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Hannah Wilke’s premature death at the age of fifty-two can
sometimes overshadow her work: While some people romanticize
her as an artist struck down in her prime, others point to a one-
dimensionality in her practice that, with more time, might have
developed in a wider variety of directions. Whatever view one
takes, there is little doubt that her focus on feminist issues was
unwavering. This exhibition, though, clearly shows that her
practice was much broader than it is often given credit for.

The show includes several of Wilke’s most iconic photographs
from her “S.O.S.—Starification Object Series,” 1974–82, and the
later series “So Help Me Hannah,” 1978. Detractors have asserted
that these images fail to pull off the undermining irony they aim for
—and that Wilke’s use of model-like poses slips into a narcissism
that actually reinforces the stereotypes she seeks to subvert. It’s
an unfair characterization, but one easy to arrive at when the
images are taken in isolation. By including several of Wilke’s
lesser-known works, however, this exhibition gives viewers a more
complete picture. The centerpiece of the show is Elective Affinities,
1978, in which eighty-six porcelain sculptures are arranged in four
faux-Minimalist grids. But rather than having the hard edges
associated with Minimalism, every one of the ceramics collapses
into labial folds. Then there is Lincoln Memorial, 1976, in which a
postcard of the American monument is covered with kneaded
erasers shaped into vaginal forms. With greater subtlety than her
photographs, these and several other works on view undermine
the masculine structures they take on. They demonstrate a clever,
sardonic humor that permeates the whole exhibition—a raised
eyebrow that manages to make its message understood in no
uncertain terms.

— Anthony Byrt

Hannah Wilke, “S.O.S.—Starification Object
Series,” 1974–82, vintage silver gelatin print
(detail), 7 x 5”. Copyright © Marsie, Emanuelle,
Damon and Andrew Scharlatt/VAGA, New York,
NY. Hannah Wilke Collection & Archive, Los
Angeles.
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Jennifer S. Altman for The New York Times 

Geneva Clark, a 16-year-old from Texas, following Yoko Ono’s instructions for “Voice Piece for Soprano”: scream into the mike.  

Marina Abramovic’s survey has come and gone, but another longtime performance artist is at large in the Museum of 
Modern Art. You probably won’t see this one, but you’ll definitely hear visitors carrying out her instructions to step up to a 
microphone and scream. 

That is Yoko Ono, who is reprising her “Voice Piece for Soprano,” originally from 1961, and other pieces as part of 
MoMA’s latest reinstallation of its contemporary galleries. Like previous exhibitions in the series, “Contemporary Art From 
the Collection” presents a loosely thematic take on art since the late ’60s. But it’s also a shock to the system, not unlike 
the screeches and shrieks that emanate from the atrium.  

Its stated focus is “current events from the past 40 years,” made literal in Robert Rauschenberg’s 60-foot screenprint of 
press clippings from 1970, “Currents,” but otherwise suspiciously broad-sounding. (What contemporary art isn’t, in some 
way, about current events?) Really, though, it’s about the different ways that art can convey urgency and immediacy.  

Thus the organizers — the museum’s associate director, Kathy Halbreich, and the curator Christophe Cherix, serve up 
plenty of performance and performance leftovers. Both are making their first big statements with the contemporary 
collection, though since arriving at the museum in 2008, they’ve worked on smaller shows, like Ms. Halbreich’s “9 
Screens” and Mr. Cherix’s “In & Out of Amsterdam.” 

Ms. Halbreich, formerly the director of the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, deftly weaves film and video into the mix: 
short, saucy pieces by Kalup Linzy and Hannah Wilke, and longer, more intense ones by Glenn Ligon and Paul Sharits. 
Mr. Cherix’s touch can be felt in the many works from his department: prints and illustrated books.  
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Each has made some inspired choices, in the selection and the installation. They pick uncharacteristic works by the artists 
we know well, and turn up major statements by the ones we don’t. (And, yes, a healthy percentage of the art is by women; 
a set of posters by the Guerrilla Girls reminds you that this is a relatively new development.)  

Among the gems the curators have unearthed is a bridge made of linked pads of steel wool, by the Arte Povera sculptor 
Pino Pascali; it shares a small gallery with a body-impression drawing by David Hammons, a photograph by Sigmar Polke 
and a puddle of white spray lacquer by Lawrence Weiner.  

The curators also mine the Gilbert and Lila Silverman Fluxus Collection, a 2009 gift of some 3,000 works relating to the 
Fluxus movement. This explains Ms. Ono’s prominence in the atrium (“Voice Piece for Soprano”) and the sculpture 
garden (“Wish Tree,” 1996/2010). And in “Whisper Piece” she’s written brief invocations in tiny handwriting on walls 
throughout the exhibition.  

Another Fluxus artist, Alison Knowles, will perform a version of a work from 1969 titled “The Identical Lunch.” Beginning 
next January, she’ll serve the same meal — a tuna fish sandwich — to one table of eight visitors to the second-floor cafe 
who have registered in advance. In the meantime you can see vintage photographs of her friends and colleagues eating 
their sandwiches.  

And just below Ms. Knowles’s photographs, a major installation by an underrated elder statesman of Fluxus, George 
Maciunas, incorporates emptied lemonade cans, sugar boxes and other containers: the remains of food and household 
products consumed by the artist over a period of one year.  

Other bodycentric art is summarily acknowledged in a small gallery of ephemera. Here are the provocative posters and 
Artforum advertisements through which Robert Morris and Lynda Benglis waged gender war, as well as grainy 1972 
Super 8 footage of Vito Acconci performing his autoerotic “Seedbed.”  

The show’s most memorable performance, though, belongs to Ms. Wilke. In a video made in 1976 at the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, the distractingly stylish artist struts and strips behind Duchamp's “Large Glass.” 

At this stage of the exhibition, the dearth of painting becomes hard to ignore. It’s remedied soon enough, with dueling 
stripes by Daniel Buren and Agnes Martin and a mesmerizing multicolored abstraction by Simon Hantai. Let the others 
have their Minimalism and institutional critique; the only theory in Mr. Hantai’s “Untitled (Suite ‘Blancs’),” made by painting 
exposed parts of a crumpled canvas, is string theory.  

Even better is the gallery devoted to the 1980s, partly covered in General Idea's {ldquo}AIDS (Wallpaper).{rdquo} 
Modeled on Robert Indiana’s “LOVE” letters, it makes a striking background for Warhol’s immense gold Rorschach 
painting and Bruce Nauman’s drawing “Punch and Judy II Birth & Life & Sex & Death.” The elements of the installation are 
so carefully interwoven that the show starts to look like a Biennial, in a good way.  

The final section, though, has some of the not-so-good hallmarks of Biennials: uninspired found-object tweaking, 
meaningless clustering and text that’s full of curatorspeak (“willful mistranslation”). The sweet scent of Cildo Meireles’s 
hay-bale cube, “Thread,” helps a bit, as do strong drawings and prints by Huang Yong Ping and Huma Bhabha.  

The intensity picks up again at the show’s end, with an installation that documents Paul Chan's “Waiting for Godot in New 
Orleans.” Mr. Chan’s 2007 staging of that Beckett play in the Katrina-scarred Lower Ninth Ward was, by all accounts, a 
profound and cathartic event.  

Some of those emotions get lost in Mr. Chan’s exhaustive archive of audio, video, photographs, maps and props. But they 
return, suddenly, with a scream.  

“Contemporary Art From the Collection” continues through Sept. 12, 2011, at the Museum of Modern Art; (212) 708-9400, 
moma.org. 

This article has been revised to reflect the following correction: 

Correction: July 3, 2010 

Schedule information on Friday with an art review of “Contemporary Art From the Collection,” at the Museum of Modern 
Art, misstated the closing date. It is Sept. 12, 2011 — not Sept. 12 this year. The review referred incorrectly to the 
performance piece by Alison Knowles called “The Identical Lunch” that will be part of the exhibition. When it begins in 
January it will be during the run of the show, not after the exhibition has closed. In the piece, which will run twice a week 
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from Jan. 13 to Feb. 4, Ms. Knowles will serve the same meal to one table of eight visitors to the second-floor cafe who 
have registered in advance. She will not be serving it to all visitors to the cafe. 

 

Jennifer S. Altman for The New York Times 

Hannah Wilke’s “Through the Large Glass,” left, and part of Robert Rauschenberg’s “Currents.”  
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Landscape of Eros, Through the Peephole  

By HOLLAND COTTER 

PHILADELPHIA — “Marcel, Marcel, I love you like Hell, Marcel.” So ran a mash note written to Marcel 
Duchamp in 1923 by the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, one of the scores of women, and many 
men, for whom Duchamp was a personal fixation, erotic, aesthetic or otherwise.  

For many contemporary art lovers he is a fixation still, the archangel of a once and possibly future avant-garde 
and a patron saint of postmodernism. And the Philadelphia Museum of Art, rich with relics of his sly, 
seductively standoffish spirit, is a pilgrimage site.  

The 1912 painting “Nude Descending a Staircase,” Duchamp’s first succès de scandale, is here. So is “The 
Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even” (1915-23), also called “The Large Glass,” a see-through mural 
about mechanized love and erotic frustration. And then there are the “erotic objects,” paperweight-size things 
molded from the body’s intimate nooks and crevices.  

Duchamp’s great monument to eros, though, is the tableau called “Étant Donnés: 1. La Chute d’Eau, 2. Le Gaz 
d’Éclairage” (“Given: 1. The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas”). Created in almost complete secrecy between 
1946 and 1966, it was his final work, and also his weirdest and most mysterious. And it is the subject of a 
potent exhibition at the museum called “Marcel Duchamp: Étant Donnés,” which, among other things, finesses 
the lingering myth that Duchamp ended up abandoning art for a life of chess and cogitation.  

In reality, and by his own description, he simply went “underground.” He went on with his very active art-world 
social life, but told almost no one about the art he was making. He left the completed “Étant Donnés” in his 
bare-bones Manhattan studio when he died in 1968. The next year it was placed, as he had assumed it would 
be, on permanent view in the Philadelphia Museum gallery dedicated to the big cache of his work that came to 
the museum with the Arensberg collection in the 1950s. The gallery has been reinstalled with new material, 
much of it never before exhibited, to create the present show.  

Jasper Johns, a longtime Duchampian, once referred to “Étant Donnés” as “the strangest work of art in any 
museum.” And strange it is. It occupies a closed-off room in a dead-end area at the back of the main Duchamp 
gallery. The room can’t be entered. The entrance is blocked by a pair of locked antique wooden doors, solid 
except for two tiny side-by-side peepholes in their center.  

When you look through the holes — only one person at a time can do so, making for a very self-conscious 
viewing experience — you see a shattered brick wall just beyond the door, and in the distance a painted 
landscape of hills, autumn-tinged trees and what appears to be an actively flowing waterfall.  

In the foreground, just past the shattered wall, the nude body of a woman reclines on a nest of dried branches, 
her legs spread wide to reveal oddly malformed genitals. Her face is obscured by her blond hair. Her lower 
legs and right arm are out of the range of vision. Her left arm is raised at the elbow, and in her hand she holds 
a small, glowing electric lamp.  

The sight, at once bucolic and freakish, provoked an uproar when the piece had its public debut 40 years ago. 
What are we looking at? The aftermath of rape, mutilation and attempted murder? A profane update of 
Bernini’s “Ecstasy of St. Teresa”? (Duchamp sometimes referred to the figure as “Our Lady of Desires.”) 
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Either way, it must have struck some feminists as one more addition to art history’s archive of aggression 
against women. And these viewers would have found small comfort in learning that the piece was conceived 
as a kind of erotic homage to two specific women in Duchamp’s life.  

One was the Brazilian-born sculptor Maria Martins, with whom he had an affair from 1946 to 1951. His art went 
wild during that time. The “erotic objects” proliferated. He made paintings from semen and collages from body 
hair. The nude in “Étant Donnés” is largely pieced together from casts of Martins’s voluptuous figure. She was 
both the object of the work and a collaborator: Duchamp consulted her repeatedly as the work progressed.  

The other woman was Duchamp’s second wife, Alexina, known as Teeny, whom he married after the Martins 
affair, in 1954. It is a cast of her hand that holds the electric lamp in the tableau. She was privy to every step in 
the progress of the piece as it evolved toward completion.  

It is the making of “Étant Donnés,” rather than its enigmatic meaning, that this exhibition focuses on. Michael 
R. Taylor, curator of modern art at the Philadelphia Museum, essentially gives us a detailed backstage tour of 
the fabrication process, a tour all the more intriguing for being devoted to an artist who, it is often said, came to 
disdain all creative tools apart from ideas. 

Proof to the contrary is here. Almost every surviving scrap of physical material related to “Étant Donnés” has 
been gathered, either from the museum’s deep Duchamp archives or from other collections. From 1946, early 
in the piece’s history, comes a highly polished pencil drawing of Martins’s nude body; later come plaster casts 
of her limbs and samples of “skin” made from parchment, all evidence of Duchamp’s fascination with craft and 
the naturalistic effects it could achieve: flesh that was smooth but not slick; skin that looked warm but not too 
flushed.  

The background landscape was a similar blend of artifice and realism. The scene originated in photographs 
Duchamp took on a vacation in Switzerland. He enlarged the prints, cut them up and rearranged them to 
eliminate any evidence of buildings. After photographing and printing the altered panorama on cloth, he 
meticulously colored it with oil paint and chalk. He made the “moving” waterfall from translucent plastic backed 
by rotating discs powered by a motor housed in a biscuit tin.  

The illusion of space and atmosphere seen in the peephole view is remarkable, especially given the out-of-
sight construction that produces it, a ramshackle exercise in bad carpentry and precarious wiring, with pieces 
of drapery held in place by clothespins. It’s all documented in a series of Polaroids Duchamp took of the nearly 
finished piece in 1965, when he learned that the lease on his longtime studio in Manhattan wasn’t being 
renewed and that he had to move everything to a different space.  

The Polaroids, being exhibited publicly for the first time, left me a little breathless. They are documents, not of 
a fabled retirement, not of cerebral dandyism, but of effort, effort, effort, and the strain and anxiety Duchamp 
was under as he began to form, through photographs, the rudiments of an instruction manual for dismantling 
and reassembling the flimsy product of nearly 20 years’ work.  

The same dynamic of effort animates Mr. Taylor’s exceptional catalog, which weighs a scholarly ton but is as 
absorbing to read as a whodunit. I wolfed it down, transfixed, in a night and a day.  

It covers not only, step by step, the two decades of the tableau’s creation, but also the minutiae of its delicate 
transfer to Philadelphia, an operation overseen by a young curator named Anne d’Harnoncourt, who a few 
years later would help to organize the museum’s great Duchamp retrospective and would then serve as the 
institution’s much-admired director from 1982 until her sudden death last year.  

Both the book and the exhibition are dedicated to her. And both include something she would have liked: work 
by contemporary artists for whom Duchamp, and “Étant Donnés” in particular, has been an inspiration. Robert 
Gober and Marcel Dzama are among those covered in the catalog. Ray Johnson is in the show, with some 
snappy mail-art drawings that filter Duchamp’s piece through a homoerotic lens — quite plausibly, given 
Duchamp’s efforts to scramble conventional gender categories in his work.  
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And there is a film by a contemporary female artist, Hannah Wilke (1940-93), who went to art school in 
Philadelphia, saw “Étant Donnés ” soon after its installation and remembered finding it “repulsive.” She later did 
a performance about it in which she assumed the place of the prone figure. And in a 1976 film made in the 
museum’s Duchamp gallery, she engaged with “The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even,” his other 
grand erotic masterwork.  

Dressed in a high-fashion white tailored suit and fedora, she does a slow striptease in front of the piece, or 
rather behind it, as the camera shoots her performance through the glass and through Duchamp’s painted 
phallic and vaginal forms frozen in unconsummated union.  

Wilke, who was a great beauty, preens, shifts, undoes a button, tips her hat, shifts, stares, slowly pulls at a 
zipper. The Bride and the Bachelors can never complete their erotic task, but she can. In her performance she 
was the cool but active counterpart to the woman in “Étant Donnés,” just as exposed but in control of the 
exposure.  

Duchamp, the transcendent pornographer, would have understood all these contradictions. I suspect he saw 
himself both as the distanced creator of his final work and as the passively light-bearing figure lying within it. 
And surely he would have agreed with Wilke’s tough-love words: “To honor Duchamp is to oppose him.” 
Because he opposed himself — or the mythical self he invented — by slaving away at material forms of art that 
he had declared beneath contempt. His dispassionate passion is what continues to make him magnetic. Tough 
self-love, perverse and seductive, is what “Étant Donnés” is about.  

“Marcel Duchamp: Étant Donnés” continues through Nov. 29 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Benjamin 
Franklin Parkway at 26th Street; (215) 763-8100, philamuseum.org. 
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ART REVIEW 

An Artist’s Roots in Sculpture, Reclaimed  
By BENJAMIN GENOCCHIO 
Published: October 10, 2008  

“Hannah Wilke: Gestures,” at the Neuberger Museum of Art, is a 
complex exhibition with a simple point: that Ms. Wilke’s roots and 
practice as a sculptor have been largely forgotten, replaced by a 
narrow view of her work as a photographer and performance artist.  

 
FOURSQUARE Hannah Wilke’s “Geo-Logic 4 to One,” from the “Generation Process” series 
(1980-82), in which Ms. Wilke used color to dramatic effect.  

It is not entirely clear how this historical oversight happened, though Tracy 

Fitzpatrick, the exhibition curator, has a theory: the widespread display and 

dispersal of reproductions of Ms. Wilke’s photographs, stripped from their 

original context, perpetrated a condensed vision of her art.  

The exhibition puts sculpture back in the picture, beginning with a concentrated 

look at early, little-known clay pieces by Ms. Wilke (1940-1993). Among the 

displays are several of her small, fragile clay forms in the shape of female 

genitalia.  

Produced in the early 1960s, these sculptures represent some of the first explicit 

vaginal imagery arising from the feminist art movement. Ms. Wilke was not just 

an experimental artist, but a feminist pioneer. 

Further displays show that Ms. Wilke worked with clay throughout her career, 

but she also experimented with other sculptural materials. There are sculptures 



made of latex, wax, cookie dough, erasers, chewing gum, Play-Doh — even 

laundry lint.  

All the materials are malleable, and all her sculptures are based on a specific 

method of folding, through which she turns flat, surfaces into three-dimensional 

vessels. The final shapes have vaginal connotations of varying degrees. 

Sometimes the forms are laid out along the floor in a line or arranged in a grid, 

but beyond the momentary delight of discovering a work’s unexpected material, 

the shapes can all start to get monotonous.  

Ms. Wilke was aware of this concern. Her roots as a sculptor lie in minimalism, 

but she never wanted to be associated with the minimalists, who prized 

standardized geometric shapes and forms. Her sculptures, she argued, were 

different insofar as each of them was unique.  

She also employed color to dramatic effect. Some of her folds are painted in 

bright primary and secondary colors, while others, like the “Generation Process” 

series from 1982, are spattered and flecked with paint. The point was to make 

each one different, to give it a personality. Among the hundreds of folds in this 

show, no two are the same. 

Most probably, the choice of colors was also deeply personal. Nine ceramic folds 

titled “Blue Skies,” begun in 1987 but completed shortly before her death six 

years later from lymphoma, are dark and bleak — a mess of swirls of blue and 

white on a black field. 

Given her work with body imagery, it was inevitable perhaps that Ms. Wilke 

should also begin to work with her own body. In her 1974 video “Gestures,” 

shown here, we see her using her skin as a sculptural material as she slowly 

kneads and pulls at her face.  

This led to other videos and photographs of herself, usually in the nude, the most 

important and best known of which are the photographic body-art pieces from 

the “S.O.S-Starification Object Series,” begun 1974, in which she merged 

sculpture and her body by creating little vulva-like sculptures out of chewing gum 

which she then stuck all over herself. 



One image from the “S.O.S” series is here. It shows the artist, naked to the waist, 

a veil wrapped about her head, her face and body covered in the chewing-gum 

sculptures, which look like hives or welts, or even some kind of painful tribal 

scarification. 

The display could have included more than one of these works, along with other 

examples of the artist’s body-art photography and video. (I am thinking of the 

photographs of Ms. Wilke in pin-up poses.) But given the show’s ambition to 

resurrect her sculpture, it is understandable that the curator has sought to 

minimize the inclusion of this line of work. 

Over all, this show is not so much a retrospective as a kind of art history search-

and-rescue project. It is not easy to experience or even to like, given the 

confrontational, repetitive use of female sexuality. But in earnestness and for art 

historical purpose, “Hannah Wilke: Gestures” sets a standard to which most 

museum shows don’t even bother to aspire. 

“Hannah Wilke: Gestures,” Neuberger Museum of Art, 735 Anderson Hill Road, 

Purchase, through Jan. 25. Information: www.neuberger.org or (914) 251-6100 

 



Everybody Dies…Even the Gorgeous: Resurrecting the Work of Hannah Wilke 
 
Amelia Jones in http://www.markszine.com/401/ajind.htm    2003 
 
 
1 Hannah Wilke once answered her critics, who accused her of 

flaunting a too-beautiful body in her body art work, with a 

blistering insistence that death's democracy be acknowledged: 

“People give me this bullshit of, ‘What would you have done if y

weren’t so gorgeous?’ What difference does it make? ... Gorg

people die as do the stereotypical ‘ugly.’ Everybody dies.”
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2 Of particular interest is the way Wilke's work was ghettoized as “feminist” and “essentialist” until her 
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3 I was fortunate enough to have seen slides and some prints of Wilke's Intra-Venus project in the late 
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1 It ha

been argued, often in regrettably hackneyed ways, that creating a

is about resisting the inexorability of death. Hannah Wilke's 

flamboyantly courageous feminist practice, from the early 1960s 

until her death from lymphoma in 1993, is testament to this

that making art can sustain the subject beyond her bodily demis

extraordinary Intra-Venus project was posthumously exhibited at the Ronald Feldman Gallery in 1994.

The death-struggle documented with such wit and clarity in the harrowing pictures of Intra-Venus 

shocked the art world out of its complacent categorization of Wilke's work. In so doing it also may 

have shifted long-standing assumptions about so-called 1970s feminism, with which Wilke had so 

damningly been connected. In this essay, I want to sketch some of the high points of her rich career

before concluding with a brief discussion of her final project, the traumatic nature of which sufficed 

change, at a single stroke, the dominant art world's perception of Wilke's art and legacy.  

fall of 1992, just before she died. I saw these images as groundbreaking work, not only within the 

history of body art, but also within the context of photograhpic self-portraiture, an increasingly pop

mode of self-performance. I would argue that Wilke's role was equally crucial to the latter – beginning 

with her self-described “performalist” self-portraits in the S.O.S. series of the mid-1970s – but had 

been marginalized or submerged in favor of the work of postmodern feminist luminaries such as Cin

Sherman, who for various reasons (primarily her age and connection to other postmodernists such as 

Robert Longo), had not been tarred with the brush of  “1970s essentialist feminism” as had Wilke.  

http://www.markszine.com/401/ajind.htm
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On the strength of what I had seen, it was with some confidence that I 

proposed a feature article on Intra-Venus to the editor of Artforum Magazine. After all, Wilke's final 

project – as yet unveiled to the New York art world – was clearly a major body of work and it was 

equally clear that Wilke's work had not been given the attention it was due. Unfortunately, the editor 

replied that they were not interested in Hannah Wilke's work. I took this somewhat personally, as 

might be imagined. But the stronger part of my reaction, by far, was a sense of outrage that gound-

breaking artist was being bypassed once again. Less than a year later, coinciding with the exhibition of 

Intra-Venus at the Feldman, a very fine and lengthy review by Andrew Perchuck appeared in Artforum. 

Perchuck notes that “what separates these photographs from other artists’ portrayals of disease and 

impending death is the seamlessness with which they fit into the body of Wilke's artistic production.”2 

He goes on to connect Intra-Venus with Wilke's career-long negotiation of her own self-image - in 

particular, her prescient engagement of performative relations through her photographs of herself, in 

various states of undress, her naked flesh covered with bubble-gum wounds or, as she described them, 

“cunts,” in the S.O.S. - Starification Object Series (1974-82).  

5 For the moment, I want to go back farther to Wilke's fleshy objects and nascent performative displays 

in the 1960s and even earlier. As Perchuck points out, Wilke herself begged the question of her 

obsession with self-display by beginning her 1989 retrospective at the University of Missouri with a 

photograph of herself nude at age four. This image, which she entitled First Performalist Self-Portrait, 

and dated 1942-1979, shows Wilke (born Arlene Hannah Butter) entirely naked except for white shoes, 

standing in a sunlit yard with great self-possession.3 Thanks to the generosity of her sister Marsie 

Scharlatt, I have been privy to family photo albums where Marsie's demure demeanor in the 

photographs is aggressively countered by Hannah's defiant self-presentational strategies, all of which 

seem to have been aimed at getting the lion's share of parental attention (honing her skills for attracting 

the later eye of the art world). As I have noted elsewhere, Wilke's her entire career can be seen as a 

profound meditation on what Craig Owens has called the “rhetoric of the pose.”4 

6 The pose, Wilke illustrates time and time again, not only enacts the subject (producing the subject as a 

body and a self) but also of unhinges the notion of the subject as a stable, centered individual. The 



insistent, reiterative self-posing that Wilke documents in her work from around 1970 until her death 

stubbornly resists the notion that representation's reveal some latent knowledge about who and what 

the subject actually is. The subject is known only through her appearance – via the image or in the 

“flesh” – and yet this appearance is infinitely variable. The portrait's subject calls out to us, but each of 

us receives it in our own particular way.  

7 One of Wilke's first self-portraits adorns an outrageous advertisement for an early exhibition at the 

Ronald Feldman Gallery. The photograph, by her then-lover Claes Oldenburg, shows Wilke standing 

in front of a desk in her studio at the Chateau Marmont, Los Angeles. Her torso is fully clothed while 

her ass points defiantly toward the camera, clad only in the thinnest veil of hosiery. Her booted lower 

legs and feet stand firmly, one propped on a chair. She is absorbed in something on her desk and her 

defiance is marked by her ass-in-your-face pose and her seemingly complete lack of interest in or 

concern for the viewer's potentially devastating “male gaze.”  

8 In the catalogue for the University of Missouri retrospective, the first and only major publication to 

date on Wilke's work,5 this advertisement is placed opposite a page illustrating two of her 1960s 

ceramic “cunt” sculptures – gorgeous folds of fleshy (yet fired and hard) clay which look like nothing 

but the female genitalia, blossoming in a moment of vertiginous pleasure. Sharing the page with the 

advertisement are formally similar “lint” sculptures from 1974. Employing two very different 

materials, one apparently soft and skin-like but actually crusty and brittle, the other made of the most 

fragile conglomeration of laundry lint, and working in roughly the same scale (about 12 inches long) – 

Wilke produces more flesh, which is seemingly female in its reference to labia, but (with a slightly 

skewed glance) also resembles the head of a circumcised penis).6 

9 The folded ceramic and lint sculptures are arrayed across the gallery floor, sometimes in rows, other 

times in a loose conglomeration forming a large rectangle at the edges. Meandering through, the visitor 

feels at once dominant to the works at her feet and very aware of their engulfing expanse and immense 

fragility. If she were to trip on one of the ceramic folds, 

she would surely shatter it – the lint would dissipate i

the air. Combining delicacy and brittleness with their 

aggressive spread across the floor, these snappish 

mouths beckoning or perhaps leer at us – eliciting an 

uneasy response. Drawing on the spatial strategies of 

Minimalism, Wilke produces feminized genital objects 

that both seduce and repel the visitor by solici physical qu

to the simultaneous aggression and receptivity of the female sex as it is woven into the cultural 

unconscious as well as into individual masculine and feminine psyches.  

 

n

a emotional sensations. The folds thus speak 

10 From the mid-1970s into the 1980s, Wilke spent more and more of her time on performances 

to 



documented on video and in photographs such as Garfield Park, Chicago (1975) and ART New

Revised (1976), wherein Wilkes sums up the co-extensivity of the flesh sculptures and the flesh o

display. She poses topless in the gallery space surrounded by her dripping, sensuous latex “flowers” 

(variations on the ceramic fold pieces).  

 

s 

f self-

11 The S.O.S., Starification Object Series noted above was her earliest and most insistent photographic 

er 

es of 

's 

 her 

ly; 

arked 

12 Other projects – the video pieces Gestures (1977) and Intercourse with... (1977), and the So Help Me 

 in 

e” 

 

h 

13 Throughout the 1970s – as Minimalism, Conceptualism, and body art bloomed and shriveled with the 

sly 

statement on the reiterative performance of the self as 

an elusive promise of authenticity. These seemingly 

endless photographs, often arranged in grids, show 

Wilke posing flirtatiously, often with bare chest, her 

naked flesh covered with her infamous bubble-gum 

cunts – tiny folds of colored gum mimicking the larg

form of the folded sculptures. The photographs 

document(though not necessarily directly) a seri

performances Wilke presented to the public: she would 

hand fresh sticks of gum to audience members as they 

entered; the she would strip After audience members c

twisting each piece into cunt forms that she then applied to her naked body. “I chose gum because it

the perfect metaphor for the American woman – chew her up, get what you want out of her, throw

out and pop in a new piece.”

hewed the gum, she would ask for it back, 

7 The cunts are not celebratory, as the label of “essentialism” would imp

rather, as marks of suffering they suggest that gender – in particular femininity – is culturally m

as a condition of woundedness.  

 

Hannah series (1978-1984) – deployed performance and photographic or videographic representation 

in order to explore further the performance of femininity as marked or wounded. The erudite bases of 

Wilke's practice are revealed in the complex interconnections of the latter, an extended performance 

and series of photographs in which the marks of the female sex are connected to Marx's theory of 

exchange value and the pithy pronouncements of other, primarily male, “authorities” from Ad 

Reinhardt to James Joyce. In all of these works, Wilke's naked or almost naked body is enacted

representation so as to foreground representation itself as the site of human exchange. Even the “liv

performance of the 1985 So Help Me Hannah “original,” – wherein Wilke tumbled, naked and holding

a gun, through the architectural setting of P.S. 1 in Brooklyn – would have been experienced as 

mediated through the representational. One prominent part of the performance involved men wit

video cameras documenting (hunting or haunting?) her every move.8 

 

rise of appropriation postmodernism – Wilke was known as a character to be reckoned with on the 

New York art scene. But, like many women artists during this period, her work was not taken seriou



or extensively exhibited – beyond the tenacious support of her gallery, Ronald Feldman. The fact that 

the first large-scale show of her work took place at a relatively obscure university gallery in Missouri 

(spearheaded by the support of feminist artist and writer Joanna Frueh, who contributed to the 

catalogue) – and then only in 1989, after a thirty years of art making – testifies to the fact that W

work was largely excluded from the center of the international (still New York based) art world.  

 

ilke's 

14 As was suggested to me by the response of the editor I had approached, Wilke's work was not to be 

young 

as 

15 Wilke's career and her work offered a case in point. She had never clearly or neatly aligned herself 

e 

her 

16 Feminist art found itself in a curious state by the 1980s, when some feminist artists, such as Wilke, 

a 

ilke, 

taken seriously because of its perceived connection to early 1970s U.S. feminism, which was 

considered “essentialist” even by some of the most powerful feminist critics, whose judgment 

unfortunately enabled the willful suppression of such work by the mainstream art world.9 As a 

feminist who came of age intellectually in the late 1980s, I had a personal stake in teasing apart this 

debate, which by this period had reified into an “essentialist” versus “anti-essentialist” schism that w

exceedingly damaging to feminism's potential role in shifting the terms of cultural analysis beyond the 

dichotomous logic of modernism.  

 

with the most visible figures associated with “essentialist” feminism – including Lucy Lippard and 

Judy Chicago (though I would argue for withholding such labels from these two figures as well). Sh

had even produced work that specifically challenged Lippard's critique of her work for its supposed 

“confusion of her roles as beautiful woman and artist, as flirt and feminist, [which] has resulted at 

times in politically ambiguous manifestations.”10 Wilke's response is the funny but angry poster of 

herself, topless and arms akimbo, gum cunts on her chest with a tie dangling between her breasts, 

accompanied by the text: “Marxism and Art: Beware of Fascist Feminism” (1977). She performed 

position as a feminist against a feminism of prescription, presciently pointing an accusing finger at the 

essentialist/anti-essentialist impasse towards which feminism seemed to be heading.  

 

Chicago, and Carolee Schneemann (then in their thirties and forties), found themselves increasingly 

marginalized as the art market exploded in a frenzy of intense commodification. At the same time, a 

slightly younger generation of women artists, such as Barbara Kruger and Cindy Sherman, emerged 

into an art world that embraced their work, sucking it voraciously into the turbine of the Reagan 

economy. A growing number of exhibitions of work by even younger feminists in the 1980s and early 

1990s (such as Bad Girls, shown in tandem at the New Museum of Contemporary Art in New York 

and the Wight Art Gallery in Los Angeles in 1994) was followed by a spate of shows, including Lydi

Yee's Division of Labor: “Women's Work” in Contemporary Art (at The Bronx Museum of the Arts in 

1995) and my own Sexual Politics: Judy Chicago's Dinner Party in Feminist Art History (at the UCLA 

Armand Hammer Museum of Art in 1996), which attempted to re-examine the continuum of feminist 

work from the late 1960s up to the late 1990s and to place feminist art and art history within a 

historical frame. Taking seriously the work of so-called 1970s feminists such as Chicago and W



these shows began to revise the categories through which the work of certain feminist artists had been

dismissed by art world – and, unfortunately by some feminist – rhetoric.  

 

 

17 Unlike many feminist artists who had been active in the early 1970s and thus were tarred with the 

ents – and 

ad 

18 First and foremost, Wilke's willingness – even seeming eagerness – to perform a body that was now 

 her 

cus 

al 

19 Some simple readings will serve to make my final point: that Wilke's works have never been about a 

tongue 

brush of essentialism, Wilke's entire career, as noted, was reopened to view with the presentation, 

posthumously, of her Intra-Venus project. This project consisted of a number of large-scale 

performative color photographic self-portraits, watercolor self-portraits, pieces she called 

“Brushstrokes” – “paintings” made from the hair that fell out during Wilke's cancer treatm

several objects (bloody bandages mounted on paper, and pieces relating to objects by Marcel 

Duchamp). Each aspect of the project forced a dramatic re-evaluation of the sculptural, video, 

performance, and photographic works from earlier in Wilke's career on the part of those who h

superficially viewed her work as self-obsessed or essentialist.  

 

extremely bloated, bloody, hairless, and otherwise visibly compromised by the cancer and its 

treatments, provoked a thorough reconsideration of the charges of narcissism that had haunted

career up to that point. While she could certainly still be accused of narcissism up to a point – the fo

on the self is still the key strategy of the project – she cannot be accused of the classical narcissism that 

derives from the Greek myth: a kind of obsessive self-love based exclusively on the beauty of one's 

surface appearance. Wilke's self-love, so Intra-Venus seems to say, had a depth that is moving in a 

lacerating kind of way. Paradoxically, through the reiterative self-display of the Intra-Venus works, 

Wilke suggested that her self-love was built of self-knowledge – and thus subversive of the patriarch

construction of the feminine body as only a picture, only display. This, then, is the other side of the 

artifice highlighted in her earlier performative self-portraits.  

 

superficial self isolated as pretty picture, but about a female subject deeply absorbed in its own 

embodied self-reflection. Intra-Venus: the medical invasion of the intravenous line turned, with 

in cheek, into a metaphor for the “inner” aspects of Wilke's “beauty” (as goddess of love – a theme she 

had addressed earlier in her “Venus Pareve” sculptures, themselves based, as one might expect, on her 

own likeness).  



20 One picture (Intra-Venus Series No. 10, June 22, 1992) shows 

Wilke – bald and bloated from chemotherapy and steroid 

treatments, completely naked, reclining in her hospital bed. Some 

kind of intravenous shunt is attached to her chest, which is b

from the invasion. The inevitable hospital bracelet ... a crumpled

sheet. Her head falls off to her right, mouth opened and eyes 

closed in a state of exhaustion. The beauty here is not that of 

appearance, but of being – a being that persists, struggles, in the 

face of death's inexorable and “untimely” approach. Attaching me 

to the scene, but also propelling me out into my own realm of 

desire, the pinky and ring finger of her right hand draw my 

attention: they are perfectly manicured, elegant, their middle-aged 

wrinkles smoothed by flesh-inflating steroids. They call out to m

tenderly, in their false appearance of youthful elegance.  

ruised 

 

e, 

21 

A second image (Intra-Venus Series No. 2, December 27, 1991) – the 

face still gorgeous, a laugh in the eye, the mouth framing a huge grin – Wilke, dressed in art world 

black, lifts her hair as if in a gesture of flirtatious seduction. However, what she reveals is not the 

slender, kissable neck of, say, the So Help Me Hannah images; what she reveals is a huge tumor, 

bulging outward from under her right ear. Her laugh is infectious and not at all dark; she seems to be 

certain she will beat the thing one way or another – and who is to say she didn’t, in the end?  



22 A third image (Intra-Venus Series No. 4, February 19, 1992) was, 

understandably, chosen over the more overtly traumatic images for the 

invitation to the Intra-Venus show. Here, Wilke's face seems to radiate pea

and well being, glossing over the trauma of the diseased body. Filling the 

frame, her face emerges from a swathe of thin blue hospital blanket that 

covers her head. Eyes rapturously shut, her lips closed in a slight smile, 

Wilke looks like nothing but a Madonna – yet under and around the eyes – 

an ominous purplish cast points towards trouble. The smile, on second 

glance, is tired rather than inspired. The face glows, but perhaps the glow is 

otherworldly.  

ce 

23 I met Wilke in November of 1992. She died of cancer shortly thereafter, early in 1993. After Intra-

Venus changed the all-too collective mind of the New York art world, reminding its members that there 

were other – even more outrageous – feminist self-performers preceding Cindy Sherman, another 

retrospective of her work took place across Europe in 1998 and 1999.11 This flowering of interest in 

Wilke's work indicates that it has insinuated itself into a counter-cannon of rigorous art-making, one 

that those in the know understand to have been formative to all that followed. Through Intra-Venus, 

Wilke could be said to perform herself beyond death – if death is the oblivion of never having been 

seen. Through Intra-Venus she staged her own resurrection.  
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