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Thomas McEvilley 

AT its beginning, in the early 1980s, Elizabeth 

Barbara Hitz's work already showed an impulse 

toward diversity. Graffiti-related installations out 

of doors in urban settings mixed with more con­

ventional drawings based on Renaissance and 

other models. Found materials such as fragments 

of public signs were combined and recombined in 

her studio alonside delicate works on paper that 

were hung like laundry from strings. An emphasis 

on advertising signs seemed to direct the work out 

of the studio toward the outside world. In its vari­

ety the work suggested both an excitement and a 

searching. 

Around 1986 the work began to locate itself in a 

specific aesthetic place involving repeated images 

arranged in implied grids. These images were 

rudimentary, though drawn with delicacy and 

grace. By about 1991 they had developed a picto­

rial sureness that has persisted into a signature 

style involving late Modernist aspects such as seri­

ality and post-Modernist aspects such as internal 

contradictions and conflicting visual languages. 

This phase of her work, which is still developing, 

seems to refer in part to the educational process: 

the simplicity of the images suggests an undevel­

oped mind, their repetition suggests the process 

Des le debut des annees 80, le travail d'Elizabeth 

Barbara Hitz se distinguait deja par une tendance 

a la diversite. Des installations genre graffiti 

exposees dans des sites urbains se melaient a des 

dessins plus conventionnels inspires de modeles 

plus classiques. Une combinaison de materiaux 

tels que des logos populaires figurait dans son 

atelier aux cotes de fragiles Oeuvres sur papier 

pendues sur du fil a linge. L'importance des mar­

ques et des logos publicitaires dans l'oeuvre sug­

gerait l'influence de la quotidiennete et du monde 

exterieur sur le travail. La diversite de l'oeuvre 

evoquait a la fois un etat d'enthousiasme et de 

recherche. 

Aux alentours de 1986, le travail se caracterisa 

sur le plan esthetique par une serie d'images 

repetees disposees en rangees continues. Ces 

images, fines et subtiles, etaient neanmoins 

dessinees de fa~on rudimentaire. Vers 1991, 

elles acquirent une assurance dans le trait et firent 

office de signature; ce style tres personnel reunis­

sait les caracteristiques propres au Modernisme 

tardif telles que le serialisme, et au post­

Modernisme telles que contradictions internes et 

langages visuels conflictuels. 

Cette etape - toujours en cours - semble faire 



4 of imprinting that mind with patterns of order. 

The patterns of order, in turn, are presented as 

arbitrary and senseless, implying a post·Modernist 

skepticism about meanings. The works 1 am refer· 

ring to often involve alphabet·like configurations, 

with odd variations that suggest a mind which has 

not yet quite learned to read but has learned to 

look closely. There is an underlying disjunction 

between the grids' implication of meanings about 

to appear and the gibberish·like anti·meanings 

that in fact appear in them. 

In some, letter·shapes are arranged in neat, 

school·book like arrays, but in varying positions, 

some abnormal, the capital E, for example lying 

on its back. Amidst recognizable alphabetic ele· 

ments are others which seem closely related but 

are not quite alphabetic. The orderliness of the 

arrays, and the elegance of the trompe l'oeil shad· 

ows, create a richly textured pictorial surface. 

There is little of painterly expressiveness involved 

in these works, and they seem to imply a rigid 

constructivist approach to reality, based on a con· 

flation of geometric and linguistic types of cogni· 

tion. 

Other works of the same period extend the alpha· 

bet·like configurations to images of small exquis· 

itely drawn forms close to primary shapes but 

more personalized. In these works too there is a 

constructivist implication that these are materials 

from which a world could be made. The world is 

not there yet, in the sense of deep space, land· 

scape, and so on, but its materials seem to lie 

ready for some maker's hand. On the other hand, 

the sureness of design in these works implies 

something finished, not merely inchoate. 

This constructivist strain of ebh's work relates it 

also to deconstructivist oeuvres such as that of 

Marcel Broodthaers. Broodthaers too used alpha· 

bets as signifiers of potentiality and at the same 

time of the forced ordering of the mind through the 

arbitrary strategies of civilization. There is a 

somewhat masked implication of unhappiness 

with civilization (and its discontents) in 

Broodthaers's work, which at times seems to sug· 

reference en partie au processus d'apprentissage. 

La simplicite des images evoque un esprit peu 

developpe; leur repetition suggere l'insertion, dans 

cet esprit en eveil, de modeles bien structures. 

En representant ces derniers de fa~on arbitraire et 

absurde, l'artiste exprime son scepticisme post· 

moderniste vis·a·vis du signifie attribue aux mod· 

eles. Les Oeuvres auxquelles je fais reference, con· 

tiennent souvent des elements proches de l'alpha· 

bet avec toutefois des variations etranges qui sug· 

gerent un esprit qui n'a pas encore appris a lire 

mais qui est capable d'observer. II y a une rupture 

sous·jacente entre la forme et son contenu: les 

grilles, chargees d'une signification potentielle, 

contiennent des elements charabiesques qui 

aneantissent toute tentative d'interpretation. 

Dans d'autres travaux, des formes rappelant des 

lettres s'alignent soigneusement comme dans un 

livre scolaire, mais dans des positions parfois 

anormales: ce qui semble etre la lettre E, par 

exemple, est allonge sur le dos. Parmi des ele· 

ments alphabetiques familiers, apparaissent 

d'autres elements tres similaires mais non 

alphabetiques. L'harmonie des rangees et l'ele· 

gance des formes et de leurs ombres en trompe· 

l'oeil, donnent une texture riche a ces travaux. 

Ces oeuvres n'ont rien d'expressionniste mais 

refletent plutot une approche constructiviste 

rigoureuse de la realite, basee sur la combinaison 

de connaissances geometriques et linguistiques. 

D'autres travaux de la meme periode etendent le 

schema des variations alphabetiques a de petites 

formes geometriques primaires, finement 

dessinees et plus personnalisees. On y retrouve 

egalement une vision d'ordre constructiviste selon 

laquelle un monde pourrait bien etre refait a l'aide 

des materiaux presentes. Bien que ce monde 

n'existe pas encore en terme d'espace et de 

paysage, ses composants semblent juste attendre 

la main du constructeur. La surete du trait 

n'evoque par ailleurs en rien l'inachevement mais 

reflete plutot l'accomplissement. 

Cette tendance constructiviste de l'oeuvre d'ebh se 

rapproche aussi des oeuvres deconstructivistes 
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Dessins automaliques/jast drawings 
1 1 dessins/1 1 drawings, 1994 
huile sur papier/oil on paper 

48 x 61 cm chacun/each 

comme ce!les d e Marce ! Broodtha e rs . II util isa lui 5 

a ussi les lett res d e l' alphabet •omme signifiants de 

potent ia lite e t e n m e m e temps comme outil s fa~on-

na nt l'esprit selon u n moule institue par les s trate-

gies a rb itraires de la civil isatio n . Le t ra va il de 

Bro o d thae rs e xprime d e fa~on voilee sa profo nd e 

insatisfaction v is-a-v is d e la civi lisa tion - e t d e ses 

in suffisances -, q u i sem ble parfo is donner la 

preference a un etat edenique no n civilise. Le tra-

vai! d' ebh, a u contra ire, se m a nifeste par u ne 

legerete visuelle, un enthousiasme, comme si 

l'artiste appreciai t la s imple existence des ele-

ments et des possibilites qu'ils offrent. 

Une grande partie de l' o e uvre d'ebh - representa­

tions alphabetiques e t bie n au-dela - est constituee 

de Varia tions s ub tiles de com positions reparties 

uniformement sur une surface. Cette methode, qui 

consiste a repa nd re les elements picturaux de 

toutes sortes sur la surface, est chargee de sens. 

Elle est generalement attribuee a Jackson Pollock. 

Ses fameux drip paintings, de 1947 a 1951, 

contiennent neanmoins un enchevetrement de 

lignes au centre de la toile, laissant une zone plus 

clairsemee qui s'etend aux quatre coins. II est 

donc encore possible de distinguer une figure et un 

fond. On retrouve plutot le traitement uniforme de 

la surface dans la peinture monochrome, ou une 

seule couleur est repartie de fa~on uniforme, ce 

qui se traduit par l'absence de centre ou de 

peripherie, de figure ou de fond. Yves Klein, par 

exemple, fit un jour remarquer que ses mono­

chromes IKB representaient le ciel vu de nuit a tra ­

vers la fenetre de son atelier. Cela impliquait donc 

que le champ pictural s'etend indefiniment et que 

l'on ne voit qu'une infime partie d'une realite 

beaucoup plus vaste. Dans cet esprit, les travaux 

d'ebh, bases sur l'alphabet, et qui recouvrent la 

surface toute entiere, constituent un ocean de mots 

dont on n'aper~oit qu'une partie. 

Certains dessins sans titre datant de 1990, sont 

couverts de traits de couleur effectues, semble-t-il, 

sur le mode de l'expressionnisme abstreit. 

D'autres Oeuvres, de 1991, egalement sans titre, 

evoquent le travail de Jasper Johns sur les mots et 

la couleur. Des noms de couleur de tubes de pein-
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Anclata/Ritorno , Geneve, 1993 
Sems titre/ Untitled 1992 
serie cle 12 clessins/series of 12 clrawings 

gest an Edenic pre-civilized state as preferable. 

Ebh's work, on the contrary, has a visual levity, 

a celebratory sense, as if the artist is taking 

delight in the mere existence of these elements 

and the options they hold out. 

Much of ebh's work, including the alphabet-like 

configurations but extending beyond them, 

involves subtle variations on the theme of allover 

composition. This mode of covering a surface even­

ly with pictorial elements, of whatever kind, car­

ries heavy implications. lt is usually attributed to 

Jackson Pollock, but actually his famous drip 

paintings from 1947 to 1951 usually center the 

tangle of lines within a more sparsely occupied 

border that extends around the four sides of the 

surface. There is, in other words, still a residual 

figure-ground relationship. True allover composi­

tion is more like what is encountered in mono­

chrome painting, where a single color extends 

from edge to edge implying that there is no center 

or periphery, no figure and no ground. Yves Klein, 

ture - blanc de titane, bleu de cobalt, etc. -

recouvrent toute la surface de l'oeuvre de fa~on 

spontanee. Parfois, les surfaces sont mono­

chromes, reniant implicitement les affirmations des 

mots qui y sont peints. Parfois, elles sont colorees 

de fa~on expressive et spontanee. Dans d 'autres 

oeuvres, les surfaces peuvent representer une 

grille dans laquelle chaque carre colore contient 

une figure alphabetique de couleur differente, 

donnant l'impression d'avoir un cadre propre. 

Ou encore, la surface est decoupee en rangees, 

et chaque cadre contient un element identique 

dessine a la main, tel que des petites roues ou 

des sculptures. 

Ces differents travaux fonctionnent visuellement 

selon les criteres occidentaux modernistes, e t ils se 

referent fondamentalement a la notion de grille 

qui fait partie integrante du vocabulaire 

moderniste. De fa~on plus approfondie, ils mettent 

en evidence un esprit de recherche aspirant a 
l'ordre et a la simplicite, a la repetition et a la 



for example, once remarked that his IKB mono­

chromes were portraits of the night sky as seen 

through his studio window. In other words, it was 

understood that the pictorial field goes on beyond 

the borders infinitely and that one is seeing only a 

fragment of a much vaster reality. In this sense 

ebh 's allover alphabet-based works imply a sea of 

garbled speech that one is glimpsing only a bit of. 

Ebh's drawings, mostly untitled, from 1990, fill the 

surface with fragments of colored lines apparently 

made with painterly expressivity. Still other 

works, also untitled, of 1991 recall Jasper Johns's 

used of words and color. Color names from paint 

tubes-Titanium White, cobalt blue, and so on­

cover a painterly textured surface in an allover 

patterning. Sometimes the surfaces are mono­

chrome, implicitly denying the claims made by the 

words painted on them. Sometimes they are col­

ored in expressive yet seemingly random ways. 

Sometimes they are grids in which each square is 

occupied by a color-field on which a differently 

colored alphabet-like element appears as if sepa­

rately framed. In still other cases the surface is 

gridded and each framing square is occupied by 

· .. ·"}'·-' . . f . 
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Sems titre/ Untitled 1995 
1 

huile noire sur papier Manila/ 
black oil on Manila paper 
46 x 61 cm chacun/ each 

Variation, que l'on retrOUVe egalement dans la 

musique classique occidentale. Vers 1992, dans le 

developpement de l'oeuvre, on retrouve cet esprit 

de recherche, allant d'une repetition plus ou moins 

rigoureuse, a des travaux seriels ou chaque dessin 

contient des images tres differentes les unes des 

autres. Sans titre, de 1992, une serie de douze 

dessins, est representatif de ce genre. Au lieu 

d'une surface unique de rangees d'images, l'oeu­

vre presente douze dessins de meme grandeur, 

disposes en forme de grille. Chaque dessin 

represente une image essentiellement gestuelle en 

opposition avec les images plus figuratives des 

anciens travaux. Les dessins, souvent proches du 

griffonnage, evoquent une etape du developpe­

ment pictural de l'enfance anterieure aux figures 

alphabetiques. Les images ne sont neanmoins pas 

toujours dessinees a la maniere d'un enfant. 

Cette tendance a deconstruire l'evolution picturale, 

ou a la faire regresser vers une etape anterieure 

au developpement, se prolonge dans une serie de 

travaux gestuels, ou l'artiste insere des objets 

trouves comme elle le faisait deja a ses debuts. 

Cette fois, ce sont des feuilles de blocs de papier 

7 



8 an identical yet hand-drawn element, such as little 

wheels or sculptures. 

All these various types are visually attractive in 

terms of the western Modernist tradition, and all 

are fundamentally based on the Modernist vocab­

ulary element of the grid. Beyond this, they show 

a component of questing intelligence that deals 

with ideas of order and simplicity, repetition and 

variation, somewhat as in western classical music. 

This questing intelligence is seen in the works 

development, in about 1992, from more or less 

strict repetition to gridded works that involve wild­

ly varying images in each frame. Untitled 1992, 

a series of twelve drawings, illustrates this genre. 

lnstead of a single gridded surface with many 

images in the grid-boxes, in this case twelve 

drawings on identically sized sheets are mounted 

in a grid-like pattern on a wall. Each drawing con­

tains an essentially gestural image rather than the 

primarily representational images of the earlier 

works. Often the images seem like scribbles, sug­

gesting a pointing to an even earlier phase of 

childhood pictorial development than the alphabet­

like works. Sometimes these images seem to be 

striving toward representation in a childish way 

but not quite getting there. 

This tendency to disintegrate the pictorial impulse, 

or to regress it to an earlier stage of development, 

continues in a series of separate gestural works 

involving an early ebh tendency to incorporate 

found objects. These works are sheets from art 

supply store pads on which crayons and pens are 

tried out by customers. The amazing cogency of 

these works reflects both a belief in randomness­

in the rightness of the random-and the down-to­

earth fact that the various hands that unknowingly 

combined to make each picture were all the hands 

of artists. These works are in effect like overlays 

of the minds of a randomly combined group of 

artists. One can recognize in them the presence of 

different hands, but, fascinatingly, each hand 

seems to have responded to the whole situation on 

the pictorial surface-that is, different artists were 

responding to each other in a way that was practi­

cally thoughtless and unpremeditated and that 

provenant de magasins de Beaux-Arts sur 

lesquelles les clients ont essaye des crayons. 

L'etonnante force de ces dessins trouves reflete a 
la fois une croyance dans le hasard - dans la bien­

faisance du hasard - et le simple fait que les dif­

ferentes mains qui, sans le savoir, se sont asso­

ciees dans la realisation de chaque dessin, etaient 

toutes des mains d'artistes. Ces travaux sont 

comme un amalgame d'esprits reunis par le 

hasard. On voit la presence de mains differentes, 

mais, phenomene troublant, chacune d'elles sem­

ble s'etre adaptee a la surface picturale, comme si 

les artistes, sans s'attendre a etre exposes, 

s'etaient spontanement repondus de maniere 

inconsciente. 

Ebh, en exposant ces feuilles de papier comme son 

propre travail, sans les retoucher, incorpore ces 

artistes et se les approprie de fa~on relativement 

analogue aux Breughel Series de Pat Steir. Steir 

integra dans son propre travail des imitations de 

l'oeuvre de 64 artistes de l'histoire de l'art occi­

dental. Ebh, qui elle aussi, s'attribue les elements 

d'un monde principalement masculin, reunit les 

griffonnages fortuits de la creativite anonyme. 

Par opposition a l'oeuvre referentielle de Steir ou 

de Sherrie Levine, ebh s'interesse a l'artiste 

anonyme. L'alea n'intervient que partiellement 

dans son travail, dans la mesure ou les feuilles 

proviennent de Pearl Paint, un grand magasin de 

Beaux-Arts ou des milliers d'artistes new-yorkais 

griffonnent sur les blocs de papier. En d'autres 

termes, le resultat s'inscrit dans la tradition de 

l'histoire de l'art, mais en suivant les regles du 

hasard; il serait tres different s'il provenait d'un 

magasin de fournitures de bureau, par exemple. 

On retrouve cette tendance dans les travaux 

d'ebh, du debut des annees 80, lorsqu'elle super­

posait des elements sur ses graffitis urbains. 

En 1993, l'artiste, suivant cette demarche, finit par 

recuperer des bandes provenant de cartons 

d'emballage avec l'inscription simple, precise et 

derisoire, ltem No. 4622. 



No 415 , d'une serie autm~atique/ 
from an automatic series 1995 

pastels gras/oilsticks 
23 x 30,5 cm 
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Sans titre/ Untitled 1995 
huile sur papie r/oil on paper 
274 x 244 cm 
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Repetelemele 1995 
dessins trouves, serigraphie/ 

founcl drawings, silkscreen 
270 x 238 cm 

(cletail /cletail) 
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12 they never expected to be exhibited. 

Ebh, by exhibiting these sheets as her work, 

though her hand has not marked the surface, 

incorporates these artists into herself in a way 

related dimly to a work such as Pat Steir's 

Breughel Series. In that work Steir incorporated 

into her own oeuvre imitations of the work of 

some 64 canonical artists from the western tradi­

tion. In these works ebh, also a woman appropri­

ating elements from a male-dominated world, 

incorporates the random jottings of an unknown 

group. In distinction from Steir's focus on the 

canonical tradition-or Sherrie Levine's for that 

matter-ebh has focused here on the anonymous 

artist. Still the randomness of her work is only 

partial, due to its provenience in Pearl Paint, a 

great art supply store where thousands of New 

York artists scribble on the test-pads. lt also, in 

other words, contains the art tradition, but as fil­

tered through randomness; it is very different from 

the product that one would find on the test pads 

in, say, an office supply store. 

This found tendency in ebh's work seems to heark 

back to her early 1980s superimposition of ele­

ments on graffitied urban walls. In 1993 it culmi­

nated, for the time being, of course, in the untitled 

ready~ade of strips of cardboard cut from com­

mercial boxes, stating the simple, precise, and 

meaningless fact, "ltem No. 4622." 

Ebh's oeuvre has shown a persistence, especially 

in the continuing development of the serial works, 

that feels that it is heading somewhere and is 

determined to get there. She has developed a per­

sonalized conflation of a late-Modernist sense of 

materials alongside a post-Modernist mixing of 

styles and genres. The oeuvre has grace, elegance, 

and delicacy. 

L'oeuvre d'ebh a fait preuve de continuite, notam­

ment dans le developpement des travaux seriels, 

refletant son discernement et sa determination. 

Elle a combine, a sa fa~on, un sens des 

materiaux, propre a la fin du Modernisme, 

avec un melange de styles et de genres typique 

du post-Modernisme. C'est une oeuvre pleine de 

finesse et de subtilite. 

(traduit par Gaelle deTonquedec) 



Dessins blancs/White dmwings 1995 
huile sur enveloppe/oil on envelope 

26,5 x 43 cm chacun/each 

------·-·-----· 
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Au basc1rct 8 ' altbasar 1994 

31,5 x 45 c craie/chalk 
m,3 1 x 4- -:::> ,:::>cm 
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Sems titre /Untitled 1993 
huile sur carton/enamel on cardboard 
26,5 x 30 cm 
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Sems titre/ Untitled 1993 
huile sur .carton/enamel on cardboarcl 

26,5 x 30 cm 
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ITEM N0.4622 1993 
objet trouve/found object 
carton/cardboard 
62 x 64 cm 
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Sem s titre (No 25 7)/Unlitled 1994 
objet trouve/found objec t 

carton/ca rdboard 
43 x 27 cm 
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En 1993, j'ai commence a recuperer des feuilles 

prelevees de blocs de papier, clans les magasins de 

beaux-arts, pages griffonnees au hasard des crayons 

essayes. 

ln 1993 , 1 started collecting various sheets of scratch 

paper at art stores. 



Dessins trouve /'F. s Jound scratcl' p , apers 

20 x 25 cm 
1

- _ 1993-1994 
' ' x 10 cm, 20 x 15 cm 

'I .t. •' ' 27 
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lvlade in Cbina 1994-95 
sacs trouves cousus ensemble/ 
fo und bags sewn together 
cotton,236 x 474 cm 
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Sans litre/Untitled 1993 
papier poirn;onne/punchecl paper 

15 x 16 cm, 14 x 17,5 cm, 22 x 16,5 cm 
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\ 'o _;- 1992 

grapili lc " ". papicr jaunc/ 
graphitc on ~ clllrn papcr 
-H ~ -.:; . .:; ci11 
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() t!l'SSillS ru11gl'/ 

6 red dn111·i11.~s 1995 

craic/cha lk 
50 :-.. 2:\ cm cllacun/c.1cll 



Ruim:.Ge11cn:. l 993 

Sr111s lilre/ ( '11/illed 1995 
- mo11otvpcs :1 l'hui lc. 1 dessi11 au cr.l\·011 / 

- oil mo11ot\'pcs. 1 pe11cil drnwi11g 

lo11gucur totale/total lc11gth -125 cm 
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