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Esse Quam Videri:
Being and Seeming in the
Work of Katy Heinlein

When I first encountered Katy Heinlein’s
artwork, I thought it like current practices
that used largely formal aesthetic poses to
construct art objects that privilegecl their
physical qualities over their metaphorical
potential. The materials of which these
works were made tried to be themselves
rather than seem like something else. In
Heinlein’s work, this emphasis was especially
impressive because fabric — the material
constant in all of her work — is particularly
susceptible to allusion. Heinlein’s skillful
forestalling of symbolism in prior work is a
stage clearing for her latest pieces that are
noticeably more assertive. These new works
have a voice of their own. In the works
included in her solo exhibition Unknown
Pleasures, Heinlein expands upon the formal
qualities she mastered in previous works to
make the most assured and confrontational

WOI'IQ O{ her career.

Heinlein and her aesthetic peers work in a
straight{orward manner. They explore mate-
rials’ physical properties more than their
symbolic potentials. Abstraction, because
it is non-representational, was one strategy
used throughout. Paintings of this kind, for
instance, featured geometric shapes or
swathes of color; not faces or lanclscapes.
These paintings were more about being paint
than seeming like pictures. The fabric in
Heinlein’s pieces is manipulated to show-
case what fabric is capable of, and this was
no small trick. Fal)ric, unlike the metal
components of Heinlein’s anecdotes, is mal-
leable and peclestrian. Steel suggests steel,
or possibly a highrise, but fabric recalls the
much more close-to-the-skin evetydayness
of clothing, bedsheets and towels. That
Heinlein eschewed these references so suc-

cessfully in her previous work is impressive.

In her earlier work,
for instance, Heinlein
made a series of works
that emphasized fabric’s
muscular qualities. This
work is made from
cantileverecl, cloth-
covered planks propped
up against the wall and
buttressed with cloth
sandbags. Impossible
straps of cloth zing up
to the rafters to sup-
port the balance beam
of an artwork so tautly
that the straps were
often mistaken for rub-
ber. In others, cloth
socks bend stiff limbs
into graceful arcs. The
cloth used in these works
was colored in a range
of neutrals punc}led with
bold magentas, limes and

blacks. Here, fabric is
gymnastic and athletic.

Heinlein next developed
a series of pieces that

k

emphasizes fabric’s
P

ability to drape, lay and
cover. Begun in residency
at DiverseWorlzs, these
pieces featured swathes of black and grey
cloth clrape(l over turrets of regularly spacecl
parapets. The tight straps of highlighter
bright orange, green and blue fabric contrast
with the velvety valleys as they zip moun-
taintop-to-mountaintop. At each corner of
the rectangular, fabric-covered cubes, excess
material pools out in a well-planned oval. The
regularity of the unseen structure that supports
the fabric is so regular and predictable — like
a many-legged table overturned and covered —
that one is not distracted from the fabric
with questions of what is underneath. The

focus in these works is on fabric and its

Nuisance, 2007. Cloth, wire and wood. 72" x 18" x 12".

behavior as it lies. These draped works,
gymnastic pieces, and other previous works
of Heinlein’s explore a range of behaviors

native to fabric.

One can note a cl’xange in the more recent
Worlz, however. Unlike ]:)efore, the work in
Unknown Pleasures is more symbolically
loquacious. Rather than a reductive logic
that avoids association, symbolism or illu-
sion, the newest work is more expressive — even
playful. This change can be traced in compari-
son to carlier works by noting the aesthetic

tweaks Heinlein employs.



One particularly clear example of Heinlein’s
new approach is found in the piece, Nuisance.
It adds a nuanced sense of color within a
direct quotation from minimalist sculp—
ture. In this piece, a square of fabric hallgs
on the wall. A rod leans against it tantaliz-
ingly nudging at the fabric square’s corner.
The piece is reminiscent of Richard Serra’s
wall props in which an unpainted square of
sheet metal is held up against a wall by a
steel cylin(ler. Heinlein’s piece, however, is
colorful. This piece, like previous ones, is still
colored in neutral tones with boldly colored
accents, but the palette is more finessed: the
wall hanging is a cool, natural ochre; the
dowel is a sharp purple, both royal and fan-
tastic. It is certainly different than the Serra
(or even the Robert Rauscl’xenl}erg fabric
panel and cylinder props Nuisance also
evolees), but it is also a distinction within

Heinlein's own work.

These changes are more pronounced in
Heinlein’s recent covered pieces. In one,
which like the exhibition is called Unknown
Pleasures, a milk chocolate topping drapes
over four balusters of two different heights
that stand up from the floor in a square
formation. Like earlier pieces, Unknown
Pleasures resembles an overturned table,
but this time the table has two stumpy legs.
The fabric swoops between these two heights
suggesting a less-regular object than the
earlier covered pieces; and thus suggesting a
more symbolic shape. The symbolism is
especially strong in Ceremony, a central,
square column projecting up from a larger
rectangular plinth. The piece is memorial
in shape, like an obelisk with a truncated
point. A triple draping of fabric — dark grey
over light grey over a leafy green gives Ceremony
a par’ticularly ritualistic significance. Unkenown
Pleasures, like Ceremony, also features an
embellished fabric: a fashionable addition
of a two-inch blue trim. Rather than a
brightly colored band, Unknown Pleasure’s
fondant of cool, brown is rimmed ]:)y an

icing of sharp blue.

The piece, In and Out, employs an al’together
new element. With In and Out, Heinlein
returns to the wall, but the piece relies on
an unseen armature affixed to the vertical
surface rather than balancing itself along
the wall. In and Out is made of a U—shape&
doodad from which hangs a cascade of trans-
parent ochre trimmed with grey. Among the
new worlzs, this one seems to have the most
mechanics an(l, t}lerefore, seems the most
like clothing. The armature is like the archi-
tectural supports in a structured garment,
and a lmrgundy strap is sewn underneath
the U—sl’naped stay gat}lering up the fabric
waterfall like the flourish of a costume. Its
height up the wall, conical shape, and its

size implies a sleeve, pocket or hat.

The clo‘c}ling reference in In and Out under-
scores a shift to a more human scale and a
reference that is noticeable in all the work
included in Unknown Pleasures. Heinlein’s
carlier gymnastic works—even tl'lough they
were made with relatively little fabric—vaulted
about the room implying an architectural
tonnage. The earlier draped pieces were smaller,
but were human-like only insomuch as a
coffee table or Mini Cooper is: smaller than
a house; bigger than a breadbox. The earlier
draped pieces are not of a size or shape to
represent or suggest us. That c}langes with
the work in Unknown Pleasures. The garment-
like qualities of In and Out are one example;
the ye’t—’co—]:)e—interred gesture in Ceremony is
another. A third example can be found in Hike.

Hike is downright figurative. Although not
freestanding, Hike is human-sized in both
its height and verticality. The work features
a pool of beige fabric with warm pink
undertones—like flesh—that spills out of a
dense, lzelly green curtain of fabric. A fabric
strap, florescent red in color, and an unseen
prop suspencls the green curtain over the
floor perpen(‘licular to the wall. A shift that
is most noticeable in Hi/ee, but can be seen
in the other pieces of Unknown Pleasures as

well, is that the work addresses you directly.

There is as much elegance in Heinlein’s
older work as the new, but now each piece
seems like more of an active agent in its
meaning. Judging from the stylish palette,
playful shapes, personable scale and tongue-
in-cheek historical art references she has
introduced, Heinlein’s artwork has a lot of
sass in its class. It is like Ginger Rogers:

moxie in an evening dress.

This personality in the new work bespeaks
the most importantinnovation in Heinlein’s
oeuvre. | was originally attracted to her
work because I saw it fitting into a genu-
inely new shift in postminimalism (a tired,
catch-all term for those artists who found
the aesthetic of 1960s and 1970s mini-
malism useful even if they thought, quite
rightly, that those minimalists who believed
they could have materials free of any socio-
political meaning were fooling themselves).
In my estimation, Heinlein, among ot}lers,
emphasized the materialness of her artworks,
in part, as a rejection of the rampant rela-
tivity of postmodern culture. The trick is
that ol)jec’ts must develop a sense of agency
to be players amongst artworks: just being
fabric is not enough if you do not seem like
art. Heinlein’s earlier works with their leaning,
propping and lying were perhaps in danger
of Leing bullied }Jy context. For all their novel
straightforwardness, they are more like instan-
ces rather than things. Unknown P/easures,
however, marks a becoming for Heinlein’s

artwork. Now it truly speaks for itself.

Jeff M. Ward is an art critic who lives
and works in Chicago, IL.
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Known for its pioneering spirit, embrace

of artistic innovation, and commitment to
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anniversary. Presenting over 50 events
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and brings artists of national stature to
Texas audiences. Since its founding, VWWomen
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