Elizabeth Hess, “Very Kerri,” The Village Voice, December 6, 1994, pp. 87

‘VOICE

the vl

By Elizabeth Hess

Kerri Scharlin
Jose Freire Fine Art
130 Prince Street
Through December 23

Has Kerri Scharlin—who?—
been interviewed to death? When
I reach the famous, yet unknown,

| artist on the phone, she talks
about herself for almost two

hours. I am amazed. Not just at
the length of time, but that all
these minutes are adding up to a
completely superficial portrait of
the artist. I cannot tell if this is the
real Kerri Scharlin, or a pose.
Most artists, at least the ones I
know, do not relish making their
private lives public, but Scharlin
shamelessly divulges intimate de-
tails about her family, her body,
and her feelings about modeling,
as if none of it means very much.

Scharlin has become a profes-
sional, albeit empty, subject. For
the past several years, her art has
been a series of twisted, and origi-
nal, autobiographical creations—
made by other people, not the art-
ist. In the process, the art of auto-
biography has reached new highs
and new lows.

“I'm interested in myself,” ex-
plains the artist on the phone.
“And I'm not.” Don't get con-
fused. That’s a 'very Kerri
statement.

Scharlin is known for asking the
most surprising and unconven-
tional artists to do her portrait.
These works, in turn, become her
art. In one series, she commis-
sioned the illustrator of a Barbie
coloring book to do an edition
based on the artist’s own life. We
see a Kerri/Barbie working in her
studio, meeting collectors, enjoy-
ing the life of the ideal girl-artist.
Ha ha. In another, more recent
work, Scharlin put together 12 of
her friends with a dozen police-
sketch artists and had them draw
her portrait from the verbal de-

scriptions. The result was, of .

course, 12 creepy versions of Kerri
Scharlin. In her current exhibi-
tion, the artist commissioned a

group of writers and photogra- |

phers from mass-media publica-
tions to capture her profile; she
then convinced the art directors

i from these magazines to design

the package.

The real Kerri Scharlin

Very Kerm

The walls at jose Freire are cov-
ered with large, glossy layouts, all
faux spreads from vaguely identifi-
able publications (GQ, Vanity
Fair, Harper’s Bazaar, Premiere,
Self, Psychology Today, Vibe,
Vogue), offering their versions of
the Kerri Scharlin- story. Of
course, some of these magazines
have recently been redesigned, so

a few of these layouts look dated. |

Nevertheless, the sheets read and
look like genuine color proofs.
And, no surprise, the makeup
junkie we meet in Mademoiselle is
different from the neurotic artist
we meet in Interview. ’

What is not apparent is how
Scharlin managed to manipulate
so many employed writers, includ-

ing Julia Szabo, Christopher Bag- !

ley, Ron Rosenbaum, Jeffrey Ho-
grefe, Deborah Gimelson, Gene
Stone, and Phillip Lopate, into
participating in this cynical proj-
ect. “It took me more than a year
and a half,” says the protagonist
of these thin pages, “‘and some of
the magazines, Elle and The New
Yorker, refused to participate.”
Scharlin functioned as editor
and publisher, reserving all rights.
Did she edit and change the arti-
cles? “The only piece I edited was
Phillig Lopate’s,” she claims. Ac-

cording to New York magazine,
Lopate turned in a 35-page manu-
script, on a 300-word assignment.
“He was flattered that he was
considered hip enough to be in-
cluded in a downtown project,”
explains Scharlin.

“Early on, I was told that the
going rate for writers was a dollar
a word,” continues Scharlin. The
average price she paid was $300
per piece, but some authors didn’t
ask for money (!) and didn’t get
any. Who? “I can’t say,” says
Scharlin. “There are too many
egos involved”—not to mention
the artist’s. “‘Some people wanted
to trade work,” she adds. The
photographers, including Annie



Leibovitz, Timothy Greenfield-
Sanders, Torkil Gudnason, and
Steven Klein, were reimbursed for
their expenses. Scharlin scoffs at a
recent squib in New York attack-
ing her for not paying partici-
pants, while the work at the gal-
lery is selling like hotcakes. “It’s
not like I'm getting rich,” she
says. But she is getting famous. If
everyone gets his or her 15 min-
utes, Scharlin has made art out of
hers. Perhaps her time will last
longer. And then again, maybe it
won't.

In the 14 texts, Scharlin is gen-
erally presented as a passive, neu-
rotic female artist—the most naive
stereotype. Scharlin is obviously
aware of this, but she doesn’t
seem to mind. In Mademoiselle,
she happily chats about her days
wearing Mary Quant’s Love’s
Fresh Lemon; in Self, she dis-
cusses the complexity of her rela-
tionship with her StairMaster. In
the Interview clone, Scharlin al-
lows Mark Marvel to glibly pa-
tronize her life: “I think you'’re a
hugely neurotic person, you're
hugely neurotic—which is not bad
as long as you can direct it
out....” “Right,” says Scharlin.
In one of the most entertaining
works, Rosenbaum (Vogue) leap-
frogs over Scharlin’s dilemmas,
writing his own hilarious parody
of The Larry King Show.

The artist says she allowed the
writers and photographers to di-
rect the action. When photogra-
pher Christian Witkin wanted her

to take her clothes off, she obliged
him. So we see a large portrait of
the artist wearing only her bra and
underpants, talking on the phone.
Why did she do cheesecake?

“It wasn’t my idea,” says Schar-
lin. “Witkin thought the object
was to reveal my real identity, to
get to the real Kerri.” Is this the
real Kerri? “Well, he wanted it
dirtier,”” explains Scharlin, “more
provocative, more challenging.”
Scharlin was a submissive model,
but she doesn’t ‘“feel abused by
the image,” she adds. “Yet I
wouldn't say I feel that good
about it, either.”

In a subsequent conversation, I
ask Scharlin if she’s a feminist.
“Of course,” she answers, without
hesitating. ‘“Who isn’t these
days?” Phyllis Schlafly isn’t. Re-
gardless, I ask her what she means
by feminist. “I have no interest in
presenting myself as a feminist
cliché,” she tells me. “Feminism is
changing. There’s a new genera-
tion acknowledging traditional fe-
male things. The most important
thing about feminism,” she con-
cludes, “is that it empowers wom-
en to speak. That’s what this piece
is all about,” she says.

The next day, however, Scharlin
calls me back. She’s worried about
how she sounded in the interview.
She wants to talk more about fem-
inist politics. She explains that
one doesn’t have to advocate any
position to be a feminist. “I want
my work to raise issues, not an-
swer questions,” she tells me. “I
don’t like preachy political art.” I
tell her she shouldn’t worry. So-

called “political” art will be an
extinct genre in no time at all. But
I also tell her that when the
feds come for the “political art-
ists,” they’re going to come for
her too.

She calls me again the following
day. She’s still worried. She wants
to talk more about how the repre-
sentation of Kerri Scharlin in the
piece represents women artists.
She says she simply tried to hon-
estly answer every question (ex-
cept the little one about her age)
she was asked. I question her pas-
sivity. I am quietly wondering why
Kerri Scharlin didn’t tell some of

these reporters to fuck off. Or why
she didn't explain to Mademoi-
selle that beneath the skin, wom-
en have teeth. “Look, Kerri,” I tell
her. “Your work has a life of its
own, you can’t control how people
interpret your work. And you
can’'t control the shape of my
article.”

This is not one of Kerri’s pieces.

“But I am shaping your piece,”
she says, with a confidence I have
not previously heard. “Look, if I
had refused to let you interview
me, you would have written' a dif-
ferent piece.”

“Would you like my byline?” I
ask her. “Sure,” says the artist.
Why not? |

681 ‘9 19qWasaqa 3DI0A



