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Tom Patin: So, how should we do this? How 
should we write about Melanie Crader’s work?

Jennifer McLerran: Let’s just talk it out and see 
what we get from that.

TP: OK, so, what do you think?

JM: Well, I like what I see. I really like  
the exaggerated play with decorative form  
and materials.

TP: I knew you’d like that. I think I like  
the use–or the repetition–of modernist 
abstraction that is in the “background”  
in this work. It’s there organizing the play.  
Or maybe Crader’s playing with that, too.  
I’m not sure.

JM: I knew you’d go for that. It’s a little scary that 
you’re interested in the strong modernist form–so 
long associated with “masculinity” 
–while I’m fascinated by the decorative–so long 
associated with women and “femininity.”

TP: Are we saying that men are from Mars and 
women are from Venus? 

JM: No, thanks! This is different. What we’re 
dealing with here is a play with those ideas of gen-
der that are everywhere in our culture and  
a parody, really, of the ways in which people 
come to think of men and women. The Venus and 
Mars thing repeats and re-entrenches those 
ideas, but in no way plays with them in  
a critical sense.

TP: I see that. Crader’s work is a kind of criti-
cism. I like that idea. I’ve thought for a long time 
that the most interesting and innovative con-
temporary art has switched places with criticism; 
criticism has become poetic–a kind of art–while 
visual art has become a kind of cultural criticism.

JM: Sure. Well, look at some of this work.  
To me, Crader seems to be examining the ways 
in which our individual identities are formed. In 

particular, she is looking at the culturally  
constructed signs of femininity and their rela-
tionship to consumerism. Look at Flowers Not 
Included. It’s a direct reference to fashion, design, 
color, and consumer culture. It looks like some-
thing we see in clothing catalogues. It raises 
questions on color names and design in general 
and on their cultural functions in particular–the 
production of ideas of gender, and the stabiliza-
tion of patriarchy and its institutions through a 
repetition of gender performances. The perfor-
mance of gender is easy to recognize in the realm 
of fashion–exterior surfaces represented to oth-
ers, make up and jewelry are applied to the body. 
But it’s more difficult to see in our everyday lives.

TP: So, then we’re talking about masquerade 
now. I can see that plainly enough in this work. 
Femininity is a kind of masquerade, a perfor-
mance necessary for the production of a fixed and 
stable idea of gendered identity. Crader is working 
with the idea of femininity as a masquerade and 
how that relates to consumerism, like you said 
before, and also how that ties into painting–pre-
sentation, display and decoration, for example. 
Bows, ruffles, scallops, and pearls have been his-
torically categorized as signs of femininity. At the 
same time, still mixed in with all this “frilly stuff,” 
and adding an ironic twist, is a reliance on paint 
and the history of painting as a so-called “high 
art.” The overall presentation is very minimal. 

Detail, The Scallop. From the series The Basics. 2003, Latex on wall & baseboards 14" x 14"



JM: I knew you’d get around to Minimalism 
sooner or later.

TP: What can I say? Crader seems to me to 
incorporate modernist practices into her work, 
but it’s in a self-conscious and ironic way. This 
distances and detaches from certain traditions 
of abstraction, but connects directly to them at 
the same time. It’s a parody, like we said before. 
Her work refers to history of both art and 
product design and to cultural work in gen-
eral, or the work of culture in general. The “high 
modernist” rejection of decoration by Clement 
Greenberg and others, what Kant called “acces-
sories” is the central subject matter of her 
work. There was a blatant den-igration of femi-
ninity in the formalist theory of late modernism, 
but in Crader’s work, the category of the femi-
nine has returned to the rhetoric of art–and in 
combination with a minimal rhetoric that has 
been so long associated with a “rhetoric of power.” 
I mean, look at all these grids, clean and sparse 
surfaces, a dependence upon the theatricality of 
the exhi-bition space for a serious encounter with 
these objects. The Scallop, for example, relies on 
a confrontation of the cultural institution and 
the visitor to the institution (viewers). Even 
in its sparseness, the piece’s decoration and 
excess is important in its bodily relation to the 
visitor in the gallery space.

And what’s even better in this work–by which I 
mean richer–is another layer of comment not only 
on art, its history, and representation, but also on 
sexual difference. We can’t avoid it, since we 
have before us such a juxtaposition of masculine 
“high art” and feminine “craft.” Look at this piece, 
The Pearls. It’s like Art-schwager’s work or 
some other minimalist, except for the rows of 
pearls. Pearls create a kind of striped painting. 
But can stripe painting be decorative? I suppose 
so, if made of mixed media like pearls. But they 
aren’t supposed to be decorative. So there is 
both a comment on the history of art as well as 
on sexual difference.

JM: This raises the question for me that 
Mikhail Bakhtin raises when he discusses the 
status of the novel. Is the novel a feminine genre, 

or is women’s language novelized? In the case of 
Crader’s work, are decorative crafts, the feminine 
masquerade, and so on truly feminine, or has 
all that been turned into masquerade? The novel 
was for so many years a non-canonical art form. 
It’s been the same for feminine “accoutrements.” 
They have both resisted authority and hierar-
chy and have refused–or subverted, really–the 
autonomy of modernist “high” culture, and have 
asserted instead the rhetoric of the accessory 
or excess. Sex-based gender construction in 
Crader’s works is no longer hidden or unseen 
rhetoric –as it was in Minimalism–but exposed 
and on the surface. Use of pearls, lace, and so 
on, brings into opposition the seen and the hid-
den, the real and appearance. Fabrications are 
rhetorical strategies, signaling a concealment of 
what is contingent rather than necessary in high 
art. They reveal at the same time the processes of 
the concealment of femininity and of the pro-
duction of a culture based upon that concealment.

All this reminds me of Judith Butler’s idea of the 
performance of gender. Performativity involves 
parodic repetition of commonly-held cultural 
discourses, including the extreme limitations 
and painful constraints, in order to force them 
to resignify. This is not “freedom,” but a way to 
work the trap that we’re already in. 

TP: And that’s what I see in Crader’s work–a 
repetition of certain assumptions, constraints, 
and techniques used in the formation of distinct 
oppositions: high and low, male and female, 
fine art and craft, and so on. But in her parody of 
those visual forms, there is also a destabilization 
of normative modes that might challenge or 
reconfigure the limited range of possibilities 
for identity that our culture offers now.

It reminds me of some of the ideas of Jacques 
Derrida on how consciousness is formed by lan-
guage and sign systems…

JM: Oh, oh!

TP: I’ll ignore that. 

JM: Do we have to go there?

TP: Well, we are at our word limit.
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