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SHE WEARS SOMBREROS 
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Art has many ways of being female. Softness, and the fragility of paper sheets sculpted by Rachel Portenstein, are the physical qualities of shapes and figures of nameless things that grow like colonies of imaginary cells just happy to exist in their rootless beauty, mostly mixed with absurdity. Perhaps visual abstraction is a way to escape from names, shaking from the brain’s branches the pressure of reality. A silent world appears, a garden of forms looking effortless, as if they were the product of a self-sustaining artificial reproduction.

Lost in thought, Portenstein models paper pulp or shreds pieces of felt, the same felt that gardeners wrap around the roots of the trees to protect them from frost. Her hands drive her mind as it happens in fairy tales, from Penelope to the rebellious princess who sits near the window and sculpts or weaves the figure of the perfect spouse, their dreams rolled up on the tips of their fingers.


Rachel’s castle, though, is a 532-square-foot apartment in the urban cluster of buildings and communities running alongside Venice Boulevard in the Culver City area.  The windows are surrounded by life on wheels, reached by the fumes of an In-N-Out Burger. The quotidian gestures of a young woman and her artist companion Derek McMullen, two people who bring food home, move chairs around, watch TV, pick up a lamp from the sidewalk, and paint and cook and sleep and laugh and sweep the floor after the mess left over by the artmaking until late in the night, feed an intimate theater; the artmaking settles imaginary islands in it, breathing holes in a texture of necessary actions. 


Although masked by the public face everyone shows while paying bills or getting jobs or orienting their steps back and forth between the supermarkets and the refrigerator, the mythological soul does not disappear. One could not count the recipes, the odd manners in which artists squeeze dreams into their work. 

Decorative, abstract art is an act of thanks … a grammar of assent.

 (George Steiner)

Simple materials mutate in Portenstein’s hands; in the early work and in the first solo exhibition at LMAN, in January 2007, they become light bodies of uncertain nature, hiding their bones under a thick, elaborate proliferation of organs that recall jellyfish, flowers, birds, feathers, succulent leaves, but truly they are something else, as dry as paper skins; maybe just the artist giving form to her gratitude to the sensible world’s explosion of colors and organized shapes. Threads from reality, such as wire and paper, are moved from functions of daily life into a different space where “they really become something else because we make them become something else … The raw material continues to be the same, but the form that art gives keeps it from being the same.” (Fernando Pessoa)

No need of imitating nature for Portenstein. Her own nature asked the paper what she wanted to become, “nothing already seen around,” the paper in return. Forms and colors embrace as if their meeting were natural, and grow into each other. Fear and pain of transformation turn into disquiet, beautiful creatures often pulling out spikes as if they were screaming, not too loud, not against, for suffering defeat is the price of regeneration. Each piece was given a name: Odessa, Henrietta, Hester, and Percy … and being paper, they could only assent.

Every day Rachel walks to work in less than five minutes. The Museum of Jurassic Technology is one block from her flat, at the corner of Venice and Begley.  She has been part of the Museum’s team for about four years. No other place in the art world so deeply questions the edges of our intellectual certainties or obsessive compulsions, and displays perfectly satisfying illusions, rituals, stories or objectified metaphors. It is the Museum where human nature’s primary figures, across the length of time, are still able to show their face. 

I imagine that Rachel learned there to see through the solid, beyond the static objects in a special place, eventually wondering, as poet Wallace Stevens did, “What’s the life that is lived in them?” By making her own objects, she discovered they do not have only one name, and started to feel that forms and shapes of real things could include the history of living beings, of her own life, perhaps. They incorporate feelings and remembrances. The idea that usually is chained to the name gets fuzzy. It is good remembering that the artist is in her twenties. Life and art uncover every day something surprising and unknown. Life on wheels brings her frequently to the wondering zone, but wheels are forced to run on the ground … although she likes cars, Rachel dreams of ships, her mind sails for imaginary worlds. 

As a matter of fact, walking on La Brea on a grayish spring day, she suddenly stops, and opens her mouth wide. 

“What happened?”

“Look, it’s a Barracuda! Yes, a car …  I had never seen a real one. It’s a Plymouth from the seventies.” 

Besides, the Barracuda was purple, spectacularly resembling a big fish.

“How do you know then?”

“I read about them.”

A few minutes later, our view of the city runs at the first floor height, from the bus windows. The La Brea Bakery’s building looks like a low body expelled by a not very tall, squared tower, maybe fifty years old. Who knows what “old” means in L.A.? There is an odd decoration all around the tower’s walls, and no windows: big gray stars, like metal hands with four fingers eagerly grabbing the stones. In Rachel’s words, they are “spiky stars.” Of course they attract her, almost all of her pieces have spikes of some sort. We will be there shortly. We must first get out of the bus, just in front of the Museum of Jurassic Technology. People sit by the Museum’s door as a line of pigeons on the edge of a small fountain. We get out, they fly in.

Following Portenstein in her 2008 significant landscape, in which ships and bones seem to become the vehicles of sailing away from sameness, from warnings to keep life a safe territory ruled by a dream of perfection - which  stumps our inner spikes - I am told by her stories of human organs wrapped in plastic bags to be shipped off to the dump; and Heavy Metal bands’ songs about Satan and Black Sabbath, definitely songs of our days’ death and decay performed “with so much show and fanfare” - she says - “that they cannot be taken too seriously. This is definitely influencing my art right now! Anthem!” 

Her thinking moves towards a precise, spirited perspective, as if art forms might resuscitate a field of intensity, the physical shape of desire. No wonder the Judas Priests are her favorite band: their performances spread the same romantic excess of the classic, repetitive, and compelling melodrama, naïve and attractive because, anyway, it is not real life. 

Portenstein, as many artists of her generation, finds in the artmaking a way of sculpting an artificial world for feelings, stretched but not prisoner of immediate necessity. It is not a false life, it only moves somewhere other than the present life. Along with Pessoa, she must make something decorative of her soul.

3/19/07 Beginning of the new exhibition …

 I am remembering something that is lost. I am looking for something lost that may be found in a form. I am thinking of sunken whaling ships, left from a time that no longer exists. They rest, alone, in isolation at the bottom of the sea, away from prying eyes. Their bones are exposed. They have become part of the sea, home for creatures with nameless forms.

They are the relics of history and a lost world in which humans will risk their lives to battle something monstrous. Life is sacrificed for a few barrels of oil. The ships are now reborn to a life not of mankind, but of the nameless sea creatures. 

Most of Portenstein’s new pieces have been stripped of their attractive, colorful surface. Frustrated, she was obsessed with forms and materials, and started to step back from making them a frame for embellishment. Maybe she realized that the artifice was impairing a new idea that was just taking shape, like a bone taken out from the meat: “I wanted inside and outside to be equal.” 

 Perhaps some memories of Allan McCollum’s revelation of forms stayed in her mind from the art school years at Otis; his molds of bones for instance, cast from fossil dinosaur bones, a series of Lost Objects he began in 1991, and his detailed catalogue and reproduction of small objects found on the sidewalk, in supermarkets, homes, hardware stores (Individual Works, 1987). Allan McCollum, Louise Bourgeois, and Richard Tuttle - as far as I know -  share the same space in Portenstein with television shows about vampires, or small bodies of cars from the seventies wrapping big engines, Hayao Miyazaki’s animation movies, sites of witchcraft rituals on the top of Big Bear - Rachel grew up there - and millions of other hints. 

It speaks about something that’s surfacing

at the same time the whole impulse of society seems to be bury it 

(if you pretend it didn’t happen, maybe it will go away)

Richard Tuttle, in parts, 1998-2001 

Vampires on TV are stabbed in the heart with wooden spikes so they turn into dust. Another way to pretend they were never there. Portenstein, instead of confining herself in the art history topographies, lets her sculptures be changed by the space around them. Tensions, inside and outside, must be equal. Some of the sculptures are still shaped with paper pulp wrapping the wire: a big white body grows in the air as if blown into separate parts by the wind, although it is strongly kept on the ground by a pedestal, and obeys gravity. It is a body pulled by opposite forces.  Others are suspended; they are inspired by flames, for they should never stop changing. The artist knows this is impossible, and she blocks their convoluted twists (tortures?) in a moment of beauty. This observation comes from Lauren Lavitt, an artist from the same generational tribe as Portenstein. Another young artist, Mark Golamco, sees in her sculptures the effort of building a unit with disconnected parts.

 
Spikes emerge from each piece, or do they enter? Hard to tell what each body means, being a form without emission of words. They might be signs of unconscious perception that flame and movement must be doomed, that their power is not spread without pain. What remains, before they turn into ashes, is form, the most impervious of things. Form just like meaning: for whom? 

Rachel would like forms to include her life. Sometimes she wears her grandfather’s aviator’s jacket. Her hair is not green anymore, back to natural dark brown. Walking on La Brea between Melrose and Beverly, she talks of a scientific article she just read in the New York Times magazine. “Scientifically speaking, it seems we do not need play to live. It is not necessary for the development of survival skills. How similar to art!” she exclaims. And she wonders what artmaking, playing, and dreaming have in common: the simple fact, for instance, that we don’t know exactly what really happens in our inner processing. 

As an artist, she feels in a buffer space, as if she were on the verge of experiencing things that are not in her life right now, or others, like death, that no one knows. Death is an idea that grabs us, an octopus around our ankles rather than reliable knowledge. Art, for Rachel, is made of fictional facts; it is a way “to explore ideas and emotions without having to experience them in actuality.”  Reading Moby Dick, she sunk into the ocean. She dreamt of sails and ships and of lost bones of either ships or whales. Bones became ships with fins. No rational machine in an artist.  Art is a museum of unnatural history. 

Rationalists, wearing square hats,

Think, in square rooms,  

Looking at the ceiling

They confine themselves

To right-angled triangles.

If they tried rhomboids,

Cones, waving lines, ellipses -

As, for example, the ellipse of the half moon -

Rationalists would wear sombreros.

 Wallace Stevens, Eight Significant Landscapes

This is what Rachel Portenstein does. She wears sombreros.

