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ELEANOR ANTIN,  

ROMANS & KINGS 
For the past five decades, feminist conceptual artist Eleanor Antin has created an anti -

essentialist chronicle of herself. Working within a range of media – including 

photography, film, writing and installation – Antin has explored a stream of selves, 

influenced by everything from Yiddish theatre to European cinema. As she has 

commented: ‘I’ve always been addicted to masking, to the slipperiness of genre. I 

despise purity. It’s so boring. What the hell, it doesn’t exist, anyway.’  

  

During her rise to prominence in New York’s downtown art scene of the late 1960s, 

when women artists and feminist themes were routinely excluded from gallery 

programming, Antin’s work presented female subjects with bare -knuckles chutzpah, 

depriving the viewer of the easy consolations of pathos or titillation. A recent 

reappraisal of feminist art from this period, such as the showcase  Sex Work: Feminist 

Art & Radical Politics at Frieze London – featuring the libidinal, uninhibited work of 

artists such as Marilyn Minter (sucking, rhinestone-studded mouths) and Renate 

Bertlmann (cacti sprouting hot pink dildos) – shows how defiantly these second-wave 

feminists exploded taboos around female sexuality and the body. It also shows an 

establishment ready, 50 years on, to welcome them with open arms. 

  

But the current popularity of second-wave feminism comes with questions of how to 

read and receive the politics of these works today, and how to negotiate the way in 

which their former riotous, outsider charge is inevitably dampened by the embrace of 

the market. 

  

As Antin’s work comes back into the spotlight, how do her expressions of 1970s 

feminism come into conflict with contemporary identity politics? At a recent 

performance at the Serpentine gallery, Antin was grilled by an audience member about 

her use of blackface when inhabiting her persona of Eleanora Antinova, whom she 

invented in the early 1980s. At the time, as Antin explained in a  New York 

Times interview, the persona was an intended expression of solidarity with thos e caught 

within the intersecting oppressions of race and gender: ‘She’s an outsider, like women 

and blacks in our society… Antinova is a survivor.’  And yet, to audiences today, Antin 

is guilty of glib appropriation: a white artist performing an experience of blackness to 

which she had no claim. 

  

At 82 years old, Antin is still ambitiously at work.  Romans & Kings at Richard Saltoun 

Gallery is an exhibition that dramatises the present moment by impersonating the past. 

The first room features selections from two of Antin’s more recent bodies of work: ‘The 

Last Days of Pompeii’ (2002) and ‘Helen’s Odyssey’  (2007). As the titles suggest, 

Antin raids ancient history – the classical myths of Greece and Rome – to re-stage it, 



challenging the master narratives of western culture with a vision that’s hyper-stylised, 

arch and shot through with campy irreverence.  

  

‘Constructing Helen’ (2007) dominates the room. A digitally photographed collage in 

austere black and white, it depicts Helen of Troy as a nude clay sculpture – monumental 

and supine – waiting to be brought to life. Helen has long been condemned to myth with 

a kind of slut-shaming ambivalence: the supreme object of female beauty who passively 

ensnared Paris, Prince of Troy, and ignited the Trojan War. But what  if the moral co-

ordinates of history were scrambled? Cooking the history books, Antin enacts a kind of 

snarky revenge on ancient injustices.  

  

The artists in ‘Constructing Helen’ are mere Lilliputians trying to make their mark, 

wearing skewed berets and foppish poet shirts. One sculptor tweaks Helen’s nipple – 

the finishing touch? – while making an incision with a modelling knife. Yet for all the  

scene’s exploitation, male power is show as curiously slavish, even shrivelled. Two 

sculptures strike heroic poses of assertion, but look comically grandiose. One – 

decapitated – aimlessly brandishes a spear, as if self-consciously compensating for his 

nakedness. Could torching Troy be Helen’s vengeance for this vainglorious male 

meddling? 

  

‘The Artist’s Studio’ (2001) also conveys the potency of the female muse. A bald 

sculptor works with po-faced rigour to immortalise his nude subject in marble. From 

Helen onwards, the fantasy of female beauty has helplessly ensorcelled male artists – 

resulting in some of western civilisation’s greatest art. Yet it’s been a one -sided affair, 

and Antin ‘corrects’ this defective art-historical narrative by wryly snatching back the 

gaze: a woman looking at men looking at women.  

  

Elsewhere, the show explores this inversion of gendered looking. In ‘A Hot Afternoon’, 

two wrestlers in gold lamé loincloths – like extras from a Derek Jarman-directed swords 

and sandals epic – are locked together in combat. Grappling in perfectly manicured 

gardens, the gladiators almost look as if they’ve frozen into sculpture themselves: an 

act of pure objectification. 

  

These works draw unsubtle but self-evident connections to our own era. Indeed, Antin 

has described Pompeii as having ‘dark shadows in which failure and death lurk at the 

edge of consciousness. Now, in these times, we have even closer parallels with those 

ancient, beautiful, affluent people living the good life on the verge of 

annihilation’. Beyond the surface gloss of these photographs, Antin is attempting to 

redress some of history’s most glaring imbalances.  

  

‘Helen’s Vengeance’ (2007) depicts the severed head of Homer, served like chicken in 

a basket from a picnic in hell. Helen, a sneer scrawled across her lips, raises a toast to 

her dead progenitor. In the background, a loin clothed captive – Paris? – has his cage 

rattled by a comically aggrieved virago. By unloosing Helen of Troy from the great 

word-prison of the Iliad and its cultural authority, Antin not only suggests an 

alternative ending to this well-trodden fable, but points to its transcendence – 



emancipating Helen from the narrow determinism of the canon. History itself, Antin 

poses, is as constructed as fiction. 

  

‘The King of Solana Beach’ (1972–74) also attempts to displace timeworn forms of 

power. Antin poses as a saturnine drag king, dressed like a wandering troubadour in a 

felt hat and cloak. Antin’s King is an incongruous ray of black sunshine in this San 

Diego surfing mecca. He seems to incarnate a new kind of sovereignty: vulnerable, 

reflective. In the five black and white photographs that make up ‘Men’, the King poses 

as a radically democratic figure: signing charters for his people, mundanely bumbling 

around a drug store, flinging out his arms in symbolic embrace of his kingdom. ‘Here’ 

shows the King, Canute-esque, trying to stem an encroaching tide of property 

developers. 

  

Antin’s work gave a platform to a mode of presentation that contradicted gender 

expectations at the time and surely paved the way for a new generation of artists to 

interrogate gender norms. But today, this gender-switching looks oddly quaint in an era 

when the fluidity of gender, and the demolishing of fixed binaries, has entered the 

mainstream. 

  

Romans & Kings comes full circle with Antin’s most celebrated work, ‘100 

Boots’ (1971). Presented as 51 postcards posted to over 1,000 people, they record a 

stampeding breakout from the rarefied, often woman-excluding confines of the 1970s 

art gallery. Seizing the means of her own exhibition and distribution, Antin’s 

anthropomorphised Wellingtons make their way to New York City, at once eerily absent 

and ebullient. We see them in ominous rank and file outside a bank; stomping through a 

dystopian industrial landscape; lined up in a supermarket aisle; passing a row of ducks.  

  

In her biography of post-modernist punk writer Kathy Acker – a close friend of Antin’s 

– Chris Kraus discusses the significance of ‘100 Boots’. While art history has come to 

see Antin’s work as a clever strategy of navigating around traditional gallery shows, 

there was another, more practical motive for her modus operandi: ‘At the time it was 

the only means Antin had of showing her work,’  Kraus explains. In other words, she did 

not have gallery recognition, and so she fought back with mail art.  

  

Indeed, Antin’s bold method was influential. Kathy Acker later adopted it to help 

circulate her early writing and gain recognition, prefiguring modern self -publishing. By 

1973, ‘100 Boots’ found its way to MoMA and – finally – its place in the canon of 

seminal feminist art, the revolutionary spirit of ‘100 Boots’  ensuring Antin’s legacy: a 

second-wave feminist who stood her ground and forced her way into the fold.  
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Eleanor Antin began her career as a stage actress and painter-cum-
assemblagist in the late 1950s. She was inspired by the techniques of 

Morse, Erik. “With a Bang: An 

Interview with Eleanor Antin.” The 

Paris Review. October 22, 2017. 

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog

/2017/10/22/bang-interview-eleanor-

antin/ 

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/author/emorse/
http://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/ela_1972_portrait-of-the-king_ela012_hi-res.jpg


Yiddish theater and Michelangelo Antonioni, as well as those of 
Marcel Duchamp and Fluxus. Her versatile art practice was 
conceptual by design, though leavened by black humor and 
pageantry. Antin’s relocation to the purlieus of San Diego in 1968 
contributed to her particularly Californian blend of theater and 
autofiction, while the native New York she left behind remained 
dominated by the more politicized tenets of minimalism. Since then, 
her stylistic DNA has imprinted itself on a cross section of literati and 
literary artists, from Kathy Acker to Chris Kraus and Sophie Calle, 
fortifying her status as not only an archetypal feminist artist but an 
innovative writer as well. 

This autumn’s Richard Saltoun exhibition “Romans & Kings” together 
with Frieze Masters’ “Spotlight” presented the first major London 
showcase of Antin’s oeuvre, including seminal series like “100 Boots” 
(1971–1973)—often considered the defining entry of the mail-art 
genre—“The Last Days of Pompeii” (2001), and “Helen’s Odyssey” 
(2007), part of her larger tableaux vivants collection, “Historical 
Takes,” as well as a reading from her ten-year cycle of performances, 
films, photos, and writings as the fictitious Ballets Russes ballerina 
Eleanora Antinova, which was collected in a book titled An Artist’s 
Life last year. 

Following her appearance at the Serpentine Pavilion on the eve of 
Frieze Masters, Antin spoke to me via email about the significance of 
narrative in her artwork, an ominous adventure to the West Coast, 
and the literary world’s importunate conservatism. 

INTERVIEWER 

I want to begin by asking you about some of the unifying themes 
behind the autumn exhibitions in London. Part of what becomes clear 
in looking through all of these very different works in photography, 
performance, writing and set design is your recurring attention to the 
highly gestural, the whimsical and the “literary.” Such interests seem 
to be at odds with the ultra-politicized performance of artists like 
Chris Burden, Marina Abramovic, and Vito Acconci during the height 



of the post-’68 period. How were these ideas received when you began 
working in earnest? 

 

 

ANTIN 

I only worked on what interested me, no matter how alien it may have 
seemed to everybody else at the time. Vito and Chris were very 
dramatic artists. Sure, Acconci’s scenarios—at least the earlier ones—
sound simple. Like, choose somebody at random and follow him or 
her until she goes inside. But the possibilities of this life/art piece are 
various, potentially dangerous, funny, boring, whatever. My Carving: 
A Traditional Sculpture has what looks like a minimal system, it does. 
But its potential for complex personal and psychological meanings are 
there, especially for women. The times weren’t so minimalist, after all. 
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INTERVIEWER 

It is difficult to imagine the theatrical “reenactments” of your 
“Historical Takes” tableaux vivantssitting alongside, or as a part of the 
same genealogy as, these minimalist performances of the 1970s. 

ANTIN 

I don’t think anyone would argue with me now about the similarities 
between the American empire and Rome. But when they first saw 
those pictures, I saw the confusion, sometimes even the distaste, on 
the faces of artists, curators, and other people I knew—What the fuck 
is she doing now? By the way, I never use the term tableau vivant. I’m 
telling stories, not so much to the world as to myself. That is what is so 
interesting about the past. It’s like a closed book waiting for me to 
open it. But these stories are very visual, too. Some are allegorical—
cheesy allegories. Don’t misunderstand me, I know life back then was 
no less complicated or difficult than now, but I have a world of 
research and imagination about how they lived their lives, how they 
died, how they loved, how they hated. Since I assume that all peoples 
are like us, an amalgam of personal desires, needs, revulsions, fears, 
and their own version of bad luck—they are all different. I have a 
world of unemployed actors living in my head waiting to jump out 
onto the stage that I give them. But even an extra should have some 
identifying mark that is only hers, no matter how insignificant, 
because it will announce her and not the person standing next to her. I 
always had a passion for ancient Greece. But then later I discovered 
how badly they treated women; and with the flick of a finger, I became 
an ancient Roman. The Romans were more useful actually. Their 
empire gave me an in to our own growing empire. Although the 
Romans were smarter, I think. We won’t be hanging around as long. 



 
T H E  A R T I S T ’ S  S T U D I O ,  2 0 0 1 .  F R O M  T H E  S E R I E S  “ T H E  L A S T  D A Y S  O F  P O M P E I I . ”  C O U R T E S Y  R O N A L D  F E L D M A N  

F I N E  A R T S ,  N E W  Y O R K .  

INTERVIEWER 

In much of your work there is a kind of poetry of placeness—an 
interesting pull between the “vertical” histories of Europe and the 
“horizontal” landscapes of California. In retrospect, how significant 
was the move to San Diego in 1968 for you in rethinking your place 
within the art world? 

ANTIN 

Our arrival on June 5, 1968, after a ten-day car ride from New York to 
San Diego, began with a bang that never ended. I still can’t think of 
two places more divergent than Southern California and New York, 
where I was born and brought up. As the crow flies, I live about a 
quarter of a mile from the Pacific Ocean. Even our ocean is different 

http://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/ela_2002_the-artists-studio-from-22the-last-days-of-pompeii22_ela013_hi-res.jpg


from New York’s ocean. Unfortunately, there’s been a lot of 
overbuilding and so-called development here where the U.S. ends, just 
about thirty miles from Mexico. Though I live in a rural area, it is still, 
more or less, that same brilliant, sun-lit California we arrived in. But 
the bang I spoke of is literal. The night before we arrived, Robert 
Kennedy had just won the Democratic presidential primary in Los 
Angeles and was then killed an hour later. And twenty-four hours 
before, Andy Warhol had been shot. It made the front pages of a tacky 
little newspaper in the small city where we stopped overnight before 
tackling the early morning trek through the desert. These were the 
days when there was no air-conditioning in cars nor cell phones. Our 
one-year-old son developed a high fever the moment we arrived, and 
we cured him within a few hours with the sweet juice from the orange 
trees in our garden. 

 
C O N S T R U C T I N G  H E L E N ,  2 0 0 7 .  F R O M  T H E  S E R I E S  “ H E L E N ’ S  O D Y S S E Y . ”  C O U R T E S Y  R O N A L D  F E L D M A N  F I N E  A R T S ,  

N E W  Y O R K .  

INTERVIEWER 

In a series like “The King of Solana Beach,” which was featured as part 
of this year’s Frieze Masters, there is a strong sense of the Baroque in 
the way you reinvent the sleepy and remote beaches of San Diego as a 
sort of quixotic, medieval kingdom of imaginary subjects. Did 
Southern California represent a new stage set for you to develop a 
form of theater? 

http://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/ela_2007_constructing-helen-from-helens-odyssey_ela011_hi-res.jpg


ANTIN 

Yes and yes and yes. I had arrived in the theater of the new world, 
though I’m glad I wasn’t born here. My culture and my education was 
sophisticated European, with leftist immigrant parents and some great 
public schools thrown in. I would always remain something of an 
outsider in my new world. Indeed, in my life. So, I peopled this new 
land with the theatrical characters who had always lived in my head. 
Now they would live in this world. A Hollywood of my own making—
funny, absurd, sad, and always, deep down, deadly serious. 
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INTERVIEWER 

Feminist autofiction has become a very important genre in the 
millennial era of social media, fan fiction, third-wave feminism, and I 
Love Dick. Your various writing projects and performances as 
Eleanora Antinova appeared to have a profound influence in the art 
world but less so in the literary world, despite their appearances at the 
height of second-wave feminism. As someone who had focused as 
much on the discipline of writing as on the arts, did you hope that your 
experiments in literature would gain as much recognition as the 
performance? 

ANTIN 

I had a growing reputation as an artist. I invented my own ways of 
working, but they were related enough to the going thing to be 
acceptable, more or less. Within the next few years, everybody was 
working similarly to how I had been working, but I had already moved 
on to my next interest. These were never arbitrary—my new methods 
were usually related to the narrative and discourse of what I had been 
working on earlier. But “narrative” wasn’t, until recently, a respectable 
word in the postmodern art world. Neither, of course, was it in the 
modern literary world, which was the home of my husband, David 
Antin, who died last year. His literary works were built out of his 
performances, his improvised talking before an audience. Until 
recently, he was not called a performance artist but an avant-garde 
poet and writer, which he was, too, of course. I wonder if my books 
confused the literary world because they always included drawings 
and photos, while the art world knows I’m one of them. “So what’s this 
book doing here?” That’s what I always rebelled against, a neat 
package of things called literature in books, a stack of photographs like 
Ansel Adams, or a set of drawings and prints by you name him—the 
list goes on and on. 



 
K I N G  W I T H  P A I N T  B R U S H ,  1 9 7 8 .  F R O M  T H E  S E R I E S  “ T H E  K I N G  A N D  H I S  S U B J E C T . ”  C O U R T E S Y  O F  T H E  A R T I S T  A N D  

R O N A L D  F E L D M A N  G A L L E R Y ,  N E W  Y O R K .  

INTERVIEWER 

Do you think, as many avant-garde writers have commented in the 
past, that the literary world was decades behind the art world at the 
time you began combining these text and theatrical projects? 

ANTIN 

Yes, the literary world is way behind the art world in experimenting 
with new forms and ideas. David and his friends are still poison 
to The New Yorker, The New York Review of Books, the London 
Review of Books. Those guys still think Richard Wilbur is a poet! I had 
originally thought I was going to be a writer—I was an English major 
in college—but when conceptual art arrived, suddenly there was a feast 

http://www.theparisreview.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/ela_1978_king-with-paint-brush-from-22the-king-and-his-subject22_ela022_hi-res.jpg


of possibilities. I could make video and movies, act in my own written 
plays along with life-size, painted puppets, collect blood from poets, 
choose my manner of distribution, wear a beard, and lead a revolution 
against the developers. 

  

Erik Morse is the author of Dreamweapon (2004) and Bluff City 
Underground: A Roman Noir of the Deep South (2012). He is a former 
lecturer at SCI-Arc and the 2015 recipient of a Creative Capital/Andy 
Warhol Foundation Arts Writers Grant. 
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Ahead of a new solo show opening this week, the 82-year-old 
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Constructing Helen from 'Helen's Odyssey', 2007© Eleanor Antin, Courtesy of 
Richard Saltoun Gallery 
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Artist Eleanor Antin cuts a tiny little figure, one with glorious lengths of dark hair, 

eyes that could be the dictionary definition of ‘twinkling’ and a gorgeously dirty Noo 

Yoik twang. But while small in stature, there is nothing diminutive about this priestess 

of 20th-century conceptual art: her presence is as vast as her CV. Now, at the age of 

82, she’s over in London to perform at the Serpentine Gallery’s Park Nights series 

ahead of the opening of a solo exhibition at Richard Saltoun Gallery, entitled Romans 

and Kings. She speaks of sympathies with her cab driver, who ran half an hour late 

because he needed a cup of coffee, but Antin seems conversely indefatigable. 

 
Portrait of the King, 1972© Eleanor Antin, Courtesy of Richard Saltoun Gallery 

http://www.serpentinegalleries.org/exhibitions-events/park-nights-2017-eleanor-antin-me-myself-and-i
http://www.richardsaltoun.com/exhibitions/58/overview/
http://www.richardsaltoun.com/exhibitions/58/overview/


 

Antin’s career began in the late 1960s, and her most famous piece, 100 Boots (1971-

3), saw her photograph said footwear in various settings and mail the images to 

hundreds of recipients, thus taking notions of art distribution and display into her own 

hands. Much of her work is based on creating other ‘selves’ – namely a chic, 

sophisticated ex-ballerina called Eleanora Antinova, forever harking back to her 

young and beautiful days in the Ballet Russes; a grand Charles I-style king; and 

Eleanor Nightingale, a nurse. 

 
100 Boots Looking for a Job, San Clemente, California, 1972© Eleanor Antin, 

Courtesy of Richard Saltoun Gallery 

 

 

The artist is a delightful raconteur. I learn about how at 12 years old, she helped her 

(married) mother meet her charismatic new Hungarian poet husband; her love of spy 

novels; her “generous breasts”; her bacon and exercise-dependent diet for Carving, an 

art piece originally performed in the early 1970s, in which she photographed her 

weight loss until she reached the shape of a marble sculpture. Like Antin’s life and 

work, there’s so much to cram in, which even the most generous of word counts and 

interview slots couldn’t accommodate. Here’s just a tiny portion of her wisdom. 



 
The Artist's Studio from 'The Last Days of Pompeii', 2002© Eleanor Antin, Courtesy 

of Richard Saltoun Gallery 

 
On starting out… 

“I have a suspicion I would have had a career in the literary world rather than in the 

art world if I hadn’t come up about the time when conceptual art was coming up. A lot 

of the boys’ [art] was essentially very kinda dry and boring – Art and Language and 

that sort of thing – but there was no reason why you couldn’t do whatever you 

wanted. I had been an actor, I went from one thing to another except for music – my 

sister was a wunderkind musically, but I have no talent in music at all – but I was a 

pretty good dancer. I kept going from one thing to another, so if I did badly or a 

teacher gave me a B-minus or something I left that immediately, I’m not a masochist. 

But anyway, the wonderful thing was that once conceptual work started, and you 

didn’t have to be painter or a sculptor, you could do whatever you wanted. Everything 

was so open.” 



 
100 Boots at the Beach, Solana Beach, California, 1972© Eleanor Antin, Courtesy of 

Richard Saltoun Gallery 

 

On returning to Carving 45 years on… 

“It was about a month after my husband died, and while I had a very busy and lively 

youth, I was married to this brilliant man who was a poet, for 56 years. While I always 

notice a good looking guy, nevertheless I was absolutely with David and then he got 

Parkinson’s. Before that beautiful mind of his could disintegrate, he died. About a 

month later I started doing Carving 2. When I say that it sounds like ‘oh well she’s 

making herself attractive so she can find another man’ but that’s not true at all, it had 

nothing to do with that at all. Maybe it was that I lost him, and then I lost part of 

myself. That’s what I thought it meant for me personally, but it wouldn’t mean that 

for other people. It helped also as I knew when he died I had to get working 

immediately, so and this was there and it felt like the right thing to do. Maybe that’s 

why I didn’t mind the dieting this time – even the slight torment that it gave made me 

feel... it felt right. It’s something I did and it meant a lot to me.” 



The Conversation from 'The Last Days of Pompeii', 2002© Eleanor Antin, Courtesy 

of Richard Saltoun Gallery 

 

On making work through other ‘selves’... 

“If you think of us as we are now, I’m not the same all the time. You’re you and I’m 

me, whoever those people are. We’re not always the same with everybody; we’re not 

always the same with ourselves. It’s the same thing when I’m Antinova – there is a 

kind of trying to hold on to her, but sometimes Eleanor interrupts. I don’t expect to be 

feeling like I’m Antinova all the time. I take away more knowledge about myself and 

my character, my role. I thought I could take on a lot of roles and I realised no, you 

can hold about three together and that’s it. When therapists think somebody has seven 

or eight personalities or some enormous amount you can’t, it’s bullshit. They’re 

calling somebody a ‘self’ when it’s really just a version of another self.” 

Romans & Kings opens September 22 at Richard Saltoun Gallery, London. Serpentine 

Gallery’s Park Nights runs until September 29, 2017.  

 

http://www.richardsaltoun.com/exhibitions/58/overview/
http://www.serpentinegalleries.org/exhibitions-events/park-nights-2017
http://www.serpentinegalleries.org/exhibitions-events/park-nights-2017
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On influence, feminism, and performance. 

 
Eleanor Antin, 100 Boots at the Bank, Solana Beach, California, February 9, 1971, 10:00 am. Mailed: April 26, 1971. Black and white 

photograph. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York. 

In past few years there have been a number of survey exhibitions focused on Antin’s tremendous 
bodies of work. A few months ago, I happened upon a show at Diane Rosenstein Fine Art in Los 
Angeles, which presented a more intimate view of the artist's work. EntitledPassengers, the 
exhibition assembled a treasure trove of previously unseen drawings, photographs, and videos 
from Antin's oeuvre of multi-faceted projects. The many drawings, photographs and videos reveal 
a lifelong obsession with storytelling. 

Most people think of two pieces when they think of Antin's work. In 100 Boots (1971–73) she 
placed 100 black rubber boots in a wide ranging set of arrangements, from military formations to 
playful scenarios including dancing on a car and a mass of boots walking into a bank. The other 
is Carving, A Traditional Sculpture, from 1972, in which she photographed herself in sequence as 

Mason, Rachel. “Eleanor Antin: On Influence, Feminism, and 
Performance.” BOMB Magazine, September 8, 2014. 
http://bombmagazine.org/article/1000241/eleanor-antin  
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her naked body was “carved” by dietiing, a piece that became a widely reproduced symbol of the 
feminist art movement in the 1970s. 

The project which has had the greatest impact on me, however, is The King of Solana Beach. In 
a series of black and white photographs, Antin presents herself as a troll-like King lounging, 
breaking into conversations, “working the beach” for befuddled and amused bystanders. She 
created a lived fiction, allowing the world and all its unpredictable elements to become her stage, 
turning everything and everyone into fiction. 

One of the lessons I learned from Antin's work is that an artist can make a stage out of anything 
and step inside of it with the simplest of methods. Her show felt like it offered a possibility: feel 
free to be a wanderer, create journeys, go on them, and see where they lead you. After 
wandering through her show, I decided to write to her and ask her some questions. The following 
is our correspondence. 

Style 

Eleanor Antin Rachel, we can find and expand on stuff that interests us as we go on. Talking, if 
it’s interesting, always opens up to new talking. But given your mixed media audience, it might be 
interesting to discuss style, which most people see as an artist's identity. I consider style to be 
more free-floating and available to play with, to clothe myself in—or disrobe from—to suggest and 
visualize my ideas, to open a whole domain of possibilities related to what interests me in the 
particular work I'm doing. 

Let’s start there or anywhere else. Just send me some questions and we’ll move on. Oh, and I did 
look you up. Unfortunately, Hamilton Fish was the only one I could get to play without interruption 
(my computer is ancient). I thought your work looked really interesting, witty and quite beautiful. 
I'm looking forward to our email conversation. 

 
Rachel Mason, The Lives of Hamilton Fish. Preview performance at Clocktower Gallery NYC, 2013. Photo by Macela Pardo. 

 

http://bombmagazine.org/system/rich/rich_files/rich_files/001/176/379/original/img-2962.jpg


Rachel Mason How fascinating that you bring up style right away because it wouldn't be my first 
inclination and I think it’s a great starting-off point. It seems to me that each of your endeavors 
has a different beginning, asking a new question and following whatever course it needs. There is 
a freedom in your work to not be beholden to the constraints of any style. You work with what you 
need for any given project. 

Which brings me to my question: Do you feel that there is a pressure on artists to be branded, or 
to have clearly defined styles? Have you ever felt pressure to have a style, and if so, has that 
effected your practice? And could you give an example of how style and content function together 
in your work? 

EA Style is a language, it isn't a branding iron. After doing my videotapes The Adventures of a 
Nurse and The Nurse and the Hijackers I realized I had left something out. Something important. 
The idea of "the nurse as caregiver," a role so often given to women—not given, so much as 
historically forced on us whether we wanted it or not, and probably the major role assigned to us 
by history and religion (remember, it includes the role of the mother). It was left out while I 
explored the contemporary pop image of the nurse: sentimental, sexy, a passive player who does 
the best she can in a thankless role. 

But what did nursing actually mean? What was a caregiver? I went back to the founding of 

nursing as a job for women by Florence Nightingale back in the mid-19th century. She 

invented modern nursing as a profession, as a calling, during the Crimean War. That was 

actually the first war to be photographed using that new invention, the camera, but differently 

than it would be done several years later by Mathew Brady and his associates. Roger Fenton 

was with the British army in the Crimea as a patriotic shield for the British government, in 

order to publicize the soldiers to the public back home. Some early PR. If I wanted to discover 

what nursing meant to Nightingale, I had to use the visual language of the time. (Here, I must 

confess I opted to be closer to Brady, as Fenton was a poor model of actual reality.) This 

required actors, costumes, and settings in order to set up anecdotal moments from the lives 

and deaths of the soldiers, and from Nightingale's work and experience. It meant discovering 

the nature of war by reenacting a particular one as it was in its own time. It was not a very 

important war or a very interesting one, and it was certainly a very badly fought one (as most 

wars are. The glamor of Thermopylae is rare in the history of war). So this work morphed into 

a study of war, its ambiguities, its disasters, its comedy. I had a style—19th-century 

reportage/narrative photography—which helped me look into the complexities of my subject, 

and how the idea of nursing was so ironically bound up with killing and death. To paraphrase 

Nightingale from my performance play/video: "If I save one soldier he will just go back and kill 

another. So whereas before he killed one, he will now kill two or three before perhaps dying 

himself. So I have become a double murderer. But ... when I see a man bleeding, I have to 

bandage him." 

I now had sixty 19th-century photos. But the subject was hardly covered. I needed to consider 

war further, there was more, much more. There were the economic aspects, the political 

aspects, the moral (or immoral) aspects. I made life-scale masonite puppets on wheeled 

bases so they could be moved around. They were painted to look like the actors in the 

photos, in a flat style reminiscent of a Brechtian propaganda play because I have political 

ideas I want to argue: I write my Brechtian melodrama with hints of Oscar Wilde thrown in 



(he's so good at miming aristocrats) and go deeper into the issues I brought up in the photos. 

But now I use words and narrative for the murders, betrayals, stupidities, cruelties, romance, 

heroism, ironies, and absurdities of war. I speak for all the characters. About fifty of them. 

With the exception of Nightingale, they're all men. They're British, which requires many 

voices; I'm a good melodramatic actor but I suck at immitations. I just do the best I can. 

At the end of the play, after the death and destruction, Queen Victoria gives Nightingale a gold 
medal and sends her home instead of making her a cabinet member, Minister of War, the position 
she desired. Did you know that in true Victorian female neurasthenic style, she took to her bed for 
the next fifty years? As a woman, she had no other place to go. Without my taking on an early 
19th-century photographic style along with a more modern Brechtian propaganda theatre 
style, The Angel of Mercy would never have worked. I wouldn't have had a language to do it. 

RM In The Lives of Hamilton Fish I play a male character, the editor of a newspaper. As someone 
who is in drag (female to male) in a film made in the present era, I would love to know what it was 
like for you to take on male characters and to act them out over thirty years ago. I would love for 
you to speak to this with regard to The King of Solana Beach, which you began in the early 
1970s. I can only imagine that being a woman in drag at that time was a much more risky thing, 
or at least a very different thing, than it might be today. 

EA I've always loved drag. It’s over-the-top and I'm attracted by the fearlessness in the face of 
danger by people who dance on the high wire. An absurd courage keeps them from falling. 
They're not pathetic Humpty Dumptys. They have an extravagant beauty that I love. A 
fearlessness and joy in self-invention and fuck everybody else, this is me and isn't it grand. 

And sure, I was scared the first few times I walked around my kingdom of Solana Beach with 

a beard and breasts. It was the Nixon days, the Vietnam War, but also the exploding of the 

old bourgeois culture. And the 1970s—contrary to media cliché—were not the selfish age of 

"me" but the age of the liberation of the "me" for those gutsy and astute enough to fight for it. 

Women's liberation, gay liberation, black liberation (which had, of course, begun much earlier 

but now flowered into a black cultural explosion). Solana Beach was a small community of 

surfers, new-agers, retirees, and Republicans, along with the occasional home-grown Nazi. It 

still felt like small-town America but with an easy California style. 

So the day I appeared with a beard and breasts on main street, yes, I was scared. My 

presence was an attack on traditional Republican values of correctness. I mean, women still 

wore white gloves and Easter bonnets in the rich neighboring town of La Jolla. I was sticking it 

to them and their bourgeois culture. But even I was shocked at the ease with which people 

either took me in stride or politely ignored me like a bad smell. A convertible crowded with 

surfers screeched to a halt. "Hey, who are you?" they yelled. I bowed courteously. "I'm the 

King of Solana Beach," I answered politely. "Don't you think Solana Beach deserves a King?" 

"Cool," they shouted, waving at me as they sped away. I began to realize that if I were a tall 

person and not a small person, they might have considered me dangerous. But I wasn't 

threatening. I bowed to people, doffed my cap, kissed ladies’ hands. I certainly looked more 

like Charlie Chaplin than Charlie Manson. David, my husband, called me a dwarf policeman in 

my flowing cape and boots. Now that I think about it so many years later, maybe I was a 

hobbit. What I was was different—an outsider perfectly comfortable in alien country. And as 



the days went by, I began to notice that the only people who said hello and talked to me and 

remembered me were the old people (maybe they didn't see so well) and the young people 

who were usually stoned. The responsible adults who had jobs and took their kids to school 

and went to church on Sunday and baked cookies for little league, those younger and middle-

aged respectable adults merely ignored me. I shouldn't have been in their landscape so I 

wasn't. They erased me. 

 
Eleanor Antin, from The King of Solana Beach, 1974. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York. 

History 

RM I’m interested in your tendency to step into other times in history and to create worlds as you 
do in installations, plays, photographs, films, videos, and fiction. The re-making and re-imagining 
of history is so important in your work and you take such a specific vantage point. I wonder if you 
can expand on that in any way. 

EA I think much of this question was considered when I discussed my time travelling to the 
Crimean War in the mid-19th century. Of course, I enjoy time travel. Sometimes I think I'm in the 
tradition of the Victorian woman dreaming of the big world out there but stuck in the prison of 
female life. Maybe like Emily Dickenson or Emily Brontë. Of course, I'm not stuck anywhere and 
my work forces me to travel, though frankly, I don't find any place that exists today as seductive 
as the past, except perhaps for the giant redwoods in Northern California and I'm not being totally 
honest here, because walking in that forest is walking into the past. My trip to the Jedediah Smith 
National Forest on the California/Oregon border was one of the most amazing moments of my 
life. 

RM Similarly, your recent book, Conversations with Stalin, transports the reader to a different era 
in America, specifically in New York. I had to wonder if you were you writing from experience, 
describing your own life growing up in New York—of course with the exception of meeting Stalin! 
What is fact and what is fiction? 

http://bombmagazine.org/system/rich/rich_files/rich_files/001/176/377/original/antin-my-20kingdom-20is-20the-20right-20size-2c-201974.jpg


EA I've done a lot of readings from Conversations with Stalin. People often ask me whether my 
adventures in the book are true or not. But what does that question mean? Yes, they were my 
experiences. Yes, my mother worked me to the bone in the family hotel business. Yes, I had 
those bad boyfriends…lots of other bummers too; I had a talent for finding them. But you start a 
story that you remember happened to you a long time ago and it opens up to perhaps become 
another story or maybe not, maybe it just opens to reveal more of itself or maybe it suggests 
something entirely different but related in some subconscious way that surprises you but you 
have to go with it. Are you stepping into your previous footsteps? Who remembers? The work 
begins to take over. You remember another fact. But maybe it happened during another time and 
in another place but it pops up here. Go with it. What are you going to do, stop the flow to 
interrogate yourself? And when the chapter is over, if it sounds right, it’s right, and it happened. 
And even if it didn’t happen that way, it must have been that way. You have the words on the 
page to prove it. 

Acting 

RM Following your fantastic description of the staging and decisions behind the photographic 
process in The Angel of Mercy—and no, I had absolutely no idea that Florence Nightingale 
stayed bedridden for the last fifty years of her life!—I have a new question, about craft. You 
clearly think a lot about the skill and craft of acting. I wonder if you can address how your training 
in acting prepared you for the work that you do? Had you had some huge "break" as an actor 
early on, do you think you would still have pursued art? Or were you already ready to leave the 
field and head into the uncharted waters of your hybrid practice. 

 
Eleanor Antin, The Angel of Mercy, 1976. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York. 
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EA Interesting question. Who knows what might have been. I studied acting with Tamara 
Daykarhanova, a Russian actress who had studied with Constantin Stanislavski. I think I was 
pretty bad then. I was trying to find emotional truth and it kept eluding me. Occasionally, though, it 
seemed to come—usually as tears. I thought that was truth, honest emotion. When I became an 
artist, I stopped worrying about truth, feeling, emotions. I wrote and acted in plays for my ballerina 
self, Eleanora Antinova, which were filled with sorrow and comedy, pathos and absurdity, reality 
and dream, and in that mess of possibility I found her truth which was also my truth.... There's 
that word again. Sometimes it makes sense. Sometimes it doesn't. 

Craft? What’s that? I don't believe in rules or the right way to do things. There are many right 
ways. An artist does what she needs to do to do what she wants to do. That’s all the craft 
anybody needs. It sounds so deceptively simple, doesn't it? It isn't. 

Feminism 

RM Where do you see feminism today? So many of your pieces from the 1960s and ’70s entered 
into the canon of what we think of as feminist art. At least that is how I first learned of your work. 
What do you think are the issues that today’s emerging female artists face? And since you are an 
authority at this point, but are still very active, is there is an experience that you can describe 
which sheds light on the situation as you may have seen it change for women in the arts? I also 
realize that the category of “women” is not so simple because it is subdivided into many 
categories within it. so even though that is an overgeneralization, I would still like for you to offer 
any thoughts at all. 

EA I'm a passionate feminist and a feminist artist, but I am also a conceptual artist, a 

performance artist, a video artist. Remember those were the days when we were inventing 

the new world of art, liberating it from the standard painting-and-sculpture designations. And 

feminist artists were in the front lines. Though not all of my works were thought of as feminist. 

I even have works that embarrassed me because they made me feel like a fink. So there 

were several earlier works that I never told anyone about, never showed to anyone for years. 

They didn't seem communal or supportive of women. For instance, I had one work 

called Four Transactions. It consisted of two encounters and two withdrawals. They were 

done in secret in a women’s group of about eight to ten artists in San Diego. We used to meet 

every other week to make art together. We weren't into consciousness raising, we were into 

making art together. Let's say one day we'd bring in everyday materials and throw them in the 

middle of a large floor and start to play with them. People added materials—ropes, wood, 

paper, whatever—and a large sculpture began to take shape, very interesting too, as people 

might make secret entrances to hide in, others hid parts they didn't like with other materials, 

overburdened sections caved in and the sculpture changed. We didn't talk to each other, we 

were too busy doing, but we could make sounds or song pitches, and eventually, maybe after 

forty minutes or so we would find our way to an ending. It was fascinating how we all knew 

when the work was finished. Nobody said anything, it was just over. Afterward we talked 

about what had happened and what we made, then we trashed the materials and the work 

was gone. Well, my secret Transactions piece consisted of an action I would take during each 

meeting that nobody knew about. They were by and large simple actions but they could have 

had consequences. Before each meeting, I had the withdrawal or encounter that I planned for 

the day, signed and dated by a notary public. "Withdrawal 1" read: 



At the February 6 meeting any conversation I initiate will 
be addressed to persons from their rear, never frontally 
or from the side. I can respond to comments or  
questions initiated by others regardless of position. If I  
initiate a conversation from the wrong position I shall  
leave the meeting immediately. 

 

Sounds simple, but I was known to be pretty talkative. So I found myself constantly moving 

around the room to be behind people because just walking out on the group would have been 

both confusing and hurtful to them. 

"Encounter 1," which I performed during the next session, was actually much more 

dangerous: 

At the February 20 meeting, I shall take on the job of  
ombudsman. This will necessitate my pointing out to  
each member of the group, and in any manner I choose,  
a particular failing she displays in relation to the others.  
These may be of an ephemeral sort such as personal  
bugginess taken out on someone else or of a more  
serious nature like, say, a rip-off of the entire group. I  
must always keep in mind that my statements are  
intended to bring about more satisfactory behavior from  
the others and are never to be used for egoistic purposes  
of my own. I must complete these 8 tasks before the  
group normally disperses otherwise I must keep the  
session going by whatever means I can until I complete  
them. 

(Wow! That one was rough.) 

Years later, when I was choosing the works to include in my retrospective at the LA County 

Museum of Art with curator Howard Fox and the art critic who would be writing an essay for 

the catalogue, Lisa Bloom, I showed these secret works to them as if I were confessing 

something. Much to my surprise, they both immediately loved them and Howard included 

several of those pieces in the exhibition, including Four Transactions. Almost thirty years after 

the fact, they read the piece in a more complex way. They thought I was asserting my 

independence, my own self, while being part of a community. Their feminism was more 

sophisticated than my earlier one. They believed that my instincts to hold onto my sense of 

self by working secretly was my way of liberating myself from the conformity of the group, 

even a sympathetic group. 

As far as being successful, no artist really believes she is successful enough. As one of my 

paper dolls says in The Nurse and the Hijackers video, "It's never enough." And tastes 

change, the discourse changes. How does one stay relevant and interesting while continuing 

to do one’s own thing? How does one keep moving? Because art is a vocation, not merely a 

career. Once you've been converted, once you've been called, you have to keep working or 

die. I've said before, the description of an artist is somebody who never takes a vacation. 



As for young women artists, the scene is very difficult now because it’s so contaminated by 

money. But nevertheless it is really so much more open. We had to fight for our place in the 

sun. You still have to fight, probably because there are so many more artists around. 

Somehow, there didn't seem to be that many in the old days. Hey, I'm partially responsible. I 

was a professor of art at UCSD for almost thirty years. I had a lot of students. Some of them 

were terrific and are doing very well now. Some were terrific and aren't doing well. Luck, 

character, there are so many circumstances that play a role in this. I remember an American 

artist who lived in Istanbul. He had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to come to New York and 

do a show at the Fischbach Gallery, a hot gallery at the time. There was a violent snowstorm 

and only five people came to the opening. He was a good artist. I never saw him in New York 

again and I don't remember his name. 

The Internet 

RM 100 Boots was originally conceived as a mail art project . Could you imagine 100 

Bootswould have had the same potency had it been a web-based project? What do you think 

of the way artists intersect with the Internet? Many artists are now able to engage with the 

public online. For instance, I had an experience where I wrote a song about a Chechen 

military leader and it went viral in Chechnya! It was astonishing to experience a reaction from 

people that I truly have no connection to. 

 
Eleanor Antin, 100 Boots Cross Herald Square. 35th Street and Broadway, New York City, May 13, 1973 8:10 am. Mailed: June 6, 

1973. Black and white photograph. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York. 
 

EA Snail mail was a very different experience from the Internet. A picture postcard came to 

your mailbox and it was an object you held in your hand. It represented the place where I 

took100 Boots, and after recording that place, sent it out to you to pick up in your hand and 
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look at before perhaps slipping it into a desk drawer or taping it to the refrigerator or maybe 

just throwing it away. The Internet is not a place. It’s a great void, a black hole, from which 

you can call up an incredible amount of disorganized information. It’s interactive and can 

reach millions rather than being something quietly slipped into a small mailbox by a mailman 

with a big leather bag on his shoulder. The often ragged edges of the card suggests 

something of the places the card itself had been before it came to your place. On the Internet, 

you delete without touching. Germ free. Life free. Sure, you can print it out but that’s just an 

ugly piece of paper; perhaps if you're sensitive you realize it’s a bit of stolen property from a 

tree that was once standing in a real place somewhere. Of course, you can make artworks for 

the Internet, people are doing it all the time on Facebook, inventing new selves and 

characters, inventing new truths. The invisible talking to the invisible. 

Documentation 

RM I am curious about the role of photography in your work and how the photographer factors 

into the performances. Who did you recruit to photograph? Were they hired guns or friends? I 

wonder because whenever I look at the work of artists like Joan Jonas I notice that her early work 

was documented by photographers like Paula Court or Babette Mangold for instance. Since 

photographs are all we have of many of the great early works of dance and performance, to me, 

the photographers become a central part of the equation. 

EA My photographs are not documentation. They are inventions. Artworks. I am responsible 

for the sets, the lighting, the actors’ poses, costumes, makeup, story, style. I work with friends 

or they become my friends but their job is to realize my vision according to my directions. 

Sure, when an actor puts on a costume and walks onto a set, he adds something but then I 

chose him for that something, though I admit to being occasionally surprised. The kind of 

photos you mentioned in relation to a Jonas’s performances, they are documentation for 

people who aren't there of a work that is being experienced by an audience in real time and 

space. I am responsible for the content of my live performances but not with those pictures, 

though I hope they are faithful reproductions of what was happening on stage. I am 

concerned with my artwork in a particular time and space attended by an audience 

disinterested in the documentation being produced for the people who aren't there. They are 

concerned only with their own "here and now." These different types of photographs are as 

different as night and day.  
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FEATURED BY ARTSY 

The Many Selves of Pioneering Feminist Artist Eleanor Antin 

Pioneering conceptual and feminist artist Eleanor Antin once said, with obvious relish: “I used to think 
that I didn’t have a self that was mine...if I don’t have a self of my own, I can borrow other people’s.” 
While most might feel a lack of self as a void, for Antin it was a source of art. For more than half a 
century, Antin has been inventing and embodying a wide-ranging cast of alter egos, mash-ups of real 
and fictional, historical and contemporary figures. Through these and her studied, delicate drawings 
and découpages (collaged paper cutouts), and deadpan photographs— currently on view in “Eleanor 
Antin: Passengers” at Diane Rosenstein Fine Art—she critiques the way in which history is told  
 

Among the works on view is Antin’s exquisite and absurdDance of Death (1974-75), a suite of pastels 

she made to tease out her ideas. They feature the skeletal reaper in positions not necessarily of 

power; the voluptuous maiden he dominates in one drawing becomes his dominatrix in the next. The 

soldiers whose lives he has supposedly come for instead induce him into a smoke and a chat. 

The exhibition also includes one of the artist’s most iconic pieces: 100 Boots Facing the 

Sea (1971/2005). Part of her 100 Boots series (1971-73), in which she photographed 50 pairs of black 

rubber boots traipsing in increasingly mischievous formation around Southern California and New 

York, this photograph is the first in the narrative. Lined up at the seashore, facing away from the 

viewer, the boots appear both ordered and defiant—hinting at the cast of their coming adventures. 

Referring to the ancient Egyptian poem that serves as the conceptual nucleus of the exhibition and 

the source of its title, Antin claims: “I think that the idea of ‘passing through’ has been a trope of mine 

throughout my career as an artist.” The poem’s opening question, “where are you going,” is 

answered, “I don’t know...I’m only a passenger—just like you.” Here is the lens through which the 

often hapless, always humorous figures populating her works should be seen, as they, like us, ride 

through life, each one a small part of the greater historical narrative. 

“Eleanor Antin: Passengers” is on view at Diane Rosenstein Fine Art, April 12-May 31, 2014. 

Staff. “The Many Selves of Pioneering Feminist Artist 

Eleanor Antin.” Artsy, April 2014. 

https://artsy.net/post/editorial-the-many-selves-of-

pioneering-feminist-artist  
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Eleanor Antin 

Plaisir d'Amour (after Couture), (from "Helen's Odyssey"), 2007 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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Going Home (from "Roman Allegories"), 2004 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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Eleanor Antin 

Death and the Maidens 3 (from "Dance of Death"), 1974-75 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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Death and the Maidens 1 (from "Dance of Death"), 1974-75 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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100 Boots Facing the Sea, 1971/2005 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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100 Boots Turn the Corner, 1971/2005 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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Eleanor Antin 

100 Boots on the Porch, 1971/2005 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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Artist's Studio (from "The Last Days of Pompeii"), 2001 

Diane Rosenstein Fine Art 
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The Many Faces of Eleanor Antin 
by Alexis Clements on November 29, 2013 

 

Photo of Eleanor Antin’s printed photograph “The Two Eleanors” (1973) in “Multiple Occupancy”  
catalogue, published by Wallach Art Gallery. (All photos by author for Hyperallergic) 

 

Let me introduce you to a few of the many selves of Eleanor Antin, as they are represented in the show Multiple Occupancy: 
Eleanor Antin’s “Selves,” currently on view at the Wallach Art Gallery at Columbia University. 

Eleanor Antin: The Artist Herself 

 

Installation shot of “Caught in the Act” (1973), by Eleanor Antin. 
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Born in 1935 in New York City to parents who had recently emigrated from a small town in Poland, Antin’s father worked in 
the garment industry and her mother was formerly an actress on the Yiddish stage in Poland. 

After grade school, Antin pursued an undergraduate degree in writing and art, and she went on to study philosophy. From 
there she took up acting on the stage before moving to California with her husband and young child in 1968. In San Diego, 
she began making artworks in a variety of media — assemblage (“Blood of a Poet Box,” 1965–1968); photography series 
(100 Boots, 1971–1973), and photographic documentation of performance (Carving: A Traditional Sculpture, 1972), each 
underpinned by strong narratives, as well as elements of humor, satire, and critique. 

In 1972, she began exploring her other selves (whom you will meet shortly). In these works she brought together traditional 
acting, performance art, photography, narrative, film-making, invented histories and artifacts, sculpture, assemblage, and 
institutional critique in order to construct and explore often seriocomic personas that now comprise a large portion of her 
body of work. 

In the introductory essay to the slim but thoughtfully put together catalogue that accompanies Multiple Occupancy, curator 
Emily Liebert highlights a quote from Antin about her relationship to identity: 

“I consider the usual aids to self-definition — sex, age, talent, time, and space — as tyrannical limitations upon my freedom 
of choice.” 

Antin’s exploration of identity also cannot be understood without acknowledging that these works took shape as the second 
wave of feminism was splintering under critiques of the ways in which dominant voices (many of them white, straight, and 
middle and upper class) were failing to take on issues of race, class, and sexuality; the art world was rejecting doctrinaire 
Modernism; and anti-Vietnam War and student protests were giving truth to the post-WWII lie of unity and wholesome 
prosperity in the US. 

The King of Solana Beach 

 

Installation shot of various photos representing “The King of Solana Beach,” created and performed by Eleanor Antin (1972-75). 

  

Like certain other well-known European leaders, the King of Solana Beach — one of Antin’s fictional personas — was small 
of stature but grand in his ambitions. Exiled from his own country, he, occasionally accompanied by a small Pomeranian, 
spent time visiting with his subjects, surveying the land, and attempting to broker agreements and alliances. He made peace 
with his diminutive holdings: 

“Solana Beach is a small kingdom but a natural kingdom for no kingdom should be should extend any further than its king 
can comfortably walk on any given day. My kingdom is the right size for my short legs” (quoted from The King of Solana 
Beach, 1974–75). 

Alas his efforts to halt development projects by using his regal entitlement failed. A melancholic, but committed royal, he 
wishes to preserve his own little piece of the empire, even in the wilds of Southern California. His old world charm and soft 
approachability lend a certain pathos to his desire to revive feudal rule — a pursuit that sidles up against American 
capitalism, class structures, and racism, even as it amuses those who encounter the King. 

http://www.amazon.com/Multiple-Occupancy-Eleanor-Antins-Selves/dp/1884919308


Eleanora Antinova 

 

Film still of “From the Archives of Modern Art” (1987) by Eleanor Antin. 

Perhaps the best known and most discussed of Antin’s selves, Antinova is an African-American ballerina who ended up 
performing with the Paris-based Ballets Russes in the 1920s, a renowned troupe led by Sergei Diaghilev. This persona 
grew out of Antin’s explorations of the pose and the gaze — of hidden truths behind perfected images. Antin taught herself 
to strike balletic poses by reading books on the subject, but she could not hold the poses for long, as revealed in the video 
performance “Caught in the Act” (1973). As her explorations of ballet continued, she also briefly explored the character of 
a black female movie star. In 1974, the two lines of inquiry merged and Antinova was born. 

Antinova is a complex woman. A classically trained prima ballerina with an intense intellectual and artistic curiosity, she 
describes in “Recollections of My Life with Diaghalev 1919–1929″ (1975–1976) the ways in which she was constantly cast 
in “exotic” roles because of her dark complexion. Photographs accompany selections from the text, depicting Antinova as 
Cleopatra, Pocahontas, and the Queen of Sheba. But beyond her racialized frustrations, Antinova also longs to be 
considered an artist in her own right, making work that seeks to challenge the strict hierarchies and dehumanizing elements 
of her form. She describes a work she choreographed this way: 

“Ballet is a machine really, so the dancers fell easily into their rotating slots, and not without a certain pleasure in self-
annihilation. It was all very modern.” (from page “192” if Recollections). 

When her career with the Ballets Russes came to an end, Antinova fell on hard times and seems to have resorted to paying 
her bills by starring in some vaguely pornographic films, fragments of this period of her life can be viewed in the film From 
the Archives of Modern Art (1987). 

Antinova has taken many forms over the years, primarily embodied by Antin, sometimes with makeup on to darken her skin. 
She was revived in 2012 in a new performance of Antin’s play about her, “Before the Revolution,” as part of Pacific Standard 
Time, an art and performance festival focused on work by artists working in Southern California from 1945–1980. In this re-
incarnation of Antinova, co-directed by Antin and Robert Castro, an African-American actress (Daniele Watts) embodies 
Antinova. 

Many 21st century viewers would/will reflexively cringe at early depictions of Antinova as a white woman in blackface. And 
in the 1980s, writer and activist Michelle Cliff published an essay describing those performances as racist. In his essay for 
the Multiple Occupancycatalogue, scholar Huey Copeland takes a more nuanced approach to looking at Antin’s use of 
blackface — its pitfalls and problematic aspects, but also the ways in which her exploration of Antinova are tied primarily to 
her narrative based critiques: 

“The scandal of Antinova is that this creature so devastatingly elaborates the play of fantasy and projection that remains 
crucial to the construction of race, though it emerges most credibly as a political project when it takes the form of a historical 
record.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ballets_Russes
http://www.eai.org/title.htm?id=3897
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michelle_Cliff
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Little Nurse Eleanor 

 

Installation shot of set used for “The Nurse and the Hijackers” (1977), by Eleanor Antin. 

Little Nurse Eleanor partly represents one of the main professional paths offered to women in the early 20th century, nursing. 
This character engaged in a number of adventures, the most spectacular of which involves her being trapped on a plane 
that has been hijacked by environmental extremists who want the OPEC nations to stop exporting oil. You can see her, 
among other places, in the film The Nurse and the Hijackers (1977), or the crude scale model of an airplane fuselage that 
was used as a set for the film and which is part of theMultiple Occupancy exhibit. 

All in One 

 

Installation shot of “Recollections of My Life with Diaghalev 1919-1929”  
(1975-1976), by Eleanor Antin. (All photos by author for Hyperallergic) 

 

Other personas that feature heavily in the show include Eleanor Nightingale, a nurse during the Crimean War (“The Angel 
of Mercy,” 1977), and Yevgeny Antinov, a recently rediscovered Russian-Jewish filmmaker (“The Man Without a World,” 
1991). 

Above all Antin is an artist of narrative who has countless tools at her disposal, not least of which is her cunning sense of 
humor, informed by her sharp attention to the ways that politics influence narrative. Each artifact, film, and performance 
associated with these myriad fictional “selves” show us all the ways that we are enticed, enraptured, and even controlled 
by the stories we are told and that we tell ourselves, even as they reveal some of the darker aspects of our beliefs. 

Multiple Occupancy: Eleanor Antin’s “Selves” is currently on view at the Wallach Art Gallery (8th floor of Schermerhorn Hall 
on Columbia University’s Morningside Campus, Morningside Heights, Manhattan) until December 7. 

http://www.feldmangallery.com/pages/exhsolo/exhant77.html
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/wallach/exhibitions/Multiple-Occupancy.html



































	2017_antin_thewhitereview
	2017_antin_theparisreview
	2017_antin_anothermagazine
	2014_antin_perfect wave_mason
	2014_antin_bomb magazine_mason
	2014_antin_artsy_staff
	2013_antin_hyperallergic_clements
	2000_antin_aia_ollman
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_1
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_2
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_3
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_4
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_5
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_6
	2000_antin_art in america_ollman_7

	1979_antin_chrysalis_raven

