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THE EDGE OF
COMEFORT

All the letters I can write
Are nol as fair as this
Svliables of Velvel—
Sentences of Plush,
Depth of Ruby, undrained,
Hid, Lip for Thee—
Play it were a Humimning Bird

And just sipped—me—
Emily Dickinson

Fantasies of a passionate kiss aroused the
ardor of Emily Dickinson over a century
ago, even as her viviclly romantic poem has
the capacity to stir us now, with its allusions
to sensuous {abric, the inexorable drives of
the natural worlcl, and their metapl'loric
connection to the human body—the tender
lip. Such encounters—literary, pllysical or
artistic—seem precious and unobtainable
to many in a millenial age of quicla time,
syntlletic environments and mediated
experience. In a post-romantic, post—surrea],
post-{:eminist world, what is the context,
the time and place, for eros (defined as:
the sum of all instincts for Se”-preservation;
creative, often SexuaL yearning, love or
desire)? Can contemporary artists give voice
to the erotic, or is it simply not legitimate

or possil)le anymore?

Exhilarated })y technical and formal
clﬂ.a“engcs and committed to an art of
provocative icleas, Austin-based painter
Leeza Doreian has recently completed an
ambitious l)ocly of new work. In a series of
sma“-scale, jam-pacleed, attention-seelaing
paintings, Doreian exp[ores artistic proI‘)lems
of abstraction and representation and
defines her position on current theoretical

issues 0{: arti[ice, consumption and desire.

On the surfaces of simply constructed
wooden supports, a self-contained world
of unexpec{;e(l spatial complexity greets the
viewer. Overlapping circles and shallow
splleres are the pretlominant visual moti{s;
their sweet-hued but clizzying cleptlis and
projections are made more con{oumling
by Doreian’s use of muliiple kinds of light
sources and {raming devices. (See “Close,”
cover pancl.) The painter:’s s]ﬂ{ti_ng perspec-
tive draws the eye in toward the picture
plane, then repels it in rapid sequence.
Her compositional strategy—to contrast
intricate renderings of flattened and deep
space with speci[ic moments of trompe

loeil, three-dimensional imagery—results in

a kind of postm()clern space/time confusion.
Where is this? When was t}mt?, or, in
painter’s terms, the illusionistic ol)jec’c
has weigl1t when viewed in particu]ar, but
dissolves into a field when seen from a
distance as part of the whole. These works
at first might seem a “quic!e read” ]1y virtue
of their recognizable forms and distinct
focal points, but they require concentration,

even stamina, to negotiate.
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Wall Flower, 14" x 20", oil on pancl, 1997

Doreian’s topic is still life, her array of

ol)jects an uncomfortable juxtaposition

of the nostalgic and the sugdgestive—part
grancima's attic, part softcore }Joutique. No
cligni{:iecl ciisplays of precious, symbol-laden
possessions here. Instead, passages of pretty
patterns nestle next to startlingly seductive
umagery. Delicate pin[z nipples, exposecl or
veiled with tasseled sequins, casual pm({s of
luxurious £a}:>ric, staggerecl layers of sugary
confection—all the l‘lyper»rcal details of
Doreian’s dense compositions evoke the
dull aches of temptation and desire. But
wlly? \Wl’ly would a smart young feminist
painter use illusions of pasties and weclcling
cakes and purple lace in her works?

The sexy, the pleasing, the innocent and
familiar accoutrements of “girl-ness" are
hard to look at in an era of shock tactics
and cynicism. Two decades after juciy
Chicago’s “The Dinner Party,” the issue
is not identity but authority. By recasting
on her own terms stercot}rpical images
that have been made provocative and

(listurlwing, or have been eroticized for



commercial purposes ])y the Culture-at-large,
Doreian aims to question and redeem the
“feminine.” Can romance and irony and
the erotic co-exist? Does strategy season
intimacy and vulneral)ility? We can own our
own p/easure, Doreian seems to say in these
paintings, which feature tantalizing ol)jects
and materials, de-sensationalized but still
possessing their se(lucti\fc, multi—lﬂycred
associations. By posing these questions,
she stakes a claim for a feminine model of
consumption, one that is neither aggressive
nor g‘uilty, but is instead authoritative

and satis{:ying.

Exploiting her own personal infatuation
with ol)jects, her marvel at their permanence,
and worlzing from direct observation of
set-ups Iin her tiny studio, Doreian creates
perceptual petit fours—intensely appealing
concentrations whose appearance and sub-
stance are two different tl]ings. [n “Reveal
and Conceal” the tricks of the (painter’s)
trade are both clever and enticing. The
almost-vertical (liptycl‘i format, here a s]y,
anatomical pun, raises questions of primacy
and subordination that are resolved tl‘ll‘Ollgl]
illusion and appetite. The work is a tease,
Sl‘eewering the social mores and value struc-
tures encoded within the tradition of still
life painting. (Hanging near]Jy this work
in the artist’s studio was a postcar(l image
of a Renaissance madonna and child—
nurturing, chaste breasts modestly tlrapecl
—an apt contrast, but a remin(ler, too, of
the virgin/whnre polarities in our culture

which still must be exposccl and qucslioncd).

Complex processes of memory and assoc-
iation inform an individual’s definition of
the sensual and the erotic. Doreian uses
decorative fabric and wallpaper clesigns,
some reminiscent of her grandmotl'ler’s
house (the ultimate safe place to be a girl),
to introduce rhytl'lmic patterns and laycrs of
visual seduction to her work. The ]:mroque
conjunction of fuschia ]eopar{l print and

gold lace doi]y in “Fuschia Sizzle” is thus
elmrged with multiple sym!mlie, as well
as visua], functions. Yet Doreian cautions
that persona] ]1istory is a secondary aspect
of the work. The interwoven clynamics of
generating formal structure and paint
application, of cra{ting subtle cl]anges
within ordered visual systems, delivers a
hea(ly intellectual pleasure that this artist
craves. Citing the llistory of design, Doreian
updates the notions of Emily Dickinson’s
contemporary, the English poet, artist and
socialist William Morris, to describe her
gua]s. Morris's close-hued, floral wallpaper
patterns influenced “Paper Cake”; even as
he drew from nature, she draws from his
manmade 1'epr0(luction, one level more
removed from direct experience. [t was of
the (lesign of Wa"paper and other domestic
fineries that Morris wrote when he stated
that the “lesser arts” could—and should—
express a union of reason and sensua]i[y,
utility and ]:)eauty. With the advent of
an all—cncompassing popular culture, a
contemporary thinker might dismiss dis-
tinctions between “lesser” and “fine” arts;
in these new wor]es, Doreian draws from
her experience with jewelry design, cake
decoration and quiltmaleing, as well as her
years of formal painting study. As she
states, it's the “contrast and coexistence
of rational ordering and visceral sensuality"

that she’s l’loping to illuminate.

Like most recent art, Leeza Doreian's paint-
ings participate in a (lialogue with works that
inform and influence them. One thinks of
the surrealists, especially Meret Oppcnl‘lcim,
and the first generaton of feminist artists,
not just Judy Chicago but also Joyce Kozloff
and even Eva Hesse. Contemporary artists
whose works reverberate for Doreian include
Lari Pittman, who also explm'es pattern as
the place where order and scnsuality meet,
and whose ribald and |usty paintings signal
his comfort with erotic eelel)ration, with
ta\vclry elements that he deems the “beloved

and Ulespi:‘-ed.” Vija Celmins poetic treat-
ments of the microscopic and the universal,
of realms almost })eyoml human visual
perception, inform Doreian’s un(lerstamling
of abstraction and artifice. Ross Bleckner’s
paintings of light, which empllasize its
dual optical and psychologica] properties, as
well as his a])ili[y to combine irony with
a romantic notion of painting, provi(lc a
model for her. Doreian’s new works evidence
a careful rea(ling of recent paintings l‘:y the
Brazilian artist Beatriz Nlilhazes, whose
composilional strategies and analyscs of
illusionism, decorative pattern and light
provicle a successful model for adaplalion l)y
a resourceful and insighl.'{ul younger artist
with similar formal concerns. Doreian’s
cerLain]y looleing at all the righl people.
One could even think of Robert Gober’s
1989 “Male and Female Genital W’lllpapcr,”
an intimate and subversive work that hear-
kens back to Andy Warhol's “Cow,” as a
pre(leccssor to Doreian's linlzing of the

decorative, provocative and utilitarian.

Doreian sees painting as a means to “own
the moment, lock it down and hold it there.”
The act of creation, and its resulting o]‘:ject,
lends an illusion of permanence to the
process of living Her focus on minute detail
—lal)ore(l, repeated, intimate—creates an
exaggerated awareness of what has been
ehoreograpl}ed and controlled for the
purpose of visual (lelight. Knowing it is
only an illusion, un(lerslanding that this
state of longing which a still life can evoke
can never be sal:isfied, provicles a tension,
an edge, which is very comfortable for
Leeza Doreian as she pursues her search

{OL' order an(l mcaning.

Annette DiMeo Carlozzi

Curator of American & Contemporary Art
Jaelz S. Blanton Museum of Art

The University of Texas at Austin
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Now celebrating its 20th anniversary, Women
& Their Work presents over 50 evenls a year in
visual art, dance, theater, music, literature, and
film. The gallery features on-going exhibitions of
Texas women arlists and brings artists of
national stature Lo Texas audiences. Since its
founding, Women & Their Work has presented
1505 artists in 180 visual arl exhibitions, 81
music, dance, and theater events, 19 literary
readings. 12 film [estivals, and 118 workshops.
in programming that reflects the ethnic and
cultural diversity of Lhis region. Nationally
recognized. Women & Their Work has been featured
in Art in America, ArtForum and National
Public Radio and was the first organization

in Texas to receive a grant in visual art from
the National Endowment for the Arts.
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Women & Their Work reaches over 5,000 school
children and teachers each year through gallery
tours, gallery talks with exhibiting artists, par-
Licipatory workshops, in-school performances,
dance master classes, and teacher workshops.
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