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Connie Harris: Actions and Words In•Form
by Glen Helfand
All art is a matter of merging. It’s about joining concepts, images, and elements together into new fabrics, textures and ideas. Connie Harris’s paintings and sculptures often come from weaving, literally knitting, crocheting and overlaying her materials and subjects in various ways. Her processes tap into fresh dialogs regarding craft-based techniques—to make objects by hand in this digitally obsessed culture proposes heartily resistant alternatives-- but her forms and materials also reflect multiple approaches to abstraction. 

In her recent paintings, Harris envisions vibrant conglomerations of words rendered in loopy, and vibrant colors. They relate to the spiritually inflected patterns of Mark Tobey, Brice Marden’s curvy gestures, and Alexandra Grant’s paintings in which words are seen in reverse, as much as they do to the unfettered, somewhat outlaw feel of graffiti and street art. Harris’s canvases are a form of action painting in the way they suggest something dynamic, in process. They’re eye-tickling compositions, visual depictions of the lively din of party chatter-- you may have to tune your ears to hear anything specific, but you definitely know if those in attendance are having a blast. These are paintings of linguistic confetti, letters might fall off the edge, but something new emerges—in one 2009 work, ‘propaganda’ suggests ‘pro pagan’ when it can’t be contained on the canvas. 

Harris’s use of wire, nodding to Ruth Asawa’s hanging vessels, gives the cursive quality of handwriting solid form. When Harris knits steel wire, the resulting forms slump, yet are clearly durable. She calls them sprouts, as if they’ve organically emerged from the earth, if not her imagination. She’s also turned out a porous series of copper curtains, that when approached from certain angles, mesh into a minimalist grid.

The sculptures are quieter works than the paintings, as much for their more muted, monochromatic color schemes as for the calm from which they are made—knitting is a meditative act that fosters its own particular mindfulness. There’s a rhythm of raveling and unraveling, tight curls and loose lines. The paintings emerge from a stream of consciousness, of words that free float through our daily lives. They come together in unexpected ways, merging fleeting thoughts about a camping trip with, say, thoughts about a monumental Richard Serra sculpture. The conversation between Harris’s two and three-dimensional works constitutes a balance of sorts, of rambunctiousness and quietude. Together, they create something wonderful. 

Glen Helfand is a writer, educator, and curator who contributes regularly to Artforum, and other publications.

