MR. ZAGAR'S

THE BLACK WORDS MARCH ACROSS
a glittering, colorful wall: "Art is the center of the real world." Those
strolling through Isaiah Zagar's Magic Gardens in Philadelphia undoubt
edly appreciate that sentiment. An intriguing tangle of shapes, wild
color and flash, the outdoor "gardens" are a concrete maze of sorts,
with every inch smothered in Zagar's signature ceramic tiles and found
objects: discarded mirrors, dishes, bottles, rusty bike wheels and
Christmas ornaments. Walking on, in, under and above his artwork
is very empowering. Rather than simply viewing the art, you become
part of it.
At age 70, Zagar is an icon in Philadelphia, where approximately
100 of his colorful murals decorate buildings, walls, business fayades
and even a bathroom or two. Much like his artwork, Zagar is a bright,
cheery character with an alluring personality. Dressed in a bright vest
accented with a dangling scarf, sandals on his feet, he tells his story
even the sad parts-with a twinkle in his eyes and a grin on his face.
Zagar's career began in the 1960s, when he worked as a painter in
the rather stuffy world of fine art. "It was the height of Abstract
Impressionism," he says. "I wanted to make my mark in the art world,
so I followed along with the crowd until I had a nervous breakdown
at 29." Zagar's breakdown was partly due, he says, to working in the
Peace Corps in Peru with his wife, Julia. Peru was fine, but when
they returned home in 1968 at the height of the Vietnam War, Zagar
experienced "a perverse culture shock."
The artist slowly began to heal by turning his back on crowd
pleasing fine art, embracing instead a style that had caught his eye
years earlier: folk art. He had met Clarence Schmidt, a self-taught
artist who was creating what was labeled "nalve art" or "outsider art,"
when he was 19, and the experience left an indelible mark. "I didn't
know what to make of his art. I only knew my heart was beating
very fast when I saw it.
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Isaiah zagar has surrounded
himself with an array of mosaic
personalities in the gardens.
One woman's features are
made up of custom-painted
tiles, right-a characteristic
element of his figures. zagar,
pictured in front of "Isaiah's
Leaf Headdress," completed
the Hall Street mural in 2007.
"Art is the Center of the Real
World" rings true, below left.

"Since there wasn't a woman there, and I wasn't
having a heart attack, I knew I was having an emotional
reaction to it," he says. "But I couldn't create that kind
of art until I had my nervous breakdown, because it
was too extreme."
he Zagars settled in on Philadelphia's South Street, a
dying enclave slated to be demolished to make room
for an expressway. Zagar began covering the floors,
walls and ceilings of their apartment with mosaic murals.
And with each piece he set, he reclaimed a little piece of
his life.
Soon he began approaching his neighbors, asking per
mission to embellish, say, an outer wall of their building,
or the far;ade. Many said yes. Many refused. A lot of folks
didn't like his work, or understand it. It was different.
Odd. How could a broken bottle-one of his favorite
found objects-be beautiful? But over time, people
embraced it. Partly because his work is ubiquitous. But
mostly because it is beautiful.
"A lot of people didn't like his work when it was first
done," admits good friend Ruth Snyderman, co-owner
of the local Snyderman-Works Galleries. "But now his
work appeals to everyone, and anybody walking b looks
at it and understands it and accepts it as art." That' a
sign of the times to a certain extent, of cou e: fo .
has become widely accepted and valued over me last
years. But it's also due in large measure to Zagar h.imse1L
Creating his artwork in public spaces forced people to
look at it, ponder it, and, consciously or not, allow it to
seep in.
Zagar's art helped save South Street from the wreck
ing ball; today it's an increasingly hip part of town. More
than 15 years ago, he started creating sculpture gardens
the Magic Gardens-in the vacant lots next to his studio.
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"HIS WORK APPEALS TO EVERYONE,
AND ANYBODY WALKING BY

LOOKS AT IT AND UNDERSTANDS IT
AND ACCEPTS IT AS ART."
-Ruth Snyderman, co-owner, Snyderman-Works Galleries
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THE OUTDOOR "GARDENS"
ARE A CONCRETE
MAZE OF SORTS,

WITH EVERY INCH
SMOTHERED IN ZAGAR'S
SIGNATURE CERAMIC
TILES AND FOUND OBJECTS.
Engaging the Philadelphia community is a part of the Magic
Gardens' mission; Zagar fielded questions from local students
last May, left. Views of the city inspire Zagar from the deck of
his studio, above. A self-portrait created during a residency at
the John Michael Kohler Arts Center complements a sun face
by the late Mexican folk artist Candelario Medrano, right.

In 2005, the lots' owner threatened to bulldoze Zagar's
work and sell the properties unless he could make the
purchase himself. Through a collaborative, community
wide effort, the gardens were saved and the property is
now owned by Philadelphia's Magic Gardens, a nonprofit
entity.
andering through the gardens, you'll notice not
only Zagar's impressive work, but his subtle-or
sometimes in-your-face-proselytizing in favor of
folk art. Tucked under an arch, for example, is the simple
phrase, "Real Art." A longer, merrily poetical statement
proclaims: "Some people like the money I some people like the
honey I but I love art. Some people like the flash I some people
like the hash I but I love art and I make it out of trash. Some
say it has no class. !J
A father and his children excitedly peer into the Magic
Gardens through the decorative metal fence separating
it from the sidewalk. "What is this, and how do we get
in?" he calls to those inside. "You go in through that
adjacent shop," a man yells back. "It's only four dollars a
person. You've got to come in here. It's amazing!"
Judging from their excitement, both of those men's hearts
were likely beating very rapidly-just like Zagar's. •
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The Magic Gardens offers two-day mosaic
workshops with Isaiah Zagar, where you work on a
mosaic mural from conception to completion. The
remaining 2009 workshops are July 25-26, Aug. 29
30, Sept. 26-27 and Oct. 24-25.
For pricing and details, call 215-733-0390 or
visit www.philadelphiasmagicgardens.org. -M.R.M.
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