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LARI PITTMAN envisions fanciful textiles in paintings at Regen Projects and imagines who might wear them. Ax-print, anyone?

There’s a pattern here
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In the 4th century, if you had
donned a striped shirt and walked
the lanes of a medieval French
town, you might have been as-
saulted or even put to death.
Stripes, in those days, were pretty
much considered the fashion of the
devil — the sort of motif associated
with prostitutes and Catholic cults.

It’s hard to know what violent
acts those Frenchmen might have
resorted to ifyou had sported a bro-
cade pattern featuring images of
hand axes or a chintz design bear-
ing daggers. After all, what kind of
outcast would show up in public in
an ensemble covered in knives?

It is that very question that Lari
Pittman imagines in a series of new
paintings at Hollywood’s Regen
Projects. “Portraits of Textiles &
Portraits of Humans” pairs a large
canvas inspired by textile design
with a smaller “portrait” of a figure
visually linked with that design.

“I wanted to create a fictive and
conjectural relationship through
the lens of the decorative arts of
what humans might look like
paired with a textile — and ask the
viewer to create a relationship be-
tween the two,” Pittman says.
“What culture would want to pro-
duce a textile with ominous axes on
them?”

Over four decades, Pittman has
created deeply layered paintings,
often in buoyant color palettes and
inspired by the applied arts. They
touch on the wide range of human
emotion, such as mortality, power
and the vagaries of sex and desire,
namely, the homoerotic kind.

There are also ruminations on
trauma, illness and death. In his
life, Pittman, 67, and his paintings
have borne witness to the ravages
of AIDS and his own near-death ex-
perience: In 1985, the Los Angeles
artist survived being shot in the
stomach during a home invasion.

While his subjects can be dark,
Pittman is anything but — com-
menting with dark humor that the
shooting made him “an even
stronger atheist.”

Pittman, the son of a U.S. father
and Colombian mother, has since
the 1980s been an important face of
L.A. art. His work is in the perma-
nent collections of the Museum of
Modern Art, the Art Institute of
Chicago and the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art. He’s at
work on a career retrospective for
the Hammer Museum next fall.

In February, he publicly re-
signed from the board of trustees of
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the Museum of Contemporary Art
Los Angeles, telling The Times’
Deborah Vankin that the museum
had “a vision problem.”

In this lightly edited conversa-
tion, he discusses how his love of
textiles continues to inspire his
work and, for his former colleagues
at MOCA, he offers a little advice.

How do you create these invented
textiles? What sources do you use
for research?

Irecoil against the word “re-
search.” Ithinkit’s a term that’s
become a retail term within the art
world. But I have always looked at
textiles. I study the textile work of
Sonia Delaunay, who I think was
much more important than her
husband [Robert Delaunay], who
got the bigger page in art history.
There is Natalia Goncharova, who
Ithink responded to the Russian
Revolution not only with her beau-
tiful paintings, but through cos-
tume design, theater design and
folkloric impulses.

Ialsolove that period of textile
design called Festival of Britain,
after World War II. It was this
incredible moment when all types
of designers created a kind of pos-
itivity after the trauma of World
War II. Plus, [my husband, artist]
Roy [Dowell] and I have a really
large collection of Mexican textiles.
Those are always a reference point.
Ilove that strange moment when
folklorism and Modernism come
togetherin a weird combination.

Color certainly seems to play an
important role in your work.

Ithink of Diana Vreeland’s
amazing quote that “pinkis the
navy blue of India.” It says so much
about what color is valued over
another. When I was a young per-
son working in the design world,
the saying was, “Where there is
taupe, there is hope.” Ireverse that
and I say, “Where there is taupe,
there isno hope.”

Color for me is also political. 'm
always very interested when you
read in the newspaper that there is
anuproar in a neighborhood be-
cause someone has painted their
house purple. Almost every year,
an article surfaces about someone
painting their house purple. Color
is very powerful.

Your paintings often render vi-
olence or objects of violence in
beautiful ways. Why make it more
sublime than abject?

Although I'm an atheist, I1look
at the history of Western European
religious painting and I ask, “What
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do they do really well?” And I think
it’s that they are able to exacerbate
and make more palatable the
violence of its own history and
iconography by aestheticizing it
and not making it abject. Aestheti-
cized violence is actually more
disturbing. Quentin Tarantino
might do it. Certainly Pedro
Almodovar does it. [Italian direc-
tor Luchino] Visconti did it.

It’s interesting how Catholicism
was very deft at organizing repre-
sentations of violence while wear-
ing the garments of the sublime.

What about desire? In the era of
#MeToo and the Brett Ka-
vanaugh hearings, the news has
made sex feel really abject.

This may be more personal: I
grew up my entire life with the
cultural response to homosexual-
ity as abject. Why would I want to
incorporate that into my work?
Why would I embrace that? Asa
young artist I made a really clear
decision that that was aline drawn
inthe sand. The flirting with the
representation of the abject was
the privilege of straight people.

IfI'm going to make art about it,
howdoIfixitup? HowdoIcreate
more of a discussion of the bitter-
sweet? That'’s the register Ilove:
The bittersweet — it sets up this
simultaneity of contradictory
feelings. If you squarely represent
the abject, the expected response
toit, it’s so specific. I want the
viewer to be alittle more conflicted
inthe relationship between the
abject and the sublime.

IfIam a devotee of any altar, I'm
adevotee of Pedro Almodévar. He
setsup that bittersweet aspect of
human nature. I study him very
closely. I also find that I'm a bit
obsessed with the telenovelas
coming out of Spain on Netflix.

Which telenovelas?

I've been watching “Velvet,”
which takes place in Franco-era
Madrid. It’s centered around this
fashion house called Velvet and the
making of bows. There’s another
one I saw that came out of Colom-
bia that has to do with the history

of slavery in Colombia that takes
placein the [early 19th century]
called “La esclava blanca” [“The
White Slave”].

What’s it been like to survey your
life’s work in preparation for next
year’s Hammer retrospective?

It’s shocking in that it’s 40 years’
worth of work! It’s a thrilling exer-
cise to forensically reconstruct a
body of work. But it doesn’t come
without its anxieties when you are
going backwards. I've always been
proud of my work. That doesn’t
mean I'm not hyper-critical of it.
I'm suspicious of artists who are
not hard on their work. When
Lindsay Lohan says she doesn’t
regret anything in her life, I'm, like,
“I'd like to be Lindsay Lohan.”

Iwould say that I'm very aware
that the most treacherous unrav-
eling of artists tends to be in the
mid- and advanced career.I've
done very well in the art world and
I'm grateful for it. At the same time
I'm not interested in redundancy
in my work. After every body of
work, I actually put up Post-it
notes ofthings I can't do — at least
for a while.

For example, Idid a showin
Berlin two years ago that was all
grisaille — almost no color or very
little color except red, black and
white. And I'd done a show called
“Nuevos Caprichos” at Barbara
Gladstone and it centered around
the psychologically and physically
traumatized body, so I said, “Let’s
move away from that.” Instead, I
thought I'd concentrateona
strange malevolent jouissance.

MOCA recently named MoMA’s
Klaus Biesenbach as director.
What advice can you offer him and
the board moving forward?

I have two voices as a way of
answering. My queen-y voice
would say, “I wish them well.” My
more serious voice says that the
reason why so many of us remain
so agitated and grouchy about
MOCA is because we love it. We
have expectations for it and be-
cause of it.

My advice: Make artists your
most important constituency.
Artists are some of the most edu-
cated and refined Americans. Why
wouldn’t you want them as your
No. 1 constituency at the Museum
of Contemporary Art?

What audience would you say
MOCA is aiming for now?
The constituency is 90210.
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