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| wish | could take you all
by the hand and give you
a guided tour of this
show. If | could, honestly |
would because, simply, |
can’t remember the last
time | was so inspired by
a photography show. At
every point in this
impressive exhibition, |
felt galvanized and
emboldened. If, like me,
you are a tired feminist,
wounded and depressed
from years of battle, this
is a show that will put the
fire back into your veins.

The exhibition itself is
vast in content - there are
over two hundred works
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of art on display here from forty-eight artists. It's of such a size that it takes
over two floors in the Gallery. But more than this, the works tackle big themes.
It's all here, from representation of the female form, ownership, domesticity
and sexuality, to violence and female identity.

And don’t for a second think that somehow because these are female artists
directly tackling cultural issues that, in some way, these are lesser works. No
way. We'll have none of that casual misogyny here, thank you. This was a
period of creation and innovation, as well as protest, and that is ably
represented here.

There are big names, of course. | knew | was going to love seeing more
photographs from Francesca Woodman; | could immerse myself in her
haunting works for hours. And the likes of Cindy Sherman, ORLAN and
Hannah Wilke are well represented with some of their more iconic images.
And there’s one of the most famous feminist works on display too with Martha
Rosler’'s masterful A-Z of domesticity and violence, Semiotics of the Kitchen,
running on loop. And after seeing some of Alexis Hunter's work at Tate
Britain, it's great to see more of her ‘burn it all down’ style here.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vm5vZaE8Ysc

But one of the real pleasures in
the show is seeing more from
less familiar names.

| was particularly drawn to video
footage of performance art pieces
from Suzanne Lacy and Leslie
Labowitz. In the last few years of
the 1970s, these two women
collaborated on a series of large-
scale public actions in LA
addressing violence against
women, and the sensationalism
and sexualisation of many of the
victims of the Hillside Strangler, a
serial killer who raped and murdered many women in the city at the time.

Male violence against women remains prolific today - as does the media
frenzy in sexualising and eroticising these crimes - and as | watched the
footage of these powerful performances where performance meets protest - a
stream of anonymous women shrouded in black parading through public
squares - | thought, where are these protests today? Is it time to bring back
feminist performance art? Is this a way to relight those fires?

In fact, for all the impressive photography on show, it is the film in this
exhibition which is its most surprising highlight. Lydia Schouten’s Sexobject is
another example of this. Here, Lydia has strapped herself into a web of
bondage ropes; in front of her a wall with ‘how does it feel to be a sex object’
graffitied across it. And Lydia whips this wall again and again, tiring noticeably
with every single strike.
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That these artists should seek to include so much of themselves in their works
should not be a surprise. Just showing yourself and your body as it really is is,
for women, a mighty political act. And there is nothing in this world more
politicised than the female body - men seek both to desire and control it,
legislation exists to restrict the autonomy women have over it. It is both a
means for creating new life and a prison that it is impossible to escape.

It would be possible to write a piece about each work, such is the depth of
quality in this display. However, not only would no one ever read all those
articles | would write (and I'm not sure where | would find the time to do it!) but
| would much rather you visited the show, explored it and connected with
those pieces that resonate the strongest with you.

Suffice to say that The Photographers’ Gallery has curated a terrific show that
demonstrates how fertile this era was for female artists and their willingness
and ability to use their work to engage on gender roles and sexual politics. It
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was a ground-breaking time but it also ably demonstrates the power that art
can have, and the role it can play in not just tackling issues but shaping the
discourse around them too. Provocative stuff? Absolutely. Pioneering works?
Unquestionably. Could we do another wave of this for the 21st century? Hell,
yes.

The Photographers’ Gallery, London, to January 15, 2017
Admission £4 (free before 12 noon)
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Hannah Wilke, in Her Prime

By TAYLOR HOLLIDAY

New York
Sporting nothing but high-heeled san-
dals and a small handgun, the nude Han-

nah Wilke prowls the room. In slow-motion

action, she flips her long brown hair off

her shoulder and slinks past the deserted
school room, the school yard, the bath-
room, the rooftop, the dumpster. She
points her shiny gun and stalks her prey—
and we are ensnared.

wuke carried out this bit v, perfor-
mance art for the camera in 1978 in New
York, where it was first shown and can be
seen again now at her gallery, Ronald
Feldman Fine Arts (up through Oct, 26).
It's the midcareer work of an American
artist who in her teens began to photo-
graph herself in the nude and who made
the female body—her own, specifically—
the subject of her life’s work, which ended
in 1993 when she died of cancer at the age
of 52.

she worked on this project, titled “So
Help Me Hannah,” from 1978 to 1985. In the
48 black-and-white “performalist self-por-
traits” (her husband, Donald Goddard,
held the camera), her audacity—and her
appealing body —get our attention; her at-
tractive face, and obvious sense of humor,
hold it, as we try to figure out just what
she's up to. She's playing a role, maybe
James Bond’s Pussy Galore but without
the tease. Her look is not come-hither or
pouty, but sometimes deadly serious, oth-
ers mildly amused. In one shot, she hud-
dles on the ground, arms wrapped around
her legs, gun in hand, staring up at us,
faintly frightened but defiant. Is her art
about her body or her mind?

If the photos aren't clear on this point,
100 individually framed quotations from
various artists and critical writers help to
focus Wilke's intentional ambiguities.
Across the room, they all come together,
as 10 video monitors play five different
versions of a similar performance, with
Hannah's monotone voice-over repeating

the wall quotes. Here she again graces an
empty room with the heels-and-gun-only
look; in a slow-motion dancelike series of
poses she writhes, twists, reaches out and
lolis on the floor, ending up in a sprawl of
death as the last quote rings in our ear.

In 1985, Wilke told an interviewer: “In
the ‘So Help Me Hannah’ performance 1
am nude for 28 minutes, and after a few
minutes people forget the nudity and begin
to listen to what I have to say in the quo-
tations by Nietzsche, Hitler, Oldenburg, or
other artists and historians.”

For me, first seeing the piece in 1996, it
did worRk that way. But it had a very differ-
ent effect on people whé saw it in the ’70s,
when it was first exhibited. Wilke was one
of the first and most controversial of the
artists who used their own bodies in the cre-
ation of feminist art. Sex and violence were
certainly not new to art then, but the way
in which Wilke presented them was. Ex-
ploiting hér own body to comment on the
history of exploitation of women in both
high and popalar culture didn't go over that
well with either the mainstream art world
or the mainstream feminist camp.

“Narcissistic® was the popular judg-
ment of her work at the time. And the sec-
ond room of this exhibition gives it some
credence. In this 1976 work, “Through the
Large Glass,” she performs a seductive
striptease behind Marcel Duchamp’s plate-
glass sculpture “The Bride Stripped Bare
by Her Bachelors, Even”; stripping away a
man's white silk suit she plays the roles of
both bride and bachelor, once again wrest-
ing back control of the female body.

Those who said she was just an exhibi-
tionist insisted that she couldn’'t or
wouldn't use her body in her art if it
weren’t traditionally beautiful. Were they
ever wrong. And Hannah proved them so
with her last project, “Intra-Venus” (first
shown posthumously, and now on view at
the Tokyo Metropolitan Museum of Pho-
tography), a series of large color portraits
of herself, once again nude, as she loses
her life to lymphoma. Now she is bloated,
bald and violated by intravenous tubes,
but she is ever the in-your-face exhibition-
ist, exploring the realm of the forbidden.

“The image of the artist was always
male,” she once explained, and his subject
female. “But why should we have this
mind-body male-female duality? The mind
and body are one, so 1 tried to make art an
expression of that connection.”

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

October 21, 1996, p. A20

Her photos are deliberately of pedes-
trian quality, the video production values
low, so that no slick technique, no beauty
besides her own, detracts from Wilke's
message, which is the sole aesthetic of her
art. That message was always ambiguous,
if not ambivalent. However, viewing her
work from a hindsight of almost 20 years,
one can finally get past the scandalous as-
pects of her art and reflect on the condi-
tions that compelled her to make it. This
work is a product of its times, and if in
many ways it seems almost laughable
now, it's only because women's roles as
artists, and their artistic freedom, are
taken for granted. But for that very fact,
we have Wilke and a few other fearless pi-
oneers to thank.

The nude Hannah Wilke gets the last
laugh after all.
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An Artist’s Chronicle
Ot a Death Foretold

ANNAH WILKE SPENT MUCH
of her life posing for the camera
in ways that raised eyebrows. In
1954, when she was just 14, she
had her picture taken wearing
iothing but her mother’s mink stole, vamp-
ng coyly n front of a wall on which her name
vas spelled in big letters: Arlene H. Butter.
By the early 1970's, alter art school and a
‘ailed marriage, Wilke began taking pictures
i hersell stripped to the waist, her well-
;haped torso dotted with little folded shapes
if chewing gum that had a none too vague cli-
oral aspect. (These tiny objects, miniatur-
zed versions of Wilke's sculptures made of
‘ired clay and then latex, were part of her
sursuit of a “formal imagery that is specili-
-ally female.””)
. Over the next twf decades one became ac-
-ustomed to seeing photographs of Wilke,
isually partly or entirely nude, in magazine
irticles and books about feminist art or per-
ormance art, as well as in her gallery shows
ind on her exhibition announcements. Good-
wmored, almnst girlishly awkward, these
mages blended feminism, narcissism and
»xhibitionism in unsettling ways. They
:eemed to be littie more than the artist’s en-
husiastic exploitation of her own dark-
waired pood looks.

Eyebrows may elevate once more over the
hotographs Wilke made during the two
vears before her death, from lymphoma, ear-
iy in 1993. And if they do rise, the heart
will probably go with them, right into the
throal. _

Working with her second husband, Donald
Goddard, Wilke left a searing record of her fi-
nal illness. It consists of nearly a dozen large,
srazen-as-ever color sell-portraits that domi-
nate her posthumous exhibition at the Ronald
Feldman gallery in SoHo (through Feb. 19).
In a bit of characieristic Wilke wordplay, the
show's Lithe is "Intra-Venus™ — the poddess
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In adozen large

self-portraits

that combine

honesty and artifice,

Hannah Wilke left a

searing record of her

final iliness.

of Love on medicinal drugs. The stark power
of these images is nearly physical; it can
keep you hesitating at the door, reluctant to
step into the gallery.

In them, Wilke's beauty lies in waste, butl
her spirit is strong, as is her desire to keep on
working or living, whichever comes first. As
always, her artistic materials are her own
life and body; her goal, sell-exposure and the
concomitant unease it arouses in the viewer.
But now she has company — the specter of
her own death — which adds a new dimen-
sion to her courage and her arL.,

Are these last Wilkes art or documentary?
Are they good or just sensational? They tend
to push such questions aside brusquely with
an unusual combination of honesty and arti-
fice. In them Wilke, shown nude or partly
dressed, alternates between ignoring death
and staring it in the face, while at the same
time refusing to obscure any signs of its ap-
proach. As she strikes her poses, somelimes
imitating the Old Masters, sometimes her
own work, her face and body give a full ac-
count of the ravages of disease and treat-
ment.

In many instances her head is bald, her
body swollen, her face pully, her eyes sunk-
en, her skin darkened by chemaotherapy.
Tubes extend from her chest and arms: ban-

Che New ork Eimes
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“July 26, 1992/ February 19, 1992 No. 4," a Wilke diﬁrych on view at the Ronald Feldman gallery—A simple pride of being. -

dages, the result of painful bone marrow har-
vesting, pad her spreading hips. In one im-
age, she mutely sticks out her tongue, so the
camera can record how Its surface has been
split open by chemotherapy. The larger-than-
life scale of the images makes the facts of her
condition unavoidably palpable. (They virtu- *
ally eliminate, and therefore underscore, the
esthetic distance operating in similar works,
like Cindy Sherman’s made-for-the-camera
grotesqueries or Andres Serrano’s morgue
piclures.)

The photographs are dated and frequently
juxtaposed in diptychs that contrast cmotion-
al and physical states, usually from bad o
worse. In one work, an image of the arlist as
a smiling Greek caryatid, standing nude with
a vase of flowers crowning her thinning bair,
is juxtaposed with one taken several months

later. Here she sits immobilized, swollen al-
most beyond recognition, a white shower cap
on her seemingly hairless head, her bare
chest more trussed than bandaged. Heavy
with sadness, she looks right at the camera
asif 1o say: ""Look. See what I'm going
through."

In another diptych, Wilke spreads her
manicured hands coquettishly across her
face in a pose typical of her earlier work, ex-
cept that now no long dark tresses complele
the effect. The second image shows her head
and shoulders wrapped in a blue blanket, like
the Madonna; her eyes are lowered, her ash-
en features so still they seem more like sculp-
ture than living flesh.

There is plenty that is unbearable about

these images, plenty that makes one want Lo
turn away. Yel something about Wilke's
presence is steadying and soothing. *“You ____
looked at me then," she seems to say. *"Well,
look at me now."" Her challenge makesus
consider once more, the way women are ob-
jectified by society and discarded as they be-
come old orill.

But it also invites us to look at the essence
of her art and her self — which was not her
beauty, or her liberated sensuality or her
narcissism, Rather it was an extraordinary
degree of sell-love, a simple pride ol being
that is difficult for anyone, but especially
women, to muster. 11 fueled Wilke's arl
throughout her life, and in the end it flared
into a torch with which she illuminated her
[arewell performance. O

-
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Hannah Wilke, June 10, 1992/December 10, I991, #5, from ﬂnwa-vﬂms, 1991-93, two
chromagenic supergloss prints, 71 x 474",

NEW YORK

HANNAH WILKE

RONALD FELDMAN
FINE ARTS

“Nowadays us pretty white girls have to
watch what we say,” Hannah Wilke re-
marked when [ first met her several years
ago. The triumph of her final exhibition,
and of her entire career, is that she
never heeded this advice. “Intra-Venus,”
1991-93, is a microcosm of the forms and
concerns of Wilke’s oeuvre, as well as a
document of the last few years of her life
during which she underwent treatment for
lymphoma.

The images that quite literally dominate
the exhibition are the 13 larger-than-life-
size self-portraits, done in collaboration
with her husband, Donald Goddard, which
depict Wilke at various stages of her illness
and treatment. Most often grouped into
diptychs or triptychs, these photographs
are unsparing and severely test the viewers’
endurance. A particularly arresting diptych
shows Wilke at an early stage of her treat-
ment with a shirt tied around her head and
a bright-red tongue sticking out of equally
red lips, with an exaggerated half-laugh-
ing/half-screaming expression, alongside
an image of her, head tilted back to reveal
cotton plugs completely closing and dis-
torting her nose, her open mouth holding a
tongue that is a mass of blood, loose skin,
and pus. Perhaps the most chilling is a sin-
gle image of Wilke staring directly at the
viewer, long wet strings of hair coming
down over her head and face, revealing her
mostly bald scalp. What separates these
photographs from other artists’ portrayals
of disease and impending death is the seam-
lessness with which they fit into the body of

Wilke’s artistic production.

‘Wilke chose to begin her 1989 retro-
spective at the University of Missouri with
a nude photograph of herself at age four,
and one of her first works of art was a self-
portrait, again naked, at 14. Wilke used her
body in the guise of pinup, Playboy center-
fold, and classical goddess. This was part of
a complex discourse that refused to deny
the pleasure of both narcissism and of be-
ing the object of voyeurism, while main-
taining control of production and represen-
tation. But two sets of earlier work that
directly presage the “Intra-Venus” series
more obviously reference the harsh social
realities that underlie these presentations of
herself. In the “5.0.5.—Starification Ob-
ject Series,” 1974-82, Wilke photographed
herself with her body covered by her signa-
ture folded vaginal shapes made of chewing
gum. She referred to herself as the “S.0.
(Starification Object)” in recognition of the
fragility and the consuming nature of the
bubble-gum fascination with beauty and
celebrity. The “So Help Me Hannah Series:
Portrait of the Artist with Her Mother,
Selma Butter,” 1978-81, juxtaposes
Wilke—bare chested, fully made up, and
with a come-hither expression—beside her
mother, whose bare chest is marked by a
long mastectomy scar and lesions, looking
shyly away from the camera. Wilke covers
her chest with small metal objects, “scars”
she called them, “To wear her wounds, to
heal my own.”

While the photographs in “Intra-

Venus” form the last link in a consistent |

chain, the drawings and sculptures con-
struct a parallel dialogue with other kinds
of artistic production. A box made out of a
wire birdcage and plastic medicine bottles
and syringes is a witty reference to Marcel
Duchamp’s Why Not Sneeze Rrose
Sélavy?, 1921, while a series of exquisite

abstract drawings made from the artist’s
hair as it fell out from chemotherapy give
new meaning to the notion of process. Two
matching, lead-alloy neck blocks (used
during radiation treatments) perform a
function Wilke had often set for her work:
using gesture to turn Minimalism into Ab-
stract Expressionism.

To critics who often denigrated her
work for being too narcissistic or exhibi-
tionistic, Wilke had and deserves the last
word, “It was risky for me to act beautiful,
but the scars representing the ugliness of
society sometimes went unnoticed. People
often give me this bullshit of, “What would
you have done if you weren’t so gorgeous?”’
What difference does it make? . .. Gor-
geous people die as do the stereotypical

‘ugly.” Everybody dies.”
—Andrew Perchuk



Hannah Wilke, 52, Artist, Dies;
Used Female Body as Her Subject

By ROBERTA SMITH

Hannah Wilke, a sculptor and Con-
ceptual artist who made the body and
female sexuality the subject of her
work, died yesterday at Twelve Oaks
Hospital in Houston. She was 52 and

lived in Manhattan.

She died of complications from lym-
phoma, said her husband, Donald God-
dard.

In the late 1960's and carly 70’s, Ms.
Wilke startled the art world with beau-
tiful sculptures made of latex or ce-
ramic whose layered and folded flow-
erlike forms were both abstract and
yet highly suggestive of female genita-
lia. This fortune-cookie-like configura-
tion became the artist’s signature; it
was somelimes small and made of
homey materials like chewing gum or
laundry lint, or it could be larger and
painted with Abstract Expressionist
brushstrokes. These forms could hang
on the wall, or be marshaled in great
numbers across the floor, or be stuck
directly to the body of the artist her-
self, as they were in some of her Con-
ceptual photographic pieces.

In some ways, Ms. Wilke was part of
the Post-Minimalist soft-sculpture es-
thetic that emerged in the early 1970's
and that included artists like Eva Hes-
se and Keith Sonnier. But she brought
to this esthetic a stronger sense of the
erotic and an often witty political edge.
Striking in appearance, she forthright-
ly made herself the primary subject of
her videotapes, performance pieces
and photographs, often posing nude or
partially clothed in ways that ridiculed
the role of the female nude in art. While
some critics called her work narcissis-
tic, others saw it as probing the mecha-
nism of narcissism and voyeurism.

| 1r.
Hannah Wilke in the 1970’s.

In the late 1970's, Ms. Wilke's in-
volvement with the female body be-
came even more personal when her
mother contracted cancer and the art-
ist began to photograph the physical
ravages of the disease and its treat-
ments. In 1986, when cancer was diag-
nosed in Ms. Wilke, she began a series
of daily watercolor drawings of her
face, her hands or flowers. With the
help of her husband, she also turned the
camera on herself, documenting her
illness in a series of large-scale color

photographs,

Ms. Wilke, whose original name was
Arlene Hannah Butter, was born in
New York City on March 7, 1940. She
earned a bachelor of fine arts degree

Che New York Times
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“B.C. Series,” a 1988 watercolor self-portrait by Ms. Wilke.

and a teaching certificate from the
Tyler School of Art in Philadelphia in
1962 and taught sculpture at the School
of Visual Arts in Manhattan for many
years. Since her first one-woman exhi-
bition in 1972, she has been represented
by the Ronald Feldman Gallery in
Manhattan.

Her work is represented in the col-
lections of the Metropolitan Museum of
Art, the Jewish Museum in New York

City, the Albrnight-Knox Art Gallery in
Buffalo, the Milwaukee Art Muscum
and the Allen Art Muscum in Oberlin,
Ohio. A retrospective of her career was
organized at the University of Missouri
at St. Louis in 1989,

In addition to her husband, she is
survived by a sister, Marsic Scharlatt
of Los Angeles, and two stepdaughters,
Katie Goddard of Minneapolis and Nel-
lie Goddard of Chicago.



Hannah Wilke

Ronald Feldman Fine Arts
31 Mercer Street
Through Oct. 7

Like Ronald Jones’s sculptures,
Hannah Wilke's latest works deal
with illness, but in Ms. Wilke's case
the lliness is her own and it is decply
felt and movingly expressed. Since
the 1950’s, she has been making
sculptures and has produced photo-
graphs, films and drawings that deal
with issues of sexuality and, in partic-
ular, with images of women. Ms.
Wilke has appeared in many of her
own works. Narcissism, voyeurism
and feminism have becn among the
themes of central importance to her
and she has addressed them in ways
that are both biting and funny.

In 1986, Ms. Wilke was diagnosed as
having cancer and around that time
she began the series of watercolors
that are on view in this show. They
are sclf-portraits composed of swirl-
ing, multi-colored lines. Some of them
cohere into an anguished expression,
others Jook more at ease. Each of Ms.
Wilke's watercolors was done on a
separate day. Together they form a
diary of unusual perception and vi-
vacity. It is as if, by making these
works, Ms. Wilke was continually re-
juvenating herself.

The show also includes, among
other things, photographs of Ms.
Wilke's mother, Selma Butter, who
underwent treatments of chemo-
therapy that left her bald. The artist
has fixed, underneath the photo-
graphs, sketches of birds that alfec-
lionately caricature her mother’s ap-
pearance. To Ms. Wilke, cancer may
disfigure but it does not dehumanize.,
Her show is filled with compassion
and dignity.

€he New Hork Eimes
Michael Kimmelman. September
29,1989, p. C30

Lisn Kahane
“B.C. Series,” April 24, 1988, a
watercolor self-portrait by Han-
nah Wilke at Ronald Feldman
Fine Arts. '



HANNAH WILKE
— Ronald Feldman Fine Arts

ENTITLED *‘Support, Foundation, Com-
fort,”’ this remarkable show of photographs
and abstract polychrome sculpture was ded-
icated to the memory of Wilke's mother,
Selma Butter, who died of breast cancer in
1982. The juxtaposition of the seemingly
unrelated mediums told volumes about
what it means to be both an artist and a
woman.

Part of the ‘‘In Memoriam'' series, Sup-
port, Foundation (1983) consists of eight
tabletop pieces, each of which is composed
of two elegantly curved podlike clay forms
on a polygonal hardboard base. Each com-
bination of base and sculpted forms is
painted with lush daring colors—pinks,
aquas, violets, reds, yellows, blacks and
creams—sometimes spattered or speckled,
sometimes matt, sometimes brushed on
with abstract-expressionist abandon but or-
dered by hard-edged stripes at the borders
of the bases. Likewise, the much larger
floor pieces in the *'Of Relativity'' series
(1980-84) exploit the contrasts and af-
finitics of one, two, three or four folded
and painted forms to the rich painting of
their geometric bases.

Bypassing the traditional categories of
carved or modeled sculpture, Wilke rolls
her clay into flat, round discs. She folds

Hannah Wilke, Untitled, from *'
on hardboard, 48 by 84

Of Relativity '’ series, 1980-84, acrylic and ceramic
12 inches. Ronald Feldman Fine Arts.

ARThews

Ruth Bass, March 1985

the pieces by hand into forms that are
unique despite the similarity of their fac-
ture. Anyone familiar with her earlier work
will recognize allusions to female genitalia,
yet there are also allusions to a myriad of
natural objects, floral and even vegetal.

If the sculptures evoke the generation of

life through the female principle, the pho-
tographs come to terms directly with the
relationship of mother to daughter. Un-
flinchingly, Wilke photographed her
mother in her hospital bed dressed up in a
pretty nightgown and smiling for the cam-
era, somehow responding to the love and
concern of her daughter and acting as
Wilke'’s collaborator and helpmate to the
very end. Only in an occasional side
view—taken perhaps when she was una-
ware—do we sec sadness and bitterness in
the old woman'’s face.

Likewise, Wilke did not hesitate to in-
clude a large Cibachrome diptych—a beau-
tifully colored, erotically suggestive
portrait of herself, her bare breasts deco-
rated with gunlike ornaments—next to a
photo of her dying mother, whose mastec-
tomized chest is omamented with the sores
of the recurring cancer. This may not be
easy to take, but it is courageous work that
says something important about ideals of
beauty and the ways that women are valued
and devalued in this society. —R.B.
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By JOHN RUSSELL

Hannah Wilke (Ronald Feldman Gal-
lery, 33 East 74th Strect): Not many
works of art made in this century have
as vast a bibliography as the large
transparent work by Marce] Duchamp
that is called “The Bride Stripped Bare
by Her Bachelors, Even” and has been
for many years in the Philadelphia
Museum.

Yet not one of those learmned ex-
plainers has had the wit to do what
Hannah Wilke lately did: to see what
actually happens when a beautiful
woman gets on the far side of the
Duchamp and takes off a!l her clothes.

Miss Wilke voluntecred for the jcb,
all bachelors were kept at bay, the
entire event was put on film, and we
can see the result at the Feldman
Gallery: Like the other videotapes that
make up th: bulk of the show, this
one is very well photcgraphed and
not at all exhibitionistic. Marked
adagio throughout, it leaves us with
the kind of satisfaction that we got
from a first-rate short story in the
days when the short story seemed to
be one of the highest forms of liter-
ature,

For further confirmation of that,
see “Intercourse With . . .”, which-has
to do with the way in which the
stumbling annqQun:cments of an 8n-
swering machine can return to haunt
us. Through Apri] 1.
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HANNAH WILKE:
THE PLEASURE PRINCIPLE

MARK SAVITT
Hannah Wilke, S. O, S.

{Starification Object Series),
1975. Photo Les Wollam, Courtesy
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts.

Yy now everyone is quite well
aware that Hannah Wilke

does cunts. What her show at
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts will
reinforce is the wide range of her
interlocking concerns and the
multi-level evocative quality of
her work.

The Ponder-r-Rosa (1974) la-
tex wall pieces use opaque,
roughly circular modules ar-
ranged in a number of ways. The
most satisfying are the first in
the series in which the modules
form circular clusters which
float on the wall. These are
further grouped by color into
sections that become circular,
square, and triangular arrange-
ments. Unlike her earlier, more
translucent latex and snaps
works which sagged down with
the burden of gravity deeply
expressed, these works dot the
wall with light and color. Like
floating disks denying any sense
of weight, they remind one of
water lilies swimming in the

expanse of the dematerialized
wall, as the wall becomes both a
literal structural anchor and a
metaphorical reservoir of space.
They also have a playful quality
reminding one of pastel-colored
candy dots on huge rolls of
white paper.

Another more recent member
of the series transforms the
circle into a sculpted line. The
green color with orange-speckled
accents of the pieces, folded one
above another, confirms one’s
desire to read this piece as a
stem complementing the flow-
ers. Taking up an idea embodied
in her 1972 Chocolate Pancakes
(in the collection of Claes Olden-
burg), the new piece drops the
anal associations of the earlier
work to deal more playfully
with associations to organic
forms. At the same time, Wilke
maintains a more assured formal
rigor.

Her childlike playful attitude
is most fully apparent in her
bubble gum system S.0.S. in
which a delicately colored curve
of the chewed materials, evoking
perhaps a disembodied nipple,
the head of an erect penis, a
clitoris, or a collar, is put on a
piece of paper. In this manner,
an evocative, composed form is
fashioned by the artist with a
perfect economy of means. It
takes more effort to chew the
gum than it does for Wilke to
transform it into an art object.
Noting the many hundreds of
these curves produced, one sees
that it is with the obsessive
determination of an Abstract
Expressionist that she achieves
the purity of planar shape. Her
new work, as pure embodied
gesture, achieves the goal of

immediacy of
Expressionist desires without the
labored look of many Abstract-
Expressionist sculptural works.
Going beyond the existential
torment of action painting and
the cool indifference of Pop and

Abstract-

Minimal art, Wilke's work
exudes a kinky come-on, an
engaging wistfulness which may
well define the positive pole of
1970s sensibility.

Wilke explains that her art is
“seduction.” In her S.0.S. per-
formance, she sits semi-nude and
flirts while she has her audience
chew for her. Wilke then p-
ceeds to decorate her body w
the bubble gum *‘stars.” In the
ceremonial aspects of the piece
and in her treatment of her body
as a decorative surface, the work
relates to African cicatrization



decoration, a reference held in
mind by the artist. The dual
nature of the Afri_l:a'n custom (it
enhances beauty and is a sexual
come-on, and also relates o the
status of the woman behind the
markings) is reftected in the

seductiveness of - Wilke's per-
forming persona and the playing
with women’s roles as evidenced
Y ‘the poses recorded on the
Pplaying cards. The performance
only alludes to one's real inner
scars. Since the “'stars” are
removable, Wilke * experiences
{and gives) more pleasure than
pain.

In her last New York show,
Wilke exhibited a. series of
kneaded erasers whose somber,
drained gray tone and minute
obsessiveness exhibited a sort of
morbid humor (contained as
well in the puns in the ftitles
Need It—Erase Her, Need to
Erase Her) expressive of our
culture’'s anti-feminist stance. In
her new drawings she puts some
life into these works by sending
them out into the deep per-
ipeclivg of old post cardsl,
thereby causing Dada-Surrealist
disruption of scale and meaning.
The erasers pour out en masse
into an otherwise deserted street
weene invading the landscape.
Like alien cr‘eam'rea in a sci-fi
film, they overtake “the sculp-
tural base, thus wreaking havoc
on our sense of limits and
bounds. Wilke is an artist of
transgression challenging our eul-

ture’s veneer of high seriousness
and offering an anecdote—pwe
pleasure.
Wilke, whno,
soft-sculplor Claes Oldenbuiy, 1s
“lor an art that sits on its ass in

unlike . fellow

L)

museuns,’” fantasizes. repeating
the performance process in the
Museum of Modern Art's pro-
jects -area where she could
gleefully hand out gum to young
chewers. One imagines the l:ii'.lf‘l'
ating aspect of Wilke's pleasune
of offering heing countered by
the reprimanding

hostile parents, “Didn’t | 1ell

you never to accept candy from |

a stranger?’’
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indeed Wilke hersell 1s otten
the content of her art. Her
activities in’ a variety of media
often relate directly to this. In
addition 1o S.0.S., one sees
Wiike's face_iﬁher first video-
tape Gestures (her .hh{l? In a

series of new tapes made with

the  coop#¢ration of Paul

. Tschinkel), one hears her voice

in her telephone tapes, and one
sees her do a campy crucifixion
in sandals and loincloth at the
Kitchen. By manipulating the
image of a sex kitten {female sex
object), Witke manages to avoid
being trapped hy it without
having to deny her own beauty

powerhouse  of

18°° each. Courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts.

to achieve liberation.

In reading the recent Art-Rite
issue on painting, one is struck
by the, humanistic tone of ITIéI"l"{.F
of the artists” statements. While
they are by ne means becoming
sentimental, there does seem to
be a renewed concern with the
communication of human expe-
rience. While: anti-illusionism is
still championed, artists no long
er seem interested in maintaining
a militant stance against an
academic  painter's _conjuring
tricks. Instead, there ‘is much
talk about allusionism, perhaps a

new catchword for 1970s ant
ideology.
In this respect Hannah

Wilke's works are exemplary
Rather than representing cunts,
cock heads, - flowers, stems, o
breasts, her terra-cotta folds,
kneaded erasers, Pqﬂder—rvﬂﬁm
selies, and bubble gum curve:
allude .to one's experience of
their shapes and iextures_ when
encountered in nature. - Using
elements of the joke—Freud'.
compacted
allusion—Witke explores a range
of evocative images and pres
ences which affirm with' a new
sense of openness the pure
humanistic .pleasure principle
{Ronald . Feldman Fine Arts,
September 13-October 11)

Hannah Wilke, Broadway--Oklahoma {Kneaded Eraser Postcard Series), 19
3% x 51", Courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine A:
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