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How open are we, really? Both makers and
viewers of contemporary art have so many
treedoms, it would be difficult to encounter
a work or a sut)ject that is l)eyon(l the pale
of the artworld. Painters make paintings
without a (lrop of paint. Sculptors appro-
priate ol')jects in the spirit of Ducl’lamp’s
rea(ly-macles and do so without much
flack. Cultural boundaries have all but
(lisintegrate(l, maleing it ditticult, if not
impossible, to capture l)igl], low, etlmic, or
outsider art in any one category. It seems
that artists can do just about anytlling with-

out fear of resistance from tlieir audience.

And vet, as Sopllisticatecl as any viewing
audience miglrt l)e, there still seems to be
an unspoleen code implying that whether
an art work be Beautitul, Socially Relevant,
or Hipper than Hip, it's artiness lies in

its effect of seriousness, in its pretension
to instill a protoun(l sense of awe and
reverence. If not that, at least some weigl'ity,
ironic social commentary. It's like l'1aving
that smug lcnowle(ige that when you walk
up to a Richard Serra you're that much
closer to God. And when you’re faced with
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a Louis Quatorze settee, you're not.

But must we feel protun(lity and gravity to
experience lniglier truths? Must Beauty go
hand in hand with loftiness to achieve its
goals? Lea W’liittington calls these com-
monplaces into question, Worleing at the
aml)iguous e(iges ot some ot ttle artworl(l’s
last exclusions. In W’liittington’s sculptures
and asseml)lages, torm, tunction, and
meticulous crattsmansliip, 'tog'etller with
an acute awareness of architecture and

of the liistory of the fine and decorative
arts, culminate in a manner that is at once
tormally l)eautitul, Wonclertully playtul,
and intellig‘ent as hell. The nature of
trivolity, of luxury, of sentimentality, is

(leeply explore(l in both her carlier ancl lier

more recent worlzs; always, the artist
cllallenges our ideas about art, (lecoration,
and the values that society places on a

work in relation to its utilitarian aspects.

Wl)ittington's work has always called
attention to the conspicuous consumption
of the middle class, whether seen in the
(lrawing rooms and salons of Victorian
mansions or in the pages of Martha
Stewart’s Liuiﬂg. In ecarlier vears, her use
of l]eavy l)roca(ies, sumptuous and ricllly
colored velvets, and European-style(l archi-
tectural mol(iings lleavily reference the
Baroque, and even more the Rococo, era.
The craft of Wliittington’s work — the
pa(l(ling, the (lrapery — l)ring to mind the
confections of a 19th century tailor. One
imme(liately appreciates the elegance, the
excess of ornamentation and taca(le,' every
plaster curlicue reminds us of what fash-
ion, what interior (lccor, serves to mask:
our ordinariness. One is also reminded of
how easily a decorative piece is dismissed
simply on account of its utilitarian func-
tion. Her sculptures, wall structures, and
more recently, her paintings, have always
l)rouglit into question just how society
marginalizes sometlling beautiful if it l'1ap—

pens sirnultaneously to serve a purpose.

It is in this way that W’liittington’s work
also seems to be aslzing its audience to
contemplate the nature of trivolity. In her
own words, the artist has mused on wliy

it is that Fragonarcl’s playtul scenes,
particularly those clisplaye(l in the rooms
at the Frick Museum, are dismissed as
(lecorative, while the walls of the Rothko
Clﬂapel are generally considered l’ligll art.
Se,ntimentality, liglittlearte(lness, gaiety: all
seem to have been glqettoize(l, emotionally,
in the same manner that the artworld has
tended to dismiss fashion and the decora-

tive arts. Such sul)jects have infused the
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“Sad Sorl?el'", 1999, Velvet Acetate and metal armature.
69" x 14" x 18"

sensil)ility of Lea Wl)ittington's carlier
worle, and their claim remains strong in

her latest pieces.

Each time the artist l)rings forth a new
l')ocly of work, one is impressecl anew at
how completely she can invoke an era and
a sensil)ility. It's as if Wliittington, in
sartorial tasliion, binds us l)y the corset
and pulls us into her rich and beautiful
world. For example, in the exhibition at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston



Glassell School Core Fellowsliip exhibition
in the spring of 1996, Wl’iittington used
blood red velvet in her wall mounted
sculpture, “Swag,” and heavy brocades
and tringe in “Valance,” to suggest a world
fetid with disuse. The excess of fallen
monarchies, the suggestion of vacuity
masked loy ornate facade, immecliately
drew one in, almost ttireatening to

collapse and cover the viewer like tlie

folds of the past itself.

In her exhibition in the fall of 1998 at the
Art League of Houston, the setting still
sugg’esteci l)ygone arcllitectural spaces,

but with a much ligliter tone. Altliougli
the artist adorned the walls with struc-
tures, like “Rosettes,” that suggested
\veiglity, ornate interior embellishments,
Wtiittington's use of playtul colors and
painte(t dioramas gave the room a whimsi-
cal feel. Here, typically, we were presente(l
with a group of ot)jects perliaps l'iinting

at some antiquate(l function, but it is as
tlioug‘ti tliey had been upliolstere(l t)y some
Mad Hatter of a decorator, thus winding

up with no use whatsoever.

In her solo show at Slierry Frumkin
Galleries in Los Angeles in the fall of 1998,
l'1er “Untitle(l Panels, 1998” suggestecl a
comic ode to the top or (lancly, as the bro-
caded panels lounge(l iclly against the wall,
elegant gentlemen stan(ling at the si(lelines,
viewing their surroun(lings with tiaugl'ity
wit, tlioug‘li all the while precariously close
to Collapse. Wl'iittington’s meticulous craft
and selection of materials consistently lent
luster to this playtul polze at the obsessions

of middle class material culture.

In her most recent worle, liowever, Ms.
Wliittington opens her circle of reference
even wider than previously. The pieces on
exhibition here still liglitly invoke the
sunny, carefree world of Frag‘onar(l, yet

their less elaborate construction suggests

a reductive or minimalist mood from a

much later time.

Ever-present is the nod to the tailor or
uptiolsterer, which the artist executes in
her usual expert manner. Wliittington
uses tliicle, sumptuous fabrics as she did
t)etore, but her palette has liglitene(l. The
rich forest greens and crimsons have been
replace(l with creamy yellows, pastel roses,
bal)y blues. As with many of her earlier
textile pieces, the artist’s interest in fabric
here forces one to reckon with the social
codes embedded in the color, texture, and
economic value of materials. In one wall-
supporteci structure, a lavish piece in icy
blue and lined with cleep blue velvet, one
must reconcile a world of contradictions.
The fabric overlay evokes tairy tales,
Cin(ierella, and niglits at the senior prom;
the unclerlying velvet suggests sometliing
more sinister, pertlaps — a seductive know-
ing. The entire construction, (lrapecl par-
tially over an uptiolstere(l dowel, simulta-
neously appears as a lucticrously misplace(l
window treatment, and a large, sllapecl,
minimalist canvas. Wl’iittington forces her
audience to really look at how ’tlling's are
place(l, and how tliey are constructed.
\Vtiy, she seems to aslz, should this large,
gorg’eously clrapecl structure be secon(tary
in the realm of art when it's as breathtak-
ing as the paintecl canvas we miglit l'iang

n its place?

More than ever, Lea \\r/liittington’s recent
work focuses on simplicity. Her structures
recall the sliape(t canvases of Ellsworth
Kelly and the stark minimalism of Barnett
Newman all the while incorporating the
“non-serious” art world of interior deco-
rating, antique collecting, and fashion.
Her view of art is practical and generous,
and she is al)solutely fearless with materi-
als (she did, after all, flawlessly construct a
clian(telier out ot cliicleen l)ones n 199())

Wllittington's tlexilaility demonstrates

that she is an artist willing to transgress
boundaries and genres in order to question

both art world and cultural mores.

This l:lexil)ility, particularly with the
palette she has chosen for her recent
works, t)ring's to the fore a most interest-
ing issue: Where does art loelong? [t gets
re-arranged, just like the furniture. And
don’t we switch out the Rothkos for the
Stellas come spring’? The items Lea
Wliittington (tisplays in this exhibition
ultimately ask us to consider wliy we
compartmentalize tliings as we do. In their
creamy, pastel satins, her sculptures and
asseml)lages make us think of special
occasions: the prom, a we(lcling, life's
clressy times. Once a person, or ol)ject,
has been envelopect in such tinery, lie, she
or it has rendered liim/lier/itselt positively
useless. Oh, the bridesmaid may have a
dance or two, but the basic g‘oal for any
individual in such attire is mainly to stand
around and look goocl. An ornamental,
occasional prop. And no matter how hard
the bridesmaid tries to alter it, that dress

will never be g’oocl for anytliing again.

Lea Wtiittington’s work takes these
notions and gives them a smart, yet sym-
patl'ietic, turn. While a plece may remind
one that notliing is sacre(t, it also cleverly
demonstrates that it, in(tiviclually, 1s pre-
ciously so. Her art draws you into its
beautiful folds and makes you think of
that satin lavender sachet in your granny’s
top clrawer, while taleing you to that spot
where only fine art allows you to go. And
in the case of Lea Whittington’s work, the
patti can start anywtiere, and it can be

constructed of anytliing.

Laura Lark
Houston, Texas 1999
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This Panel: “00, 88, 44”, 1999. Silk, velvet and dowel. 99" x 56" x 9"
Cover Panel: “Tuffet 17, 1999. Satin and metal armature. Dimensions are variable.
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