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ARTFORUM - September, 2011
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April 2011

PAE WHITE
THE POWER PLANT 
This exhibition of recent works by Los 
Angeles-based artist Pae White, titled 
“Material Mutters” and curated by Power 
Plant director Gregory Burke, included two 
projected animations, a series of works on 
paper and a newly commissioned fabric 
work, but it focused primarily on 15 of the 
monumental tapestries (as large as 12 by 
40 feet) that White began producing in 
2004. For these tapestries, White assem-
bles landscapes of everyday materials and 
photographs them; then artisans, aided by 
computers, reproduce the digital pictures 
in woven form. 

White’s tapestries jam-pack items of 
consumer culture—depicting, for example, 
wrapping paper, fabric swatches, food, 
junk mail and newspaper clippings—in flat 
compositions that suggest a horror vacui. 
Their humble subject matter stands in 
ironic contrast to their spectacular scale 
and to the heroic tradition of tapestry 
art—a medium rooted in sprawling medi-
eval battle and hunting scenes. Take, for 
instance, Studio A—Z, MMVII #5 (2007)—
one of four tapestries exhibited from a 
series of five—which portrays at roughly 

24 by 10 feet a hoard of pumpkin seeds 
interspersed with apricots and highlighted 
by specks of steel-blue glitter.

The tapestries’ dazzling palette is as 
arresting as their grandiosity, particularly in 
the eight-work series “Skygazing” (2006). 
In (Skygazing #3) ursa minor, a smatter-
ing of bubble-gum pink and glossy white 
blobs covered with multicolored marks, 
representing icing-drenched animal crack-
ers covered in sprinkles, is set against a 
layered backdrop of hexagonal cutouts of 
Yellow Pages ads. Here we have California 
Pop artist Wayne Thiebaud’s confection-
ary-counter paintings played to Wagnerian 
proportions.

Standing independent of the other tap-
estries, Still, Untitled (2010) focuses on 
fleeting immateriality rather than  
on dense materiality. Exhibited first  
at the 2010 Whitney Biennial, and shown 
here with a series of 36 related drawings, 
it depicts winding ringlets  
of white smoke in close-up against a rich 
black ground, offering a Mannerist-style 
contrast of light and dark.  

The video animation Dying Oak— 
Elephant (2009) is based on a three-
dimensional scan of a massive 800-year-old 

oak tree, taken using light detection tech-
nology. A swirling abstraction of geometric 
beads of light rising from earthy sepia 
tones, it hints at rather than resembles its 
source. By animating a dying tree, White 
carries out a process opposite to that of 
Still, Untitled, in which she “stilled” unfold-
ing smoke curls. Both works, however, bear 
a tension between subject and medium, the 
ephemeral smoke freeze-framed in thick 
fabric and the sturdy oak rendered with 
ethereal light. 

The commissioned Sea Beast (2010) 
seemed superfluous. The nearly 10-by-
22-foot weaving, based on a photo of 
a tacky ’70s macramé hanging, recalls 
Mike Kelley’s crocheted afghans and 
countless other works that have sub-
sumed home craft into high art. Indeed, 
“Material Mutters” itself betrayed a hor-
ror vacui in terms of exhibition planning, 
providing a curatorial overload that at 
times obscured White’s playfully engag-
ing, ironical pairing of incompatible 
subject matter and medium.

—Earl Miller

EXHIBITION REVIEWS

Pae White: Still, Untitled, 
2010, cotton and polyester 
tapestry, 12 by 40 feet; at 
the Power Plant.
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Seeing Things | Studio Visit: Pae White
By
BROOKE HODGE

I recently visited the artist Pae White in her Los Angeles studio, where she was busy working
on a new exhibition for the Power Plant in Toronto. The exhibition, which opens on Oct. 9,
will feature a number of her recent tapestry works as well as a new commissioned tapestry
called “Sea Beast.” White has called the show “Material Mutters” because, she explained, “it’s
about the exploration of process and the material is doing the talking.” Smoke has been a
recurring motif in her work lately, and she has been exploring ways to capture its elusive
qualities in various media, including a series of carved paper works that she was finishing for
the Toronto show. Because smoke moves so rapidly and changes form so quickly, White likes
the way the image of something so immaterial contrasts with the physicality of fabric. “It’s
one material trying to understand another and it turns the fabric into something other than
itself,” she said. At the Whitney Museum’s Biennial this spring, her monumental digitally
woven tapestry “Still, Untitled” was a showstopper.

Visiting an artist’s studio offers a glimpse into a much more personal and intimate space
than the gallery or museum, where the artist’s work is usually seen. White’s studio, a large
airy garage attached to her house, is a colorful, vital place, full of books, fabric samples,
tapestry swatches, prototypes and found objects, including a papery wasp’s nest, a beautifully
formed leaf, images of butterflies and birds. Some of these things are works in progress, like
an editioned work that will be a small box containing the pieces of a broken butterfly, while
others she simply finds beautiful for their natural forms and textures. White is always
working on multiple projects at many different scales. She showed me a briefcase that
contained a “swatch book” of neon tubes that she used for a massive installation, of five
layers of neon, that will open at the Gloucester Road underground station in London for the
2012 Olympics. She described it as being “like a Persian rug S.A.D. lamp” because its range of
white shades will counteract seasonal affective disorder. The neon installation, like much of
White’s work, is physical and ephemeral, tactile yet elusive. If you’re in Los Angeles this fall,
you can see White’s work in the Museum of Contemporary Art’s coming exhibition “The
Artist’s Museum,” for which she has also designed the title graphic.
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ARTFORUM - September, 2008
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ArtReview - May, 2004
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Frieze - Issue 66 - April, 2002
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