizing stereo-
type of African American children, in “Wrath” explodes 
in wrath. She’s rebellious. Staring straight back at the 
viewer, daring. Triumphant. She doesn’t just break 
the rules, she breaks the stereotype. In Congolene 
Resistance, Saar references Congolene, a dangerous, 
lye-based hair-straightener used by black men from the 
1920s to the 1960s. Here, however, a black figure bares 
their teeth, a hot comb clamped between them. Above 
them, the words, “CONGOLENE,” a corona; below them, 
“RESISTANCE,” a grin; flanking them, in defiance, “STUB-
BORN AND KINKY.”

From the moment she steps on stage, Saar’s manner 
conveys not only as wry a humor as “stubborn and 
kinky” but an artist just as outspoken. Iconic, but also 
iconoclastic. She expresses and embodies this person-
ality, this politics, perhaps most fittingly through print, a 
medium of bold imagery and even bolder statements.
                                                  : Each slide, she impresses the 
question.
			    And against stereotype, 
she subverts. She DEMOLISHES.

Ending at the beginning seems appropriate: 

The names and work of the 31st Annual Hamaguchi 
Award Winners are projected onto the screen — next 
in a legacy of outspoken and rebellious printmakers. 
The auditorium applauds. Alison Saar, the 31st Annual 
Hamaguchi Week Visiting Artist Lecturer and soon to 
take the stage, applauds.

“Which side are you on?” 

“Which side are you on?” 

“Which side are you on?” 

While the top half of Equinox displays a similar nude figure 
as the sculpture, its lower half reproduces this image 
upside-down. Inverted in arrangement and in color, her 
skin becomes ghost-white, and the once-flowing milk 
from her breasts reddens and pools into blood. Whether 
in sculpture or in print, the art object is a kind of body. In 
rendering the black female body in Equinox, Saar reflects 
both abundant vitality, and profound, profuse pain. 

“Which side are you on?” 
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embodies reflection, reversal, and resistance.
Even in inversion, Saar’s work
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