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Gina Phillips: Heroes and Villains. TnstaHation, 20 II, Courtesy of Jooathan Ferrara Gallery.
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and protecting. To some, its inherent functionality negates its fine
art status. Contrarily, throughout time, fabric has acted much like
portraiture or history paintings. Fabrics narrate history, from as
many perspectives as are embroidered into the Bayeux tapestry
to the intimate and familiar genealogies pieced together in family
quilts. 1t might seem difficult to manage the apparent disparity
among these qualities of the fabric medium, but both Matthew
Cox and Gina Phillips attempt to do so in their work. These artists
explored content of the familiar, intimate, and narrative qualities
conveyed by the medium in two simultaneous shows at Jonathan
Ferrara Gallery.

Phillips' Heroes and Villains is at first glance a history.
In previous series, she has explored the mash-up of sometimes
incongruous imagery in historical painting. Several works about

SINCE AT LEAST the 1970s, fiber artists have consciously
blurred the distinction between fine art and craft. This deep but
debatable line is still tread through the endeavors ofthe artists who
continue to work in the medium. Fabric itself connotes warmth
and wrapping, of enclosing the human form within it. Its tactile
and sensual qualities evoke vessels, feelings of cocooning, storing,
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Matthew Cox: Foot with Srrded Grass, 2010. Embroiderd X-Ray, 10" high. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

much like Phillips' own neighborhood in the Ninth Ward,
Matthew Cox's embroidered x-rays comprised the

show Refresh, Reconstitute, Embellish in the next room of the
gallery. Like Phillips, Cox approaches fabric from a background
in painting. Each artist maps color and texture to create
representations of the human foml. But Cox's use of fabric strays
from Phillips' inherently painterly methods and into photography
and the sculptural object. By modifying x-ray film with embroidery
thread, Cox simultaneously obscures the fine 81i context of fabric
and elevates the medium above one which is inherently scientific.
However, both embroideries and x-rays are images subject to
analysis and communicate meaning - they are objects meant to be
seen to be appreciated. In a way, he may be debasing and elevating
both kinds of materials.

The combination of thread and film results in a push
and pull between concealing and revealing, inside and outside,
warmth and coldness. The representation of toes woven into Foot
with Seeded Grass gently step onto soft green threads that form
a pastoral scene in the right half of the composition, but they are
merely one-third of a foot whose bones are revealed in the attached
film. The fleshiness of the foot stretches out of the empirical form
of the x-ray and into the interpretive foml of the embroidery,
creating an abmpt division between cold observation and warm
interactivity. Taken another way, the x-ray is the more intimate of
the two halves. The viewer is privy to the inside of this anonymous
subject, the most private view of the physical self, which in turn

could suggest inner thoughts and imaginings. It seems almost like
reading the diary of a dead person. Still, its basis is in science
and evidence; it has a black-and-whiteness that is emotionless
compared to the color and gesture of the embroidery.

Each of the embroidered x-rays was piillled to the wall
like a specimen. But, unlike Phillips, the hanging hardware
seemed more intentional in the context of Cox's pieces. He
stabbed each film with enOlIDOUSsewing needles like spikes to
the wall, allowing for several inches of space between the work
and the suPPOtt. While the work itself suggests a play between
gentle nurture in healing and comfOli, the needles were violent in
contrast, emphasizing the coldness of the x-ray and the brutality
that care can sometimes entaiL The delicacy of the needle work is
betrayed by the repetitive stabbing that is necessary to its process.
There is uncomfortable tension between these opposites - how
pain can lead to health - perhaps in the same way that Phillips'
work suggests reconstitution via violence.

The work of these two artists uses fabric in a painterly way,
linked to the history of tapestry and embroidery. They continue in
a tradition of painterly fabrics to record and narrate facts, which, of
course, are subject to interpretation. They reconsider and interpret
information as they are passed along through time, creating
fabrics that are metaphors for the aggregation of experiences from
preceding generations. It is this new accumulation of the ways the
fabric medium can be employed that infonns future interpretation.
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