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Inka Essenhighq
plays fast and loose with her
deconstructed mermaids,
superheroines, and
suburban shoppers—riffing
on Art Nouveau, animated

cartoons, and Greek myths
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N AN UNFINISHED CANVAS ON THE

wall of Inka Essenhigh’s sunny garrel studio on the Lower
East Side of Manhattun, o creature propped on o rock warily
eyes the viewer. Her lower hall trails off in the curvaceous
sweep of a mermand's tail, while her top hall’ looks like thil of
a surly old haustran with disheveled hair. Modeled with a
mastery of figure drowing ond o good amount of humor, the
tnage is riveting.

1 especially like drowing her face™ says the 3d-year-old
artist, who has an impish quality in her dark, expressive cves.
sommewhat akom to that of her disgruntled-looking lady. ~1 hike
the whea thar she's half animal—like maybe she just nte o raw
fish, but she's got a bra on—that she's Kind of grumpy
and doesn’t have any manners, | wanted something
that was hall vulperable and half hostile. 1 like that
kind of language and narrative.”

A fanastic weirdness of imagery has been the con-
sistent hallmark of Essenhigh's puinting since she
made o major splash in the New York art world in the
late 1990s. Early on, though, as she was being trum-
peted in the press as one of several artisis revitalizing
panting, her surreal hybrid creatures would hurtle
through flat expanses of glossy enamel, like comic-
hook superheroes or space-age villains, Since shifting
10 oil paint in 2001, o medium that is harder o control
than enamel but that allows for subtler gradations from
light to dark, Essenhigh has been able to create more-three-
dimensional settings and charncters with defined facial fea-
tures that invite greater contact with the viewer,

1 thought this was guite brive for an antist who had alieady
‘made it' for a very specific look o keep growing and not be
afraid that people wouldn't move along with her,” comments
Bonnmie Clearwater, di-
rector and chiel curator
of the Museum of Con-
temporary Art in Miami, aboul Essenhigh’s move Lol paint-
img. Tt was at that point that | thought it was time (o doa
show," continues Clearwater, who organized an exhibition in
Miami last winter of the artist’s oil puintings and drawings
done since 2001, “One of the things 1 like o see in un artist is
that there's enough in them o sustain growth and a career.”

“Inka’s very honest,” Clearwateér says. "She doesn™t try
come up with a line and promote hersell. She doesn’t always
know why she's doing what she's doing. but that’s part of
what she enjoys,”

Essenhigh considers herself more of a deaftsperson than a
painter. She doesn 't muke preparatory studies. and in a manner
akin to the Swrrealists’, she engages in o form of auomatic
deawing with the brush to lead her ino the images. 1 walk up
o the canvas and hope something’s going o happen, 105 al-
most mannte o minute,” she says, adding that she doesn’t be-
lieve the Surrealists were doing true automatic drawing. “They
edited and cheated a lot, and [ cheat openly.”

That was part of her original attraction 1o enamel poini,
which can be easily sanded down or erased with rpenting, |
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could muke whitever | wanted with the assurance thit T could
change it & million times,” she says. The fluidity and sheen of
the enamel appealed o er, oo, and the mediom lent itsell o
the animiited] swoop and arabesgue patternmg of her drawing
stvle, “But the work began o have the weird resull of some-
thing being coverad up,” explains Essenhigh, who started her
painting Pogases (20001 in enamel, abruptly switched modway
tovoils, and never looked back.

“1 knew the enumels were an easier version of something,”
she continues. 1 learned tons from wsing them, and 1 couldn’t
have made things tunny in ol punt before, Now | just want to
make the damn images and move on, It's a process almost like
thierapy, where you zet more comfortable with swll.”

[ndeed, there is o clear psyehobogical dindogue wking place
i her recent paimtings that wasn’t there before, In Straighi o
Hell (2003}, a grinning Oend buzzing in the air over a lonely
stretch of deserted road drives a piichiork into o barely récog-
mizable shape on the ground that extrudes failing legs. Tbric,
and u shoulder bag with keys falling out, “1 think of this us o
self-portrait perhaps. two halves of one person with one hall
comcdemning the other 10 hell,” Essenhigh comments. adding
that it began as an abstract doodle al the topof the canvas and
soon took on the charscter of a demon,

She describes how another painting; Power Party (2003},
begin with the idea of people twrming their backs on the figure
of Chiastand the cross, 1evolved imtoa painting more gener-
ally about rejection and exclusion, with lunid threesomes
Clumped together, their bodies masses of exaggernted serpent-
like contours, casting wicked, covert glances toward the
viewer. AL the last minute, Essenhigh decided w set this fin-
de-siecle party at the top of a skyscraper, adding windows
fooking out onto the night skyling of New York and establish-
ing an atmosphere of impending doom.

A post=21 | sensibility reverberates, o, m Arrport Paiating
{20033, which Essenhigh painted with almost no editing. Fig-
ures pulling lugeage on wheels, weiring suburban-style sports
pear, and carrving auommoth soddi cups in their bags recede (o-
ward the crushing horieon line, where the airport runwiy
meets fluorescent eeiling lights, The couple in the foreground
look back over their shoulders at the viewer os if they were
being pursued, This is one of what Essenhigh calls her tourist
paintings, in which she sguecres vignettes of American life
through @ surreal prism.

HE ARTIST'S FASCINATION WITH SUBURBAN RITUALS STEMS

from her upbringing in Belfonte, Pennsylvania, and then

Columbus, Ohio, where her family moved when she was

eight. Her father, o professor of mechanical engineering at

CHvior Stie University, is English, and her nuther, a sys-
tems analyst, is Ukrainion. Essenhigh went to o Ukrainian
school and o Ukrenian summer ciomp, ©T was supposed 1o be
Ukrainian. but 1 wasn'L” says the artist, whose [irst nume is
short for Ivianka, “My parents were different enough that it
drew my attention o the fact that T really was Amencan. Tn
Columbus we lived in one of these very generic concept places
that was supposed to be a copy of Englond. We were an
Cheshire Road, 1t was a living postmodernism.”

Essenhigh’s mother encouraged her early talent in art with
privite art lessons and trips 0o museums, 1 made litde copies
ol Michelangelo when | was a Kid,” Essenhigh says, 1 was
always going to be an artist, There was no other option.” She

Essenhigh's figure in Mermaid, 2004, a copper-plate drypoint print,
conjoins the mythological and the ordinary.

Bluve Wave, 2002, blends the cartoon world with
Art Nouveau and Japanese art.
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In Optimistic Horse and Rider, 2002,

Essenhigh lets her figures morph toward abstraction.

Pegasus, 2001, a pivotal painting in which
Essenhigh shifted from enamels to oil paint.
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witnted desperately to go 1w school in New York but ulso felr
terrified, so she opted for the Columbus College of An &
Design. where she had a very waditional education in figure
drawing and painted in a realist style. When she came (o
Mew York in 1991 to do gradunte work at the School ol Vi-
sual Arts (5VA), where she met artist Steve Mumford, whom
she married last year. Essenhigh started making Abhstroct
Expressionist-style paintings. “They were Kind of lume, but
ot least 1 didn’t have w think of what 1 was going 1o painl
pext, which was o huge relief, Subject matter has olways
been such o crisis,” she savs.

Adter eroduating from SVA, the artist had o series of duy
jobs, among them designing lab-
Fic Tor Sears boxer shorts tha

i
had simple, repetitive motifs— I mﬂ[lﬂ

images like spaceships or

aliens—on monochrome hack- |Itl|E
gromngds. “These little cartoon el-

ements started to look more E

interesting than anything tha EDI]IES Uf
was going on i the studin,” says .

Essenhigh, who then painted MIChElﬂ“UEIﬁ

severnl canvases titled “Wallpa

per for Boys™ and “Wallpaper h |
for Girls,” featuring crisp. 1wo- W En
dimensional images of football .
plavers, soldiers, or cheerleaders WHS H kl d 3
that had been lad down in lay-

ers of enamel like Colortforms | w

and repeated i patlerns aeross as

the oversize canvises.

“My big terror ofter getting always

ot of school was of beéing lemi- y

mine and decorative, | wanted 1o h

make important art. | wanted (o gt”ng tu E
an artist.

avoid being kind of wrivial, and,
of course. onge VO R some-
thing like that up,” Essenhigh
points out, “you've gol a prob- Th
lem. When | started making the BrE Wﬂs
no other

matter, They were emotionally : F
light, | got rid of the pamterli- Uptlﬂ"
ness all moome dav.”

From there, she began pushing
her imugery toward abstractuon, morphing the human forms
and the abjects wround them and getting them o inmeract. She

wallpaper paintings, [ just Knew
it was right, They had subject

has continued such vispal language ever since. “10s like they
are whin they re doing.” Bssenhigh says. “1 want them o be
real enough that you feel a homan presence. but animal
enough that you're not really concerned about who or whal
this person is; iU's just about the energy. They foal i and oul
of differcnt things.”

Such breaking down of the dichotomy between realism and
abstraction struck o chord in the ant world, which, i the
19605, had become bent on revisiting painting. Dealers came
calling on Essenhigh, along with the press and collectors such
as Michael Owitz, Dean Valentine, and the Rubell Camily
After Essenhigh put on her first solo show at Lo Mama La
Ciallerin in 1997 of wallpaper paintings. Mew York dealer Ste



Tan Smx—mwhe had come toode o stadio vasit with e woman
with whom Essenhigh shared her studio-—offered Essenhigh o
soloshow in 1998, That was Tollowed by an invitation from
Jetirey Deitch, whose 1999 Essenhigh show was where Clear-
water first saw the artist’s work, and then from Mary Boone,
who represented her untdl 2001, “The funny thing 5 that, on
the one hand, | had gotten access o the et world, bt on the
other hand, 1 didn't really know anybody,™ says Essenhigh,
who is frank ubout enjoying the sight of her name in print
(“Muybe that's what makes me ultimately suborban”) bt also
feels she sutfered from the overexposure.

i 2002 ESSENHIGH BEGAN SHOWING AT 303 GALLERY IN CHELSEA,

where her paintings sell for between 535,000 and 555000

She has been exhibiting at London’s Victoria Miro Gallery

since 1999, She routinely gets together with artist friends,

sharing @ model and practicing life drawing. Recently, she
has been concentrating on faces, learming, she savs, from the
economical expressions of Daumier and Toulouse-Lautrec.
She wlso wites the influence of Leonardo, Pollock, and Guston,
Girabhing o dog-cared copy of H. W, Janson’s History af Arr
she opens it o o L3th-century Romanesgue landscape with
stylized vegetation. 1 love the kind of Romanesgue lorms in
this little picoure. There is this sort of wacky life, with things
flowing and moving around,” explains Essenhigh, who says
her only distraction when she's not working in the studio is
going o musenms, s kind of depressing that T'm ot inter-
ested inanything else,” she says,

Clearwater, who was ongmally o medievalist, saw an imme
digte connection between Essenhizh's work and the Ro-
matesgue and was intrigued with the way the dartist’s
curvilinegr designs respond to the English Arts and Crafis
Mavement, Persian minisures, and Jopunese art. “Inkh’s work
draws from all these different sources and synthesizes them in
wway that is hers umiquely.” says Clearwater. “One duy 1 was
Mipping through Junson’s Histery of Art and almost every
other page 1 thought, Wow, that has an clement in Inka’s
work, without anything being obyious.”

“| think my greatest strength s an artist i that | have a style
of drawing thit™s very much my own,™ says Essenhigh, who
will have a painting in SITE Santa Fe in July and will partici-
pite in the exhibition “lmage Smuggelers™ ar the Sio Puulo Bi-
enal, which opens Sepiember 25, “But whenever | drew faces
in the enwmel, they never seemed o resolve inlo something
thit was emotionally right Tor me, or the sty lization made it ol
to elear o8 o how minch Michelangelo, how much Leopardo,
how much comic book I was using.” Having eliminated faces
wltogethier until she wok up oils. she now sayvs. “Basically, all 1
waml 1o de as a painter is make people and things living, |
don't really want o make cutting-edge work, and | don’t wiinl
1o myake art about art, | might be o traditionalise,” n

1oe Airport Painting, 2003, is one of what
Essenhigh calls her tourist paintings; she squeezes
vignettes of American life through a surreal prism,
center Beauly Contest, 1998, concentrates on
breaking down the realism-abstraction dichotomy.
aoTiom Wallpaper for Boys, 1996, Essenhigh knew
her wallpaper paintings were right. “They had
subject matter. They were emotionally light,” she
says, “and they weren't paintery,”
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