COMMON SENSE
By Elizabeth Dunbar & Sheila Pepe
It is April 2009. We are living in a much different world than we were a few years ago, or even just a few months ago. Things have changed, in some cases drastically, in others more subtly. But what is clear is that times are tough.  The economy has collapsed, many people have lost their jobs, and most of us are bracing for the worst still yet to come. It is scary.  But amidst the bleak forecast there is also a glimmer of optimism, however guarded. Bearing a message of hope and healing, a new president has been voted into office, uniting people in a belief that together we can have power over our future, that together we can create change. Times may be tough, but if we return to the intrinsic American values of resolve, hard work, and community, we will prevail. We have before and we will again. 

YES, WE CAN.  

In a sense, Sheila Pepe’s project for testsite is a poignant metaphor for this newly revived can-do attitude and reflects an ushering in of a new “era of practicality” in which art for art’s sake isn’t quite enough. We want something more, we need something more. And Pepe gives it to us. Her project is generous, functional, and ultimately optimistic (even if knowingly against the odds). It is about DIY, survival, and creative re-use. In her hands, destruction—abstractly and literally—presents an opportunity to make positive change, to locate the resourcefulness we all possess, to prove to ourselves that we are still connected to those industrious and inventive individuals who came before us.  It reminds us that we still have power over our lives. Grow your own food, make your own clothes, provide for your own existence. 

NOTHING TO FEAR  

But how are such grand, abstract ideas expressed in a sprawling installation of crocheted yarn? How do we connect “art” with real life?  On one level, such ideas lie precisely within the realm of abstraction itself.  Pepe’s installation is essentially an abstract sculpture. Tethered to the walls and ceiling, the free-form network floats in the air like a thought, an idea, a metaphysical belief.  It is from this overarching philosophical miasma that smaller, individual gestures can be extracted and made concrete. Indeed, that is exactly Pepe’s point—her work exists as art but simultaneously offers itself up as raw material for others to use in the creation of their own functional items.  Visitors to testsite are encouraged to become interpreters, collaborators, to sit down and literally unravel Pepe’s crochet stitches, and then use the same yarn to knit items for personal or domestic use, i.e. scarves, hats, socks, mittens, slippers, purses, cosies, potholders, etc. This collaborative effort removes art from a solitary, hermetic experience to one that is social, communal, and interactive—a return to women’s craft circles, and a renewal of old-fashioned notions of togetherness that are being embraced by current generations. Thus, the practice of crochet, with its origins in women’s craft traditions, follows a circular journey from the home, to an art space, back to the home again. Inspired in part by the actual conflation of spaces that testsite provides—a domestic, yet public art space—this journey affords both Pepe and her collaborators the perfect laboratory in which to test an array of well-worn assumptions concerning the gendering of spaces, the slippery definitions of “art” and “craft,” and the relationship between creation, destruction, and authorship.

WASTE NOT, WANT NOT

It could be said that the heart of Pepe’s project concerns sustainability—sustainable art making, to be exact—especially as it relates to the more general themes of re-use, destruction, and even extinction, all of which are very much in the forefront of our cultural consciousness these days.  Specifically, Pepe asks:  how does an artist keep her practice alive, relevant, and exciting, especially over a career that spans decades? She has asked this question for years with her temporary installation work and teaching but never before has Pepe made a work whose total destruction was such an integral element in its conceptualization and, ultimately, imperative to its success.  For this installation to succeed, it must be destroyed, stitch by stitch, until nothing is left.  Instead of following her usual process of recycling her materials for the creation of future projects, Pepe encourages others to cannibalize her work, to seize her thousands upon thousands of yards of yarn. However, this willful destruction—what Pepe deems the “beginning of the end of crochet”—signals triumph in that her artwork has generated numerous practical items, concretizing its instigation and participation in a process of creative re-use. Imagination springs from obliteration, a potent metaphor for our current economic situation. Pepe’s surrender of control also injects elements of surprise and uncertainty, as well as questions about ownership, all of which invigorate her past practices while propelling them into new territory. 

PUT AWAY CHILDISH THINGS

Chance, free play, and surrealist games have always occupied a central role in Pepe’s work. They are the part of “art for art’s sake” she is unwilling to destroy.  This impractical core is where hope resides; it’s what drives those things necessary for our human survival—imagination, invention, and an embrace of aspirations:  dreams. However, these alone cannot create art, a life, or our collective future.  We need a balance between play and pragmatism. This tension is a sub-plot running throughout Pepe’s artistic practice, often played out as gestures that alternately employ chaos and control. For the maker these moves are sequential, one condition pushes against the other to create the final work, its gestalt locating itself on a continuum of order and the lack thereof. For the viewer this process and its result can be unpacked in the act of looking. In her experiment at testsite Pepe engages the tension between play/practicality and chaos/control in new ways. Opposing ideologies face off in a clearly articulated and sequenced game. By casting Crochet as the protagonist of free-play, with its one hooked multi-directional capacity for free form, and Knitting as the champion of order and functionality with its two-needled planar dictum, Pepe underscores the themes of the event. Performed from start to finish, Pepe’s game concludes with a practical resolve: useful things for the body and home. To restore the balance Pepe has leveled the playing field at testsite by including works from her ongoing Doppelganger series. These works, made according to a sequential method of intuitive object making, shadow casting, and interpretive drawing, are all about process, play, and impracticality.  The result of a back and forth collaboration with curator Elizabeth Dunbar, these Doppelgangers suggest a new level of participation in Pepe’s work, underscoring the belief that by working together we can see things anew. And along with fresh perspectives comes hope and optimism.  Perhaps we should be glad that it’s April 2009.

