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I'm Not A Player, I Just Crush A Lot

By Michelle Tea

Though she’s produced work in various mediums, Kathe Izzo’s watery business cards read “Love Artist,” and her recent large-scale investigations of the romantic phenomenon, from giddy infatuation to the deep-down unconditional stuff, back it up. A recent show at Boston’s Oni gallery had the East Coast artist not just installing the impressive effluvia of a lifetime of crushes across the walls (The Crush Museum), but the artist herself was installed inside the space--living there for eight weeks, and inviting a variety of crushes--art obsessions, platonic infatuations and “real-time” crushes, the ones with heat--to spend the night with her inside the gallery. For Izzo, the definition as well as the experience is both simple and deep: “A Crush is when I feel a chemical reaction in response to someone’s presence.  It is like when you see someone’s face and you feel it everywhere, like your dna has been paired, codified from a time prehistory and then that dna is like a zipper hooking up two perfect sides.  It is different from love because it doesn’t have to work.  It just is.” 

The Crush Museum’s offerings are cryptic and obvious. There are letters and sweet notes and lots of photos. It’s the photos inform you that this wall of Crush documentation is a body of work that spans considerable time--one crush is decked out in the rags of hippie bohemia circa 1970-something: scarf in hair, lots of hair, beach in the background. Another depicts a more recent subcultural bohemia-- a butch dyke in working-class regalia: net baseball cap, lubed-up curls of hair poking out, toothpick clamped between teeth. Additional files of loves won and lost are sorted into folders, a voyeur’s jackpot, and one that left some of the formerly crushed-upon uneasy. “ I know it freaked people out that I let people look at them, but they’re important,” Izzo maintains. “The way someone loves, if it is complete and heartfelt, is an art form that people can learn from.”

Turn from the wall you are now smack in the middle of Izzo’s home.  While a temporary bedroom in a gallery could conceivably feel cold, Izzo had infused the space with warmness--simultaneously hidden and public the “temple/fort” evokes the dual delights of true infatuation--secrets and revelations; a nest for the shy, a clubhouse for the exhibitionists.  A couple of futons messed with rumpled comforters and real-fur blankets both lush and grotesque. A canopy of fabric and whimsical Venetian blind--to peep from or into? --hold the cubbyhole back from the wider space of the gallery. Artist Sal Randolph, creator of the Free Biennial art fest, was Izzo’s first overnight guest. “We lay on the bed talking,” she recounts. “It felt close--the way you can only be with your sweetest and most intimate friends--and real.” After downing chocolate-covered cherries the crush pair simply slept. “The bed felt surprisingly private in the gallery.  We lay in the dark and curled up together, and slept until morning.”

The floor between the beds is scattered with the flotsam of living, sloppy like a real bedroom. A stack of books teeters on a small table, among them a volume of poetry from Eileen Myles, the titles Soul Murder, Close to the Bone and Women Who Hurt Themselves.  “Crushes have so much to do with obsession,” Izzo notes, “and obsession has so much to do with the loss and disappointment of being born and not being held and cared for the way your beautiful soul wants to be loved and held--in fact absolutely knows the true way to be loved and held.” There is a cluster of vitamins, and CDs tossed about like little frisbees--Everything but the Girl, bunches of Bowie (“especially Heroes, over and over”), Magnetic Fields. Tin platters of grass in different stages of growth also dotted the floor, hopeful green shoots, from seeds to thick whiskers. “The way I had to tend the grass was such a gentle act of love,” Izzo explains. “Beautiful crush on that grass. The tenderness I showed the grass made me cry sometimes.”

If Crush represented love’s potential, its seedlings and minutiae, Izzo’s ongoing, interactive True Love Project is Megalove, the big, cosmic unconditional stuff, doled out to friends and strangers alike. Using cyberspace and the astral plane as mediums, Izzo pledges “Simply by being the best self I can be and dedicating this true day to you, completely and with the most opulent, expansive, excruciating, honest and truly dense and yummy passion, you will have the opportunity to experience true love for perhaps the first time.”

That is a damn big promise, so I signed myself up for some love. It was a Saturday, a full moon, and I was menstrual as hell, weepy and tender and receptive. I’d had to fill out a brief questionnaire, stuff like Favorite Time of Day, A Color You feel Passionate About, and The way You Like To Be Loved, the last one for which I wrote a sincere essay about myself as beloved space oddity. Too meek to ring her on her celly, Izzo and I related via emails; throughout the day, she sent many. A photo of sleeping children sprawled across a mattress greeted me in the morning.  “I got a little lost out in the world today,” one missive apologized, “and I’m just wandering home to you.” I imagined the artist solitary on a tree and snow lined dirt road—isn’t that what upstate New York looks like? -- gazing at the night sky and conjuring feelings of love for me. The thought of Kathe loving me all day was unexpectedly touching, and idea I found myself stroking from time to time like an amulet, because it made me feel special, lucky. And protected, because doesn’t love protect? She’s sworn that no matter what I did today, her love for me would not waver. Such strong, detached devotion made me feel small like a kid, cause this is the way god and Santa loves, invisible and always. “I am doing my best to love and care for you from such great distance. I would love to brush the hair from your brow, rest your head on my lap.” While some emails had a more heated zap--one titled Touch simply read, “Feel it.”  -- what’s being communicated here is huge and powerful mom-love, amplified by absence. 

Artists have long been using the meat of their bodies as both the medium and the message and, perhaps because they famously double as battleground, it’s a largely female, agitated niche. But in Kathe’s art the “body” is love, and is often not present, a distant conduit. When it shows up it wants to buy you a Coke, not confront you. “Kathe’s project is unique and rare in that her approach to love is conceptual and yet not ironic or cynical,” says artist Christina Ray of the arts lab website Glowlab, which has documented some True Love correspondence.  Kathe, however, sees herself as part of a larger moment.  “Something is definitely happening out there, direct transmission of energy as art.” Sal Randolph links Kathe’s work with feet-washing art huggers PRAXIS, and Ben Kinmont, who bagged and thumb tacked mundane conversations to the wall at the gargantuan Documenta art fest. “What makes Kathe’s work special is the way she presents it,” says Randolph. “The art occurs in a one-on-one relationship, however brief. She is there. She means it. She brings her whole self to it.”

Okay, what about the sex? “Well, I’m fairly sexually obsessed,” Izzo, acknowledges. “I started having sex and sexual obsessions at a pretty young age. I was both lucky and unlucky to have that power.” Sex plays out in Izzo’s life just like it does in real life--a subtle fuel, a chugging in the background; it’s promise hovering like electricity, a storm eminent. It doesn’t show up all tits-out and panting. “It’s really hard for people when I say the True Love Project and Crush are not about sex. The intimacy is really sexy, don’t get me wrong. I feel it too. You know, we’re sharing the room, the bed, and the question is there, even if it’s a platonic crush. I mean, isn’t the question always there when you share a bed with someone?”

Voyeurs and participants may enter Kathe’s Crushes and Love expecting something sexy. What they’ll depart with is something deeper and sweeter, surprisingly authentic--if they’re up for it. “This stuff is all a mirror,“ she insists, “particularly the True Love Project . . . If they are needy and I can’t deliver that, the day reflects their disappointment, which ends up being a lot about how they experience love. If they are pressuring me, they are most definitely pressuring their lovers.”  One True Love recipient accused her of being a liar and coward for refusing to love him in person with a slave/dog fantasy. “OK, it could have been hot, but it wasn’t. He had a meanness to him.” Kathe recalls. Dude still got his True Love day, but from a distance. “I told him something like I can’t meet you, love doesn’t mean I have to do what you say, but I do love you anyway sweetheart, even though you are misbehaving.”

Well established in the artist’s enclave of Provincetown, Massachusetts, where she’s lived for twelve years--starting a film festival, teaching writing to local youth and generally participating in the local community--Kathe recently relocated to the burgeoning creative haven of Hudson, New York. She’ll be shacking up with her Crush Museum at the 608 1/2 Warren Street gallery (formerly Lee Musselman Gallery) from February 15th thru March 1st. Among this round’s solicited Art-Crushes is French conceptual artist Pierre Huyghe, whose show recently went up at the Guggenheim. “I just sent him an invitation,” she says, and a gust of that strong Crush energy, all girl, is palpable through the email. “I sent it to his gallery.  I hope he gets it.”

Let Kathe Izzo love you. www.trueloveproject.com 

