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Whittome with piece of the installation Gymnasium: 0

utfit of the Soul.

Priestess
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Irene Whittome’s works dig deep

HENRY LEHMANN
Special to The Gazette

n her unflagging search for spiritu-
I al origins, Irene F. Whittome has be-

come Montreal's primary priestess
of feeling. Her installations, those un-
canny collages of sacred and profane
that she has been doing for years, seem
to stand as silent witnesses to self-be-
trayal. In fact, we might even say that
Whittome is the maker of relizious art
—this at a time when traditional reli-
gious art, possibly religion itself, has
entered a syrupy dark age that might
turn out to be terminal. However, as
demonstrated at her new show at the
Musée d'Art Contemporain, Whit-
tome’s secular version of spirituality
and art is anything but saccharin.

This exhibit, curated by Josée
Belisle, is a kind of mini-retrospective
and contains 10 pieces from the muse-
um’s collection and two installations
especially ereated for the show, Though
uneven, the show, a fast-forward vista
of Whittome's career from 1969 to'the
present, gives some idea of her evolu-
tion as artist, and the scope of her aims
isthereforall to see.

- Fertility as a persistent Whittome
theme as is apparent in the earliest
works, such as Egg of 1970, a shrine-
like box brimming with styrofoam
balls recalling somewhat the hermetie
miniature universes produced by
Joseph Cornell. With fertility, an artist
taps into an art theme almost as old as
. humankind. :

"  Then, in the mid ’70s, Whittome
comes out of her own shell and starts
thinking big, as indicated by the stun-

ning Annexe au Musée Blanc (Altar),
with its row of white, faceless totems.

These abstract, pared-down figures |
are taller than the average person and |
lean elegantly against a wall. Congtruct- ||

ed from long, irregular slivers formed
from papier-maché, these pale projec-

TEDD CHURCH, GAZETTE |

tiles are at once larval and moribund. |

The wire and masking tape binding

each upright element suggests mumini-

fication and the rituals of death.
William Blake, who might have ap-
preciated this intertwining of new and

old, serves as the verbal pivot for Whit- |

tome’s show. A quote from Blake's
Heaven and Hell is posted prominently
on one wall. The phrase, “energy is
eternal delight,” could not be taken se-
riously, at least not today, if it hadn't
been written by Blake—or borrowed by
Whittome, When used in an art col-
umn, words such as “energy” and “in-
finity” are sure signs of desperation.
Whittome's art is anything but
wrought up or frantic and has the in-
ner calm of a sphinx. Yet, the work is
built on a complex mental spiral of po-
larities - time vs. stasis, presence vs.

absence, start vs. finish, matter vs. |

thought, thought vs. feeling. Ini the case
of Emanation=Le Musee Noir, from
the early 1990s, it's hard to tell whether
the various components are there wait-
ing to be assembled or are already em-
balmed and laid to rest. The installa-
tion, really a small three-walled
chapel, is dominated by a set of objects,
including an angular goddess seeming-
ly about to participate in some kind of
celebration,

Please see WHITTOME, Page J2
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Major show Worth seeing

,WHITTOME‘

- Continued from Page J1

The backdrop for this celest1al menage isan un-
likely assortment of books, shoe-horns, anddried

' flowers. Framed and on the walls, these “pic-

tures” of banality bear little immedlate resem-

blance to the images Giotto once painted on

church walls. However; Whittome’s array, with its

allusions to Dada, does suggest a world view, one
 with roots in medieval theology - and perhaps in.

the human need to name and explain. Like many
of Whittome'’s creations, Emanation reflects her

fascination with the human urge to collect and
classify. One of the framed books in Emanation,

_an ancient tome titled Le Caractére, is a yellow-
‘ing manual of perso ality:

| Inthis: msjsallanq

ylate to reality outsi

- notionof artas bem

 Of course, what h

 concept of classific

~ word “musée” has é
titles of Whittome’

‘produced comprehe

- alternate museums,

_protests against all j
on Whittome’s elusi

~ If Whittome’s tenc

- gradually to increas
last two reach almc

~ One of these install
‘tower titled Chatea
and reconstituted rig
looming, strangely n
is the mood of luxur
Symbolist paintings
the museum walls in
the tower only serv
tional impact of ther

~ The other work, t
the Soul, is breatht:
melange of items. (
that Whittome hers

and that a}l the concern over ritual and lifeforce
is justa giant coverup. Gymnasmm, ensconced in
its own special room, is loaded with heavy-duty
exercise equipment - scary hurdle bars and omi-
nous rings. But, like the New Age gyms that have
opened lately all across North America, this tor-
ture chamber is not exclusively a sanctum for the
male ego; that Whittome’s gym is open to a whole
range of sexes is hinted by the tone of the walls,

~ an insistent, flesh pink that doesn’t rea]ly corre-
“spond to any gender stereotype ¢

‘The figure suspended from the cellmg conﬁrms
that this is not just another place for working off

‘ fat. The humanoxd a piece of armour festooned

with many breast-like spheres, is simultaneously

- warrior and fertility goddess, monstrosity and di-

vine vessel; the form would be very out of placein

_any fitness program, but ironically he-she is

quite at home in the museum.
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IN PERSON / A refraspective at Montreal's
Musewurm of Contemporary Art finds this senior local
artist (n @ contemplative mood

maried ("althrugh T hawe bad =n-
Ruzbes Arts Catrespomtet tenglements®), she has rigorousty it
e ber Hfe around ber waric
CULPTOR lrene Whittome says The apremt show contains bath her
that her currett solo show ot famcrs “musErm T mieoss (RAdte Au-
Moatreal’s Museam of Contempo-  semom of 1975 and Blzek Muserm of
rary Art f5 "2 shock  me. M Hke 1991}, wikh display objects that
toaking throagh a rear-view mirrar.” seem to come from anchent fribal cul-
The exhibition & a rere indepth  tures, bt ako an eloctric fan and &
look at an artlst who tas travedled @ Lady’s handbae. The afivepnated Do
koely rosd Her soulptares, oflee  Hoo that she ks an arfistic *anttro
wocknd with plaster and wax, seem o palagist” proves to be the key thar
be traces of apchent civilmbons —  gefs this mest resarved of artists to

“Ove of mp earliesl memoties
mupLumeuvarmbemg

inspirss, the winty intefectmality of seum,” said Whittome, who sports &
ber work o be mumideting R distioctive wave of blaschbland hair
Gesnl wake things exsler that she 8 et accentuates the fine bane stroc-
aften without an agent of regular gii-  ture of har face. “FU never forged the
Ty (she beole with ber most recent Haida honghoat; it was my first can-
gaBary four years gy}, and that she  tact with art.* When she bearped that
s not ploy the an-wordd geme Emily Card's tredemark smock waz
beng a putdic parsonality. {nspired by Haida women's clntining.
e of the wods complated for the she made this armonsr-Hke apron min
carrent shaw {which alpo cantains 9  a recurring BOHS in ber own &t
mRx pieces from the mweum's pa- The amhrupological straln in ber
manem collection doting back 0 19%)  work s not an affectation. As @
is an olt woadkn water ower |alveged  FOUDE Womnan she fmmersed berself
from @ demolished buflding. Insde it I Jeseph Campbell's books aboat
she has placed lights, and a sound  mythology, and only 10 years ago she
track of admost inoudidk arusic. On a  went oa an asoetic “spTil quast= m e
nagby wall are two narwhal tusks  remate comes of the Arizona desert
Her “cocoeptualizing™ taros 8 £2-foct- Cut of s quest came, among okher
all tower of womoul lamber &to a things, the strange and disturbing
beooding monotith. Sbe has not cat an tortnise motif {ejther its shedl, or Its
opening & it 50 i remains opaque and  dotached bead) wiith became part of
impenetrable. “T wouldn't dream of her small socabubary of repeatad
cutting a bole, ” she said. aghact at the  symbols.

,,,,, thought, °If’s (ba outside which {sim~ -~ Returulng—to —Canadas —after—ber
portant”®

Paris training. Whittome maoved ta

AN appropeiate declaration from &n Moutreal i the 1960s and became
et who is also fanosly retuctant  foent in French ("T've given up try-
10 talk shout hey poreral Life. [nspired kg te explain that (o my frdends in
a8 3 child in VRnomnar by the work of  Vancouver™, and now leaches s at
Fmily Camr, she lste; trained there  Concondia University. And in her
&ith dack Shedbolt. Then she weat L0 many years in Montresl, sbe has
Paris and slodied with wellknown  travelled anly ahen these was & com-
primt maker Stanler Havter. Never  pefllng pmfessional rewson, suh as

o

mathematics married to emotion.

mmrmmmcmmoamam-—

OWEN DZAATT R Gt grd Mart)

when she went ko see the Decrnenta
confemporary art round-up m Ger-
many im 72, or a compefling par-
sonal reason, such as her Arizons
spirit quest.

Whittume speaks respectfully of
ber family (her father operstesd a
giant bulldoear for kegging excava-
tlan, and she thinks of him tstely as
her work bevomes more manumen-
tal), but feaves the impressinn that
she was net especially close to them

‘For me, identity cculdn’t be fem-
ily. ldeatity was [ooking out into the

~—Campboll —war - Wy —mota girdle {insplied shr says By §

fatber.' ... What | can sy abogt pry
family iF that they didn't hold e
back Tlefl tme at tlwage af 17.7

It was ac a ynang arlst warking in
Mantreal that she dgiveinpod thn first
of her trademark ealifs, Ue cgg. 6
was mspiced Uy 3 sveandoentury
Middle BEgstern statiedie of a ferdlity
goddise whe wrars a sort af holg

mde up o three bards of targe white
eges. It inspired her 1970 sculpture
£gg. & jokes watk in whith the chast
buttans of a ssnached ap pair of cav-
eralls suggest nipples, and a tiny
opening bekw has a little chute, as
a0 a gum machine, which drops
small stywofaam eggs anto a plst-
form.

Nearly %) years Jater, the motdf re
apfeaTe in a strangely beaotiful wock
wich che created for tse current
show. Called Gyrmasiume Ontfit of
the Smid, it festores a suspeaded

medkeral chastity belt} (o which &e
giuad 2 quantity of oatrich oggs. It
refere avertly 1 the gnrient statu-
elte, bat the gnile is suspaded in
e middle of whatl sems (0 e a
turmafthecentury gymnasium, with
frather  pomnw] lorses aod rak-
frameed weiphthifiing miachines
“Women are only @iven a4 osrtain

Irene Whittome’s long quest for home

number of eges,” Whittom? satd with
a broad emfle that dMn'i reveal very

modL “In the same way, | eod to

sklp arvund and rewse objects and
themes .-
Gymenosium s @ powerful work,

tree ladders loaded with froa
welghls bebind #_ s that mathemat.
{5 ar emotian? | don't knaw. The cre
ative process is to keep at something
beceuse you tnoer hat {t will eventu-
afly be right.*

The obsesdanal quality of her
otk has often besn noted, as has the
fad that @ woman who pever had
chiidren retuns agsin sad egein to
imagss af the fecand female hody.
Narclesism? “Ver, ['ve hewd that
wird," she emfisd agmin, but then
frowsued. “The thing & do we ever
get out of gur bodis?”

The mofound coatrol shie exerts
ovet har wurk is especiadly clesr i
ths W “nseam” indailstions. In
the exrlies oow from 1975, tatl scrofl-
like obiects of bamboo and peper are
wound abeat with thousands of feat
of masking tape, [aborinusty appiled.
The latsr 149¢ ingtaliatioo 5 an en-
tire room in an imaginary msuseum,
with axall objects mediculonsls
frameod-on ooe wall, ard karger ob-
jects — both o4 and new — dis
plaved ¢ another wall and coated
with war umiit they iood umiformiy
anchnt Between them are other ob-
jecs solommly  dieplayed. renging
from 8 New Gidnean mask, to @ to-
tolse’s bead, to an electric fan. The
jodtapositiens are absurd, bot the
sotemn end retboukous ongunimtion

__frmly forbéds (he viewer from arack:

{ng eveq the faintest smile.

I these museums msy appear mor-
bid o the average cbscover, far Whit-
tome they are full of personal im-
ageTy and assoctations. “Mayte they
represent the hosoe Mm Imking far.”

Fog an artist, ®hittume is very sl
able abot her work. Tlhere ware
hints Grpughout the camversatinn
that the abjocts she makins are part of

Globe « M@t 38 fa7

& personal suriteal quest, asch ope
leading to the pext Her few repexted
modifs — egg. torolse, paintec's
smock — seem to have symbolism of
a nearly rellgbvas (ntengts. Whea
somettdng unerpectad hsppeas, (ke
the lovely shedow cast by the corset
in the Gyrarum instaliation, she
looks ou It a8 a kind of cammanics-
tHon, thoagh she doesnt say from
where. “For me, for something ke
that to happen T have (0 be punctusi;
I have m be {0 my pasition.

women, with Whitlome accusing
Goodwin o using 2 colowr of red
which she considered to be hor own.
Anather suggests that Whitrome kas
brt berself by oot travelling abvoad
end prometing her work.

She sckmowiodges thal there is
Tuth in the latter alkegatian. “Yoa're
suppesd to trevel conslantly to re
piouish your fmage But yoo alsa
tave to giva time to research and to
your osn weldeing. My choics was
to stay in Canads ['ve had Burop=an
exhihitione, but that's st encugh. A
bt of artiss are fhe work of art
thmnseiver they sall the ant with
thelr personalities.*

This & part of ber dissatsfaction
with the parkeddriven aspest of
moders sadiety gencrally.

“If's hard for people to stop and
Lake the fime (o became part of some
one else’s workd Owr sociedy wants
everything i be digestible, hsped
««« L5 griting barder Lo keap the prd- -
vate world {ntact. *

She gloxes with iolense satesfsc
tion in the direction f the mumaum
wing devoted to her work, “Thore's
not much fype in this show -

Clhoiiee o
The frens F. Whittcone ezhitetion s at

ke Muste d'art contemporain de
Mansreal untit Ger. 25
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ARCHITECTURE AND VISUAL ARTS

‘Whittome prints go for

: Irene Whittome is known for her
- esoteric sculptural installations, but
- she returned to printmaking to

" create a series to donate to a group .

- promoting art programs for children.

i “(Children) must learn to live with grace in an

ureraeeful environment or we will experience fu- -

turedhagd, ' ddrtist Jack Shadbolt once said.
The commentwas rfided in‘connection with his
invglvement ,wa “the Artists for Kids Trust,
‘hicli'Was established in the North Vancouver

School DIsEMEP {1$1996: lt migsion to provide a
wide variety of ﬁne—aﬁﬁ enrlghrhent programs
for children.

Shadbolt, together with
Gordon Smith and the late
Bill Reid, were the artist
teachers 1n1t1ally approached
by the orgamzers of the pro-

' ‘ject, Bill MacDonald and
Wing Chow.
“We were looking for ways

tahaln e Ac anapial nroiects

DOROTA g 2
s cial times,” said Mac--

KOZINSKA Donald, anart co-ordmator
for the North Vancouver School District. :

When the fund was established, Reid donated
300 of his original art prints to the Artistsfor
Kids Trust, using the opportunity to stress the
importance of arteducation and the educators’
mission of nurturing the arts as “an essential ele-
ment of our humanity.”

The trust, which alsoruns an educational art
gallery with a collection (“like a snapshot of the
National Gallery of Canada),isfinanced -~ ~
through the sale of prints donated by Cariad.ian
artists, and the list is impressive. .

In addition to Reid’s, works by Davld Black-
wood, Betty Goodwin, Christopher Pratt, Guido
Molinari and Michael Snow have been donated to
the organization. Joining the illustrious group is
Irene Whittome with her Oceania portfolio, now
on display at Thérése Dion Art Contemporain.

In recent years, Whittome has concentrated on
creating a series of deeply personal sculptural in-
stallations, which have been shown in such
venues as Musée d’Art Contemporain de Mon-
tréal and the Canadian Centre for Architecture.
Qceania is areturn toprintmaking, bringing
back memories of her sojourn in Paris at the fa-
mous Atelier 17 of Stanley William Hayter.

A Vancouver-born artist and teacher, winner of

! A
ot R PR A

with children despite tough™ -

ANDRE PICHETTE, GAZETTE
Whittome’s nine masks in a panel. Gallery
owner Thérése Dion stands next to panel.

the Paul-Emile Borduas and the Gershon
Iskowitz prizes, Whittome has been living and
working in Montreal for many years. She was in-
troduced to the Artists for Kids Trust by Moli-
nari, and instantly agreed to participate.

“Tt started with one print, and went on tonine,”
shelaughed. “It’s a project that has gone on and
on, it’s now becoming an installation.”

“It’s the first time we have been given a series of
prints,” said MacDonald, who has working with

S - i B

ds

Whlttome on the project for over two years, and
who calls prmtmakmg “the most democratic of
art forms.”

Those who purchase Whittome’s Oceania se-
ries will find works resonating with the echo of
ancient civilizations and the call of the future.

Inspired by the cultures of the Pacific Rimand
the Indian Ocean, the artist has created a series of
nine mask-like, iconic forms, on which she has
superlmposed a gesture, a dark embossed mark,
linking them in an original manner.

“Tt’s the past and the present,” Whittome ex-
plained. “The past is the mask, the present the
gesture, theactign, Both worlds are there, the
pastand the futute, and the spacing between,
that'sme.” | ;

The series, which she calls “a personalization
of amyth,” is bound in a deep blue album, the se-.
quence of images assembled almostat random.
They are accompanied by a text written by Lauri-

er Lacroix.

In Thérése Dion’s elegant, minimalist gallery,
the prints are also exhibited individually on the
walls as wellas together all nme inone Iarge pan-
el -1#

Dion,a contemporary art consuitan; with a (1s-

tinct, personal aesthetic, found the works andthe

cause entirely up heralley.
! “Youhavétobelieve in what youare present—
!mg » Dion said.
Two years ago, she profiled the work of Japan-

ese-born, New York photographer KenroIzu,and _ |
~ | "fied categorization.

his mesmerizing images of Angkor, Cambodia. ° -
Aftervisiting that war-ravaged co B
tablished a non-profit organization, ends

Withouta Border, and,through the sale of his
works, rmsedﬁmds for the village chlldnen
maimed by land mines.

It was the issue as well as the photographs that
inspired Dion to get involved then, as now.

“There was something worth participating m,” _

she said, referring to the Artists for Kids Trust -
and the Oceania series. “Also the concept of the
past and the present, which is what I beheve in-
that you cannqt neglect the past and just think of
the present, just think of contemporary art.”
“Arts for Kids is all about partnerships,” said -
MacDonald, who came to Montreal for the laurnch
of Whittome’s Oceania portfolio. “Partnerships
with teachers and artists and children and the -
community. And the children are the winners.”

% Portfolio Oceania, prints by Irene Whittome, is .

on untjl May 29, 372 Ste. Catherine St. W,, Room.
527. Open Friday to Saturday, noon until 6p.m., or
by appointment. Call (514) 398-9204.
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be misse

‘DOROTA KOZI
Specialto The G

An often-used metaphor wh
is to say that a light has gon«
Milan Lapka, a roaring fi
guished with his untimely de:

After struggling with cance
Lapka, & ceramist and teache
Centre in Westmount, died la:

Czech-born Lapka was the ]
department at the centre, wh
1991, together with hlS wife,
Eva.

The couple organized a se-
ries of cultural exchanges
between Czech and Canadi-
an visual artists, inspired

| dozens and produced- won-

OerTul WOrks oL drv emumu:u

mboth ‘countries.” i’
‘ Lapka was a pamter and
sculptor as well as ce! ist,

but it was in the latter form
with Eva that he produced
one-of a-kind pieces that de-

Fired by boundless pas-
sion, the Lapkas signed thei
son as labours of bothlovean

They participated in nume
exhibitions, and their pieces
vate and public collectior

‘| Québec’s and Lavalin’s as w

d’Art Contemporain de Mont

Lapka’s enthusiasm for'h
everything he did, infecting
with the same positive energ:

“My personal evaluation ¢
ator is an individual who eva
time, because he is primari

. sessed by the need to exprest

fofs to his image,” he once?

Lapka was a versatile artic
remembered as a teacher; to\
of cardsand letterson Eva’s d

One bowjincluded a letter,
time to do c}%arity, it is the ]
time to do art;.it is the key to

v Ty
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s
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