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FOREWORD

entry point to histories of art and histories of how we live.
The accounts in Sara Penn’s Knobkerry: An Oral History Sourcebook cast

pattern, and music, especially for herself and her peers at a time when a new

We are grateful to Svetlana Kitto, who conceived and developed this

and murkier impressions that constitute any history. SculptureCenter and

and present in our minds today.

Kyle Dancewicz
Interim Director, SculptureCenter
Camille Crain Drummond
Editorial Director, New York Consolidated
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INTRODUCTION

sensitizing and radicalizing a generation of American

SVETLANA KITTO
Dawson: “
Penn (1927–2020), a Black artist-designer-curatorentrepreneur whose monumental yet under-known
impact on the cultural landscape of downtown New
other spots in the area) to Spring Street in SoHo to a
Broadway in TriBeCa, this last operation closing in the late
its multiple locations over the years––its last iteration

Fumi Schmidt and Olive Wong––who would go on to
work independently––and initially focused on jewelry,
accessories, and outer garments: gharara and salwar

a favorite among an ever-changing group of Village
artists, musicians, dancers, actors, and designers up to

strain in youth culture, seen today as a marker of the racial
Sara Penn and some of her closest friends and colleagues
(the transcriptions condensed and edited here for clarity
Christian Science Monitor in

seeing their favorite garment on someone else. At the
later iterations of the store, on Spring Street and West
their memories and analysis giving us some idea of
prominent, including Moroccan kilim rugs, West African
in a clientele more likely known to a general audience:
Ornette Coleman, Mia Farrow, David Hammons, Jimi
King, Eartha Kitt, Marcia Marcus, Louise Nevelson, Larry
Rivers, Sonny and Cher, Sonny Rollins, Ntozake Shange,
Ming Smith, Yves Saint Laurent, André Leon Talley, and
Leon Thomas were all fans, friends, and/or customers at

é Leon Talley
in a 1977 Women’s Wear Daily story on “the precious
artist David Hammons self-curated a show in 1995, was

Just as Sara Penn was more than a shopkeeper,

which he performed at the Def Poetry Jam in 2001: “Sara

as a gallery, museum, atelier, café, cultural center, salon,
and sanctuary. In many ways, the depth of the cultural

/ among the rare treasures of Africa, Asia, South America

Black woman owning and operating her own shop in the

with the artist Ken Tisa for a catalogue accompanying
Ken
. Tisa shared with me his

where people could meet, talk, and reinvent themselves.
and

eclectically

designed

windows

introduced

a

9

and wanted to know more. In the spring of 2017, Tisa
took me to meet Penn at her last residence on Thirteenth
audio recorder.

history project, to look to the people who occupied her
attest to her legacy, who loved Penn and were changed
It was always my thinking that in place of a large physical
disciples, friends, and intimates who adored her to the

a training school that grew to have over two hundred
starting four years ago with my initial conversation with

1

trained as a social worker, earning a graduate degree
from Atlanta University. In the 1950s, Penn traveled
throughout Europe, living in Paris and Amsterdam for a
spell. Back in New York, she worked as a social worker
at a place called Manhattan Hill, hanging out with her
artists like Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline, and Joan
Mitchell. In the mornings she would apprentice at Phyllis
Jewelry, a silver store on Seventh Street. Penn found a
home among a diverse group of artisans there, including

contacts. With each person I met, the list of connections
and communities that emanated from Penn grew
searching out every name that emerged and connecting
with as many people as I could. Taken together,
the idiosyncratic assortment of archival materials I

are many more people to interview, materials to collect,
clippings to collate, and scholarship to pursue. This is

he Adventures of the
when she was still a
social worker working with youth.2 The allegorical satire,

more imaginings.

Anytime she encounters anyone who
tries to tell her who God is, she just hits them with the
3
Penn

she told the

in 1969.4

When I interviewed Ken Tisa for this project in his SoHo

passing-down of knowledge. Penn, he felt, had taught
And
now he was telling me the story of Penn to illustrate the
art, histories. I have read that Penn, Fumi Schmidt, and
link to various cultures and identities. In my oral history

swatches, photographs, drawings, postcards, event
10

1

Rosemary Reed E. Miller, Threads of Time, The Fabric

2

(Washington:
T & S Press, 2011).
While Penn, like George Bernard Shaw, used the

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS

SP:

SARA PENN

Before she was a social worker, during the 1930s

There were two people, including one old woman that
Anyway, she started doing social work in a place called

of The Markle, the women-only residence in the Village
where Sara Penn spent the last decade of her life.1 During
the conversation, Penn used photographs and clippings
.

SK:

Did you know your grandmother?

SP:

Sure. Every summer we would go to her farm.

farmhands who worked for her and gather goods.
Svetlana Kitto:

Sara, are you ready to start?

Sara Penn:

Je suis prête.
SP:

Ken Tisa:

That was like vacation. We all got in our car and

What year?
active. He must have just watched everything. It was
fun. I loved it. You knew you were getting away from

SP: My mother learned from my grandfather how
to perform. Her favorite thing was reciting James

violin.

My mother would perform that at teas. We had Sunday
SP:

Yeah.

SK:

Were your parents musical?

something else. They were community gatherings.

had piano lessons as a young kid, and in our church we

SK:

Did you learn it?

the trumpet. In high school, we had orchestra, too.
We went to church every week. During the
you had the fundamentals. We went to a Baptist church

on. My mother was one of seven or eight daughters that
my grandmother had. And Grandmother sent my mother
SK:

How did she do that? What did she do?

They had an orchestra in that church. There was
always a lot of music and cultural activities going on.
My girlfriend and I had to go to interpretive dancing.
That was modern dance we went to at the YWCA
during the week, and then we had tap dancing classes.

another a community worker.
SK:

So, your mom was a social worker.
13

a silversmith in the Village, on West Fourth Street, and
started working for her and learning how to make silver.
SP:

My mother took me to Spelman. We went on a
He was the arts director at the community center where
I was working.

SK:
a contractor.
SK:

What was the house you lived in like?

SK:

Was that the Manhattan Hill place?

SP:

Yeah, I think so.

Please tell me.
the South?

the grocery store, he was white. She said they were all
cheating us.

our street. Everyone eventually owned their own home.
And they were all Black. At the top of the hill, Cement

SP:
No, that was just Spelman. Spelman was very
tight––they had very strict rules. If you had a male visitor,
he was only allowed to come into this one room if he
signed up and sat there with you while the chaperone sat
in the same room with you.
Spelman was in what was called the “university

SK: How did you get into silversmithing––what drew
you to it?

and then there was a Black silversmith called Art Smith.
Black families.
SK:

University were
were restricted.

coed.

Spelman

and

Morehouse

Your parents ended up owning a home, then?
SK:

the thing––you had to own your own home. I should have
kept that in mind.
SK:

What part of town was it in?

SP:

It was in Homewood. It was on the edge of

Heading into Spelman, what did you love?

SP: Freedom. Freedom from my family, from my
mother. My mother was so strict.
SP:

Yes, it was.

SP:

No.

SK:

Just artisans?

There were a lot of artisans on West Fourth Street.
We used to come downtown from uptown every night to

white and Homewood was predominantly Black, and
we were on the street that divided them. Our street was

SP: The school was mainly white, and the teachers
were all white. The teachers appreciated you. We were

Saturday morning after we did our cleaning in the house,
small percentage of Black students scattered around, I
SK:

She said that to you?

And then we got to junior high school. When I say we,
that way.

and Wolf would hang out at the Cedar Bar with Kline and
de Kooning?

SK:

SP:

anything like that. Good kids.

SP: She was smarter than me. As a matter of fact,
she was the valedictorian of the high school. And then
she went to Fisk University and I went to Spelman.

felt that was a place I should go to get some culture.
So I went to Spelman.

What were your interests at Spelman?

specialize. I participated in the cultural program, and

SK:

Who instilled this goal in your mom?

SP:

Grandma. My grandmother.

Atlanta University, where I studied social work. I was

SK:

She was interested in it too?

prisoner at Spelman. I had kind of a nice time in Atlanta.
Martin Luther King, Jr., and I were in the same religion
class.

I was impressed.

SK: Because you were so young––twenty-two or
something.
on Eleventh Street or someplace, and we invited all these
and they all autographed it. I wish I had that now. It was

Cincinnati we just played and talked. Our parents made
got on the train in Cincinnati we opened them up and had
a picnic.

SP: Yeah. My grandmother was part American Indian.
She was a friend of Booker T. Washington. All of them

He got married.

you know, slouch.
SK:

of Jim Crow?
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SK:

Was Wolf an American guy?

You say that in Cincinnati you would transfer to the
Booker T. Washington?

SP:

Yeah. He was a student of Hans Hofmann.

In Atlanta I had a good friend named Nancy
Coleman. We got together later on. She was from

SK:

A student of Hans Hofmann?

years after I graduated. I met this girl Phyllis, who was

During the summer when I was going with Wolf, he rented
a shack on the dunes in Provincetown. He lived there and
15

SK:

Metropolitan Home.

What did you have?

in upstate New York, and he named his store after his
struggling artists. When we decided that I was going to

appears in two photos with no mention of Sara Penn/
now––I looked on Google and found out a little more

a woman in the city who owned the place to ask if she
was against interracial couples. She said no. That was
They took me out in the hall where Adolf was waiting for
SK:

occurred last year with
in which
Corky Pollen photographed my goods and gave credit to
two other retailers in the city. I am sorry to have to suspect

the one who got me started. He was always interested
New York Times

How were you treated going around with your
came out hysterical, laughing at me.
looking around in New York for a store that was selling
my ideas and gain acceptance and recognition. I had to
SK:

was once when I wanted an apartment and had to get
him to sign the lease so I could come in as his wife.
Where we hung around were places that were pretty
records out for advertising or as gifts or something. When
Later on, Nancy decided to go to Paris, where her
Coleman. I went up to him and said, “I got your record in

Because of John?

SP:

Hell, no.

was one of the stores that sold Indian clothing, and then

SK:

Did that happen a lot?

shows. I would go to the shows and if I saw something I

SP: No. People gave me credit. There were times,
though. This is the Esquire cover,
cover,
cover,
Daily with an article, Christian Science Monitor with an
article,
.

the store.

editorials. How did that get started?

clothing out of them?

SP:

SP:

Yeah.

SK:

Was your input on design?

they hooked me up with a family who owned a factory
Tuileries Garden.
that in the morning I gave the daughter English lessons
and after she went to school, I had English conversation

friends. When I returned to New York, he was playing at
the Five Spot Café, which was around Fourteenth Street
and Third Avenue. I went in to see him and then I went to
his loft afterwards while he was there.

So I had the whole day to hang out and see a lot of Paris
SK:

Did you meet people there?

SP:

Yeah. I was so involved with Adolf [Adolfo

It was while I was a social worker, working for

crafter with a shop on Seventh Street and she told me
New York
Times, with the kind of Indian clothing I was selling. Do
you know Bill Cunningham?

SK:

Where did you live at the time?
clothing that was already made in other countries, like

shop.
we had known in Greenwich Village.

SP: I met him at a party and we clicked right away. We
lived together for the time that I was there and traveled
SK:

Was he French?

SP:

Oui

SK:

Yeah.

choosing interesting things.
SK:

It was on Seventh Street?

SK:

Was is it cheap to rent down there at the time?

store when he was still working in Chicago for the
. Actually, I got a photograph from

This is one of the kids who was working for Calvin
Calvin Klein to write a letter for me when I wanted to work
at the Studio Museum in Harlem.

SP: Yeah. I started my store with three thousand
dollars, and that included inventory, rent, utilities––

jewelry and costumes. That
article helped.
SK:

And the dress the woman was wearing was made

SK:

Was everything one of a kind?

SP:

Yeah, mostly with cholis and things like that. They

more money. I forget the name of that store on Eighth

Resistance and forged identity documents.
SK:
SK:

Did you?

They had two stores on Eighth Street and told

Oh, right. He was Jewish.

pictures of all of the major cities for them for postcards
SK:

Who are these people?

SK:

Did you just start collecting?

I went to a party and when we got home and I went
worked for me, and she was in movies. What is that?
had in the window. One was a dress that Olive made.
Metropolitan
Home
American hospital.
Cooper Union.
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SK:

Do you see Fumi?

he travels a lot around the world––classical guitar––and

who had opened Grand Hotel around the corner. Jackie

I took. There was an African American partner in that

there, something like that.

who got the idea that I should have their shop when they

SK:

grandchildren. Her granddaughter is living in her place
on Fourteenth Street.
SK:
SK:

I moved across the street. I think I was going with Wolf
then and he signed the lease. Johanna Schmidt, that was

SP: Well, he likes to pay compliments to people.
He taught me a lot.

Youth. That was an interracial marriage, too.

SK:

SK:

What were some other stores?

So you opened the store on Seventh Street and

the Seventh Street store as your workplace and for a

What did he teach you?

SP: Art and looking––general art education. We hung
out a lot together. You know Details magazine? At that
opened down around Spring and Broadway. They were
good friends, too. And then I had a couple of Japanese
dealers I was very close to. One was called Noriko.

West Broadway and we were all friends and used to
party together.
SK:

SP:

He says that you taught him a lot.

She founded Details magazine?

So, you decided that SoHo was happening.

SP: Yeah. Craft Caravan was on the corner of one of
the streets down there, and I used to stop in and see
them. They told me that the store on Spring Street was
them, negotiated with them, and I took that store. That
Bar, which was very popular.

Ukrainian. The store was across from a Ukrainian
she is living now or not.

of money.
SP:

Yeah, I guess so.

SK: So, as soon as you opened the store, it started
making money?
like a little community. Nice times.
SP:
SK: When did you start doing your own collecting
and traveling?
SP:

When I opened the store, I was still working.

working there.

I think it was when I took the store on Spring Street

where the hell did I go?

street here.

go down to Spring Street or TriBeCa. I go to the corner
social work.

success monetarily?
SP:
SK:
SP:

SK: When you had the store on Eighth Street, what
was going on in your personal life? Who were you seeing,
what you were doing?

SK: After you had this store on Eighth Street,
you opened up the store in SoHo?

SP:

I was really involved in the store. Running it, making

SP:

On Seventh Street.

I made a trip to Africa. I went to Senegal and then
Ghana and Nigeria, a couple of other African countries.

SK:

Why did you move to SoHo?

Oh, yeah, the store always did well.
Were you the main owner of it?
Yeah.

SK:

When was the last time you worked?

SP:

At my store in TriBeCa. I met that guy I was married

for seven days.
on the doorstep of a restaurant across the street, called
Station something. I knew the couple who owned it.
was the real estate agent got the store for me, which

opened her own store.

out. I thought, Oh, I’ve had it!

was an American and a Black single woman and they got

SK:

How long were you married?

SP:

It was a couple of years. Afterwards, I had a

moved out of there. I left wonderful things in there,
wonderful furniture and everything else.

Northern Lagos, and at that time the African Games were
SK:

What people?

SP:

Society. Becoming more color-conscious.

go there for no more than a month until I found a place. I
1978. I was always making patchwork clothing. I made a
SK: You think it was more color-conscious than when
you were growing up?

of the other people in that whole group of performers.

end of the story.

him when I was living on Spring Street and had storage,
I think. He came into the store and just started putting
1

married to Jules Olitski. And then there was Jackie Lewis,
East Village?
18

The John and Mary R. Markle Memorial
residence, dedicated in 1930 under the auspices of
the Salvation Army, is located at 123 West Thirteenth
Street in Manhattan.
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CHARLES DANIEL DAWSON

CDD: I was only vaguely familiar with African art and

at it, picked up the two mallets, looked at the mallets,
tapped the thing, and then started playing it. You have to

She used them for her sewing, also. Sara pulled them all

She would make coats and shirts and things like
Mourides, a group of Muslim followers of mystic saints

unless you have that kind of gift. He could just look at an
Fall, who also had groups of people from Senegal who
were musicians and artists, and their practice was:
Kamoinge Workshop.
photographer Laylah Amatullah Barrayn is actually
Svetlana Kitto:

Fall. One of their traditional dress is patchwork clothing.
just toot on it, he would make music.

Charles Daniel Dawson:

A friend took me there––

CDD: Because she was actually just doing me a favor.
doing it forever since the time of Sheikh Fall. Part of their
tradition was that you never threw anything away. If the
Café. Across the street was a place called The Dom,
a legendary Lower East Side dance hall or music hall.
Sara knew all these musicians, they were all friends.

I met a lot of musicians there, like Ornette Coleman
and the singer Leon Thomas. This whole school of
creative people.
SK:
Was there anything else like it at that time?

it up into pieces and put mismatched pieces together.

CDD: There were a few designers around. There was
when they still allowed me to help choose the artists.
To help with the process. But they stopped after they
found out that David and Charles were contrarians––

Thompson. She had a shop around the corner.
SK:

Carol Plenda. And Andrea Aranow?

So they never asked me again. I guess they thought my
judgment was faulty or too radical.
SK:
eclectic. She would just collect whatever she thought

SK:

Sara would design it as well, I think.

They were artists in residence?
herself. Who shaped Sara, would you say?
her. Her prices were ridiculous. There were some sacred

SK:

You had mentioned that the shop was like a center
jewelry designers like Vincent Wilson working there.

SK:

Like Ukrainian, right?

American cultural life.
Smith, a pioneering Black designer.

CDD: She came from a family that appreciated museums
and hanging out in art circles. Also, that area was alive
with art, particularly African American artists. First of all,
you had all the jazz musicians in the world living there.
around the corner. All the Black players were around, and
every Black painter was living on the Lower East Side

a folk or roots tradition. When she moved to East Seventh

materials. It was a curated store.
times when Louise Nevelson was there. She and Sara
were friends, and they were just sitting around talking.

SK:

the shop.
CDD: Whatever she had, it was the ideal of that thing.

You went there as well?

say hello. But Sara was a close friend. Also, it was much

CDD: I agree. Just to think of seeing Ornette in Chinese
do you think?
a standard collegiate 1960s suit with a skinny tie. When
constructed it like that. Also, she was just welcoming.
She seemed to have a particular thing for musicians.

shaped or creased in any way. He looked like a hermit or
something. A kind of a stylized hermit. But later he wore

actually talked, it was a forum where they could
hold court.
saw there?

comes out of Sara.

and she had just gotten a new Indonesian instrument––

SK:

Right.

make patchwork clothing with them. There is a picture
a famous musician with Ornette, he walked in and looked
20

those things.
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CDD: Of course, Ornette loved art, he had a gallery,
they constructed themselves that way. Given the choice
such an objet d’art
seen as innovative, even informative.
SK:

Did you yourself take pictures in the store?

CDD: I did. Of the store and Sara and some of the guests
in the store, of Lois and Seret when they worked there.

mainstream culture.

you could come and have a more intimate time with her.
taking them.
have a good time. She loved socializing there, going out
and greeting people.

You can feel them and see them and understand
she could incorporate into something she did. She was

coming into the store on Seventh Street and taking
her portrait.
out there?

artistry and understanding of what art is. Only she would
The shop was like that, too. There was everything

in the shop all the time. It was really visually interesting.

in conversation. You get to look at the conversation

photographic session with James Van Der Zee. It had
The Harlem Book of
the Dead
they were doing with his work. He had done a series of
funerary portraits that were superimposed images of little

to me.

Did she care?

a standard kind of a funeral photograph from that time.
Camille put it together as The Harlem Book of the Dead.

SK:

CDD: Well, so many of the things were made for her
friends. There was also a kind of hierarchy, where some
of the people who worked in the store made fun of the

Tibetan Book of the Dead

contact information.

Camille did it as a way to help raise money for Van Der
Zee. So they set up where you would come in and have

all the time, too. He was a close friend who died a few
years ago. His name was Jerry Barr. He was an architect

Is she alive?

SK: And then the theater people were a whole
other thing.
CDD: Right. Woodie King was the don of African
American theater. He was a major producer of African
and a playwright and an actor, and he was a good friend
those places, all the theaters around her were in there
hanging out with someone like David or Tyrone Mitchell

hair like that. They were conscious of that, it was almost
like a tease. I think Sara was really conscious of it, too.
She enjoyed playing the game.
Joanne and Seret told me that Faye Dunaway
Owen Dodson, the famous playwright and a good friend
same way.
It was that kind of event that Sara would come up
with––having a Van Der Zee photo session.
SK:

Did she know Van Der Zee?

CDD: She was politically minded the way African
Americans are sarcastically reminded of this country
and this culture. But she was also an internationalist.
The same way she looked at culture at large, she looked
at material culture, and she got ideas from it all. That

CDD: Well, galleries are just as transient as stores.
seeing these things together.

CDD: She knew him, I think, through Camille. Originally,
I was the Van Der Zee Curator for Photography, Film and
Video at the Studio Museum in Harlem. They created the
position for me. For that, I had to do all this research on

She would have didgeridoos in there. Anything that

on the cultural life of New York.

thing from a culture. Most of the time it was Third World

CDD: She normalized that kind of vision.

SK: I guess so. With a gallery, though, she could have
made more money, right?

very generous.

thousand photos. Most of them were like passport
photography was art. He started out with violin playing.
Music. Photography was like a schlock trade that he
that what he was really photographing was the attitude
of the time. Black people came to the studio and a lot

around taking things from other cultures has changed.
Ideas around cultural appropriation. Sara had all these
women, including a lot of white women who were very
enthusiastic, like Elena, around her. Elena would wear

SK: She was friends with everyone who came into
the store.
and put them together.
It also gave you the sensitivity to look at other
world cultures and see the validity in their material

suits. The suits were from racks in his studio. They

SK: She did make a living. At one point, she made a lot
of money.
our level of international visual sophistication. She was

22

general prices.

rid of it. It was like something your grandmother gave you
23

SK:

SERET SCOTT

Why do you think she stopped doing social work?

CDD: She was working at the Lower East Side
Settlement House, and it was frustrating. Social work

would come into the store?

that while many Africans are going Afro, many Africans
doing their share of updating, such as slitting the sides
of their long, narrow lapa skirts so they can hop on and

Seret Scott is a theater director, playwright, and actor
and
Pretty Baby, as well as many theatrical productions,
For Colored

him. He came in with
the two women he was living with (just saying). Sara had

look had virtually saturated American and European high
Is Enuf.

a paycheck.
Because Sara was an artist, she was more than

up a necklace, the other one would pick up earrings or
sent me. Let me show you some: This is Lauren Hutton

CDD: They create a goddamn dialectic when there

is a
from 1968. And this is from
the Christian Science Monitor

SK:

to Tisch School of Arts/NYU, where I was studying.1

Another story . . . A guy, kind of lean and short

How so?

closet. Men and women alike are wearing native African
Americans or Africans themselves. That certainly
custom shops are springing up across Manhattan and
Brooklyn, from Bedford-Stuyvesant and Harlem to the
East Fifties and into the East Village. One of the more

a lot to do with political aspirations, and who was an

shimmering in the window of that small Lower East Side

At least, my generation was trying to get away from the
American scene.

and I knocked on the door, thinking the shop was closed.
Sara came to the door and I, with no real thought, said I
was a model and would really like to model her clothing
if she ever needed one.
She looked at me like Who is this kid and what is
and then she said, “Hmm, come

Then they interview people.
SK:
CDD: Did they say who they interviewed?
SK:

The American scene?

little watercolor paintings. He wanted to trade them
for an article of clothing. Well, as a simple salesgirl, I

Yeah. Raymond Saunders was one.

CDD: Raymond Saunders is a famous painter. He
teaches at Berkeley.
what else. We talked. She asked what I was studying at
university, where I was from, where I was living now, and

SS:
to change into Western clothes, and report to work at
the Human Resources Administration, where she is a

on the stool, just sit and watch people come in. He would
arranged displays, pretty much everything. Most people

already keeps designers Olive Thurman Wong, an Afro-

Ornette Coleman was a really important and well-

certain type of person. Our customers were seasoned
travelers, hippies, collectors, musicians, scholars, and
housewives, and the items in the store had some kind of
personal resonance for them.
SK:

Another time, Sonny Rollins came in the shop––a
to get in touch with the jazz musician Don Cherry. Don
had moved to Europe, Amsterdam I think, so Sonny
give to Don. He knew that Don Cherry would come in

Yes.

It goes on: “Although most of the Afro-Americans
the streets of Manhattan. Natural hairstyles are getting
sure how to wear the clothing. Much of the inventory was
SK:

Yeah.

that someone else was walking down the street with.
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SS:

Then he leaves, and Sara turns to me and says,
Street and someone called ahead and said Lena Horne
who worked and traded with her would make into some
sort of interesting thing.

Lena Horne came in and Eartha Kitt. Miles Davis
One of the people who used to come in and just sit
was the actor Garrett Morris––he was on
Live and now on
. The photographer Danny

would happen. She would say, “What do you mean, you
were her daughters. Even my own mother would say

just sit.
They and Sara would make a deal. Sometimes it would
literally across the street from the Electric Circus. Those
sometimes she just paid them straight out. Myself and
whoever I was working with that day would sit there and
think, I want that
SS:

Yeah. I worked for Sara for years and years
Sara sewed whenever she could. I also worked in the
shop all the way downtown.
SK:

On Spring Street?
kinds of makers like artists, dancers, and musicians.

SK: I heard Mick Jagger came in. Sonny and Cher
came in. Mia Farrow shopped there. Fashion designers
like Yves Saint Laurent and all these people. I heard that

of artist types came in as opposed to musicians.
A lot of times when I worked with Sara, or for Sara,

the store in terms of say, Blackness and the way that
she grew up. What was she was trying to do that was

SK: When was the time that Ntozake Shange would
come in?

SS: Well, she had clothing from Africa. This was at a
time, especially on the Lower East Side, when you rarely
saw Blacks, even American Blacks. When I was at NYU,

Women’s Wear. Once when

SK: She was so innovative in her displays and
creations. I know she also made jewelry.

SK: Did you get cast in
after you had
already met Sara and were working there?

and other artists, who were interested in items from
Africa. At that time, it was hippie clothing and artifacts
that got attention. The whole point of the hippie thing
When she lost the last shop in New York, we

SS:

Oh, yeah. I did

on Broadway in
to some of the clothing and works she had, since they

necklace, she would take some of the parts and make
earrings out of them. People would say, “Oh, these
twenty minutes ago they were a necklace.

SK:

women-owned shops. There was a handcrafted jewelry

SS: Whenever something happened that was major,
I always made sure that I went down and told Sara.

anymore.

kidding you––she was a Lower East Side person.

in and found most comforting. I think that she wanted

SK:

and the story that it could tell. It would lift you into
another way of looking at things, looking at the world.

handcrafted leather sandals. I still have a pair she made
me. She measured my feet and literally cut the leather

Right.

So, she might not go to a play of yours if it was

own shop.

dashikis. I have large clay pots from Africa and, I think,

my entire way of dressing. Everything I had on was

handmade clothes for hippies, right?

SK:

How would you say the later shops, the Spring

it. I mean hey, I was living on the Lower East Side. Like

SS: The Spring Street store, in my memory, attracted
mostly visual artists––the windows would appeal to

the clothing.
She had shoes the shepherds wore in Morocco.
That was the kind of thing that interested me, and the

around the corner from the Fillmore East.
26

27

FUMI SCHMIDT

for people?
FS:

Fumi Schmidt is a clothes designer. She came to New
years, she ran her own clothing store, featuring her

The store was unusual in that all of these peddlers

she did go to Guatemala and Belize. She would go out of
FS: She knew she wanted to do something other than
social work. She suddenly decided she wanted to open

right into the store from people who were traveling all over

went to it out of curiosity. It was very unusual, and Sara
was eccentric enough that she endorsed things that were
loved the merchandise and that it was always something

was present during the interview.
SK:
SK:
Svetlana Kitto:

Selling?

What was it like?

How did you meet Sara?
FS: Because she was perfect as a personality and in
her taste in people, it was pretty successful from the

Jewelry. Curiously enough, Phyllis found that we had the
that period.
always had good skills with my hands and with machines.

young people traveling around in India and Afghanistan
and Pakistan. And she knew John Gregg. He loved to
activity, right?

SK:

She wanted you to make things for her, right?

FS:

I used to make and mend clothes, since she

and a feeling for the culture of the place. He loved doing
it. He would say, “Oh, when we were in Kashmir, we saw

care if they hung out either. I used to do what I had to
do. I would have to go home and cook and take care

a very good teacher. She taught me how to set stones
her own person. In retrospect, I see that she was doing
part of a trend, or did she start a trend of stores that sold
loose, nomadic, no-schedule, open-ended life. I think
craftsperson and Olive the shopper. She used to go
mother. Her mother was very, very proper and very strict.
considered very eccentric.

along with all of this. It was a happy collection of skills

SK:

she needed something pulled together.

How were you eccentric?

course my world was so small then.
of it. She made wonderful windows, and lots of guys

SK:

Did you make clothes that were your designs, or

FS:

It was never my designs. Olive made her own

class or audition, I just did it. I did a couple of Broadway
shows and I was in a dance company. Phyllis knew I had

SK:

Did you meet her mom?

FS:

I met her mother more than once. She came to

California. She wanted Sara to lead a certain kind of life

we would just stay late.
SK:

What was Sara like then?

some choice material and she would say, “Oh my God,
was the store making money?

work. She loved making jewelry, though.
pay the rent and she had a car and she had a certain
never cared when we got there, and when it was time
her. She was doing something right, and I think it was
a freewheeling store. There was always a salon in the

SK:

What kind of people came into the shop?

FS:

Every kind of person you can think of––socialites,

which was great.
up in the workroom. We were using very strong torches

location at the right time. That Spring Street shop was
for people. And people did hang out. A lot of people did,
women as well as guys.
SK:

instance. Lena was always into clothing, and I made
her some pieces. She was so charming that when she

So there was this inventory that you guys were

a funny story. Sara called to say that there was a guy
named Fred who had a shop on Spring Street. She said,

“Oh, I went to this dinner party with my daughter and her
RS:

It was for rent.

Kahn. Did you know him?
her store.
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rent. But in two or three days, I had a shop on Spring
29

Street. She was so persuasive. That was a nice period
when she had her shop and I had my shop. And we were

it there.

this wonderful material that she introduced me to. It was
very inspiring for me to have some of the merchandise

coming from. I knew that there was no way I could match

SK:

Did you see her much in the past ten years?

let Sara ride roughshod over her either.

FS:

We saw each other like old friends. When I was

my development.
the wearer instead of the person wearing the garment. It

SK:

Did Sara pay Olive?

SK: Did you keep making clothes for her while you had
your store, or did someone else?

that I was taking care of the family and the house and
and they were so cheap––she got some money for it,
African American entrepreneur at this time in New York,

Mine was a custom shop.
SK:

A tailor shop.

or was the store so multicultural that she was insulated
from that?

Whenever I worked the machine, I got paid like a
seamstress. If I ever sewed my clothing, which I did very
rarely in her store, she always gave me the money for

FS: I did a lot of one-of-a-kind and I did a lot of custom
work. Then I went to FIT for a while. My skills were very

to tea? Come over here so we can have tea in my living

years old. I could whip around the machine like crazy,
and for me it was a natural thing. I wanted to make

her, “Sara, I have an apartment and I want you to come
we gravitated towards each other. I knew that she was a

a person. She handled the running and managing of the
SK:

was I. So it was perfect the way we met and the way we
developed a friendship. We were such individuals.

Why?

something, they wanted it, and that was it. We never had
SK:

How long did the three of you work together?

going to do my own thing, no matter how ill-advised it
Hamilton for my daughter
and her friend, and my mother and me. My daughter and

you to . . .

invited Sara.
FS: With Sara, there was no plan. She improvised.
She had instincts and she knew that she never had to

say anything.

FS:

She loved it.

The last time I talked to her on the phone, which was
FS: Oh, yeah. But everything, not just African. It was
from Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Indonesia, the lower

way or more that way.

Korean, and Chinese material.
I loved putting together things that were totally

FS:

jaded when they saw it.

she went to Vassar. Her father, Howard Thurman, was a

Sara was not stupid. We had great respect for each
Hamilton

Very much into the church, very much wanting

her she could come here to live, God, that was like the
kiss of death. She would never. I understood completely.

something so striking that it would overwhelm the
garment that enhanced the person who was wearing it.

named Victor Wong, so her last name was Wong.

her hour of need, who could know? I was not going to let
her go on the streets, that much I knew.

SK: What happened when Sara went to California and
tried to open stores there?

garish costume person. I sewed a lot of costumes in
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I made as many as I could.

RS:

Later in life, she worked at Lincoln Center, the

FS:

She was very smart. It was unusual that the three

FS: She went to Pasadena and tried to live a very
proper life. She opened a store that I think it was just

FS:

Yeah. I always met her halfway or downstairs.

any pity or solace of any kind. She was independent.
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was dressing and how she was dressing them. She was

KATE PRENDERGAST AND
JANE BARRELL YADAV

KP:
Kate Prendergast and Jane Barrell Yadav are the

The idea that they all met, these young women––

JOANNE ROBINSON HILL

Director of Education at the Joyce Theater and an

for hanging out. I know that she made me feel special,
Institute for Arts Education.

York. Both daughters conduct legacy work for their
mother and other artists.

going over there, she made us feel important, that we

of the other younger artists that all knew each other.
They were so young, and they were women. And they
achieved.

always felt really fun.

JBY: Yeah, and many of them were Black. It was very

Svetlana Kitto:
Kate Prendergast:

I know my mom referred

SK:

Do you have other memories of her?

always changing.

arts school that had strong arts programming, and dance
was a very strong area at Bennington. In the end, I wound

struck my childhood imagination.
Jane Barrell Yadav:
We went to school on
Eleventh Street, across from where the music school is

You were in school when

JBY: Oh, right, yeah.
there was an intensity even though she was joking

to school there. It was Downtown Community School.
After school, she would pick us up and we would
was for a while. And then across the street, where [Mary
the streets, that whole thing.
For Sara and for Mary, it was contentious. They

KP: The idea that there were people that would
carry some kind of poison in their ring was like
something out of a fairytale. A
I was surprised to learn that people really poison each
other, in fact that a way to facilitate this activity had
All to say that Sara and her shop were full of
magic––indications that the world was a large and
television, and the museums of New York (my primary
sources of information) could show me. The shop itself

of school.
really tough, she went through a lot. And for the most
part, she was pretty cheerful.

of some kind I would wind up wandering down Spring
Street to her store. There were many long hours spent
over many years in that store.

got lots of dresses. There is an early portrait that my
mother did of Sara, that she may have traded for dresses
that time.
The painting, I think, is 1966, and right in there is

shop on Spring Street when I got out of college was a
Sara Penn pillow. I took dance classes at Bleecker and

home all this Indian material and my mother makes me
a princess dress. But I can attest to the poison rings,
(I married a man from India) has a poison ring that actually

loved clothes. I have, and Kate too, vivid memories

women?

SK:

JBY: Yeah, I must have gone with Uncle Bill or something
like that.

JRH: Yes. Spring Street, that was where Kenny worked.
SK:

more sewing when she went to the location on Seventh
the scraps, that we would take home and use to make

SK: Do you guys know Elena Solow? She used to
work for Sara and was friends with her for a really long
time. Forever.

given one in 1969, so I was sewing a lot. She would
encourage that, she was really into fashion.
She and my mother could joke with each other, I think
they really met on the same level. It was always a treat.
To go into her shop was just a real treat.
Svetlana Kitto:

the same place, which was England. And it was normal to

In the Spring Street store?

Oh, Ken Tisa.

JRH: Elena Solow was there too for many years. She

mother and father had just split up. But my uncle and his
SK: That makes sense. She was telling me that anyone
who worked at the store had to know where everything

you walked in, there was something to look at, and
conversation was high. If I was there talking with her, my
eyes were darting all around the space. It was not just the

you had to know the story of where it came from, then

When you say the shop,
Now, I get it even more, that there are people who have

what she was doing. She had a real purpose to increase
was pretty large, and her sewing machine would always
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KP:

were coed dormitories. Women older than me have these
compressed culture-shock moments.

and fearless in terms of cutting into something. I have a

Are you aware of the mentions of her in New York
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and piecings that she might have taken from velvet with

times, with all of us, that she felt protective of us.
Oh, I’ll make pillows

she was sticking it to the man. She could hang out in

or
Again, I have a
SK:

Out of reverence?

suzani that I had, so the thought of cutting into it would

gave me. It was one of the last things she gave me.
similar ways.
For a period of time I made gowns. Kind of unusual
gowns. Sara put them in her shop. They were similar in

Ken. Sometimes I think she thought that way. A lot of
larger white community. Well, where were you? Where
wonderful things. There were summers when we all

made. The middle of it has a cameo with the face of a
SK:

Would you say that she mentored you as well?

got to see the world on her own terms. Without having
Americans feel when they leave this country is that even

her way of seeing the world.
created. The face of the store.
SK:

What was it like at the store?

encouraged me to take risks. It was her spirit. That spirit
Well, yeah, I can do this.
Like taking an opportunity to go to Iran. This was in the

world was?

the time.

going to do it. Sara was a risk-taker––she modeled that.
Dawson, a great photographer who is a friend of mine
SK:

Changed.
JRH: Right.

talking, and in the course of time, I had a photograph
Danny took of me.
The musician Leon Thomas, who was a good

I wound up in Portland, Oregon. I had left New
York to go to the South, where I had a piece of property.
ideal, so I wound up going to Portland on a whim, with
since the late or mid-60s, I would say.

she had––
SK:
SK:

Was he a musician?

In TriBeCa?

JRH: Changed, recognized for its value in its own right.
think Sara fully trusted her own genius. She never really
recognized or accepted the fact that she was making

undertones to what she was doing with the store. It went

and so important.
Sara was genuinely supportive without saying
anything in particular. Certainly, she was not judgmental
of the folks that worked with her. On the other hand, she

meeting place where folks that she liked or cared for

that she felt were foolish. She had no patience for that.

very powerful. Because that is a recognition of me, of
what I have to give.

JRH: Yeah. Andrew Hill. When I called Sara, I said,
JRH: The TriBeCa shop.
SK: Were there other people doing anything like that at
that time?
JRH: There was another store that I think may still
Carcanagues that was much larger than hers. He was

favorite, and cowrie shells. It is a magical piece that I
have on display.
One of the reasons she had people working in the

was witty and ironizing and satirizing, and that she was
decidedly a Black woman, what do you mean? What was
she satirizing, do you think?

have clothing. She had pieces that she made and she
SK:

Out in front.

two thousand or three thousand dollars. It was that kind
like that.

was Black, people would not respond to her as well,
even though Renoir, Seret, other people at work were

understood that, it was Sara. Look at the world that she
or something that she had made. Up until the end, she
were undervalued.

SK:

This is something Ken, I think, learned from her for
never really an employee.

and translated them into her own voice, making them
into something modern that appealed to young people
and artists.
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recognized cultures and a statement that the world is not

from the shop right up until the very end.
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ANDREA ARANOW

Was it hippies mostly?
I think another leather shop. It was practically the same
way as it is now. I was in the East Village last week and
changed so much since then. We made a few changes––
We had a sense of community. We were young. We

SK:

Personal, yeah.

on downtown.

AA:

I loved that aspect of it. We had an open door, and

AA:
SK:

Right.
time, a guy came in with this pack of tanned frog skins.

During the SoHo years, we were pretty few down

people like Kenny and a woman who worked with Sara
for a long time––Fumi––made the store what it was. Fumi
was a good friend, they were the same age, and I think

like
going around the country documenting traditional
British Museum. I stayed on in London looking at other

SK:

When did you open your store, Dakota Transit?

they would tell me the shape of the garment. They gave
me tips on what they might want to see in editorials.

SK:

In what way?

AA:

Oh yeah, she opened up so many things to me.

their ideas.
SK:

How did you meet Sara?

AA:

She must have come around when I opened––I

this mass of snakeskins on the chair and said, “Well,
know yet that I was going to make a career traveling and
out in

there along with me. There was an empty storefront,
and things were so cheap then in the East Village.
led to another. I hung something in the window and that
SK:

and

. Then the ladies in the
they traveled. She had such an eye and such a mind.

The musicians had money, and some of them were great
to work with.

me to where I met him.
checking up on me to see what I was wearing, asking me

and glue it to muslin and then sew them together with

It evolved from there. I started making full snakeskin
clothes, without suede.
in college?

What do you think she was trying to do with

AA:

She had this African hook. I think she was showing

of them, liked her, even though she complained.
Every time we talked with Sara, we discovered

What were you making?

which I then made at the shop, too. When I went to

SK:
what we did was to have an initial meeting and then
create the pattern for a garment piece. We would make

constructed into the garment. We had to do it this way

in Europe sounded really amazing. She was skylarking
around with this guy, a photographer. They must have

ones. The size of the animal and the kind of tanning

years in Europe. She was very good-looking then and
fearless, and like so many Black Americans, she got a

it was shiny, and I particularly liked the dark colors––it

have loved to see Sara in her prime, though to me Sara
was always in her prime. Even when she was doddering,

want to integrate it with the other things we were wearing
or living with within our homes, not like a separate

These people had a lot of money. It was very
AA:

When Sara had a shop on Spring Street, she had

I imagine.

two guiding lights. I already had one kid when I started
traveling, so that was a further enrichment.
great to see and touch.
a lot of music. We thought we were really hot shit. Sara
was around the corner, and other people, too. The rents

SK: Was her store singular in that way, in the
arrangement of multicultural, multiethnic things?

people trying out their own ideas. It was really fun.
36

37

KEN TISA

people in my life as I did in and out of that store. Then
would go in there constantly to see things. She would

Ken Tisa is an artist who currently lives in New York.
He is Professor Emeritus in the Painting Department at
Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore.

During her early years, she had some really cool guys.
She was with Wolf for years. They went to Europe together.
Then she met this French writer, who was actually pretty
famous. She had some Italian lover who she adored. She
did Europe. When she lived in Amsterdam, she had a
Dutch lover. She had a lover in every country in Europe.

jewelry. She also helped support all these people that
were making things.
You have to understand that if you were cool

worker. She came from a middle-class Black family from

seen and to shop at among very, very cool people. The

was a very proper Christian woman and she had Sara.

knew how to do display, so she would gear the display

was like a gallery. Again, the clientele was amazing. The
high African American culture was a lot of the clientele,

seen. The only thing I could compare it to, and only from
American hair––every kind of Black hair was sewn into
was new. New ideas were coming from all over. Because
it was so cheap, artists from all over the world were

I would always show her what I was doing. Over a series

wait one second, I want to get the owner of the store,

during the period.
like the Fifth Avenue of the cool and the hip. It was where
looking in the window and seeing all these kurtas in the
red with little tie-dyed things all over it, and it just called
my name.

in New York?

knocked on the door. They were having a pot party in the
of musicians. At the time, I kind of knew who Ornette

women from
used to come there weekly.
They were making money and spending it on earrings

in the presence of a genius.

the Joyce Theater.

other dealers in ethnographic art, like Trudy Seligman,
fantasy shop in the world. She had things that no one

was great. I never realized how privileged I was to have
the only store in New York that carried ethnic clothing,

KT:
When I put the deposit down, the woman who was

Sara was doing mainly clothing. She was doing

SK: Did she design
mostly imported?

the

clothing

or

was

involved in the art world, so it was an amazing time for
me. I was a kid, like twenty-two or twenty-three years
old. I was all of a sudden in New York City in the middle
of this world of genius. Not only was the whole Sara thing

She really understood the creative process and what

it
was a dealer in ethnographic jewelry. That was a good
up working at Craft Caravan, an African store.

She had all kinds of African art, African cloth, Indian

She followed the galleries when the galleries started

looking at Sara thinking, Uh-oh

would talk. She loved art and artists. I was in there once
After I started working in that store, many years
Ornette Coleman, every jazz musician that ever lived in
New York was in that store. Sara was a focal point for the
Black avant-garde. That was their store. That was their

those days.
Thinking of stories, I have one to tell you. Sara
was in the store cleaning, she was sweeping up and
displaying, and some woman came in. Sara did not like
to deal with people unless she knew them. This woman

more ethnic––very hip clothes. Between Sara and Tales
SK: She also had people working for her who
sewed, right?

cool. Sara had found the Craft Caravan store for Joe and
Margaret
. When they were looking for a

had the clothing of other people that also worked with
Cardin––would always come into her store and get ideas.

sewing than she was. She worked with a woman named

Sara stopped working for her, and she said, “Would you

very much involved with Sara. And Sara always had men.

changed it every week: a Chinese theme, Indian theme,
in her SoHo store, and that was amazing.

KT:
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Wolf was one of her good-taste lovers.

SK:

Did you see more of that kind of thing happen

happening to her on an institutional level––her not getting
credit or getting written out of her own story.
39

KT: There was a lot. Sara was the only Black person
in SoHo practically, her and Jackie Lewis from Grand

SK:

Was she friends with the people at Artists Space?

people involved in commerce in terms of owning stores
in really hip areas like SoHo and the East Village or West
would then?

the same.

hand, and they all knew each other. Luckily, we were in

mall or something. It was shocking when you did see it

SK:

In what way?

KT:

She was involved with the Black political

on clothes and I had to take Sara aside and say, “Sara,
KT:

Because I was twenty-three years old then and

SK:

But she did.

KT:

She did, and she was making art, her art. She was

KT: 1999. So then there was an interim where she had
a tiny store right near Cooper Union, which she shared
with Fumi. It was mostly clothing. Fumi had a rack, she
had a rack and then a couple of showcases. She still

SK:

The last thing I want to know is if you could talk

of the group of Black intellectuals that revolved around
place to hang out in and share ideas. She would put
intelligentsia would meet in her store as if it were a café

SK:

commercial space that was also a cultural space. It was
a very special place for people. Sara and I had a really,
really special relationship. Sara loved me, I loved Sara.
She could do no wrong, I could do no wrong. For me,
it was perfection.

Right.

KT: The store was never ever empty. People would
come in and hang out and chat and have conversations.

moment I walked into her shop. At the time I was young,
in my twenties, and had decided that painting was too
would only use things that I found on the street and I
political agenda.

plunk themselves down on pillows. It was like a salon.
new that I would meet. All kinds of people. It was on the
map for hip Europeans when they came to New York. It
Europeans, the African American artists and musicians,
and American artists and musicians––white ones––it

KT:

No.

KT:

Never. She was the nicest person in the world.

form as much of a narrative as a painting. You could tell

cover of
father. His father was an artist, and gay. Sara was a

First of all, I had only male teachers, and if I had
a gay teacher, I never knew it, so I never had a teacher
in art school that was where my head was. I was very

she was making?
KT: She made so much money, and she gave it all
away, essentially. If you needed money, you just went to

If you made a racist remark, that was it, you were out.
taking shit?
painting at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Sara would
show me all these cloths from Indonesia, from India, from

She got fed up with New York at one point and
decided to move to California. She opened a store
SK:

People that made racist remarks?

Pasadena, had no idea what they were looking at. It was
the wrong place, it was the wrong group of people. So
It was in

, it was cool to wear Indian cholis.
work and to this day it informs my work. Sara was one of
my greatest teachers.
At that time, TriBeCa was the netherworld. There was

models, so we were selling those like hotcakes. Each
stores, no galleries. A lot of artists lived in lofts there,
okay, though.
SK:

woman was one of these uptown privileged white ladies,
and having a Black woman do that to her, I could see this

Was the rent cheap?

Sara would make her things out of scraps. If she got a
so there were artists.
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KT:

It was something the woman said, she thought
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DAVID HAMMONS

SK: Had you done a show, at that point, in that way?
Where it was sort of hidden in plain sight?

David Hammons is an artist.

DH: No. I needed the environment to do it in. That
was the perfect place to hide things and move things
around. Improvisation.

Svetlana Kitto:

SK: Also in terms of the materials that you chose to
use for the show, like the masks that you made into
a fountain . . .

How did you initially come into

help at that point.
SK:

and I wanted another pocket in it, I would take it over
there and she would make a pocket or do my pants.
SK:

she made. Her clothes were universal. It was amazing

others, Africans and people from Turkey, who were selling

She was friends with Ornette, right?

coming up on the scene and I said, “Let me just go over

DH:

It got articles. It was in all the newspapers.

SK:

Did you sell the pieces you had?

DH:

Some of them. I hope she got money from it,

Right. I know it was very much a hangout place as

place to socialize.

DH:

Yeah.
other people selling the products.

the store?

SK:

Why did she do that?

DH:

used it like it was a museum. She should have charged
them to come in.

of the store.
SK:

I hope so. After that, people would come in and

I talked to Danny Dawson, who told me that
DH:

Right. Did you see the show?

DH:

Ask Sara.

you liked.

SK:

No, I moved to New York in 2005.

SK:

I wish I could.

DH: Her store was very tiny. It was like going to a
candy store.

DH:

Well, you talk like you saw the show.
was a museum.

SK: Are you thinking of Spring Street when you
say that?
DH: Yes. And then people told me she was on
Ninth Street.

the environment of her store would have changed how
you make work.

SK:

Right.

DH:

She was an artist and hippie, and these kinds of

these amazing clothes. Looking at the stitches in the

their products, so they have to have someone else to do
DH: Things just needed to shift around. Anything to get
the crowd there.
Sometimes I would ask her to speak French and

DH:

So many Africans would come in with things to sell

that many stores down there where Black people could
she told me: “I used to see Jack Clemente [an Italian
SK:

In terms of going to the store and doing a show

DH:

We were friends and I wanted to get her some

an artist, she was a seamstress. Creativity.

was my purpose. I was trying to use my clout, as they say.
SK:

and all those people. I came in around the edges,

Well, I guess it worked. Because here we are

SK: It did get a lot of press, though. Before you
would have gone in, they were written up in the New
York Times and
and Esquire. They
would make these cholis, Indian garments, that they

around a lot. Then she went over to, was it Eighth Street?
SK:

That sounds like Sara. I only interviewed her

on the show? Did she give you free rein?

SK:

Seventh Street.

DH: Of course. You can see from the show that she
gave me free rein. I pushed it as far as I could.

DH:

Yes. She had a little shop there, and the shops start

enough that it comes from her.
helped her organize her apartment, things like that.
SK:

What do you mean?

DH:

Using as much space as I could to do the show.

market on Twenty-Fourth Street, Twenty-Fifth Street.
SK: When you put the show together, were people
there? Was the store open?

SK: My understanding is that she did love to host.
She wanted people to come to the store and hang out,
she loved that.

SK:

Wait. You used to tell her that?

DH:

I did. People fall in love with their things and they

went uptown.
hanging out. People are afraid to come in when they see

own instead of having an opening and all that.
42

Coleman was in town. I made sure that she went to see
Ornette Coleman.

giving her some attention. My purpose was to get the
attention to the store.
43

DH:

I can see Sara saying that.

CAROL THOMPSON

SK: Who else was working at the store when you
went? Seret Scott? She was in
and she
was an actress. Or was it Joanne Hill, who was a dancer?
Or Elena Solow, who was white?

Carol Thompson, a curator and art historian, works

SK:

Elena.

of the art of Africa and of the African Diaspora. She
is currently Curator of the Thomas G. B. Wheelock
Collection of Art of Burkina Faso and Art Advisor to the

DH:

Elena. Oh my goodness, they were like twins.

SK:

What do you mean?

David has done a whole series of works that I think he refers
to as spitting-image sculptures. I like the play on words.
even more. Going into the shop, it was like a hide-andseek game or treasure hunt. You just wandered around
and then you spotted something and thought, Okay,
Dan passport masks and attached them to the wall with
little wires so they looked like a waterfall cascading from

CT: It was a place to stop in and chat and look around.
I would go there from time to time during the period that

DH: She was always together with Ken, they were like
disciples. Completely at awe in her presence, which was
very interesting to watch. And Danny. They gravitated to
Sara for her energy. They saw her as a deity, which was

PAULETTE YOUNG
Paulette Young, Ph.D., is a cultural anthropologist,
curator, and independent scholar in the visual arts and
artistic cultural practices of communities in Africa and the
African Diaspora. Her research centers on the historical

and photography.

He was constantly adding things here and there.
the shop. I was working with the Center for African

SK:

What do you think drew David and Sara together?
Paulette Young:

DH:

I knew her towards the end of

Of course.
leaving the United States to come into your own and
SK:

like this.

What was the work you said you loved the most?

I was at a show with a very dear friend of mine,
who introduced me to David, who had just come from
doing a residency in Rome. He said he had just come
from his studio, where he was working on a series of

culture, a woman who feels like she has something to
Freudian Slip

gigantic fountains in Rome. He commented how hard
that was.

strong African American and communal life. And although
pink color with a pleated skirt. And underneath he put a
replica of a Gelede mask to make it look like a pregnant

I have a vague recollection of a little architectural
structure, like a Japanese shrine, a little house that David

an African and African diaspora cinema specialist who
at the time was in Africana Studies, said it was the

At that time, David was going to a place in
Chelsea––Chelsea Mini Storage. A lot of the African art
traders would use the units there to store their things.
Downstairs, it was almost like a market. A market with
lots and lots of stalls of African art. It primarily had
replicas made for the Western market, not museum-type

When I was then writing my dissertation,
I spent more time getting to know Sara. She was really

top-tier collectors and dealers would go there. But it was
I had a drink together at the Bowery Bar. He was carrying

CT: Yeah, with the Punu mask and the little Dan
passport masks. I was there with Sara when he was
installing the waterfall work. I think the name is from the

masks that are referred to as passport masks.
He put a white-faced Punu mask replica in the

anthropology and traveled as part of my project. I felt a
the market women, how I wanted to follow design from

Japanese, since they have kind of an Asian aspect––they

happens once that cloth got to Africa.
artist who used accumulation as a way of working. The
Arman work is illustrated in the 1984 MoMA Primitivism

had not really paid much attention to, and the movement
in common. The reason the three of us connected was

kind of awful to me to do something like that to those
SK:

What else did he install at the shop?
frees them.

CT: He put ostrich feathers all around the top of the
replica of the Punu mask and adapted it to spout water
from its mouth. The mask was hooked up in the front
window and looked like a fountain made with a Mardi Gras
44
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the market. They had a trading relationship with Ghana,
other people. And having Black women in the crew on St.
as I call them, dictate stock, it was really phenomenal.

a representation of womanhood in Ghana. I wanted to
know why it is that something foreign would have such

Matter and the push to give Black designers and Black
was like, “No. This is our history, and you just look at the
PY:

When I was in there, there was music in the

SK:

Was Sara there?

the way they tweak it and make it their own is to name
female entrepreneur at this time and also, like you said,
women, of makers. In her own store, she had Olive Wong,
a Black woman who helped her with the aesthetics of the
was Hawaiian Japanese and did a lot of sewing work

why anthropologists and art historians make a good
input. For her, it was the opposite.

versus seeing them in a two-dimensional form on a wall
their graphics and visual appeal. One thing she taught
was something interesting, and then another where
there was something else. There was furniture there,

have to go through middlemen or take private loans.

showing the client that this is something useful, and also

impact your decision-making, what you can produce as
an entrepreneur, what you have access to? Growing up

SK:

Right.

PY: Something else is craftsmanship, the idea of the
artisan. She was the perfect woman to come to Africa

through art.
You can go in any direction culturally, and she

Eric had supplied her with some of them. We also talked
a tastemaker as a Black woman. She was interesting

with artists, who come in a wide range, especially

you? Do you feel like you
always had a giving spirit. In her older years, she said

from it.
What year did the last store close?
SK:

her to do what she did as a woman was pretty special.
People tried to copy her. Some people are real talkers.
Some men take a lot of license with women. And white
folks with Black folks, particularly in the arts, saying,

I think it was 1998.
that they really should put her in a manual for nurturing
and supporting us. Even clients would come in and get

PY:

My research was in Ghana, so I was working with

the store?
PY:

When I came into the store, I was like, “Whoa.

African. Bold, colorful prints. Those cloths actually were
marketed to Ghana in West Africa, on the Gold Coast. In
States, reentered. I came to New York City and went to
graduate school. It was kind of a shock. I was used to
they saw there. When I was in Indonesia, I saw those

the crafts I had seen on a local level that they elevated
how it was made, what it was originally for. To impart
that knowledge.
locally. Then, they came up with their own way to tap into
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ERIC ROBERTSON

had that type of material there. I discovered that the
pillows she had were mostly from Africa. I was struck
or Morocco.
It turned out that she traveled to these places to

Renaissance. You would meet people who were main
as it traveled through India all the way to the Red Sea
and the Mediterranean. I got very involved in that as far
as collecting.

know what she wanted, and they started making sure
which he founded.

inside SoHo.

she retained until the end of her life. She was shy, and

SK: First at Spring Street and then at West Broadway
and Franklin.
all the catalogues that she owned. They were small
knew Sara for a long time. How did you meet?
Practically every major artist, and she followed some
there, and very interested in what she was interested in.

SK: What was the work that you were doing at
the time?

residing in, on Twenty-Second Street. I wanted to furnish
it, and of course you need to add more material. I went
She was surprised that I was interested in the furniture.
She took me to her apartment, which was on

she was very trusting, which does not always lead to
as a friend––many of the contracts she was involving

a tastemaker.

who were . . .

SK:

SK:

How did she discover all these materials and

Predatory.

ER: At the time, I was a lawyer for medical groups
who were interested in changing the way medicine,
in protecting herself the way she should have. She
was, in many ways, a free spirit who was really
northern civil rights movement.

with artists or other Germans, she learned a lot. Men

mostly rugs. There were small chairs, too. And most
couch with arms.

in the gallery. I gave her things on consignment.

doors opened to her.
She was also a critic. She would tell you, “This

the reasons I decided it was just too much. Rather than
dressed themselves in the material she would show them.
looking store there with many things from parts of the
Third World, the way we called it at that time, especially
Asia, Indonesia, Pakistan, and India. I had never seen a

want that. So I sold the furniture. Someone came in,
an industrialist from northern Italy, a person of Jewish

things from her all over the world, and she connected
with that.

They were so much in love with the furniture that I sold it

lions especially, in protecting your goats or your sheep.
So it was very useful, and of course it was useful man to
man, man against man.

was actually spending money there. I was so struck that
one of the reasons people would always step forth to
SK:

Knowing that you were a civil rights lawyer, I was

wide areas of material culture. And I was also intrigued
are doing now?

screwing up the lease that she depended on. Part of it
was that she was getting on in years, and she loved her
creative artists who were loyal friends to her.

where her people were working and waiting on people.
SK:
music, the more serious kind. It turns out she was
friends with all the avant-garde artists, whether painters,
sculptors, or musicians, and I started meeting them, like

who are there. Josephine Baker, who was there in 1925,
was one of her friends. She knew everyone. So I started
meeting people who were really into music, as she was.

Who are you thinking of––David Hammons?

and I once gave her three large costumes of the ancestors
from West Africa.
they were so spectacular. By this time I was moving on
to more important pieces of sculpture and dealing with
some very important collectors worldwide, so I could

In 1974 I opened the Grove Street Gallery, with lots
of things purchased from Sara to make the store look
of the world, rugs from Afghanistan. This was in the mid60s, when SoHo was just opening up, and no one else
48

our research that there were female African American
designers who were at the top of their profession,
designing clothes for Mary Todd Lincoln, and that African
American designers clothed the wives of some of the
leaders of the Confederacy.

ER: At that time people saw themselves as connected
to world culture and would actually go to these places or

worked. She would pay for your roundtrip ticket and
ER: Part of the undiscovered magic of Black American
culture is you had people who were part of the Harlem
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SANA MUSASAMA

society there among mostly men and people dealing with
photographs of African Americans who commissioned
the portraits. They lived here, this was their area. People
have said too that Central Park, parts of Central Park,
were a Black area.
for people . . .

as if to say, What are you guys doing here? We had a
these kids were doing around there. She was sitting on
the stoop and she had on unusual clothes and her hair

dedicated to human rights causes, particularly the

eyes that made her eyes really magical, like Egyptian. She
And we came on in, and it was a whole world of rugs and
tapestries and the smell of incense. I was just at home

Svetlana Kitto:

How did you meet Sara?

things came from in the world.

from farming cultures in West Africa or Guinea and had
much out there, and the more I talk to people, the more

West African countries and the cotton and rice cultures in
the eastern United States. We can show the connections

anything my parents understood, coming from the
segregated South, with Jim Crow and redlining. Their

time, and then erased or disappeared.

there and we can prove it.

more personal in who she dealt with. She was still selling,

want to share?

all they knew. But I was creative and they loved it. They
gave me art lessons and sent me to art schools. But
when I narrowed it down to a profession, it scared them
desperately. They thought,

down what Sara did and how she did it. I know that she

artist, they sat me down and said, “Sweetheart, if you
were light-skinned Black, if you had a pointed nose, thin

going to ask you again, does your mother know where
then I picked up things, clothing that I loved. And I looked

was coming from Sara.
I want to add that she was very intelligent.
And she made sure that if you wanted her opinion, you
would get her opinion. she had an opinion on everything

loft that she owned and lost. But that was not her. She

was important to her.

She saw me look at something really lovely and watched
me put it on and look in the mirror. She heard me tell my
She wrapped it up and gave it to me. She said,

was to say in my mind, Greenwich Village is where artists

that right now. After I had lost contact with her, I met a guy
named Peter at one of my shows and he told me where
she was.

SM: Yes. So I found that top in the house and wore it
the day I went to the place she had in Manhattan. I asked

where people were educated and were very interested in
material culture.

So we went to the Village and a world opened

you would want to give her advice as to how to deal
so she could make more money. People are always

down, she was walking very slowly toward me. I stood up

highly valued.
SK:

It sounds like we could talk for a long time,
SM: She had two places. I went to one place and then
something happened economically and then she was in a
very narrow place. She often sat on the stoop.

treasures or world culture, visual culture, looking at it as
all connected and something that you can learn. I went on
my own to try to understand African material, terracotta,
collection, to join some of the smaller museums, personal
museums that people had. I joined those so I could
physically on a map. You can trace Buddhism, you can
trace the culture of even the smaller countries, Indonesia

SK:

in pain.

There was a shop on Seventh Street and then at 26

to those ones.

she was sassy in her cursing. With people “paying the

would walk all the way down almost to Broadway. And
there was her little sliver of a shop. You went in narrow
and it opened up into the world.

strongly is that she says, “Well, you know something?

Of course now we are so much into the diaspora,
which comes in very handy when looking at French
Guiana, Nova Scotia, or Harlem. We have discovered that
50
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over the world. She gave me the sense that the world was

looking at her. And she was so kind––she would pat
the seat to tell you to sit down. But that day she got

ELENA SOLOW

standing up and looking at her. And as I walked away,
Elena Solow is a jewelry designer and collector living in
New York.
walk away from me. She made me walk away from her.
went to Vietnam. I spent a lot of time in Africa, then went

when you were seventeen, it was like forty years.

places to see them in another season. Mendiland is one
into Sara at the loft parties where a lot of Black musicians
the rainy season. And then I went to graduate school.
I never see Sara again, that image of her standing up
for all this education that I should have gotten.

her name always comes up. I went to a party a few years

leave me with.

dollars and I had to put it on layaway.
he made eighty-three.
SK:

Wow.

SM:

She moved around in that world.

grain of what my mother and father told me against the arts.

Smithsonian in Washington and she was in

and

that time?
and she looked Black and she had kinky hair like me. And

SK: When I interviewed her once, she showed me all
these newspaper clippings and asked me to keep them
for her.
ES:

And you took pictures of them?

SK:

Tell me how you met Sara.

ES:

When I would come to New York in the summertime

internal store in a private place like her loft or her home.
SK: She had a mother who was very rigid and strict,
a church kind of person, so Sara trained as a social
worker. She was working as a social worker in New York
The other thing is I was seventeen or eighteen when
we met, and went on to college and then travel in Africa,
do something else. Her mom was always trying to keep
store more than once?
SM:

When I was with her that day, she talked a lot
I loved working there. She did some funny things.

She said she had a lot of musicians in there playing music.
for my age. The jazz musicians that were there looked at
me like I was a piece of meat, and Sara picked up on that
and she took that money and guided me toward the door.

jumping over the hurdles. It sounded like some of them

SK:

Tell me.

much jumped over it.

ES:

All these famous people would come to the one

I think her store went into an apartment. Sometimes

SK:

of that. A lot of musicians. I think they just used Sara.
And then there were people who would steal, come in
one time someone stole something and Sara saw
the person on the street in the thing. She went out on

It seems like you have a worldview that is similar in
not just to white America. She worked with women from
in things that would disrupt this culture of whiteness. She
really wanted to disrupt that. That was my understanding.

musicians were using her, what do you mean?

SM: She certainly did it in the way she adorned herself
and how she moved around the world, for sure. The world
I looked at these places and would think, Wow, this is
surrounded by water.

Joplin did.
SK:

Right.

This was India and the Middle East. Sara had
SM:
52

As a young Black girl, my eyes went everywhere
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SK:

What was she like to work for when she was

ES:

She was very nice.

SK:

She was nice?

was shifting east. Once called the Lower East Side,

and raucous crowds that had descended upon the West
ES: Well, she never screamed at us or anything as long
as we folded things and helped people. We were good
another girl, Cheryl, a young white girl who was sort of
innocent. She was a kind of manager of the store on St.
SK:

ES: She was just an interesting person. And she
helped so many people.
SK:

Who did she help?

ES:

Like people that used to come in and say, “Where

Did you design some of the jewelry?
ES:

from every place.

“The integrity of the civil rights crusader could, in

was very generous. She helped musicians and she
went to a lot of cultural Black events at museums and
Bernard Shaw called

SK:

Do you think of her as an artist?

and decorate the way she did. She had such a good
eye. She picked out such great things. People she
ES:

It was a small store. There were other neat stores

like Afghanistan and Indonesia. For Christmas once she

ES:

she encounters anyone who tries to tell her who God
is, she just hits them with this stick and keeps going in
her personal search. Shifting from social work to retail,

I worked there.
the history that we were never taught growing up in the

Steal This
Book that someone actually stole from me. There were

ES:

I guess so.

could live there, and dancers and actors.
would sell something at the store you would have to

the landlord wanted something else there. In the early
was there.
SK:

Wolf Khan.

really distinct?
Nevelson used to come in. Nevelson was her slave.
Avenue is and Greenwich Avenue slides up. Some lady
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Sara Penn, c. 1950s
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Post, 1969. Story: Dorothy Le Sueur.
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Sara Penn and David Hammons outside
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Correspondence from the Walker Art Center
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Sara Penn at a demonstration as
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211 West Broadway, 1995
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Installation view of
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Installation view of
211 West Broadway, 1995
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for the position of Director of the Museum Shop
at the Studio Museum in Harlem, 1982
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apartment, 1971. Photo: Omar Kharem
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Women’s Wear Daily
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Letter from Sara Penn to Metropolitan
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© Marcia Marcus / Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York

Futonji postcards with handwritten notes on
garments on reverse, 1996

West Broadway, n.d.
advertisement, Essence, c. 1977

Christian
Science Monitor, 1968. Story: Patricia Sheldon.
Photos: John Littlewood

1968. Story: Angela Taylor

159
fashion magazine, n.d. Photo: Olivieri Toscani

advertisement, Jet, c. 1975

Sara Penn and Fumi Schmidt in the
, 1968. Story: Dick Preston

New York Times story

211 West Broadway, 1995

Side, 1970. Photo: Omar Kharem

(Avon, 1973)

the artist. Photo: Erma Estwick
117

Mailer advertising a holiday display
of clothing and accessories at the
Philadelphia Gallery, 1978
African Objects Woven From Plants at the New
York Botanical Garden, 1978
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New York. Photo: Gregory Carideo
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connecting me to various people and resources. Thank you, Omar Kharem,
for the use of your gorgeous photos, and Linda Mendelson for sending them.

Thank you, Kyle Dancewicz, for your tireless and visionary work. You are
so good at what you do, and such a fantastic editor as well. Thank you,
Camille Crain Drummond, for taking this project on and thinking through

What an amazing team.
model, n.d.

To

all

the

interviewees––Andrea

Aranow,

Charles

Daniel

Dawson,

Ken Tisa, Jane Barrell Yadav, and Paulette Young––thank you for trusting
me with your stories and sharing with me so intimately and open-heartedly.
Many of you provided contacts, connections, points of research, and
photographs, and all of you let me into your special relationship with Sara

Lastly, I am ever grateful to Sara Penn for her vision and legacy, for making the

–Svetlana Kitto
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