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Lakola Sioux Warrior, mized media, 1/4 life-size

“Horse and man were one among e skilled Plains warriors, No one could match their equestrian abilities. They were @ terrifeing enemy when mtonted,”

George S. Stuart

A Man of Many Faces

he house lights dim, and the

spotlight finds its focus. A

voice, clean and measured,
breaks the silence, One by one, the
historical figures of the Renaissance
make their entrance: Savonarola,
Lucrezia Borgia, Lorenza de’
Medici, Queen Isabella, Martin
Luther. As the audience watches,
the visual drama accomplishes what

By Barbara Coyner

benign history books cannot. Never
has the past seemed so present.
Once again, the passionate sympho-
ny of historian, artist, and performer
reaches its crescendo. George
Stuart, the conductor, takes a bow
and is pone.

Like his figures, which he defines
as “small-scale figurative sculpture
in mixed media.” Stuart is himself a
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mixed media figure, hard to define
as merely an artist, historian, or per
former. He is accomplished at all

Stowx Scouf, mixed media, 1/4 lifesize

“The White Eves discovered thal the peaple of
the Plains were alnost magical in their ability
fo keepr track of heir ememies withouwt befmg
observed themszelves.
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three pursuits. But he will 1ell you
right up front what he i= not,

“I am not a people person,” he
says flatly, praising telephones and
Al S WETTE machines A% lwo wondes
ful imventions that allow him to
screen his social life, Intense in his
resarch and obsessed with accuracy
and detail, the Ojai, California, cre-
ator of historical Agures guards his
privacy and space well. Yet it is a bit
of a stretch lo say that he is not a
people person, for his conversalion
is relaxed and he easily slides into
the inlerviewer's role, caswally
cuestioning and inviting  feedback
in true historian fashion. Then, oo,
his historical figures look so alive
that one suspecis thal Stuarl con-
verses with them endlessly,

“My fipures are very realistic,” he
says, “There is nothing abstract or
whimsical about them.”

Built on an iron wire skeleton
designed to move, the gquarter-scale
figures aren’t exactly sculpture,
according (o Stuarl, who describes
soulpture as more of a whitthing-
tdown process. In his case, he
emplovs a building-up technigue,
padding the framework with papier-
mache, colton padding, Stvrofoam,
and a wool felt skin, Once he has
determined the posture and body
composite, Stuart covers the s
face with hiz own concoction,
dubbed “plastique,” to achieve a life-
like skin. Detailz such as ceramic
eves, hair, lashes, and the like
regquire hours of labor, after which
he sews the outiits, crafls the beads,
and works the leather. The time
conswming  process draws Stuar
into clay work, textiles, art in myri
ad forms. ' virlwally the same
technigue he used in his first bistos
ical figure in 1953,

"l dreamt this thing up on my
own,” Sluart says, °1 wasn'l aware ol
athers doing a similar (thing until
seven years ago, and since then ['ve
seen =ome good and soeme nol =0
good. There are some doing ethni
and histovical portraits. My later
works are fully hard body and no
cloth, so |||l":l\.-|'l" a little different.”

Just as Stearts sculpting iz a

Comanrche Warrior, veiked wiedia, 14 lifesize







Appomaiior. Lee weas splendid

lannched the Smithsonian inle
|f'iIL'IJ4' af i own, and Stuart notes
that some ol the exhibits he helped
to create i the "50s are sill on dis
runentation
at the Smithsonian fueled Stuart as

S e ) . R
his Historical Figures™ series began

play. Ironically, the expe

0 grrow,

As evenls pulled Stoart 1o the
Wesl to Santa Bairbaca,
California, the old mistress, theater,

Lol and

lagged along. By then, he had per

fected his Z|-|,'||||ir!'|||- for the |-|_'_':|||'I"‘\-\.
and was lurmng oul personalities
irom the distant past. With some 50
to 60 figures populating
tion, Stuart snageed the attention of
the Stanford |
Menlo Park, which sh

his collec-

HIVET=IEY VIUSewm g

his
work in a six-month-long exhibition,
Ihousands absorbed the Stoart's

WO

renius, as his work gar-

nersd extensive press coverage, Yel,

as the figures stayed on center

stage, Stuart couldnt resist being
on stage himself, The University o
California's Santa Barbara campus
gave him the thespian cutlet he
craved.

sculpting his own personal life,
Stuart was past the rough form and
heading toward the details, Yes, he
could be an historian., an artist—and
a performer. Launching his mono
logues in the early Sixties, he mar
keted his package under the rep
ulable Samuel Horton Brown
Agency in Beverly Hills, joining a
stable  that  included Margaret
Meade and Dr. Frank Baxter. He
and his figures toured the country,
bringing the Renaissance, the
fatrid era, and other periods of his
tory 1o the stage where people could
grasp the e impacts of the past
Stuart was bringing history o life, he
was acting and he was creating, His
monologues were even waking up
vouth to an otherwise dead subjec,

“I wish |[voung people were] more
susceptible to history.” he says. 1
find it more interesting 1o talk to the
yvoung and the monologues really
reach them, l"-'»FH'I.'::;E”:\. on the [ro-
motional the
voung people are intimidated by the
presence ol older people soing 1o
the live monologues,”

With
revolving around several major his
torical periods and countless fgures
i act oul the parts, Stuart joined
forces with the Venlura County
Museum of History and Arl in the
late Seventies 1o aive lis creations a
perpelual  home.  The museam
promised a special hall just for the

videos, Somelimes

?"-|||.|.'l"-'.‘-|||| |IHZI||I.I|I.I.‘.!II1‘h

figures, Stuart was named Curator
for Lile, and a Gallery Talk Program
was developed. More recently, he
las branched out into commission
work and has assembled a stunning
Southwest Collection, as well
days, Stuart creates about a dozen

igures per vear,

| Tiese

“Anyone who's human wouldn
do this,” he quips. "l can'l remem
ber whether it was Jung or someone
else who said that the arts are just a
form of neurotic expression, But I'm
grateful thal some people do i."

Stuart’s collectors are graleful, as
well, thankiul that he has devoled
his time and talent to an art thal
breathes life into history

Barbara Cowier is a wriler living in
Fotlateh, ldaha
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Ceeneral Fremont, mived media, 174 life-size

“Famons for s apeaing up af the West, it i
e Crrani

Tor faks Vi

building-up approach, so is his
research. He oflen starts with an
era, admitting that there are many
lascinating periods of history from,
which 1o choose. “I have people
come up 1o me all the time and say,
Why don’t you do . . . ? " Then they
fill in the blanks with what they're
interested in.” Stwart =says, 1 don’t
like 1o do living well-linown person-
alities; they're iffy, but sometimes |
lake a chance. People can be highly

almost for

tten Hral Frenront was e one whe appotn-

shurg, and swbsequently livied Hie tide of the war against the Senil.”

critical, because the figures are very
realistic. When 1 did President
Reagan, the White House office sent
a variety of photos, and I talked to
his tailor, because we happen io
have the same one. It took gFod-awiul
forever,”

Plagued with dyslexia since he
was a small child, Stuart often
employs a local librarian or history
buff to dig up the facts and details on
each personality within the chosen
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era. Research can consume up to six
maonths and, after that, Stuart must
internalize the information and study
the paintings and photos lo capture
the human look. The process is as
much cerebral as lactile, which is
one reason he relishes his solitude
and bachelor state, *Most inlense,
creative people are very selfish,” he
says, “IU's easier nol o be married, |
live alone and love it"

For mosi of hiz life, Stuart has
opled to work in solilude, As a
voungster, he painted, sculpted,
assembled models, and immersed
himsell in archileciure, generally
savoring a world of his own making.
Old-world buildings were a particu
lar focus, and an intricate project of
recreating  the 1660 Palace of
Versailles ook Stuarl eight years o
complete. Even then, he wasn't ||.|||jL'
done tinkering with the piece,

.'EI. l.‘:'l” |.I'I:I[|'| l!lt" I'r'4'-|| 'l.'.'“'l"l{i el
when Stuart graduoated rom high
school and needed o choose an
occupation, With somewhat elite
Eastern expectations pressing in
he pondered a future in law or per
haps  the Foreign Service,
Eventually, Stuart siudied ai
Georgetown  University and  al
American University in
Washington, D. C., concentraling
on foreign relations, international
law, and history. He also became
entangled with a sultry mistress:
the theater. It was his consuming
passion, his “subversive lover.” as
he calls i, and alter ;_{i'il!fllt.;ilil]ll. [
moved toward production and act-
ing full-time.

Meanwhile, the idea of the histor
ical Aigures—today trademarked as
Historical Figures™—took shape,
enticing him to create his own cast
for the stage. In time, Stuart look a
job at the Smithsonian Institule,
where he served as a lounding
member of its first attempl al profes-
sional exhibits -«[;Lﬂ-m;_[, Ihe group




