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Jesse Lott's art studio, on the west side of
Houston's Fifth Ward, looks like awasteland
of detritus from a natural disaster. On the
ground outside is a massive nest of metal
wire piled haphazardly with graying, brittle
pieces of lumber, tangled twigs, and frag-
ments of tattered furniture. By the front
door: an ashy old basketball and wads of
wetted, weathered newspaper molded into
the vague shape of a human body slump-
ing in a rocking chair. Inside the building
it's more of the same: towering stacks of
cardboard boxes overflowing with yellow-
ing bundles of paper, dusty glass jars, and
more broken pieces of furniture.

The space might seem like a repository
of trash, the remnants of countless stor-
age units hoarded and then dumped into
this two-story corrugated steel building.
But what happens here is almost super-
natural—it’s what earned Lott the Texas
Commission on the Arts and the State Leg-
islature’s appointment as the 2022 Texas
State Three-Dimensional Artist. This stu-
dio is where the nearly 80-year-old Lott,
one of the most acclaimed artists in Texas
history, fashions scraps of debris from the
surrounding urban froatier into globally
sought-after sculptures. It's also where Lott
tries to inspire others to express themselves
creatively, imbuing future generations
of artists with the skills and methods he’s
developed over more than six decades.

That's what's happening on this warm
Sunday in late spring. Lott is teaching an
aspiring young Houstonartist named Seema
Nandato twist togetherwire and wood until
it looks like something else entirely. Nanda
wears industrial work gloves as she curls a
piece of a clipped wire coat hanger around
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OPENING SPREAD, FROM LEFT: Jesse Lott stands outside of his studio in Houston's Fifth Ward; A Lott
sculpture beautifies the Harithas residence in Houston. THIS PAGE, FROM LEFT: The Spirit of Transportation
resides at the Southeast METRORail in Houston; Lott is the 2022 Texas State Three-Dimensional Artist.

aspike of sanded lumberas Lottwatches and coaches
her on the particulars of his technique. “This is just to
show you the basics,” Lott says. “How to get started.”

Theidea, he explains, istolearn about the materials,
how the castoff bits of our society can come together to
look like something completely new, something with
the power tostretch the publi¢’s understanding of both
art and existence.

“Dothe plain geometryand then, while you're doing
your geometry, you can develop your technique,” Lott
says. “And then, once you getyour technique, thenyou
can go with symbology. The same as you would if you
were doing a drawing”

Lott is a legendary artist with dozens of shows on
his resume. His works are mostly haunting Afrocentric
human-esque figures gracefully made of wire, metal,
and wood. Picture giant voodoo dolis constructed of
rusted iron.

“He's ashining example of the creativity that drives
art in Texas," says Jennie Ash, the executive director
of Art League Houston. “There’s a liveliness of spirit
in his work, which offers new ways of looking and
thinking about the role of the artist and the value of
art in community.”

His pieces sell for tens of thousands of dollars, have
earned him countless awards, and have appeared
in galleries like the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Washington, D.C;; the Studio Museumin Harlem:and
the Art CarMuseum in Houston. Inspired by alineage
of Black artists and decades of community struggles,
his art has a subtle activist bent, an unspoken rebel-
liousness. He's also done as much to advance wire
sculpture as any artist in the world.

“Jesse is not only a Texas art icon, but also an
American icon," says private wealth manager Craig
Massey, who is a patron of Texas art and the chair of
the Houston ArtsAlliance, an organization thatworks
with the Houston mayor's office to fund art projects
across the city.

Through the years, Lott has become a godfather
character in the Houston art scene, helping to start
nonprofits that benefit up-and-coming artists and
mentoring dozens of artists who've gone on to criti-
cally acclaimed careers. When he’s out of the room
gathering more hangers to cutand twist, Nanda calls
Lott “a philosopher king”

In spite of the cane, Lott saunters when he walks.
He's liable to break into a Stevie Wonder song or a
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briefdance atany moment. He dots conversations with references
to French pointillism painter Georges Seurat and quotes from civil
rights leader Malcolm X. His descriptions of art and the creative
process are a montage of poetic metaphors.

His thoughts are what he calls “wild horses running through the
canyon that I call mymind” or “wild geese that fly through the open
spaces.” On the development of an idea for a sculpture or draw-
ing: “The vision precedes, and I must go where it leads,” he says.

Theway Lott sees it, he changes the essential nature of the mate-
rials he uses in his art. Like the wooden leg of a coffee table. We

callit that, the wooden leg of a coffee table, because that's what
the object did—served as the leg of a table. But Lott might decide
it's actually the tail of a 5-foot-long mythical beast. Now that it’s
part of a sculpture he stores along the back wall of his studio, the
object has become what it looks like.

Explaining his approach to Nanda, Lott breaks down sculpting
withwire toits most simple components. “The most fundamental
of marks that can be made is adot,” he says. “A series of connected
dots is a line. A series of lines that cross each other, that intersect
each other, can create an illusion of a shadow.”

TW I ST S The Spirit of Transportation, Elgin/Third Untitled, Hermann Park Lake Plaza
Ward METRORail Station On the southern end of the Houston
AN D TU RNS This sculpture made from stainless steel Museum District, there’s an installation
See Jesse Lott's art and mixed metals—renamed Hands Up, that looks like a Black face emerging
around Houston.

rexashighways.com

Don't Shoot! by the community—depicts a
colossal figure with its arms in the air.

from—or maybe sinking into—a mound of
cement and stone.



Nandawatches as Lott slowly drags his giant, calloused hands
through the air. “What you're saying is, it's a drawing, a three-
dimensional drawing, right?” Nanda asks.

“A three-dimensional linear representation,” Lott says. “The
shadow is no longer an illusion.”

MOST OF LOTT’S TIME IS DIVIDED between making art
and helping other people make art. These endeavors serve a
higher purpose than just creation.

“The freedom of expression is a fundamental building block
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PIECES IN THE CELESTIAL
Manifestations Series at
Deborah Colton Gallery
in Houston are made of

copper, aluminum, steel, and

wire, and they range from
$12,000-515,000.

Celebration, Houston Hobby Airport
This 12-inch, red-haired, faceless
character, made from steel, copper,
and brass, is standing askew, arms
extended, on a block of weathered,
repurposed wood,

of our democracy,” he says. “But the question is, what
good is the right to express yourself without the ability
to express yourself?”

For Lott, art is a means of storytelling—using scien-
tific observations to invoke history to remark on the
present and future. For example, one series of wire
figures on display at Deborah Colton Gallery in the
West University neighborhood of Houston consists of
four humanlike characters with their arms stretched
upward, eachwith sharp rusted fingers and toes. These
figures seem like they might be exalting the heavens—
or maybe they're screaming into a torturous void.

“History books will be burned,” Lott says. “History
will be mistold. But the art is there to be interpreted by
each person every time they look at it. So, you can tell
many, many, many stories with one picture”

Lott’s curiosityand desire to express himself go back
to his early childhood in the swamp country of Simme-
sport, Louisiana, where he dug in the mud to see what
came up. His family moved to Houston when he was
aboy, and he attended school through Kashmere High
School, where he played basketball. In 1957, he sold
his first piece of art—a painting—at just 14 years old.

At the time, there were almost no public art exhibi-
tions in Houston featuring the works of Black artists.
Still, Lott’s family encouraged him. His father would
protect his son’s time in the studio. “The space to do
nothing.” Lott calls it. “The space to be who Tam.”

These days, because he uses only found objects—
he's been called a “magpie artist"—Lott’s pieces are
often confused for folk art. But he was classically
trained. Muralist John T. Biggers, the founding chair of
the art department at Texas Southern University, was
an early mentor to Lott. Biggers encouraged him to
stop focusing on the European-based concept of what
art is, and to look instead to African art for inspiration.

Biggers also encouraged Lott to enroll at Hampton
Institute, now Hampton University, a historically Black
college in Virginia. After two years there, Lott trans-
ferred to California State University, Los Angeles. Then
he attended LA’s Otis Art Institute, now Otis College of
Artand Design, where social realist Charles White was
his drawing teacher and adviser.

Lott was enthralled by the notion that art influ-
enced by myths and cultures thousands of miles away
and hundreds of years in the past could still serve as
commentary on the social divides and injustices of
contemporary society.

He showed painting and drawing talent, but in his
mid-20s he also started producing sculptures made
from repurposed objects—the work he’s most known
for now. It was in line with the Black Arts Movement
in America, which focused on community building in
the 1960s and '70s. When Art League Houston gave
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“JESSE SO DEEPLY
BELIEVES IN HIS
MISSION IN LIFE THAT
IT JUST FLOWS.”

DEBORAH COLTON

him the Lifetime Achievement Award in 2016, one piece on
display was a giant wire hand that somehow looked both
roboticand prehistoric. A paper construction he did, Farmer,
depictsamaninboots, overalls, ared striped shirt. and abig-
collared yellow jacket with floral lining. His 1980 sculpture
Big Girl (A Tribute to Eula Love) has ametal face so mysteri-
ously evocative it's impossible not to feel emotional while
looking at it.

His three-dimensional pieces and drawings are mesmer-
izing, stylized yet detailed. A 3-foot metal and glass sculpture
called Dragon Dog features dozens of coiled wires compris-
ingamysterious creature, with spiked, rusted hooks for fangs.
Some of his largest wire figurines appear to have thin nests of
copper strings that look like individual strands of hair.

Lott returned to Houston from LA in the mid-'70s, and in
1977 he had his first large solo show, Relics of the Future, at
Robinson Galleries. His approach to visual artwas like noth-
ing the Houston art scene had ever witnessed—and local
collectors immediately took notice. By decade’s end, he was
gaining national attention, specifically for his 9-foot, 200-
pound rebar and wire sculpture Zoroastera: Fire Spitter.

Over the next few decades, his list of accolades grew, as
did the demand for his works. In the '90s, he was one of
seven Houston artists who founded Project Row Houses, an
effort to transform a block and a half of derelict shotgun
houses in the Third Ward into a venue for showcasing aspir-
ingartists and aresource for the community. The group came
together with local volunteers to fortify the structures and
remove needles and trash, turning blight into hope in away
that’s garnered worldwide acclaim. In addition to art shows,
the program includes housing for young single mothers try-
ing to better the lives of their families.

Rick Lowe, a Houston painter. recipient of a MacArthur
“genius” grant, and co-founder of Project Row Houses, cites
Lott as a key influence. “His creativity is not bound to the
specificity of materials” Lowe says.

People in the community are effusive over Lott. The most
high-profile members of Houston’s art scene talk about him
like he's a religious figure, referencing everything from his
vision and his creative spirit to the countless acts of private
charity he's extended to the homeless and poverty-stricken.

“Jesse so deeply believes in his mission in life that it just
flows.” says Deborah Colton, whose gallery represents Lott.
“It’s from the deepest depths of his soul, in terms of what
his art can bring to the world and how it can inspire others.”

Maria C. Gaztambide, the executive director and chief
curator of public art of the University of Houston System,
says, “Lott serves as a constant reminder that everyone is
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Lott talks with Third Ward artist Phillip Pyle, Il; Kyla Prince attends the Project Row Houses
29th anniversary in July; A work in progress by Lott awaits completion.

capable of expressing themselves creatively and how we
can all come together through art”

AS LOTT CONTINUES TO EXPLAIN how something
goes from a vision in his mind to a finished piece of art,
Nanda nods and bends the wire. Lott points at the shape
forming in her hands. “You see how this looks like a skel-
eton?" he says.

“A spine sort of thing,” she replies.

Lott points out that the wire being reshaped is now some-
thing new. “Remember until very recently this used to be
acoat hanger,” he says. “You can't put no coat on it now.”

Using such mundane source material—and transforming
it into singular art—is a key aspect of his work. It's not just
away to prove an artist’s supplies needn’t be economically
prohibitive. It's a way of looking at the world. The objects
around Lott's studio that might look like clutter could be
something else soon. The magazines might be the flesh of
a character who doesn't exist yet. The legs of a stool might
be the bones of an animal that lives in Lott's imagination.

“We don't make nothing," he says. “We make decisions.”

The belief that every aspect of the world could be recon-
textualized is commentary, a call to reconsider everything

from our justice system to how societil views beauty.

It's something else. too. It's a metaphor for a founda-
tional aspect of the human experience. Most of us move
through life trying to make the best of what we have in
this world, what we're given, what we've found, what
we've hoarded. We aspire to transform the objects and
the wisdom we've acquired into something meaningful,
something that reminds the world we were here. That's
not how Lott sees it, though.

“My objective is to ride the wild stallion through the
canyon of my mind, to go somewhere,” he says. “You don't
have to worry about it. They'll take you to some water”

After an hour of philosophizing, student and teacher
decide to go get lunch. Nanda volunteers to drive. Lott
stands up and grabs his cane. Once outside, he turns his
head to the sky and lifts his hands, giving thanks for the
sunshine. As he nears the car, he sees something in the
street: a plece of stained wood that looks like it came off
the bottom of a recliner or a couch.

Lott uses his cane to move the wood closer, then he
picks it up and tosses it on a pile of debris in front of his
studio. “If you stop and observe,” he says. “There’s always
something there” L.
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Jesse Lott always has a hand in the action

Molly Glentzer
Nov. 4,2016

"Reach"a @ isamongthe works on view through Nov. 19 in the Art League Houston show "Jesse Lott: Artist in
Action."

Jesse Lott's own hands are large and strong, on the slender side, with long fingers and nails

that reflect years of an artist's tedious work with metal and wood.

The hands he creates - the ones that are a significant element of his sculptures and

drawings - are almost always spread wide, expressing an indomitable human spirit.


https://www.houstonchronicle.com/author/molly-glentzer/
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/

The colorful characters he summons forth in his sculptures have highly expressive faces,
arms and legs - you sense history, hardship and dignity coursing through their veins. But

the hands, which are never the same, make your heart sing.

All the stories, all the time | Unlock The Chronicle for 95¢

"Farmer," an especially good paper sculpture, depicts an African-American figure who
dances with the elegance of Fred Astaire, although his denim overalls place him far from any
ballroom. Extending gracefully into the surrounding space, his hands could just as easily

belong to a prima ballerina.

"You very rarely find that in sculpture - you don't find hands that express what hands do,’'
Lott said. "It's so hard to make them stay (in place). It presents some extra difficulty. It gives

you a chance to explore what a hand is all about."

One of Houston's most beloved artists - the sage of the Fifth Ward and one of the founders
of Project Row Houses in the Third Ward - Lott, who is 73, recently received the Lifetime

Achievement Award from Art League Houston.

More Information

‘Jesse Lott: Artist in Action'

When: 9 a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesdays-Fridays, noon-5 p.m. Saturdays, through Nov. 19
Where: Art League Houston, 1953 Montrose

Info: Free; 713-523-9530, artleaguehouston.org

Also: Group shows "Friendly Fire," Station Museum of Contemporary Art, 1502 Alabama,
through Feb. 5; "From Space to Field," at SITE Gallery, 1502 Sawyer, through Nov. 19; and
Mystic Lyon (window installation), 5017 Lyons.

His inspired, retrospective show in the league's front gallery highlights Lott's facility with

pretty much every material he touches - from graphite drawings to colorful sculptures


https://offers.houstonchronicle.com/?offerid=123&origin=inline&ipid=sticksub
http://artleaguehouston.org/

made with his El Pinatero paper process to terrifying metal figures that seemingly contain

miles of knitted wire.

He also has works up in three other venues, most prominently in the "Friendly Fire" show

that opened Saturday at the Station Museum of Contemporary Art.

"It's a difficult task, being everywhere," he said one afternoon this week, sauntering down
the sidewalk outside Project Row Houses in the heat, using a cane for balance. "But it's

alright. Better than being nowhere."

Lott, who was born in Louisiana, has made art from wire, paper, wood scraps and other
discarded stuff since he was a youngster in Houston's Fifth Ward in the 1950s. He took his
first art class at Kashmere High School, then had the good fortune of studying with a great

mentor, the social realist Charles White, in California in the late 1960s.

Back in Houston, where John Biggers was also celebrating the African-American experience,
Lott found another mentor - and ample encouragement for using his art as an "action" to
improve communities. He developed his El Pinatero method while working with young
mothers in the Fifth Ward, he said.

"We had a working group that used paper sculpture as an initial methodology," he explained.
"Part of the theory was, if you feed your baby cereal and milk, after you finish the cereal you
can take the box and make a piece of sculpture that's worth more than the cereal and the
milk. ... It helps you get beyond whatever limitation it is that keeps you from being
productive. So it allows you to go to here, instead of stopping - pow - I gotta go to the store,
[ gotta go back to work, I gotta dip into the piggy bank, I gotta do such and such, before I

can get into the pure enjoyment of creative expression. 'Cause that's what it is."

Conversations with Lott tend to become philosophical - and musical. While we spoke, he

started to sing, in a rich bass, the opening lines of Curtis Mayfield's "Gypsy Woman."

"From nowhere, to a caravan ... that's where the concept comes from," he said. "You're going
to start from nowhere - absolutely nowhere, and you can go anywhere you want to go with

your caravan."

Lott said he began to make his wire figures as "research into drawing."



"It's a drawing in space. Most of the time you have a drawing, it presents the illusion of
space. This particular methodology evolved as a way of drawing in real space because
somebody made the statement once that that was an impossibility - that space for drawing

had to always be illusionary because you could not leave the page," he explained.

"So it became a part of my task ... to develop a technique in which you could take a line,
follow it through real space and allow it to present the illusion that you would get from a

drawing and the reality that comes with a piece of sculpture. You see what I mean?"

Lott often punctuates his ruminations with that line - "You see what I mean?" He has a lot to

share, but he's patient.

In the catalog for the Art League show, Lott's friend Mel Chin (the Fifth Ward's other great

artist) calls him a "Zen Master"

"Jesse Lott is the real deal,' Chin writes, "... a rare, great artist in the world, applying meaning

and worth to all the people he encourages and all the works he makes."

We'll lift a hand to that thought, too.
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