Wagley, Catherine. “Bernhardt Over Los Angeles,” Art Los Angeles Reader, January 2016.

ernhardt Over
Los Angeles

Katherine Bernhardt’s mural teases out tensions between the
art establishment, market agendas and a changing Downtown
Los Angeles. by catherine Wagley

When Venus Over Manhattan, the Upper
East Side gallery run by financier Adam
Lindemann, opened its Los Angeles satellite,
it painted its new Downtown LA building
Pepto-Bismol pink. Since the gallery’s New
York building was gray and right next to the
uptown space of blue chip giant, Gagosian
Gallery, Venus Over Los Angeles, located
in an industrial district new to the art world
right beneath a condemned bridge, felt very
much like the art establishment’s attempt at
pioneering. Their building was a target for
graffiti and tagging early on, according to
artists who worked on the same street, called
Anderson St. It became less of a target after
TJuly 2015, however, when the gallery com-
missioned painter Katherine Bernhardt to
paint the mural Fruit Salad on the building’s
north face. It includes blunt, ham-fisted cig-
arettes that swim amid toucans and tropical
fruit—bananas and cut-open papayas. Pink
and purple figure prominently. It would be
attractively impudent in smoother locations,
but in a rough stretch of a rapidly changing
downtown, where residents already fear that
traces of a long industrial history will be
erased, it's harder to read the mood. Is its in-
tentional “dumbness”—Bernhardt has used
“dumb” in exhibition titles before —feeding
into the stereotype of LA as flimsy La La
Land? Or is it refusing to bow to stiff no-
tions of art’s import?

In September 2015, Jerry Saltz wrote
an article in New York magazine decry-
ing the marginalization of Bernhardt and
other “bad boy female artists” (he did not
call them “bad girls”). Less than a month
later, Bernhardt’s whole show at Carl
Freedman Gallery in London sold out,
Palntings ranged in price from $8,000 to
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$50,000. But, as Saltz notes, though she
has been painting and showing for over 15
years, she hasn’t been included in any ma-
jor institutional exhibitions. She wasn't in
Documenta. She wasn’t in MoMAs “The
Forever Now” survey of 21%-century paint-
ing (on Instagram, she posted a photo of
herself holding up her middle finger in
front of that exhibition’s introductory wall
text, joining a chorus of artists who took
issue with the show). In Bernhardt’s case,
the establishment and the market seem to
be at odds.

Maybe the textures and idiosyncrasies
of Bernhardt’s work butt up against “norms”
of contemporary practice. Maybe her at-
titude—a  devil-may-care offhandedness
combined with respect for pattern—keeps her
from being seen as “serious,” even as it ap-
peals to buyers. New York-based Bernhardt,
who wore heart-shaped sunglasses and used
clipped sentences when interviewed by W
Magazine in 2008, spent the first decade of
her career painting garish portraits of fash-
jon models. Kate Moss would have dark,
thick, dripping mascara; Natalia Vodianova
might have damp-looking eyes, purple lips,
and impossibly skinny arms. Then, about
three years ago, Bernhardt abruptly shifted
gears, making flatter, tapestry-like paintings
of consumer goods. Doritos and Coke cans,
hamburgers, cigarettes, and socks coexisted,
hovering on canvas against sloppily col-
ored-in backgrounds. There was no depth at
all, no hint of shadow.

Early on in this new phase, Bernhardt
and her husband, Youssef Jdia, collabo-
rated on a show called “Holiday Services”
at the Hole in New York, Jdia had been in
the studio, watching his wife and their son,
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