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PREFACE
Beth Sellars, Curator

Patte Loper is a painter who has for years created fragmented
structures as a framework for her paintings. As the sculptural
elements became more pronounced, her focus shifted
somewhat from the painted canvas to the actual sculptural
structure. At this juncture, we entered into conversation
regarding the possibility of the structures evolving to the
size of monumental site-specific installation. This spring, the
notion took physical shape in the overwhelmingly demanding
interior volumes of Suyama Space.

For a month Patte toiled in the space, fabricating and
responding to what the architecture demanded. Combining
overriding concerns referenced in Nova Benway's essay
and Patte’s artist statement in this publication, with the
physical creation made of cardboard, sticks, papier mache,
and hot glue, the sited installation ascended high into the
open-trussed ceiling and crept across the floor. Soon, the
gallery visitor was immersed in many levels of dimensional
“paintings.”

Bornin Colorado, Patte grew up in Tallahassee, Florida. She
lived for a short time in the Northwest while teaching art at
Central Washington University in Ellensburg. Patte currently
lives and works in Brooklyn, NY and Boston, MA where she
is on the faculty of the School of the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston. She has an MFA in Painting from San Francisco Art
Institute, 1997; a BS in Graphic Design from Florida State
University, 1990; and Post-Baccalaureate Study in Painting
and Printmaking at the University of Florida, 1994-1995.

She has shown her work in numerous solo and group
exhibitions nationally and internationally, including The
Drawing Center, New York City, The Licini Museum Ascoli,
Piceno Italy, LMCC'’s Art Center on Governor’s Island, New
York City, The Blue Star Contemporary Art Museum, San
Antonio, Texas, and the ISE Foundation New York. Her work
is in the collections of the Rene di Rosa Foundation, the
Microsoft Corporation, and the Hirshhorn Museum. She
is currently represented by Platform Gallery, Seattle, and
Massimo-Carasi, the Flat, Milan.

We greatly appreciate Patte’s dedication, insights and cheerful
persistence. We are grateful for the capable fabrication
assistance of Ashleigh Robb, Megan Harmon and Matthew
Sellars. And thank you to Stephen Lyons for introducing
Patte’s work to us through Platform Gallery. Suyama Space is
constantly indebted to the continued support from 4Culture/
King County Lodging Tax Fund, and our deeply significant
Suyama Space Friends.






PATTE LOPER’S SEEKING HIGHER GROUND
Nova Benway

The trouble with Utopia has always been that everyone has
different, often conflicting, ideas of what it means—it's a
“no-place” full of warring neighborhoods. In her installation
“Seeking Higher Ground,” Patte Loper confronts this
inconvenient truth head-on, creating a boisterous Babel of
utopian and dystopian imagery. A sprawling structure of
cardboard, wooden dowels, paint, and allusive images, the
work intertwines architecture, urban planning, and activism

to create an unholy alliance between aesthetics and ideology.

The artist works from the assumption that politics never
plays out on neutral ground: in the words of political theorist
Chantal Mouffe, “What is at a given moment considered
the ‘natural’ order—jointly with the ‘common sense’ that
accompanies it—is the result of sedimented hegemonic
practices....there are always other possibilities that have
been repressed and that can be reactivated.”' Loper’s rickety

construction proposes contingency as a useful—indeed,

necessary—Ilens for political thought and action.

At the center of Loper's inquiry is the figure of the artist
herself. To build a structure that is as intentional as it is
provisional is to articulate the role of the artist, and the
arts, in contemporary culture. Though her installations
might initially appear haphazard, each piece is carefully
considered and bears the marks of its own making. Loper is

dedicated to the possibility of agency through spectatorship,

despite—or perhaps because of—the inherent reflexiveness
of perception: whenever we gaze at something, we also see

ourselves. Her installations often forego a sense of internal
cohesion in favor of invitations to viewers to contribute to
the work during the exhibition. Loper has never pretended to
offer an objective, comprehensive view; in “Seeking Higher
Ground” she pushes this to an extreme, through inclusion of
aseries of paintings inspired by Percival Lowell’s observation
of the planet Mars in the late 19th century. Lowell caused

a sensation when he seemed to have discovered “canals”

formed on the planet that pointed to evidence of intelligent
life; it was later found that, through a fluke of a lens, he
had been carefully tracing the superimposed image of his
own cornea. This collapse of science and solipsism, of the
external and the internal, is at the heart of the Loper's work.

Throughout her complex structures, Loper deploys various
artistic media to delightfully perverse ends. Drawing is often
used as a tool for planning; Loper, however, often continues
to draw as she builds, problematizing the distinction between
schematic and real space. Sculpture is usually distinguished
from architecture through the latter's adherence to function;
Loper's structures feel emphatically architectural, yet are too
big to be models and too small for practical use. Painting’s
role is similarly reinvented: Loper places a series of canvases
at various confusing locations throughout the installation,
interrupting the structural flow. This feels startling even in
our jaded age: Loper uses this most formal of media, so
associated with aesthetic expression, to quite simply gum
up the works. For the artist, the individual is both a cog
in the machine and a wrench in the gears, and perhaps,
paradoxically, this is where our agency lies. “Seeking Higher
Ground:” in Loper's world, this Utopian notion is ruefully
comic, which makes it no less urgent.

" Chantal Mouffe, “Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces.” Artand Research,
Volume 1, No. 2, Summer 2007. p. 2.

Nova Benway is the Co-Curator of Open Sessions Program
and Assistant Curator of Exhibitions for The Drawing Center,
New York City.
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ARTIST STATEMENT

Patte Loper

Seeking Higher Ground investigates, in installation form,

the confluence of the structure of Suyama Space and the
topography, history, and urban design of the landscape
surrounding it. Even though it may appear provisional, this
installation has been developed over time - built with objects
that have been constructed, then intentionally damaged or
dismantled and reused in new configurations to allow the

objects’ experiential history to be an integral part of the form,

structure, and conceptual meaning. The title, “Seeking Higher

Ground”, alludes to not only the spectre of rising sea lgvels,

but also to the ethical and psychological ramifications of
the built environment as laid out by the visionary architect,
Lebbeus Woods. Woods, who died in 2013 in Manhattan
during Hurricane Sandy, wrote about architecture, war, and
the body, as well as envisioning radical free spaces and
impossible-to-build structures.

The installation takes the infamous 1912 Denny Hill Regrade
as a jumping-off point. During the regrade, the massive
hill that overlooked the waterfront and held some of the
west coast’s architectural jewels, was razed to make way

for speculative economic development. At Suyama Space,

resting in the upper beams of the gallery - beams that
harken back to Seattle’s early days as a logging town - are
small scaffold-like pedestals holding models of houses
attached to chutes. The chutes carry paint from the upper
beams to the floor, where paint collection platforms have
been constructed. These constructions consider the last
property owner holdouts during the regrade, when homes
were isolated on tall pedestals of dirt during the dig-out. The
paint is meant to follow the path of dirt sluiced from Denny

Hill into Elliott Bay and into the waterfront neighborhoods,

including Bell Town.

On the south side of the gallery, a hill-form represents
a “ghost”, a sort of structural mourning for the hill and
its inhabitants. A video contained within the structure is
designed as a psychological re-presentation of the SR 99

machine currently digging underneath Seattle’s waterfront.

This large, unpopular urban redesign effort could be seen

as a contemporary version of the Denny Hill Regrade.

Instead of depicting the SR99 literally, another kind of
machine is working and churning underground, producing
images originally created by historically disenfranchised
groups during times of oppression and isolation from the
mainstream. The images are redrawn, and intuitively placed

deep within the thought-map of the represented terrain, again,

as a plan, or wish for something new.

www.patteloper.com
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