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Domestic scenes reflect
an artist who feels at peace

arah McEneaney has a
s knack for conjuring do-

mestic warmth, but a
substantial number of her
paintings of the last 10 years
have not been exactly cozy. In
her typically straightforward,
slightly grave fashion — a
style reminiscent of both
Horace Pippin and early Al-
ice Neel — the artist has
chronicled, among other
things, her experiences with
rape and breast cancer. Seen
against McEneaney's prima-
rv, childlike color palette, her
muted portrayals of herself
facing her own anxieties have
seemed all the more painfully
exposed.

Life appears mellower now.
McEneaney's recent paint-
ings at Locks, which form her
first Philadelphia show since
her 2004 ICA retrospective,
are all about her house, her
studio, her garden, her trips,
and her dog and two cats.
The sense of peace and con-
tentment these modestly
scaled works radiate is sur-
prisingly magnetic. Suddenly,
one's own life looks too helter-
skelter.

A living-room scene shows
McEneaney reading as a dog
and a cat nap nearby; in her
studio, she lies in a ham-
mock, one leg dangling as if
to stroke her dog with her
sock-covered foot. In bed at
night, she adjusts a blanket
with one hand while her oth-
er arm encircles a cat, as a
second cat sprawls on a dress-
er and a dog lies in the door-
way like a benign, beagle-ish
Cerberus.

Every room in McEne-
aney’s house has its tidy ar-
rangements of things. Office
shelves are filled with translu-
cent plastic boxes marked
“Taxes,” “Press,” and the like.
A door is a virtual bulletin
board for drawings, cards for
friends’ exhibitions, an Oba-
ma poster. Paintings of places
she’s visited — seemingly re-
mote, tropical spots — are
restful and idyllic, but also
less personal; it is McEne-
aney’s own world in Philadel-
phia, so microscopic in its de-
tail, that continues to be end-
lessly fascinating.

In “Living Room,"” Sarah McEneaney shows herself reading as
a dog and cat nap nearby — a cozy departure from the artist's
earlier work chronicling unhappy experiences.

Ellen Harvey’s installation "The Room of Sublime Wallpaper™:
Wood panels, Plexiglas mirrors, newspapers and tape.

Upstairs at Locks, Ellen
Harvey, British-born and
based in New York, has the
equivalent of a midcareer sur-
vey.

Harvey's site-specific instal-
lation Mirror, a reverse en-
graving on mirror copying
the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts’ Frank Furness-
and George Hewitt-designed
stairhall, was exhibited there
in 2005-06. She marks her re-
turn to Philadelphia with a
group of paintings and instal-
lations that are similarly
brainy, carefully crafted and
ambitious.

Museum of Failure, shown
in this year's Whitney Bienni-
al, comprises a mirrored
Plexiglas wall on which Har-
vey — alluding to all the art
that will never make it
through museums’ doors
(much less into their collec-
tions) — has mounted numer-
ous decorative empty frames.

One such frame, however,
surrounds a rectangle cut
into the Plexiglas, allowing a
view of paintings by Harvey
— all self-portraits of her in
her studio — hanging on a
wall behind and parallel to
the Plexiglas.

Likewise, The Room of Sub-
lime Wallpaper, constructed
in the center of the gallery,
appears to display landscape
paintings, but the paintings
turn out to be mirrors reflect-
ing a hidden painted panel.

Harvey's facility with vari-
ous materials is impressive,
as are her strategies, but her
art’s dependence on other art
and architecture makes the
whole exercise a little numb-
ing when you see several in-
stallations in close proximity,
as you do here. Art seems too
self-important, too self-refer-
ential and, ultimately, unwor-
thy of such rapt attention.
Viewers can best appreciate
the brilliance of Harvey’s in-
stallations when they are dis-
played alone, as Mirror was.

Locks Gallery, 600 Washington
Square South, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
Tuesday-Saturday. 215-629-1000
or www.locksgallery.com. Sarah
McEneaney through Dec. 20,
Ellen Harvey through Dec. 13.



