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It is rare that a small show of painting and
drawing in an alternative space apily glides up
the line berween art and life. But Carol Es
pirroucites between the beauty of formal com-
position and the subtext of layered content as
precisely as any Los Angeles painter exhibit-
ing these days. We had a pleasant conversa-
tion overlooking the beach ai her San Pedro
home studio she shares with her poet boyfriend
Michael. Carol had given a talk about her art
amidst her solo show at the Highways Gallery
ir Santa Monica the week before.

Mat Gleason: In your talk at your solo
show, you went over what was a pretty angstful
relationship with your family and the tailoring
business, and yet there is no apparent negativ-
ity in your art. It isn't sentimental either, and
work drawing on deeper personal issues lends
1o wax loward one or the other of these. What
about your artistic approach allows you to avoid
the cliché-riddled pitfalls that entrap so many
other arlists?

Carel Es: | don't know really. | can prob-
ably answer this in a few different ways, |
wazn't aware there was such a cliché-pitfall
when artwork gets personal. | find it weird when
art isn’t personal. Other antisis get entrapped in
being negalive or sentimental, c¢h? | didn't
know. Is it maybe that some shit is just cheesy
when it's not really honest? It IS my angst that
dnves me, but | still try to make sure the work
looks good.

{): You mentioned your beginning in the
outsider ant world being riddled with more rules
and standards than the fine art world. Was there
a conspiracy there to keep the antists dumb and
removed from the commercial pant of things?

A it's not a conspiracy, well yeah maybe it
is. What is an outsider? The guys that painted
the caves in France? | can talk about this sub-
ject all day. The “experts” in the outsider field
{which make up a total of like 5 people) need
to sell a story and thal story has 1o go with a
style. The style is either childish, obsessive, or
makes one think of a mental patient. There's
no room for evolution beyond that box, God
forbid an artist matures or picks up new skills,
or lakes new nisks, or gels proper medication.

A famous outsider artist named Albert
Louden was a poor van driver in England who
Bot discovered by dealers in the early 80s. But
once he learned a bit abowt the business and
got involved in the selling, the “experis” in the
field actually asked him to give back his out-

26 sider status. His story was still hon-
est; it just didn't work with the little

that help you in the studio, knowing that work complementing
each other will be shown together? | ask because so many group
shows tend to be artists work that service the theme of some

Curalor...

A: Planning for solo shows has completely transitioned my
work because | am better focused and more in touch with the an
now than when | was vying for all those group shows cach year,
but being in-group shows has been a necessary expenence. [U'sa
good way o get out there, gather tools, network, meet artists, be
proactive, gain momenium, insight, confidence, feedback, disci-
pline, and see how it all works. Being a member a1 LA AAJ
Gallery 825 has really helped me in that sense, At the same time,
| do think that most group shows are limiting and cater too heavily
on themes, As a curator | know it’s a lot of fun to select work that
fits your message, but it wears me out as a gencral exercise.

It didn't even cross my mind to pursue a solo show until |
met artist Susan Woodrull. She encouraged me to stan thinking
in terms of creating larger impressions and presenting whole
bodies of work. | was already working in terms of series, but had
a naive idea that you had to be 65 years old or dead 1o have a solo

show.

1 still try to make singular pieces, while focusing on a whole
body of work. There's been more freedom in that. Naming shows
after the work is already chosen is probably a better idea, but
difficult. This recent solo show was hard to title because there «
was a lot going on in terms of subject matter and influence, The

next show is going to be called /-self and that
wraps up a lot of dual meaning while keeping
it open to interpretation. [-seffis what is marked
on garment patierns that require single picces
of fabric in the culting room. Most paltems are
marked 1, 2, 3 or 4 “sell.” Having solo show
opportunities also helps me to simplify, some-
thing | have been working on for a lifetime it
seems. | am always working quite hard 1o work
less.

: What was your most memomble group
show expenence

A: Lilli Muller put me in a show of §
women artists al Bedlam Gallery in Los Feliz
once that wound up to be a nicer expenence
than my lirst solo show,

Midge Lyan invited me into a show with
her and Elizabeth Hoffman at 1-5 Gallery in
downtown L.A. and that was a great show.

Ed Pelissier pul an interesting show 1o-
gether al the wedge building that used to be the
women's building in downtown, which urned
out great and proved you don’t need a known
gallery space to put logether a great show.

But once | took a train up to Salem, Or-
egon 1o se¢ a show | was in and didn’t tcll the
curalor. | was able 1o experience the show
ancnymously as if | were just a viewer and did
not have to speak 1o anyone about my work.
The curator had 4 of the artisis do short lec-
tures and | just loved being an onlooker not
having to say a word. It was like | was invis-
ible and got to eavesdrop on people talking
about my work. That was my best experience.
Although the curator was a little upset when
she found out | was there and never introduced
myseif,
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finite field the experts created. This is why “out-
sider” is a horrible description of work because
it really describes nothing, and it’s even inde-
finable by the people in the field. I'm sure they
will tell you their view is all about integrity and
this kind of crap. but who's integrity? There
isn't any freedom for the artist to define what
that integnty might be. Dealers will say they
are protecting their collectors by keeping a line
drawn between a regular eccentric artist and one
that's outside. It’s a line they like to erase and
redmw depending on how it serves them. In a
world so scemingly supportive and nurturing
of artists outside the mainstream (whatever that
means), vou should have seen their reactions
when | started to change my style. It was a kind
of “you can’t just do that™ kind of response.
But | had never belonged in the first place - not
because | was lacking a good sob story, but
becanse | was an ambitious self-promoter and
my work was nol consistent with the style rules.
| was even told that my work didn't look self-
taught anymore, What do you make of that?

| believe there are only a handful of real
outsider artists and their work is obvious. Their
dealers exploit them (especially when they are
mentally ill), and they have ripped them off
intensely (more so than the comemporary an
world). After they die their work is worth even
more, 50 | guess there’s no justice even in the
afterlife.

{: What percentage of your art, and | am
particularly referming to the cartoon imagery in
some of your pieces, would you say still has an
oulsider authenticity and how much of your
work 15 using a non-verbal or emotive method
of expression through the blending of compo-
sition and conceptualism?

A: | wouldn’t call it “outsider” authentic-
ity. Let’s move on from that word. | wish |
hadn’t brought it up at the talk. None of it is
pretension or baloney if that's what you' re driv-
ing at. In fact, it’s so truthful that it might be
the non-cartoony stuff that could be considered
contrived. | made a very conscious decision to
change my style a couple years ago because
my older work was way too telling of my pain.
| really am a little kid who's pissed off, but I've
also matured and got some therapy. It's the adult
that forces me to rethink my actions and plans
n my work.

Onee | stanted to understand my older work
(because 1 will tell you 1 did not know what |
wis screaming about back when | created it), it
would have been dishonest to continue down
that road. | had to change. At the same time, |
am leaming not to hide what | am and continue
1o practice the guttural work so | don't get too
bored with being a grown-up. Comball answer,
Jbut that's the truth.
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€2 You've passed your first public speak-
ing test with Mying colors, why is it that the art
world seems so lecture-onented? You seem like
the last person in the world to give a lecture, so
I have 1o ask you.

A: My reasons for doing the lecture had
nothing to do with the art world. It was per-
sonal. [t was more about conquening my fears.
Recently | had surgery. which left me feeling
like 1 had 1o give back to the carth by teaching
or mentoring since | wasn't going (o be breed-
ing any monkeys of my own. | figured if | could
get through a lecture then | could possibly one
day teach.

But once | recovered from the leciure and
processed everything, | realized | do not owe
any philanthropy 1o young adults as a teacher,
especially since | despise being amongst groups
of people. | leamed more about what it is | do
and do not want to do.

You are right - the ant world is very lec-
ture-oriented, and while I haven't been to all
that many artist lectures myself, the ones [ had
seen and heard were pretty boring. Friends of
mine that saw Laura Owens and Elizabeth
Peyton were completely disappointed with their
lack of depth in meaning. | too would have high
expectations from such artists. Since nothing
was really expected of me, | figured 1 could
maybe pull it off, or at best, have less distance
to fall if | bored everyone.

Mary Milelczik, the curator of the High-
ways show, encouraged me 10 give a talk be-
cause she felt | had a compelling story. She
knew it wasn'l going 1o be art-speaky or filled
with academic bullshil. She and others also con-
vinced me that people would be interested, so
that's also why someone like me would do an
odd thing like that.

It has always amazed me that people go see
other people talk about themselves when itisn't
stand-up comedy.

@: Tell me about he Durfee Grant you were
just awarded...

A: Well, | was just recently awarded a grant
from the Durfee Foundmtion for my show at
George Billis in September. This is a big honor
as an LA, artist. The funds will be used for an
art book that.is accompanying the show and
some frames.

The Burfee Foundation granis up 1o 2500
bucks to L.A. artists 4 times a year for specific
shows that mark a sort of distinet turning point
in their carcer. I've applied for it several times
in the past and am really happy 1o be selected
this ime. All vou can dois keep trying. For me
there isn't another choice. | apply for things
constanlly and once and a while | pet some-
thing. Mostly it's all about rejection, but I'm
always getting back up no matter how many
times | get run over.

I'll take the good where | can.

@ After a few years of group shows you
are finally showing more as a solo artist, does

SEE PAGEAD

{): You had a background in the music in-
dustry, tell me about signing with a record la-
bel and maybe contrast that with working with
a gallery, being represented in the ant world.

A: | was a drummer in a litde rock band
and we signed a deal with Sony that got us new
equipment, some tour support and studio rental.
Past that, our recordings were puid for but things
didn’t pun out, Then we'signed to an indy and
wenl into debt an additional 300k. | say in debt
because these band deals are really loans. You
have to recoup the money back 1o the company
with the lllions of records you're going Lo sell.

Both industries have their vices. [t's kinda
cufthroat vs. financial faimess. In the music biz,

GROUP SHOWS CATER TOO
HEAVILY ON THEMES

the artist is screwed financially from all sides,
which is probably why there is more camarn-
deric between musicians than artisis. Gallery
representation is more personal [ one-on-one.
You get a lot more credit being an artist oo,
Musicians are treated |ike dinty street bums and
unless you're Bruce Springsteen (who | dislike
by the way ) or something, you aren't “the boss!™

At least with gallery representation you get
half the profits! With a recording contract, you
are lucky to gel a fraction. And like I said, you
also owe the money they put into you, plus all
the managerflawyer fees, or anyone else who
was working for you for “free™ because they
“belicved in you." ..am | sounding bitter ye1?

The chances are slim (o none your album
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will even go gold, and depending on the deal,
gold is as pood as tin. At least in a gallery deal
the artist is essentially treated well and your
relationship is built on mutual respect. With a
record company - unless you sell millions of
“uniis” there isn’t any real love. Even your pro-
ducer and the guy who signed you in the first
place get sick of you after 3 months. But mayhe
this happens in the an world too.

A major interesting difference in the two
worlds are the anists themselves. In a band you
learn to work together and there is real support
there. Even between “rival™ bands there is a true
bond that | hardly ever see between visual an-
1515, Maybe because art is a stand-alone thing
the competition is culthroat, but | just don't sce
artists genuinely happy for other artists® sue-
cesses. There is just a strange, suspicious coat-
ing on friendships between artists that is just
non-existent between musicians.

{: Are the groupics in the ant world cuter /
studlier than the groupies in the music indus-
try?

A: No way. Rock n’ roll is sexier by a long

(: Are there any musicians who influence
your an?

A: No,

{2: Has living in San Pedro had any notice-
able impact on your an?

A: Actually, 1I'd be making the same an
whether | lived in Hollywood, San Pedro or
Joshua Tree. This question has an answer, but
my answer is boring. How bout a different ques-
tion?

(the iape ended as [ was saying “"Uhk.... in
response fo thai), c



