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Although abstract art in the 20th
Century has much in common with
decoration and ornament (Roman tile
patterns, [slamic weaving, Indian
mandalas, to name a few examples),
for decades it was considered taboo for
serious painters to incorporate such
motifs clirect[y into their work. The
critic Clement Greenberg, whose ideas
greatly influenced the course of postwar
art, believed that painting’s jol: in the
modern era was “to entrench itself more
firmly in its area of competence”'~to
depict colors, ]ines, and sl-lapes without
any reference to the narrative, the
sculptural, or the decorative. Stauncllly
llierarchical, he deemed decoration

. ¥ ”
Infe rior. “

By the ‘80s, modernist orthodoxies
had begun to break down. Ross
Bleckner, Philip Taaffe, and others
aggressively introduced pattern into
large-scale painting, recycling Op art,
aral)esques, and even Art Nouveau
under the heading of “appropriation”

(a Conceptualist meta-art p]unc]ering of
past s’cyles as a form of critique). In the
‘90s strict appropriation has given way
to wiclespread sampling, genre-laencling,
and quirky personalization of form;
what was once dismissed as bric-a-brac
is now on equal foo’cing with “pure,”
Greenberg-era brushwork. Nina Bovasso
and Pamela Fraser, for instance, conflate
modernist arcs and obsessive doodling;
Beatriz Milhazes mixes in psyclleclelic
motifs and folk art; Luclwig Schwarz
layers abstract bands over graffiti-esque
blobs of spray paint.

Monica Pierce’s paintings on wood
panels, crisscrossed with febrile strokes

“Pattern Book”, 1996-1999. Mixed media on paper, 11 112" x 9 34"
Courtesy of artist and James Gallery, Houston, Texas.

and sul)’cle, modulated colors, conjure
the amorpl'nous sublime of Abstract
Expressionism, but on a much more
intimate scale. Sl1rinlzing the bombastic
field of gesture painting down to roughly
one foot square, she complicates it with
fragmentary, enigmatic patterns (diamonds,
heraldic crests, Ijouncy an’tllropomorpl’lic
]Jowties) emerging and sul)merging in the
buttery brushwork. In Blue Yodel, for
examp]e, vertical streaks of blue-on-blue
serve as both {oregmuncl and l)aclzgrouncl
for I?no]:vl:vy, wolably diamonds stacked on
top of each other and squeezed togetl-ner
as if by the force of gravity. In Mosey,
an orange line meanders tl\rougl'x a
sequence of cursive octagons, hovering
in a ye“ow—green haze.

Many of Pierce’s patterns have specific
origins; she is a fanatic researc}ler, and
looks at textile designs, architectural
detai[s, antique Ilardware,Vic’corian wall-
paper samples, [talian grotteschi, and
hundreds of other sources, familiar and
obscure. It should be stressed, l’]OWBVer,
that she doesn’t just “appropriate” these
patterns in the literal, ‘80s sense.
Instead, she internalizes them (commit-
ting them to memory, le‘c’cing them
percolate inside) and returns them to
two-dimensional form as expressive,
hand drawn “cartoons”-rubbery morphs
of past and present sensibility.

Although a single motif (or partially
obliterated {ragment) typically holds



center stage in a Pierce painting, traces
of brushed-over clesigns peela tlarougl'l
the opaque layers of oil, suggesting a
rich palimpsest lying beneath. Only the
artist knows the panel’s entire hidden
llistory, but an enjoyal)lc time can be
had reconstructing the laycrs tllrougl]
a kind of arcllaeological detective work.
In the “Pattern Boole, ” however—an
ongoing project running concurrently
with her paintings—one gets a glimpse
of what the veils migllt look like if
magically rendered transparent.

The Pattern Book is a compenclium
of (lrawings in inle, pencil, gouaclle, and
other media, made on sheets of tracing
paper and bound in a leather cover.
Comprising some 200 (lra.wings, itis a
unique artist’s book; not a sketchbook,
not footnotes to the paintings, but not
wlwlly in(lepenclent of them either.
Each page (lront and sometimes l')aclv:)
features a pat’tern-lmneycoml), palmette,
lozenge, rosette, spiral, cllevron, snow-
flake, ’crefoil-filling up the rectangular
field or covering a portion of it. As
one leafs ’cl'lrougll the book, the semi-
transparent pages create a series of
ever-cl'xanging overla,ys.

Ranging from the familiar (stripes,
ovals, lmrlequins) to the exotic (cletails
from Indian miniatures) to the endear-
ingly recent (‘50s Populuxe), Pierce’s
caricature-like syml)ols become even
more elaborate when superimposed in
trans-geograpliical, time-traveling
l1yl)ri(ls. A gri‘l of iron crosses cohabits
with mauve Paul Klee«style pylons and
Scientific American-sf:yle rods and cones.
Sancl clollar/starfislaes unclcrgir(l tlleme
parl:z lattices and rows of Japanese V-
shape(l tentacles. Elastic explosions in
automat drawers loom gauzily behind
Dad’s favorite tie. Scores of possil)le
combinations of liglltly pencille(l,

(lelicately shaded motifs occur as one
Staclzs and peels back the pages.

Pierce began working on the Pattern
Book after seeing a collection of 17th
Century tiles at the National Museum
of Azule]'o in Lishon, Portugal.
Overwhelmed by the sheer, unstoppalale
variety of the patterns, she decided to
lzcep a notebook of clesigns, almost as a
clmllenge to herself to see how far she
could go without repeating an idea.
Now, several years later, the book has
become a consuming passion, as she
continues to add new patterns, edit out
those that don’t work, and paste por-
tions of rejectecl pages back in to make
new (lrawings. Like the metapl]or-
inspiring arclw’cypes of William Butler
Yeats’ A Vision,® (a mythic system
lzeyecl to the phases of the moon), the
Pattern Book suggests new motifs and

directions in her paintings.

And like Yeats” text, there’s some-
’cl‘ling medieval about the Pattern Book.
The sheets of tracing paper have the
feel of ancient parcl'lment from years of
manipula’cing, gluing, and soalzing with
watercolor; clasped in the embossed
leather cover, tlley suggest a sacred
manuscript or alchemical text. The
almost encyclopedic collection of
Llesigns alludes to the ”pa’cternlaoolzs”
filled with pictograplls of the visible
world that were copie(l and recopiecl l:)y
artists in the Middle Ages (a kind of

pre-Renaissance clip art).*

Yet at the same time her book isn’t
musty nostalgia, but a post-moclcrn,
interactive, and cle-mystifying document.
Like a series of overhead transparencies
in a tccl)nological (lemons’cration, or
hypertext links on a web site, Pierce’s
clusters of see-tllrougll patterns elaborate
on the contents of her paintings,

revealing their uuclerlying research.
Unlike a web site, however, the informa-
tion isn't just available for the clicleing.
To experience the book, one must regress
to the mode of an ancient scholar, care-
fully ﬂipping tl-u:ougll the fragile pages.

Olwiously this raises logistical issues
in a public exhibition space. The book
will be available for perusal on opening
niglﬂ: but for the remainder of the
exlail)ition, it will be housed in a
vitrine, to protect its easily-torn pages.
Reproductions of the translucent sheets
will be mounted on the wall, giving the
viewer a sense of how the patterns are
layercrl. The (lisplay, togetl)cr with
this brochure, approximates what is
ultimately intimate and perlornlative:
an intriguing confluence of medieval
and post—moclern experience.

TOM MOODY is an artist and critic who lives
in New York Cffy,
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Now celebrating its 21st anniversary,
Women & Their Work presents over 50
events a year in visual art, dance, theater,
music, literature, and film. The gallery
features on-going exhibitions of Texas
women artists and brings artists of national
stature to Texas audiences. Since its found-
ing, Women & Their Work has presented
1588 artists in 191 visual art exhibitions,
94 music, dance, and theater events, 19
literary readings, 12 film festivals, and 141
workshops, in programming that reflects
the ethnic and cultural diversity of this
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. Women
& Their Work reaches over 5,000 school
children and teachers each year through
gallery tours, gallery talks with exhibiting
artists, participatory workshops, in-school
performances, dance master classes, and
teacher workshops.
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