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 The various uses and pleasures of alcohol have been understood for centuries. George 
Washington gave his troops liquor to spur them on in battle, and in the late 19th century the 
French often enjoyed a five p.m. absinthe-fueled “l’heure verte.” In the 1920s, prohibition sent 
many to enjoy their cocktails in speakeasies and at home, a trend that eventually led to the full 
access we have today. Although seen as a pleasure, and to some a necessary one, the use of 
alcohol can lead to concern about the effect it has on individuals and families. This is not a new 
discussion however. In her book Drinking in America, Susan Cheever notes that the Pilgrims 
believed drinking was from God, but the effects of drinking were from the Devil.  

 In her series Happy Hour, Rachel Hovnanian examines addiction and its ability to 
shatter any illusions we may cling to about a seamless life. Perfection, often linked with purity 
and infallibility, can only exist as a concept, not only due to the impossibility of achieving it but 
also to our conflicting allegiances to both community and the individual. These paintings and 
room installation are deeply personal and illustrate how society’s rules attempt to create order 
but often have the opposite effect. Our culture holds up many ideals to match and expecta-
tions to meet. In this work, the artist shreds those ideals and shows us an untethered world full 
of anxiety and fear; but, in the midst of this disquiet, she also reveals a tenderness and compas-
sion for the perpetrator of this domestic anxiety and the subject of many of these paintings—
her father. 

 Hovnanian grew up in Texas in the 1960s and ‘70s, an era that embraced the homoge-
nous and banal world of Dick and Jane books as a model. In these new paintings, she has tak-
en the format of the lined page from those books and written excerpts from Dick and Jane’s 
conversations or her own thoughts in cursive and in chalk over layered, painted and collaged 
surfaces. One painting reads:

  “Look Jane,” said Dick. “Here is something funny, can you guess what it is?” 
 “Oh yes,” said Jane, “I can guess. I can guess what it is. This will help me find father.” 

An empty chaise lounge is drawn in chalk at the bottom of the canvas, and torn Girl Scout 
merit badges are glued to the surface. Photographs are embedded in most of these paintings, 
and in this particular painting, a picture of a watchful young girl—the artist—is repeated many 
times.  Hovnanian’s father was an alcoholic: unpredictable and often angry when drinking. 
These paintings are snapshots of her family life and perhaps an attempt to physically manifest 
the dramatic effect his drinking habits had on their family dynamic. 

 One of the most poignant paintings, Blue Monster, is an unusual portrait. Painted with 
a scumbled blue surface reminiscent of Ad Reinhardt’s early paintings, this work has the words 
“Happy Hour” written in cursive on chalk lines. A drifting figure drawn in chalk (Hovnanian’s fa-
ther) seems suspended, and beneath his feet pink letters spell out the word “help.” The words 
“I’m Fine” are written in white chalk on top of his plaintive plea. On the left side of the canvas is 
a school bus, perhaps carrying the children to a more predictable environment. Hovnanian’s 
mother also used to gather the children in the car and take them away when their father 
became very angry. And at the top left, embedded in the sea of blue, is a photograph of what 
seems to be a perfect family standing outside and looking at their home.



 Hovnanian often addresses the anxiety brought on by our attempts to match society’s 
expectations. In the past, she has created work that underlines and subverts our obsession 
with making our human appearance conform to an acceptable norm. And, more recently, she 
has revealed the alienation that our technological devices have encouraged The Happy Hour 
series is a study of what happens when we are not able to follow the plan that  society pres-
ents to us. One family member struggles in his daily life, and the other family members feel 
they must overcompensate to assure neighbors and friends that their family isn’t crumbling. 
Children grow up early in these homes under the mistaken illusion that making things right is 
their responsibility.

 Hovnanian also addresses the disparity between how men and women are allowed 
to behave Pink Lady and Pink Panty Dropper, both like fever dreams, feature the phrase “A 
Questionable Reputation”. In both works, symbolic objects float on a painterly rose-colored 
surface. In the larger work we see white gloves covering long arms, a pearl necklace—symbol-
izing purity—placed in contrast to a cocktail glass holding a penis shooting “pearl necklaces,” 
cocktails, beer, the invective “loosen up,” and cascading cherries. The ribald underbelly of social 
rituals fights with convention on these canvases, underscoring the pressures put on women to 
maneuver their way through both acceptable and unacceptable sexual and social situations. 
If they can’t survive the real activities behind society’s false front or dare to speak up about the 
unequal roles of men and women, subtle punishments emerge, aimed at slowing women’s 
progress. These paintings reflect the atmosphere of Hovnanian’s childhood in Texas, when 
the rules of social behavior were sent down from previous generations, causing a disconnect 
between men and women and older and younger generations. 

 Hovnanian’s room installation of liquor bottles, with walls made of green chalkboards 
covered with chalk lines and topped with barbed wire, is a construction that melds childhood 
innocence with adult indulgence. The bottles lining the racks are empty, but each one has a 
label made of a page torn from the 1947 Girl Scout Handbook. The artist brings this handbook 
with her everywhere to draw and write on. She takes cues from the text on the chosen page in 
order to create her own counter text, often illustrating the label with pictures. On one label, the 
Girl Scout text instructs a young girl to place a lamp where she and another family member 
can use it together. Over this text Hovnanian writes, “Turn off the lights so he thinks you are 
sleeping.” Hovnanian is writing down another kind of survival guide—a verbal and visual hand-
book that she created as a child with the help of her mother’s instructions, and is only now 
recording in the form of liquor labels and paintings. On another bottle, the paper of the label 
is blank, but the artist paints a beautiful watercolor of a car and writes the text, “MOTHER Get 
in the car.” These delicate drawings, full of strong emotions, have a loveliness about them that 
belies the situations they depict.

 In her essay “On Keeping a Notebook,” Joan Didion suggests that “we are well advised 
to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to be, whether we like them or not.”  Hov-
nanian embraces rather than nods at her distant self. In Happy Hour, she re-enters her child-
hood, not to sensationalize it, but to see it once again and try to know it. Her childhood friends 
gave her the name Ray Lee because she was interested in activities that were thought to be 
traditionally “male.” This is the second part of Hovnanian’s three-part exhibition The Women’s 
Trilogy Project. The first part dealt with our addiction to technology and nature deficit disor-
der, and the third part will deal with purity. Happy Hour is perhaps the most directly personal 
of the three. She revisits her family and southern culture, pulling away the curtain to confront 
what she thought she must hide those many years ago.





























































































RACHEL LEE HOVNANIAN 

Born in Parkersburg, WV

Lives and works in New York, NY

EDUCATION

BFA, University of Texas, Austin, TX

Post-Grad, Parsons School of Design, New York, NY

SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2017  (The Ray Lee Project Vol. 1) NDD Immersion Room, Victori + Mo, Brooklyn, NY 

2016   Perfect Baby Showroom, Public Installation, Dallas Art Fair, Dallas, TX

2014   Plastic Perfect, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  Plastic Perfect, Pechersky Gallery, Moscow, Russia

  New Year’s Feast: Beijing, Joyce Gallery, Beijing, China

2013   Rachel Lee Hovnanian: Power, Beauty, Narcissism and Other New Work, Imago 

  Gallery, Palm Springs, CA

2012   Mud Pie, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  Too Good to be True, Cat Street Gallery, Hong Kong

2011   American Beauty: Too Good to be True, Foundation Pons, Barcelona, Spain

2010   American Beauty: Too Good to be True, Aina Nowack/AAC, Madrid, Spain

  Too Good to be True, Carrie Secrist Gallery, Chicago, IL

  Power and Burden of Beauty, Galerij ARTRA, Kalmthout, Belgium

2009   Power & Burden of Beauty, Jason McCoy, Inc., New York, NY

  Power & Burden of Beauty, Meredith Long & Company, Houston, TX

2007   Rachel Hovnanian: Preservation of the Narcissus, Jason McCoy, Inc., New York,  

  NY

2005   Preservation of the Narcissus, Meredith Long & Company, Houston, TX

2001   Isolation Beauty, David Beitzel Gallery, New York, NY

2000   Isolation Beauty, Meredith Long & Company, Houston, TX



SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2018  Tick Tock: Time in Contemporary Art, Lehman College Art Gallery, Bronx, NY 

2017  Fool The Eye, Nassau County Museum of Art, Roslyn Harbor, NY 

2016   Summer Group Show, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  Feast for the Eyes, Nassau County Museum of Art, Roslyn Harbor, NY

2015   Seeing Now, 21c Museum Hotel, Durham, NC

  Summer Show, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  ART AM 3 (Artisti Americani e Non), Galleria Spazio Soncino, Soncino, Italy

  Sweet Sensations: UConn Reads the Omnivore’s Dilemma, The William Benton 

  Museum of Art, Storrs, CT

2014   Look At Me: Portraiture from Manet to the Present, Leila Heller Gallery, New

  York, NY

2013   Dis-semblance: Projecting and Perceiving Identity, 21c Museum Hotel, 

  Cincinnati, OH

  Bass! How Low Can You Go?, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  Transparencies: Contemporary Art and A History of Glass, Des Moines Art 

  Center, Des Moines, IA

2011   Tender is the Night, Marine Contemporary, Venice Beach, CA

  Leila Heller Summer Show, South Hampton, NY

  January White Sale, Loretta Howard Gallery, New York, NY

  Public Exhibition, Manarat al Saadiyat, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

2010   East Meet West on the East End, Tipoli Gallery of Contemporary Art, South 

  Hampton, New York, NY

  Black and White, Jason McCoy Gallery, New York, NY

  Think Pink, Gavlak Gallery, Palm Beach, FL

2009   Parades and Processions: Here Comes Everybody, Parasol Unit Foundation for 

  Contemporary Art, London, England

2007   Flowers, Leila Taghinia-Milani Heller Gallery, New York, NY

  Options within Realism, Jason McCoy Gallery, New York, NY

2006   Black and White, Old and New, Leila Taghinia-Milani Heller Gallery, New York, 

  NY

  Winter, Gallery Group Show, Meredith Long Gallery, Houston, TX

2003   Target Benches for Central Park, Christie’s Auction House, New York, NY

2002   Landscapes, Gallery Group Show, Meredith Long & Company, Houston, TX



LIST OF WORKS

Pink Panty Dropper, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
96 x 60 inches

Blue Gin Fizz, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
59 inches diameter

Death in the Afternoon, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
96 x 108 inches

Pink Lady, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
132 x 97 inches

Tall, Dark, and Handsome, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
61 x 84 inches

Blue Valium, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
96 x 108 inches

Blue Monster, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
60 x 70 inches 

Dark and Stormy, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
60 x 70 inches

House of Empty Bottles, 2018
Installation of metal, wood, 
chalkboard, barbed wire, 
glass bottles with labels
illustrated in watercolor, 
pastel, and ink

Drinks on the House, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Hand Job, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Vanity Stool, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Hide and Seek, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Slutty I, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Bimbo I, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Is She or Isn’t She?, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Joy, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Shopping Flask, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Wine Flu, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Getaway Car, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Cheap Tarte, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Just One More, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Slut II, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Moving Violation, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches

Sin, 2018
Gouache, oil pastel
7.5 x 7.5 inches
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