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THE DILEMMA

Author's Note
This book is the third collection of essays I've published in a little over a decade.
Each of my books has marked the beginning of a specific phase of my life, though
not necessarily its end. Cbanging (1971) was the product of my "formalist" or arteducational period; it consisted primarily of essays written from 1965 to 1968, with a
few late additions foreshadowing my next book-Six Years: Tbe Dematerialization of tbe Art Object. .. (1973). From tbe Center (1976) and Eva Hesse (197 6)
documented my developing conversion to feminism, which expanded all the
possibilities that had seemed to be closing down in the "cultural confinement" of
the early 1970s. Get tbe Message? is the result of a need to integrate the three
sometimes contradictory elements of my public (and often private) life-art,
feminism, left politics. Owing to publication delays, only two essays from the last
two years are included.
I would like to thank the Heresies Collective, Joan Braderrnan, Carl Andre,
May Stevens, Rudolf Baranik, Elizabeth Hess, Suzanne Lacy, Judy Chicago, Jerry
Kearns and the members of PADD for everything I've learned while working with
them (among many others); Lanie Lee for assistance in preparing the manuscript,
Jan Hoffman for editing the Voice pieces and Agnes Zellin for photographic
assistance.
This book is dedicated to my son, Ethan Ryman, as he leaves home for a
world the artists in this book are trying to change.

•
Prefatory Note

Prefatory Note
The dilemma is, of course, how to integrate art and politics-those two crucial
elements of our culture that have been called oil and water (by those who fear the
merger). I personally came late to the Left. I was raised a caring liberal with no
real political education. What social consciousness I gained from my parents, and
from the revelatory experience of working for several months after college in a
Mexican village with the American Friends Service Committee, was buried when I
immersed myself in the New York art world in 1959. It surfaced again on a jurying
trip to Argentina in 1968, when I was forced to confront and reject corporate
control and met for the first time artists who had committed themselves to militant social change, feeling that isolated art for art's sake had no place in a world so
full of misery and injustice,
When I returned to New York from Latin America, I fell belatedly into that
pocke~ of the art comm~nity that was actively protesting injustices. In October,
the painter Robert Huot Involved me and antiwar activist Ron Wolin in organiZing a "peace" exhibition at the Paula Cooper Gallery, for the benefit of the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam. If I do say so, this was
the best "Minimal show" I e-ver saw. Andre, Baer, Flavin, Judd, r.eWitt, Mangold,
Ohlson an~ Ryman, among others, rose to the occasion and made or gave major
works for It. The organizers' statement read:
Thes.e 14 n~)fi-objec~ive artists are against the war in Vietnam, They are sup-

p~rtu~g thIS. comrrutmenr in the strongest manner open to them, by con-

tributing major examples of their current work. The artists and the individual
pieces were selected to represent a particular esthetic attitude, in the convrcnon that a cohesive group of important works makes the most forceful
statement for peace.
As this book demonstrates, I have since come to think that artists can also
make art directly involved in social change. But that show raised a lot of money
for the ~ovem~~t and provided what was for me the unprecedented experience
of working politically with artists. A few months later I was in on the beginnings

of the Art Workers' Coalition (AWC) and became an activist myself. In tb next
two or more years I learned more about the relationship of art ~nd artists to';Kial
structures than I had in college, graduate school and ten years In the ar: t we ,<I altogether. Like many others, I could never again pretend ignorance (or innorencc)
of the way art is manipulated by greed, money and power.
The AWC came at just the right moment for me. I already sens~d t~IC art
world was an unhealthy place for art and artists, but had no progres~lv~ neory
with which to analyze my discontent. By 1968 I was indirectly radicalized, or
alienated, by the competitive careerism that dominated the art ~orld. I.sawwhat
was happening to old friends who had "made it" and I was afraid of being k.cked
upstairs into the ivory tower. After publishing prolifically for four yea~s, . realized that if this was success, I enjoyed it, but it wasn't enough. I was Iosing-orne
of my starry-eyed idealism about art and I worried about its in~olun~a~y S1P:lf:ltion from daily life. I had long been an adversary of Greenbergla~.ehttsm;! .Iud
learned a good deal about "political art" since the 1930S from WrItm~ ~ bo.lt on
Philip Evergood, and about the artworld commodity system ~rom wnnng a:)ook
on Pop Art. Since 1966, I had been writing a book on Ad Reinhardt .(self~dt.n~d
"last artist on the picket line") and was much influenced by hIS ~ltt' and
jaundiced view of the New York art world. In 1967, I became unduly eX~lt~d J~.)Ut
Conceptual Art's potential for a politicized populism, partly becaus~ It inorporated words with images and seemed to deny the primacy of the obJec~..
i have always identified with artists rather than with other cr~tte and
curators, a fact I attribute to a life of free-lancing which in turn is rooted In a)1~~)("
"authority problem"; I don't like being told what to do, and art has a re~UHJ(Jll
for some mythical "freedom." I've always lived with and among artists and
when talking about artists organizing in the essays below, I often say "we." Iravc
written fiction off and on since high school, but in 1969 I began to. make
streetworks and in 1970 I wrote the first of three novels. I ~m .0CCaslCltaJly,
"accused" of being an artist. I used to deny this adamantly and It still ~akt)JIl(
feel funny, since I am primarily a writer. Words are my medium. But.1 dls~01l~n~(~
in Conceptual Art a "third stream" that has allowed me to work at times 10 C'~ll~
blurred area between art and criticism. Now, having urged everyone el~e to lr:e.lk
out of boundaries I find myself wandering in a well-deserved no-one s Ianc
,
M
.
P t off b the
In the AWC I was first exposed to activist art and to arxism. u
.
.
'
.
h
b
ib
high-flown rhetoric and apparent hypOCrISy of some w 0 SU S~rI e d to Mzxtst
r •
chic (but disavowed social action to support their supposed behefs), I only )r-.J~1
ually began even to call myself a socialist. (Feminism, of course, t~rew anctu r,
constructive, wrench into that process.) In the AWC .s anarc hilC rnee ungs I .leaned
to speak in public' in the Action Committee I learned to take my rage inn [he
,
,
.
th Decentrr.zastreets, to leaflet, picket and fight back in person and l~ ~rInt; e
.•
tion Committee gave me a glimpse of community orgamzmg.
. . .
In the AWC I was also first confronted with feminism, via Women Artis« In
Revolution (WAR). I was embarrassed by it and resisted it, declanng ~ was arer.
son, not a woman. I was unwilling to admit my own oppresslOn,
WIlling as hI> "l~
'
to stand up for other "underdogs." Looking back, I wonder why I heard antlt
the Women's Movement so late and how I managed to k eep my h e ad undethe
.
sand for so long. Resistance was dispelled when I wrote my f rrst novel andwas'
·,
I found my "''N1l
forced to examine a woman's life in terms of personaI po IIttCS.
lacking, and fell into the arms of feminism in the summer of 197°·

----~~~======.
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The Dilemma

Being an impatient type, I did. a lot more yeIling and acting than thinking
and reading in the AWe, but for the first time in my life I understood how much
a community's social responsibilitr depended on the individual, and how much
t~e .individual's fate depended on collective action. From being highly anragorustic to groups, I became and remain a fanatic "clubwoman." Looking over the
1970 essays in this first section, I am simultaneously annoyed by their arrogance,
amused by their naivete, and touched by their passion. (I can't imagine how I ever
thou~ht.e~arles Manson was even m antihero.) I am also somewhat saddened by
the similarity to our needs and strategies today, though the world situation in
~ebr~ary 1982, as I write this, seems far more ominous than I could have imagined 10 the newfound oppositional exuberance of the late '60S.

The Dilemma
be taken in the art world and in the world at large. Political action need not
inhibit art-making; the two activities are dissimilar, not incompatible."
-JO BAER, 1970

"It's all a matter of economics, not politics. Throughout the centuries of artmaking there have been wars, investigations, pogroms. The artist does battle on
his own field, and resents being forced into combat with strangers, by a
government that does not nourish him. "
-ROSEMARIE CASTORO, 1970
"The hierarchical make-up of the art world is simply a network of community
and interest, filled with art men and women, no more, no less. If it strikes at the
war and racism, I will be there; if it doesn't, I'll be elsewhere."
-IRVING PETLlN, 1970

The Dilemma*
"Naturally the deadly political situation exerts an enormous pressure.
. "T~e temptation is to conclude that organized social thinking is 'more
serlOu.s than the act that sets free ['.11 contemporary experience forms which that
experience has made possible.
"~e Wh~ yields to this temptation makes a choice among various theories
of manipulating the known elements of the so-called objective state Of affairs.
~ce the political choice has been made, art and literature ought of course to be
gtuen up.
"Whoever genuinely believes /1te knows how to save humanity from
catastrophe has a job before him which is certainly not a part-time one.
"Political commitment in our time means logically-no art, no literature. A
great many people, however, find It possible to hang around in the space between
art and political action.
"If.one is to continue to pai1:t or write as the political trap seems to close
upo~, him. he must.perhaps have t/JIe extremest faith in sheer possibility.
In bis extremism he shows tbas he has recognized how drastic the political
presence is."
-ROBERT MOTHERWELL;

HAROLD ROSENBERG, 1947

"Do you think that when a painter expresses an opinion on political beliefs
he ma~e~ even more of a fool of h6mselj than when a politician expresses
an optnton on art? NO!"
-AD REINHARDT, 1946
"The ,:,rt~st does not have to will a response to the 'deepening political crisis in
A~ertca. Sooner. or later the artist is implicated or devoured by politics
wlthou~ even trymg . . . . If there's an original curse, then politics has

somethmg to d o
"I thO k h

in

.

'tb Ilt. "

WI

. .

-ROBERT SMITHSON, 1970

.

t. e time for political action lJy artists is now and I believe action should

"Reprinted by permission from Arts Maga::6l1e (Nov.

1970).

"What is the relationship between politics and art?
A. Art is a political weapon.
B. Art has nothing to do with politics.
C. Art serves imperialism.
D. Art serves revolution.
E. The relationship between politics and art is none of these things, some Of
these things, all of these things."
-CARL ANDRE, 1969
'~

cleaner New York School is up to you."

-AD REINHARDT, 1959

" ... History being perhaps the most viable tool ofpolitics. All Art as it becomes
known becomes political regardless of the intent of the Artist. . . . I accept fully
the responsibility for the position of my Art in Culture Politics-but hold firmly
that my actions as a man constitute only that. "
-LAWRENCE WEINER, 1970
"For me there can be no art revolution that is separate from a science
reuolution, a political revolution, an educational revolution, a drug revolution,
-LEE LOZANO, 1969
a sex revolution or a personal revolution."

The "growing ethical and political concern" manifested over the last few years in
the art world is not new. The writings and published discussions of the Abstract
Expressionist generation, to say nothing of the 19]OS, are full of references to morality, with the artist (or at least art) seen as the ultimate good. So far, Lenin's
much-quoted remark that ethics wiII be the esthetic of the future (and its subsequent reversals and paraphrasings) has not been borne out by actual events even
in times as grim as these. If esthetics is turning into anything else at the moment,
it may not be ethics so much <LS anarchy. On the other hand, the root of the word
ethic means "essential quality" and "conforming to the standards of a given profession" as well as morality. In this sense it applies to the rigidities of so-called
modernism, by which keen perception becomes good taste becomes the only
taste becomes an ethic, or lack thereof. ActualIy, all the words that familiarly define American art in chauvinist terms imply an ethic rather than an esthetic,
among them the words the first generation of the New York School preferred in
reference to their own work: direct, honest, tough, presence, moral, sublime,
etc.

TbeDilemma

...
The Art Workers' Co-alition protests the opening of the Nelson Rockefeller Collection at The
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1971. (Photo: Mehdi Khonsari)

Perhaps honesty has been a major criterion in American art for some time
now. If so, honesty to what? To the; 'nature of the medium" in the case of
rejective artists, to communication and sometimes "the people" in the case of
acceptive artists, to art as objectless concept in the case of some "dematerialists,"
and to an undefined level of "quality" for most artists, although this has been
twisted by one small group into something resembling fascism more than any
ethic (i.e., you can't like a good work unless you like it for the "right" reasons).
Or maybe honesty to a quality of life, or to the keenness of one's own
perceptions. Honesty to oneself? Or maybe to an ideal of art as the ultimate
honesty in dealing with the world or with oneself. An Art Workers' Coalition
tract defined esthetics as "philosophizing about art" and ethics as "philosophizing about artists."
In all the complaints about and eqU:211y idiotic eulogies of a "new politicization" which promises to be this seasons dead horse, there is a fundamental confusion between art-politics and politio-politics. It is too simple to say that the
latter deals with the "real world" and the former with intramural competition for
the money, power and social success up for grabs in the "art world." Esthetics
enters into neither one. Sure, a lot of the best artists are also the most successful
(so are a lot of the worst), but the history of a work of art once it gets out of the
studio is far more closely entwined witli the actions of a discriminatory, martial
government and the capitalist system that supports it than it is with the ideas
and aims of the artist who made it. It's ail very well for an artist to say that esthetics is his ethics, or his art is his politics, hit no one today should be capable of living a purely esthetic life. A successful aniist who has profited from the system has
a certain responsibility to put some money back into changing the system
(benefits, posters, etc.) but he also has; some responsibility to the broad art
community from which he emerged. Tile major contribution of organizations
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like the Art Workers' Coalition is a nagging insistence on general a~ar~ness of
issues like artists' control of their work, consistent contracts, use of artist~ p~~er
to persuade institutions to speak up on "political" issues. Is war a ' political
issue"? Is racism? Is sexism?
. ,
The interrelationship between art politics (basically economics) a~d natlO~1al
or international politics makes many artists un,,:illing ~o think. about Imp~ovmg
their own conditions as artists. The minute an artist begins to think about his own
economic and psychological dignity he is reminded of th~se in much ~?:se s~ap~
and more helpless than he is. Many will draw the conclusion that ~rt I.S outside
the kind of political considerations found in "life"; that the artis~ IS t?erefore
powerless, and must guard his art from the threat of absorption mto the
politicization inherent in life.
.
False, on several levels. First, an artist has power as a human be~ng, and also
as an artist. The museums in New York are politically compromised weekl~:
witness Rockefeller's campaign in the form of three one-man shows for hl.s
collections at three major New York museums last year; witness t~e ~e~rop?h
tan's proposed expansion and the nitty-gritty political plane on which It IS being
discussed; witness the Lower Manhattan Expressway and the real-estate versus
human values it brought up, or the SoHo Hearings, and ~o on. Mus~ums of art are
among a living artist's responsibilities. An artist who Withdraws his ~?rk from a
museum exhibition because the show is backed by a company thriving on ~~
war in Indochina who refuses t() participate in a government-sponsored exhibition because the government perpetrates that war, as well as racism. and repression, who won't show an ecological piece in a show backed by Amenc~n Moto:s,
is not using his art in a manner contrary to its creation any m~re than IS an a~t.lst
who withdraws because his work has been mistreated, misdisplayed or mrsinterpreted. In fact, his art, which he has. made pr~s.umably in hopes of potential
communion with others to provoke a different VISion of or closer look at or alternative to this sordid life (through abstraction, or ide~ or mo.re overt ~r~
test)-this same art is being used in a manner contrary to ~ts crea~lOn when It IS
used as public relations for a malignant government or an IOdustnal. monopoly.
One of the most common complaints heard nowadays from artists ~ho feel
threatened by political action in or out of the art world is that they are being used.
One can only wonder why or how a successful artis~ allows h~self or his ,;ork
to be "used" by a critic or institution or system he claims to despise. Why'~an,~ he
simply refuse to be used? But related questions can be. asked about the . u.se of
art in calmer times. Is art decoration, escape, entertainment? Or does It 10 fact
deal with the "new realities" as claimed by endless twentieth-century movements, abstract and figurative, object and nonobject? An exhibition of good abstract art held as a benefit for the antiwar movement does not seem to me a
contradiction. Nor does an artists participation in a strike to cl~se art~bu~iness
as-usual for a day or more as a protest against what ~at busm~ss mdlrec.tly
endorses-whether it is war or unfair trials. An artist's pubhc power IS as an ar.tlst,
not "just" as a human being, but as a human being who makes art. Suggestions
that he forget about making art because the world is in su~h rotte~ shape, that ~e
go out and bomb buildings or build roads in Latin America, are mane except 10
terms of the most personal life-decisions. A "famous ~rtist" who speaks out
against social injustice or makes a protest poster or raises money for. defense
funds from his wealthy patrons (vho often give because they respect him as an
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artist, or want to be pals with a star) calls attention to that injustice far more effectively as an artist than he could as an anonymous performer in radical
scenarios.
We are all too aware that art itself is "irrevelant," and that compared to the
world of slums, wars, prisons, the art world is a bed of roses. At the same time art
is what we do or art is the focus of what we do. A mass exodus from art-making
would hardly contribute to the world a great factor for change, but a world without art or the desire to make art or tile need for some kind of art activity would be
a hopeless world indeed. There is no reason why an artist has to "step out of art
and into politics," as one man recently put it, to act as a human being with a conscience. (Ad Reinhardt, a case in point, called himself "the last artist on the picket
line," but just as he may have been tile last of his generation, he was joined by the
first of the current generation in peace marches, endorsement of candidates, fund
raising, etc.) It is simply a matter of priorities. If an artist (like anyone else)
considers his time and money spent more valuably at parties or bars than working
for social change, that is clearly his choice. But given the fate of artists in totalitarian societies, it would seem 10 his interest to use that time more wisely.
Statements like "my guess is that most artists are better off out of politics"! are
irresponsible. Perhaps intended to imply that artists are above it all, they suggest the reverse to me. If artists, like teachers and priests, "should be better than
businessmen," if "art is not the spiritual side of business" (Reinhardt), then perhaps artists are guiltier than nonartsts of crimes of silence, the political naivete
from which we all suffer notwithstanding. The critic's dilemma is, of course, the
same, if not worse, since criticism is a secondary rather than a primary activity
and therefore provides less rationale for a cop-out.
Few of us today have any illusions left about the existence of a truly political
art. Such an art (not a style) would aot merely illustrate the wrongs of a society
nor even merely encourage rights, but would contain a built-in threat to that society. (Similarly, the AWC is more potent as a threat to the art-institutional status
quo than as an activist organization.) It is curious that most art associated with
~nd us~d by the revolution is stylistiCl1Iy so reactionary, psychedelic posters shar109 their Art Nouveau and Art Deco herltage with Madison Avenue interior decoration and the middle-class fashion world. Even the harsh tabloidisrn of Red
Chinese art ultimately refers to bourgeois (and Western) styles. No matter how
strongly felt (and the strong feelings are communicated in direct proportion to
t?e a~tist's abilities as an artist, not :IS a propagandist), the illustration of any
s~tuatlon, no matter how ghastly, provides nothing but cliches. The first decision made about the execution of the My-Lai massacre protest poster, published
by the AWC last year, was that it be "nonarristic," that no individual artist's name
be ~onnected with .it, that the "art" be a documentary photograph. Forcefully
desl~ed and grap~lcally revolting, or heartbreaking, captioned simply "Q: And
Ba?l~s? A: An? Ba?le~," and distributed free in an edition of 50 ,0 0 0 , despite CBS's
WIlll~ P~ey s rejection for the Musenrn of Modern Art of the agreed joint spon~orshlp, this poster was more effective than anything done so far by a single art~st. (It could have been still more effect ive if the proposal made by Art Strike that
It be on the fall cover of all four New York art magazines, this one included, had
been accept.ed; ~ne .can only speculate on the social safety-valves presented as
excuses for ItS rejection by ARTnews :L'Id Art in America.) Guernica has outlived
the Spanish Civil War, if not fascism, and become a million-dollar painting by

The Dilemma

9

Picasso. The mere attachment cf a name recalls too vividly the fact that the work
is a commodity as well as a protest. Asking artists to design peace posters recently,
I had to admit I was asking notfor (perhaps impossible) "revolutionary art," but
for a touching yet salable objec, to finance antiwar demonstrations. It is frustrating to all concerned to be so aware that this art and this money disappearing into
an honest attempt to change or forestall the system are in reality prolonging it by
admission of a false value structure.
Artists asked to do this sort of thing, or even to contribute work to a benefit
exhibition, are confronted with the fundamental and pathetic choice between
adding a line of type to work in their own "style" and thereby identifying themselves and their art with a wormy cause (but at the same time, perhaps, diluting
their art and "using" it for something other than its initial reason for existing, and
even questioning that reason) or of underlining that commitment by using unaccustomed subject matter and this competing, even on an unequal level, with the
media. As Harold Rosenberg has depressingly but accurately observed, "the more
advanced the communications system, the less the impact of the unique aesthetic
statement. To challenge the version of events disseminated by contemporary
propaganda machines with a painting or sculpture is like battling a tank division
with a broomstick."« Nevertheless, the My-Lai poster, by being handed out free,
as posters by nature should be, vas visible at the street level, and a lot of people
are still in the streets as well as sitting in front of their TV sets. A poster workshop
is now being set up so that such projects as the specially designed peace posters
need not end up as "editions de luxe" but can also be tested on the confrontationallevel. On the other hand, nany of them will be bought (not necessarily ~he
artists' choice) for the boudoir or rumpus room. Mass distribution, free, of artistdesigned posters will only bring up new problems for the artists concerning use
of their art, or of their abilities to make forceful visual statements.
No matter how well meant, one can only regret such manifestations as the
recent "blood show" at a dowrtown gallery. Presented as a political statem~nt
on a leaflet handed out in the gallery, but as art alone in the mailer sent out earhe.r,
it turned out to be original only ill its aroma; the precious-object-oriented plastic
boxes were familiar vehicles for art. Without touching on the esthetic problems
involved, I can say that if the work had been anonymous, if it had been presented
out of a private art context (like the Guerrilla Art Action Group's animal-blood
protest events in the streets and rmseums), if it had not been advertised so pr~t
tily, then it might have come off ..s more than a (hopefully well-intended) publicity gimmick. Across the street at the same time was a more effective display of
stenciled "blood-stained" packets by Uruguayan artist Luis Camnitzer, who used
his own art style for political subject matter not new to his work; however, he to~
suffers by comparison with his ccrnpatriots, the Tupamaros, simply because this
is presented as art. A ring Camnitzer made for his wife, congealed "blood" and a
bullet under a plastic dome, was perhaps the grisliest artifact o.f a!l; the
translation of real mass murder imo body ornament confirms the implications of
Andy Warhol's Disaster series: the media have rendered all such horrors impotent
to affect us more than momentari.y. We know too much, once-re~oved. In all
fairnesss, of course, one can see another, less chic, intention behind such objects-that of protest demonstrations: keep the facts out there where people are
constantly reminded of them, no riatter how sugar-coated or invisible they may
have become from overexposure.

The Dilemma
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Abbie Hoffman (as The Drama l?f?view and other sources have known for
some time and the media are beginning to fully appreciate), the Weatherman
bombings, Charles Manson, and the storming of the Pentagon are far more effective as radical art than anything artists have yet concocted. The event structure of
such works gives them a tremendous advantage over the most graphic of the
graphic arts. If the theatre was the deadest art form of all during the '60S (with the
exception of a few visually or experience-oriented groups who often worked
from or with visual artists' ideas), the visual arts may be scheduled for the same
fate in the '70S. This is not to say that good art that gives pleasure and provocation
won't be made in the '70S, but that the more the ethics of art as a commodity is
questioned, the more frustrated artists; become from running up and down the
stairs between the ivory tower and tbe streets, the more artists question their
own lack of rights and dignity, tho the more that curious combination of
freneticism, desperation, and apathy charactenzing the art world these days may
be threatened. The end of art is not, luckily, in sight. But only the hangers-on and
profiteers would mourn the demise of the "art world" as we know it now. Perhaps as an artist's time becomes increasingly divided between the studio, the
school (necessary to keep the majority alive and in a studio at all), and the streets
(or whatever the artist's equivalent of the streets turns out to be), less time will be
available for the social amenities derrunded by the elaborate system of moneypower-social contacts that nourishes tbe public image of artist and art world. Just
as some artists are still social climbing, some will always remain to bolster the old
image, the collector's ego, the instituti on's elitism, and get fat off it. What the
othe~s will do is anybody's guess. The only sure thing is that artists will go on
making art and that some of that art wilJ not always be recognized as "art"; some
of it may even be called "politics."

N()TES
I. Darby Bannard, Artforum (Sept. I97C) .
The New Yorker (Dec. 16, 1967).
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The Art Workers' Coalition: Not a History*
On April 10, 1969, some 300 New York artists and observers thereof filled the
am~hltheatre of the School of Visual Arts for an "Open Public Hearing on the
Subject: What Should Be the Program of The Art Workers Regarding Museum Ref?rm, and to Establish the Program of an Open Art Workers' Coalition." The last
trme such a lar~e and various group had g;ot together for nonesthetic reasons concerned the Artists Ten~ts Association's threatened loft strike in 1961, which did
not take place. The hearing was preceded by a list of thirteen demands to the Museum of Modern Art and demonstratioos supporting them which emphasized
'Reprinted by permission from Studio Interrational (Nov. 1970 ) .

The Guerrilla Art Action Group (1. to :_: Jean Toche, Jon Hendricks, Poppy Johnson, Silvianna). A Call for the Immediate Resignation of All the Rockefellers from the Board of
Trustees of the Museum of Modern Ar. lobby of The Museum of Modern Art, New York,
November 18, 1969. (Photo: © 1978 Kl. Kwong Hui)

artists' rights: legal, legislative and loosely political; they were the product of.th~
newly named Art Workers' Coalitlon (temporarily and simultaneously.the.ArtIs~s
Coalition). The AWC was conceived on January 3, 1969, when the kinettc art~st
Takis (Vassilakis) made a symbolic ..tempt to remove a work of art, made by hrm
but owned by the Museum of Modern Art, from the museu~'~ :'Machine" show,
on the grounds that an artist had the right to control the exhiblnon and t~~atment
of his work whether or not he hac sold it. Not a revolutionary propOSItIOn, except in the art world.
Despite the specific subjects amounced for the open h~aring, taped a?~ late~
published verbatim by the AWC, the real content of th~ night was the atrI~g °e
general complaints about The System, epitomized by RIchard .Artschwager s us
of his two minutes to set off firecrackers instead of talk. The picture of frustrated
violence that emerged from this motley cross section of the art community (the
.,
mber of them
speakers were 70 artists architect! film-makers an d crincs, a nu
.
"
.
11"
Black) surprised the establishment It which it was armed. As we It might.' since
artworld complaints are made louely, but in the relative privacy of studios and
bars, rarely in public. Those who voiced them were immediately accused of o~f
portunism by some of those who remained closet protestants. A nu~ber
speakers considered the Museum ofModern Art an unworthy object of.artlsts' attention but a grudging consensus ;weed it was the best place to start If only because i; is the seat (in all senses) of power; not enough people, time a~d e~erfis
were available then to tackle all the museums at once, and MOMA quahfied y
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rank in the world, its Rockefeller-studded board of trustees with all the attendant political and economic sins attached to such a group, its propagation of the
star system and consequent dependence on galleries and collectors, its maintenance of a safe, blue-chip collection, and particularly, its lack of contact with the
art community and recent art, its disdain for the advice and desires of the artists
who fill its void. The demands made in February 1969 were boiled down from
thirteen to eleven in June, and revised slightly as the nine-plus below to apply to
all museums in March 1970.
A. WITH REGARD TO ART MUSEUMS IN GJ:NERAL THE ART WORKERS' COALITION MAKES THE

The Art Workers' Coalition: Not a History

13

B. UNTIL SUCH TIME AS A MINIMUM INCOI1E IS GUARANTEED FOR ALL PEOPLE, THE ECONOMIC POSITION OF ARTISTS SHOULD BE I),[]'ROVED IN THE FOLLOWING WAYS:
I. Rental fees should be paid to artists or their heirs for all work
exhibited where admissions are charged, whether or not the work is owned
by the artist.
2. A percentage of the profit realized on the resale of an artist's work
should revert to the artist or his heirs.
3. A trust fund should be set up from a tax levied on the sales of the
work of dead artists. This fund wruld provide stipends, health insurance,
help for artists' dependents and otber social benefits.

FOLLOWING DEMANDS:
I. The Board of Trustees of all museums should be made up of one-third
museum staff, one-third patrons and one-third artists, if it is to continue to
act as the policy-making body of the museum. All means should be explored
in the interest of a more open-mmded and democratic museum. Artworks
are a cultural heritage that belong to the people. No minority has the right to
control them; therefore, a board of trustees chosen on a financial basis must
be eliminated.
2. Admission to all museums should be free at all times and they should
be open evenings to accommodste working people.
3· All museums should decentralize to the extent that their activities
and services enter Black, Puerto Rican and all other communities. They
should support events with which these communities can identify and that
they. control. They should convert existing structures all over the city into
relatively cheap, flexible branch-museums or cultural centers that could not
carry the sti~a of catering only to the wealthier sections of society.
4· A section of all museums under the direction of Black and Puerto
Rican artists should be devoted to showing the accomplishments of Black
a~d P~~rto Rican artists, particuarly in those cities where these (or other)
mmOCIties are well represented.
5· Museums should encourage female artists to overcome centuries of
damage do?e to the image of the- female as an artist by establishing equal
representation of the sexes in exhibitions and museum purchases and on
selection committees.
.
6. At leas~ on~ mus~um in each city should maintain an up-to-date registry of all artists m their area, that is available to the public.
.
7· Museum staffs should take positions publicly and use their political
mfluen~e in matters concerning the welfare of artists, such as rent control
for artIsts'. housing, legislation for artists' rights and whatever else may
~pp~y speCIfically to artists in their area. In particular, museums, as central
mStitutlons, should be aroused br the crisis threatening man's survival and
should make their own demands to the government that ecological problems be pu~ ~~ a par with war and space efforts.
8. Exhibition programs should!give special attention to works by artists
not rep~esented by a commercial gallery. Museums should also sponsor the
production. and ex hibi
I iuon 0 f such works outside their own premises.
9· Artists should retain a disposition over the destiny of their work
whethe
. .
'
t or not It IS owned by them, to ensure that it cannot be altered destroyed, or exhibited without their consent.
'

The extent to which each "member" agrees with each "demand" fluctuates
to the point where structural fluidity of the organization itself is unavoidable. The
AWC has as many identities as it has participants at anyone time (there are no
members or officers and its main manner of fund raising is a "Frisco circle" at
meetings; the number of participants varies as radically as does their. radi~ality,
according to the degree of excitement, nge, guilt, generated by an~ given ISSU~).
It has functioned best as an umbrella, as a conscience and complaint bureau incorporating, not without almost blowing inside out, groups and goals that are
not only different, but often conflicting. Advocates of a tighter structure, of a r~al
dues-paying union situation, have reason >ut not reality on their side. ~obody, I~
side or outside the Coalition has illusions about its efficiency; the difference IS
that everyone outside thinks it could be done better another way and from the in.
side that looks impossible.
Don Judd, for instance, has been mrerested in a union setup sl~ce the
Coalition began but was disgusted with the meetings he vis~ted (and d~d not,
incidentally, try to change or influence them by saying anythmg a~out ~IS own
ideas, which is too bad, because we coud use his blunt, articulate mtelhgen.ce);
In a recent statement on art and politics he wrote: "There should be an a~tlsts
organization. It's very odd to have a whde activity that can't help any~ne m the
same activity, that can't defend itself agunst carelessness and c<;>rruptlons. The
organization should have its own money; there could be a self-Imposed tax, br,
members on all sales, part from the arust's portion, part from the d~aler s.
(We've discussed this, but need, naturally the support of a few ~?re ~rtlsts who
have a portion at all, or who have a deaer.) Judd also says that unlike the Art
Workers an artists' organization should decide what it wants to do and go after
it practically." Yet he agrees with our first demand and suggests we state that and
talk to the museums. (We have, and still are.) Then he says that those museums
"who refuse without reasons can be struck." (By whom? Judd and the rest of the
art community's silent majority? If all those artists who want a union would ~et
together and take over Section B of the Co:alition's demands, they could comprise
another special interest group under the "umbrella," or as a separate entity. B~t as
long as the AWe's notorious sightseers, 'lOW perennial (Robert Smithson, RIChard Serra and editor Philip Leider come Immediately to mind), many of whom are
respected members of the art community and good talkers and would be able. to
convince a lot of people-as long as they play intramural games in th~ bars, telhng
everyone how absurd or mismanaged tbe AWC is, instead of saymg the same
things in the public arena, they will be the bane and to some extent the downfall
of the Coalition.)
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If I sound wistful, or overoptimistic, it's because I can't help remembering
the beginnings of the Coalition. At the first few open meetings there was a terrific atmosphere of esthetic and economic mistrust. Eventually basic dislike of
organizations, innate snobbism about which artists should or could be associated with, the reluctance to waste time, and revulsion for yelling, rhetoric and
opportunism (not unique to the AWq broke down in favor of common excitement and, finally, even affectionate tolerance for some of the more therapeutically oriented participants. Nobody thought it was ideal; and nobody had ever
seen New York artists come on any other way, either. Despite the heterogeneous
composition, during the winter and spring of 1969 the AWC became a community of artists within the larger art community. The honeymoon period centered around plans for the open hearing and publication of its record and, later,
around the "alternatives committee," whose search for alternative structures
ran the gamut between a trade union complete with dental care a massive takeover ?f the city:s abandoned Hudson River piers for studio and ~xhibition space
(that IS now being done by the establishment itselt), and an information center
complete with Xero~ machine, ending comfortably, if a little wearily, as a disc~sslon ~oup covering th~ highest tides of idealism and philosophical foam,
WIth.which New York art IS very much at home. The weekly general meetings
consisted of about 60 people, sometimes 100; the committees were much smaller.
Both were characterized by reversals and arguments and endless bullshit (usually
defined as so~ebody els~ talking), naivete, commitment, and lack of knowledge
~bout how to Implement n, a high evangelical pitch reached in the bar after meetmgs, no~ to mention the endless phone calls that plague a small organization with
no efficient cornrnunicarjon channels, all backed up by an excited realization that
MOMA .was, for some inexplicable reason, afraid of us.
ThIS period culminated in intramural quarrels surrounding the problem of
what to do about what the AWC called MOMA's "blackmail" of first-generation
New York School artists (which I consider one of our most important endeavors),
and problems of structure, now that the Coalition was getting big with what
sometrmes seemed a false pregnancy. These most often concerned the point of
wheth~r or not the general meetings should have veto power over hardworking
~o~ttees or special interest groups, including the usually controversial
action committee, " were
h
'1'
t h e muitants
and the Guerrilla Art Action Group were
focus~d. for one, agreed wholeheartedly with Kestutis Zapkus' antiveto "Prop,0sal ~rrculated in the summer of 1969, Which stated among other things:
There ~s no reason why the AWC should model itself' on the procedures of
conveonona ?u~eaucratic organizations. The development of special interests
must not be dISSIpated by a less involved majority."
The ~ost controversial aspect of the AWc among artists and establishment
h as been ItS so call d 1'"
.
d
' - e po mcizanon of art, a term usually used to cover the Black
~ women s programs as well as demands that museums speak out against rae~:~~h;~e~d repres~ion. On May 4, 1~69, Hilton Kramer of The New York Times
.
h
Y comphmented us by saying that the open hearing proposed "albeit
lOCO erently
a way of th inki
b
'
'"
1
mg a out the production and consumption of
works 0 f art that would radi all
d'fy'
tablished pracn
. h h ~c y mo 1 ,if not actually displace, currently esHe had "th . l~~S: wit t. eir heavy reliance on big money and false prestige."
minds h e V1V1 rmpresslOn of a moral issue which wiser and more experienced
ave long been content to leave totally unexamined." But as the AWC gath-
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ered steam (or power), we became less attractive. His second article (lanuary 18,
1970) ended with a plea to all those nice people "who believe in the very idea of
art museums-in museums free of political pressures-to make our commitments
known, to say loud and clear that we will not stand for the politicization of art
that is now looming as a real possibility." We wrote a lengthy reply which was
published with his third article on the subject (February 8, 1970). In it we said that
if by the "politicization of art" he meant "political art," he should be made
aware that the AWC has never offered my opinions on the content or form of art,
which we consider the concern of individual artists alone; also, "Mr. Kramer
ignores the fact that what radical critics are opposed to is the present conservative politicization of the museum . .. If the men now controlling the Museum
of Modern Art are not politically involved, who the hell is?"
The AWC did not begin as a political group, but its models were clearly the
Black and student movements of the 156os, and by the time of the open hearing it
was obvious that nonart issues would assume, if not priority, a major rhetorical
importance. Though the Black Panthers, the Chicago Seven and other radical
causes have been supported; though we have protested by telegram and testimony ecological catastrophes, expressways, budget cutbacks to museums, etc.,
and once gave half the treasury (some $500 from sales of the two documentary
books we had published) to a Biafran woman who delivered a particularly stirring
plea at a meeting, the AWC, like its predecessor and sometime colleague, the
Artists and Writers Protest, has concentrated its political energies on peace, as did
the May 1970 Art Strike. On the first Moratorium Day (October 15, 1969) the AWC
managed to get the Modern, the Whitrley and the Jewish museums and most of
the galleries to close, and (with the crucial help of the participating artists) the
Metropolitan to postpone the opening of its big American painting and sculpture
show till a more auspicious date, though the museum itself stayed open and,
with the Guggenheim, was picketed.
The bitterest quarrel the AWC has nad with the Museum of Modern Art (aside
from the "First Generation" controversy) was over joint sponsorship of the MyLai massacre protest poster-a ghastly colored photograph of the event by a Life
photographer captioned, "Q: AND BMIES? A: AND BABIES," which was vetoed
by the president of the board of trustees after an initial, though unexpected, executive staff acceptance of the proposal. We picketed and protested in front of
Guernica, published 50,000 posters on our own and distributed them, free, via an
informal network of artists and movenent people; it has turned up all over the
world. Our release read, in part: "Practically, the outcome is as planned: an artist-sponsored poster protesting the My-Lai massacre will receive vast distribution. But the Museum's unprecedented decision to make known, as an institution,
its commitment to humanity, has been denied it. Such lack of resolution casts
doubts on the strength of the Museum'! commitment to art itself, and can only be
seen as bitter confirmation of this insti:ution's decadence and/or impotence." Via
this and other experiences we discovered that semiprivate institutions are unable to buck their trustees, particular], when the issue is one that pres~nts the
trustees with a direct conflict of interest. We also discovered that one thing museum administrators can't seem to realze is that most of the artworkers lead triple (for women, often quadruple) livese making art, earning a living, .political or
social action, and maybe domestic work too. When the museum OfflC1~ gets fre~
ful about our distrust of long dialogues and our general Inefficiency (irresponsi-
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Artists and Writers Protest/Art Workers" Coalition marches up Sixth Avenue IO War
Memorial with black body bags marked with body counts and about 1,500 yard-long banners
bearing the names of American and Vietnamese war dead, May 1969. The crowds, even the
policemen, were sad and solemn. Along the way, the body bags were strewn with flowers.

bility, he calls it), he forgets that he is being paid a salary for "caring for" work
and issues that his opposite number on the picket line produces in return for no
financial assurances whatsoever, and that the Coalition itself has to beg time from
the "real" world to get anything done at all.
Certainly it is everybody's individ ual choice as to how he is going to handle
his political burden (though anyone so sheltered as to believe he has no such burden is riding for a shock). The AWC will be powerful only in the art field, where
artists have power, and it seems to me that if an artist is more involved in the
Peace Movement than in artists' rigbts , he should be working directly for the
movement. What anyone can do via the AWC for the Panthers or for peace or for
welfare mothers or trees can be done a hundred times better within those organizations specializing in each of those fields. As an artist, however, he can exert
an influence on those institutions wbich depend on him for their life, to make
them speak up and influence others. The fact that these institutions are run by
people running other areas of the larger world makes artists' actions as artists all
the more important. What is sad is how few artists will even acknowledge their
political burden, how many seem to feel that art, and thus their own art, is so
harmless that it needs no conscience. A..t least I don't hear that doubtful statement
"My art is my politics" quite so often since Art Strike and other recent developments. It's how you give and withhold your art that is political. Your art is only
your politics if it is blatantly political art, and most of the people who say that are
blatantly opposed to political art. The Coalition is neutral; it has always been a
nonesthetic group involved in ethics rather than esthetics. For the most part,
however, the artist's dilemma-Is this the kind of society I can make art in? What
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use is art in this or any society? Should it have any use, even morally?-remains
unsolved in or out of the AWe.
On October 20, 1969, Carl Andre read the AWC a devastating litany o~ its
failures as a "preamble" to its second year of operat~o~s. A~ong his c~mplam~s
were' "We have failed to convince Artworkers that It IS futile to recapitulate m
the art world the enormities and injustices of the American economic system.... We have failed to convince Artworkers that the profession of art is l"I;0t a
career but a constant witness to the value of all life. We have failed to convince
Artworkers that the essence of art is inspiration and not petty ambition. We
have failed to convince Artworkers that a myth of quality is no substitute for the
fact of art .... THEREFORE WE OF THE ART WORKERS' COALITION DEMAND OF OURSELVES THAT: 1. ART, OUR WORK, BE WIDELY AND HONORABLY EMPLOYED. 2. ART, OUR WORK, BE JUSTLY COMPENSATED. 3. ART,
OUR WORK BE ALL THE BEST THAT WE CAN LIVE OR DO."
Rhetori~, perhaps; eloquence, certainly. But the centr~l issue always. s~e~s to
come down to dignity dignity and tolerance-the central Issues of any CIVt! rights
cause. Black or wom~n artists are most disturbing to their colleagues and to the
art world at large because their demands for dignity in their pr.ofession c~rry a
large quotient of rage. It makes them harder to live with and their cooperatIon.with other interest groups-harder to retain. Artists are the Blacks of th~ white
intelligentsia. A bright, angry Black woman artist may be the most explosive factor around. She has the Nothing to Lose that has traditionally made potent revolutionaries.
I
. .. d
The ethical role of the Coalition infuriates people. It is frequent y Cr~tIClZe
for not representing enough of the art community to be listene~ to; we I~ turn
frequently criticize the rest of the art community for not. speaking up, w~th. or
against us. The Coalition is out there working and occasionally accomp~lshmg
something· where do those guys get off resting smugly in a nest egg of their own
compromi~es and preferring to fight us rather than the common enemy? In June
1969, during an exchange with artists who had (we charged) been pressured to donate works to MOMA for a "historical" show that just incidentally had t~ come
from the museum's collections we wrote: "Our actions should not ?e mistaken
. as
'a whole, b ut rat h er as a 'conscience' m regard to
for those of the community
the existing system. We represent the present members hiip [of
0 th e AWC] and , by
'
.
·t
A
yone
who
. . does not speak
. s
default, the passive element m the art commum y. n
for himself will be spoken for by us until he does take a posl~IOn. on t.he variou
issues .... The AWC does not begrudge the success of the artists m t.hls show, to
.
. debt, nor are we JU
. dging the esthetic content
of
whom we all owe a major
esthetic
.
di
.
.
which
these
artists
have
the exhibition. We are all too aware of the con mons in
.
. t hiIS sys tern we would
. h like
d I.to
existed for years under the present system, an d iIt IS
. of letting
. t hee ' watc hd'
change. We have no intention
og ghost of Ad Rem ar
. htie.
d
'
I
'
h
realized
what
Rem
In the 1960s large sections of the world s popu anon ave
. ar
. t
.,
. 0 f omission
an d commission ,
realized in ' the art world long before, that Sins
crimes of silence and rhetoric, are equally indefensibl~." .
of the AWC
The crux of the matter is of course, that no artist, m or out .
'
. ' thinking
. . lor
" hiirn. Nor does anyone hke to be .rewants to be told anyone else IS
.
minded
that he is a pawn of the system. It comes h ar d er t 0 more successful artists
."
. ,IS a pers on who has chosen. a life
than to those who are just beginning. The artist
d
of "independence" from the conventional structures. He is by nature unequippe
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for group thinking or action. He has also made certain sacrifices in order to have
the advantages of "freedom." However, he prefers to bitch to (and about) his fellow artists about the gallery system, museums' ignorance of art and artists' lives,
how critics "use" him and his art, rather than do anything about it. And this is, I
suspect, because if he admitted to himself how far up against the wall he has been
driven, life would be pretty unbearable. The illusion of freedom is of the utmost
importance to a person for whom society does nothing else. Even if he is successful (and some of the esthetically and ethically unhappiest artists in the city, the
ones that act like cornered rats when talking to members of the Coalition, are the
most successful socially and financially), even then, if he measures his success
against his compromises, he is asking for a downer. It's pleasanter not to be
aware of the issues than to feel nothing can be done about them. Ad Reinhardt
and Carl Andre, two artists who have had the courage to expose publicly the
contradictions inherent in their oi...n situation, have come in for far more mudslinging than their weaker colleagues who have accepted to wallow in suspect
patronage, than the artist who is content to be waterboy to a critic or mascot to a
collector. A list of questions circulated by an artworker and glued to doors
throughout the city in June 1')69 enraged almost everyone by demanding, "Does
money manipulate art? Does money- manipulate galleries? Do galleries manipulate
artists? Do artists manipulate art? " . Is art a career (career-'highway, a running
from or to, carting, carrying')? Is a career carousing? Are galleries pimps for
carousing artists cruising immortality?"
The real value ofthe AWC is its voice rather than its force, its whispers rather
than its shouts. It exists both as a threat and as a "place" (in people's heads, and in
real space as a clearinghouse for artists' complaints). Its own silent majority is
larger than is generally realized. More important than any of our "concrete"
achievements is the fact that whether or not we are popular for it, the Coalition
has brought up issues that American. artists (since the '30S) have failed to confront
together, issues concerning the dignity and value of art and artist in a world that
often thinks neither has either. If the American artist looks with increased awareness at his shows, sales, conferences, contracts as an autonomous and independent member, even mover, of his; own system, the AWC has made sense. But if
esthetic differences are a barrier even to a successful artist's understanding or
working with equally successful colleagues, as artists for artists' rights, maybe
there's no ballgame. Maybe artists will have the unique distinction of being the
only professionals in the world who can't get together long enough to assure
their colleagues of not suffering from their mistakes. Maybe sweetness, light,
idealism and personal integrity, conventionally presumed to characterize art,
have been bred out of it by this brutal age. Maybe the Coalition is about not thinking so, even if the odds look bad.
Tomorrow night (September 21) there is a meeting of the AWC, the Art Strike,
Soho Artists Association and an artists' housing group, the first of a season, the
first of the AWC's third season, the first season after 2,000 artists gathered to protest Cambodia and Kent State and Augusta and Jackson and formed the Art Strike,
the first of a season that promises tobe low on the kind of social (as in socializing)
stimulation generated by moneyed institutions. A lot of people know that their
time this year might be best spent in the studio and in the streets. You have to be
~retty. far above it all to stay aloof. At the same time, the majority of the art world
IS afraid to take its bullshit out of the bars and into the streets, afraid of losing the

. "
f The Metropolitan tlu5eum of
"Art Strike Against Racism, War, Oppression, on the steps 0
Art, New York, May 1970. (Photo: Jan van Raay).
1 dd
b t at the same tine afraid
toehold it got last year on the next rung of the a er, u k hi h lust '\ it gets
n
that the ladder will have been bur~ed, toppled, or blo: ~ares ~mlself ~~( comnear the top (and there's no fury like t~at of ~ ~an w 0 f
him toi): Not a
promising and is having the fruits of hIS ass-kissing taken ~~m have robe dealt
nice situation, but one that will, inside of the AWC or OUtSI e,
with one way or another, now.
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Artforum (Sept. 1970).

Charitable Visits b) the AWC to MOMA and Met

Charitable Visits by the AWC
to MOMA and Met*
The Art Workers' Coalition struck far out three times last week, between January
9 and rz. The issues underlying the three actions were (I) discrimination against
women in the Whitney Annual; (2) the "discretionary admission charge" on previously free days at the Modern and the Metropolitan; and (j) indiscreet spending
at the Met (which from the other side of its poor-mouth, cries for public funds to
continue its name-dropping, park-grabbing Ixpansion Plan). Discretionary admission or "pay what you wish ... but pay' is a museuphemism for compulsory contributions, from one cent up; the penn y option is not made clear. At both
museums the visitor is reminded by signs thrt Big Brother is watching and He
prefers a donation in line with "normal" admission charges-over one dollar.
How many people have the nerve to give a penny? The poorer you are, the less
you're likely to cry poor. (I'm not talking now about student radicals or most
products of the middle class, but the stone poor, the breakfastless kids.) The cathedral law-courtlike halls of culture are .intimidating: the guards at the
barriers are intimidating; in America, culture nself is intimidating, and music-hall
turns and jewelry-store exhibition installations. aren't changing that; they cost a
lot too.
2 P.M., at the Museum of Modern Arr.rwo lines form halfway down the
block for the Stein collections show, because Monday was until recently the
"free day" inveigled out of MOMA by the A"«: a year ago. We got Monday because attendance was lowest then. Now it averages 4,500, and the museum's
wounds are not healed by the immediate admission hike to $1.75 on other days.
The AWC group moves past the ticket windows, where yellow slips register your
"contribution" and remind you that it's tax-deductible, we refuse to pay at the
guarded rope, blow whistles when we are stopped, a letter sent to director John
Hightower is read to the crowd. It protests denial of free admission on the one
day on which minority groups and students could possibly see the art at such
prices and suggests that if the museum is so hard up, why doesn't it sell some of
the blue-chips hidden in the vaults so people caa see the art that is on the walls? A
protester takes down the rope barrier and a lot of people in the line see their
chance and bolt past the guards in the confuaon, disappearing into the galleries. The rest of us stand our ground inside; the gllIards get rough and drag some of
us out, saying we are under arrest (but the copsmever show up). For the next half
hour, chaos-as people in the lines try to figure iit out. Sympathetic young people
also refuse to pay ("You say pay what 1 wish, Well, I don't wish to pay anythingis that OK?"). We scatter around the lobby to answer questions and persuade people to give only a penny if they must give at all (4,5 0 0 pennies instead of 4Soo
dollars taken in that day would make our point nicely). The museum lawyer is

Monday,

"Reprinted by permission from The Element (Ian. J9;T1. The third part of this essay on a
charitable visit to the Whitney by the Ad Hoc Women."'..rtists' Committee has already been
published in From the Center.
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present, gritting his teeth. The ticket seller is so disgusted that at ant' point he
throws handfuls of yellow slips up in the air and out of his booth. TI.1f event is
taped and photographed throughout. MOMA Mondays, li~e .Whitne.y~ltlrdays,1
may become institutions in themselves. This week a similar acuor W1S performed again.
P.M., the Metropolitan Museum, an Acquisi~ions ~and ~hllCcessio?
ing) Committee meeting cum trustees, cocktails and dinner IS takin. place m
(symbolically) the Louis XVI Wrightsman period rooms. Tuesday i~ th(~"'.kt's one
night open, but that doesn't stop director Tom Hoving from cl.osmg (1':: most of
the French section for the banquet. Food and drinks are served m and round the
art. Pre-Hoving, the museum acquired work in more businesslike circrm..ranees,
but it can't hurt to have everybody well wined and dined before th: curators
make their rival presentations. By 8 P.M., odd figures app~ar in the me.eval l1.all
near the screened-off Wrightsman rooms, peer around, disappear, reajpear WIth
others-the AWC playing intrigue, casing the joint, whispering ir corners,
distracting guards, checking entrances ... but it works.
Suddenly about fifteen people invade the dinner; flashbulbs fl~sh.rtecorders
hum, the first few are greeted with polite resignation ("Oh my, IS. th« the Art
Workers' Coalition?"), but as the numbers increase, there is ObVI?l!/\ unease,
and then guilt? outrage? distaste for such bad taste? (The museum s-secretary
later tells us this is not "playing the game," that we should have told d~m a?ead
of time ...) Guards appear and grab at cameras, push and s~ove us au ~:~I~tles
shrill; comments are shouted about the taste and eating habits of the AqlUl.s!tlons
Committee in a people's museum; one invader liberat.es ~?ckroach\'\' tr~)111 .a
box onto the dinner table ("to keep Harlem on your minds ); a roug guard IS
kicked back; film is confiscated, but our professional photograp~er sY1'('~ hers,
first by telling a rampaging guard, "Don't touch me, I'm pregnant, ther ~~. s~uf~~
ing the goods into her underpants and marching out. Another rnembn (V.ldes
guards and leaflets the lobby where a startled public has been herded Ii the tune
of a noisy museumwide alarm: all outside doors are locked, frustramg those
who think it's a fire. (I wonder' if anybody got into the galleries free c,..ring the
.
d
b gwrh the
~ommotion.) One AWC member is choked a~? stoo upon Y r""(r; 'LOd
invaders are locked into a security room and VISited there by the ~ec . ,41 ) •
another petit fonctionnaire, We are told, irrelevantly, that. the, dinne , dl~ ~1~~~
come out of public funds, but "out of the Acquisition CommIttee s ow~~ (,c~t:~,
(so what. why wasn't that money used for something more useful thai 1(c(:dlOg
nths): that the''11<:
only
'.
.
t h e starvlOg trustees? And this goes on every two r n a ,
. '
hi
k
.
"
noticed
thev
WITt: drinkc IC en "at twenty-rune cents a pound (but someone
J
'
.
109 red .
wine. how
unchic or what was the second cou rse/)
'. The quesion ahout
.
.was
' never answered.
,
It
cOcktatls
On top of w hilC h t h e mu seum allowed ,.J, how
I •b
was "disappointed" in the Coalition and Art Strike, which was suppoe c t~) c
cOoptable at any time with tea and talk. We replied that this was the Acson Committee, not the tea and cookies committee, and that it had become allroo c1ea.r
.,
harge b':;j prcvrthat what we had gotten out of a year of talk was an ad mission c
_ I
ously free museum' we wanted and got exposure of the Met's disregad tor t ie
'
'
,
'
di
t $ 000 that mean 100,000
PUbl IC and for the real value of money! If the mner cos I"
..
.. b
people could have seen the art free at a discretionary penny each. Ptrul.y. It ~
came obvious that the museum wasn't pressing charges. The AWC g(:: lip an
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walked out. We were not stopped. The following day the man who had been
choked wrote Hoving charging brutality; his house keys had been taken in the
process and were never returned.s

Art isn't entertainment. It should be free to anyone who is or might be interested.
NOTES
The Whitney Annual was picketed every Saturday that year by protesting women.
2. For the further adventures ofJean Toche andJon Hendricks, or the Guerrilla Art Action Group, see their book GAAG (Printed Matter, New York, 1978), in particular the accounts of the notorious "flag case" and the Judson Three.
1.
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ACTING OUT

Prefatory Note

Prefatory Note
By the end of 197I, the AWC had died quietly of exhaustion, backlash, internal
divisions ... and neglect by the women, who had turned to our own interests.
We carried the Action Committee's ideas into the Ad Hoc Women Artists' Committee, best known for successfully challenging the number of women in the
Whitney Annuals and for founding the Women's Slide Registry. Politically, I spent
the next five years within the feminist stronghold, writing and organizing primarily around women's art and women's issues. There I came to terms with a
vast area of personal politics I hadn't known existed. Our need at the time for
such "separatist" activities was urgent; we were collectively discovering, nurturing and developing the art and theory that had been buried in women's lives
and experiences.
Outside the feminist movement, the "art of the '70S" was disappointingly
apolitical. The art world thrived on pluralism, on an underlying conservatism that was good for business :IS usual, and on the energies of the many
"alternate spaces" that had sprungup as a result of '60S activism. SoHo flourished
and rents careened out of reach of its artist-pioneers. Progressive art existed in
the grass-roots but was barely visible outside the community mural movement
and some obscure combinations of Marxism and Conceptual Art. I was lucky to
be living at the time with an artist vhose work took him daily into the streets of
the Lower East Side. Through his experiences, I learned a good deal about the
way art could affect people uneducated to see it as separate from life, and how an
artist's individual mythologies could be politically catalytic when extended into
community consciousness.
By 1975, many of us were tired of waiting for the '70S to happen. The women's
art movement had been all too successful on some levels· it had been absorbed
into the dominant culture to an unexpected extent, although many women
artists were still just discovering feminism. Radical feminists who were holding
out for a women's art of social change had given up on the artworld and begun to
develop their own distribution and exhibition systems, at the same time as the
"alternatives" were increasingly institutionalized. (An official conference for

such "artists' spaces" in the late '70S invited no representatives from minl1rit,'art
groups.)
In December 1975, some of the AWe's survivors got together to rl"!is( the
Whitney Museum's curious decision to commemorate the Bicentennia of the
American Revolution by exhibiting the collection of john D. RockefellerrHl. Out
of the initial protests grew Artists Meeting for Cultural Change (AMCC When
Whitney director Thomas Armstrong expressed amazement that "all this was still
going on," and felt safe refusing "to enter into dialogue" with our gnup, he
spoke for many. The AMCC made it clear that political consciousness .rmong
artists may have been slumbering, or invisible among grass-roots movemerts. but
was not dead.
After organizing nationwide protests against the traveling Rockefellrr show
and other inappropriate and insulting Bicentennial numbers, the AMC(,enled
down to become a very large discussion group. Around 100 people came-o each
weekly meeting, where a formal paper was delivered and debated. The fo.as was
theory, and theory about practice, but it was indeed artists meeting .for;uher
than acting on cultural change. AMCC lasted till Winter 1977/78, when It I,-J prey
to internal sectarianism. Some of its members abandoned the artworld alugcther
for Maoist or Marxist-Leninist cultural groups, such as the Ann-tmpertaer Cultural Union. I fled back to the feminist fold.
In 1976 I had thought that maybe the time had come to take my femirssrn out
into the world and work with men again, but it was disillusioning, to say tla least.
to find in the AMCC that even these supposedly radical changers of :.u~tlIre
could not even change their own sexist speech habits; the exclusive US! ot the
male pronoun in meetings and writings became a warning signal. ~et I tol'l:. ba.~k
to feminism a variety of lessons from the AMCC about the necessiry t? <:":~a.fllze
along broader cultural lines. Other women cultural workers were thinleag the
same way, and in that same winter (1975/76), we began to hold o~en meeings to
form a new vehicle for feminism, art and politics, which by .spr~ng,be~l11le th~
twenty-two-woman Heresies Collective. The book-like publication s firn Issue
appeared in January 1977 and number 20 is now in the works.
,_.
At the same time, Sol LeWitt, Edit de Ak, Walter Robinson and I (so?r;,umed
by others) founded Printed Matter, Inc., as a publisher (briefly) and d.ls.:,.tlutor
of the proliferating number of artists' books. Through these tw~ organrz.I~)m: I
found my energies focused on activism in print and began to get rnvolved liollh ItS
physical aspect with production as well as writing and editing. Perhap: .n un.
'.
., th a t was building. ur
conscIOUS
preparation
for the new wave of organrzrng
_I n the
arts, I gave myself a sabbatical from September 1977 to August 1978. I live: on an
isolated farm in England where I wrote my third novel.
.
_The first essays in this section, then, represent a kind of holding ~~~~(~n,
bridging the gap between AWC and AMCC, while those toward the end roresent
a renewed gathering of energies.

(I) Some Political Posters and
(II) Some Questions They Raise About
Art and Politics*

Since the late 1940s, when Motherwell and Rosenberg announced that "political
commitment in our time means no an, no literature," I there has been some confusion among contemporary America... artists as to the degree and definition of
t?~ir political responsibilities. In fact. there is disagreement even within the actrvist core as to what, if anything, defines protest or even politics in regard to art.
In a panel held last year at Artists' Space in New York (the artist participants were
Hans Haacke, Carl Andre, Nancy Spero, May Stevens, Rudolf Baranik, and Mel
Edwards), there was an undercurrent [;If admission that art came first and protest
second and that finally art was not true protest because it had no broad audience.
There ar~ so fe~ American artist! who concentrate on political content that
the most ~vailable field. for analysis is [Illat of political posters. A good focal point
was provided last spnng by an exhbition of a decade of American political
posters, held as a benefit for the defense of the Attica inmates indicted for their
p~rt in the 1971 prison uprising. The artworld is notoriously self-focused, and
history has. shown that artists in any numbers can be hustled out of the ivory
tow~r and mto the stre~t (?r even into, poster making) only when things get dramatically bad, as th~y di? m 1970, when the Art Strike against Kent State, Jackson
State, and Cambodia briefly produced more art political activity in New York
than ha~ been evident since the '40S. Even then, the response of the artist to external disaster was reflected back into internal artworld politics, presumably in
ac~owledgment of the artist's powe-rlessness in the international arena. One
might expect the fine ~rtist, once alerted, to be particularly good at making visual
protests, but th~ con:mes and converntions of the art world usually prove too
strong for the dissenting conscience. lots of good intentions have paved the way
back to the museums, magazines and marketplaces. David Kunzle has remarked
that eve? much t:>0ster art "seems to challenge only the forms with which we live,
?ot .the.ideas. It IS hard for an Americm artist to make his [sic] anger tell. His fury
is dismissed
.
hiIS outrage IS the caprice of children
.
a
' as a tantrum or c Iowning
who
re permitted anything, as long as the parents remain in control." 2
Bo~h abstract and figurative artists participated in the Attica show (and in
others
. like iit) ,neiith er bet
emg any betterlCquipped than the other for the task. Many
artists
apparently find it impossr
.
'bl e 10 expand their
. own recognizable " stye
I"
'
.
into an rmage
tr
"
.
ansmitung a clear-en "message"· it is frequently the lesserk nown artists and photogr h
.:
. images
.
d f;'
ap ers am:.
designers
with less exalted public
to e end, who come up with the strongest work. Though there is no question of
"Reprinted by permission from Data Arte no. 19 (Nov.-Dec. 1975).

The Art Workers' Coalition 1969 poster (Q: And Babies? A. And Babies.) on My Lai
massacre, collectively designed and distributed worldwide through the independent artists'
network. (Photo: Mehdi Khonsari).
the goodwill and deep feeling behind most political posters, the esthetic is necessarily that of advertising (good propaganda requires a good marketplace sensibility) and it doesn't come easily to the traditionally educated fine artist.
Artists working collectively have less ego problems, as demonstrated by the ART
Group's simple and graphic, if predictable, black-and-white posters in a "righton" '60s style; or the classic "Q: AND BABIES? A: AND BABIES" My-Lai massacre
poster, designed anonymously by members of the Art Workers' Coalition in 1969
and spread all over the world by an artists' network after the Museum of Modern
Art broke its promise to distribute it.
Jeff Schlanger's double photobroadside follows up this ironic question-andanswer technique, showing a man's business-suited arm holding a lighter under a
tender little hand ("Would You Burn a Child?") over a Vietnamese child scarred
by napalm ("When Necessary"). Others in this exhibition that worked: one of
lain Whitecross' brutal "Advertisements for War" -a comic-strip double portrait
of a towering Westmoreland and a tiny Thieu standing at attention ("It's the Li.ttle
Things That Make Us Big"); Faith Ringgold's jagged ~ord puzzles on the"s~b!ect
of being Black, being a woman, and being here, especially her map of the United
States of Attica," detailing atrocities against the Third World in every s~a.te;
Oyvind Fahlstrom's "world maps," mad comic strips of rage which sacr~fl~e
immediate or "posterlike" impact to incisive co~ent. A~ong the few.te,~imst
posters in the Attica show were Martha Conners 0 Connor s and Joreen s Santa
Claus Must Have Been A Woman' Who Else Would Have Done So Much For So little?"; Sheila de Bretteville's "Pink't-e-a pale grid striking home with a uniquely
delicate note ("Pink Isn't Pale Anything"; "Scratch Pink and It Bleeds"), and
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Judy Chicago's "Red Flag," a photolitho of a nude woman from the waist down,
removing a bloody tampon-a natural image significantly more startling for
much of the audience than all the burned children and attack dogs. Not
incidentally, the most popular poster in the show, recalling the fact that posters in
America are frequently more commercial than political, was Abbie Hoffman's
dopy "High! I'm Abbie. Fly Me to Miami!!!" (and to the 1972 Democratic Convention).
In general there seem to be two approaches to political postermaking by
"fine" or "high" artists: "My Art Is My Politics" (meaning the use of one's own
image, perhaps with random addition of appropriate words; also meaning art is
above, or below, it all); and the "engaged" approach, which demands a more legible and all too often banal symbolism. Organizers of benefit shows, politically
committed to content but also out to make money for the cause, can be ambivalent about the former, though always grateful for a genuine response to any call
for donations The Attica Defense Fund was, therefore, lucky to have Frank
Stella donate a poster design, which, if no more than an echo of one of his early
black-and-white abstractions, has a name, will sell, and, perhaps coincidentally,
can be interpreted as a barred window and the no-exit maze of this society.
Which is more than can be said of Alexander Calder's poster for the "Safe Return" amnesty group, which is probably still more salable, if incongruously jolly.
Famous artists' posters are much in demand as long as that artist's trademark is
in sight. Style sells better than sincerity.
As a result, most of these artist-made posters seem destined to be framed in
middle-class homes or student crash pads rather than to be carried in marches,
slap?~~ up on fa~tory walls, read in the streets. Although poster workshops and
exhibitions conunue to playa part in the counterculture, they preach all too
often to the converted within the most tried and true visual frameworks. It must
~so be s~id ,~hat ~~~iliar,i,ty is n?t necessarily a failing; clearly the esthetically
progressive or linear crxerta of the art world cannot be legitimately applie~,to political art. Put-downs of posters as lousy art, or "that's been done before, s.how a rather shocking contextual naivete, as do many of the unreadable
theoretical statements popular in would-be Marxist and Maoist conceptual
grou~s. I~the.for~al means hark back to the '30S and '40S as well as to Pop Art, so
what. It IS still difficult for tile artworld artist to understand that communication, not "advance," is the point, and that outside the art world, no one knows or
cares about advance.
. One of the major problems is that it is so rare for professional artists to work
w"th a commu~ty or an interest group to design a poster meaningful to a specific .nonart audience. Posters are most valuable when put to work for and literally In ~he hands of groups whose realpolitikal needs are far clearer to them than
they might. be to t~e artist 011 his/her own. For example, The Progressive Art
~ov~ment.m Adelaide, Austrslja, like the Rosario Group in Argentina in the late
60s, IS b~gtnning to work with labor unions and automobile workers, to concentrate their tal~nts on protesting U.S. influence, presence and military bases, and
general consciousness raising.
Se:eral years ago, I asked some 100 New York artists known and unknown,
to design
ti
'
.
a~ rwar posters. The response was good and the collection of
d rawmgs, as It grew, was shown several times as "The Collage ofIndignation 11."3
It seemed an exciting pr .
.
.
.
oject-th e 0 nl y time
a large number of Amencan
artIsts

(I) Some Political Posters

had ever bent their energies to a cornmon political subject. The plan was to sell
the original designs at their expensive marketplace values and to use that money
to print up the posters, which would then be sold very cheaply. As it turned out,
the designs themselves did not sell (which I've never understood, since they are
unique in most of the famous artists' oeuvres), and only one poster was finally
executed-not cheaply-a handsome Rauschenberg collage print with a central
white area reserved for each buyer to paste in a newspaper headline about peace,
making each poster a potentially unique work of art.
However, had the money been available to print up more of these designs,
they would still have remained in the art world. Most of them were effective as
posters only if one were familiar with the style of the individual artist who
made them. Since I was familiar with the work, I was much impressed by many of
them: Carl Andre's Declaration of Independence with the wording changed to
make America the oppressor, Sol LeWitt's simple direct statement, Robert
Ryman's misspelled "Pease," Susan Hall's fond "A Woman Dreams of Peace,"
Alex Katz' sad child in pale pencil, Marjorie Strider's poisonous still life, Robert
Smithson's Kent State buried woodshed, and so on. As art and as "good ideas,"
they worked. As political propaganda, most of them stank.
"Collage of Indignation II," exhibited at New York Cultural Center (among other places),
1970-71. (Photo: COSMO)

(II) Some Questions They Raise About Art and Politics

II
WHAT, THEN, IS THE RELATIONSHIP
OF ARl TO POLITICS?4

Of course, the majority of the art wo-rld thinks there is no relationship. I can understand one's art not dealing with political subject matter, so long as one is honest enough not to claim, "My art is my politics," but I can't understand the notion
that artists should have no political opinions, no political responsibilities. Does
that go for architects, too? And wrxers and coal miners and ballet dancers and
garbage collectors? Who should hale political opinions? Only politicians? It's a
hell of a thing if by being an artist you can opt out of any responsibility in society. It plays into the hands of those who are only comfortable with and can only
profit from art that maintains the s11 IUS quo. Ad Reinhardt, who painted totally
"for art's sake," was, nevertheless, one ofthe few New York artists to continue to
concern himself seriously with the morality of the world and the art world
throughout his life. I like Carl Andre's statement that "Life is the link between
art and politics.">
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world-and how these things were reflected in the insidious commodity image of
art objects.
Before the late '60S the art world was a safe and superior little island built on
"quality," "esthetics," and media, havrig no apparent connection with the lowlife outside that formed it. Since the Coalition, for better or worse, artists and
artworkers know what bullshit we all participate in. Now we are forced to
acknowledge our participation, no natter how vehemently we may resist
change or defend our right to participate. Or perhaps compete is a better word.
It's true that the consequent demoralization has produced a rather horrible atmosphere in which to live, but at least it's an atmosphere based on knowledge
rather than ignorance. There are more and more people thinking about these
problems: How does art relate to the rest of the world? Is it a mythology or an
ideology or entertainment or decoration or provocation? Max Kozloff and
Eva Cockcroft wrote articles opening 0 ur eyes to the ways art has been used by
U.S. foreign policy." The belated pol:tical emphasis of the Art and Language
Group is also symptomatic. Now all thar remains is for something to come of such
awareness. Even though I know we are to some extent trapped in the capitalist
abyss in which we operate, I can't believe that such a disturbing awareness won't
eventually produce change-reaction, ,dorm, or rebellion.

Are there stages of consciousness? Things that are continuing now?

. Sev~~al things. Today it seems to imply "radical" politics. The conservative politics that underlies the entire international art world is so pervasive, so
taken for granted, that it isn't considered "political." But most arrworkers calling
~hemse~ves. Marxists are interested in theory and completely out of their depth in
ItS applicauon to their own situations as artists in a capitalist society. Political art
also means community organizing and development, working with people to
who~ art would normally mean notbing, working with them in their own rather
than m an art context. A "political' artist on a far less direct level may also be
someone whose work is not overtly political and is embedded in the current system, but who supports the left, give-s to benefits works for feminism or artists'
civil rights-an artist whose consciousness is raised,
.
Last but not least, of course, there is "art politics," which incorporates all
internal protest as well as all interru I wheeling and dealing and ass kissing. I for
one .would ma~e. a distinction between passive and active politics, between lip
service and activism. To be against Ithe status quo and to be for change are not
always the same thing.

Yes. One thing many people begn with is the fact that so few artists or
writers care about how their own wod is used, or misused. It may involve something as minor as the way a work is framed or hung or photographed, or what
esthetic context it is shown in, or ihe use of the Artists' Rights and Sales
Agreement." Censorship, sexism, racism should be defined wherever possible.
Even the most politically pointed work should be withheld from certain situations. Art's use as propaganda for the government abroad in U.S. embassies and
information agencies; its restriction to 2 small, unsympathetic audience; its ownership by individuals, corporations or inaitutions whose values are opposed to the
artist's; participation in international exhibitions held in countries where censorship, torture and political imprisonment are rampant-all these are factors we
should be aware of. Once we start thinking, we realize how much responsibility
for what we have made is actually within our own control. This applies not only
to the object but to the artist as well. If art is indeed a committed and inseparable
reflection of the artist's deepest concerns. it should not be used for any purpose or
be present at any place that the artist her/himself would not be able to attend in all
conscience. During the Vietnam war, painter Irving Petlin pleaded for "No business as usual anywhere.... People wrl continue to make art. I will continue to
make art, but what happens to it afterwards has now changed.' '8 As it has turned
out, the so-called end of the war has rot changed that situation.

Do you think the Art Worken' Coalition (active in New York City from
1969- 1971) accomplished anything at all?

What has been done in the way :if effective political or protest art in the
United States?

Yes. It provided an extremely important consciousness-raising experience
for the art world: even for those who were scared to get near the Coalition or
were repe~l~d ~y Its excesses. Before 1969, very few people were aware that artists
had any CIvIl nghts whatsoever; fev knew how the political structure of the art
world affected the art, or related art! to the politics of real life. Very few people
were aware of the economic enmeshment of the arts institutions and their
trustees in things like wars and military coups and exploitation all over the

The Guerrilla Art Action Group (lon Hendricks and Jean Toche) is the only
full-time political art group in the Umed States that I know of. They work as
much outside as inside the art world Their letters and actions have stirred up
endless controversies and they're the mly artists who are periodically arrested.
They have replaced Reinhardt as watcadogs, the "conscience of the art world,"
fully committed to exposure of every instance of repression and oppression, putting the rest of us to shame with their energy.

What do you mean by politics?
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. One can't always agree with them and with their tactics, and they accomphsh controversy more often than change, but that's still a breath of fresh air in
the ar~ establishment. The Metropolitan Museum had Toche arrested. The Guggenheim Museum canceled Hans Haacke's show because its directors, property
owners to the core,. indirectly supported the absentee landlords exposed in his
real-estate systems piece (see p. 236). So Haacke's work was effective on that level'
still, . the information in that piece also was potentially effective in other areas:
outside the ~rt world, and these weren't followed up. The Art and Language
group~ t?eonze provocatively in public forums, though their audience, too, is
a specialized one.s Painters like Leon Golub and May Stevens and Rudolf Baranik
provoke questions by raising emotional/political issues. I showed a slide of
Nancy Spero's Torture in Chile several times this past summer and was impressed by the. e~fect. it had on the audience, conveying in a Visually powerful
w~y s~me terrifying information that is not common knowledge, given the relatrve silence of the capitalist press on the Chilean horrors.
Then there have been isolated gestures like Carl Andre's show at Owan in
1970, where the sculpt~res(mad~ from elements found in the streets) were sold for
1 percent of the b~yer s annUallOCOtlJe, thus becoming available to a new class of
~uye~~ and u,~availabl~ to the conventional class of buyers. One of my favorite
"pohtIcal art ,~orks IS one sent out of New York City in 1971 by the anonymous
Orders & Co. Over a period of time, they sent commands to the military dicta~~o~f~~g~ay which he could ~ot refuse to carry out, like checking his fly, or:
ill simulate normal walking but you will be conscious that for this day
Orders & Co. have taken possession of every third step you take. It is not necess~y f?r you to obs~ss yourself with this." In their first letter, they wrote: "We
wil~ dI~~ose of ~ertam zones of your time in the future because we consider that
~ individual WIth the accumulation of power that you have can only humanize
himself by receiving orders."

What about lo~al political wore that is active rather than commentary?
The next most unportanr step now would be to break down the barriers between the accepted art audience and people in other "worlds" especially those
separated from art and uneducated to "appreciate" art who may be able to do so
on a realer
level . The audience rmpos;e
.
. d on (and welcomed
,
. and CrItIcs
..
by) artIsts
.
today IS a narrow,specializ
d d epe-ad ent one. So If
. we are governed by the
Ie,
demands
of that audienc e, we are In
. turn manipulated
.
by the economic and
..
~ol~tIc~ framewor~ within which we live, which is capitalism. We've had no
lOdI.c~tIon that art Isn't as limited in socialist countries as well but we're in no
posiuon to cO~front that till we change our own circumstance~.
If the audience were much broader, what would change?
. turn would weaken the
emg made. That 10
h ld The. breadth and scope 0 f th e art bei
o he single moneyed and educated class has on the art world and consequently
on teart on th
.
d
"
. e artist, an on the rest of the world's experience of art. The
avant- ar'
: .de prrntour would be severely interrupted and the art world might
will: e lOte~ated into the real world, changing artists' experience of art. This
b if' d
'
WI necessarily be a long proc
up and bl
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artist gallery audience, I suspect that the emphasis on formal advanc: and on
ways of "improving" the art product would disappear. There would be IlmICr and
different kinds of people to please. In fact, I'd like to see steps taken whifh. would
almost force artists to have this opportunity through foundations or sun~idies of
some kind. I am not talking about siphoning art and information downfrom the
top, from the people who decide what is "quality" down to the "maszs," as it
happens now in museums and magazines and on educational TV. I an talking
about spreading out an art that has at least partially been instigated by.oir in response to, that broad audience or any section of it. I am talking about gllting rid
of the patronizing process by which everyone is told, via the media, 'We have
decided what you should appreciate and here it is (usually several ymn late).
What? You don't like it? You have no taste!"

How do you think art would change if this all took place?

It can't be predicted in a formal sense. Art would still be the unexp-cred re-

sult of unexpected sensibilities-though perhaps more the product of Ii collective sensibility. "Styles" might not change that much, but meaning n:i#lt be
restored to what has become for all but a brilliant, lucky and/or impervieus few a
virtually meaningless profession on any but the most careerist basil. When
artists work outside galleries and museums, one result tends to be the cdllOlpse of
conventional ideas about what art is and what its function is, a collapse «'the criteria by which art has been "judged" by the elite for so long. I'm talkJug about
the possibility that "good" art is art that communicates rather than art d1lit passes
the editors' and curators' tests by virtue of its appeal only to other s]e:Cialists.
And the possibility that the much derided pluralism is in fact a natural an, healthy
state for art in a pluralist society, much more democratic than dominatig movements.
What experience I've had with other than art audiences has convnccd me
that the taste of the man and woman in the street is not restricted to Il'l~-cyed
ballerinas and luncheonette sunsets, but is as varied in taste, backgrouru, associations, as is that of the current art audience. Probably more so, since th current
audience tends to wait and be told what to like by the experts. From ue :IV ant
garde to the so-called masses may be an easier jump than from the avantzarde to
the upper-middle-class academic and professional classes, where the fa\lr.ite artist has traditionally been Andrew Wyeth, or, for the hip, maybe Andr w Warhol. I seriously doubt whether the people who read Vogue share my rases in art,
not to mention those of people still farther out of that milieu. It's no accrent that
so many students and younger artists are spending so much energy trY1H~ to get
art and life back together. This impulse outward has less to do with the b,d;), Duchamp, Rauschenberg, Warhol historical model than it has to do with a ~~;al need
to collaborate, communicate, correspond with other people. This doesn't mean
that there can't be a dialectic between the two worlds of the SOl Robert
Smithson was trying to work out when he died. But there are all those ansts who
have found that an old friend who's a gas station attendant, or an aunt WI',) teaches high school math, or a passerby on the street has more insight intonheir art
than those who "know about it." This happens often enough to be reanood for
thought.

Are you saying all artists should use political subject matter?
Political art doesn't have to have political subject matter to havejpolirical
effect, so long as political awareness is a motivation. I've always consldeed art an
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important element in society because it is potentially provocative; it makes people think and feel in unexpected ways, focus on real life differently. Art for
"other than art's sake," to borrow the title of a film by Peter Kennedy, 10 has been
pioneered by community development groups rather than by artists-in the
form of gardens, murals, playlots. The barrio murals exist as a process, an experience, and a catalyst to community- and citywide action, conveying necessary
messages about what needs to be don-e to make an area more livable (opposing absentee landlords, unjust taxation, rats, lack of public services, drugs, etc.). Less
permanent pieces and events in and out of the community can subtly convey the
need for change and deal with psychological needs as well as physical ones. In
fact, the mural movement constitutes the most important political art being
made in America today, and much of it is not even made by "fine" artists.
Perhaps the greatest danger is t hat this whole idea of artists working out
from the art world will be stillborn or that it will never mature; that it will be
trivialized, as it often is already, into picturesque gestures whose real referent is
the art world, not a new audience. Most so-called public art-from streetworks
more carefully documented than executed, to giant steel lumps plunked down in
bank and business plazas-actually consists only of dipping a toe into the real
world and then running back to the magazines and galleries to be patted on the
back. It proves nothing but a discouraging lack of commitment and a willingness
to exploit genuine interest in outreaching art, like the murals, or the work of feminist artworkers who are trying to develop a new transclass, all-female audience.

Is feminist art political art?
Absolutely. The only problem is. what is feminist art? And is there actually
much of it? There are a lot of women artists who have joined together to bring
more women into the system as it stands. But if the art itself, whatever its
"quality," is indistinguishable from the art made by men already in the galleries,
and if feminist criticism doesn't develop a new set of criteria applicable to the
new values emerging from feminist politics, then women artists will simply be absorbed into the status quo. While I hope that the mere presence of more women
i~ the art establishment is changing us values slightly, simply because women are
different from men, I worry that we will be absorbed and misled before we can
fully structure a solid system of our own.

Why are so many feminists, especially on the West Coast, restricting themselves and their art to a female audience?
. Most women d~ not, so far, express themselves freely with men around. And
since the art world is men, primarily that feeling must affect the art being made
too-the reason it's so often neutralized. Most men do not take women artists seriously or even as whole people. Who the hell wants to bother communicating
with a person who doesn't respect what you have to communicate? At the moment, women have more to say to other women. The L.A. Woman's Building's
separatism has been necessary to the contributions those groups have made.
Women there have. come together as a community, and only in communities or
groups does anything decisive get accomplished. We don't need a messiah. I
know ~ll too we!l how easily an isolned voice for or against change is coopted.
The minute you re patted on the back for dissenting you're absorbed and lose
your effectiveness.
'

Yes. What ahout your own situauon» Where do you get offpushing artists to
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leave the art world when you still write for the art magazines which are the
hackbone of the status quo?
I haven't succeeded in pushing anyone out that I know of. I wish I'd been so
effective. I'm hoping artists will move out from this convoluted center because,
selfishly, I can't get out till the artist, I admire and write about do it. But on the
other level, I really have no defense.J just don't know where else to go. General
magazines are even less interested in these problems, and anyone who'd publish
me is just as specialist-oriented as the art magazines, though for different reasons.
I can only make negative gestures. I have privately boycotted several art magazines because of policy disagreement or in protest of their cavalier treatment of
writers or artists. I refused to do a lecture on Max Ernst for the Guggenheim last
year because their directors are the sane ones who canceled the Haacke show. I I I
returned to one of those magazines I'd left after I'd become a feminist, and after
the management had changed, in order to assure the presence of more women in
that part of the system. But today I'rr still more ambivalent about that level of my
activities. While I feel strongly that Nomen should have a chance at everything
that men have, even the bad things, - am all too aware of the traps set by the art
world for the ambitious artist. And women are of course as ambitious as men. I'm
in the curious position of opening doors and then warning people not to go
through them. As a critic it's none of my business to tell artists not to grab whatever chances for fame and fortune present themselves, especially if I'm making a
living off the same system. Some WI) men, however, have realized how unsatisfying success can be in an alien world with an alien value structure. These are the
ones who will make feminist art reflect a different set of values. But what precisely these values will be can be worred out only in relationship to the needs o~ a
new community-not the present an world, which can be called a com~unJty
only at times of severe stress or crisis. when the competition is temporarily submerged.
.
So I'm sort of all dressed up with nowhere to go. There is plenty of art that
interests me on an esthetic Ievel-i-mosrlv art by women-but little of it shows any
sign of moving out into the real world'or of instilling new values: I write ~bo~t
art, after all, because art moves and provokes me, and because I like work109 m
that abyss between the verbal and the visual. I dislike writing polemic after polemic to fall on deaf or already converted ears. I use up most of that sort of outreaching energy in an immense amomt of ad lib, open-discussion :'lectur~ng" to
students and women's groups. Talkng and writing are two entirely different
media, and at the moment, I find talking better adapted than writi~g to the presentation of political ideas which are not fully formed, ideas which are really
questions I don't have the answers to So I talk about "political." issues and ll':i~e
about "art" (though trying to bring some of my own state of mind to each artist s
work, which attracts me because of ns own qualities of openness. sensuousness,
integrity, feminist awareness, etc.).
Which is why I'm writing this article in a "talk" format. It's all rather contradictory and I'm sick of the dilemma which has been hanging over me for se~'
eral years now, but until I figure ou an alternative, or some~ne else does, I II
periodically hammer away at my doibts in private and in pubhc.
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NOTES
1. Robert Motherwell and Harold Rosenberg, editorial statement, Possibilities,
no. 1 (Winter 1947-1948), p. I.
2. David Kunzle, "Posters of Protest," ARTnews (Feb. 1972); see also catalogs for
his exhibitions "L'Era di Iohnson" (Milan: La Pietra, 1968 and "American Posters of Protest
1966-1970" (New York: New School Art Center, 1971).
3· The title is in homage to the first "Collage of lndignation't-c-a wall of spontaneously created works made for the antiwar "Angry Art! Week," New York, 1967.
4· The first section of this essay is an enlarged anc revised version of a short review
that appeared in preview issue (No.2) of Seven Days aUD~ 2,1975). From this point on, I am
interviewing myself.
5· Carl Andre in "The Artist in Politics: A Sympos.um," Artforum (Sept. 1970).
6. Max Kozloff, "American Painting During the Cold War," Artforum (May 1973);
Eva Cockcroft, "Abstract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold War," Artforum (Iune 1974)'
7· An artist's contract produced by Seth Siegelau»and Robert Projansky in 1971; a
condensed version by Projansky was published in 1975.
8. Irving Petlin, Artforum symposium; see Note 5
9· See the Art and Language magazine, The Foz; no. I (1975), and Terry Smith's
discussions and "political" poster, Melbourne, Australia r975.
10. O~her Than Art:s Sake, a film shot by Peter Kemedy between June 1973 and Febru~y 1~!4 10 ~ondon, Edinburgh, New York, and LosAng-les,presenting the work of seven
artists c~nsld~red a model for art which refers to the world beyond itself." The artists
w~re Adnan Piper, Hans Haacke, Ian Breakwell, David Medalla, Charles Simonds, Steve
Willats, and Judy Chicago, Arlene Raven, and students at the Los Angeles Woman's
Building.
II. Eventually I did speak at the Guggenheim, on armemorial panel for Ad Reinhardt;
I ,,:"ent ov~r the !I.aacke issue again, noted I hadn't changed my mind, and was there in the
Reinhardtian spint of contradiction and confrontation-rna justification but an acknowledgment of the continuing dilemma.
'
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erty, ownership, and fashion than it does with any desire to provide the "masses"
with esthetic experience related to tbeir own real-life experience.
And the "masses" means almon everybody, aside from a very narrow,
specialized audience. Such art remairs private in another sense as well. It is usually familiar only to a museum-going public. It has been espoused by a single class
and imposed on the others. When banks, corporations, institutions, municipalities risk money by erecting a "monument" to their success, they are even
more conservative than when they are playing the stock market. They buy the
kind of art that reflects their relationship to the public-aloof and superior
erections. In the United States, only the work of Alexander Calder and Henry
Moore is wholly acceptable as public art, but since it is horrendously expensive,
inroads have been made by a few mijor sculptures by younger artists and by a
hoard of second-string, faceless decorative objects that perfectly adorn the marketplace. The ambience is such that e'en Picasso can be coopted. His ponytailed
head in sandblasted concrete gracing New York University's "Silver Towers"
plaza looks like a cement lapel pin, and Picasso never even saw it. One of the few
works that holds its own in such surroundings is Dubuffet's Four Trees in the
Chase Manhattan plaza near Wall Street. Since this is a busy thoroughfare, the
sculpture is part of life there, contradicting rather than accepting its site, magically making a fiberglass tree grow from a cement desert.
There is, of course, nothing nev about the phenomenon of outdoor art. 2
Equestrian statues and other monuments to rulers, saints, warmongers and politicians have graced our cities since tsere have been cities. Long before that, the
worship of natural forces produced extraordinary totems in the landscape, such
as Stonehenge, the mysterious Nazca and drawings in Peru, Indian mounds, and
innumerable barrows, burial sites andpictograms in virtually every culture. Some
are ephemeral, some remain to tantdize us. Since the nineteenth century, the
public parks have been the obvious sites for urban art; in fact, the park itself is the
most effective public art that exists. However, a many-sculptured park runs the
risk of providing too much of a good .hing and reaching the saturation point also
experienced in museums. (One suggested solution: Take all the equestrian
statues in Central Park and put them n a single field, like toy soldiers in a crosshistorical battleground.)
One of the virtues of seeing art :Jutdoors is that it can be experienced at a
more natural pace outside an artificial cultural context. On the other hand, perhaps this is only a step in the right dtrection, and Robert Smithson was right when
he said that "parks are finished landscrpes for finished art. ... Nature is never finished.... The museums and parks <Ire graveyards above ground."3 (Auckland,
New Zealand, has a cemetery in the cenrer of the city which has been completely
overgrown by vegetation, and provioes a striking symbol of the triumph of life
over death and nature over the momrnent.) Apropos of this, it is significant to
note that cemeteries were among the first public parks in America. When the
Parks Department in New York City neld a public sculpture show in 1967, Claes
Oldenburg's contribution was a trend dug by union gravediggers behind the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
This same Parks Department proect began with a good idea: to have sculpture scattered around the city in areas where art had rarely penetrated.t But
what happened was that, for the mostpart, gallery art was simply placed outside,
and some of the sites chosen were :bsurd. One public-spirited gesture was to
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place a work in the window of the Vidal Sassoon hairdressing establishment on
Madison Avenue, in the heart of the uptown gallery district-an apparently unconscious illustration of the coals to Newcastle syndrome. There was a Calder in
Harlem, but it was in the courtyard of an upper-income housing project because
it was too valuable to be put out where it couid be seen by an "ignorant" (and
potentially belligerent) public-ignorance having to do less with knowledge of
esthetics than with knowledge of the sculptures commercial value.
In another similar project in New York a few years later, various communities were allowed to choose the art they were t () live with from slide shows of
work selected by experts; but a city agency censored the project because one
community had chosen a supposedly obscene work. So much for esthetic selfdetermination. While living with art is really the only way to enjoy it fully, this
does not mean that art must be owned, nor that it must last forever. Much of the
exciting outdoor sculpture I have seen has been impermanent, its impact lasting
longer than its objecthood. A reemphasis on experience rather than expense
diminishes the big name fervor and weakens the corporate hold on public experience. It also stimulates the desire for art on a community level, not to mention
another highly important factor: the artist's own consciousness of communication with his or her audience.
I should make it clear that I am not talking about siphoning "high" art and
elite information about that art down from the top-e-from the people who bring
you quality (and decide what it is) down to the' masses," as is the case now. It is
not a matter, as Daniel Buren, among others, has pointed out, of putting, "good"
art in the factories (or, by extension, in the streets) where it will improve the
working environment but do nothing to solve fundamental social problems. In
these conditions art can be used as a distraction or a veil rather than a provocation. What is needed is the spreading not down hlit out of an art that has to some
extent originated in response to a broad audiente or to a section, a community,
of that audience-an art that rises up from the experience of the people who are
living with it rather than an art patronizingly imposed from above.
The man and the woman in the street have differences of opinion, associations, memories, and varied responses to color! and shapes just like the middle
class, though less constricted by "good taste." In fact, one of the most sophisticated theatrical ventures I know of took place eatirely outside the boundaries of
the art establishment and the avant garde. A buil4ing on New York's Lower East
Side became a theatre, its residents the actors; the' 'plays" moved from apartment
to apartment and the plots came from the acton. residents' own lives.
If public art is indeed to be public, if it is to fulfill the social needs of a specific environment as well as to satisfy the esthetic' intent of the artist and to fulfill
the highest possibilities of its culture, it must be more than decoration, more than
cosmetic, more than an artifact. It must be able to engage at least a portion of its
audience at the core of its own experience, andat the same time to extend that
experience. The art must relate to the space in wtuch it is located, not just in formal terms of scale and visibility, but also in terms. of the ambience, the spirit, the
significance of that space for its residents.
Nothing has responded better to these needs in American cities than the
burgeoning mural movement, modeled in part on the Chilean mural brigades,
whose effectiveness was proven by the junta's hal te to erase them when Allende's
government was overthrown. Most of the American mural groups are communi-
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ty-sponsored and -executed, some are commercially sponsored; and some are
outgrowths of the gallery and museum establishment. In New York, for instance, there are two major groups which offer very different approaches. City
Walls was originated by artists and then adopted by the Museum of Modern Art;
most of its murals are easel paintings enlarged; they tend to be abstract and colorful, and made by artworld artists. City Arts WO!fkshop, on the other hand, is a
grass-roots organization on the Lower East Side whose murals are first and foremost public wall paintings, in style and subject matter. They are designed and
painted by members of the community, usually mung people, with the help, but
generally not the dictatorship, of professional (but not usually artworld)
artists. These murals serve as political as well as esthetic outlets, a message to the
world ("We are here") as well as decoration. Their content ranges from social
commentary (against inflation, absentee landlords, drugs) to pride in culture,
race or sex (women's walls of respect, the Hispanic and African heritage).
Illusion, which has been rejected as evolutionarily unbecoming for "high"
art, is paradoxically, or appropriately, a major factor in some of the most effective
murals. It transforms a solid-a whole building. a whole view-rather than picturing on a surface. Illusion outdoors in real space is its own reality. A few examples: Tania's geometric City Walls mural, the precarious verticality of which
makes the building look as though it is about to crumble; Richard Haas' City Walls
mural which wraps the facade of an old cast-iron building around to its blank side
by a highly effective trompe l'oeil; the L.A. Fime Arts Squad's Snow in Venice
(California) and their Brooks Street Painting, which echoes the view down one
side of the street on a wall on the opposite side of the street, so the unfocused
pedestrian could be literally turned around. In Beverly Hills Siddhartha, the
Squad doubles the illusion by turning a wall into a movie screen with a painted
still. One of the most effective of the over 180 community walls in Chicago is
William Walker's Peace and Salvation, Wall oj Understanding (1970), in which
the wall surface is illusionistically broken through, as though to reach the pain
inside; the picture re-creates an event, a shootou and consequent police harassment, which took place in the tenement on which the mural is painted.
From the awareness of the environment thu is stimulated by unofficial art
has come an increased sensitivity to "found" publlic art-to sights and sites which
provoke the imagination, recall other experience--the kind of image the photographer learns to see and capture. A number of areetworks have focused on this
as~ect, among them Marjorie Strider's 1969 frame pieces which called attention to
objects and aspects of real life; or Robert Huot's daily renewed guide to an anonymous "painting" somewhere in the city as his contribution to the 1970 Whitney
Annual; or Stephen Kaltenbach's "Guide to a Metropolitan Museum of Art"
handed ?ut to passersby on Fourteenth Street and pointing out "art-works" embedded rn the environment which bore close resemblances to well-known (and
expensive) contemporary art.> Once moved outdoors this interest in found art
(first raised by the Dadas) has led in turn to the discovery of new sites for sculpture, and with that, new reasons for sculpture to be outdoors.
Although. he ~ever ~ctually worked in urbzi spaces, Robert Smithson was
~,oncern~,d with industrial wastelands and with the rehabilitation by art of
. u~eless spaces that have been discarded by society because they are temporarily mc~pable of e~rning.moneyfor anyone. This i, perhaps the most exciting issue
to which an artist trying to transcend the art world can address herlhimseIf
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today, but unfortunately it takes a heroic degree of dedication, persistence and
hard labor to cut through the bureaucratic resistance to anything imaginuive or
anything which does not seem to maintain the status quo. The red tape, fund raising, and personal hassles are so unfamiliar (and so frightening) that at the llJDment
most artists feel safer sticking to the art world, to formal rather than fundmenral
innovation.
Nor is it possible, of course, simply to drop into the real world fron tile art
William Walker, Peace and Salvation, Wall of Understanding, Chicago, 1970. The rural includes scenes of peace and violence that took place in the community and in that veYl building; Walker continued to change it as other events occurred. (Photo: Lucy R. Lipjurd i
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world and impose esthetic ideas that may be foreign and distasteful to a particular
community. It is a temptation for the artist to retain the art world as referent, by
dashing back into the gallery from the cold wo:rId outside and exhibiting documentation of such a short-lived foray into social conscience. This can be seen as
exploitation rather than expansion of the audience. The art remains a safely esthetic, if picturesque, gesture rather than taking any of the real risks implied by
venturing into new territory.
Some tentative moves in this direction have worked. Smithson's Broken Circle (197I), constructed for a sculpture show in Imrnen, Holland, was so popular
that the townspeople voted money to maintain it indefinitely. Byron Burford's
traveling art circus, which moves around the nate of Iowa with its own tent,
band and sideshows, has been a great success. Ltilizatlon of urban energies was
one of the major objectives of the now defunct Pulsa Group, based in New Haven,
Connecticut, which from 1966 to 197I collaborar ed on public environmental art
made with light and computer technology. Their programmed configurations,
~uc~ as the one in the Boston Public Gardens in [969, altered spaces by means of
intricate strobe systems which flashed high-speed patterning of light and sound
through a passing crowd. Many people who walked through it did not know that
the! were. bein? exposed to "art"; they sensed. rather than perceived, the way
their physiological experience was being affected. Others became aware to the
point where they could dance to the almost unseen rhythms. Pulsa hoped to imp~ement far-reaching social changes with its emironments, but the group finally
disbanded after several years of collaborative work and communal living, in
part because of disillusionment with big business with which the scope of
their ideas forced them to deal.
'
Oth~r potential~y workable projects have not been built. Lloyd Hamrol's
Earth Rmgs was designed for Watts, the Black ghetto on the outskirts of Los Angeles where the riots took place; it would be both a handsome Minimal sculptI.~re, an ,"?phitheatre, a playground, and a meeting place. Athena Tacha's Charles
River project for Cambridge, Massachusetts would also transform an "unused"
location into a park and a sculpture simultaneously The huge cost that makes
these projects impossible or idealistically impro>able has been circumvented by
those artists ~o~king on a smaller, temporary but not necessarily less effective
scale. Mary MiSS wooden structure was erectec in 1974 on an industrial landfill
ar~a along th~ Hudson River in downtown Ne" York; its fencelike components
with d~sce~d~ng circular apertures offered a serial sculpture from the exterior
and pictorialized the landscape like a hall of mirrors from the interior.
Two years later, on the same site, Suzanne Harris made Locus Up One, an enterabl~ sand mound with a narrow plaster interior corridor, a square in a circle, from
wh~ch o?e ~aw only the white walls and the sky. Andrea Brown, in Santa Monica,
Californla, is one of several artists to have used billboards as "easels"-in this
case. for an orange ground. which sizzles in the sunlight and glows deeply when lit
at .Olght. ~nn~ Healy's billowing fabric sculptures are as tough and delicate as the
sails .that inspired them; while the rigging is high'y technical, the material itself is
relatively cheap and easy to handle as well as evocative. Sheila Berkley makes
portable playgrounds for children that can be brought into streets and vacant
lots for short periods of time. In San Francisco, Bonnie Sherk and Howard Levine
have ma.de ,Portable parks in the city center by laying down turf, adding a bale of
hay, a PiCOlC table, a cow, and a palm tree to tum the street into a bucolic plaza
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where office workers can lunch. On this model, Sherk is now engaged with other
artists in an ambitious scheme for a community farm, theatre, and art
workshops at a site where three ethnic neighborhoods meet, and where in the
past real farms were located (see p. 146). This is ground pioneered by community
development groups, such as New York's Green Guerrillas, and it is only since
1970 that a few "fine" artists have set foot on it. One of the results will be to remind inner-city dwellers that the earth still exists beneath the asphalt, to vary flatness with hills, gray with green, congestion with open spaces; to recall, in short,
the values implied by nature, and to alter the quality of urban life.
These goals can be approached with small-scale projects as effectively assometimes more so than-large ones. Artists working independently can represent and generate energy in affirmation of a community or an individual viewer,
as in Poppy Johnson's 1970 Earth Day celebration, in which she planted sunflowers in a rubbish-strewn lot; or they can act in opposition to repressive
systems. The Guerrilla Art Action Group has concentrated on street protests
and public letter-writing campaigns. Among their actions was a scrubbing piece,
performed to an unwarned audience at the Whitney Museum in 1970, which referred to the institution's failings and to the Vietnam war ("This place is a mess.
We've got to wash it up."). The N,E. Thing Co. in Vancouver notified the public
of atrocities to the land with a sign piece titled Rapescape. Ana Mendieta, in Iowa
City, performed a shocking feminist rape piece when she invited people to an untitled performance and they discovered her half-naked bloody body in the
woods.
One of the most efficient strategies of unsubsidized small-scale art in largescale environments, country or city, is that of fragmentation-the establishment
of many small units which, once visually associated with each other over spans of
time, space, memory, make a whole-a continuity that is far greater than the
sum of its parts. Historical precedents include Indian cairns, trail blazes, the toas,
or location markers left on a site by a nomadic South Australian aboriginal tribe;
or the serial Burma Shave signs which dotted American roadsides for thirty-odd
years with such profundities as "Of all the drunks/Who drive on Sunday/Some
are still/Alive on Monday."
In New Zealand, Kim Gray marked a longitudinal line up the North Island by
a series of scarecrows made and erected with the help of local residents. For almost a decade now, all over the world, Daniel Buren has been pasting up on walls
and billboards his striped posters, always the same except for color. As the visual
foil to published texts, they extend the theory of art and attempt to demystify the
art of painting, the myth of the artist as revolutionary. The very blankness of the
"sign" and its repetition activates the ability to see, which, though not one of
Buren's prime objects, is nevertheless a provocative result of his activity. A recent
manifestation was to carry the placards in a small parade, or "ballet," routed
through different New York neighborhoods.
A similar work, also intended for art audiences, is Hans Haacke's systems
piece which was responsible for the cancellation of his one-man show at the
Guggenheim Museum in 197I. It consists of photo and text documentation of
intricate networks of buildings on the Lower East Side and in Harlem owned by
various interrelated absentee landlords. Despite the fact that all the evidence had
been gathered from public county records, the information was deemed unsuitable for the public.
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A visual fragmentation rooted in direct experience rather than in theory and
documentation is effected by Charles Simon-ds' migrating civilization of a
fantasy Little People. In SoHo from 1970 to 1972,on the Lower East Side from 1972
on, passersby might come, unwarned, upon a tiny clay landscape, dwelling, and
ritual place nestled in a niche in a broken wall. As the Little People infest a neighborhood, they become part of it. Their fragility, their precarious position in the
midst of urban violence and destruction, as well as their religious attitudes
toward the earth and a ritual, life architecture, make points of identification for
the primarily poor, Black and Puerto Rican audi ence for whom Simonds works.
This identification has led, in turn, to work Of) community projects: a playlot
made in conjunction with two local groups (the Young New Yorkers and the
Lower East Side Coalition for Human Housing). and current plans for total rehabilitation of the area's buildings and bombed-alit-looking vacant lots. The Little
People, and by extension these projects, encourage the people in the community
to affect their environment. In this case, politicization of the audience arises from
focusing on reality and simultaneously fantasi2ing change. Simonds' work is a
rare guidepost toward an esthetically important art successfully integrated with
social concems.s

NOTES
. 1. This lecture was given in July 1975 in the f~ !lowing Australian cities under the
auspices of the Power Institute of the University of Sydney (which has not yet been powerful enough to repay me for my airfare between several of these cities): Sydney, Brisbane,
Canberra, M~lbourne, Launceston and Hobart in Tasmania, Adelaide, and Perth. It is, as I
state .10 the title, a slide lecture, depending heavily on visual material as well as on a long
and lively question period at the end, without both ~f which it is sadly truncated.
. I ~ee essays and lectures as two decidedly different mediums: the former can be read
agarn If they are not immediately understood and can :lIerefore be more complex, whereas
the I.atter must make their points clearly on the spot. Most lecture audiences are not only
captive, b~t motley, a~d I feel strongly that the lectunrhas an obligation to be as lucid and
unpretentious as possible, saving her profound obsc.urities for the essay form. This lecture, therefore, has been revised only minimally and su.nds as the transcription of a spoken,
rather than as a "written," text.
The le~ture's se~ond. section, on art's relationship 10 nature, has been omitted as irrelevant to this collection; It has been expanded into par IS of my book Overlay (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1983).
2. As a reader of Studio International rema-ked in a letter after I published
two forerunners of this lecture: Two and Three, in 5tilldio International (Oct. and Nov.
1973)·
3· See a~~o Dale McConathy's "Keeping Time: Some Notes on Reinhardt, Smithson, SImonds, Artscanada (June 1975).
4· I discussed this show in "Beauty and the Bureaucracy" in Changing (New York:
Dutton Paperbacks, I97I).
5· There are a great many other streetworks which deal similarly with perception;
see my survey o.f streetw~rks in downtown New Yore. pp. 52- 66.
6. I say this at the fisk of being accused of nepotism, as I have lived with Simonds
for four years, although I was impressed and influenced by the work before I met the artist.

The Death of a Mural Movement*
(Edited from an article by Eva Cockcroft)
On October

20, 1973, amid the boutiques, brownie stands, and business-asusual art of SoHo, a group of toncerned Latin American and American
artists re-created a section of a Chilean popular revolutionary mural to
condemn the junta's repressionof the arts and call attention to the atrocities taking place in Chile. A 1OC-)OOt mural made up of B-foot laminated
panels was drawn in the studio after photographs of the original, made
along Santiago's Rio Mapocbo ly a Ramona Parra Brigade. It was painted in the street by volunteer artists and passersby. The sun was shining, the
colors bright, and spirits high, but reality, in the imagery and message of
the mural itself, and in the leaJlets handed out by the Chilean Solidarity
groups, recalled the grim facts.Allende is dead; thousands ofpeople have
been summarily executed; the »oiquitous people's murals have been systematically destroyed and painted over during the first weeks of the military regime; artists have been killed, exiled, imprisoned and censored;
books and paintings have beer. burned. The art-loving crowds in SoHo
smiled and passed on, as did tb: Christmas-shopping crowds of Fifth Avenue a week later when the mural was set up outside the Chilean National
Airlines. Given the political apetby of the American art community, the
significance of such events lies ess in effect than example. A work of art
created collectively to celebrate /be hope offreedom has been resurrected to
protest the loss of that freedom In another place and another context it
has continued to carry its message. Its origins, however, are still more exemplary. The following text bas been summarized from a long article by
Eva Cockcroft which appeared in Towards Revolutionary Art.! Cockcroft
interviewed and worked with tie brigades in Chile in 1972. (L.R.L.)

Painting slogans on walls is a traditonal mode of political communication in
Latin America, since the formal media are normally dominated by U.S. interests
and the political party in power. Durisg the Allende campaign of 1969-1970, painted walls emerged as an essential conmunication link between the Left and the
masses. Rival painting brigades were formed as part of the youth organizations of
several parties in the Popular Unity coalition. When the Ramona Parra Brigades
of the Communist Party began to drav political symbols to complement the verbal messages, a new mural style begar to evolve, and when Allende was elected,
this new style flourished on every rvailable surface throughout the country.
Named after a twenty-year-old worker-heroine shot down during a nitrate strike
in 1946, each Ramona Parra Brigade (before the coup there were 50 in Santiago and
150 in all of Chile) consisted of twelve to fifteen members with an average age of
seventeen, though some were as yomg as twelve. They worked cooperatively,
creating some projects directly on tlr wall, while more complex designs were
"Reprinted by permission from Art in America (lan.s-Feb. 1974)·
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worked out beforehand and passed from group to group, though freely altered
during the painting process.
A common imagery and a vocabulary derived from Cubism developed into
a complex, organically evolved metaphor. Whole 'walls were transformed into a
series of intertwined symbols much in the way that words are joined into
sentences and sentences into paragraphs. A fist became a flag became a dove became hair became a face, and so on. Speed, a necessity for clandestine, illegal
painting, determined the high degree of simplification and the use of flat,
bright colors applied with more regard for visual clarity than for naturalistic
effects. Thus elements of "modernity" developed naturally, without a conscious
search for style. And within the limits of effectiveness, the styles were varied. Permanence was not a factor. As issues changed, some walls were painted over and
the cheap tempera paint was quickly faded by rain and sun.
The primary function of the murals was mass political education. During the
Allende campaign, traveling brigades were formed to go into isolated communities and paint walls, give puppet shows and political raps. Once Allende was
president, the brigades worked with the people in communities, housing developments and factories, as well as on the streets and in parks, consciously
attempting to revise and redirect the taste of the masses. In the case of Fabrilana, a
textile factory nationalized in 1970, the young artists studied its processes and were
impressed by the movement of huge 5lkeins of colored yarn. In the resulting mural
the great looms become rectangular forms and the colors of the wool flow
throughout becoming hands, smoke, hair, flags. Initially the workers' preference
for strict naturalism (resulting, the brigades were convinced, from cultural deprivation rather than any innate sensibilcy) led them to question the abstraction. But
when the mural was completed, they felt it to be a more convincing reflection of
New York artists re-create Chilean mural ia SoHo, October 20, 1973, to protest the overthrow
of Allende's Popular Unity government bj." the military junta. (Photo: Eva Cockroft)
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their experience than the conventional group of heroic figures would have been.
The Rio Mapocho mural re-created u New York was the most ambitious of
all the BRP projects. Painted along a stoae wall by the river beside a large and
popular Santiago park, it ran for more than a quarter of a mile, between two
bridges. About fifty Brigadistas worked for more than a week to complete it. The
mural began with a quotation from Pablo Neruda: "Me has dado la patria como
un nacimiento" ("You have given me tile fatherland as a new birth"). Its five
sections showed the nation mobilized for a new birth, marchers with their flags,
the people reborn, the flag-face symbol of the compaiiera, a poem on the labor
union struggle, workers, a mining village, and the martyrs of that struggle; the
giant words NO TO FASCISM, prisoners fists, flag and gun (this is the section
reproduced in New York); a paean to Copper and Industry; a fanciful celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Chilean Communist Party. The brilliant
colors took on subtlety from the uneven surface of the stone.
The figure of a massive laborer in the Rio Mapocho mural is a rare echo of
Siqueiros. Although not unaware of the work of the Mexicans, individual BRP
members stated that they did not consrler Siqueiros an important influence:
"The style of Siqueiros and the Mexican mural movement is no longer relevant
even for Mexico, since it serves as the rymbol of a prostituted revolution. Siqueiros is now a painter of the Mexican establishment, an establishment which
needs to be overthrown by a new and legi:imate revolution which will bring with
it a new style."? The debt to Cubism and artists such as Leger is also acknowledged, but the Brigadistas pointed out thi t it was ideologically important to see
that while Leger went from the sophistica ed to the primitive, they were moving
in the opposite direction, seeking an indirenous style, an art truly of the people
which would foster a higher class consciousness. To what degree they succeeded before they were so rudely halted is dificult to determine. Certainly they wen:
putting into practice the collective ethos, I genuine participation of the pueblo in
its own art. In doing so they had to combat historically imposed colonialist
deformations of taste by the capitalist mass media, and the prejudice of the international artistic elite against propagandist art.
The collective execution of these rmrals is perhaps the most important element for art in general, a significant departure from the concept of individual
"genius" as a prerequisite for the creation of "art." Cooperative creation and collective responsibility help to diminish the ego conflicts and insecurities so common in competitive societies. There was in the brigades a strong group solidarity.
Individual style was not encouraged, altlough experimentation and innovation
were prized. In their attempt to forge a bndge of communication including modernistic simplifications and distortions but retaining a humanistic element. they
experimented with several different styles, from fantasy and comic strip to an
epic symbolism. As their reputation grew they began to receive some recognition and exert some influence on the esablished art community. Occasionally
students from the School of Fine Arts world paint with them, and on the wall at
the Piscina La Granja, outside of Santiago, Surrealist Roberto Matta Echaurren
worked with the BRP.
The gap between art and life, betweer art and people, was being closed. That
process has stopped now. The junta has begun an "ideological struggle to try to
Wipe out the effects of three years of left-ving government on the consciousness
of the working class and the very poor." Fhe nine-foot statue of Che Guevara in
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Santiago was pulled down by a group of soldiers and driven off in a truck to be
melted down. On October 2 the junta announced that as part of its "clean-up
campaign" it intended to "put an en(J to the black night of Marxist cinema" by
importing American films, which will necessitate a tenfold increase in the price of
admission to movie theatres, effectively eliminating movies as a recreation for
workers. News as to the fate of hundreds of left-wing Chilean artists and
intellectuals is still not known. There is, however, enough information to establish a general picture of the situation. Victor jarra, the singer and innovator in
the new folk music, was killed. In ODIC of many mass executions, an entire leftwing ballet troupe was killed. When Pablo Neruda, Nobel prize-winning poet,
died of cancer and heart disease a few days after the coup, his house and library
were sacked and his books burned. A young American film-maker visiting Chile
was arrested and killed. The reign of terror continues, and with it a determination
to eliminate all forms of freedom of expression.
I\OTES
I.
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The Artist's Book Goes Public *
The "artist's book" is a product of the [96os which is already getting its second,
and potentially permanent, wind. Neitller an art book (collected reproductions
of separate artworks) nor a book on art (critical exegeses and/or artists'
writings), the artist's book is a work of art on its own, conceived specifically for
the book form and often published by tile artist him/herself. It can be visual, verbal, or visual/verbal. With few exceptions, it is all of a piece, consisting of one
serial work or a series of closely related ideas and/or images-a portable exhibition. But unlike an exhibition, the artist's book reflects no outside opinions
and thus permits artists to circumvent tlle commercial gallery system as well as to
avoid misrepresentation by critics and other middlepeople. Usually inexpensive in
price, modest in format and ambitious in scope, the artist's book is also a fragile
vehicle for a weighty load of hopes and Ideals; it is considered by many the easiest
way out of the art world and into the heart of a broader audience.
The artist's book is the product of several art and nonart phenomena of the
last decade, among them a heightened social consciousness, the immense popularity of paperback books, a new awareness of how art (especially the costly
"precious object") can be used as a commodity by a capitalist society, new
extra-art subject matter and a rebellion against the increasing elitism of the art
world and its planned obsolescence McLuhan notwithstanding, the book
remains the cheapest, most accessible means of conveying ideas-even visual
* Reprinted by permission from Art in America (Ian.s-Feb. 1977).

Antonio Muntadas, Wet and Dry Dip/omacy,~80,Printed Matter W~ndow, New Yor.k City.
The Printed Matter windows change monthly i nd are designed as social outreach projects by
artists who have books in the store. (Photo: Lucy R. Lippard)

ones. The artist's adaptation of the book f-ormat for wo~ks of art constitu~es~ criticism of criticism as well as of art-as-big-Dusiness. Its history, however, lies m the
realm of literature and editions de luxe.
The ancestors of artists' books as we know them now were the pro~ucts of
friendships between avant-garde painters and poets in Europe and later I~ New
York. It was not until the early 1960s, however, that a few artt.sts began to Ignore
literary sources, forgo the collaborative aspect and make their own ~ooks-no~
illustrations or catalogs or portfolios of prints but books as Visually an
conceptually whole as paintings or sculptures. Among them were so~e of.the
Fluxus artists-George Brecht in particular, who produced CUriOUS little
publications with roots in games or the surrealist collage and b~x. ,
.
The new artists' books, however, Iave disavowed Surrealism s lyn~al and
romantic heritage and have been deadpin, antiliterary, often alr~lOst antiart. Ed
Ruscha's 26 Gas Stations (1962), followed by his Various Sm~ll FIres (19 64), Some
Los Angeles Apartments (19 65), Every Bulding on Sunset Strip (1:66) and so forth
into the present with Colored People; initiated the "cool' appro~ch that
dominated the whole conception of amsts' books for years. Ruscha s books
were a major starting point for the as-)'et-unnamed Conceptual Ar~, a so-cal~ed
movement (actually a medium, or third srearn) which m~de one o.f ItS most Vital
contributions by validating the book as , legitimat~ medium for Visual art.
_
By 1966 if you were reading the sigrs, you noticed th~t the bo~k was ~ com
.
thi
'0
G aham's and Robert Smithson's hybrid magazme arucles109 109. an r
h
' "W kin
neither criticism nor art-were one (. the signs; Mel ~oc ner s
o~, I g
Drawings" show at the School of Visud Arts, where drawmgs that were not
necessarily art" were Xeroxed and exlsbited in notebooks, was another. The
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point (having to do with a broader definition of art, among other things) was followed up in 1967 by the Museum of Normal Art's show called "Fifteen People
Present Their Favorite Book"; the same year, Brian O'Doherty, as editor of a
boxed issue of Aspen Maga:;ine, included artworks (not reproductions) by Sol
LeWitt, Tony Smith, Graham and Bochner, the 0-9 press, one of whose editors
was Vito Acconci, then a poet, published single artworks in booklet format by
Acconci himself, Rosemary Mayer, Adrian Piper and others; Sol LeWitt published the first of his many books: and in England, the first Art & Language
publications appeared, promulgating an extreme and incommunicative use of
texts as art.
By 1968, when dealer Seth Siegelaub began to publish his artists in lieu of
exhibiting them, the art world took notice. Lawrence Weiner and Douglas Huebler had "no-space" shows; Hanne Darboven and the N.E. Thing Co. published
their first independent books; The Xt?TOX Book presented serial Xerox works by
Andre, Barry, Huebler, Kosuth, LeWitt, Morris and Weiner; Siegelaub's "Summer
1969" exhibition took place in fragments all over the world and existed as a whole
only in its catalog.
. Since then, hU~dreds of artists' books have appeared. Yet they are never
reviewed, not even 10 art magazines either as books or as exhibitions. So far, artists' books h~ve .been dispersed (usually as gifts) to friends and colleagues, then
l~ft to languish 10 warehouses, studios and gallery back rooms. They are pubhs~ed by the artists themselves, by small underground presses or by a few gal~enes-the latter more often in Europe than in America. Art dealers are more
1Ot~re~ted in selling "real art," on which they can make a profit, and tend to see
arttsts books as han~y handouts to potential buyers of expensive objects. Even art
bookstores make so httle profit on artists' books that they neglect them in favor of
mo~e elaborat~ tomes. Artists unaffil12ted with galleries have no way to distribute
their books Widely and rarely recoup printing costs, which, though fairly low,
many cannot afford in the first place
It is dif~icult to find. organizanonaj funding for printing artists' books becaus~ t~e vlsual-a~t~ sectt?ns of the- various councils do not give money for
pubhcattons. Subsidies exist for all the conventional visual arts-film video,
"mixed m~di~" (which covers a multitude of sins, but rarely booksj-i-as well as
for plays, fICtIOn and poetry. But the artist's book-a mutation clinging to the ver?al. underside of the visual-art world-tends to remain an economic pariah even
t? its own domain. (It is difficult to distinguish an artist's book consisting en~~rel~ of text from a book of "poetry," or one consisting of a series of
anttph?~ographs," whose importance lies in sequence rather than in individual
compo.sltlon, from a conventional photography book.)
With so~e luck and a lot of harcl work, problems of distribution may be
solv~d by Printed Matter, a New York; collective of artists and artworkers which
has Just been set up both to publish :l few books and to distribute and operate a
books~ore for all artists' books.' This task was taken over from Martha Wilson,
~n ~rtlSt whose nonprofit organization, Franklin Furnace, briefly distributed artISt~ books but now limits itself to <In archive and exhibition service for them.
Pn~ted Matter hopes to maintain au effective liaison between an international
audience and individual artists, galleries and small presses such as Vipers Tongue,
Out of London, and L.A. Women's Graphic Center.
'
At the moment, the artist's book is defined (and confined) by an art context,
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where it still has a valuable function to serve, To an audience which is outside the
major art centers and, for better or worse. heavily influenced by reproductions
in magazines, the artist's book offers a first-hand experience of new art. For an
artist, the book provides a more intimate communication than a conventional
art object, and a chance for the viewer to take something home. An artist's book
costs far less than any graphic or multiple and, unlike a poster, which may cost as
much or more, it contains a whole series of images or ideas. The only danger is
that, with an expanding audience and an ina-eased popularity with collectors, the
artist's book will fall back into its edition ie luxe or coffee-table origins, as has
already happened in the few cases when such books have been coopted by commercial publishers and transformed into glossy, pricey products.
Needless to say, there are good artists' books and bad ones-from anyone's
point of view. They have in common neither style nor content-only medium.
(Economically determined strictures, as rruch as a fairly ubiquitous Minimalist
stylistic bent, can be blamed for the tendency toward the white, bla.ck, or gray
cover with stark type that until recently Wl5 the trademark of the artist s book.)
They are being made everywhere: Printed Matter's first ten books came out of
Oregon, Pennsylvania, Illinois, California and Massachusetts, as well as New
York. They range from the hilarious to the bizarre, romanti~, deadpan, d~cora
tive, scholarly and autobiographical; from treatises to comic books, Their po-

Anonymous, from Red Herring, January 1977, p 45.
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litical possibilities are just beginning to be recognized too. One of the basic
mistakes made by early proponent, of Conceptual Art's "democratic" stance
(myself included) was a confusion of the characteristics of the medium (cheap,
portable, accessi~le) with t~o.se of tt1e actual contents (all too often wildly self1Odulgent. or so highly specialized that they appeal only to an elite audience). Yet
the most important aspect of artists' books is their adaptability as instruments for
extension ~o a far broader public than that currently enjoyed by contemporary
art. There IS no re~on why.the increased outlets and popularity of artists' books
cannot be used with an enlightenment hitherto foreign to the "high" arts. One
d~y I'd like to see artists' books ensconced in supermarkets, drugstores and
airports and, not incidentally, to see artists able to profit economically from
broad communication rather than from lack of it.
~UTE
1. Printed Matter is now located at 7Lispenard Street, New York, N.Y. 10013, 2u-925-o325.
The 1983 catalog contains over 2,000 iterrs and is available for $4.0 0 postpaid.

The Geography of Street Time:
A Survey of Streetworks Downtown*
I should say at the .outset.that my decision to write about streetworks-ideally an
ephemeral, rebell~ous,. Ico~oclastic outreaching and noncommercial medi~m-reflects my dissatisfaction with the "downtown scene" as it has developed
s1O.ce around 197I, when so-called SoHo (even the name is imitative) hit its carnival
stride. The area was once called Hell'! Hundred Acres because of its concentration
of sweatshops; in its sometimes livelv decadence it may re-earn the name.
A goo~ many artists have been Iiving illegally in SoHo lofts since the 1950s. In
1968 the artists' co-op buildings were under way but Paula Cooper had the only
gallery below Houston Street. She opened her dew space that November with a
hand
.
.
some M"uumaI sh ow organized
as a benefit for the antiwar movement. Also
68,
10 19
Ten Downtown-artists shoving in their own lofts-provided an early
example of extracommercial, artist-orrganized exhibitions· and the next year 55
Mercer Street, founded by members of the Art Workers' 'Coalition became the
first of a new wave of co-op galleries,
'
Th.ere was at this point a mood oC exhilaration, a feeling that control over art
was beu;tg returned to the artists' community. In opposition to the intellectually
demanding, often hostile and cliquish atmosphere of the 1960s avant garde, the
end of that decade saw a brief politicization of artists on a model set by Blacks and
s~udents. Resentment against the high style of the classy '60S the domination of
big money, the uptown galleries and audiences-all of this' contributed to the
process of "decentr aliizanon
. " .mto the downtown area, although in retro"Reprinted by permission from SOHO,
ZJ
A'"kidemie
. der Kiinste Berliner Festwochen (Sept.Oct. 1976).
'

The Geography

0/ Street Time

53

spect, it is ironic and somewhat cynical to talk about decentralizason (presumably epitomized by streetworks) in the heart of the bastion of intnrnational art
centralization and all the vices inherent therein. Many artists anf artworkers
around 1969 desired some measure of independence from the system, though it
should be said that none of us at any time totally abandoned his o her marketplace for the freedom of open shows, picket lines, and streetwork. There was,
however, much talk about such possibilities, culminating in the cit ywide Art
Strike at the time of the murders at Jackson State and Kent State.and the u.s.
bombing of Cambodia.
The second gallery to move downtown was O. K. Harris. Win the legalization of loft living, the beatification of SoHo as a landmark area, ane nhe resultant
media attention, an unheard-of degree of commercialism replaced the initial
community ideal. By 197I the political excitement had died down. While the art
basked in pluralism, the area slowly settled into a geography of boutiques. bars,
and fancy food. When tourists began to appear on Saturdays (and Iatr by the busload even during the week), it was clear that SoHo's fate was no ronger in the
hands of the original artists' community. Subsequent moves illto "SoHo,"
"Tribeca," Brooklyn or the Flower District have simply expandednhe reach of
the "downtown scene." In the summer of 1975, a resident noted thr; the ratio of
dogshit per block below Canal Street had doubled.
Since this new scene and the art it sponsored were the produns less of esthetic than of political and commercial groupings, there developer a collage of
unlikely networks: between artists and other artists, writers, poets lfilm-makers,
and musicians on one hand, and between them and the marketp.ace and the
social superstructure on the other hand. Streetworks should chancterize this
overall disjunction. They are by definition Vignettes-temporary, rrotless within
the system, free to create their own structures, and experienced .asually by a
chance audience. The earlier streetworks, as well as works in publicmterior nonart spaces (subways, courthouses, etc.) constituted a dissatisfactim with what
Robert Smithson called "cultural confinement," an attempt to mo-e out of the
gallery's enclosed and pristine environment and into the World. SiHo, with its
mix of expensive restaurants and truck-clogged and factory-litte-st rewn side
streets, offered a perfect "land of contrasts." Yet most of the art shewn in far-out
SoHo is conventional painting and sculpture, and despite their ptssibilities for
"novelty," there are amazingly few instances of bona fide streetwork over the last
six years, even including those which are gallery-based. The follow 111~ text does
not claim to cover all the downtown streetworks, but I suspect i: includes the
large majority.
Although in the late 1950S artists like C1aes Oldenburg, Jim Dine Red Grooms
and Allen Kaprow went to the Lower East Side gutters for their riaterials and
their subject matter, little actually happened in the public domain. h: March 1964,
the Fluxus group and its motley affiliates did the first (and only) of vlhat had been
planned as a series of Saturday streetworks on Canal Street. There were pieces of
Alison Knowles, Dick Higgins, Ben Vautier and others; Robert Wr.tts' 2 Inches
(a ribbon across the street intended to be cut, which was instead ton by cars) was
broken up by the police. In 1968, Anne Healy defied police and pernnrs to rig her
first billowing fabric sculpture on the exterior of a West Broadwayl-oft building.
It was, however, in March 1969 that Street Works were officially bzrcized with a
series of events organized by poet and critic John Perreault, anist Marjorie
Strider, and visual poet Hannah Weiner.
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The first of these was on Saturday, March 15, lasted twenty-four hours, took
place in Midtown (Forty-second to Fifty-second streets between Madison and
Sixth avenues) and included twenty people-artists, writers, performers, among
them Vito Hannibal Acconci, Gregory Battcock, Meredith Monk, Anne Waldman, Les Levine, Arakawa and myse If. Street Works II was more concentrated,
taking place on Friday, April 18, from ~ to 6 P.M., on one block (Thirteenth to Fourteenth streets, Fifth to Sixth avenues. This time around forty people participated.
Where we had been freaks in Midtown, we were part of the carnival on Fourteenth Street. Poets handing out or reading their work had to compete with
leafletters for fortune tellers and hawkers of dry goods, artists with the visual,
auditory and odoriferous stew of high honky-tonk commerce. Thirteenth Street,
on the other hand, was a factory area and offered a different atmosphere, as did
each avenue.
Street Works III took place on May 25, a Sunday night, between Grand and
Prince, Greene and Wooster, in what was not yet SoHo; this area was chosen because it was then so deserted. Seven hundred people were invited to join and the
event was aptly and darkly documented by Perreault with a flashless camera.
Street Works IV was an institutionahzed insert into the series-sponsored by the
Architectural League, with selected participants. Street Works V was "World
Works," in which "artists and people everywhere are invited to do a street work
in a street of their choice. A street work does not harm any person or thing." (The
warning referred to John Giorno's Street Works III piece-sprinkling the street
with nails, which resulted in flat tires not only for friends and the curious, but for
the touring police, who stopped the event.) Among the 1969 streetworks:
• Perreault's Street Music, utilizing the public phone booths in the area for a bellringing piece; and his Survey, in whxh "the questionnaire is the script, I and the
person being interviewed are the actors: the set is the location the costumes
are the clothes we are wearing, the audience is all the other people on the street,
the music is the natural sound, the -dance is how we move in relation to each
other."
• Stephen Kaltenbach's offer of a package (contents unknown) for sale, starting
cheap and mounting in "value" eaca time it was refused by a passerby.
• Arakawa's blueprint of a house and grass yard on the sidewalk.
• My Contact Piece-merging with the crowds and doing the following things
one time per block: "Stare up at the tops of buildings until others do so too, turn
now and then, look behind you, abruptly: look everyone coming toward yOU
straight in the eye for as long as possible, when someone is coming at you and
swerves to avoid collision, swerve in the same direction and keep it up as long as
possible; speak to one person as though you knew him or her well; walk in step
with people beside you."
• Eduardo Costa's lOOO Street Works-"artworks" unidentifiable as such, placed
on the street charged with the implications that art may have for the person who
passes by and notices them as such.
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Although most younger artists now vorking in these media are hardly aware
of their predecessors, this Street Works Series, along with the Judson Dance Theater, was a major source of the current performance art. During a November
1970 panel at the School of Visual Arts, called "Performances Are Not Dance,
Plays, Events," it became clear that it wis easier to define, a la Reinhardt, what
the new medium was not than what it w..s. Street performance was seen as a way
of moving out of the art context, "turning people on, not artists," while taking
note of the dangers of "doing things to people," exploiting an audience which
had escaped art. Performance was also related to an autobiographical and body
art just then emerging, in part as a result of the Women's Movement and consciousness raising; in part as a result of apolitically defiant "don't tell me what I
can do" attitude which faded after I97C; and in part as a result of input from
visually oriented writers.
• Scott Burton, as part of his series of "Self Works," walked Fourteenth Street in
Street Works II dressed as a woman, not 'in drag," as he described it, "but in ordinary, unremarkable woman's clothing (raincoat, umbrella, shopping bags).
Total anonymity-as self (to acquaintances); as male, as performer (to all).
Achievement of 'invisibility'; immaterid piece. And 'costumes'; concealment
and revelation." I Burton slept (and dreamed) at an exhibition opening and then
walked nude on Lispenard Street at midnight in a reenactment of a "classic anxiety dream" ("inversion of disguise piece Violation of legality. Imitation of madness; strong self-directed effect"). In Street Works III, Burton had intended to lie
nude in the gutter, anticipating the directi on later taken by Chris Burden, but decided against its masochism and did a "Deaf Piece" instead.
• Other sleep pieces have been performed by Colette, in the streets at dawn
("because of the associations attached to those particular hours of the day ...
those hours when everything that is real appears to be unreal"); and by Laurie
Anderson, whose Institutional Dream Series took place in city government
buildings such as Surrogate Court, NightCourt, and the Immigration Bureau.
• Vito Acconci, in I969 a poet just emerging into the visual arts, was at first in~u
enced by the conceptual street "exchange" pieces of Douglas Huebler; during
the spring and summer of that year he gradually evolved his own concerns with
the "interaction between the art activity and the daily living," aiming at "no separation, though ultimately showing it it an art context ... I find t~at ki.~d of
performance tends to clarify things for me, as a kind of model experience. 2 Acconci started out by roaming the streets either in accordance with pre~oncei~'ed
patterns or guided by chance crrcumstarces. He saw himself as a moving point:
he paced out distances, picked out people to walk with or stare at. For Street
Works IV he followed one person and stopped only when the subject' 'entered a
private place." (Christine Kozlov had also projected a "following piece" but later
"rejected" it as part of a rejection series)
• The ultimate risks inherent in this sort of public interaction have probably been
taken by Adrian Piper. She began her Cctalysis Pieces in New York streets and
public places in 1970. In different parts of the city, she drastically altered her ?rdinarily attractive appearance so as to become a pariah. First this was done With
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"costume"-stuffing her clothes with balloons, her mouth with a towel, blowing
gum bubbles all over her face, ridirlg the D train from Grand Street with her
clothes drenched in a noxious-smelling mixture. Then she began to work with a
more subtle kind of behavioral "eccentricity," reenacting public events or conversations from her past, singing to herself and dancing to it, launching into
long stories to amazed passersby she bad stopped to ask the time. The most recent
manifestation of this attempt to exorcise her past is the adoption of a male alter
ego complete with Afro and shades called The Mythic Being-"a catalyst for the
violences of our world, an alien presence in the artworld, but a familiar presence
in the rest of the world." In his guise she has appeared in the streets and in newspaper ads, in posters, and on postcards.
All the while, Piper has totally avoided a confrontational art context, making no indication to her chance audience that this was art or performance, and
thus making the separations and connections between art and madness painfully
invisible. She was determined to preserve "the power and uncategorized nature of the confrontation," denying any connection with "preestablished theatrical categories." Although she would later convey her activities to the art world
by means of written texts, Piper began these lonely and frightening operations to
avoid the "prestandardized" responses characteristic of art situations, which
"prepare the viewer to be catalyzed thus making actual catalysis impossible."
Costume, makeup, and props-euandard theatrical materials-have played a
considerable part in performance-oriented streetworks. They provide: a way of
attracting an audience; a disguise which protects the artist from reality; and a
mode of self-transformation importmr to the identity search that often parallels
the carefully created public image.
• "Witch Doctor" Stephen Varble, who has paraded SoHo on Saturdays in fifteen
elegant "garbage costumes," sees streetworks as "freeing artists from the slavery
of the galleries ... I found my own audience and my own patrons there."
• Martha Wilson and]acki Apple, With four friends, took on the composite identity of "Claudia"-"a fantasy self wh-o is powerful, gorgeous, mobile ... the result of the merging of the realized and idealized self'; one Saturday in 1973,
"Claudia," dressed fit to kill, lunched at the Plaza and then took a limousine to
the SoHo galleries, engendering admiration and hostility.
• Richard Hayman, after a sound performance at the 3 Mercer Street Store, rolled
up the street dressed in bells and a raask.
• L~~rie Anderson has one-upped the local ]uilliard students and wandering

mus~C1ans by playing her violin on sreet corners wearing a long white garment

and Ice skates with their blades embedded in huge blocks of ice; her music comes
partly from her bowing and partly from a hidden tape recorder, thus the name
Duets on Ice (and its effect on puzzled passersby).
•. Izak Kleiner-Weinstock, seeing himself as a shaman and holy beggar, performed
Rite of Passage daily on West Broadway in the fall of 1974. Accompanied by the
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tape-recorded sound of walking in water, he "activated/transformed the space/
street by walking in continuous circles-c-as in Zen meditation" and hoped to
communicate to the spectator his "manra of walking in water." A hat for contributions indicated that "money-energy in exchange for the transformed
space" was gratefully accepted and was' integral to the survival of the artwork."
• Donna Henes has done a series of mask events at the South Street Seaport, Battery Park, and on the Brooklyn Bridge They arose from "an interest in free,
public, non-elitist, de-mystified art." She and friends appear at a public place
with plaster and materials and proceed te make free face masks of passersby, who
then make masks of each other. The event on the Brooklyn Bridge (May 5, 1974)
spread until there was "a community of a couple of hundred masked people suspended over the East River, sharing. . interacting ... then continuing back
into their separate lives, taking with tlern something as concrete as a plaster
mask ... and as abstract as the ambiance of the experience."
• Minoru Yoshida, self-described "epicurean of space universe," began doing
streetworks concerned with energy and "the theory of new relativity" in SoHo
in 1975. Garbed in a futuristic costurne-mschine, as an extension of his body, he is
attached by fine lines upward to architectural elements. Accompanying literature
is transcendent in tone: "The earth is so turbulent. Is it because man has been
jammed into space so small there that heis unable to foresee the fact that he lives
in such a wide space of the universe? The earth is so turbulent. Is it because the
civilization man has been controlling hal begun to control man?"
Streerworks tend to take two forms: impermanent physical objects or
remains, and performances which lastonly as long as the action and, ideally,
leave no pollution behind. One of the major virtues of such work is that it requires no dealer or sponsor other than t he artist himself or herself. and that it
commands a ready-made audience whea it takes place in a naturally crowded
area; otherwise, it must be announced ihead of time to attract a more specialized audience, and the level of artificially is raised considerably. All too often,
however, no real alternative to the marketplace is offered. Tiptoeing out of the
gallery and into the streets, then rushing back to exhibit documentation, only parodies the need to form a "dialectic" between the real and the art worlds. In urban
outdoor art, esthetic interest cannot overwhelm communication. If tbe art has no
effect on the audience and the audience "as no effect on the art, the streetwork is
not successful, and is hardly deserving ,if the name.
Today the SoHo Saturday is a freak show, a fashion parade; clowns,
magicians, mimes and bagpipers vie with art performances. A streetwork done .in
this area, especially on the weekend, is obvtously aimed at a moneyed and tounst
art audience; it preaches to the converted, so that the initial validity and impact
of working in the streets has virtually (isappeared. In the early days of SoHo,
however, there were many more labores working in the area's small factories;
the population was more varied in ethnic and economic background and knowledge of art, providing a more valid versrm of the "broad public."
This was the audience in the fall of [(nO, when Charles Simonds moved out
into the public domain with his migrating civilization of Little People, who live
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in raw clay landscapes dotted with dwellings, ritual places, and ruins built of tiny
bricks directly in the streets or walls of vacant lots. In 1972, when the art world
had diffused SoRo's street life, Simonds and the Little People moved to the
Lower East Side, where the street is the heart of the community. Here people
identified personally with the fr2gility and the dreamlike spaces of the
dwellings, entering into the fantasy without art as an intermediary. In turn, Simonds too has been energized by the spontaneity of the situation and by the continual interaction with passersby. Building the dwellings is not a performance;
the viewer as well as the maker must lose his or her role as audience or artist in
order to enter the other times and spaces of the Little People's world. The
dwellings seem to belong in the niches and crannies of broken walls and sidewalks the wayan organically evolved life architecture comes to belong to the land
on which it has grown. They are rooted in several different levels of consciousness-the relationship between the earth and the artist's body, the earth and the
city, the (often erotic) rituals of the imaginary civilization and the lives of the
community which surrounds it; these levels have been articulated by the political
and emotional needs of the audience, Working almost daily on the Lower East
Side for four years has deeply affected Simonds' art: "The meaning of the
dwellings comes more to be there .... If I have to 'show' them to somebody, the
experience is completely altered. The whole notion of surprise, of stumbling on
a civilization of Little People is lost.' 3 last summer, after three years of hurdling
bureaucratic obstacles and stimulating local enthusiasm, he and the residents of
Charles Simonds, Dwelling, raw clay, 197;, Long Island City.
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East Second Street completed a much needed sculpture/playlot called La Placita,
and with the Lower East Side Coalition for Human Housing, he is working on the
use and meaning of urban "open spsces't-s-or vacant lots in various stages of
decay and destruction.
If all art teaches us how to see, streetworks incur a special responsibility to
relate to or focus on their environmert and/or their audience. This was the subject of some of the 1969 Street Works, such as:
• Marjorie Strider's picture frames leftin the streets to pictorialize specific places,
views, or objects, "to call the attention of passersby to their environment"; in
Street Works III, she placed a large banner labeled "Picture Frame" in front of the
Architectural League door, "forcing people to walk through the picture
plane"; in Street Works V, she put tared frames on the sidewalk, creating more
picture spaces to walk through.
• In Street Works II, Stephen Kaltenbach handed out a map with a "Guide to a
Metropolitan Museum of Art," which listed forty-two exhibits, such as: "Floor
collage. Anon. wrecking crew. Plastenoard and tile. After Robert Morris"; "Air
ducts, 2. Shaped aluminum"; "Sky framed by buildings. Air, light, dust, concrete
and steel." The last six exhibits were "to be created by you." In the process,
Kaltenbach not only invited random passersby to look but created a neat satire on
current art for the specialized audience.
• In the Whitney Annual that Winter, Robert Huot posted the location each day
of a different anonymous "painting" somewhere in the city.
• In February 1972, Robert Whitman well-known for his early theatre works,
made a radio/street piece which had [he same focusing effect. While Whitman
was at WBAI as the "receiver," thirty observers, each assigned to a different area
of the city, phoned in to the station, reporting in a few seconds exactly what was
happening outside the phone booth! they occupied, thus providing "instant
news," such as "It's beginning to rain a man just walked by with a large brown
paper bundle." Eyes and consciousnesses grew sharper as the half-hour piece
progressed, and the observers found mat in their last calls they were presenting
"metaphors of themselves" as reflected in the environment. The result was an
audio context which asserted itself in ,..isual images of the life of the city.
Sometimes the chance audience happens upon mysterious "traces" of past
activities, which mayor may not be decipherable at a later date. Pavements provide a visible surface for graphic streerworks.
• In 1969, Rosemarie Castoro rode up Fifth Avenue at midnight with a leaking
can of paint on the back of her bicyd e, leaving a wobbly Pollockesque trail to
counter the strict traffic markings; for Street Works II, she "cracked" the block
with a thin line of silver tape.
• For Street Works I, Kaltenbach nude "Trash Poems" dedicated to the city,
composed of all words/phrases which appear face up on the sidewalk, to be read
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in the order encountered, with no established beginning or end-a circular,
changeable, perishable poem.
• In a similar, if less poetic, act, Les Levine littered Forty-second Street with
Kleenexes stamped with "dirty words."

• Colette has made several sidewall. pieces in SoHo with a trail system of
personalized "Morse code," which connects and simultaneously fragments the
experience of walking.
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beth Baker has pointed out, he is "a nature of theorist, idealist, unavowed
formalist, polemicist and art provocateur" The posters have an activist side (he
has been arrested for nocturnal poster-pasting) and a contemplative side, which
together constitute an effective criticism of art as it exists in this society.
• In the spring of 1976, Carol Kinne turne-d street activity into a vehicle for easel
painting by stapling a series of circular cokir abstractions painted on clear plastic
contact paper around the Broadway-Lafayette area, where they provide an unexpected counterpart to the neighborhood collage (which includes, incidentally, some extraordinary pencil drawing> by a local street person).

• Two young artists namedJody Elbann and Stan Dyke have recently made street
floor "paintings" with tape as well as paint-the most interesting extending a
triangular park at Duane and Hudson with an aerial view of trash baskets, light
poles and walls.

• November 1974: Zadik Zadikian painted a large old billboard on Varick Street a
brilliant yellow to brighten up the lives of commuters through the Holland Tunnel.

• Several years ago Robert Huot left small piles of pornographic magazines in
desolate downtown working areas; tae next day they had all disappeared.

• Denise Green has recently been making "guerrilla" fresco paintings on the
outsides of downtown buildings, despite persecution by managerial art-haters.

• Ralston Farina, who does his own offbeat performances in- and outdoors, is
mainly concerned with time and its effects. Last spring he put sacks of flour at the
intersection of Spring and West Broadway, creating clouds, or snowstorms,
when cars ran over them; dogbiscuits were laid on the street and outlined in chalk
(like accident victims) and he wrote: ' 'When the truth vanishes from the arts, it's
gone forever," which might serve as an epitaph for SoHo.

• Robert janz's streetworks have usualy been done in tandem with gallery
shows, but the two pieces he made in downtown New York existed independently in the city-visible, if not comprehensible, to the passersby with certain
powers of observation. Six Sticks, execued in March 1975, was clearly an important experience for the artist, who described their placement as "a ceremony
that explored some ofthe features of the urban landscape." The rectangular rods,
placed in doorways, shadows, across sidewalks, against walls, long enough to he
photographed, had a small, perhaps nonexistent audience. janz sees this sculpture as performance, the sticks as actors. In the second piece, a year later, he departed from the opening line of Paul Klee's Pedagogical Sketchbook-"a line on
a walk ... a walk for a walk's sake." Kee's S-curve was drawn with chalk on
intersections, corners, angles in the city; he lines are impermanent enough to satisfy ecological ethics but unlike the sticks, they are there to be seen. The graceful
and cryptic curve must invoke some curosity from passersby.
janz's streetworks were part of an ongoing series of "New Lrban Landscapes" sponsored by the Institute for Art and Urban Resources, a unique organization concerned in part with recycling city-owned spaces for art and artists.
This series is supposed to represent "a "ide variety of avant-garde disciplines. to
transmit through their art, images of Lcwer Manhattan to the people who live
and work there." Yet most of their projects, interesting though some may he on
esthetic levels, make virtually no contac: with an audience.

• A lower-profiled manner of attracting attention to the details of a place or a surface was suggested by Richard Anschwager with his "blips"-small oblong
shapes that appeared spray-painted inside and outside the Paula Cooper Gallery
in May 1969-in the stairwell, high 011 the wall of a facing building, on a mailboX,
and on up the street, causing a disquieting "image return," a network of remembered forms for the observant resident.
• Daniel Buren has been papering tbe world with his vertically striped posters
(always the same, though in different colors) for almost a decade now. They are
primarily intended as theoretical expanders of the art context, but they also provide the visual jolt characteristic of st reetworks. The first ones to appear in New
York were on billboards, walls and storefronts in October 1970; they were put up
independently, though the action was repeated in 1973 under the aegis of the John
Weber Gallery. Buren's posters are an attempt to "demystify the artist, the act of
painting, the object of art, the object and its dematerialization as subject of for~al
or esthetic interest." In May 1975, he aalmated his posters by having a group of ~lve
people carry them in a parade around seven different neighborhoods (ChlOatown, East Village, Greenwich Vill;ge, Times Square, SoHo, Central P~k an~
Wall Street). Each day several routes were traveled and the color combinationS 0
the placards changed. Buren called this Seven Ballets in Manhattan. ~he
"dancers" found that each area had its own character and its own way of deahng
with unfamiliar phenomena; the lease interesting was SoHo, where th~ audienc~
was jaded and unimaginative. Buren's pieces exist both in their visual f~ag
mentation and on a highly conceptual level, bolstered by written texts. As Ehza-

• Peter Barton, for instance, placed ;n abstract metal sculpture in various
locations and keyed it into a time smcture determined by complex satellite
reckonings, in order to achieve "a vast .ange of implications that transcen? the
merely visual product." Such a piece, lowever, is inaccessible to its audle',lce
and exists primarily as a trophy, to be carried back in the form of documentation
to the elite.
• Equally invisible, but somewhat more sensitive to its purpose, was Bill Beirne's
poignant Why Are You Leaving Me? me of a series of pieces in which he
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"attempts to force the indigenous activities of a specific location to interact
with his presence there." Interested in the emptying-out process of densely populated urban spaces at the end of the we rkday, and the "simultaneous convergence of thousands of pedestrians on a few points of departure," he stood at the
entrance of the Port Authority Trans Hudson System and "attempted to communicate the need for someone to stay ly simply assuming a posture in opposition to the activity taking place there."
• The roofs of downtown Manhattan provided an airy multilevel stage for a 1975
performance by Trisha Brown, and a viewmg platform for a six-square-block performance by Joan Jonas in 1972, in which she incorporated the piers, the vacant lots, painted circles and lines in the Itteets, and obstructed traffic by rolling
through in a hoop. The vacant lots temporarily abandoned by capitalism have
also become "sculpture gardens" and stages.
• In 1969, Les Levine made his Process ojElimination in a lot on Houston Street,
placing 300 sheets of polyexpandable foan there and removing a portion each
day, subtracting rather than adding objects to the environment-an idea much
in vogue at the time.
• Poppy Johnson's Earth Day action in 1970 proved that adding can beat subtracting; she and friends cleared a vacant lot on Greenwich and Duane streets and
planted sunflowers. For the most pan. however, community development
groups have been more active and more :maginative than artists in this area.
• Around the same time, Gordon Matta was building "garbage walls" in empty
lots from the debris mixed with plaster: they were left to disintegrate and return to their original states. In 1971, he dida performance called jacks, which consisted of propping up abandoned cars ill another lot, and in 1972 he rented a
dumpster, parked it on Greene Street, built in it a single-story "house" with
materials found in abandoned tenements. and activated it with a sound performance. The next year he got a larger dumpster and made a two-story "apartment" in it, celebrating the opening with a chicken barbecue in the street. Matta
also took a "fresh-air cart" down to Wall Street one summer, offering oxygen to
the workers at lunch hour.
• I~ 1973: on a landfill area near Battery !Park, Mary Miss temporarily erected a
multipartite wooden structure which through a descending circular aperture
rmpresslv.ely.focused the river, the viewof New Jersey, and the lunar landscape
surrounding It. It was hard to get to, but tais was offset in the artist's mind by the
fact that it was not vandalized, as an earlier public piece on Ward's Island had
been.
• .In February 1975, Jim Pavlicovic was permitted to make a plaster, arc-shaped

~el~ef on the outside of Trinity Church, Broadway and Wall Street; it drew people
I?slde to see ~is .drawings, but he was chagrined to find that their level of abstrac-

tion drove dignified businessmen to insut.mg graffiti.
• When Richard Serra was looking for a place to erect the "drawing" for a large
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sculpture in 1974,he chose a lot on West Broadway below Canal and simply set to
work, figuring that if he asked for permisaon he wouldn't get it. There was quite
a bit of interest from neighborhood workers when they found it was a sculpture
going up, and not another McDonald's. Roles were dug; posts were put in, and
the general structure was built, though no: filled in, when the landlord caught on
and threatened to sue. He was held off for a few days with promises of money
until Serra had got a pretty clear idea of what the finished piece could be. When
the enraged owner finally brought in bulldozers at 7 A.M. and razed the piece, he
was, by law, required to "improve the property once it had been bulldozed" and
had to make his own sculpture by movrsg sixty piles of dirt around for seven
weeks.
• A large-scale prototype for such activites (though officially condoned) was the
exhibition organized by Alana Heiss on m old pier under the Brooklyn Bridge
in 1971. It included jene Highstein's huge wooden Chute jor Looking Up and
Down, Tina Girouard's whimsical housepan laid out in the dirt, Matta's pig roast,
and, temporarily, one of Anne Healy's sail sculptures, which had to be dismantled
because the professional riggers were umble to cope with its delicate technology.
• The real prototype for this notion of appropriating public space as an outdoor
gallery is of course the famous WashiI~ton Square Art Show, which Matta
recently tried (and failed) to enter, settirg up his own graffiti show around the
corner. Following its premise, but not its sales techniques, Scott Burton placed a
single heavy bronze cast of an ordinary char on the sidewalk across from his show
at Artists Space in 1975; since it was not for sale, someone came along with a dolly
and simply tried to take it away.
The notion of using the exterior-Inte.ior window spaces, in galleries or elsewhere, has produced some provocative tensions between art and life contexts.
• In 1970, Strider's great gobs of colored polyurethane foam, oozing from the windows of an upper-story factory loft on Greene Street, gave the weird impression
that the contents had outgrown the contaner.
• Simonds has twice built dwellings for tl e Little People on the window ledge at
Greene Street, in 1970 and then in 1974 with a piece that went "through" the
glass to bring the outside in and the inside out.
IU

• Stefan Eins' 3 Mercer Street Store has hai several events taking place inside and
outside, or visible through the large windows so the gallery became a display
bOX-for instance, video pieces by Diete: Froese and Willoughby Sharp, which
were pointed out the window.
• Farina held a treasure hunt around 197J in which "clue sheets" were sold for
fifty cents, and clues were presented though objects and performances in the
windows of a tea shop, a barber shop, anda dress shop in SoHo; no one won, and
a $100 bill has yet to be found.

---------------------
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• In 1974, Buren made Within and Beyond the Frame-a line of his striped
posters on cloth, which hung the length of the Weber Gallery, went out the window, and continued across the street

Streetworks are, or should be by naure, political acts of rejection or celebration. Some of the most effective events have been straightforward and imaginative propaganda:

• Jan van Raay constructed her own wood and glass window structure for the
corner of Broome and West Broadway in Fall 1975; in front of it she displayed a colorful dead octopus, and through it she photographed people's responses, pasting
the polaroids up on both sides of the glass until the window was full.

• In the early 1960s Robert Nichols did guerrilla plays against the Lower Manhattan Expressway, and the Puerto Rican Teatro Ambulante continues this tradition
on the Lower East Side.

• Bill Beirne, in a 1976 show at ill Greene Street, wrote a complex text (almost illegibly) in white paint on the front window. In this case the inside-outside format had a particular reference to the "implications of inclusion/exclusion ...
as it applied to the selection process involved in the art context"; the text, dealing
with the machinations involved in getting to show at the gallery, and keyed into a
list of personalities, read, significantly, from inside the gallery, so one was
lured in rather than out-perhaps an unconscious commentary on the purpose of
the piece.
• Probably the most effective window piece yet has been Red and Mimi Grooms'

• As a preliminary for Angry Arts Week Against the War in January 1967, a Poets
Caravan served as mobile streetcorner ph tforrn for protest and performance; the
same year six decorated "floats," one covered in "tombstones" (stuffed rubber
gloves), started out from SoHo with arii.sts and writers who performed at the
Spring Mobilization Against the Vietnan War. Around 1969 some of the same
artists joined a troupe marching down X'est Broadway to mail graphic protest
"presents" to the War Chief, or Secretarv of Defense.
• Yayoi Kusama did a "naked demonstraion" at the Stock Exchange in 1968, utilizing the "anatomic explosion" to demand cessation of taxpaying, destruction
of the stock system, and the end of the var,

Ruckus Lower Manhattan, constructed on the mostly glass-walled ground floor

of 88 Pine Street, during the winter of 1975/76, in full view of the entire working
population; when it was completed and opened to the public, most of the Wall
Street community were familiar with. and fond of every detail. A few months
later, an expanded version of the piece was shown at the Marlborough Galleries,
some of it visible from Fifty-seventh Street, all of it maintaining the lively illusion
of freedom from all commercial contexts even in the heart of enemy territory.
• In 1976, at the time of his uptown show "What Can the Federal Government Do

f~r You~", Le~ Levine plastered the streets of SoHo with a "campaign poster" for

hunself m WhICh he looked Japanese (''Everybody has to go to the Orient now to
get elected; the real power and mystery are in the East"). One response to this
piece was t~at it defaced the beauty of SoHo-curious, since poster pasting is a
local obsession, and a surface reflection of what SoHo is all about. (Around 1974,
an un,known i~divi~ual who became mown as the "Poster Killer" protested the
growing walllttter m SoHo by leaving hate messages on each new layer.)
• Jonathan P~ice, capitalizing on this activity, makes "Paste-Ups"-mounting single poster strips arou':ld a SoHo already crammed with pretentious absurdities~nd then photographing them to pnnt on linen and show in galleries, as his
answer to Photorealism." The strips pose questions like "How Remote Is This
Site?" and "How Can Art Refer Only to Art?" or make trite statements like "Art
Contrasts Idea with Vision," "Seeing ls Imagining."
• A more provocative manifestation

unintended as art

was "Professor

Ge~rge's': wall on Greene Street, coy-er~d by political messages in an obsessive

white scnpt. Th~ bearded writer was a resident squatter in SoHo long before the
~hoppes m~ved in. George has a background in radical labor and also gives boommg an~ arttculate nocturnal monologues on the state of the world. His wall has
now dIsappeared under a refurbished .soHo.

• In 1970, the Judson Church, cradle of scme of downtown's liveliest arts, housed
the People's Flag Show, a protest against repressive laws on the use of the American flag, which culminated in the arrest 1)[ artists Jon Hendricks, Faith Ringgold,
and Jean Toche.
• Ralph Ortiz, Richard Schechner and others gave guerrilla theatre events in front
of NYU's Loeb Student Center against the U.S. bombings in Cambodia, an abomination which also inspired Yvonne Rainer's moving Dead March through
SoHo.
• In the same period, the Art Workers Coalition, meeting at the Museum for
Living Artists on Broadway and Waverly Place, was invaded by the FBI after an
invitation was sent out to come discuss h-ow to "kidnap Kissinger." In 1970 they
posted a series of Reinhardtian questions about the morality of the art world. The
AWC and the Artists' and Writers' Protest were also responsible for a funeral procession, in another antiwar march, whee black body bags, one for each year of
the war, the same kind used to transport .he dead in Vietnam, were carried up to
Central Park, accompanied by a roo-foot-eng banner listing the names of American and Vietnamese victims.
• In 1971, Tosun Bayrak staged a giganti: "undercover street theatre" on three
blocks of Prince Street covered with while paper. Titled Love America or Live, it
titillated and appalled a large audience wrh blood, guts, nudity, rape, snakes eating rats, people urinating, defecating and fucking, dogs, children, pig fetuses, and
a staged fight between a black and a while man which was broken up by the police. Homeopathically intended to expose:violence by violence, to "dramatize the
so-called American way of life and love be projections, emissions and bursts from
the underbelly of the city," it was probably the most controversial streetwork
performed in New York.
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• The Guerrilla Art Action Group has. made several protest pieces in and around
City Hall and the downtown court buildings, several of which centered on the
flag desecration issue. To raise monel- for McGovern in 1972, they sold engraved
copies of their letter to Nixon ("Eat What You Kill") on West Broadway and
distributed the second version of the AWe's My-Lai massacre poster.
• In the fall of 1973, after the military takeover of Chile, a large group of artists and
writers publicly mourned the demise of Allende's Marxist government by copying a work of the famous Chilean mural brigades on cardboard panels which
were painted outdoors on West Broadway by protesters and passersby and later
paraded up Fifth Avenue.
• On. a rainy May Day 1976, the Artists Meeting for Cultural Change handed out
roses 10 the street and plastered SoHowith posters reading "Celebrate May Day";
anonymous opponents of this action rubber-stamped over them so they read
"We the Bourgeoisie Celebrate Pay D::lY on the Backs of the Proletariat."

Su.ch protest against protest can be still more negative, such as the random
vandalism that has taken place in Soljo over the last year; paint has been splashed
on buildings, windows have been smashed, and "For Sale" was written across a
painting in a West Broadway gallery Nobody seems to know whether this is a
berserk fringe of the same anonymous group who stamped the May Day posters,
or of those who, with more eclat, squirted epoxy glue into the locks of all the
SoHo galleries last summer and posted a broadside echoing earlier efforts by the
AWe. It read in part:
As lo~g as art is controlled by the institution of private property, artists will
have Iittle control over what they' make as art or what happens to that product once they make it. Isn't it pos sible that the elimination of private property would also eliminate this separation between artists and their work?
Aren't galleries simply private pr-operty on display? Aren't artists simply on
di~play as private property? . " Artists! Closing the galleries is the best
thing that could happen to us. Galleries isolate us. Galleries force us to compete against each other. Galleries give us the illusion of freedom without the
reality of power. The Galleries Will Open Again! Why not use this time to
reconsider our social practice? Of course we're all victims. But if we continue to ignore alternatives we will remain helpless as well.
~OTES

Scott Burton, The Drama Reuieu» (March 1972 ) .
Vito Acconci, A Space Bulletin ('~71).
3· Charles Simonds, Artforum (Feb [974).
4· ARTnews (March 1971).
I.

2.

Dada in Berlin:
Unfortunately Still Timely*
"Dada in Europe: Works and Documents" was one of the four huge shows that
made up Tendenzen der zwanziger Ja"re-the ryth Council of Europe Exhibition, held last fall in three Berlin museums, and accompanied by a mind-boggling
r.rjj-page catalog. The shows were "From Constructivism to Concrete Art";
"From the Futuristic to the Functional City-Planning and Building in Europe
1913-1933"; "The New Reality-Surrealism and the New Objectivity"; and Dada.
Passing before the thousands of beaitiful and/or provocative and/or impressive objects in these four exhibitions, sensing the vast energy-both esthetic and
social-that went into their making, wa: a depressing as well as a stimulating experience. Such past magnificence and the presence of so many hopeful artifacts
can only recall the predicament of art in the present and raise questions of what
the role and function of art can be in the future. To those problems, only the Dada
show seemed wholly relevant. Such questions were at the core of a movement
that could be described by its admirers as "cultural revolt," by its detractors as
"nihilism" and "cultural bolshevism" and by its protagonists as everything from
"soft-boiled happiness" to "a virgin microbe" to "chaos from which thousands
of systems arise and are entangled again in Dada chaos."
Dada has been historicized, digested and evacuated many times over in the
last six decades. Apparently it makes gocd fertilizer. It continues to be imitated effectively because it had no formal styleof its own. As this show amply indicates,
its spirit was unique rather than its visual ingredients, which consisted of: Expressionism (the reigning German style which it eventually ridiculed), Cubism
(the epitome of Parisian high art, which did not keep the Dadas from adopting its
collage, fragmentation and layered shallow space) and Futurism (whose anarchic
typography and emphasis on "events'-now seen as Dada trademarks-were
swallowed whole).
It is dangerous to generalize about Dada. Not only was its program one of determined self-contradiction, but it wore a different mask, a different costume in
each city where it flourished. In wartirre New York, where the Dada spirit was
first made manifest by Duchamp, Man lay and Picabia, it was a refined instrument for elitist ridicule of the bourgeosie. In neutral Zurich, where the name
originated, it reflected the antipuritarscal, pacifist alienation of a group of
exiles from the war. In postwar Paris,t was a sophisticated comedy of iconoclasm that cleared the decks for Surrealsm. In Holland it achieved a kinky marriage with de Stijl via van Doesburg, who named his dog Dada, and in Central
Europe, Latin America, Spain, Portugal and Italy it could claim quasi-legitimate
offspring.
Only in Germany, especially in Berln, was Dada's innate capacity for protest
applied to the politics of European culnre as well as to an attack on its superficial
symptoms. German Dadas, almost in spr e of themselves, merged art and politics
in a manner that might be envied by socially conscious artists today. George
"Reprinted by permission from Art in America (Mar.-Apr.

1978).
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Grosz was a member of the Red Group and ARBKD (Assoziation reootutionarer
Bild Kunstler Deutschlands) as well as of Dada; in Cologne, Baargeld's Der Ventilator was distributed at factory gates and suppressed by the British Occupation
Forces; Richard Hiilsenbeck was named Commissar of Fine Arts during the brief
"revolution" of 1917, and writer Franz Jung was an early political highjacker, having "confiscated" a steamer in mid-Baltic with the help of a sailor friend and
delivered it to Leningrad. A giant banner that hung across the "Erste Internationale Dada-Messe" in 1920 read, "DADA STANDS ON THE SIDE OF THE REVOLUTIONARY PROLETARIAT." They weren't kidding, though in retrospect
nostalgic Dadas (especially, for obvious reasons, those writing in the 1950s)
insisted that nothing about Dada was serious, This may have been true of Paris,
but not of Berlin-in 1917 "a city of tighte-ned belts, of mounting, thundering hunge~, where hidden rage .was transformed into boundless money lust, and men's
minds were concentrating more and more on questions of naked existence.
. . . Fear was in everybody's bones.")
The motley Dada show straddled the other three, including the purism and
desire for a revolutionary tabula rasa of the "Concrete Art" show and the bitter,
sexualized, often decadent satire of the' 'New Reality" show. The Dada installation, however, was drastically different, its beguiling clutter due in part to the fact
that the surviving works are mostly small, unpretentious or mass-produced and
often restricted to reproductions or documentation, as many of the originals
were destroyed or dismissed, denied the commodity value of the despised high
art. ("The bourgeois must be deprived of the opportunity to 'buy up art for his
justification,''' wrote Hiilsenbeck in 1920.2) It was an appropriately fragmented installation-a chaotic maze of partitions with no imposed directional
sense, glass cases full of publications, and a taped program of music and sound
poems which contrasted with the explicit political commentary of some of the
photo banners and murals hanging over and beside art that had made similarly
gruesome points years before-notablv the crude and monstrously effective
prints and watercolors of George Grosz'
"Unfortunately Still Timely" was the: title given to several of his own retrosp~ctive exhibitions by photomontagist John Heartfield, who, with his brother
Wieland Herzfelde, was the only Dada to remain a Communist· he died in East
Berlin in 1968, having been awarded the Fighter Against Fascism' Medal, the Karl
Marx Order, and the Peace Prize of the DDR. All too familiar indeed are statements like the following, from Grosz's and Herzfelde's satirically titled "Art Is in
Danger":
The demand for Tendency Irritates the art world, today perhaps more
than ever, to enraged and disdainful opposition.. , . The artist, whether he
likes it or not, lives in continual correlation to the public, to society, and he
cannot withdraw from its laws of evolution, even when, as today, they include class conflict. Anyone maintaining a sophisticated stance above or outside of things is also taking sides, for such indifference and aloofness is
automatically a support of the class currently in power.... Moreover a great
~1Um.be: of artists quite consciously support the bourgeois art system, sinc~ it
IS within that system that their work; sells .... In November, 1918, as the tide
seemed to be turning-the most sheltered simpleton suddenly discovered his
sympathy for the working people, and for several months mass-produced red

John Heartfield , Those Who Read
Bourgeois Newspapers Will Become
Blind and Deaf, 1930, from A-I-Z,
ix, 6 (February 9, 1930), p. 103.

and reddish allegories did well in the art market. Soon afterward Ih()Wl~Ver,
quiet and order returned; would you believe it, our artists returner ~ith the
greatest possible silence to the higher regions: "What do you men! We remained revolutionary-but the workers, don't even mention then They are
all bourgeois. In this country one cannot make a revolution."3
Other aspects of the show are still timely as well. Heartfield calhd himself
Monteurdada to identify with the workers, Monteuranziige bein overalls
and monteur not yet associated with photos. Today, Marxist artists afect workers' clothing but the Dadas wore monocles and dressed like nineteenn-cenrury
esthetes, hoping to "offend the stuffed shirts who claimed to be progre-sive...• In
a repressive wartime Germany, things that could not be conveyed verbdly ~oul?
be said in pictures. Thus two of the origins of photomontage were Ieart~leld s
ironic "gift packages" and his and Grosz's collaged postcards sent toroldiers at
the front containing items and images to remind them what a lousy »orld they
were fighting for.
. ,
Clothes were one of the few legal ways to register pubhc protes. Lookmg
different established distance from a despised society. Hausmann invened a shirt
(and in Paris Sonia Delaunay-Terk was making her "poem-dresses.lJlso in the
Dada show). Max Ernst's 1920 collage The Hat Makes tbe ~an (St:r.l~ Is me Tailor)
combines the sexual and political innuendoes of such a getup 10 IS-- punning
multilingual title and phallic stacks of hat advertisements. The machinuesthctic-cthe "mechanomorphoses,' the ubiquitous gears and wheels .that provide t~e
most obvious visual connection between all styles in the Berhn shor-s-s-has Its
sources in Duchamp, Picabia, Leger and de Chirico, each of whom usef the faceless robot, doll or mannequin in a very different way.
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De Chirico's ominous use of sexual symbolism most strongly affected Dada
visual art. His mannequin and factory tower were also much in evidence in the
realism show, most interestingly in Tanguy's Girl with Red Hair (1926), her nudity
and wildly disheveled hair set against the rigid smokestack; and in an extraordinary Magritte, The Master of Pleasure (1928). This atypically primitive and brutal
painting depicts a flaming and/or hairy grisaille doll and/or baby and/or cunt anxiously walking a tightrope which lea.ds across a massive flight of steps from a
bobbin-shaped bedpost to a factory smokestack through a window and/or picture
frame and/or mirror. The image suggests Freud's famous example of a baby coming to terms with his mother's absences by repeatedly tossing away and pulling
back a spool of thread. Dada was in fact a return to origins, its very name deriving
from the French word for a child's hobby-horse. In 1916 Hugo Ball recommended
"everything childlike and symbolic" including "the infantile, demaentia and
paranoia .. in opposition to the senilities of the world of grownups"; and the
Dadas were the first to exhibit children's art and the art of the psychically ill.
Dolls appear frequently in German art. Sophie Tauber-Arp's Dada Heads
(modeled like Hans Richter's Head-fantasies on Hans Arp's "classic oval" head
and "triangular Cubist nose"), Hannah Hoch's witty Dadadolls and Raoul Hausmann's famous Mechanical Head, The Spirit of Our Time (its money lust implied
by th~ wa~et stuck on the back), resemble in their deadpan humor Alexandra
Exter s marronettes, Ivan Puni's "Marionette Men" pacing the street outside of his
Der Sturm opening in 1921, and the many marvelous Russian and Bauhaus stage
sets in the "Concrete Art" exhibition far more than they do the Expressionists'
~nd Surrealists' erotic manipulation of female dolls in the realism show. (These
included Kokoschka's self-portrait with doll "companion" and Rudolph Wacker's Blind Doll, who sits with legs open and the fly of her pretty pantaloons
?pen5-though the exposed pubis is ilio the grotesque focus of Grosz's satirically
intended Daum Marries, in which :I fleshy whore looks askance at her robot
lover.)
In Dada art, dolls and mannequins can be seen as representing rebellion
both against the romanticized humanism of traditional art and against the helplessness of humanity in the clutches of dehumanized rulers. The famous "Dadandy-ism" -title of a Hoch collage borrowed for Hanne Bergius' catalog essaycan be seen as a disguise behind which an "inner laughter" is hidden, or as an
armor, arrogance veiling terror. The Dada dandy is also a doll-uncaring and
therefore not emotionally responsible. However, when the dolls are rigid and
faceless they are almost always male figures; when they are damaged, dismembere~ or collapsing (as in Man Ray's ;919 "paper-doll" watercolor, La Fatigue des
marionettes, or his amputated half-human half-cutout Portemanteau, an objectphoto of. 1920), they are female-s-women being the perfect examples of objectified
~nd manipulable humans. Because the:ruling culture, the ruling class and the war
Itself were unmistakably products of patriarchy, of the "fatherland," Dada's dis~ust was o~ten cast ~n a feminine mold-a revulsion against brutality and hypocritical morality. Dada s fragmentation md hysteria are elements in a kind of slave
humor. (Hugo Ball wrote about the 'dandyism of the poor.' ')
.. Yet Dada was the most exclusively male of the modern movements. Hannah
~och .(w?ose twenty-eight works in the Dada show and later almost RosenquisHan oils 10 .the realism show were a revelations] was the only woman artist who
was a full-time Dada." Her view of dandyism in the collages Dadandy, The Beau-
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tiful Girl and Kokette applied the term to women and to the effect of fashion on
them and on their images, quite another aritude from that adopted by the Dada
men, and perhaps inspired by the patronizi ng atmosphere reflected in Hans Richter's later description of her as
the quiet, the able Hannah. She was still quite innocent when she entered
Hausmann's demonic jowls. But just as Jonah, newly born from the whale,
immediately went about his business,so Hannah went about her collages and
succeeded in developing her own nete of individuality. She was indispensable as manager of Hausmann's a elier evenings, because of her light
grace.... And on such evenings she iOO was permitted to raise her small but
precise voice in favor of art and Hannah Hoch while Hausmann held forth on
Anti-art."

Her own recollections of the situation an somewhat different:
Poor Raoul was always a restless spirit. He needed constant encouragement
in order to be able to carry out his ideas and achieve anything at all lasting. If
I hadn't devoted much of my time to ooking after him and encouraging him I
might have achieved more myself. Ever since we parted, Hausmann has
found it very difficult to create or tc compose himself as an artist."
Another aspect of dandyism was, of course, the fact that the Dadas were
exhibitionists par excellence. In its own perverse way, theirs was an outreaching, public art, its ideas best conveyed by "events," posters, advertisements,
pamphlets, publications and the sloganed "Dadastickers" with which they plastered Berlin. It is no accident that performance was the major impetus of the
movement as a whole. Dada in Berlin, vhere street fighting, agit-art and revolutionary theatre were unavoidable, reamed the public as a diffused part of a
broad social disillusionment rather than 2' an "art" experience. Rebellious workers in Berlin could not have cared less waether an artist or a streetcleaner made
Heartfield's propaganda (like his Brudetgrusse der SPD of 1925 with its grisly
photo of what I gather is Karl Liebknecht's corpse). Nor could passersby in Paris
have identified Dada highjinks as art. nose who went to the performances to
throw eggs and tomatoes participated fe-r the most part unconsciously in the
Dada catharsis, seeing themselves as adversaries rather than participants, It was
here in the domain of surprise, this neutra ground between art and life, that Dada
had its greatest effect. Within the art market it was just another movement, although seen in Berlin "not as a 'made movement,' but an organic product originating in reaction to the head-in-clouds tendency of so-called holy art, whose
disciples brooded over cubes and Gothic art while the generals were painting in
blood. Dada forced the devotees of art to show their colors."!"
It is therefore interesting to examine briefly the actual rather than the projected social ramifications of Dada objects-s-for instance, of the Ready-made.
"That's not art, that's just a urinal, or a bottle rack" is the anticipated response.
Yet totally aside from the economic aspects, the whole notion of the Ready-made
(and later of Pop Art), captivating to a jared, overestheticized art market because
of its unexpected banality, simultaneously provides a major classist barrier between the popular notion of what art should be (something beautiful, decorative
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or uplifting) and the avant-garde notion of what art should be (responsible for
going "beyond" such expectations). The barrier was, in the case of Dada, intentional, although the bourgeoisie quickly recovered from its dismay and began to
spend good money even on reproductions of these ordinary objects and to gain
status thereby, while the rest of the world, if they were exposed to it at all, continued to be insulted. Ironically, the concept of the Ready-made, initially intended as a raspberry to the art establishment, made art more incomprehensible to
more people and strengthened the commodity role of art on which ruling-class
culture depends.
Dada briefly epitomized better tuan any other modern movement the alienation of the public-all publics-i-from contemporary art. New York and Paris
Dadas tended to be content with this achievement. But in a defeated and economically shattered Berlin, too desperate to play with despair, disgust was combined with hope, with a deep need for social revolution. There Dada was not so
much an explosion as a dismemberment, a sacrifice of everything to the void that
offered rebirth: "As young people who had never believed in the justice of the
German cause in the war," recalled Boch in 1959, "we were still idealistic enough
to found our hopes only on those doctrines which seemed to be entirely new, in
no way responsible for the predicament in which we found ourselves, and to
promise us with some sincerity a better future, with a more equitable distribution of wealth, of leisure, and of power." 11
The German art in all of these shows, regardless of style, can be distinguished from other European art by the depth of its bitterness. It is therefore
ironic that Berlin Dada art, for all it, disorientation, appears more hopeful and
positive than that of the other brancltes. The Dada artifacts from Paris and New
York in this show looked quaint and esthetic while the surviving German ones
were "unfortunately still timely." Tlus point was underlined by seeing them in
the present context of a Berlin divided between consumerism and unrealized
dreams.

NIOTES
I. Richard Hiilsenbeck, from En Avant Dada: Eine Geschichte des Dadaismus
(Hannover: Steegmann, 1920), reprinted inmy Dadas on Art (Englewood Cliffs, N.}.: Prentice-Hall, 1971), from which all the quotatioms by Dada artists in this essay have been taken.
2. Ibid.
3· Wieland HerzfeJde and George Grosz, Die Kunst ist in Gejahr (Berlin: Malik
Verlag, 1925).
4· Hannah Hoch, interviewed by Edouard Roditi, Arts (Dec. 1959).
5· Blind female dolls, statues or raannequins appear frequently in Surrealist ~rt
and offer irresistible Freudian interpretatons, Hans Bellmer for some reason was not 111eluded anywhere in these exhibitions, but his dolls are classic examples of the whole
syndrome.
6. I was particularly struck by Hoch's New York (1921), with its dazzling combination of aerial, frontal and reversed views; Iher large pbotocollages, and two delicate pastel
collages: Weisse Form (1919) and Astrononse (1922), utilizing lace, sewing patterns and skymaps in a manner predicting Cornell. Twc other less-known artists who were strongly and
revealingly represented were Paul joosters, with beautiful small abstract assemblages, and
Johannes Baader, with obsessive collage daries and documentation of a fantastic junkyard
of a construction-Das Plasto Dio Dada Drama (1920).
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7. Tauber-Arp and Delaunay-Terk were active elsewhere and never full involved
in the movement. Little is known about Angelika Horle and a woman named Denjr n. who
also participated.
8. Hans Richter, Dada Art and Anti-Art (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965).
9. Hoch, interview.
10. Herzfelde and Grosz, Die Kunst ist in Gefabr: For a riotous account olD;,da and
its public, see Hiilsenbeck on the Dada tour to Leipzig, Bohemia and Czechoslovzca ill 1920,
En Avant Dada.
II. Hoch, interview. Stephen Spender, in an article on these exhibition, :11;11 I received just as I was typing this up, makes several good points about Berlin ir :110(: 19205,
among them: "What really made Berlin extraordinary then was the extent ... tcwtuch everything that happened there appeared as symptomatic of the crisis in moder: civilization"; "Why did the movement in all the arts have no effect on real politics? Th answer, I
think, is that the politicization of art was a reflection of a political situation rathrr than the
entering of artists and art into the realities of politics." He says that the German ni\ t of the
period looked upon himself as "someone who having shed the past, rega~~s th hllur,e of
art as empty space that he can fill with his unprecedented forms ... warnng [) IH filled
with their dynamic new environment, which would create, with the beauty "t: its pure
disciplines, the new Communist man" (The New York Times Magazine, Oct. 3, 1!)77)·

This Is Art?
The Alienation of the Avant Garde
from the Audience"
A tall white room, high over lower Manhattan; it is emP9:, even of ligiJr,!~xtt~res
and window frames; wind, air and sky Jill the space. You must bc eiddtng.
Wbere's the art?" "It's nothing, nothing at all." "I kind of like it-all J".a I emptiness." "Is this a hoax?"
The empty room is a work of art by California artist Michael, f., ncr. The
quotes are some public responses to his 1976 exhibition. For me, Ash~r s how ~as
moving and beautiful, articulating interior and exterior sp~ces, their bau ndaries,
mergings, light and shadow into a particularly subtle expenen~e. But 1:1:.11"(:' been
a contemporary art critic for over a decade. To a general public there" J ndced,
nothing there.
The alienation of the avant garde from a broad audience and the c.ou-rnporary artist's indifference to this situation are casualties of Modernism lth<: evol~
tionary theory of art which has dominated this century). The current nrt pUhl~c
is the rich and educated class attracted to status as often as to esthetes. A still
smaller percentage of this group participates in the rituals of the" art wr!fld" -an
incestuous network in which contemporary art is generated by othrr art, exposed, bought and sold, until it reaches the only available outlet to aomcwhat
"Reprinted by permission from Seven Days (Feb. 4, 1977)·
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broader public-the museum. Once there, it is greeted by the laity with bafflement, outrage, intimidation, and occasionally with genuine excitement. For in
the field of contemporary art, almost everybody is the laity-not just the mythical men and women in the street with their assumed preferences for lurid sunsets
and bug-eyed ballerinas, but the great majority of every socioeconomic class.
Art for art's sake, concentrating on form and ignoring content, is an acquired
taste. The entire history of modern art in Western civilization is that of an essentially intimate and private art, an art of "precious objects" on sale for those raised
to "appreciate" them and privileged enough to acquire them. ("Let's face it. The
public is imbecile in every country," wrote Futurist Umberto Boccioni in 1912.)
Through that same history runs a parallel thread of the loftiest idealism, the desire
expressed by artists themselves that art might recoup its ancient vitality in social
life, that art might change perception and thereby the world. I count myself as
part of this starry-eyed troupe, and it is a melancholy task to have to report that
tile history of Modernism is in fact the history of antagonism against the same
bourgeois establishment which, in the process, has become its prime audience.
Having no history of involvement with the "masses," new art has consistently ignored its own aspirations. There are chasms between the class that demands "culture," artists who are making "art,' and the virtually unarticulated needs of
everybody else.

A crowded concrete plaza in Manhattan's financial district, surrounded by
skyscrapers, a few trees, four ofwhich are white, four stories high, made offiberglass, and patterned with heavy black lines.
The gawky Four Trees is a sculpture by Jean Dubuffet, sponsored by the
Robert Huot, Billboard for Former Formdists, 1977 (also in postcard form).
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Chase Manhattan Bank. It is one of the few public artworks in New York which
avoids a faceless decorator's appliance look. One day last January, fifty-one passersby were interviewed in the plaza by Williams College student Mike Gliertwenty-seven of them "professionals" and twenty-four "nonprofessionals." Half
of them liked the sculpture and half didn't. Eight thought the trees looked like
giant mushrooms; the man who sweeps the plaza was reminded of a cave or
"something from way back before I WlS born." A "prancing courier" thought of
cutout cookies. A new mother said, HIt looks like the inside of a body and
bones." Children loved it and saw it a> "a sandwich with a bite taken out of it"
and "blown-up live stuff with black lries on it." Two men described as "down
and out" were angered by the $500,C::O price tag and would have preferred a
statue of General Grant.
Dubuffet himself-a wine merchant who became an artist late in life-plays
a contradictory role; wealthy, literate md worldly, he presents an "anticultural"
stance, attempting to achieve a childlil e innocence by borrowing from the art of
"primitive" peoples, of the "naives," snd of the insane. If Four Trees is a successful provocation, his painting Beard .~ Uncertain Returns, in the Museum of
Modern Art, has in two surveys beer the least popular work viewed, evoking
comments like, "He doesn't take himself or his audience seriously; he doesn't believe in anything and his art is alienated." The degree of abstraction may explain
this. Representational art is preferred by the public across the board unless, as
in Four Trees, there is an imagistic handle that allows the viewer to enter by
some other means, the most useful of which is association-free, and frequently
pointed. (As Brian O'Doherty has remarked, "shrewd common sense is the unconsulted public's only remaining weapon when confronted with 'elitist' monuments"; he cites a smooth mound of black marble outside a San Francisco bank
which was christened "the banker's heart.") But association is rejected and, if
possible, suppressed by most avant-gerde artists, who feel it is irrelevant to their
formal intentions. Thereby, unconsciously or not, they raise a major obstacle to
their work's reaching a broader audience.
Right now, "public art" means [Q most people blown-up private art outdoors-looming Calders and mountainous Moores-cultural weapons with which
to bludgeon "improvement" into the unruly classes. Both big business and the
avant garde are now aware that art seen in a familiar space has a communicative
advantage over art seen in artificial cultural contexts, such as museums and
galleries. A college class interviewing III New York streets last year found that outdoors, people are less concerned witl value judgments and more with their own
opinions, whereas in the more detached and loaded indoor situations, this confidence is undermined. It is not surprising, then, that the majority of those rare
artists making an effort to reach out have gone to the streets, where the audience can be caught unawares.
For the most part, however, corrernporary artists who have ventured "out
there" and found sites and sights to revitalize their art have been more successful
in bringing these awarenesses back into the art world than in bringing art out to
the world. For example, when so-caled Conceptual Art emerged around 1968, it
was welcomed as a blow at the "precious object," but none of us took into account that these Xeroxed texts or rardom snapshots documenting ideas or activities or works of art existing elsewhere would be of no interest whatsoever to a
broader public. They were, in fact, srroothly absorbed into the art market and are
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now only slightly less expensive than oils and marbles. The perversity (and failure) of offering unwanted avant-garde art for the price of wanted schlock bears
out in retrospect art historian Linda Nochlln's depressing suggestion that, admirable as the move to get art out of the museums and into the streets may be, it can
also be seen as "the ultimate act of aV:Lllt-garde hubris."
"I know very few artists who can even imagine the possibility of an art
which is both good and more widely social," says painter R. B. Kitaj. "The road
ahead is blocked among us by so man} failures of imagination." It is also blocked
by the rationalization that it is reactiomry to try and contact the proletariat, who
must "make their own art"; and these failures are sustained by an underlying fear,
well justified but rarely admitted, that' 'the masses" will reject us if we leave the
ivory walls and go out there with our present baggage-our art, our criticism,
even our attitudes to life.

A vacant ground-floor storefront right' Off Times Square. A sign in the window
reads, "Work for the Unemployed." From time to time someone wanders in
hopefully and finds a dim, abandoned space, empty except for a chair, a taperecorder, and a supervisor who gentlyadvises that this is not an employment office; it is art. If tbe visitor remains, s/be hears a long, disembodied monologue
on tape about the artist's political convictions. A crumb is thrown to accessibility; near the door is a pile Of sma ll, crudely bold black-and-white linocut
handouts; "Want to Get Your Boss OJ{ Your Back? Stand Up"; "Everyone Who
Is Employed Is Being Robbed"; "Wage's a Form of Slavery. "
. Art like this perhaps courageous bit singularly ineffective and even insulting
prece by Saul Ostrow simply parodies the valid dialectic between the real and the
art world, becoming a picturesque gesnare rather than a commitment. Just as it is
not .a matter of j.azzing up factories or city walls so that art improves the working
envu:o~ent WIthout doing anything about fundamental social inequities, neither IS It a matter of gratuitously provoking ideas without being willing to follow
them through, It doesn't help that "serious" artists are terrified that their art
might be seen as "entertainment"-:an unfortunate situation originating in
~nderst~d~ble opposition to the sixties' buying public's consumption of art as a
fun thm~. !he art world has come to mistrust accessibility. Art that communicates easily IS often understood onlr' on a playful or superficial level and
appears to lack the profundity that makes other, more hermetic art endure.
Though art in general is something people would really like to like, contempo~ary art cannot meet the challenge because it isn't accessible, even physically.
In Its.place are the flower paintings, P<lris-in-the-rain scenes, cats on black velvet,
Spams~ dancers and moonlit harbors found in shopping malls, frame stores and
art festivals all over America. "The an is counterfeit, but the need is authentic,"
as Baruch. Kirs~henbaur:n o.f the ~ode Island School of Design has pointed out.
Workers m ~Inneapohs, mterviewer] about art by artist Don Celender's students, bore this out. The large majority felt that "People need art," "It brings us
closer to what we really are," and "It makes the world seem brighter."
Sounds fine until taste again rears its ugly head. When asked what art the
respond~n~ had in their homes, their answers ranged from an occasional abstra~t painting to antique furniture, a ceramic duck, Blue Boy, The End of the
TraIL, a stuffed pheasant, a print of the Lord's Prayer "optic art lamps couch
and hairs."
I
.
"
,
C airs,
cand es, dnftwood, "lnbblegum acrylics," finger paintings of
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fishes, statues of saints, "oil paintings which I appreciate because they 10<JM hard
to do," yarn paintings, "pictures of artificial flowers," and a great manyrreproductions of "scenery."
In 1967, according to the International Council on Museums (I~OM) eporr,
people liked art that was relaxing, calming, comfortable, c~nservattve aldJ, ~eal
istic, art that was already familiar to them through the media and reprodscuon.
Animals and birds were liked, fish less so; deep space was preferred tt, twodimensional decoration. Direct stares in portraits and emphatically sexualrmages
were rejected, as were both drab colors and very hot, bright ones, vert~:in()~~
views, dazzling light, and "childishness" (the "my-six-~ear-old-c<.>uld-di,-.tllat
syndrome). People tend to be lost when there is no recogmza?le subject mrn er or
to confuse the subject matter with the painting itself', (A.fnend overhead one
well-dressed woman in the Metropolitan Museum standing m front of a De:;;i~ ballet painting say to another, "Why, my daughter dances bett~r than t~~t!' ' . .
Anything the least bit radical was seen as a put-on by artists who doi [ GIrt:
if ordinary people understand them." The 507 ICOM respondents wholeh~lrtt:dly
rejected art that was in any way disturbin~ in subject, that referred to so~~a p~ol?~
lems or suggested any negative aspect of life. The report conc.lude~ that. t\11:lt!s
common on television in the way of violence and other dlstortto~s ~s not, ttl
their view, equally acceptable as subject matter for painting"-an indicanon as
to how far art has been removed from life.
,
Where do people get this "average" taste? In most cases it is a produc 0/ the
media which are certainly to blame for spreading the word that contel1l~'\()r;)~y
art is "news" for its peculiarities rather than for its virtues. (One survey een dIScovered horizontal paintings were much preferred over verticals and sus~':l-:d~
connection with the shape of TV and movie screens, though the walls ~f, hou~t:
are also suggested.) Taste is also-to a lesser extent-affected. by ,:~at IS ':('11 I,n
museums, and how it is seen. One of Celender's respondents liked . old at 7\Of~S
because they're more classy," and class and intimidation are certainly f~tK)rs 10
the public image of museums; along, of course, with boredom and mystik.arion.

A truck full ofPuerto-Rican teenagers from New Yo~k's ~~wer East Si~e .~~~oi~l,~
past the Metropolitan Museum; one kid asks the driuer; Hey, man, IS tkct CIt}
Hall?"
.
The Met's pseudo-classical design is identical to that ?f law cou:ts an"j gO\ ~
ernment offices, hardly inspiring confidence or conveying a welcome ..o the
underclasses. Once museums were free, at least. No~, though tax~~xemrt\mo.st
have "discretionary admission" fees. Prominently dlspl~y~d sl.g~s sugge... tl~.lt
you pay at least $1.50 a head. The less comfortable t~e VISItor IS m befOUll:~tnl.~:
bedraped and bepillared halls, the more likel~ .slhe IS to p~y the .dema~~:uj te:~
than to hand over the penny that is equally legitimate. The ncher youaresnd the
more at ease in your society, the less humiliating it is to "play poor.
A Black family in their Sunday best hesitates before .the cashier at the Me" reluctantly turns back and leaves, despite the protestations of. a concerned n iddleclass visitor who tries to convince them they can pay a dime.
..
Another survey found that many more people would visit museurnsu lh~re
were no charge. At the same time that museums all ~ver the country wenp'att~~g
themselves on the back for increased attendance figures, the ICOM repsrt said
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that these figures merely "mask facts of a more disquieting nature-namely, a
visit to a museum does not guarantee: understanding or acceptance of the art in
it." Long lines formed for popular shows like Calder's mobiles or the Mona Lisa
actually lead to impossible viewing conditions and increase alienation. There
is little popular or "low art" in museums because if it is truly popular it is not
considered "high art"; it doesn't get into the art history books and it is not
given to the museums by the rich. (God forbid the rabble should choose its own
art.)
There is, however, one art with a large audience that cannot be accused of
going ignored, or of avoiding provocative subject matter. The inner-city mural
movement, on New York's Lower East Side, Chicago's South Side, L.A.'s, San
Francisco's and Santa Fe's barrios, has become an effective public art precisely by
dealing with local life and welcoming art as an arena in which to expose it, The
community murals, varying widely in style, subject and "quality," are on the
whole consciously opposed to art for art's sake, though they too have an arthistorical model to which they look-the Mexican mural movement of the '30S
and'40s. They can provide an outlet for destructive energies, a catalyst for action
to improve the quality of urban life.and they assert the presence of a politically
invisible population. At their best, they do so by the same means the avant garde
itself admires most: directness, simplicity, strength and personal commitment.
The audience for the murals is ready-made and ready to empathize and act.
In the Mexican tradition, pictures tak-e the place of words. Content ranges from
bitter social comment (against drugs, inflation, absentee landlords, corrupt cops)
to pride in heritage, culture, race and sex. Some derive their power from conviction alone, others from considerable artistry; the artists are frequently not professionals and the apprentices are yoaths from the communities. The murals are
in some senses a regional art (cement roots instead of grass roots), their mak~rs
uninterested in the kind of "universal quality" that reaches museums. They claim
their own context; their audience is basically alienated from ruling-class culture
and is unaware of most intellectual stereotypes and expectations about art.
A Watts Neighborhood Arts Cooncil report on art and welfare from 19~~
quotes a survey in which the vast rnaiority of respondents identified "culture
with a total experience, including 'education, learning, life style, refinement,
anything uplifting, historical background, customs and traditions, progress and
development," in that order. When. the Decentralization Committee of the
Art Workers' Coalition circulated a questionnaire in the South Bronx in 1970 to
determine what the community would like in a local art center, the replies included basketball, sewing, and day care as often as anything conventionally considered art. At the same time, the art world, trying to bridge the gap between art
and life, has claimed for the art context aspects of and references to basketball,
sewing, and social systems, not to rsennon didactic display, unaltered objects
bought in stores, street actions, primitive rituals, boxing, toys, real estate and
ecology, physics, sociology, and so forth.
Context has become a much-depended-upon concept in visual estheticS
since the mid-'6os. It is used to defend the activities ofthe far-out artist against the
response, "But this isn't art." The argament goes that if "it" is seen in a museu~,
gallery, or art magazine, then it is art no matter how bad or antiart or nonart It
may appear. This simple solution to the no-longer-burning question "What is
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. hi th art world though it is invisArt?" is a reasonable on~ and makes sen:~~tau~ie:ce. Ironic~lly, however, the
ible and incompreh~nslble to most 0 rther confine art within the art world by
"context" concept, 10 fact: serves to ~ t S and satisfies the esthetie needs of its
fixing its validity there. If It commumca e ,
h
hat it's called'
immediate audience, w 0 cares w d . hi the art world about the ability of conW lt
10 d for artists to choose their own
Yet, when doubts are eXJ?resse h
to commumcate t e nee l'
h
temporary art
.'
the re I is instant defensiveness on t e
audiences and be responSible ~o them
I: fo; themselves' Artists don't make
order of "Artists are ~~ee; Arnsts .:.~~ is°nno~ communication'." Nevertheless, it is
art to please anybody, and even
rsts ard "Cities-to work under the illusion
patently ridiculous for any of us-trusts an '~c consumer-the international art
that we are not making products or a :p~~ lin success and failure. Those artists
audience, for who~ fashion playsd~ hug
their work are simply accepting the
who refuse to consider a new au renee or
existing one.
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Trying to Raise Hell:
British Sociop()litical Art*
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York "social" is a disease, not a priority.
In the London art ~orld, as l~ New h left are rarely awarded gold stripping,
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Rasheed Araeen, How Could
One Paint a Self-Portrait!
1978-79, acrylic polymer and
aerosol paint with collage on
hardboard, 48" x 40". Painted
in response to an invitation to
exhibit a self-portrait at a time
of heightened racial tensions
and police brutality toward
people of color in London.
(Photo: the artist)

owned Hyde Park; and "Art for Society," a motley, lively open-juried show of
ninety-nine artists at the Whitechapel Art Gallery in the East End.
The first exhibition concentrates on work focused outside the art world, and
the second covers a wide range of media and "pproaches. Both have been predictably patronized by establishment critics deploring the earnest rhetoric an~
emphasis on content over form-the general . poisoning of the wells of art
(Bernard Levin in the London Times). The taboo against "political art" holds
firm.
I hesitate, though some don't, to describe tne nucleus of British socialist art
practice that emerges from these shows as a "movement't-c-with its implications
of fad and rapid transition. But it certainly indicates an exemplary and growing
number of possibilities for artists caught consciously or unconsciously in the
several dilemmas it underlines. With great esthe:ic variety these artists are trying
to reinvest "fine art" with social meaning, [0() raise political consciousness
visually, and to broaden the base of art makers aad art audience. Politically, most
of them are on the Labour Left, are Communisis, or are allied with the smaller
revolutionary parties. (British artists seem more in touch with party polities
than similarly inclined Americans.) While some few artists do make trade union
banners for rallies, trade unions are not notorions for support of the visual arts.
Thus the committed artist is caught between tbe middle-ruling-class conception
of art as by nature an elitist commodity and the working-class unfamiliarity with
and consequent suspicion of "fine art," along with wistful leanings toward what
radicals avoid as "escapist" or "cosmetic" estherics.
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cess F~~=ance, there is a British obsession with work-its history and proWork and W~~k~~ ::: t~e b~~dia'fwith visual art no exception. The Dignity of
socialist art eli -' e 0 tty 0 Factory and Machine is, however, an outworn
Public Art ~~~~hLoca~ response to a huge double mural on this theme by the
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It is significant that Atkinson, who continues to work from and with his
working-class origins in a northern iron-mining town, is one of the more effective "modern" artists on the Left. His art and his writings tend to be free from
theorhetoric; they are pragmatic, well researched and clear, and he usually
manages to present reams of "boring" satistical and factual evidence with feeling, irony and visual interest. Lungs of Capitalism at the Serpentine was part of
his present concentration on "the nature of the balance between profit and
human life" and is intended to bring public attention to safety, health and compensation issues surrounding iron-ore and asbestos workers.
In one way or another, the majority of these artists are using documentary
techniques and textual material, though often without the impact that the
straight photography in the Whitechape. gains with such apparent ease. This situation raises the question of the degree of formal preoccupation and nonvisual packaging necessary to make social irt. How detached can you get and still
communicate the human necessity of your subject? How involved can you get
and make something that still sparks the fundamentally detached experience that
makes art thought-provoking? All too o'ten the concern with a wider audience
has led to "talking down"-a heavy-harded didacticism to the detriment of the
communicative visual imagination. Sues condescension, in turn, evokes justified complaints from artist-teachers that daily education is snobbishly neglected
as a vehicle for cultural change, although it provides just the broad (and captive)
audience others claim to be looking for.
Advanced educational techniques :Jre at the core of Steve Willats' Coded
World, an audience-participation projec in Perivale (London) displayed at both
shows. It is aimed at founding a perceptual "counter-consciousness" in a given
community by evoking personal (theoretical) alternatives to extant authority
patterns through diagrammed photo-problems and individual response sheets
publicly displayed and progressing over a period of time. Willats' work makes
good sense by assigning an active rather than a passive role to individuals in the
community, though its obscure academ.ic-bureaucratic language can only impede its progress.
Documentary information of another kind is the basis of Alexis Hunter's
Rape at the Whitechapel-ten photos of a night street with double-exposed
hands and knife blade and a handwritten dialogue below; it is an autobiographical account of the almost funny way the artist talked herself out of rape at knifepoint by political interaction with her attacker. Also on the subject of violence,
from an extrapersonal, class-conscious vewpoint, Margaret Harrison included in
her "Women's Work" show at the Battersea Art Center a large painted and collaged rape canvas including advertisements and newsclippings with such choice
bits as a judge on an upper-class wifebeater: "If he had been a miner in South
Wales, I might have overlooked it, but tle was a cultured gentleman living in a
respected community." The major part of Harrison's show was devoted to a
vast amount of personal and official documents concerning the plight of the mercilessly exploited "homeworkers"-wanen doing piecework for wages averaging $rr.22 for a forty-hour week.
By combining her own need to paim with the needs of these isolated women
workers, Harrison pinpoints the tension; inherent in "social" art. So in another
way does Tony Rickaby in his "Fascade - at Art Net-a deadpan show of fortytwo deceptively conservative realist drawings of the facades of forty-two right-
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Cesarea, mid-1970s, an arpillera, or patchwork pcture, made by anonymous Chilean women,
many of them the mothers and relatives of politcal prisoners. The deceptively decorative images and symbols are politically pointed and the works are smuggled out of the country to
convey the truth about life under the junta. Ti is arpillera protests the closing of national
health services.

cuts, at the Serpentine). Its simplest form nas been one of its most effective-the
sticker campaigns like "This Ad Insults "'omen" in the subway, The fact that
many of the works in the Whitechapel slow using advertising are not intended
as posters but as gallery art gives me pause. It raises another question: When does
"confrontation of the dominant ideologv" become absorption by the opposition?
In contrast, some of the most moving art at the Whitechapel was the least
sophisticated in avant-garde terms, and scme of the best of it-Andrew Turner's
viciously rhetorical Black Friday Triptych and Dan Jones' superb Demonstration for the Release of Five Dockers Imp risoned in Pentonville-is owned by
trade unions. These works suggest that rmch sophisticated social art could use a
shot of heart, which brings me in turn to the fact that very few women took part
in these shows. I suspect this absence ha: something to do with the conceptual
and practical means chosen by and available to women of all classes with which
to consider and act upon the private/pubtc dichotomy.
Not incidentally, the London show this year that most successfully and
movingly integrated social concerns and traditional art was neither of the two

86

Acting Out

giants under discussion here but the exhibition at the AIR Gallery of the
"patchwork" pictures made from factory remnants by anonymous Chilean barrio women. They protest the junta's repressions and offer methods of selfdetermination and economic survival These women can't sit around and analyze
their role; it has been handed to them on a bloodstained platter. By confronting it
in a familiar medium that does not separate art and life, they are producing the
most cohesive political art around.

III
TO THE THIRD POWER:
FEMINISM, ART
AND CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

The Pink Glass S wan: (J,
Upurard and Downward Mobility
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Prefatory Note
Concentrated time to write fiction al'l-'ays seems to expand my political horizons,
My year in England (which I spent walking, reading and writing, instead of looking at art, talking and going to meetings) gave me time to think. I came back to
New York refreshed and determined to try and integrate my major concernsfeminism
and socialism; socialist and cultural feminism; art and politics; nature
and culture.
In England I had spent some time with British soclalist feminist artists whose
theories on women and class seemed far in advance of most American artworld
expositions. I had also become obsessed with the great prehistoric stone a?d
earth monuments at Avebury, on the Dartmoor, and elsewhere, as well as WIth
the landscape in which I had walked every day, I Was willing to give up neither
nature nor culture, However, "cultursj feminists" (with their connective concept
of women and nature) tend to percex..e "socialist feminists" as male-identifie~,
unfeeling intellectuals bound to an itltpersonal and finally antifemale economic
overview; while "socialist feminists" lend to perceive "cultural feminists" as a
woozy crowd of women in sheets taking refuge in a matriarchal "herstory" that
is reactionary, escapist and possibly fascist in its suggestions of biological sup,erioriry. I still spend a lot of time in (Joe camp making excuses for my commitment to the other, and vice versa.
In 1979 I organized a show at the .\.rtemesia Gallery in Chicago called "Both
Sides Now" which brought together women artists from both factions. I joined
the New York Socialist Feminists wbich filled some large gaps in my selfeducation on Marxism. And the dialogue, feedback and support I received fr~m
the Heresies Collective for my own and collaborative work was crucial. It 10creased my intellectual security which in turn allowed me to write more openly,
less self-protectively, about art and pOlitics, In Heresies, for the first time, I was
writing as part of a familiar and symp:il!hetic fabric rather than being an isolated
indiVidUal or dissident Voice, Such nurturance in turn opened up new subject
matter that I had preViously felt "ull(jUalified" to explore, such as class and
broader cultural and media theory. He components of that still much-longed-
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the hope that feminist art could and should be different. The American women

:u-tists ' movement has concentrated i15 efforts on gaining power within its own
mteresr w::oup-the art world, in itself'an incestuous network of relationships between artists and art on the one hand and dealers, publishers, and buyers on the
other. The public, the "masses," or the audience is hardly considered.
. The art world has evolved its own curious class system. Externally this is a
ml~rocosm o~ ~apitalist society, but il maintains an internal dialectic (or just
pla~n contradIctIon) that attempts to reverse or ignore that parallel. Fame may be
a hl~her curren~y than mere money, but the two tend to go together. Since the
buying and .selhng of art and artists are done by the ruling classes or by those
chummy . ~lth. t?em and their institutions, all artists or producers, no matter
what t~etr lOdlvldual economic backgr.,unds, are dependent on the owners and
forced toto a proletarian role-just as women, in Engels' analysis, play proletarian
to the male ruler across all class bound:aries.
.
Looking at and "appreciating" art in this century has been understood as an
lOStru~ent (or at best a result) of upwird social mobility in which owning art is
the ultimate step. M~ing art is at the bottom of the scale. This is the only legitimate r~ason to see arttsts as so many an ists see themselves-as "workers." At the
same .tIme, artists/makers tend to feel misunderstood and, as creators, innately
supenor to the buyers/owners. The innermost circle of the artworld class system t.her~by replaces the rulers with the creators, and the contemporary artist in
~he ?,Ig ~~ty (read New York) is a schizophrenic creature. S/he is persistently worktog . ~p to.be accepted, not only by other artists, but also by the hierarchy that
e~lblts, writes about, and buys her/his work. At the same time s/he is often ideologically working "down" in an attempt to identify with the workers outside of
the art context and to overthrow the rulers in the name of art. This conflict is augme?ted by the fact that most artists are originally from the middle class and
their a~proach to the bourgeoisie includes a touch of adolescent rebellion against
a.uthonty. T~ose few who have actually- emerged from the working class sometIm~S use ~hls-their very lack of back:ground privilege-as privilege in itself,
while playtog the same schizophrenic foreground role as their solidly middleclass colleagues.
.
It.

Artist~, then, are workers or at leasr producers even when they don't know
~et artists dress.ed in wO~k clothes (or expensive imitations thereof) and pro-

dUCln~ a co~odlty acce~slble only to the
worki~g class to that artists control their

rich differ drastically from the real
production and their product-or
could If .they realized it and if they had the strength to maintain that control. In
the stud~o: at least,. ~nlike the farm, the factory, and the mine, the unorganized
worker IS to superflctaj Control and can, if s/he dares talk down to or tell off the
boss-t~e collector, the critic, the curator. For years ~ow with little effect it has
been poinred out t~ artists that the artw orld superstruct~re cannot run ~ithout
them. Art, after all, IS the product on whi ch all the money is made and the power
based.

not During the. 1950S and 1960s most Amtl'ican artists were unaware that they did

con~rol their art, that their art could be used not only for esthetic pleasure or
decoration or status symbols, but also:as an educational weapon In the late
1960s, between the Bla~k, .the student, the- antiwar, and the women's 'movements,
th~ facts of the explOItatIOn of art in and out of the art world emerged. Most
artrsts and artworkers still ignore these issues because they make them feel too
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uncomfortable and helpless. If there were a strike against museums and galleries
to allow artists control of their work, the sobs would be out immediately in full
force, with reasons ranging from self-interest to total lack of political awareness
to a genuine belief that society would crumsle without art, that art .is "above it
all." Or is it in fact below it all, as most political activists seem to think?
Another aspect of this conflict surface in discussions around who gets a
"piece of the pie"-a phrase that has becone the scornful designation f,?r.wh~t
is actually most people's goal. (Why shouldn't artists be able to make a Itvtog. to
this society like everybody else? Well, almost everybody. else.) T?ose working
for cultural change through political theorizing and occasional actl??s ?ften ~p
pear to be opposed to anybody getting a piece-of the pie,. though ~OlttICS IS. gettmg
fashionable again in the art world, and rna) Itself provide a vehicle for lOt~rnal
success; today one can refuse a piece of the pie and simultaneously be gettto~ a
chance at it. Still, the pie is very small, and there are a lot of hungry people ~Ir
cling it. Things were bad enough when onl r· men were allo~~d to take a bite.
Since "aggressive women" have gotten in there, too, cornpetmon, always at the
heart of the artworld class system, has peaked.
Attendance at any large art school in the United States takes students fro~ all
classes and trains them for artists' schizophrenia. While being cool and chicly
grubby (in the "uniform" of mass productioa), an~ knowing what's the. latest in
taste and what's the kind of art to make and the nght names to drop, IS clearly
"upward mobility"-from school into teach:ing jobs and/or the art world-the
lifestyle accompanying these habits is heavily weighted "dow?ward." Th~ working-class girl who has had to work for nice clothes mu~t drop toto frayed Jeans to
make it into the art middle class, which in airn considers Itself both upper and
lower class. Choosing poverty is a confusing experience for a child whose parents (or more likely mother) have tried desperately against great odds to keep a
clean and pleasant home. I
.
.
.
The artist who feels superior to the rich oecause s/he IS disguised a~ someone
who is poor provides a puzzle for the truly deprived. ~ p~~a.llel n?tlon, rarely
admitted but pervasive, is that people can't anderstand art If their h~uses are
full of pink glass swans or their lawns are inhabited by gnomes. and flam~n~os, or
if they even care about houses and clothes u all. This is particularly ndl.c~lous
now when art itself uses so much of this panphernalia (and not always satirically
or condescendingly), or, from another angle, when even artists who have no
visible means of professional support live in palatial lofts and sport beat-up $roo
boots while looking down on the "tourists' who come to SoHo to see art .on
Saturdays. SoHo is, in fact, the new suburbia. One reason for such callou~ness IS a
hangover from the 1950s, when artists really were P?or and proud of bel~g poor
because their art, the argument went, must be good If the bad guys-the rich and
the masses-didn't like it.
In the 1960s the choice of poverty, ofter excused as anticonsumeri~m, even
inftltrated the esthetics of art,? First there "as Pop Art, modeled on kitsch, advertising, and consumerism, and equally su: cessful on its o~n level. (W~men,
incidentally, participated little in Pop Art, prrtly because of I~S blatant s~xlsm
sometimes presented as a parody of the mage of woman to the media-s-and
partly because the subject matter was often "women's work," ennobled and .acceptable only when the artists were men.) "hen came Process Art-a .rebellton
against the "precious object" traditionally desired and bought by the nch. Here
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another kind of cooptation took place, when temporary piles of dirt, oil, rags,
and filthy rubber began to grace carpeted living rooms. (The Italian branch was
even called Arte Povera.) Then carne the rise of a third-stream medium called
Conceptual Art, which offered "antiobjects" in the form of ideas-books or simple Xeroxed texts and photographs with no inherent physical or monetary value
(until they got on the market, that iI). Conceptual Art seemed politically viable
because of its notion that the use of ordinary, inexpensive, unbulky media
would lead to a kind of socialization (or at least democratization) of art as opposed to gigantic canvases and huge chrome sculptures costing five figures and
filling the world with more consumer fetishes.
Yet the trip from oil on canvas to ideas on Xerox was, in retrospect, yet another instance of "downward mobility' or middle-class guilt. It was no accident
that Conceptual Art appeared at the height of the social movements of the late
1960s nor that the artists were sympathetic to those movements (with the qualified exception of the Women's Movement). All of the esthetic tendencies listed
above were genuinely instigated as rebellions by the artists themselves, yet the
fact remains that only rich people can afford to (I) spend money on art that won't
last; (2) live with "ugly art" or art that is not decorative, because the rest of their
surroundings are beautiful and comfortable; and U) like "nonobject art," which
is only handy if you already have too many possessions-when it becomes a reactionary commentary: art for the ove rprivileged in a consumer society.
As a child, I was accused by my parents of being an "antisnob snob" and I'm
only beginning to see the limitations of such a rebellion. Years later I was an early
supporter of and proselytizer for Conceptual Art as an escape from the
commodity orientation of the art world, a way of communicating with a
broader audience via inexpensive media. Though I was bitterly disappointed
(with the social, not the esthetic, acbaevements) when I found that this work
could be so easily absorbed into the system, it is only now that I've realized why
the absorption took place. Concepttal Art's democratic efforts and physical
vehicles were canceled out by its neuaal, elitist content and its patronizing approach. From around 1967 to 1971, many -of us involved in Conceptual Art saw that
content as pretty revolutionary and tnought of ourselves as rebels against the
cool, hostile artifacts of the prevailing formalist and Minimal art. But we were so
totally enveloped in the middle-class approach to everything we did and saw, we
couldn't perceive how that pseudoaci-dernic narrative piece or that artworldoriented action in the streets was depri ved of any revolutionary content by the
fact that it was usually incomprehens ible and alienating to the people "out
there," no matter how fashionably downwardly mobile it might be in the art
world. The idea that if art is subversive in the art world, it will automatically appeal to a general audience now seems .bsurd.
The whole evolutionary basis of m-odernist innovation, the idea of esthetiC
"progress," the "I-did-it-IlCst" and "it's- been-done-already" syndromes that pervade contemporary avant-garde art and criticism, is also blatantly classist and has
more to do with technology than with an. To be "avant-garde" is inevitably to be
on top, or to become upper-middle-class, because such innovations take place in
a context accessible only to the educated elite. Thus socially conscious artists
working in or with community group! and muralists try to disassociate themselves from the art world, even though its values ("quality") remain to haunt
them personally.

The value systems are different in and out o~ the art ~orld, ;J~tt anyo~e
attempting to straddle the two develops another kind of schlZophrll1ua. For u~
stance, in the inner-city community murals, the images of woman are: the t~adI
tional ones-a beautiful, noble mother and housewife or worker, anda rebcIho~s
young woman striving to change her world-both of them celebraed for their
courage to be and to stay the way they are and to. support th~ir ~en ,i,! t.he face of
horrendous odds. This is not the artworld or middle-class radical wicw of future feminism nor is it one that radical feminists hoping to "reach »ut" across
the classes ca~ easily espouse. Here, in the realm of aspirations, is.wlere upw~rd
and downward mobility and status quo clash, where ~he economic CIIS~ barriers
are established. As Michele Russell has noted,' the Third World womm IS not attracted to the "Utopian experimentation" of the Left (in t~e ~~t world, .the
would-be Marxist avant garde) or to the "pragmatic opportumsm (if the Right
(in the art world, those who reform and coopt the r~dicals)".
Many of the subjects touched on here have their roots 10 T~~;te [0 a poor
woman art or a beautiful object, might be defined as something ,JIlt' cannot
have. B'eaut~ and art have been defined before as the .desirable'. In , con~~mer
society, art, too, becomes a commodity rat~er than a hfe-enhancmg !~penen.ce.
Yet the Van Gogh reproduction or the pink glass swan-the sam. IJcautt.ful
objects that may be "below" a middle-class woman (because she has.m movmg
think she han-s-mav be
upward, acquired upper-class taste, or wou Id lik e to " I .
. " ;.,
"above" or inaccessible to a welfare mother. The phrase to dictate taue has its
own political connotations. A Minneapolis worker interviewed by itudcnts ~f
artist Don Celender said he liked "old artworks because th~Y're rnoee classy, 4
and class does seem to be what the traditional notion of art IS all abou;
co~
temporary avant-garde art, for all its attempts to break out of t~at.gOiJj. fral~eh~s
equally class-bound, and even the artist aware of ~hese.c?ntra~ICtlOn 10 .h~r/. IS
own life and work is hard put to resolve them. It s a VICIOUS Circle: I [he artistproducer is upper-middle-class, and our standards of art as. taught 10 chools are
ape making art OU'I' for the
.
h
d
persistently upper-mIddle-class, ow 0 we esc
..
upper-middle-class?
.
I .
·
to "quality" to the "high" art shown 10 artword ga leries
. fyi
II
h
The al ternat I v e s ,
and magazines have been few and for the most part unsans 1O~ a t roug
well intended. 'Even when kitsch, politics, or housework are ~bsorbd into art,
'1
d At no lime ha [he avant
contact with the real world is not necessan Y rna e.
. ,,'
.c-0 f a.r
between art and life, mO\d d
gard e , though playing in the famous "gap
b d dience That same ~rr(J~l au 1enough out of the art context to attract a roa aurucncc.
.
ence has ironically been trained to think of art as something that has-nothing to
do with life and at'the same time, it tends only to like that art tha~ mans ~ome
thing in terms of its own life or fantasies. The dilemma for ~he leftt~t ztist in t~~
middle class is that herlhis standards seem to have been set irremediabv. N.o m ter how much we know about what the broader public wants, or neea.. It IS very
difficult to break social conditioning and cultural habits. Hopefully, anruly fem.
. ' . • ...
inist art will provide other standards.
To understand the woman artist's position in this complex situancn het'H~n
the art world and the real world, class, and gender, it is necessary to karw that tn
ars or rich or rnaf or dead.
America artists are rarely respected un1ess t h ey are st
..
.
Being an artist is not being "somebody." Middle-class families a~e haflr~ to ~ay
hild
tak it so serioushas to conlip service to art but god forbid their own c 1 ren
e
.
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sid~r it a profes~~on. Thu~ a man who becomes an artist is asked when he is going
to go to work, and he IS not-so-covenly considered a child, a sissy (a woman),
someone who has a hobby rather thana vocation, or someone who can't make
mo?ey' and therefore cannot hold his head up in the real world of men-at least
~mtil his work sells, at which point he may be welcomed back. Male artists, bendmg <,>ver ba.ckward to rid themselves of this stigma, tend to be particularly susceptlb~e to msecurity and machismo. So women daring to insist on their place in
the prlffi~y rank-:-;-as :rrt m~ers rather than as art housekeepers (curators, critics,
dealers, patrons )-mhent a heavy burden of male fears in addition to the econo.mic and psychological discriminattoa still rampant in a patriarchal, moneyoriented society.
Most art being shown now has little to do with any woman's experience, in
part be~ause ~omen (rich ones as "patrons," others as decorators and "homem~ers ) ~re in charge of the private sphere, while men identify more easily
w~t~ public art-art that has become public through economic validation (the
mllll~n-doll~ Rembrandt). Private art is often seen as mere ornament; public art is
~soclated with monuments and money, with "high" art and its containers, includmg unwelcoming white-walled galleries and museums with classical courthouse
architecture Even the graffiti artists, whose work is unsuccessfully transferred
fro~ sub",:"ays to art galleries, are most Iy men, concerned with facades, with
havmg.thelr names in spray paint, in Iights, in museums....
"
~~Ivat~ art is visible only to intimates. I suspect the reason so few women
folk artists work outdoors in large scae (like Simon Rodia's Watts Towers and
other "naives and visionaries" with their cement and bottles) is not only because
me'
.
n asprre to erections and know how to use the necessary tools, but because
wom~n can and must assuage these same creative urges inside the house, with
t~e pink glass swan as an element in then own works of art-the living room or
kitchen. In the art world, the situation Isdoubly paralleled. Women's art until recently was .rarely. seen in public, and all irtists are voluntarily "women" because
~f ~he SOCial attitudes mentioned above, the art world is so small that it is
private."

Ju~t as ~he living room is enclosed bl the building it is in, art and artist are
firmly imprtsoned by the culture that supports them. Artists claiming to work for
themsel~es alone, and ~ot for any audie-nce at all, are passively accepting the
upper-middle-class audience of the internal art world. This situation is compounded by the fact that to be middle class is to be passive to live with the
expectation ?f b~ing taken care of and entertained. But art 'should be a consciousness raiser; It partakes of and should fuse the private and the public spheres.
It should be able to reintegrare the personal without being satisfied by the merely
personal. One good test is whether or not it communicates and then of course
what and how it communi
If' d
'
, , '
urucates. It oesn t communicate it may just not be very
good art from anyon'
.
f vi
'
e s point 0 View, or II may be that the artist is not even aware
of the needs of others, or simply doesn't care.
For there
t
ere IS
a need out there, a need vaguely satisfied at the moment by
"schlock "5 And .
. .
It seems that one of the b15ic tenets of the feminist arts should be
a reaching out from the private sphere t)l transform that "artificial art" and to
m<,>re fully satisfy that need. For the artworld artist has come to consider her/his
private ~eeds paramount and has too often forgotten about those of the audience,
any audience Work that c
.
.
ommurucates tJl a dangerous number of people IS de.
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rogatorily called a "crowd pleaser," This is a blatantly classist attitude, taking
for granted that most people are by nature incapable of understanding good art
(i.e., upper-class or quality art). At the sane time, much ado is made about arteducational theories that claim to "teach people to see" (consider the political
implications of this notion) and muffle all ssues by stressing the "universality" of
great art.
It may be that at the moment the posdbilities are slim for a middle-class art
world's understanding or criticism of the little art we see that reflects workingclass cultural values. Perhaps our current responsibility lies in humanizing our
own activities so that they will communicne more effectively with all women. I
hope we aspire to more than women's art flooding the museum and gallery circuit. Perhaps a feminist art will emerge onlr when we become wholly responsible
for our own work for what becomes of it who sees it, and who is nourished by
it. For a feminist 'artist, whatever her stye, the prime audience at this time is
other women. So far, we have tended to be satisfied with communicating with
those women whose social experience is close to ours. This is natural enough,
since there is where we will get our greates support, and we need support in taking this risk of trying to please women, knowing that we are almost certain to displease men in the process. In addition, it isembarrassing to talk openly about the
class system that divides us, hard to do so vtthout sounding more bour~eois ~han
ever in the implications of superiority and inferiority inherent in such discussions
(where the working class is as often considered superior to the middle. class).
A book of essays called Class and Peteinism, written by The Funes. a Lesbian feminist collective, makes clear that from the point of view of working-class
women, class is a definite problem within the Women's Movement. As Nancy
Myron observes, middle-class women:
can intellectualize, politicize, accuse, .Imse, and contribute money. in order
not to deal with their own classism. E'en if they admit that class exists, they
are not likely to admit that their behavior is a product of it. They will go
through every painful detail of their lves to prove to me or anoth~r wo~k
ing-class woman that they really didn'; have any privilege, that thel~ family
was exceptional, that they actually die have an uncle who worked III a factory. To ease anyone's guilt is not the point of talking about class .... You
don't get rid of oppression just by tailing about it. 6
Women are more strenuously conditioned toward upward cultural mobility
or "gentility" than men, which often resalts in th~ wom~n's ~o~sciously betraying her class origins as a matter of course. The hler~rchles within the wh~le
span of the middle class are most easily denarcated by lifestyle and dress. For Illstance, the much-scorned "Queens housevife" may have enoug? to eat, ',llay
have learned to consume the unnecessities and may have made It to a desired
social bracket in her community, but if she -entures to make art (not just own it),
she will find herself back at the bottom in the art world, looking wistfully up to
the plateau where the male, the young, thebejeaned seem so at ease.
For middle-class women in the art wo:ld not only dress "down," but dress
like working-class men. They do so became housedresses, pedal pusher~, p~ly
ester pantsuits, beehives, and the wrong accents are not such ac.ceptable disguises
for women as the boots-overalls-and-wind>reaker syndrome IS for men. Thus,
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young middle-class women tend to de-ny their female counterparts and take on
"male" (unisex) attire. It may at times have been chic to dress like a Native American or a Bedouin woman, but it has never been chic to dress like a working
woman, even if she was trying to 1001 like Jackie Kennedy. Young working-class
women (and men) spend a large amount of available money on clothes; it's a way
to forget the rats and roaches by which even the cleanest tenement dwellers are
blessed, or the mortgages by which ev-en the hardest working homeowners are
blessed, and to present a classy facade. Artists dressing and talking "down" insult
the hardhats much as rich kids in rags cia; they insult people whose notion of art
is something to work for-the pink ghss swan.
Yet women, as evidenced by The Furies' publication and as pointed out elsew?ere (most notably by August Bebeh have a unique chance to communicate
WIth women across the boundaries ott economic class because as a "vertical
class" we share the majority of our most fundamental experiences-emotionally, even when economically we are divided. Thus an economic analysis does
not adequately explore the psychological and esthetic ramifications of the need
for change within a sexually oppressed group. Nor does it take into consideration
?o,,: women's needs differ from men's-or so it seems at this still unequal point
10 history. The vertical class cuts across the horizontal economic classes in a column of injustices. While heightened class consciousness can only clarify the way
we se~ the world, and all clarification isfor the better, I can't bring myself to trust
hard lines and categories where fledglin..g feminism is concerned.
. ~ven in the art world, the issue of feminism has barely been raised in mixed
political groups. In 1970, women took oar rage and our energies to our own orgaruzanons or directly to the public by means of picketing and protests. While a
few men supported these, and most politically conscious male artists now claim
to be femi~st.s to s?m~ de~ree, the political and apolitical art world goes o~ as
though ferrurusm didn t exist-s-the presence of a few vociferous feminist arttsts
and cr~tics notwithstanding. And in the art world, as in the real world, political
co~tment frequently means total disregard for feminist priorities. Even the increasmgjy M~ist group ironically call1ing itself Art-Language is unwilling to
stop the e~clusIve. use ~f the male pronoun in its theoretical publications."
. "Expenences like this one and dissatisfaction with Marxism's lack of interest
10 .the woman question" make me warv of merging Marxism and feminism. The
nO~lOn ?f the noneconomic or "vertical' class is anathema to Marxists, and confusion IS rampant around the chicken-e!:g question of whether women can be
equal before ~he establishment of a classless society or whether a classless society
can be est~bhshed before women are liberated. As Sheila Rowbotham says of her
own Marxism and feminism:
They are a~ once incompatible and iIl real need of one another. As a feminist
and a Marxist, I carry their contradictions within me and it is tempting to opt
f?r one or the other in an effort to produce a tidy resolution of the cornmonon genccued by the antagonism between them. But to do that would mean
evading the social reality which gives rise to the antagonism."
As w0":len, therefore, we need to establish far more strongly our own sense

o~ commuruty, so that all our arts will be enjoyed by all women in all economic

CIrcumstances. This will happen only when women artists make conscious efforts
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to cross class barriers, to consider their audience, to see, respect, and work with
the women who create outside the art world-e-whether in suburban crafts guilds
or in offices and factories or in cornmunity workshops. The current feminist
passion for women's traditional arts, which influences a great many women
artists, should make this road much easier, unless it too becomes another
commercialized rip-off. Despite the very real class obstacles, I feel strongly that
women are in a privileged position to satsfy the goal of an art that would communicate the needs of all classes and seres to each other, and get rid of the
we/they dichotomy to as great an extent :lSi is possible in a capitalist framework.
Our sex, our oppression, and our female experience-our female culture, just
being explored-offer access to all of us bv these common threads.
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Making Something from Nothing
(Toward a Definition
of Women's "Hobby Art'')*
In 1968 Rubye Mae Griffith and Frank B. Griff th published a "hobby" book called
How to Make Something/rom Nothing. On tfle cover (where it would sell books)
his name was listed before hers, while on the title page (where it could do no
harm), hers appeared before his. It is temptirg to think that it was she who wrote
•Reprinted by permission from Heresies, n...o... 4 (~' inter 1978).
~
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the cry?tof~~inist dedi~ation: "To the Ilothings-with the courage to turn into
somethmgs. The book Itself is concerned with transformation-of tin cans beef
knuckle bones, old razor blades, breadbaskets and bottlecaps into more and less
useful and decorative items. As "A Word in Parting," the authors state their modest credo:
This book ... is simply a collection of ideas intended to encourage your
Ideas.. : . ~e w~t you to do things your way.... Making nothings into
somethmgs IS ~ ~llghl! inventive sport but because it is inventive and spontaneous and original It releases tensi-ons, unties knots of frustration, gives
you a. wond~rful sense of pleasure and accomplishment. So experiment,
d~e, Improvise-enjoy every minute-and maybe you'll discover, as we
did, that once ~ou start making something from nothing, you find you can't
stop, and what s more you don't want to stop!

Despi~~ the ~?ne and the emphasis Gil enjoyment-unpopular in serious circles-thiS sport sounds very much like fine or "high" art. Why then are its
products not art? "Lack of quality" will be the first answer offered and
"derivative:' ~he second, even though both would equally apply to most of the
more sophlstlc~ted works seen in galleries and museums. If art is popularly
defined as a unique and provocative object of beauty and imagination, the work
of many of the best contemporary "fine" artists must be disqualified along with
that of many "~r~tspeople," and in the eyes of the broad audience, many of the
talented hobbyist s works would qualify. Yet many of these in turn would not
even be c~lle~ "crafts" by the purists in that field. Although'it is true' that all this
name ca~1Og IS a re~ h.er~ing: it makes me wonder whether high art by another
n~me might be less tnnmldanng and more appealing. On the other hand, would
h~gh art by any oth~r name look so impressive, be so respected and so commercially valued? I won t try to answer these weighted queries here but simply offer
the~ as other ways of thinking about some-of the less obvious aspects of the art of
making.
Much has been made of the need to e-rase false distinctions between art and
craft, "fi~e" art and the "minor" arts, 'high" art and "low" art-distinctions
that particularly affect women's art. But there are also "high" crafts and "low"
ones, and although women wield more power in the crafts world than in the fine
art world,. the same problems plague both The crafts need only one more step up
the esthetic and financial respectability adder and they will be headed for the
craft museums rather than for people's homes,
Pe~haps until the character of the museums changes anything ending up in
one WIll remain a display f l '
'.
"useful" bt
0
upper-crass taste 10 expensive
and doubtfully
o jeers. For most of this century, the prevailing relationship between
art "and "the m asses "has b een one of paternalistic
~
"
noblesse oblige along the lines
of we who are educated to know what's correct must pass our knowledge and
good ~aste dou:,n to .those who haven't the taste, the time, or the money to know
wha~ IS Good. Artists and craftspeople, from William Morris to de Stijl and the
~:S~I~ Constructivists, have dreamed of socialist Utopias where everyone's
e hiS Improved by cheap and beautiful objects and environments. Yet the path
o.f t e "Museum of Modern Ar r' s desi
esign d epartmenr also paved with good intentions, indicates the destination of such dreams in a capitalist consumer society. A
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pioneer in bringing to the public the best available in commercial design, the museum's admirable display of such readymades as a handsome and durable thirtynine-cent paring knife or a sixty-nine-cent coffee mug has mostly given way
to installations more typical of Bonnier's, DR, or some chic Italian furniture
showroom.
It is, as it so often is, a question of audience, as well as a question of categorization. (One always follows the other.) Who sees these objects at MOMA?
Mostly people who buy three-dollar paring knives and eight-dollar coffee mugs
which are often merely "elevated" examples of the cheaper versions, with unnecessary refinements or simplifications. Good Taste is once again an economic
captive of the classes who rule the culture and govern its institutions. I Bad Taste
is preferred by those ingrates who are uneducated enough to ignore or independent enough to reject the impositions from above. Their lack of enthusiasm
provides an excuse for the esthetic philanthropists, their hands bitten, to stop
feeding the masses. Class-determined good/bad taste patterns revert to type.
Such is the process by which both "design" objects and the "high" crafts
have become precisely the consumer commodity that the rare socially conscious
"fine" artist is struggling to avoid. Historically, craftspeople, whose work still
exists in a less exalted equilibrium between function and commerce, have been
most aware of the contradictions inherent in the distinction between art and
crafts. The distinction between design and "high" crafts is a modern one. Both
have their origins in the' 'low" crafts of earlier periods, sometimes elevated to the
level of "folk art" because of their usefulness as sources for "fine" art. A
"designer" is simply the craftsperson of the technological age, no longer forced
to do her/his own making. The Bauhaus became the cradle of industrial design,
but the tapestries, furniture, textiles and tea sets made there were still primarily
works of art. Today, the most popular housewares all through the taste gamut of
the American lower-middle to upper-middle class owe as much stylistically to the
"primitive" or "low" crafts-Mexican, Asian, American Colonial-as to the
streamlining of the International Style. In fact, popular design tends to combine the two, which meet at a point of (often spurious) "simplicity" to become
"kitsch"-diluted examples of the Good Taste that is hidden away in museums,
expensive stores, and the homes of the wealthy, inaccessible to everyone else.
The hobby books reflect the manner in which Good Taste is still unarguably set forth by the class system. Different books are clearly aimed at different
tastes, aspirations, educational levels. For instance, Dot Aldrich's Creating with
Cattails, Cones and Pods is not aimed at the inner-city working-class housewife
or welfare mother (who couldn't afford the time or the materials) or at the
farmer's wife (who sees enough weeds in her daily work) but at the suburban middle-class woman who thinks in terms of "creating," has time on her hands and
access to the materials. Aldrich is described on the dust jacket as a garden club
member, a naturalist, and an artist; the book is illustrated by her daughter. She
very thoroughly details the construction of dollhouse furniture, corsages and' 'arrangements" from dried plants and an occasional orange peel. Her taste is firmly
placed as "good" within her class, although it might be seen as gauche
"homemade art" by the upper class and ugly and undecorative by the working
class.
Hazel Pearson Williams' Feather Plouers and Arrangements, on the other
hand, has the sleazy look of a mail-order catalog; it is one of a craft course series

..
100

To the Third Power: Feminism, Art and Class Consciousness

and its fans, birdcages, butterflies and candles are all made from garishly colored,
rather than natural, materials. The book is clearly aimed at a totally different audience, one that is presumed to respond to such colors and to have no esthetic
appreciation of the "intrinsic" superiority of natural materials over artificial
ones, not to mention an inability to afford them.
The objects illustrated in books like the Griffiths' are neither high art nor
high craft nor design. Yet such books are myriad, and they are clearly aimed at
women-the natural bricoleurs, as Deena Metzger has pointed out. The books are
usually written by a woman, and if a man is coauthor he always seems to be a husband, which adds a certain familial coziness and gives him an excuse for being
involved in such blatantly female fripperies (as well as dignifying the frippery by
his participation). Necessity is the mothe r, not the father, of invention. The home
maker's sense of care and touch focuses on sewing, cooking, interior decoration
as often through conditioning as through necessity, providing a certain bond
between middle-class and working-class; housewives and career women. (I am
talking about the making of the home, not just the keeping of it; "good
housekeeping" is not a prerogative for creativity in the home. It might even be the
opposite, since the' 'houseproud" wornm is often prouder of her house, her container, than she is of herself.) Even these days women still tend to be raised with an
exaggerated sense of detail and a need to be "busy," often engendered by isolation
within a particular space, and by the emphasis on cleaning and service. A visually
sensitive woman who spends day after day in the same rooms develops a compulsion to change, adorn, expand them, an impetus encouraged by the "hobby"
books.
The "overdecoration" of the home and the fondness for bric-a-brac often attributed to female fussiness or plain Bad Taste can just as well be attributed to creative restlessness. Since most homemade- hobby objects are geared toward home
improvement, they inspire less fear in their makers of being "selfish" or "selfindulgent." There is no confusion about pretensions to Art, and the woman is
freed to make anything she can imagine.aat the same time it is true that the imagination is often stimulated by exposure to other such work, just as "real" artists
are similarly dependent on the art world and exposure to the works of their colleagues.) Making "conversation pieces" like deer antler salad tongs or a madonna
in an abalone shell grotto, or a mailbox from an old breadbox, or vice versa, can
be a prelude to breaking with the "functional" excuse and the making of wholly
"useless" objects.
Now that the homebound woman has a little more leisure, thanks to socalled labor-saving devices, her pastimes are more likely to be cultural in character. The less privileged she is, the more likely she is to keep her interests inside the
home with the focus of her art remaining the same as that of her work. The better
off and better educated she is, the more lLk:ely she is to go outside of the home for
influence or stimulus, to spend her time reading, going to concerts, theatre,
dance, staying "well informed." If she is upwardly mobile, venturing from her
own confirmed tastes into foreign realms where she must be cautious about
opinions and actions, her insecurity is ljkely to lead to the classic docility of the
middle-class audience, so receptive to what "experts" tell it to think about the
arts. The term culture vulture is understood to apply mainly to upwardly mobile
women. And culture, in the evangelical spirit of the work ethic, is often also inseparable from "good works."

OATMEAL RAZZ.LE DAZZLE

IVORY LIQUID LADY

Oatmeal Razzle Dazzle, made from a Quaker Oats bee, and Ivory Liquid Lady, made from a
detergent bottle (illustrations from How to Make Something from Nothing).

Middle- and upper-class women, always ftronger in their support of "culture" than any other group, seem to need es hetic experience in the broadest
sense more than men-perhaps because the viial business of running the world,
for which educated women have, to some extent, been prepared, has been denied
them; and because they have the time and the ..,ackground to think-but not the
means to act. Despite the fact that middle-cuss women have frequently been
strong (and anonymous) forces for social justice, the earnestness and amateur sta~
tus of such activities have been consistently rrficuled, from the Marx Brothers
films to the cartoons of Helen Hokinson (whose captions were often written by
male New Yorker editors).
Nevertheless, the League of Women Voters, the volunteer work f~r un~er
funded cultural organizations, the garden cluls, literary circles and diSCUSSIOn
groups of the comfortable classes have been valid and sor:netimes coura~eous
attempts to move out into the world while renaining suffi.clently on the fnnges
of the system as not to challenge its male core. The working-class counterp~rts
are, for obvious reasons, aimed less at improiing the lot of others th~n at Improving their own, and, like hobby art, are nore locally. and dornesncally focused in unions, day care, paid rather than vd unteer SOCial work, ~pperware
parties-and the PTA, where all classes meet. Inany case, the housewife learns to
take derision in her stride whether she intends to be socially effective or merely
wants to escape from the home now and then families are jealous of time spent
elsewhere).
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Women's liberation has at last begun to erode the notion that woman's role is
that of the applauding spectator for the men's creativity. Yet as makers of (rather
than housekeepers for) art, we still trespass on male ground. No wonder, then,
that allover the world, women privileged and/or desperate and/or daring enough
to consider creation outside traditional limits are finding an outlet for these
drives in an art that is not considered "an," an art that there is some excuse for
~aki?g, an art th.at costs little or nothing and performs an ostensibly useful funcnon to the bargatn-i-thc art of making something out of nothing.
If ,?~e's ~~y known outlets are foIJow-the-number painting or the readymade kit art offered by the supermarket magazines, books like the Griffiths'
open up new territory. Suggestions in .'ladies' " and handiwork magazines
should not be undervalued either. After all, quilt patterns were published and
passe~ along in the nineteenth century (just as fashionable art styles are in
toda~ s art wo~ld). The innovative quilt maker or group of makers would come
u~ with a new. l~ea that ~ro.ke or enriched the rules, just as the Navajo rug maker
might vary brilliantly within set patterns (and modern abstractionists innovate
by sticking to the rules of innovation).
.The shared or published pattern form the same kind of armature for painstaking handwork and for freedom of exp ression within a framework as the unde.rlying grid ~oes in contemporary painting. Most modern women lack the
skills, the motive and the discipline to do the kind of handwork their foremothe,:, did by necessity, but the stitcblike "mark" Harmony Hammond has
noted. to so much r.e~ent abstract art by women often emerges from a feminist
adoption of t~e. posiuve aspects of women 's history. It relates to the ancient, sen~uousl~ r~pet1tIve, Penelopean rhythms of seeding, hoeing, gathering, weavtog, spmrung, as well as to modern domGtic routines.
In ~ddition, ~rocheting: needlework. embroidery, rug-hooking and quilting
are ~~rrung back toto t~e middle- and upper-class fashion on the apron strings of
feminism and fad. Ironically, these arts are now practiced by the well-off out of
bore~om ~d social pressure as often as out of emotional necessity to make con~~~tI~?S with women in the past. What vas once work has now become art or
. gh craft-mus~um-wort~y as well as commercially valid. In fact, when NavaJO rugs and old quilts were first exhibited in New York fine arts museums in the
early. 1970s, the~ were eulogized as neutral, ungendered sources for big bold geometnc abstractlons by male artists like Irank Stella and Kenneth Noland. Had
th~y b~en presented as exhibitions of women's art, they would have been seen
quite dlffere?tly and probably would not have been seen at all in a fine art context at that time.
~hen feminists pointed out that these much-admired and "strong" works
were to fact women'~ "crafts," one might have expected traditional women's art
to be taken ~ore se~~ous!y: yet such borr<Jwings from "below" must still be validated from above. Wtlham C. Seitz's 'Assemblage" show at the Museum of
Mo~ern Art in 1961 had ac~nowledged the generative role of popular objects for
CubIsm: Dada and Surrealism, and predicted Pop Art, but he never considered
wo~en s work as the classic bricoiage. It Itook a man, Claes Oldenburg to make
~:.~~ sculpture accepta?le, though his Wife, Patty, did the actual sewi~g. Somed frorr even dabble to women's spheres in the lowest of low arts-hobby art
rna ~ rom throwaways by amateurs at home. But when a man makes say a macaroru figure or a hand-tooled leather Lass Supper, it tends to raise' the' sphere

Making Something from Nothing

,0,3

rather than lower the man, and he is likely to be written up in the local newmaper. Women dabbling in men's spheres, on the other hand, are still either infe:ior
or just freakishly amazing.
It is supposed to be men who are "handy around the house," men who "br "
things while women "make" the home. This is a myth, of course, and a poptur
one. There are certainly as many women who do domestic repairs as men, lut
perhaps the myth was devised by women to force men to invest some energy to
touch and to care about some aspect of the home. The fact remains that when a
woman comes to make something, it more often than not has a particular d.Jr.
acter-whether this originates from role playing, the division of labor, or S()I1le:
deeper consciousness. The difference can often be defined as a kind of "positwe
fragmentation" or as the collage esthetic-the mixing and matching of fn:~·
ments to provide a new whole. Thus the bootcleaner made of bottlecaps suggsred by one hobby book might also be a Surrealist object.
But it is not. And this is not entirely a disadvantage. Not only does the anateur status of hobby art dispel the need for costly art lessons, but it subverts thie
intimidation process that takes place when the male domain of "high" art is ~p .
proached. As it stands, women-and especially women-can make hobby art il a
relaxed manner, isolated from the "real" world of commerce and the pressues
of professional estheticism. During the actual creative process, this is an advrntage, but when the creative ego's attendant need for an audience emerges, me
next step is not the galleries, but "cottage industry." The gifte shoppe, the couny
or crafts fair and outdoor art show circuit is open to women where the high .Jrt
world is not, or was not until it was pried open to some extent by the feminist .•rt
movement. For this reason, many professional women artists in the past m;iJJe
both "public art" (canvases and sculptures acceptable to galleries and museuns.,
conforming to a combination of current artworld tastes) and "private" .r'
"closet" art (made for "personal reasons" or "just for myself'-as if most .l':t
were not). With the advent of the new feminism, the private has either replac-d
or merged with the public in much women's art and the delicate, the intimae,
the obsessive, even the "cute" and the "fussy" in certain guises have become
more acceptable, especially in feminist art circles. A striking amount of tiDe
newly discovered "closet" art by amateur and professional women arurs
resembles the chotchkas so universally scorned as women's playthings and eSJucially despised in recent decades during the heyday of the neo-Bauhaus functic-;
alism. The objects illustrated in Feather Flowers and Arrangements bar
marked resemblance to what is now called Women's Art, including a certaiatunconscious bias toward the forms that have been called female imagery.
Today we are resurrecting our mothers', aunts' and grandmothers' actities-not only in the well-publicized areas of quilts and textiles, but also in tlle
more random and freer area of transformational rehabilitation. On an entional as well as on a practical level, rehabilitation has always been womers
work. Patching, turning collars and cuffs, remaking old clothes, changing bl:tons, refinishing or recovering old furniture are all the traditional private resons
of the economically deprived woman to give her family public dignity. The S~T
drome continues today, even though in affluent Western societies cheap cloth-s
fall apart before they can be rehabilitated and inventive patching is more accemable (to the point where expensive new clothes are made to look rehabilitat-d
and thrift shops are combed by the well-off). Thus "making something frcra
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nothing" is a brilliant title for a hobby book, appealing as it does both to housewifely thrift and to the American spirit of free enterprise-a potential means of
making a fast buck.
Finally, certain questions arise in regard to women's recent "traditionally
oriented" fine art. Are the sources direct-from quilts and county-fair handiwork
displays-or indirect-via Dada, Surrealism, West Coast funk, or from feminist
art itself? Is the resemblance of women's arrworld art to hobby art a result of coincidence? Of influence, conditioning, <Ill' some inherent female sensibility? Or
is it simply another instance of camp, or fashionable downward mobility? The
problem extends from source to audience.
Feminist artists have become far raore conscious of women's traditional
arts than most artists, and feminist artistsare also politically aware of the need to
broaden their audience, or of the need to- broaden the kind of social experience
fine art reflects. Yet the means by which to fill these needs have barely been
explored. The greatest lack in the feminist art movement may be for contact and
dialogue with those "amateurs" whose work sometimes appears to be imitated
by ~he professionals. Judy Chicago and he:r co-workers on The Dinner Party and
their colla!>oration with china painters <and needleworkers, Miriam Schapiro's
handkerchief exchanges and the credit given the women who embroider for
~er,. the "M?ther Art" group in Los Angeles which performs in laundromats and
similar publIc/domestic situations, the British "Postal Art Event" and a few other
eX~~les are exceptions rather than the rule. It seems all too likely that only in a
feminist art world will there be a chance for the "fine" arts, the "minor" arts,
"crafts," and hobby circuits to meet and 10 develop an art ofmaking with a new
Kate Walker, Monica Ross, Sue Richardson, installation of Feministo, A Portrait of the
:trtist as ~ Y~ung Housewife, leA, London, 1917. Feministo began as a "postal event" early
In 1975 w!th Isolated women artists around Engand communicating by means of pictures and
s~all objects. The first exhibition, in Manchester, May 1976, included nearly 300 works.
Since then, Walker, Richardson and Ross have formed another art collective called Fenix.
(Photo: Michael Ann Mullen)
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and revitalized communicative function. It won't happen if the feminist art world
continues to be absorbed by the patriarchal art world.
And if it does happen, the next question will be to what extent can this work
be reconciled with all the varying criteria that determine esthetic "quality" in
the different spheres, groups, and cultures? Visual consciousness-raising, concerned as it is now with female imagery and, increasingly, with female process,
still has a long way to go before our visions are sufficiently cleared to see all the
arts of making as equal products of a creative impulse which is as socially determined as it is personally necessary-before the idea is no longer to make
nothings into somethings, but to transform and give meaning to all things. In this
utopian realm, Good Taste will not be standardized in museums, but will vary
from place to place, from home to home.
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The Obstacle Race. By Germaine Greer. Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 373 pp. $25·
Women Artists of the Arts and Crafts Movement. By Anthea Callen. Pantheon
Books. 232 pp. $20. Paper $10.95.
In an article on needlework published in 1815, Mary Lamb declared th~t women
should embroider for money or not at all; only then would they see their work as
"real business" and be able to afford "real leisure." Such painful distinctions between art and work, upper-, middle- and working-class labor and leisure, "fine
"Reprinted by permission from The Nation (Nov. 17, 1979). Copyright © 1979 by The Nation,
The Nation Associates, Inc.
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arts" and "minor arts," the amateur and the professional artist, lie at the core of
these two books on the buried history of women's art. Germaine Greer's The Obstacle Race covers only the "fine art" of Western painting, but covers it from the
Middle Ages through the mid-twentieth century. Anthea Callen's Women Artists
of the Arts and Crafts Movement covers all the so-called minor arts in England
and America from 1870 to 1914, with chapters on ceramics, embroidery and needlework, lace making, jewelry and metalwork, woodcarving, furniture and interior design, hand printing, bookbinding and illustration, as well as chapters
on women's design education, feminism, politics and class structure.
If Greer stresses psychology and Callen economics, both define from a lively
viewpoint the social contexts in which women have fought for creative dignity,
and both deplore the damage done by centuries of male domination in even
those arts considered "inherently female." Both are also sympathetic to the anonymous "amateur," Greer noting aptly that "amateur noblewomen may have
more to do with art history than anyone is prepared to acknowledge." (Aptly, because she too is an amateur in art history, her training limited to student years of
drawing and museum going; she attributes her decision to study women and the
visual arts in part to the fact that she associates painting with sexual pleasure, and
in part to a challenge issued by Norma.n Mailer in 1971.)
Callen is "mainly concerned to assess the role of middle-class women in their
struggle for economic independence and an autonomous cultural identity." Lest
that scare away those middle-class readers who are mainly interested in reading
about the working class, I should say that she is equally perceptive about the relationship of art to the whole social structure. She weaves-appropriately-a new
view of the Arts and Crafts Movement, a fascinating fabric of economics, ideology and esthetic evaluation in which William Morris and Edward Burne-lones
are no longer central figures. Starting from the breakdown of the family and of
the rural lifestyle (and focusing on the crucial fact that by the mid-nineteenth
century there were' 'too many women" in England), Callen traces the impetus for
the crafts revival from the need to preserve the English countryside to the rather
more pressing need to provide socially acceptable livelihoods for the increasing
number of destitute gentlewomen, whose poverty was an embarrassment to their
own class as well as to the state.
Art, like teaching, was seized upon as one of the few suitable professions for
such women, complying as it did with the conventions of "woman's place." The
constant reassurances that women artists would not compete in the male job
market and art would not divert them from their hearths are reminiscent of
right-~ing arguments against the Equal Rights Amendment, not to mention the
archaic but still flourishing notion that if a woman artist marries, she automatically becomes a "part-time artist." Both authors expose the crippling double
standard by which women throughout history have been, in Greer's words,
"led out of the race with false prizes, unaware of their defeat," and unaware that
"the qualities men welcomed in women's art were the same that they reviled in
their own."
.Faced wit~ such a large time span, Greer is inevitably less successful in
making her pomts than is the more understated and better organized Callen.
~evertheless, her tone of irritable irony is a welcome addition to art-historical
literature, and I suspect an editor should share the blame for her confusing
organization, maddening and ubiquitous one-sentence paragraphs, weird punctua-
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tion dateless and often sappy captions, occasicnal typos and other inaccuracies.
The 'book was originally intended as a dictionary', and its transformation to an integrated whole appears incomplete. The arrargement by theme rather th~n by
chronology is a potentially good idea swept aw.y on a flood of names and disconnected morsels of information. The early chapters-on "Family," "Love," "The
Illusion of Success" and "Humiliation"-make a stronger case in Greer's classaction suit against the past than the more specifically art-historical chapters. Her
intention is to show that' 'you cannot make grea artists out of egos that have been
damaged," so feminists waiting with bated breah for news of mythical Michelangelicas will have to settle for quantity over quality. She wants "to show women artists not as a string of overrated individual>. but as members of a group
having much in common, tormented by the sane conflicts of motivation ~nd the
same practical difficulties, the obstacle~ both e},t.:rnal and sur~ountable, internal
and insurmountable in the race for achievement. At the same time, she devotes a
whole chapter to Artemisia Gentileschi as "The \.Iagnificent Exception" and when
she suggests that Mondrian owed a debt to the.'·ir~~al!y unk?own Marl~w ~~ss,
she admits to "a sensation of giddiness and fr¢tt, smce With such claims . ~he
well-known landmarks drop away." This is a basic problem for anyone rewntmg
art history so that it includes women. Strugglirg with the need to make more of
what we find than what is there, we can feel justified to some extent by our role as
David rolling back a Goliath of entrenched hisiorical "knowledge."
Greer would have had a better book, however, had she chosen her examples
more judiciously instead of listing every artist no matter how .little .she kn~w
about her Callen's far better book also occasicnally degenerates mto list making
and she sometimes discusses women at length without reproducing their ,:ork.
Nevertheless both authors are making irnpressve moves to "repeople the hlst?r. t s, I' m longing
ical artscape ," as Greer puts it. And even as I make these compIam
to hear the roll call continue, to read even mere fragmented biographies, to s~e
even more blurry pictures dredged up from museum basements. A mere name tn
print, however inconclusive and unsatisfyin~, s a nam~ that has a chance at survival and this is crucial to the future of feminst art history.
While most of the names in both books are little known, most of the issues
are, alas, all too familiar. Greer quotes Boston artist William Morris H~nt, saying to
a tearful pupil in the 1860s: "You had better go md hem a ~~ndkerchI~f ; another
female student is told to "go home and make puddings.. Bemoaning the ~ay
modern women artists have "kept wandering rway from flne art mto the mm~r
arts," Greer simultaneously applauds their realzation that "art had to be emancipated from the prison of the picture frame and. the ch~rnel house of the m~se
urn," and quotes the Russian revolutionary painter LlUb~v Popova as saying,
"No artistic success has given me as much pleas-ure as the SIght of a peasant buy.
".
ing a length of material designed by me."
If from the "fine artist's" point of view, a woman's place was m the rnmor
arts" Callen makes it clear that sexual stereotyping was equally rampant and
equill y oppressive in the Arts and Crafts Movenent. She is scathing about ~he reactionary core of the leaders' radical socialist philos~p.hy, I~S perpetuation of
the sexual division of labor, its hostility to ferule ambition-e-in short, the s~e
bundle of issues that confronts socialist feminists today. She shows how the plight
of impoverished middle-class women was not so different from that of peasant
lace-makers whose work epitomized the evils rf isolared "home work," and who
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began at age five to work up to eight hours a. day, graduating at age twelve to sixteen hours, ruining their very bone structure, not to mention their eyesight. Both
groups were doomed to a drudgery dependent on fashion and exploitative philanthropy. Even Eleanor Marx in "The Woman Question" apparently reinforced the socialist craftsmen's relegation of "idle middle-class women" to their
self- and socially imposed anonymity, an anonymity that only "speeded up their
total disappearance" from the history of the movement.
Callen spends little time on the women of the "arts and crafts elite" aside
from the considerable contribution of May Morris. Yet they, too, suffered from
the familiar subject-object problem, or what Greer calls the "muse syndrome":
"The young woman who gave evidence of talent was not an artist, but a muse.
Her work was not evidence of what she could do, but of what she was." William
Morris' wife, Jane, familiar to us as a mou..nful Pre-Raphaelite heroine, was such
a sufferer. She and her sister and Lizzie Siddal married into the movement from
working-class backgrounds. Callen points out that while "they were potentially
more free from the moral restrictions of the period than their middle-class sisters,
they were in fact encouraged to abandon their own culture for a bohemian noman's land." The benevolent paternalism of these men marrying "down" reflected their attitude toward the revival ()f "lower-class" arts and crafts.
Both Callen and Greer encounter a difficulty familiar to feminist critics in
other fields: how to reconcile our ambivalence about the interwoven strengths
and weaknesses of women's art. All along we are aware of the extent to which
our own educational conditioning affects how we see-just as women's art was/is
historically forced into the uncongenial molds of male perception and male experience. I tend to prefer the work Callen reproduces here (even without color
plates, the absence of which would have ruined a lesser book) to Greer's elegant
canvases (which remind us of those by better-respected men). Does this mean
I'm settling for less? For a cultural stereotrpe> That I'm unable even to visualize a
heroic art history for women? We have mixed feelings about all definitions of
"women's art" even as we make them. Al the same time that Greer attacks the
"rather Philistine concept" of Great Art and the "capitalist contempt for smallness," she is perfectly capable of condescending to women who did not aspire to
male "norms," and of ridiculing "poor" Properzia de'Rossi's intricately carved
cherrystones. We are angry about the way women's talents have been repressed,
denigrated, wasted and "hidden from history." We are also proud ofthe intimacy
and "humble" beauty of the art created Wider such grim circumstances by artists
for whom an unobtainable Greatness was irrelevant.
Greer ironically notes that any scholar of women's work is "actually studying the female relatives of male artists." She bears this out by her detailing of the
"art dynasties" from which most of the sarvivors emerged (a point also made in
Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlri's pioneering book, Women Artists:
1fjo-1950, to which Greer owes much and gives too little credit). Callen confirms
this when she is constantly forced to adma how often men designed and women
only executed in the Arts and Crafts Movement. Should we then remake women
into men, or should we rehabilitate, reclaim and elevate what women did, in fact,
accomplish? We are often torn, and these contradictions don't always produce
a dialectic.
Within the feminist art movement today there is a good deal of pressure to

break down the barriers between art and craft and thereby recognize the subject
matters of both these books as a common history. In r893, May Morris had already
made a pertinent distinction between "pictorial" and "decorative" em.bro~~
dery-a distinction that not only prescribed "truth to the nature of the medium
but rejected the notion that by imitating painting, embroidery would become a
"higher" art. She insisted that such "i~tellectualis~"simplY,~lienatedn~ed!e~?~k
from its roots-a timely comment, given the tnumph of pattern pamnng m
today's "fine" art world, which acknowledges the esthetic power of traditional
women's arts.
Callen's book contains many such insights, always grounded in information about wages and working conditions. She emphasizes the ways in w~ich
women attempted to gain power by organizing and supporting one anot~er in a
system stacked against them. She offers us the happy history of Daulton s Lambeth Art Pottery as well as that of strong individuals like Kate Greenaway, who
bucked the current alone. Greer, however, recommends "escape inward" over
organization. She is convinced that "internalized psycholo~ical ~arriers" "have
damaged women's art more effectively than "poverty and dtsa,?,?omtment, a~d
fails to see them as two sides of the same coin. She equates politics and .rh~tonc,
and then concludes that "the pressure of politics which drags the arus~ m another direction until her soul lies dismembered" is as bad as "the ~,eadentI~g pu!!
of passivity." By perpetuating the notion that art is tneffecrually above 1.t all,
she reasserts the false dominance of criticism and convention over art Without
taking up the final challenge: to analyze what has been and ~s meant (and what
she means herself) by the term good art in a context so colonized by men an~ ?y
the ruling class that we have lost sight of what our ~wn tastes might be. I?esplte
the value of Greer's encyclopedic approach and the Important uses to Wh1~h her
research will be put by students of art history, the real lessons for contemporary women in the arts lie in Callen's book.
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first women's art space, the first women's art school, and the Los Angeles
Woman's Building. She is a leading women's art theorist and activist. So it was no
surprise, at least to the feminist community, when five years ago she initiated the
Dinner Party project, conceived as no less than "a symbolic history of women
in Western Civilization"-a project that bec:ame so overwhelming that even Chicago was occasionally daunted.
Briefly, The Dinner Party is a huge and elegant installation piece-an opencentered, triangular table (the inverted triangle being an ancient symbol of female power), 46Y:z feet on each side, set on a raised triangular platform. The three
wings of the table contain place settings for 39 women from the mythical past
through history to today, from the Primordial Goddess to Georgia o 'Keeffe.
They rest on a foundation of 999 women's names inscribed in gold in Chicago's
Palmer-method script on the White, Iusternled floor. Each place setting includes
a gold-edged napkin, porcelain flatware and gold-lined chalice, and centers on a
fourteen-inch, painted or sculpted porcelam plate and an elegantly ornamented
needlework runner-image, style, and technique geared to the contribution
and period of the woman honored. The pates all depart from a vaginally suggestive butterfly image which has been a symbol of rebirth since the beginning of
time and Judy Chicago's trademark since 1972. As they move through the ages,
from Ishtar and Amazon to Hatshepsut, Sappho, Boadicea, Queen Elizabeth I,
Sacajawea, Sojourner Truth, Susan B. Anthony, and composer Ethyl Smyth
(whose ~late is ~ piano and runner, a tweed jacket), the plates gradually rise from
flat to higher relief, After Mary Wollstonecr::tft:, the images begin to struggle up off
the plates into fully sculptured form, but even the last ones-Margaret Sanger,
Natalie Barney, Virginia Woolf, and Georgia O'Keeffe-do not succeed in flying
off t~e surf~c~. Th~s, Chicago notes, 'All the women represented are still
contained within their place setting."
It is Chicago's ambition to be one of the first women to break out of that
c?ntainment. She fully intends The Dinner Party to be a monument-a femirust counterpart of th.e Sistine Chapel or the Matisse Chapel, consecrated inst~ad to. the resur~ectIon of female energy-political and spiritual. (Funds are
belO~ ral~ed to budd a permanent instalhtion for The Dinner Party so it can
take Its ng~ltful ~la~e rather than disappearing like so much women's history to
date.) S~e IS n~t m~~midated by those who feel that women should forgo the ego
male art.lsts enjoy. Women need Big Egos" she insists. "And anyway, the Sistine
Chapel I.S not a monument to any individual but to the human spirit."
Unhke the rest of the country's major museums which could not be less interested, th~ San Francisco Museum, through its director Henry Hopkins has for
. of the project.
.
' Hopkins was ,not preYears been unmense Iy supportive
But even
pare~ for the .exc~te~ent, size, and scope of the five-day celebration around the
ope~ngs, which indicated just how far we have come from being babies. The
openings were attended by thousands· lines formed around the block the
bro~hu~es were gone the first week; wh~n Chicago spoke in the 90o-seat Herbst
aUdlto~lUm, hundreds were turned away; reporters for TV radio the national
magazines were m uc h im eVIidence, every ev-ent-two lectures"
.
a panel a colloquium,. films, concerts by Margie Adam, a 100.1 artists' studio to~r-was 'filled to cabaclty; posters, buttons, and the expensive, profusely illustrated book published
y AnchorlDoubleday were selling out, hopefully putting a dent in the project's
$30,000 debt to the Los Angel W
I.
.
es omen 'sn__
UtilK and even helping the museum out
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of a financial bind. Aside from the sculpture itself', the exhibits included a separate show of traditional china painting, a long hallway of handsomely designed
photodocumentation of technique and process with bios of all the women commemorated, a foyer of banners executed by the San Francisco Tapestry Workshop, and Suzanne Lacy's International Dinner-Party.
The Dinner Party is notable on three levels. First, it is good art, though a
leading art magazine refused to cover the shov because it was "merely sociology." The more time I spent with The Dinner Party, with prolonged views across
the table where the brilliant color of the needlework is best seen and with
detailed scrutiny of the extraordinary ornament of each plate and runner, the
more immersed I became in the beauty of pattern, texture, form and the more I
was moved by the networks being revealed. Second, it offers an encyclopedic history of women's hidden history. I had never heard of many of the 1,038 women
the research team has resurrected, such as Weramoo and Nancy Ward, respectively, Native American chief and warrior; Elizaoeth Talbot, an.~lizabethan .architeet; Louyse Bourgeois, a seventeenth-century medical practItIo?er; Capillana,
an eighteenth-century Peruvian manuscript illuminator; or Henrietta Johnston,
"the first woman artist in North America." Third, and most powerful of all, The
Dinner Party's vision extends to the future through the unique process and structure by which it was created.
During the five years of its gestation, sorae 200 women and men worked
cooperatively and voluntarily on The Dinner Party for periods of one month to
four years, donating in one documented month alone $15,000 worth of labor. The
turnover was large because few could afford to volunteer forever. No one was
paid, and students sometimes paid to participstc in what was surely an education far surpassing that offered by most art schools. The gradually develop~d c~re
staff fended for itself until toward the end a token salary was paid. (Art historian
Diane Gelon-indefatigable administrator, PR person, grant getter, and wo~an of
many more parts-drove a school bus in the mornings so she could contmue to
work on the project.) Everyone gave what s/he had to ~ive, and from th?se who
survived the grueling process there were few c.:omplamt~. ,~~ Gelon said when
asked about being exploited, "I wasn't givin', [ was gettm. Needlework ~ea~
Susan Hill pointed out "We encouraged support for powerful women; this IS
new to most people. Women have a tendency to undermine a powerful woman;
the idea is to emulate her. In a work situation me ours the amou~t o~ respect, authority, good stuff you get is in proportion to flow much hanging in there and
producing you do."
. .
This "benevolent hierarchy" (as one partc:ipant called It) IS based on the
guild or atelier system. Chicago herself is clear about her ow~ preference ~o~ a
cooperative-leadership structure over a collect...·e one. The Dinner Party IS mdisputably her art and bears her personal styLstic stamp throughout. She conceived it in 1973 as a private work-"a smaller project" than othe~s. she was then
Contemplating. She was going to "combine images of traditional ,:~me~
(symbolized by china painters) with radical women (those who were poh~lCall)
active)." In what was to become a monumental understatement, she note~ in her
diary on April 28, 1974: "There are a few aspects of the. idea that. a.re still unresolved." $250,000 and five years of solid work md ~ran~~c fu~d raising la.ter,. ~~e
talked about something she had learned in rhentertm I think that the indiv idual artist ethic has been very destructive to women, because when men are alone,
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they aren't really alone-they are alone in their studios supported by systems.
But women are really alone ... isolated and powerless. The system of the individual artist has not worked for us, and yet women keep doing it and doing it. I
think that one real contribution the piece will make will be to demonstrate another mode of art making for a woman artist."
The feminist purity and political correctness of The Dinner Party's structure
has been and will continue to be challenged. Chicago has indeed changed the
rules, but then she made a lot of them, and feminism is committed to just such a
dialectic of growth. Whoever heard of a male artist lecturing with two assistants (Gelon grinning, in baggy pants; Hill twiddling an iris) sharing the stage, the
questions, and the limelight? Whoever saw a factory-fabricated "high art" sculpture accompanied by an exhibit of portraits and bios of some 100 workers? Such
an amazing combination of accomplishment and professional intimacy cannot be
credit~d ~erely .t~ Chicago's charisma. For all her magnetic personality and
organizational brilliance, she is not Jim Jones, nor is she easy to work with. The
women and men who worked on The Dinner Party conquered internal and external conflict, doubt and exhaustion because they were convinced they were
doing something important and participating in social change. Time and again
they repeat how much they have learned and grown from the often difficult process; h?w ~h~ example of Chicago's own discipline could be oppressive but was finally l~pmng; how they came to realize that they, too, could handle such a large
commitment and responsibility and structure their lives around their art. They
also note~ that Chi~ago w~ inevitably working when they arrived at the studio in
the morning ~d still working when they left at night and that every penny of her
personal earrungs ~rom sales of work, royalties, lectures, tours, for over four-anda-half years went into the project.
.Chicago herself had no idea what she was getting into when she realized the
p'roJect had outgrown the individual process. She found herself confronting
three fundamental problems that so far have prevented us women from making
a realle~p into the future": the need to change consciousness to the point where
subst:mtial cultural change can take place; the absence of financial, social, and
emotional support for large-scale, ambitious projects by women' and "the way
women'spe
.
rsonaIiti
ities h ave been damaged to the point where they' cannot work"
to t.he f?cused and automatically supporred way in which men are trained by
society it.sel~. ~he believes, however, that there is no growth without conflict.
The studio insisted on "no bullshit, no mystery no fantasy" (and no personal
k time),
.
' . I personally prefer to work
problems
on wor
Whtle
. were to be disc us
se d
collectively,. I have to admit
.
I th at t h
ere IS no ·
way '
this over-Sr 000 000 project
d lif t h e constant turnover of untrained
'
,people had
would
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. '
.been complet e
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.
.
ll
Chicago
was immensely re~evedhwhen the whole process hit a turning point which showed that The Dinner
rarty ibili
ad become common property an d ihe burden of completing it a shared responsi I .ty. E~austed and discouraged, she was talking about giving up; the
conu;~:y said th~t if she quit, they would finish it without her.
Tbe Dinner Party (together With the Los Angeles Woman's Building
., ps h
and a lew at er such centers f 1
1
..
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art world. Yet as women's magazines, galleries, publishers, and other businesses
get bigger and as our audiences continue to grow in spite of the backlash, there is
an increasing realization of the frustration and wastefulness of planned inefficiency. We must learn to expand, to confront success as our earned right and to
convert achievement into a triumph for feminist values that will affect both
women and men. We are learning to respect structures like The Dinner Party
that generate products as well as energize, while similarly refusing to abandon
the consciousness-raising base and those aspects of working together which are
unique and invaluable to the feminist movement.
For Judy Chicago, the Women's Movement is in an intermediary stage. In the
past all women alike were on low levels of consciousness; in the future all women
alike will be on high levels of consciousness. In the meantime, she proposes that
we adopt a broad variety of strategies for working together, guided by the knowledge that we are not yet all in the same place. She and her Dinner Party colleagues are also committed to reintegrating men into feminist activities to offer
them role models for another kind of existence. This will be one of the aims of the
Through the Flower Corporation, which owns The Dinner Party and will administer and eventually house it, as well as found an educational program.
Finally, there is one last adjunct to The Dinner Party at the San Francisco
Museum- The International Dinner Party Event initiated by Suzanne Lacy, a Los
Angeles performance artist who concentrates on collaborative, politically focused
art structures in public and media contexts. She and Linda Preuss contacted
women all over the world to meet at the time of The Dinner Party's opening in
honor of Iiving women. The visible part of Lacy's piece was a huge black-andWhite world map dotted by red inverted triangles marking the sites of these
celebrations.
I heard one complaint that the notion of a dinner party was itself middle
class-and inappropriate to those parts of the world where people are starving. I
wonder if the Last Supper was ever criticized on those grounds. In fact, both
were meant for everyone, since they represented a feast, not of food, but of hope,
commemorating the past time when the wealth was not yet in the hands of the
few, and making a move toward the future time when a feminized society will
more equally distribute the world's resources. The richness of color and texture,
the gold and the glitter of The Dinner Party itself, refers not to ruling-class splendor, but to the rightful creative heritage of all the women to whom The Dinner
Party is dedicated-most of whom saw little gold in their own lifetimes. Watching the telegrams pour in from Europe, japan, Swaziland, Guyana, New Zealand,
and seeing more and more red triangles dot the map, provided graphic affirmation of the kind of energy The Dinner Party has generated.
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art world. Yet as women's magazines, galleries publishers, and other businesses
get bigger and as our audiences continue to grov in spite of the backlash, there is
an increasing realization of the frustration and wastefulness of planned inefficiency. We must learn to expand, to confront success as our earned right and to
convert achievement into a triumph for feminist values that will affect both
women and men. We are learning to respect aructures like The Dinner Party
that generate products as well as energize, while similarly refusing to abandon
the consciousness-raising base and those aspects of working together which are
unique and invaluable to the feminist movement.
For Judy Chicago, the Women's Movements in an intermediary stage. In the
past all women alike were on low levels of consciousness, in the future all women
alike will be on high levels of consciousness. In the meantime, she proposes that
we adopt a broad variety of strategies for working together, guided by the knowledge that we are not yet all in the same place She and her Dinner Party colleagues are also committed to reintegrating mel. into feminist activities to offer
them role models for another kind of existence. This will be one of the aims of the
Through the Flower Corporation, which owns The Dinner Party and will administer and eventually house it, as well as found an educational program.
Finally, there is one last adjunct to The Dinner Party at the San Francisco
Museum- The International Dinner Party Event initiated by Suzanne Lacy, a Los
Angeles performance artist who concentrates on collaborative, politically focused
art structures in public and media contexts. ~he and Linda Preuss contacted
women all over the world to meet at the time of The Dinner Party's opening in
honor of living women. The visible part of Lacy's piece was a huge black-andwhite world map dotted by red inverted triangles marking the sites of these
celebrations.
I heard one complaint that the notion of < dinner party was itself middle
class-and inappropriate to those parts of the werld where people are starving. I
wonder if the Last Supper was ever criticized on those grounds. In fact, both
were meant for everyone, since they representeda feast, not of food, but of hope,
commemorating the past time when the wealth was not yet in the hands of the
few, and making a move toward the future time when a feminized society will
more equally distribute the world's resources. Tile richness of color and texture,
the gold and the glitter of The Dinner Party itsel', refers not to ruling-class splendor, but to the rightful creative heritage of all the women to whom The Dinner
Party is dedicated-most of whom saw little gold in their own lifetimes. Watching the telegrams pour in from Europe, Japan, Svaziland, Guyana, New Zealand,
and seeing more and more red triangles dot the map, provided graphic affirmation of the kind of energy The Dinner Party has generated.
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A picture is supposed to be worth a thousand words, but it turns out that a picture
plus t~n or a hundred words may be worthiest of all. With few exceptions, most
effective social/political art being done today consists of a combination of words
and images. I'm not just talking about "Conceptual Art" or paintings with
words on them, but also about writing that integrates photographs (and vice
versa), about .comic strips, photonovels, side shows, film, TV and posters-even
ab~ut advertisements and fashion propaganda. In the last decade or so, visual
artists have had to begin to think about problems of narrative detachment,
drama, rhetoric, involvement-styles ~ communication-which hitherto
~eemed to belong to other esthetic dOIlUJns. And in order to deal with these
Iss~es, they have had. to overcome the modernisr taboo against "literary art,"
which encompasses virtually all art with political/social intentions.
"Literary art" either uses words or, through visual puns and other means,
calls ~p conte~t more specific and pointed than that promulgated by moderni~~
~octrtnes. It IS a short Jump from specific to "obvious" "heavy-handed,
crowd -pleas'mg, "" sIoganeermg,
. " and oiher epithets most ' often aimed by the
art-for-art's-sake establishment at Dada's and Surrealism's recent progeny: Pop
Art, Co~ceptual Art, narrative art, performance and video art. Even the most
~onventlonal kinds of representational an come in for some sneers as though
tmaues
were b }r d e f uunon
"
I'iterary, God forbid, the taboo seems to, be saying,
~
that the Content of art be accessible to its audience. And god forbid that content
mean sometht
. I
and art it
m~ In SOCIa terms. Because if it did, that audience might expand,
.
self might escape from the ivor- tower, from the clutches of the rulIn~corporate class that releases and interprets it to the rest of the world. Art
might become "mere propaganda" for us instead of for them
Because
h
k
'
.
we ave to eep in the back of our minds at all times that we
ld '
wou n t have to use the denigrated wordjJropaganda for what is, in fact, edu"Reprinted by permission from Heresies, no. 91 19go).
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cation, if it weren't consistently used against us. "Quality" in art, like "objectivity" and "neutrality," belongs to them. The only way to combat the "normal"
taken-for-granted propaganda that surrounds us daily is to question
their version of the truth as publicly and clearly aspossible. Yet in the art world
today, clarity is a taboo: "If you want to sead a message, call Western
Union" ... but don't make art. This notion has become an implicit element of
American art education and an effective barrier a;ainst artists' conscious communication, the reintegration of art into life.
After at least two decades in which the mednrn has been used primarily to
subvert the message, the very word message has regenerated into a euphemism
for commercial interruptions. So what's left of the avant garde, rather naturally,
rejects the notion of a didactic or "utilitarian" 01 "political" art, and socialist
artists working in a context dominated by variois empty fads and formalisms
tend to agonize about the relationship between their art and their politics.
"Formalism" (in the Greenbergian, not the Russiar sense) is denied them; it has
been coopted by those invested in the idea that if alt communicates at all, what it
communicates had better be so vague as to be r irtually incommunicable, or
it won't be "good art." This leaves the disenfranchised formalist (or "socialist
formalist," as one artist has called himself in an attempt to reclaim the term) on a
tightrope between acceptance for her/his formal capacities alone and rejection
for her/his need to "use" these capacities to convey' social content.
Feminists, on the other hand, should be better equipped to cope with this dilemma. Women artists' historical isolation has pnpared them to resist taboos.
Our lives have not been separate from our arts, as [hey are in the domi?ant culture. "Utilitarian," after all, is what women's work lias always been. For instance.
many women artists today are rehabilitating the snrchlike mark, swaddling and
wrapping, the techniques and materials of wornea's traditional art and work.
Feminist art (and feminist propaganda) expands tlese sources to include w~at
we learn from our own lived experience as women,lfrom our sense of our bodies,
from our subcultural lives as a "vertical class."
True, the feminist creed "the personal is the p::llitica!" has b~en inter~r~te~
far too widely and self-indulgently in the liberal veil of . my art IS my politics.
"all art is political," "everything a woman artist :loes is feminist a~t.''' and so
forth. The "I" is not necessarily universal. The personal is only political when
the individual is also seen as a member of the social vhole. There is a plethora of a
certain kind of "feminist art" which like other prevailing avant-garde styles,
looks into the mirror without also focusing on the rieaning of the mirror itselfon the perimeter, the periphery which forms the mages (form as veil; for~ as
barrier; form as diversionary tactic). Yet despite all chis, feminis.m has po.tentlally
changed the terms of propaganda as art by being urushamed of Its obsesslo~s and
political needs, and by confirming the bonds between individual and SOCIal experience.
Jacques Bllul! sees propaganda as totally dangerous, as a sop, a substitute for
loftier appetites, a false cure for loneliness and alienation. He reduces .t~ propaganda all of our needs for shared belief for a comrmnity of values. Ferninists may
be .able to see it differently. The dic~ionary defint i(~n of the ~o~d is . '.pro~a
gatIng, multiplying, disseminating principles by orgmized effort ; It acquired Its
~egative connotation in a colonializing male cultire (e.g., the Roman Cathohe Church). In its positive sense the word propcqanda can be connected to
woman's classic role as synthesizer. Our culture of consumption draws women
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Some Propaganda for Propaganda

to the market, which, as Batya Weinbaum and Amy Bridges have shown,
"provides the setting for the reconciliation of private production and socially determined need."? Similarily, women artists, few of whom have escaped traditional women's roles, might understand and clarify a viewpoint rarely if ever
expressed in the arts, and create new images to validate that viewpoint.
The goal of feminist propaganda is to spread the word and provide the
organizational structures through which all women can resist the patriarchal
propaganda that denigrates and controls us even when we know what we are
doing. Since the role of the image has been instrumental in our exploitation
(thro~~. advertising, pornography, etc.), feminist artists have a particular re~ponslbllIty to create a new image vocabulary that conforms to our own
Interests. If, as Ellul says, "nonpropagandizc:d" people are forced to live outside
the community, then as feminists we must lise our tools of consciousness raising,
self-criticism, and nonhierarchical leadership to create a "good propaganda"
that enables women of all races and classes to form a new, collective community.
Such a "go.od propaganda" would be what art should be-a provocation, a new
way of seeing and thinking about what goes on around us.
So far, the audience for feminist art has been, with a few exceptions, limited
to the converted. The greatest political cOnt:ribution of feminism to the visual arts
has en a necessary first step-the introdn ction and expansion of the notion of
autoblO~aphy and narrative, ritual and performance, women's history and
~omen s wor~ as ways. to retrieve conten without giving up form. This has
~volved the mterweavmg of photograph, and words and sometimes music
J?urnal entries and imitations thereof, and tbe instigation of a dialogue that is particularly appropriate to video, film or performance art. For instance while so
muc~ "narra~ive art" is simply a superficial and facetious juxtaposition of words
an~ unages, It can, when i.nformed by a politically feminist consciousness, open
a dialogue bet~een the artist and the viewer: Look at my life. Now look at yours.
What do you like/hate about me/my life? "hat do you hate/like about you/yours?
Hav,~ you ~ver looked at your oppr~ssi0':l or your accomplishments in quite this
~a}: Is this what happened to you in a slOlilar situation? And so forth hopefully
'
eading t~: Why? What to do? How to organize to do it?
. In a literate (but anti literary) society, the words attached to art even as mere
titles, may have more effect on the way that art is perceived than some of the
s~ronglest ~mages do. As a public we (but especially the docilely educated middle
c asldS) 00 to be told by the experts what ve are seeing/thinking/feeling. We are
inlv J
to , taught or commanded
'.
captions
titles accom
. mal y m words. Not just criticism , but written
'.
'I
panymg texts, sounlltracks, taped dialogues voice-overs
all pi
.
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'
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longer
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ia ogue. .I 'hIS IS the point at which the image/word is no
goo propaganda (SOcially and esthc:tically aware provocation) but bad

propaganda (exploitative and oppressive economic control mechanism). Authoritarian written art is basically unpopular with aJ except the most invested
and/or specialized audiences. Feminists, too, are more likely to be swayed and
moved to tears or rage by music, novels, films and theatre than by visual art,
which is still popularly associated with imposed dun and elitist good taste, with
gold frames and marble pedestals. Yet the feminist infuence on the art of the seventies is evident in the prevalence of art open to diabgue-performance, video,
film, music, poetry readings, panels and even meetirgs. This tendency not only
suggests a merger of art and entertainment (with Brechtian overtones) but also
suggests that speaking is the best way we know to get :lJ.e message across while offering at least the illusion of direct content and diakaue. It also implies that the
combination of images and spoken words is often mo-e effective than the combination of images and written words, especially in ti.is day of planned obsolescence, instant recycling and antiobject art.
.
Although most of the propaganda that survives ii written, it tends to get diluted by time, misunderstandings and objectification fhe spoken word is realer
to most people than the written word. Though rrore easily forgotten in its
Specifics, it is more easily absorbed psychological)'. The spoken word is
connected with the things most people focus on almost exclusively: the stuff of
daily life and the kind of personal relationships everyone longs for in an alienated
s~ciety. It takes place between people, with eye con act, human confu~ion and
Pictures (memory). It takes place in dialogues with friends, family, acquamtanc~s,
day after day. So one's intake of spoken propaganda is, in fact, the sum of dally
COmmUnication.
. This more intimate kind of propaganda seems t< me to be inhere~tly ferni~st. It might be seen as gossip, in the word's orginal sense: GO'fSlb meant
gOdparent," then "sponsor and advocate"; then it became a relative, then ,~
woman friend, then a woman "who delights in idle salk," "groundless rumor
and "tattle." Now it means malicious and unfoundedtales told by women about
other people. All this happened through the increased power of patriarchal prop-
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aganda, through men gossiping about wom-en and about each other on a grand
scale (history). Thus, in the old sense, spoken propaganda, or gossip, means relating-a feminized style of communicatioa either way.
Over my desk hangs a postcard showing a little Black girl holding an open
book and grinning broadly. The caption reacts: "Forge simple words that even the
children can understand." This postcard nags at me daily. As a writer who makes
her living mostly through talking (one-night stands, not full-time teaching), I am
very much aware that writing and speaking;are two entirely different mediums,
and that they translate badly back and forth. For instance, you can imitate writing
by speaking, as anyone knows who has dozed through the presentation of an academic "paper" spoken from a podium. Or you can imitate speaking by writing,
as anyone knows who has read the self-conscious chitchat favored by many
newspaper columnists. The best way of dealing with speaking seems to be to
skip, suggest, associate, charm and perform with passion, while referring your
audience back to the written word for more complex information and analysis.
Holding people's attention while they are reading is not so easy. Like
"modern art," the thoughtful essay has had a bad press. Popular magazines imitate speech by avoiding intimidating or didactic authoritarian associations with
the text-filled page and by breaking the page with pictures, anecdotes or intimate
"asides." Right and Left depend equally oncolloquialism to reach and convince a
broad audience. Popular dislike of overtly superior or educated authority is reflected, for instance, in an antifeminist ch:aracterization of "most women's lib
books" as "cumbersome university theses " The visual/verbal counterparts of
l~ng-running TV soap operas are the comic lbook and the photonovel, which, significantly, are the closest possible imitations of speaking in writing, as well as
the cheapest way of combining "spoken" words with images.
As a .middle-~lass college-educated propagandist, I rack my brain for ways to
co~u01cat~ .wlth working-class women, I've had fantasies about peddling
~OClaliSt feminist art comics on Lower East:Side street corners, even of making it
IOtO .the su~rmarkets (though it would be. difficult to compete with the
plastically sh~k ~~d colorful prettiness of the propaganda already ensconced
there). But this vision of "forging simple words" also has a matronizing aspect. I
,,:as taken aback at a recent meeting when a young working-class woman who
did not go to co.llege stood up for a difficult language and complex Marxist rerrnin?logy. Her POlOt was that this terminology had been forged to communicate
difficult conceptions and there was no need to throw the baby out with the
bathwater because of some notion that the working class wasn't capable of
developing its minds. "We can look up thewords we don't know," she said, "but
people want to grow. "
So are my comic book fantasies simplydassist? Should I stick to the subtleties
of four-syllable words? Both of us seemed to be leaning over backward to counteract our own class backgrounds. A simJar conflict was expressed by Cuban
Nelson Herrera Ysla in a poem called "Codoquiallsm".

Forgiv: me, defender of images and synoots.

I forgioe you, too.

Forgive me, hermetic poets for whom I »ate boundless admiration
~ut we have so many things left to say
,
In a. way that everyone understands as dearly as possible
the Immense maiorttv
.
'
:J
J
a b ou t to di.iscouer the miracle
of language.

Forgive me, but I keep thinking that Fidel has taught us dialogue and
that this, my dear poets,
has been a decisive literary influence.
Tbankyou. 3
Such conflicts between high art and communication have recently been
raised in the visual arts by public feminist performance art, by Judy Chicago's
Cooperatively executed The Dinner Party and by the community mural movement-the visual counterparts of verbal colloquialism in their clear images and
outreach goals. But how much conventional visual art, in fact, has been successful as propaganda? From the twentieth century we think of a few posters: "Uncle
Sam Wants You"· "War Is Not Good for Children and Other Growing Things"
"And Babies?" (this last one, protesting the My-Lai massacre, was actually de,
signed collectively by a group of "fine artists" from the now defunct Art Workers' Coalition). And we think of a few modern artists-the Mexican muralists and
ironically, several Germans: the Berlin Dadas, Heartfield, Kollwitz, Staeck
Beuys, Haacke. Compare this lackluster record with the less brutal conscious,
ness raised by songs (those in which the musical foreground doesn't overwhelrr
or. ~eutralize the lyrics). And compare it with the kind of historical consciousness
rats109 offered through oral history, accompanied by old photographs, letters
memories of one's own grandparents' stories. We keep coming back to words
And not just to words, but to words set in visual frameworks that are emotionally
as well as intellectually stimulating.
.
My own preference is for an art that uses words and images so integrally
lOterwoven that even narrative elements are not seen as "captions" and ever
realistic images are not seen as "illustrations." Yet I have to admit I'm constantly
disheartened by the content of art using the "new mediums" as vehicles not fOI
Communication or social awareness, but simply for unfocused form and fashion
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Effective propaganda obviously has to be aimed at a specific audience, not just
shot into the air to fall to earth we know not where. (This fact should hardly be
anathema to an art already, if often unconsciously and involuntarily, aimed at a
very limited audience of curators, critics. collectors and other artists.) Targeting
one's audience is very different from finding one's audience-the former having
to do with marketing and the latter with strategy. If we assume that moving a large
and varied audience is at the heart of the matter, perhaps we should spend our
energies making art for TV, where information can be communicated in a manner
that is simultaneously intimate and detached, and where there might be some
hope of turning that huge, passive, consuming audience into a huge, active, critical, potentially revolutionary audience. And if (a monstrous if) we were ever to
succeed in wresting TV time from 100 percent corporate control, would this lead
to solid alliances, or to a Wishy-washy pla ralism? And where would artists come
in?
. ~o~t "art video" (as opposed to documentary, real-time political video) is
still Iimited to art audiences and is, or would be, rejected by people accustomed
to a kind of entertainment most avant-garde artists are not skillful enough to produce, even if they did decide to stop bonng their audiences to death. Most artists
prefer n?t to move out of the competitiv-e, incestuous, but comprehensible art
context into the unwelcoming Big Time of the real world. In the late sixties, a few
~?~~~ptual artists di~ make newspaper pieces, but they were usually artworld
m Jokes o~ rhetorical .arg~ments plunked down with no attempt to adapt to
the new medium, becoming m the process another kind of ineffectual cultural co10ni~~. ~llul. s~ys that ineffective propaganda is simply not propaganda.)
Despite Its idealistic beginnings, most bool art is now a pale imitation of gallery
art, the page becoming a miniature wall instead of something to be read (i.e.,
understo?d~. In turn, written art hung 0i1 gallery walls is difficult to read and
arrogant m Its enlargement from the bookfform it imitates. There have been some
genuine and successful attempts to integr.tte art into street and community life,
and others to analyze and compete with public advertising in the form of posters
and ru~ber-stampcommentaries, but for all the theoretical acumen of some of this
work, It tends to be visually indistinguishable from the mass media it parodies.
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These issues open a can of worms about satires and "parodies" that aren't
comprehensible if one isn't in the know. Ambiguity is chic and modernist, lending itself to esoteric theories that inflate tIe art and deflate any possible
messages. A left-wing film, for instance, might be a "parody" of macho fantasy
films of violence, but in fact uses parody as an excuse to wallow in just that
"politicaly incorrect" imagery. This happens often in feminist art and performance, too. When women artists use their cwn nude bodies, made-up faces,
"hooker costumes," etc., it is all too often difficult to tell which direction the art
is coming from. Is this bare-breasted woman mugging in black stockings and
garter belt a swipe at feminist "prudery" and in agreement with right-wing
propaganda that feminism denies femininity? Is it a gesture of solidarity with
prostitutes? Is it a parody of the ways in which fashion and media exploit and degrade women? Is it an angry satirical commenta y on pornography? Or does it approve of pornography? Much so-called punk ar: (politically aware at one point in
Britain, although almost never in the United states) raises these questions in a
framework of neutral passivity masquerading as deadpan passion. Similarly, a
work might cleverly pretend to espouse the opposite of what it does, in fact,
believe, as a means of emphasizing the contradictions involved. But how are we to
know? Are we just to be embarrassed when the artist says, "But I didn't mean it
that way. How naive, how paranoid and moralis-tic of you to see it that way. You
must be really out of it"? Are we to back down because it is, after all, art, which
isn't supposed to be comprehensible and isn't jrst about appearances? Or can we
demand to know why the artist hasn't asked her/himself what kind of context this
work needs to be seen "right" or "not taken senously't-e-to be seen as the satire it
really is?
Women are always assumed by the patriarchy to be suckers for propaganda-less educated, less worldly, more submssive, more emotional than men.
Looking at it a different way, acknowledging the edge we have in empathy, feminist consciousness of communication, narratve, intimate scale and outreach
networks, why aren't women artists taking the .ead in inventing, say, a new kind
of magazine art that transforms a legitimate 2\o'ant-garde direction into propaganda with an esthetic character of its own? Why aren't many women artists
making imaginative public art focused on femiaist issues? Why do the Right-toLifers have more compelling demonstration slits, poster and pamphlet images
than the Pro-Choice movement? (One reason, of course, is that the right wing
has money and The Committee for Abortion Rights and Against Sterilization
Abuse [CARASAJ doesn't. But surely there are enough economically comfortable
women artists to lend some time and talents andesthetic energy to causes they believe in?) Why does Heresies receive so few pertnent visual pieces? Why have the
few artists committed to such work often found it easier to use words than irnages? And how can we get more visibility for those word and word/image pieces
that do tackle this problem? Some crucial facte r is lacking in our strategies for
making memorable images or emblems that will move, affect and provoke a larger
group of women. Some crucial breakdown in ccnfidence or commitment, or caring energy, seems to occur when an artworld-tr<ined artist is confronted with the
possibility of making' 'useful" art. I could make, lot of psychological gues~es w~Y
(fear of the real world, fear of being used by the powers that be, fear of being m,lsunderstood and misperceived, fear of humiliaton and lack of support) but 1m
more interested in encouraging artists to move nto such situations so we can see
What happens then.

Issue

A lot of these questions and problems may be the result of our own rnistmderstanding of propaganda turning back on us. No one on the Left would der-v
the importance of propaganda. Yet it is a rare left-wing feminist who is int~
ested in or even aware of the resources visual artists could bring to the strugge.
The current lack of sparks between art and propaganda is due to a fundamenlll!
polarity that is in the best interests of those who decide these things for ~I'
There are very effective pressures in the art world to keep the two separate, p
make artists see political concern and esthetic quality as mutually exclusive allCj
basically incompatible; to make us see our commitment to social change as a I~"
suIt of our own human weaknesses, our own lack of talent and success. This in·
posed polarity keeps people (artists) unsure and bewildered amid a chaos I,t;
"information" and conflicting signals produced by the media, the rnarketplao
and those who manipulate them and us. It keeps us desperate to be sophisticate.
cool, plugged in, and competitively ahead of the game (other artists, that is). r:
makes us impatient with criticism and questions. It deprives us of tools wim
which to understand the way we exploit ourselves as artists. It makes us forgn
that words and images working together can create those sparks between dais
life and the political world instead of hovering in a ghostly realm of their owl,
which is the predicament of the visual arts right now. It keeps us from forrnira
the alliances we need to begin to make our own lives whole.
NOTES
This article owes a great deal to dialogues with the Heresies no. 9 collective and
the New York Socialist Feminists, and especially to those with Joan Braderman in bon.
groups.
I. Propaganda (New York: Knopf, 1965).
2. "The Other Side of the Paycheck," Monthly Review Ouly-Aug. 1976)·
3· Canto Libre 3, no. 1 (1979)·
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"Issue and Taboo" was written for the catalog of the exhibition "Issue: Socia'
Strategies by Women Artists" at the Institute for Contemporary Arts (ICA) i~
London, November 1980. I selected the show, but May Stevens initiated the ide,'
and we worked with Margaret Harrison and Sandy Nairne to execute it. Th
source was "Caring: Five Political Artists, " which I wrote for the Women's IssuOf Studio International (Fall 1977), which was, in fact, a brief introduction to fiu
double spreads: "page art" by Mary Beth Edelson, Adrian Piper, Martha Rosie
Nancy Spero and May Stevens. What follows are a few paragraphs fron
"Caring" as an introduction to ideas more fully deueloped in "Issue ant
Taboo."
POlitical art has a terrible reputation and may be the only taboo left in the at
world. Perhaps it is taboo because it threatens the status quo which the avan
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garde supports at the same time it thinks its making "breakthroughs." In any case
women's political art has a doubly passionate base from which to operate. The
female experience is, of course, different Isocially, sexually, politically) from the
male experience, so the art, too, is differeat. This does not, as some would have
it, exclude concern with all people; on the contrary, the female experience is profoundly radicalizing for those who survive its brutalization.
Good political art must raise questions as well as confirm convictions. Within the art world there is the danger of preaching to the superficially converted.
Artists tend to come from the middle clas-s and, even if they don't, their artunderstandably, if regrettably-tends to serve the middle class. The work included here, therefore, is in some ways aimed as much at itself as at its audience.
That is, it is projected through the artists' consciousness of conflict between art
and the real world as much as it is actuallv aimed at the real world. (How many
nonartists and nonartworkers read Studio International?) But it is also potentially on its way out of the art world. More than most artists, these women are
aware of their predicament and are, perhaps, awaiting the left-open door, the unguarded cell.
For obvious reasons, since "magazine pieces" were requested, all the works
here borrow vocabulary, stance, and/or medium from journalism. I think most of
the artists would agree that both word and image are necessary for a politically
effective art, even within the frame of 1. so-called visual art .'world." They
know, and I know, that such pieces would be all the more effective were they not
co.nfined to a single "article" or a single magazine in the single art context. I
think we would all like to see this kind of work infiltrate the mass media, where it
would puzzle, provoke, perhaps outrage a broader audience.
What it means to be political and to be z feminist, whether the terms are redundant, and the degrees of the Interaction between the two would be variously
~nterprete~ by the artists represented here, I chose them because, whatever the
IDt~rpretatlo~, there can be no doubt about their caring-their allegiance to an
active, outgoing use of art and an awareness of larger-than-esthetic issues. From
an "art viewpoint," it is significant that While these five artists have very different styles and backgrounds, and work in New York, San Diego, and Boston, they
all ~~e or have used collage as a vehicle for their attempts reconcile art and
POlttICS. Becaus~, for better or for worse, mixing art and politics today is like mixIng w~ter and OIl. The two have seemed hopelessly incompatible to most wouldbe mixers. The reasons-too complicated to elaborate in an introductionInclude the absorption of most "protest irt" into the market-oriented maw of
the ar~ world (clearly exposed in the recent succumbing of Arttorum to its
,
.
'./.
.
advertiser ). £ "
.
s, emlOls~ s not-always-succes.nn struggle against the sexism mherent m a ~ale-domtnated culture; the apparent futility of defining socialist
programs m a capitalist society, and the reign of "quality" which derides all
socially concerned art as "low," or "crowd-pleasing," or just plain "bad" art.

Issue and Taboo*
"Issue" is of course a pun on generation and topicality. It is about propagation
spreading the word that it is possible to think about art as a functioning elem~nt
in society. While all art should to some extent act as provocation, as a Jol~ or interruption in the way social life and sensuous experien~e a~e conventionally
perceived, the work shown here attempts to replace the IllUSIOn of neutral esthetic freedom with social responsibility by focusing-to a greater o~ les.ser degree-on specific issues. It is all made by women because the contr~butlo~s 01
feminist art to the full panorama of social-change art and the ways 10 ~hlch a
politicized or topical art approaches, overlaps and diverges from the varIOUS notions of a feminist art are crucial to its further development. "Issue" 's concerns
parallel on an art front those of Sheila Rowbotham's, Lynne Segal's and Hilary
Wainright's important book Beyond the Fragments. While the .fr~gments vary
from field to field and from country to country, the fact that feminism
~ome·
thing to offer the Left that the Left badly needs is as unarguable in art as It IS I~ political organization. The transformation of society, at the heart of both feminism
and socialism, will not take place until feminist strategies are acknowledged and
fully integrated into the struggle.
,
After the 1978 "Hayward Annual" (inaccurately called the womc:n s show and
sometimes still more inaccurately seen as a feminist show), Griselda Pollock
called for "an exhibition of feminist work which will present and encourag~ d~'
bate around the issues of feminism and art practice which have emerge~ .wlt~tn
the women's movement ... conceived and structured as a sustained political 10tervention."! I would like to think that "Issue" starts to provide such a framework for a transatlantic and cross-cultural dialogue. I want to make ~lear a~ t~e
. ,ItS stylistic
. . d'rversity,
. "Issue " was conceived
. .within
'.
outset, however, that despite
a relatively narrow focus. It is concerned with what is being done 10. this speclfl(
'
•. t
With
the
activist area. It is in no way a general show 0 f " Irermrus
,art" dealing
.,
"
politics of being female. Nor is it even a gene~a~ "wom~n s l.'0lItlcal. art show
since it does not include highly effective multl-issue ar~lsts !ike ToOl Rob~rtsor;
or Annie Newmarch in Australia, nor community muralists like Judy Baca 10 Lo:
Angeles nor the many women who concentrate on VIideo, fil
I m, p erformance
.
. , an d sculpture
Witt,
,
phorography,s
organizational slide shows, or rea I'tst palOt~ng
.
political subject matter. Certainly "Issue" does not ~onstltu.t~ a value Judgme~.
about what is the only effective feminist art, effective political art, or estheti
cally successful feminist art. In fact, such outreach art is no more a style 01
movement than feminist art is. If I am protesting roo mUCh. ~bout these
distinctions it is because I am sick and tired of the divisive categorizmg that su~
,
. Iati109 the compeu
ports reactionary
taboos against social-change art b y stimu
tion inherent in the present high-art system.
. .
I hope it will also be clear that "Issue" sidesteps debates on stylist..c assump
tions about women's art. I still hold the opinion that women's art differs fro~
that of men, but I have moved away from my earlier attempt to analyze these dif

?a:s

'Reprinted by permission from the catalog Issue: Social Strategies by Women Artists
(London: Institute for Contemporary Arts, 1980).
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ferences in formal terms alone. In ten years. the needs, contexts and developments have changed. In the early days of the feminist art movement we were
looking for shared images-or rather they popped out at us and demanded to be
dealt with. For some of us this preoccupation then led to a search for shared
esthetic and political approaches, for a theoretical framework in which to set
these ubiquitous images. Now we are in a stage where we tend to take that earlier
data on image and approach for granted; the real challenges seem to lie in analyzing structures and effects. Thus the time seemed right to begin to break down
the various kinds of feminist political art (alltruly feminist art being political one
way or another). "Issue" scrutinizes that branch which is "moving out" into the
world, placing so-called women's issues in a broader perspective and/or utilizing
mass production techniques to convey its messages about global traumas such as
racism, imperialism, nuclear war, starvation and inflation to a broader audience.
There is, I know, a certain danger that when women's issues are expanded
too far they will get swallowed up by an amorphous liberalism. Yet I have opted
here for an ecumenical view rather than a strictly socialist feminist view because
I am convinced that the cross-references made between all these works-even
within the limiting context of an art show-add up to a denser, deeper statem~nt. I hop~ the web of interconnections rod disagreements will cross boundaries of medium, esthetic and ideology to fac:ilitate a dialogue with the audience.
The conference taking place in conjunction with "Issue" and her sister shows at
the ICA-"Women's Images of Men" and "About Time"-will be a still more effective factor in this process.
?ne reason for placing a woman's show outside strictly women's issues is to
~roVI~~ ~ fresh look at feminist art from a llifferent angle. Most of the work in
Issue. IS. urge?t and explicit about its subject matter. It is experimental art,
throwing Itself mto that notorious abyss between art and life of which so much
has been ready-made since Duchamp and Dada. The artists have chosen different
ways t~ s~a1om between the poles of Isolation, separatism, struggle and autonom~ ~lthm the male Left and assimilation that have been the choices open to
feminisrs for the past decade or so. Yet all uf them have worked collaborativeIy
or collectively on some aspect of their art-rdated lives-whether in a coop gallery, ~ political collective, a woman's center, on a periodical a school, artistorganized ex hibi
' itself-with
.
I mons an d events, team-teaching or in art-making
othe.r . women or with politically sympathetic' men. (Three of the twenty
partiCipants are collaboratives-Ariadne, Cr-oiset/Yalter and Fenix-while Leeson and Holzer work regularly with male partners several others do so irregularly, and Sherk works with a mixed group.
'
withThe collaborative aspect is particularly significant because artists involved
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the resulting tensions. For instance, a large number of them have chosen potentially populist, mass-produced mediums such as posters, books, magazine pieces
and video as a means by which to extend control of their own art and its distribution, in the process choosing their own audience, or at least not letting their
audience be chosen for them. The dominant culture tends to see such small, inexpensive, disposable objects as by-products, a watering down of the unique
artifact for mass consumption. But, in fact, the reproductive works often
represent a culmination in compact form that intends to compete (on however
small a scale) with the mass media for cultural power. Such directness stems from
the artists' desire to bring art out of its class and economic confinement, and it is
integral to their strategies to such an extent that direct-as a verb and an adjective-seems to be a key word.
Jenny Holzer, for instance, uses direct mail and street leafleting to convey
her provocative messages about thinking for oneself in the morass of conflicting
propaganda that surrounds us. She does this by making her own carefully
researched collections of aphorisms and essays whose messages sound ultrapositive and direct, but are often, on scrutiny, highly ambiguous. Holzer
operates in a curious realm between belief and disbelief, cliche and fact, cynicism and hope. She sees her work as nonideological; it does not so much impose a fresh view as it criticizes all existing views. One of her recent works-a
leaflet with a return-response coupon that is headlined "Jesus Will Come to New
York November 4" (U.S. election day)-exposes right-wing and religious connections and warns its readers that 3,000,000 fundamentalists are newly registered to vote. The language is clear and nonrhetorical and the piece is potentially
effective in that it could scare more liberals and leftists into voting.
Nancy Spero's delicate collaged scrolls are directed against brutality and violence. In a bold, irregular, oversized print, interspersed with twisted and
attenuated figures, sharp tongues out or arms flailing, she catalogs humanity's
current nightmares-the Vietnam war, the torture of women, the bomb, fascist
coups. She often uses poetry (by Artaud or H. D. or from mythological sources)
ironically to undermine the whole notion of poetry, or art, as something beautiful and soothing. In Torture in Chile, Spero uses fragmentation as a metaphor for
the dismemberment of women and of a revolutionary motherland. The vast
horizontal scroll is drawn out, strung up against the wall like a prolonged scream
of rage. The images are less active than usual, as though the horror of the factual
text, underscored by sharp geometric lines, has immobilized the figures.
In a very different way, Nicole Croiset and Nil Yalter also explore fragmentation in their extended video/text/drawing "oblique object" installations about
the 4,000,000 working-class immigrants to urban centers and to the wealthier
European nations. Yalter is herself Turkish and the piece in "Issue" focuses on Rahime, a Kurdish woman of nomadic background making the wrenching transition
between her village and an industrial shantytown outside of Istanbul. Married at
thirteen, a mother at fourteen, she is undergoing a forced triple consciousness
raising (as a woman, a worker, and a rural alien), tragically heightened
When her progressive daughter was murdered by a man she refused to marry.
Rahirne is very articulate about the injustices of her situation. She notes how the

Nicole Croiset and Nil Yalter, street poster at bus stops, exterior part of the multimedia installation Women at Home, Women at Work, in Mireuil, France, 1981. The work consisted of
a portrait series from the lives of women living in the neighborhood where it was shown.

rich can't do anything-work in a factory or even fulfill their military service.
Croiset and Yalter combine art, sympathetic anthropology and documentary approaches. As in their previous works on the city of Paris, a women's prison, and
immigrant workers in France and Germany, they bring to rhythm and life the people who make up the statistics of Europe's new, reluctant melting-pot status.
Miriam Sharon is also involved in cross-cultural awareness. An Israeli, she has
worked with the Bedouins in the Negev and Sinai deserts. Her earth-covered tents
and costumes pay homage to their close relationship to nature. By performing
rituals both in the desert and on the Tel Aviv waterfront (at Ashdod Harbor, appropriately named after an ancient goddess), Sharon uses her art as a vehicle of
cultural exchange; she reminds the workers of the plight of the nomads who are
being herded into cement villages and forced to abandon their traditional ways
of life. She also shows her work in factories and has become a one-woman liaison
organization between the "desert people" and their rulers.
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Maria Karras also deals with dislocation in her phototext posters on the subject of "multicultural awareness." Both Here and There consists of fourteen
posters in English and one of twelve different languages; each shows a relaxed
pOrtrait of a woman from a different ethnic origin and a statement excerpted
~rom an interview about her experience as a woman and an immigrant in Amertea, Conceived and marketed as teaching aids as well, the posters were seen by
Over a million people when they went up in Los Angeles public buses in 1979. They
stem from Karras' earlier work on her own Greek heritage. What initially appears
to be a bland, chamber-of-commerce format is ruffled by the casual poses and the
COntroversial things some of her subjects have to say about women's roles in
their communities. Each poster is a small and pointed political geography lesson. Karras offers positive images of women, new role models and new sources
of Confidence for women. She provides an exchange between Los Angeles'
many and isolated ethnic communities and makes connections between feminism and the anxiety, alienation and assimilation of the bi-cultural experience.
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Miriam Sharon, Ashdoda Harbor Project, October-December 1978, Tel-Aviv, Israel. (Photo:
Rachel Harpaz)

MariaKarras, Both Here and There, bus posters,1979. One of a series of fourteen interviews
with women of different bicultural backgrounds ill Los Angeles, accompanied by a portrait
of eachand exhibited in 1,000 city buses.The posters are also used in schoolsas teachingaids,
"designed to build bridges across cultures, and open communication about similarities and
differences." They "make public what is private knowledge about the female experience of
immigration to America."

Inspire multicultural awareness in voir students,
read on,

Both Here and There is a
Multilingual
Multicultural
teaching aid designed to build bridges across cultures, and open
communication about similarities and differences.
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Posters, of course, are probably the most direct public art medium there is.
Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn have been collaborating for several years with
the trade unions and local groups to produce a series protesting hospital
shutdowns and health cutbacks for the East London Health Project. Because of
their formal strength and visual interrelation, these campaigns lend themselves to
art contexts as well as to the intended social function, although the artists make
it clear they dislike using their audiences as "passive consumers," and don't think
"gallery socialism" is enough. The series in "Issue" was made by Leeson with the
Women's Health Information Centre Collective and deals with specific issues
such as abortion, contraception, home care and women's work hazards, as well
as more general questions such as women being driven back into the home as the
result of health cuts, the social role of women and its indirect effects on health
and why certain aspects of health care should be seen as women's issues. Like the
earlier campaign, this is seen as social art for a "transitional period" between art
based on the values of a consumer society and "something else" that will occur
when that society is changed. Since she is acutely aware of the dangers of art colonization, Leeson's poster work is informed by a rigorous self-criticism which
brings it to the edge of disappearance into social work, from which it is saved,
paradoxically, by its visual and esthetic force.
For most of these artists, the international Women's Liberation Movement
is a source of great theoretical vitality. However, they use it in very different
styles, to very different degrees and operating from very different political assumptions. This could not be otherwise since they are also of different
nationalities different races different class-and-esthetic backgrounds and foregrounds. The difficulty of g~neralizing about twenty-four such div~rse ~r.tists is
compounded by the fact that the discourses around feminist and sociopolitical .art
in the United States and the United Kingdom (where the majority of these artists
live) are literally in such different places. The state of British art is not the state of
American art. For example, this ICA series is the first establishment-approved
women's show in London while New York has had women's shows but has
never had a "political art show" on the order of London's "Art for Whom," "Art
for Society" and others. 3 In mainstream America, social art is basically ignored; in
England, it enjoys the attention of a small but vocal (and often di~ided) gr~)Up
With a certain amount of visibility and media access. In America, artist-organized
tentatives toward a socialist art movement are marginal and temporary, waxing
and waning every five years or so with onlv a few tenacious recidivists provid~ng
the continuity. In England, there are actually Left political parties ~hat ~rtlsts
can join and even work with-and the more advanced level of theoretical dISCUSsion reflects this availability of practice.
.
In England, feminist art is thought by some to be "utterly concerned with notions of what art is and only concerned with making strong, direct statemen.ts
about the position of women in our culture "4-which certainly helps to explain
the reluctance of some professional artists to be labeled as feminists '. In Am~r
ica, on the other hand it is the feminist Left that is reluctant to be associated with
"bourgeois" or "radi~al" or "separatist" feminism, and the p~pular noti,on of
feminist art is more oriented toward images than toward tdeologles. Ther~ IS also
a firm resistance to the notion of defining feminist art at all, or acceptwg. any
"predetermined concepts of feminist art,"> because we have seen the enthusiasm
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of those who would like to escape feminist energy by consigning all women's art
to a temporary style or movement. In Israel, feminist art is still an oddity and
Miriam Sharon is rare in welcoming the identification. In France, feminist art is
more often defined according to American cultural feminist notions (autobiography, images of self, performance, traditional arts) than according to the more
universalized psychopolitical theory for which French feminism is known. In any
case, the sociological work of Croiset/Yalter does not seem typical of either
country's cliches about feminist art.
All ofthese confusions can be partly attributed to the fact that, as Rowbotham
has remarked in another context, the feminist tenets of organic growth"many faceted and contradictory"-do not fit any current model of the vanguard.s In challenging the notions of genius, of greatness, of artist as necessary
nuisance that are dear to the hearts of the institutional mainstream and of the
general public, the artists in "Issue" have also challenged some fundamental
assumptions about art. They are in a good position to do so because feminist
art has had to exist for the most part outside of the boundaries imposed by the
male-dominated art world. While these artists exhibit in that world, they also
maintain support systems outside of it and many have established intimate connections with different audiences. Having watched so many politicized artists
reach out, only to fall by the wayside or back onto acceptable modernism fringed
with leftist rhetoric, I have the heartiest respect for those with the courage to
persist in this nobody's land between esthetics, political activism and populism.
The taboos against doing so, however, bear some looking into, along with the
ways such artists have broken them.

Margaret Harrison, detail from Homeworkers, 1977, multimedia. This project employed
photos, documentation and a large assemblage/canvas to investigate the problems faced by a
pool of nonunionized, mostly female labor who do piecework at home for wages as low as 2~ll:
per hour. It follows the work of three individual women in detail and has been shown In
schools and community centers in South London as part of an organizing process.

,~ome are challenging the taboos against subject matter considered "unsuita~l~ ~or art-such as unemployment, work and domesticity, budget cutbacks or
militarism. Some are aiming at the sense of imagined superiority that has so disastrously separated "high art" from "crafts" and "low art" and artists from
"~rdi~ary people." Marg~re~ Harrison, for instance, is acting on both of these
principles. Her collage pamnngs and documentation pieces have long focused
on the theme of. women and work, but rather than picture or objectively comment ?n h~r subject, she works from inside of it with the people it concerns. A
work IS finished only when it reflects and has had some effect on the selected
~eld. ~:urison has worked with isolated nomeworkers and with rape groups. In
Iss~e, she takes on craft and class. The visual core of the piece consists of three
ver.slOns o~ each craftwork: the actual obecr, a painting of it, and a photograph
of It;, The lte~s belonged to her mother-in-law. They trace the "deskiIling process of workmg-class women since industrialization by moving from a handmade
patchwork to a cheap doily, "made in the factory by working women and sold
~~Ck to .the.m." Like the "hookey. mat" -once a shameful symbol of poverty and
w eruoying the status of a desirable anUque-they indicate the disappearance
of. crafts from the lives of working-class women to become the domain of the
rmddle class. Harrison'.s the~e has ramifications not only for the feminist insistence that the struggle IS taking place in the home as well as in the workplace, but
.
biece" .
also as a COmment on the " precious
0 Jeet 10 current art practice.

~everly Naidus also deals with planned obsolescence. Her title is The Sky Is
Falling, The Sky Is Falling, or Pre-Miitenaium Piece. The audiotape talks about

Beverly Naidus, Stick It, 1982, self-adhesive stickers for consumer intervention in stores,
7"x 7".
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"selling life as it is," about unemployment and economic insecurity and the
panaceas offered to cure them: consumerism and evangelical religion. She
deals with issues blurred by media overkill hy using cliche and collage-lists, asinine questionnaires, posters slapped up guerrilla-style over photos of people
standing in lines and suffering bureaucratic banalities. This visual layering technique suggests that underneath the doom-saying is a groundswell of people'
power.
There is a pervasive belief, in the United States at least, that art with political
subject matter is automatically "bad art." To some extent, of course, such
taboos can be attributed to the artists' intentional divergences from conventional audiences and goals, as well as to a formalist dislike of "literary art" that is
much stronger in the United States than in tile United Kingdom. But social art is
also perceived differently. An organic shape readable, say, as a mushroom cloud,
is judged on a completely different scale, n-o matter how forcefully it may be
f~rmed, from the same shape, similarly execured, that is illegible, or abstract.
Timely ~ubjects like those listed above an not publicly acknowledged to be
threaterung to the status quo but are simply dismissed as "boring" or "unesthetic." This dismissal is particularly weird coming after a decade in which the
avant garde and the bourgeoisie cheerfully validated pieces involving pissing,
masturbating, match throwing, body mutilaion, self-imprisonment, etc. What,
then, makes the appearance of an angry Black face, a war Victim, or nuclear
generators so firmly unacceptable?
Adrian Piper has addressed this issue in aer Aspects of the Liberal Dilemma.

Adrian Piper, Self-Portrait Exaggerating My Negroid Features, June
1981, pencil on paper, 8" x 10". (Collection of the artist)
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A photograph on the wall of a crowd of angry-looking Black people coming
down a staircase is accompanied by an audiotape that discusses the image solely
in formal terms and asks, "What exactly is the esthetic content of this work?" In
another, similar pamphlet work, four identical photos of starving Boat People are
captioned as follows: "Gosh, what a tragedy ... ) ... / ... (sigh)/Is that all?
Where's the art?" In a 1977 letter she suggested that 'the purpose of art may transcend the development of one's esthetic sensibilites in favor of the development of one's political sensibilities." Acknowledging the horror with which that
statement would be generally received, she speculated: "Maybe nonpolitical
messages are more acceptable because they tend to ~e more personal, hence less
publicly accessible, hence more symbolic or rnystenous, therefore more reducible to purely formalist interpretations; i.e., the more likely it is that people will
understand what you're trying to convey, the less fzshionable it is to try to convey it." As a Black woman who can "pass" and a professor of philosophy who
leads a double life as an avant-garde artist, Piper hal understandably focused on
self-analysis and social boundaries. Over the years her work in performance,
texts, newspaper, unannounced street events, tapes and photographs has developed an increasingly politicized and universalized Image of what the self can
mean. In the set of three Political SelfPortraits, for example, she turns her autobiographical information inside out to provide devastating commentaries on
American racism, sexism and classism.
Taboo subjects inevitably include a panoplyof feminist preoccupations,
such as rape, violence against women, incest, prostmtion, agism and media distortion. All of these have been confronted by Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz,
working together and with other women as Ariadae: A Social Network. Like
Piper, they have used "the expanding self' as "a netaphor for the process of
moving the borders of one's identity outward to encompass other women and
eventually all people." Their collaborative performances are unique in their
grand scale and detailed planning, and in the fact tha they take place excl~sively
in the public domain, sometimes with casts/audiences of thousands (as 10 the
Women Take Back the Night march in San Franciscc in 1978). Lacy and Labowitz
have evolved a "media strategy" for their campaigns and events, which often inc.orporate several different approaches to reach different sectors of the P?pulanon.v They work with a broad variety of organizations and groups, fOCUS1Og on
specific feminist issues. Their pieces are carefully designed so as to subvert the
usual media distortion of women's issues; to aurae coverage, they depend on
~triking visual images (such as seven-foot-tall mourrmg women in.black a?d one
10 red for rage bearing a banner reading WOMEN FIGHT BACK, 10 the pl~ce In
Mourning and In Rage, which commemorated th- women murdered 10 Los
~ngeles by the Hillside Strangler). Ariadne was determined to control not, only
Its production, but the way its images were perceivec and understood. Lacy sand
Labowitz's networking techniques gave them broader access to popular culture
than is usual for art.
. Most of the taboo subjects are, in fact, those covered (and mystified) ~xten
stvely by the news media. I suspect one of the reasons they are palatable 10 that
form of "entertainment" but not as fine art, is precisely because they are so
ubiquitous in their more popular form. We are tired of them. Their focus on
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novelty deprives them of meaning even when they are the most meaningful
issues of our time, and those it is most crucialfor us to see clearly. The artists in
"Issue" are acutely aware of this situation and confront it in various ways. Candace Hill-Montgomery, for example, in her aigry photodrawings, uses images
that have survived the media blitz to remain shocking reminders of the history of
racism in America. Just to be sure, she heighteas their immediacy by hanging the
drawings, weighted down by plexiglass, witIt unexpected and often ungainly
objects that bring them still more into our own world. Thick chains support a
terrifying picture of a Black man chained to a tree, his back broken; a full-sized
noose holds up a lynching picture; and army putts hold a piece on American military atrocities; a brass eagle holds the big, colorfully bitter Teepee Town Is in Reserve. By bringing relatively abstract and ezpressionist images into concrete
space, Hill-Montgomery makes it clear that she is not talking about fictionalized
history. With these almost monstrous objects mitigating the craft of her drawn
surfaces, she juxtaposes the possibility of Back power against the historical
fact of Black powerlessness, daring the viewer to enjoy her works as "just art."
Margia Kramer's Secret also deals with terrifying material and her use of black
and white is based on a similar symbolism. Her raw material is the censored
photocopies she obtained through the Preedrrn of Information Act on the FBI
surveillance and harassment of Jean Seberg, which led eventually to the film
star's suicide. In the joe-page file, the FBI refereed to Seberg as "the alleged promiscuous and sex-perverted white actress" and stated its desire to "cause her
embarrassment and cheapen her image with the public." Seberg's persecution
arose from the fact that she was a supporter of the Black Panther party. The FBI
leaked to the news media the false story that 5eberg was pregnant by one of the
Panthers; when the baby died at birth she tool it in an open coffin to her hometown in Iowa to refute these stories, but the enotional toll had been taken. Kramer's art consists not of commentary but of strong visual presentation of the
documents in video, book and huge blown-up negative and positive photostats;
with their impersonal telegraphic style and brually censored passages, they are
the ideal vehicles for this chilling tale of governnental paranoia and manipulation.
Her subject is not only constitutional rights, Anerica's race wars, the media's willingness to exploit a woman at her most vulnerable point-her sex life-but, also,
paradOXically, the democratic fact of the Freedcm of Information Act that permitted this ghastlystory to be exposed. In additioa there is a curious reversal of the
feminist search for public meaning in private lif~ in Seberg's martyrdom through
public invasion of privacy.

Candace Hill-Montgomery, Reflec1979. Silver mylar
installed in all 15 windows of an
abandoned tenement on 121 st Street
Harlem, New York City; inside and
outsideviews. (Photos: Bill Stephens)

tions on Vacancy,

Alexis Hunter has concentrated on gesture n what might be taken as parodies
of media photos of disembodied hands capably and prettily doing women's dirty
work. She is not a documentary photographer, but sets up and acts out her own
ideas like a photonovelist. For several years Hunter concentrated on themes of
fear and violence, rape, domestic and sexual warfare. Despite often sensational
subject matter, the work transmitted not moral outrage so much as bemused personal anger that found its outlet in highly physiral or sensuous activities. There is
an element of exorcism in these pieces and at t he same time there is something
decidedly threatening about the elegantly female hands going about their business
with such aggressive determination. Surfaces- smeared, caressed, decorated or
smashed-are dominant in Hunter's work, perhips as a pictorial pun, since humor
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Where most of the artists in "Issue" believe that art is about seeing clearly
and teaching people how to see the world that surrounds them, they and others
like them are sometimes attacked from the right for not sticking to formal
"beauty" and from the left for having any formal preoccupations at all, as well
as for being politically naive. They are caught in a classic conflict between the
"standards" of art taught in schools and the disi.lusionment that hits socially concerned artists when they begin to realize how I ittle what they were taught can
help them to get their most important ideas across. Once they have found their
own ways, they may still be walking a tightrope, making art critical or neglectful
of values they must accommodate to earn a living. Some such artists are eventually disarmed and assimilated into the mainstream while others are banished for

Alexis Hunter, detail of A Marxist's
Wife (Still Does the Housework),
1978. Color Xerox, 4 panels of 20
photographs, 15" x 48".

is rarely absent no matter how horrific the conent. In A Marxist's Wife (Still Does
the Housework), a ringed hand wipes off a portrait labeled "Karl Marx Revolutionary Man Thinker." The second piece in "lssue" is rare for Hunter in that the
protagonist is neither generalized nor disembodied. A Young Polynesian Considers Cultural Imperialism Before She Goes to the Disco shows a Black woman
trying on and then discarding a white woman's jewels (or chains). As a white New
Zealander or "pakeha," the artist is implicated in this story not only as the executor of the work but as its surface. The young Polynesian becomes a mirror in
which Hunter must see herself and her own Bee.
Mar.ie Yates, in her phototexts On the Wa.'· to Work, also explores social pre-

conc~pttons about images of women, the way, in which they are made and their

mearungs. By the materialist ploy of working ':in the gaps of reality," she appears
to pull the .viewer into the interstices between cultural understanding and misunderstandmg that are left when the rcpresrntatlonal cliche is emptied of its
acce~t~d content. She does this on the levels cf "real life," fiction, and politically
sophlstt~ated analysis. In her earlier work (particularly the book A Critical ReEualuation of a Proposed Publication of 19"':8), Yates confronted the "display
and/or consumption of landscape" by luxiapostng beautiful views of rural
England with simple binary oppositions like "nature/culture them/us." Now she
app~ies ~ similar confusion of predictable n.manticization' and objectification
devices in order to expose the codes of gende.. identification in this society.

Marie Yates, detail from photo-essay: The Time and the Energy-a Film, 1982. "On the Left,
pleasure and desire are issues largely unaddressed desji te a growing recognition of their importance for the development of a number of diverse practices. The separation of the visual
and the textual in art discourses finds echo in the seraration of pleasure and desire from
politics and theory in other perhaps more vocal discourses. Laura Mulvey suggested that
'desire born with language allows the possibility of transcending the instinctual and the imaginary' and maybe it is time to consider this.
"When watching moving images the visual codes manipulate the mechanisms of our
pleasure to the perfect pitch of satisfaction by rapid; hifts of emphasis of the look, from
voyeuristic gaze to identification and back. The sound echoes the image to create a coherence
which encloses us within these identifications and posi ionings.
"Current image production has developed counterpoint techniques to intervene in these
mechanisms, and these practices are referred to in this vork. It is therefore necessary to view
the textual images as if they are moving across a screenwith all the processes of pause, delay,
repeat, relay and change implied."
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uppity irrelevance to the dominant culture. Some have made a politically
informed decision for this uncomfortable position, while others have moved into
it organically. Either way, it is crucial for femirusts to understand the ways these
taboos operate and the reasons behind them, because even the least daring
women's art is judged by criteria based on such a.ntipathetic values. This situation
can, in turn, lead to fear-inspired competitioa and factionalism and the diminution of a publicly powerful feminist art front
Such factionalism also can result in (or IS the result of) a reverse philistinism. The kind of feminist artist who does' 'care about art" can find herself
isolated from those who have chosen direct action rather than working with
them on tasks more suited to her own needs and effectiveness. She can also find
herself reacting against reactions against femmist art, and thus being controlled
by the opposition. New taboos arise from rebellions against the old ones: progressive and feminist art reacts against the nouon that "high standards" are to be
found only where form and content are seamlessly merged, where content
"disappears" into form. In the process of this reaction, a new rhetoric emerges,
and artists who refuse to throw the baby cut with the bathwater (to replace
form entirely with subject matter) may fin! themselves opposing their own
politics and their natural allies. This double negation process may be inevitable if
it is not analyzed and understood as highly destructive and divisive.
At the heart of the matter is what Walter Benjamin called "the precise nature
of the relationship between quality and conurtitment."B The notion of "quality"
(though I prefer the less classbound term estbetic integrity) is embedded in
Western culture, along with various degree! of anarchism, individualism, and
pluralism. We have, ironically, seen the results of their suppression in those
Socialist countries where the power of art as a political force has been clearly
recognized. Yet one reason why we can still not thoroughly discuss much of the
work in "Issue" within a Socialist framework is that the Left itself has not expanded enough to include the options art mast have-just as it has had trouble
incorporating feminist values. May Stevens has defined philistinism as "fear of
art.">

It is difficult not to be confused by all these taboos against any art that might
~ use!UI or even powerful. Several complex factors are operating. The most ob-

VIOUS IS the tenor (or tenure) of Western an education and its insistence that
high art is an instrument for the pleasure and entertainment of those in power.
We are told in school that if art wants to be po-werful, it must separate itself from
power and from all events artists are powerless to control. This is the counterpart of telling women and children to step aside, "leave it to us: this is men's
work." (And it has long been clear that artists a.re considered "women" by the
men who don't dabble in culture but do "real work" and get their hands dirty in
bl?od and oil.) If such attitudes stem from the ruling class's conscious or unconS~IOUS fear that art may be a powerful too! of communication and organizanon, what are the artists themselves afraid oP
For women artists in particular, the "rea.l world" as an arena in which to
make art c:," appear as a fearful, incomprehensthle place. We know about our
fears of taking ?Old of.unfamiliar power. And for all its dog-eat-dog competitions,
the art worl~ IS r~latl.vely secure in comparson. Finally, one's art is, after all,
0n.eself, ~d Its reJection-politicized or penonahzed or both-has to be dealt
With emotionally One of the most popular excuses given by mainstream artists
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for rejecting social art is that "the masses" and the middle class ~nd th~ corp~rate
rich are all uneducated, insensitive, crass, vulgir, blind-c-leaving artrsts With a
safe, specialized audience consisting primarily of themselves. So~etime~ the
frustration inherent in such limited communicrtion leads to the International
encouragement and provocation of a "fear of art." During the 1970S,. ~uch selfdescribed political or Marxist art was watered down not only by stylistic pluralism and academic aimlessness, but by the artists' own illusions of compl~xlty and
espousal of incomprehensible jargon. So-called advanced art tries to epater .le
bourgeois just as bourgeois art tries to tempt its chosen audience t? consume It.
These games are incompatible with social-change- art, where reaching and mov.
ing and educating an audience is all-important.
Yet this state of affairs is all too often only reluctantly recognized because of
the pervasive taboos. And all the taboos are rooied in social e~pectations of art,
and these in turn are rooted in class. As Piper remarked, artists ~oncerned t?
communicate are often considered "bad artsts" because their content IS
"untransforrned"-that is, still comprehensible. The high-art milieu assumes
that no one expects meaning from art; yet the rocietal cliche about "adva?ced
art" is expressed in the question, "But what does it mean?" Laypeople are inevitably disappointed when the answer is "nothinf'-that is, onlyform and space
and color and feelings and so forth. The sophisticated assumption IS that th.es.e
, open to anyone, so t h e au direnee too."dum b" to get
experiences are of course
. It IS
not worth communicating with. One tends to forget that while the experiences
may be open to anyone, the meanings are not, tecau~e we are educated to code
them so they are available only to certain classes of viewer.
.
Even the expectations themselves can be broken down according to class.
The ruling class expects "high" or fine art to beframed in gold-to be valuable,
decorative and acceptable-and preferably old, ercept for the bland new ?utd;~;
furniture of "public art" considered suitable for banks, offices and lobbies. .
middle class can't afford old art, so it tends to be more adve~turous, prefernng
the new, the decorative and the potentially va uable. Working pe.ople are resigned to expecting "beauty"-an old-fashioned, hand-me-down notion that us~
ally has little to do with their own taste. Supposedly the working person doesn d
expect meaning from art but is happy with whrt s/he gets from gift .shops an
mail-order catalogs Yet when artist Don Celencer interviewed working peol?le
in Minneapolis and .Saint Paul about art, he got aruwers sue h as: "art
ar iIS.good tralO.
.
hiazs"
(
13
male
bus
driver)'
ing because it teaches us to look deeper mto t n gs a e
ak art hIS
.
. (. true k driver)'
important "for appreciation of the environment
. : "art m
. ,es t .e
world seem brighter" (housemaid); "life wouldn"! be interest109 If we didn t have
art" (housemaid)' "one ofthe better things in lifej is] that people should be able to
relate to his owe: type of art" (taxi driver); and "art is a way to convey and preserve a culture" (roofer).
Mary Kelly has set herself precisely this task: to preserve. a culture hith~rto
.
virtually unexcavated in the first person: "The way s Iin which Ideology functions
h
.,
.
the material practices of childbirth
an d chi!d -care. "10 These are among .t e
inJby
taboo subjects, and Kelly has been exploring then for some eight years no~ In ~
multipartite work called The Post Partum Doc..ment. Each sectl?n consls~s 0
two forms' a series of framed collages that makecefined and beautiful art objects
("fetishes'; she calls them) out of stained diapers, infant clothes, her son's first
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marks, drawings, discoveries; and a dense accompanying text that includes
Lacanian diagrams, charts and a detailed analysis of "the ongoing debate ofthe relevance of psychoanalysis to the theory and practice of Marxism and Feminism."
The section shown in "Issue" is, appropriately, the last one, in which mother and
child enter the real world of writing and infant school. The "art objects" consist
of chalklike inscriptions on slate, combining the mystery of the Rosetta Stone with
the solemnity of the educational undertaking; the language of the alphabet books
and learning stories is juxtaposed with diary entries and then in turn with the accompanying text, which dissects subjective and unconscious structures in linguistic frameworks. In one of the most complex explorations I know of the often
distorted feminist credo-"the personal is political"-Kelly argues "against the
supposed self sufficiency of lived experience and for a theoretical elaboration of
the social relations in which 'femininity' is formed." The result is a poignant attempt to understand the mother's personal sense of less (loss of the phallus is her
interpretation) when a child leaves the home, and an equally moving exposition of
the predicament of the working-class mother when faced with schools,
bureaucracies and all the other powers over her child that will leave her powerless
again.
Fenix (Sue Richardson, Monica Ross and Kate Walker), though dealing with
similar subject matter, prides itself on a raw, comfortable ("homemade, I'm
afraid") approach that offers the process of coping as a direct challenge to the
estheticization of high art. The three artists, who were also collaborators in the
Feministo Postal Event ("Portrait of the Artist as a Housewife") see themselves as
part of the first generation in which working-class women have had access to art
education. Their theme is rising from the ashes to the occasion. They want to
destroy boundaries between low, hobby and high art, motherhood and career. "It
has been said many times by experts that women are not creative. They have a
sentimental approach! Babies are not homemade! Flowers cannot be knitted!
Reality is not a pussy cat!" They have set out to identify with and then deny the
working-class suffragette Hannah Mitchell's statement: "We will never be able to
make a revolution between dinner time and tea!" Penix's installations reflect the
creative chaos of the home. Richardson, Ross and Walker work on their art in
public, and while the esthetic outcome of their collaborations is risky, it is less
significant than the process itself and its effect on the audience.
Martha Rosler's conceptual and book works, mail pieces, photographs, performances and videos approach the issues of motherhood, domesticity, sex and
career in a manner that is as theoretically stringent as Kelly's and as accessible as
Penix's. She avoids the vocabularies of the Marxism and feminism that inform all
her work in favor of a "decoy"-a deadpan, easy-to-understand narrative style
in which she demonstrates the most complex social contradictions and conflicts.
For several years she concentrated on the uses and abuses of food-as fashion, as
international political pawn, as a metaphor for a consumer society to which
both culture and women seem to be just another mouthful in an endless meal. In
the verbal/visual framework of her various mediums, she has examined anorexia
nervosa, food adulteration, TV cooking lessons, the bourgeois cooptation of
"foreign" cooking and starvation in those same "foreign" countries, the fate of
the Mexican alien houseworkers, waitressing, and restaurant unionizing (as well
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as The Bowery, Chile, the PLO and the Vietnam war). Rosler uses humor and a
deadly familiarity to maintain her Brechtian distance from these subjects at the
same time that she exhibits a thorough, and sometimes autobiographical, knowledge of them. Her acid intrusions into naturalism push reality up ag~~nst idealis~
until neither has a chance. At that point, the skeleton of a demystified, but still
estheticized, truth appears.
Yet another approach to the analysis of the female role in the total society is
that of Mierle Laderman Ukeles. For some ten years now she has been making
Maintenance Art, which emerged from "the real sourball ... after the revolution, who's going to pick up the garbage on Monday morning?" It began in the
home, when Ukeles realized that as a mother of smaill children she was not going
to have time to make art. She decided she would hive to make art out of what
she spent her time doing. The work has since moved gradually out into the
world-to the maintenance of art institutions, then collaborative pieces with
the maintenance workers in offices and office buildings in which the structures
of their tasks were examined both as work and as art, and finally two years ago to
the grand scale of the New York Sanitation Department-to the 8,000 garbage
men who are the pariahs of city government. The outward and visual performance aspect of Touch Sanitation was a dialogue and handshaking ritual with
every man on the force. Its radical aspect reflects again on taboos. Ukeles' work
has been called outrageous, trivial and condescending by those who have not
stopped to think where these accusations come from. She has also evaded Marxist
assumptions about production through a prototypical feminist strategy which
uses men's productive but despised support work as a means to call attention to
all service work-the most significant area of which is, of course, women's reproductive work in home and workplace. The most recent result of Touch Sanitation is that the sanitation men's wives are organzing.
Many or all these works are collages. And for a good reason. The Surrealists
defined collage as the juxtaposition of two distant realities to form a new reality.
Collage is born of interruption and the healing iastinct to use political consciousness as a glue with which to get the pieces iato some sort of new order
(though not necessarily a new whole, since there is no single way out, nobody
who's really "got it all together"; feminist art is still an art of separations). The
socialist feminist identity is itself as yet a collage of disparate, not yet fully compatible parts. It is a collage experience to be a woman artist or a sociopolitical
artist in a capitalist culture. "Issue" as an exhibition is itself a collage, a kind of
newspaper.
The collage esthetic is at the heart of May Stevens' moving series "Ordinary

~xtraordinary." It has recently culminated in an artist's book that juxtaposes the

lives of Rosa Luxemburg ("German revolutionary leader and theoretician, murder victim") and Alice Dick Stevens ("Housewife mother washer and ironer,
inmate of hospitals and nursing homes"). Like Rosl~ and K~lly, Stevens analyzes
language, but unlike them, she does it in an unasharedty affective manner. The
book.and the richly layered collages that led up to It are black and white-dark
and light. They weave visual portraits and verbal se.lf-portraits to bring out the
underlying political Insights. Sometimes a level of irony surfaces, which makes
the roles. of th~ intensely articulate and active Rosa and the pathologically silent
and passive Ahce almost seem to reverse, or overlap, offering generalized com-

Martha RosIer, Watchwords of the Eighties, performance, Elisabeth Irwin High School, New
York City, February 27, 1981. (Photo: Richard Baron)
Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Touch Sanitation, July 24, B79-June 26, 1980, performance, or
"maintenance ritual act," celebrating daily urban survs..al by shaking the hand of each of
New York City's 8,500 sanitation men.
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May Stevens, Alice, from Or-

dinary. Extraordinary, collage,
6" x 9", 1978, adapted for an
artist's book of the same title,
published 1980; the subject is
the lives of two women: "Rosa
Luxemburg, politician, revolutionary, theoretician and
leader, murder victim (18711919)," and "Alice Stevens,
mother, housewife, ironer and
washer, inmate of hospitals
and nursing homes (born
1895)."
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Bonnie Sherk, The Farm
(Crossroads Community), a
freeway garden on state land,
1975. (Photo: the artist)
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ments on class and gender. Stevens' mother became mute in middle age, "when
what she wanted to say became, as she put it, much later, too big to put your
tongue around." When she regained her abilitr to speak, "she had lost a life to
speak of." Rosa, on the other hand, writes to her lover, "When I open your letters
and see six sheets covered with debates about the Polish Socialist Party and not a
word about ... ordinary life, I feel faint."
The most ambitious collage in "Issue" is Bonnie Sherk's collaborative artwork/corporation/performance piece/site sculpture or "life frame" called The
Farm (Crossroads Community). It consists ol 5.5 acres of buildings, land and
gardens under a looming freeway, at the vonex of four different ethnic communities (and three subterranean creeks) in Sar Francisco. The Farm is a collage
of functions including community center, sfter-school and multinutritional
health and nutrition programs, experimental agriculture, appropriate technology, zoo, theatre and park; and it is a collage of living styles or social options: an
old-fashioned farm kitchen, suburban white-ron lawn furniture, an Internationalliving room to show that elegance is par: of the natural life, and the latest
project-"Crossroads Cafe," part of a scheme ;or international outreach that includes the projected import of an old)apanese farmhouse. Because of The Farm's
scope, it is virtually impossible to summarize in this context, but its most interesting aspect is its fusion of art with other functions. The Raw Egg Animal
Theatre (TREAT), for example, could be called, stage set or an environmental installation piece as well as several other things. Sherk is concerned to integrate "the
human creative process-art-with those of oiher life forms." She is fundamentally a visionary, albeit an earthy and practical one who managed six years ago to
found and then maintain this huge-budget near-fantasy. The Farm emerged organically, so to speak, from Sherk's earlier art, waich involved identification with
animals, study of animal behavior and work wita growing things, such as the creation of portable parks in the inner city and on the freeways.
Sherk's subject, like that of Ukeles and man!' other artists in the show, might
be said to be nurturance and its meaning in an a- t context that sees it as a genderrelated taboo. Yet like the notion of a female collage esthetic, this is also reducible to the dreaded "nature-nurture syndrome" which is a taboo within as well as
outside the feminist movement. In some views. nature and culture are incompatible and any hint of female identification with the forms or processes of
nature is greeted with jeers and even, perhaps, fears that parallel those of the
bureaucratic patriarchy when they tried to censer Monica Sjoo's graphic depiction
of God Giving Birth at the Swiss Cottage Libnry in 1973. Some of the artists in
"Issue" however refuse to separate their social activism and their involvement in
the m;ths and en'ergies of women's distant histories and earth connections.
It seems to me that to reject all of these aspects of women's experience as
dangerous stereotypes often means simultaneors rejection of some of the more
valuable aspects of our female identities. Though used against us now, their final
disappearance would serve the dominant cultsre all too well. This is not the
place to delve into the disagreements between socialist feminism and radical or
cultural feminism (I, for one, am on "Both Sides Now"). But in regard to the
issues raised in "Issue," I would insist that om of the reasons so many women
artists have engaged so effectively in social-change and/or outreach art is
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women's political identification with oppressed and disenfranchised peoples.
This is not to say we have to approve the historic reasons for that identification. However, we should be questioning wily we are discouraged from thinking about them. Because such identification is also a significant factor in the
replacement of colonization and condescension with exchange and empathy that
is so deeply important to the propagation of 2 feminist political consciousness in
art. "

NOTES
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"Feminism, Femininity and the Hayward Annual Exhibition 1978," Feminist

Review, no. 2 (1979), p. 54.
2.

Another omission that will be obvious to British viewers is that of the Hack-
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England. The German artist Mariane Wex was also invited but she was in between homes
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Mike Ghe~ ~d ~e-was at Franklin Furnace, and there have also been small "political"
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.
4· Roszika Parker, talking to Susan Hiller, though the view expressed was a prevailIng one ~ther than that of either partici~a~t; SpaT~ Rib, no. 72 (1978), p. 30.
5· armony Hammond covered this In her Horseblinders," Heresies, no. 9 (1980).
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Strategy."
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9· ~Taking Art to the Revolution," Heresies, ~o. 9 (1980).
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Sweeping Exchanges:
The Contribution of Feminism to
the Art of the 19705 *
By now most people-not just feminist people-v ill acknowledge that feminism
has made a contribution to the avant-garde and/or modernist arts of the 1970S.1
What exactly that contribution is and how imponant it has been is not so easily
established. This is a difficult subject for a feminis to tackle because it seems unavoidably entangled in the art world's linear I-dic-it-firstism, which radical feminists have rejected (not to mention our own, necessarily biased inside view). If
one says-and one can-that around 1970 women ,rtists introduced an element of
real emotion and autobiographical content to performance, body art, video,
and artists' books; or that they have brought over into high art the use of "low"
traditional art forms such as embroidery, sewing, and china-painting; or that
they have changed the face of central imagery ani pattern painting, of layering,
fragmentation, and collage-someone will inevitably and perhaps justifiably holler the names of various male artists. But these are simply surface phenomena.
Feminism's major contribution has been too complex, subversive, and fundamentally political to lend itself to such interneciae, hand-to-hand stylistic combat. I am, therefore, not going to mention names but shall try instead to make
my claims sweeping enough to clear the decks.
Feminism's greatest contribution to the future of art has probably been precisely its lack of contribution to modernism. Feminist methods and theories have
instead offered a socially concerned alternative Ie the increasingly mechanical
"evolution" of art about art. The 1970S might n01 have been "pluralist" at all if
women artists had not emerged during that deci de to introduce the multicolored threads of female experience into the male f."ric of modern art. Or, to collage my metaphors-the feminist insistence that the personal (and thereby art
itself) is political has, like a serious flood, Interrupted the mainstream's flow,
sending it off into hundreds of tributaries.
It is useless to try to pin down a specific fornal contribution made by feminism because feminist and/or women's art is nether a style nor a movement,
much as this idea may distress those who would !ii,;e to see it safely ensconced in
the categories and chronology of the past. It conssts of many styles and individual expressions and for the most part succeeds in bvpassing the star system. At its
most provocative and constructive, feminism que) lions all the precepts of art as
we know it. (It is no accident that "revisionist" Xl history also emerged around
1970, with feminists sharing its front line.) In this sense, then, focusing on feminism's contribution to 1970S art is a red herring. The goal of feminism is to
change the character ofart. "What has prevented women from being really great
artists is the fact that we have been unable to transform our circumstances into
our subject matter ... to use them to reveal the \lllole nature of the human condition."2 Thus, if our only contribution is to be me incorporation on a broader
'Reprinted by permission from Art Journal (Fall-Wint!.. 1980).
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Los Angeles City Hall, December 1977. (Photo: Susan Mogul)
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struggles and recognition of women as a class. It is also developing new forms
and a new sense of audience."7
The conventional artworld response to these statements will be what new
forms? And to hell with the rest of it. Descriptions like the above do not sound
like definitions of art precisely because they are net, and because they exist in an
atmosphere of outreach virtually abandoned by rnodernism. For years now, we
have been told that male modernist art is superior because it is "self-critical." But
from such a view self-criticism is in fact a narrow, highly mystified, and often egotistical monologue. The element of dialogue can be entirely lacking (though
ironically it is feminist art that is accused of narossism). Self-criticism that does
not take place within or pass on out to its audience simply reinforces our culture's
view of art as an absolutely isolated activity. Arthts (like women) stay home (in
self and studio) and pay for this "freedom" by having their products manipulated
and undervalued by those who control the outside world.
A basic and painful conflict is set up when an artist wants to make art and at
the same time wants to participate more broadly in the culture, even wants to integrate esthetic and social activities. Artists whc work with groups, as do so
many feminists, always seem to be looking wistftlly over their shoulders at the
studio. "I've got to get back to my own work" is I familiar refrain, because, as it
stands now, art and life always seem to be in competition, And this situation
produces an unusually schizophrenic artist. One of the feminist goals is to reintegrate the esthetic self and the social self and to make it possible for both to
function without guilt or frustration. In the process, we have begun to see art as
something subtly but significantly different from what it is in the dominant culture.
This is not said in a self-congratulatory tone. It remains to be seen whether
different is indeed better. Success and failure in such unmapped enterprises are
often blurred. Various feminists have already fallen into various traps along the
way, among them: the adoption of certain cliches in images (fruit and shell, mirror and mound), materials (fabrics and papers), ipproaches ("nonelitist"), and
emotions (nontransformative pain, rage, and mother love); a certain naivete (also
carrying with it a certain strength) that comes from the wholesale rejection of
all other art, especially abstraction and painting a dependence on .'political
correctness that can lead to exclusivity and snebbism: and, at the other extreme, an unthinking acceptance of literally anythng done by a woman. Beneath
these pitfalls is a need for language-visual and venal-that will express the ways
our art and ideas are developing without being slPPY and without denying the
powers of the individual within collective dialogie.
Nevertheless, feminist values have permeated the 1970S and are ready to
flower in the 1980s, if militarism and socioecononic backlash don't overwhelm
us all. Often accepted unconsciously, these values aipport the opening up and out
of eyes, mouths, minds, and doors-and sometin.es the smashing of windows.
They include collaboration, dialogue, a constant questioning of esthetic and
SOcial assumptions, and a new respect for audien:e. Feminism's contribution to
the evolution of art reveals itself not in shapes but in structures. Only new
structures bear the possibility of changing the veaicle itself, the meaning of art
in society.
New? I hesitate to use the word in this contex . since it, too, has been so distorted in the name of modernism: new reality, :Jew realism, new abstraction,
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and similarly, all the rigid posts: postmodernism, post-Minimalism, and postbeyond-postness. Feminism is new only inthe sense that it isn't post-anything. Its
formal precepts are not new at all. They are simply distributed differently from
those entrenched since around 1950. Much or even most of the best art by women
has turned its back on the "new," preferring to go deeper into visual forms that
have been "done before" (mostly by men). When I began to write extensively
about women's art, I was accused by friends and enemies of becoming a
"retrograde" critic. And so long as I remained attached to the conditioning of my
own art education, received primarily at the Museum of Modern Art and on Tenth
and Fifty-seventh streets, I, too, was afraid of that stigma. However, the more
women's work I saw, the more my respect grew for those artists who, having
been forcibly cut off from the mainstream, persevered in exploring their own
social realities, even-or especially-when such exploration did not coincide
with the current fashions.
The more illuminating dialogues I hac within tj,e Women's Movement, the
clearer it became to me that the express toward the "true nature of art" had
whisked us past any number of fertile vafeys, paths to elsewhere, revelations,
personal and social confrontations that might forever have been missed had it not
been for such stubbornly "retrograde" artists, who insisted on taking the local.
DUring this time I was constantly being tGld that some woman's work was derived from some far-better-known man's work. In fact, such similarities were
usually demonstrably superficial, but the experience of searching for the differences proved invaluable because it undermined and finally invalidated that
notion of "progress" so dear to the heart of the art market.
In endlessly different ways, the best women artists have resisted the treadmill
to progress simply by disregarding a histort that was not theirs. There is a difference, though not always an obvious one, between the real but superficial
innovations of a feminist or women's art that has dissolved into mainstream
concerns and the application of these same innovations to another set of values,
where they may be seen as less "original." It was suggested several years ago that
feminist art offered a new "vernacular" reality opposed to the "historical" reality that has informed modern art to date.s Given its air of condescension, vernacular may not be the right word (and ctl'tainly we don't want to be "hidden
from history" again), but it is the right idea The 1970S have, I hope, seen the last
of the "movements" that have traipsed, like elephants trunk-to-tail, through the
last century.
The notion that art neatly progresses hzs been under attack from all sides for
years now; its absurdity became increasingly obvious with postmodernism in
the early I'}60S. By 1975, a not-always-delightful chaos of Conceptual Art, performance, photorealism, "new images," and what-have-you prevailed. The 1970S
pluralism,. decried for different reasons by both Left and Right, has at least produced a kind of compost heap where artists can sort out what is fertile and what
is ster.ile. Bag ladies picking around in this heap find forms, colors, shapes, and
matenals that have been discarded by the folks on the hill. They take them home
and recycle them, thriftily finding new uses for wornout concepts, changing n~t
only the buttons and the trim but the functcms as well. A literal example of rhis
metaphor is the Chilean arptuera, or patcllwork picture. Made by anonymous
wo~en ~nd smuggle~ out into the world :IS images of political protest, so~ial
deprivannn, crushed Ideas and hopes, the arpitteras are the only valid indigc-
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nous Chilean art-now that the murals have been painted over, the poets and
singers murdered and imprisoned.
You will have noticed by now that feminism (and by extension feminist art)
is hugely ambitious.s A developed feminist consciousness brings with it an altered
concept of reality and morality that is crucial to the art being made and to the
lives lived with that art. We take for granted that making art is not simply
"expressing oneself" but is a far broader and more important task: expressing
oneself as a member of a larger unity, or comnv'unity, so that in speaking for oneself one is also speaking for those who cannot ~peak. A populist definition of quality in art might be "that element that moves il1e viewer." A man probably can't
decide what that is for a woman, nor a wlite for a person of color, nor an
educated for an uneducated person, and se forth, which is where "taste"
comes in. This in turn may explain why the' experts" have never been able to
agree on which artists have this elusive "quality." Only when there are real
channels of communication can artist and auiience both change and mutually
exchange their notions of art.
,
..
..
Feminists are asking themselves, as certan artists and critics and historians
have asked themselves for generations, "Is this particular painting, sculpture,
performance, text, photograph moving to me' If so, why? If not, why not?" In
this intuitive/analytical task, the social conditioning we have .undergone as
women, as nurturers of children, men, homes, and customs, h~ us advantages.
We are not bolstered by the conviction that whatever we do Will b~ accepted ?y
those in power. This lack can be psychologicdly detrimen~al, but It also carnes
with it an increased sensitivity to the needs of others which accounts to some
extent for the roles that the audience, and communication, play in feminist art.
Similarly, because women's traditional arts have always been. considered
utilitarian feminists are more willing than others to accept the notion that art
can be esthetically and socially effective at the same time. Not t!tat it's easy. The
parameters for "good art" have been set; the illusion of stretching th?se boundaries that prevails in the avant garde is more exactly a. restless thrashm~ ar?,und
within the walls. Overtly feminist artists are always being accused ?f being ~ad
artists" simply by definition. That's not someilting I'm inter~sted in responding
to here but it should be mentioned in the coatext of changing the character of
art. Gi~en the history of the avant garde, whit on earth d?~s "bad ~~~" mean
these days? But of course if someone isn't thee to say what good art Is-then
art itself gets out of institutional hand.
. ,
Perhaps the single aspect of feminist art :hat ~akes ~t m?st foreign ~o the
mainstream notion of art is that it is impossible to diSCUSS It Without referring to
the social structures that support and often inspire it. ~~ese structures are
grounded in the interaction techniques adapted (and feminized) from ~evol~.
. . practice-tee
.
h ntques
.
Itself IS
nonary
socialist
on w hica. the Women's Movement
.
based: consciousness raising, going around tae circle with equal time for all
speakers and criticism/self-criticism. From the resulting structures have evolved
the mod~ls feminism offers for art. These morels, I repeat, are not new ways o~
handling the picture plane, or new ways of ft:arran~ing space, or new ways .0
making figures, objects, or landscapes live; ther are inclusive structures or SOCIal
collages.
)
The history of the male avant garde has ~en one of reverse (or perverse
. seen as me
'osition
or as out-of-touc h
response to society, with the artist
opp
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idealist. The feminist (and socialist) value system insists upon cultural workers
supporting and responding to their constitu~ncies. The three models of such interaction are (I) group and/or public ritual (2) public consciousness raising and
interaction through visual images, envirorunents, and performances; and (J) cooperative/collaborative/collective or anonymous art-making. While it is true that
they can more easily be applied to the mass-reproduced mediums such as posters,
~ideo, and publications, these models also appear as underlying esthetics in paintmgs, sculptures, drawings, and prints. Of course, no single artist incorporates all
the models I am idealizing here, and certainly- individual male artists have contributed to these notions. But since male consciousness (or lack thereot) dominates
the art world, and since with some exceptions male artists are slow to accept or to
ac~owledge the influence of women, thes e models are being passed into the
mainstream slowly and subtly and often under masculine guise-one of the factors
that makes the pinning down of feminism's contribution so difficult. Yet all these
structures are in the most fundamental sense collective, like feminism itself. And
thes~ three models are all characterized by an element of outreach, a need for connections beyond process or product, an element of inclusiveness which also takes
the form of re~ponsivenessand responsibnn- for one's own ideas and images-the
outward and mward facets of the same impudse.
.
The word ritual has been used in connection with art frequently and loosely
~ the last decade, but it has raised the impoItant issue of the relationship of belief to t.he for~ that convey it. The popularity of the notion of ritual indicates a
nosralgla for tunes when art had daily sigtllficance. However, good ritual art is
no~ a matter of wishful fantasy, of skimming::L few alien cultures for an exotic set
of Images. Useful as they may be as talismans for self-development these images
are only containers. They become ritual in the true sense only when they are
f~ed by a communal impulse that connects tile past (the last time we performed
this act) and the pr~sent ~the ritual we are ~rforming now) and the future (will
we e~er perform It againj). When a ritu:ll doesn't work it becomes a selfCOnsCI~US act, an exclusive object involving only the perf~rmer. When it does
work, I~ leaves the viewer with a need to do or to participate in this act or in
sOmeth1Og similar again (H
. al
.
'
d
'
.
ere rttu art becomes propaganda 10 the goo
sense-~hat.of spreading the word.) Only in repetition does an isolated act become ntualIzed and this l'
h
.
.
. .
1
o
. '
s were commuruty comes 10. The feminist develprnenr of ritual art has been in response to real personal needs and also to a
communal need for a new history and a broader framework within which to
make art.
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work in time as well as in images, moving closer to film, books or mass media.
Video and photography are often used not so much to stimulate a passive audience as to welcome an actively participating audence, to help people discover
who they are, where their power lies, and hew they can make their own
exchanges between art and life.
Such work can take place in schools, streets, shopping malls, prisons,
hospitals or neighborhoods. Among its main precepts is that it does not reject
any subject, audience or context, and that it accepts the changes these may make
in the art. To be more specific, a few examples: (:) A group of women of mixed
nationalities Iiving in Paris, who have done large documentary pieces including
drawings, texts, photographs, and videotapes abrut women in prison and about
Turkish and Portuguese workers at home and in economically imposed exile (see
Dan Higgins, Pre-Renaissance Winooski, Vermont, frou and back of a postcard sent to
residents, for them to comment on and thus elicit responses about the gentrification of a New
England mill town. September 1981. (Original: Winooski Diptych, photo collage, 12" x 24",
1981.)

DINERS

Public consciousness raising and intec.«:tion through visual images, envi-

rho~e~ts, and ~erformances also insist on an inclusive and expansive structure

t at IS inherenr 10 these fo
This I
.
rms.
IS IS 10 a sense the logical expansion of a nonon that has popped up th
gh h hi
.
".
h
rou t e Istory of the avant garde: that of working
,,~~ t e .gal?, betwe.en. art and life." Aside from an outreach branch of the
id pp;~g esthetic 10 the early 1960s, this notion has remained firmly on art's
SI the t e gap. But by 1970, feminists, espeClally on the West Coast were closer
to t e edge of that gap t h .
,
an most artists, the- were further from the power cenreachand, out of desperation, more inclined 10 make the leap Just as ritual art
reac es outland gathers up archaeological, anJuopological and ~eligious data the
more overt y political art I nubli
.
'.
o and
.
.
0 pu IC strategIes reaches out to psychology, socIOlgy
the life SCIences. Its makers (plannn-s might be a more accurate term)
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p. U9)· (2) An Israeli woman trying to communicate to urban workers on the Tel
Aviv waterfront the plight and beliefs of the Bedouin tribes through "desert
people" costume rituals in urban workplaces (see p. 130). 6) A New York
woman who made her "maintenance art" first in the home, then in office buildings, and has spent the last two years identifying with the men in the city's Sanitation Department (the "women" of the city government), recognizing their
maintenance work as art by shaking hands with every member of the department
(see p. 145)· (4) Two women in Los Angeles who make public pieces strategically
designed to change the image and media coverage of feminist issues such as
rape and violence against women (see p. 150'). (5) A mixed-gender group, led by a
San Francisco woman, that has built a "lift frame" which is simultaneously performance art, five acres of community ou(reach and an experimental agriculture station, making connections between mimals, plants, people and art (see p.
146)· (6) A group of women photographers in East London organizing child-care
facilities and comparing pictures of real Life with the mass-media images of
women (see p. 207). (7) A man in a small economically devastated New England
milltown who uses photography as a vehicle of continuing awareness to acquaint the inhabitants with their environment, with each other and with their
possiblities (see p. 155). (8) Another man who- mixes art and science and populism
in a South Bronx storefront and calls it a "cultural concept" (see p. lSI).
All these examples overlap. Much of tbe work mentioned above is being executed by various combinations of artists or of artists and nonartists, often
anonymously or under the rubric of a colloective or network or project. Some
women work cooperatively-helping an inilividual artist to realize her vision on
a monumental scale and in the process both giving to her work and getting input
for their own work. Others work collaboratively, according to their own special
skills, needs and concerns. And others work collectively in a more-or-Iess consciously structured manner aimed at eqaal participation, skill- and powersharing. Each of these means helps to achieve an end result of breaking down the
isolation of the artist's traditional work patterns. None precludes individual
work. (I find from my own experience thrt the dialogue or critical/self-critical
method stimulates new kinds of working methods and a new flexibility. By integrating feedback into the process, and not iust as final response to the product,
it also changes the individual work.)
The structures or patterns I've sketched out above are laid out on a grid of dialogue which is in turn related to the favorire feminist metaphor: the web, or
network, or quilt as an image of connectheness, inclusiveness and integration.
The "collage esthetic" named by the Surrealists is a kind of dialectic exposing by
juxtapo~ition the disguises of certain word! and images and forms and thus also
express109 the cultural and social myths on which they are based. The notion of
connections is also a metaphor for the breakdown of race, class and gender
barriers, because it moves out from its center in every direction. Though men are
its progenitors in high art, collage seems to me to be a particularly female medium, not only because it offers a way of kllJitting the fragments of our lives together but also because it potentially leaves nothing out.
It is no accident that one ritual artist calls herself Spider Woman and another
gro~p calls i~self Ariadne. As 1 was writing tlhis essay, I read an article about the
Nat.lVe Amencan ethos of total interrelationship between all things and creatures
WhICh says: "Thus, nothing existed in isolation. The intricately interrelated

Nanc. Linn June and Avian, from a
series'::Jf col~r photographs made on
a reguar basis at the well-baby clinic
of a 1( ew York City hospital; October 24, 1979; August 27, 1980; March
25, 1~1.
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threads of the spider's web was referred to ... the world.... This is a profound
'symbol' when it is understood. The people obviously observed that the threads
of the web were drawn out from within the spider's very being. They also
recognized that the threads in concentric circles were sticky, whereas the threads
leading to the center were smooth!':v The author remembers his mother saying
that "in the Native American experience all things are possible and therefore all
things are acceptable" and he goes on to hope that "our societal structures and
attitudes become bold and large enough to affirm rather than to deny, to accept
rather than to reject."
I quote this not only because it expresses very clearly a conviction that lies at
the heart of feminism (and should lie at the heart of all art as well), but also because it comes from another subjugated culture to which some of us fleeing the
potential disasters of Western capitalism are sentimentally attracted. However,
the socialist feminist model does not stop at the point of escape or rejection as did
the counterculture of the 1960s. To change the character of art is not to retreat
from either society or art. This is the significance of the models I've outlined
above. They do not shrink from social reality no matter how painful it is, nor do
they shrink from the role art must playas fantasy, dream and imagination. They
contribute most to the avant garde by slowing it down. They locate a network of
minor roads that simply covers more territory than the so-called freeways. These
roads are not, however, dead ends. They simply pass more people's houses. And
are more likely to be invited in.

r-iOTES
I. Even The New York Times critic, though he fears it, is "lowering the artistic standards."
2. Judy Chicago, Artforum (Sept. 1974)'
3· Surrealism was also self-described along these broad lines, and with Dada
has proved that it, too, was never a moverncntor a style, since it has continued to pervade
all movements and styles ever since.
4· Ruth Iskin, quoting Arlene Raven at panel on feminist art and social change accompanying the opening of The Dinner Party, March 1979.
5· Harmony Hammond, "Horseblincers," Heresies, no. 9 (1980).
.
~. M~y St~vens, "Taking Art to the levolution," Heresies, no. 9 (1980). Many of the
Ideas In this article emerged in discussions with the collective that edited this issue and
with Hammond and Stevens in particular.
7· Suzanne Lacy at panel accompan)ing The Dinner Party. See note 4.
8. Jack ~ur.nh~ in the New Art Examiner (Summer 1977).
9· The ~hstIn~tron between ambition (doing one's best and taking one's art and ideas
~ far as possible WIthout abandoning the feminist support system) and competition (walkIng allover everybody to accomplish this) is. a much discussed topic in the Women's Movement.
10.

Jarnake Highwater, quoting Joseph Epes Brown, in an unpublished manuscript.
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Hot Potatoes:
Art and Politics in 1980*

Prefatory Note
This part chronologically overlaps the previous one. At the same time that I was
acqui~ing a stronger critical armature from progressive theory, I was getting increasingly angry at the art world, and at artists for perpetuating by passivity the
system in which they were so powerless. A generation gap had also emerged. I
was forty in 1977 and had to concede that I no longer always had the first word on
the new. Twenty years of experience within m avant garde trying to exist in a sys~e~ of alien values brings with it an unavoi<hble cynicism. Since 1975 I'd felt guiltily J~ded .. Wh~n I r~turned from England in the fall of 1978, I realized that for all
m~ Identification with and support of artists [was sick of the art I saw in the galleries; no matter how good it was, the context was poisoning it. I was repelled by
the games we were all forced to play to sunive in the world we had chosen, but
not chosen to control.
So the. ~ssays below are an odd combmatton of enthusiasm (for the steps
toward activist art, for the young New Wave artists trying to break out of the system) and melancholy (for their compromlses, for their futures as artists in or out
of the art world.. for all our futures anywhere as the Right rolled over us) and rage
(at the way art IS tre~ted by the dominant classes, and the way art treats people,
a?d the w,~y .the selfish. sys~~m dra~ns artists of their natural oppositional ene~
gies). The Nigger Draw10gs show 10 1979 W:IS a watershed for me because it splIt
the, ar~ community (not quite down the middle), with the liberals standing up for
art s nght. to be neutral, ~eactionary, offensive or dangerous, and the Left insisting
that the lines be drawn 10 art as they are in the streets.
Char~ed by the socialist art I had seen in Britain, I sent out a postcard
(an~ounc1Og ~he sh~w "Some British Art frcm the Left") stating the intention to
begl.n an archive of 1Oternational political art, to organize future manifestations if
t?e Int~re~t w.as there ..It was, and the result was PADD (Political Art DocumentatlonlDlstnbutlOn), which was officially founded in February 1980 and is treated
~ore fully in Section VI below. At the same time I visited for the first time a socialISt country.-China-which was a revelation if a confusing one. And boundaries
between high and low culture began both t:J disappear and to take on new importance.

Every summer I sit down and try again to write about "art and politics. " Every
summer, the more the possibilities have expanded and the changes have been
frustrated, the harder it gets. Despite years of "art activism" the two still
crouch in separate corners of my life, teasing, sometimes sparring, coming to
grips rarely, uneasily, and without conclusion or issue. Even now, when many
more visual artists are informed about radical politics, when "political" or
"socially concerned" art has even enjoyed a doubtful chic, artists still tend to
think they're above it all and the Left still tends to think art's below it all. Within
the feminist art movement as well, polarities reign, although because of its fundamental credo- "the personal is political"-they have different roots, and
different blossoms.
I wrote the paragraph above in the summer of 1977, two years before the cusp of
1980, where I stand now. Things haven't changed much. Contrary to the popular
image of the wild-eyed radical, artists are usually slow to sense and slower to respond to social currents. Yet perhaps in response to the anti-tees economic backlash that has only recently reached the all world in the guise of punk and/or
"retrochic," it does seem that an increasing number of young artists are becoming concerned with social issues-though often in peculiar and ambivalent ways.
I tend to be overoptimistic, and at the moment am obsessed with the need to
integrate ivory tower and grass roots, particularly within the "cultural" and
"socialist" branches of feminism. So I could be wrong, as I was when I hoped for
too much from the Conceptual third stream around 1970. But first, a little history.

A LITTLE HISTORY

Art and progressive politics as currently defined can't get together in America
because they come from opposite sides of the tracks. Art values are seen by the
Left as precisely bourgeois, even ruling-class, values, while even the most elitist
artists often identify vaguely-very vaguely-e-with an idealized working class. Or
perhaps painter Rudolf Baranik's way of putting it is fairer: "Art both serves and
subverts the dominant class of every society. Even the most passive or subservient art is not the precise carrier of ruling class ideas, though in every way the ruling class makes an effort to make it SO."1 Art may feel trapped in the ivory tower,
now and then complaining bitterly, now and then slumming for a while, but it
lets its hair down selectively so only a chosen few can climb to its chamber.
Politics has other things to think about and, aside from occasional attempts to
knock down the tower, is little concerned with what goes on inside it. At financial
crises, politics may solicit money and propaganda from art's liberal conscience,
which also provides benefits, cocktails and imaginative bursts of energy until
"Reprinted by permission from Block, no. 4 (1981).
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"too much time is taken away from the studio." Caught in the middle of all this is
the socially conscious and sometimes even socially involved artist.
The American art world (aka "the art scene"), where most of these forays
take place, is a curious barnacle on capiteljst society that imagines itself an esthetic free agent. The art world has been wary of politics since the late'40s, when
artists were in danger of being called before the House Un-American Activities
Committee if their work was too comprehcrlsibly "humanist." In 1948 a soon-tobe-famous painter and a critic jointly declared that "political commitment in our
time means no art, no literature."? Variations on this position dominated the
ne~t ~wenty years, only a few holdouts insisting that "painting cannot be the only
activity of the mature artist" (though continuing to support the separation between art and politics).e
Americ~ .art subsequently became a world power precisely by severing itself from politics (read Left politics, since tile center and Right status quo are just
presumed to be "society" or "life"). By the late '50S, the New American Artabstra~t and. therefore, paradoxically, far more socially manipulable than repre~~ntatlon-sldled forth from the tower to issue internationally impressive
breakthroughs." Those who had initially objected to its red range began to like
warm co~ors when these could be paraded as testimony to the glories of esthetic
freedom 10 a democracy. No one seemed to notice until the late '60S that artists
had l~st control of their art once it left the studlo-s-perhaps because the whole
experience w~ a new one. Some American ar tists were enjoying for the first time
a general prestige. In the process of acknovledging that content in art was insep~~e}ro~. fO~?I' many als~ fell fc:r the next step (offered by critics who had
political themselves 10 the 40S)-tlIat form alone was the only possible
content. for "important" or "ouahtv"
" recipe was swallowed whole 10
.
qu ity art. This
~e period between Korea and Vietnam. How after all could pure form be political> Ho
. d d h
"
. . w 1o. e~ . T e problem seemed s()lved as the international Triumph of
:e?can P:unt1Og paralleled the triumph of American multinationals. Again, in
fatrne~s, It should be noted that the artists themselves were rarely if ever aware
of these tmplications , and w h en t h ey were. their
. extraordinary
.
.achieve'
esthetic
ments could be identified ,as I
'
S
.
th e t h reshold of resistance.s rving andler has suggested ' as a holding action on
All thi .
Am'
IS tune there was a good deal of banter about the superior "morality" of
I enc~ art as compared to European art; yet political morality-ideas affecting
CUd ture rom the depths rather than on the famous surface and at the famous
e ges-was all b t i . ibl .
&
bl
U 10VISI e 10 the art world, For a while the yacht was too comlona e to rock even tho gh .
.
.
f h
.'
u It was still too small to accommodate the majonty
~u~~:ct~t~pula~i~n, not to mention the audience. By the mid-tees, the small
VISIble artists who had "made it" offered a false image of the
future to 0allhighly
those art stud t
hi
d
to h
en s rus 10g to New York to make their own marks, an
ave nervous breakdowns if they didn't gift a one-man show within the year (I
say one-man advisedl
.
h
since t e boys suffered more than the girls who had been
Ied to expect nothingy,and
h d
I.
,
a to cu trvate personal survival powers).
Throughout the '60s a
d h Ih
"
..
flourished . h h
goo
ea t J capttaltsr dog-eat-dog competition
the d
d WIt t e free-enterprise esthetic More-or-Iess abruptly at the end of
the ar~c~b~c~~C~i?n s~t in, taking the form of rebellion against the commodity
ocran
af mvo untarily become. COlICeptualArt was conceived as a demIC means 0 making t Id
h
ar 1 eas c eap and accessible by replacing the con-
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ventional "precious object" with "everyday" OJ "worthless" and/or ephemeral
mediums such as typed sheets, Xeroxes, srupshors, booklets, streetworks.
Conceptualism coincided for obvious reasons with the conscientious downward mobility of the counterculture and the theoretical focus of the often academic New Left. It was crowded in the streets it 1970, what with the Blacks, the
students, the antiwar movement, the feminists, the gays. Art felt like one of the
gang again, rubbing elbows with the masses, fighting a common enemy. After all,
despite the elitist fate of their art, artists can all too easily identify with oppressed
minorities whose civil rights are minimal.
But wait. The enemy looks familiar. It is The Hand That Feeds Us. We were
picketing the people we drank with and lived (ff of. We were making art in a
buyer's market but not a consumer's market. We were full of "mixed feelings,"
because we wanted to be considered workers like everyone else and at the same
time we weren't happy when we saw our products being treated like everyone
else's, because deep down we know as arts ts we are special. What we
(artworkers) wanted, and still want, as much as control over our labor power and
over the destiny of our products, was feedback. Because art is communication,
and without contact with its audience it becones the counterpart of a doorhandle made on a Detroit assembly line. (I have tais vision of a '90S artist seeing a
ftlm of a SoHo gallery in the '70S and finding herself unable to recognize her own
work-just as the factory worker would not te able to distinguish her doorhandle.)
A little dissent goes a long way in the art we rId. By 1972 the ranks were dissolving back into the white-walled rooms. Pluralsm reigned and there was more
room at the top. For the most part this pluralisn was healthy, though attacked
from the right as a fall from grace, too dernocraically open to mediocrity; and
from the left as a bribe, too tolerant of anything marketable, a confusion of the
issues. Dissent was patronized, patted on its ass and put in its place. Those who
were too persistent were ghettoized or, more Stl>t1y, discredited on levels they
were never concerned with. After a brief flurry of Women's Art and Black Art
shows, the institutions subsided to prepare f()r a backlash campaign, like
exhibiting the Rockefeller Collection to cornmenorate the Bicentennial. Yet one
thing that the art activism of the late '60S and the increased (if intermittently
applied) theoretical awareness of the '70S did accomplish was a fairly thorough
purge of the' 'my art is my politics" copout, whi: b. encouraged Business as Usual
and blocked all avenues (or alleys) to change. Mary of us were aware by then that
every move we made was political in the broad sense, and that our actions and
our art were determined by who we were in thesociety we lived in. (This is not
to say that most of us cared to think about these nsights.) We were also beginning
to realize that Conceptual Art (the so-called movement, not the third-stream medium) had, like the dress and lifestyles of the perod, made superficial rather t~an
fundamental changes, in form rather than in content. When we trooped back into
the galleries, back to a SoHo already cluttered wah boutiques and restaurants its
residents couldn't afford (a far cry from the Artists Community envisioned
around 1968), we bore this new burden of awareness. We could no longer seriously
contend that because art tends to be only indirectly effective, artists should be
exempt from all political responsibility and go bunbling on concerned only with
their own needs. (Yet again, this is not to say that most of us cared to act on these
insights.)

;
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IF MY ART ISN'T MY POLITICS, WHAT IS?
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more varied people, while maintaining esthetic integrity and regnnmg the power
that art must have to provoke, please, and mean something?
For b~tter or for worse, most people go through life withouieven wanting to
reach the mner sanctums where Art coyly lurks. What the rulina class considers
"l~~ art" or "~a~ art'.' plays a role in the lives of many more ~'I>ple than "high
art does, and It IS this need that new art is trying to tap. Rigln now, only the
lucky few get "good art" or are educated to recognize it, or <ie:cide what it is.
(Recently feminists, Marxists and Third-World artists have beennrying to reeducate ourselves in order to avoid seeing with the conditioned e-es of the white
c~pitalist patriar~hy.) But are we really so lucky? How much 0 the avant-garde
high art we see gives us profound sensuous or intellectual pleasue> How often do
we lie to ourselves about our involvement in the art we have convinced ourselves we should like? How many sensible middle-class people de-oted to the survival of."good taste," as intoned by the powers that be, secrely pine for the
gaudy ~tmsiness, the raucous gaiety of "lower-class" culture? judging from the
popularity of such art from other, more "primitive" or ancientcultures, of Pop
Art, "camp" and the whole punk or New Wave phenomenon-quite a few.

IS THERE ART POST LIFE?
In the '70S it became critically fashionable to call art "post" anytsing that peaked
in the '60S: "poststudio," "post-Conceptual," "postmodernist,' "post-Minimalist," even "postmodern.' (Where does tbat leave us?) Maybe in he '80S we'll just
find out that "beyond" was nothing but a vacuum. Or a void-asm a tabula rasa,
which is not a bad thing, especially when things need cleaning uj 1.$ badly as they
do now. For some of us who lived through the '60S and have SlYent the last ten
years waiting for the '70S to stand up and identify itself, the '7(."5 have been the
vacuum. It was only in its last three years or so that the decade 10)( it together to
pinpoint an esthetic of its own, and this it did with a lot-of help from its friends in
the rock music scene, not to mention S & M fashion photograph-. TV and movie
culture, and a lot of '60S art ideas conveniently forgotten, thusnow eligible for
parole. As we verge on the '80S, "retrochic'<-e-a reactionary wuf in countercultural sheep's clothing-has caught up with life and focuses incressingly on sexist,
heterosexist, classist and racist violence, mirroring, perhaps unv Ittingly, the national economic backlash.
(Some parenthetical examples of retrochic, in case it hasn't spread as far as
I'm afraid it has: An exhibition of abstract drawings by a first-name-only white
artist gratuitously titled "The Nigger Drawings" for reasons so "personal" he is
as reluctant to murmur them as he is to wear blackface in »ublic, this was
studiously defended as a "revolutionary" position by a young )t-.-.vish critic who
has adopted a pen name associated with Prussian nobility. Or ~ male Canadian
rock group called "Battered Wives," which sings a song called'Housewife""She's a housewife/Don't know what to do/So damn stupid/Slr should be in a
zoo." Or a beautifully executed and minutely detailed "photo.ealist" painting
called The Sewing Room dedicated to some poor soul named Barbara, which
depicts a pretty middle-class sitting room in which a work-clolhed man gorily
stabs the lady of the house in the neck.)
While most of the hot potatoes seem to have cooled to anacceptable tern-
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perature and been made into a nice salad, some still seem to see the retrochic
trend as a kind of ecstatic but dangerous drug not everybody has the guts to try. It
has been called a "DC current that some people pick up on and others don't,"
that combats "'60s tokenism" and is "too hot to handle."? Some retrograde punk
artists share with the Right Wing an enthusiasm for the '50S, which are seen as
the Good Old Days. They are either too young, too insensitive or too ill-informed
to know that the '50S were in fact Very Bad Old Days for the Left, Blacks, unions,
women (viz. the crippling and deforming fashions like stiletto heels, long tight
skirts and vampire makeup) and for anyone else McCarthy cast his bleary eye on.
The earth-shaking emergence of rock'n'roll rotwithstanding, it was also a time of
censorship in the arts, of fear and dirty secrets that paved the way for the
assassinations, open scandals and quasi revolution of the '60S.
Punk artists-retro and radical-also trace their bloodline back to Pop Art
and Warhol (though the latter epitomized the scorned '60S) and to Dada (though
it's not fair to blame a partially socialist movement for its primarily reactionary
offspring). The real source of retrochic is probably Futurism, which made no
bones about its fundamental fascism and disdain for the masses. Violence and bigotr~ in art are simply violence and bigotry, illlSt as they are in real life. They are
sO~lally dangerous, not toys, not neutralized. formal devices comparable to the
stripe and the cube. So I worry when a young artist whose heart and mind I respect tells me he's beginning to like the reactionary aspects of punk art because he
sees them as a kind of catharsis to clear the decks and pave the way for change in
the art world. At this point, as in the idealization of the '50S, I become painfully
aware of a generation gap. The anticipated catharsis sounds like the one I was
hoping for in 1969 from Conceptual Art and in the '70S from feminist art.
I hope ~etrochic i~ not the banner of the 80s, but merely the '70S going out on
an approp~lately ambiguous note, the New Wave rolling on and leaving behind
an o~ze primed for new emergences. I have nightmares about a dystopian decade
dominated by retrograde fascist art which, while claiming on one hand to be
"space a~e SOcial r~alism"8 manages on the other hand to be just Right for upand-coming ext~emlsts, for those people who simultaneously get off on and moral~y condemn vlOI~nce and bigotry. The livin-g rooms of the powerful, however,
wd! not be hung With blurry photos of gum-cbewing, sock-hopping terrorists torturmg each other. The establishment's taste 1m politics and art does not coincide
~ny more than does that of the artists themselves. With a nod to upward mobilIty,. one can. probabl~ expect to find hanging. over these mantels the same good
sohd bluechip formahsm associated with the/jos and '60S, which continued to be
succ~s~t:ully promoted and sold throughout the '70S. Inflation encourages such
acquismons, and the SoHo boutique mentalry will maintain its strongholds. Or
perhaps the art of the '80S will be a hybrid (jf the '70S progeny: impressive acres
of colored canv~ and. tons of wood and steel functioning as covers for safes full
of money and ~Irty pictures, with giveaway titles like Snuff, Blowupjob, Monu'!'ent to a Rapist, F.a.ggot Series, Kike I, Kikt tt, Kike III, and so forth-a charm109 and all-.too~famlharblend of the verbally sensational and the visually safe.
There IS: I m gl~d to report, another, more hopeful side to all of this, which is
sUbt~y ~?twmed. ~Ith the above. The pivoa is an ambiguous notion of "distancmg. ,~e.Crt~I~S ~,av~ been talking about: "distancing" or "detachment" or
good old ?b!eCtl~'1ty With admiration since the early '60S, applying it in turn to
Pop Art, Minimallsm, Conceptual Art, and cow to performance, video, photog-
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raphy and film. Irony is usually an ingredient, and if we're seeking a tabula
rasa, irony is a good abrasive. But irony alone, irony without underlying passion,
becomes another empty formal device. Today distancing is used two ways,
which might be called passive and active. Distinguishing them is perhaps the
most puzzling aspect of today's esthetic and moral dilemma.
The passive artists tend toward the retrcchic extreme. They are sufficiently
"distanced" (or spaced out) to see offensive racist or sexist words and images as a
neutralized and harmless outlet for any perverse whim; after all, it's only Art.
(They are not usually so far gone, however, as to use such epithets outside of the
art context-in the subway, for instance.) These artists would subscribe to the
formalist maxim "If you want to send a message, call Western Union," and they
tend to have great disdain for old-fashioned radicals (like me) who take such
things seriously.
The active artists also use distancing as .n esthetic strategy, but to channel
social and personal rage, to think about values, to inject art with precisely that
belittled didacticism. Instead of calling Western Union, these artists hope that
they will be able to put their message across by themselves. They often use
understated satire or deadpan black humor to reverse offensive material and
give it a new slant. The younger they are, the rougher they get, and sometimes the
cycle reverses itself and it's difficult to distinguish earnestness from insanity.
Passive or active, the crux of the matter isbow do we know what's intended?
We're offended or titillated or outraged; now we have to figure out whether it's
satire, protest or bigotry, then whether the iatended content has been coopted
by its subject matter. These are questions thai must be asked about much of the
ambiguous new art. These are questions particularly important for feminists
working against, say, pornography and the virdent objectification of women, and
Blacks working against racists in liberal clotting.
For example, when a woman artist satirires pornography but uses the same
grim images, is it still pornography? Is the spit beaver just as prurient in a satirical context as it is in its original guise? What about an Aunt Jemima image, or a
white artist imitating a Black's violent slurs against honkies?
Answers, though not solutions, have just been proffered by two leading and
very different practitioners of social irony. Yvonne Rainer, who works from a
Brechtian viewpoint, treated sex and female nudity with humor and "distance"
in her films until she realized from audience ..esponses that the strategy wasn't
working. At that point she became convinced according to Ruby Rich, "that no
matter what techniques surrounded such a iLepiction, no matter what contradictions were embedded in the presentation. nothing could ever recoup the
image of a woman's body or sexuality bared."9Similarly, Black stand-up comedian
and pop hero Richard Pryor has just vowed piblicly to give up a staple of his routines: the word nigger. "There was a time," he says, "when black people used it
as a term of endearment because the more we said it, the less white people liked
it, but now it seems the momentum has changed .... There's no way you can call
a white person a nigger and make him feel lile a black man." Asked why whites
are getting so fond of the word, he replied, 'T don't think enough of them have
gotten punched in the mouth."!"
Distancing, it seems to me, is effective only if it is one half of a dialecticthe other half being approaching, or intimacy, or optimism. You move away to
get a good look but then you move back toward the center where the energy is.
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conventional collages of contradictory propaganda with lethal reminders built in
for anyone who swallows them whole ("REJOICE! OUR TIMES ARE INTOLERABLE. TAKE COURAGE FOR THE WORST IS A HARBINGER OF THE BEST
... DO NOT SUPPORT PALLIATIVE GESTUlES: THEY CONFUSE THE PEOPLE
AND DELAY THE INEVITABLE CONFRONTAfION .... THE RECKONING WILL
BE HASTENED BY THE STAGING OF SEED DISTURBANCES. THE APOCALYPSE
WILL BLOSSOM"). The message seems to be Think for Yourself.

THIS UP AGAINST THAT

"The Manifesto Show," 5 Bleecker Street, New York City, Spring 1979. (Photo: Vincent
Falci)

This seems to be the position of a number cf younger artists whose often parapunk work bears some superficial (and perhaps insidious) resemblance to retrochic. An increasing number are disillusioned with what they have found in art
and the art world (including the alternate spaces and the current dissenters):
"Embrace fearlessness. Welcome change, the chance for new creation....
There is no space for reverence in this post-earthrise age. We are all on the merit
system. The responsibility for validity is the individual artist's. The art critic is
dead. Long live art."l1 To which I would holler Hallelujah, but not Amen.
. Some !oung artists are working collectI'Vely, making art for specific installanons, public places, or for their own breezy often harsh little shows in flaky impermanent spaces (the model for which mav have been Stefan Eins' idealistic if
not always fascinating 3 Mercer Street Ston- and now his more fully developed
Fashion Moda in the South Bronx). One of the most talked-about exhibitions last
season in ~ew Y<.>rk. was "The Manifesto Sbow," collaboratively organized and
ope~ to friends, invrtees, and off-the-street participation, through which it orgarucal,l,y ~ost doub~ed in si.ze. There was 00 single, recognizable political line,
but. a social and philosophlcal cacophonv 12 of specific statements, rhetoric
straight and rhetoric satirized, complaints fantasies, threats-some more and
some less geared to current art attitudes. Distancing techniques were used against
the~elv~s 10 se~-referentia~,hooks into cement from art, as in Barbara Kruger's
contnb~tton, whl~h b~g~n:. We are reading this and deciding whether it is irony
: passion/we think It IS .If<.>n~/We t?ink It is exercising a distancing mechasm .... We are lucky this isn t passion because passion never forgets." There
were also the unselfconscious, atypically stl'aightforward works that said what
they meant and meant what they said. And there were Jenny Holzer's dangerously

Those invested in a perpetual formal evolutioa in art protected from the germs of
real life won't like my suspicion that the most meaningful work in the '80S may
depend heavily on that still pumping heart 0: twentieth-century art alienationthe collage esthetic, or what Gene Swenson called "The Other Tradition," Perhaps it will be only the alienated and socially conscious minority that will pursue
this, and perhaps (this demands insane heighs of optimism) the need for collage
will be transcended. Obviously I mean collage in the broadest sense, not pasted
papers or any particular technique but the 'juxtaposition of unlike realities to
create a new reality." Collage as dialectic. Cc11age as revolution. "Collage of Indignation.Yt> Collage as words and images exposing the cultural structure of a
society in which art has been turned againstlself and against the public.
For instance, the media strategies for public performance used by West Coast
feminists Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz (with the "social network" Ariadne)
juxtapose two kinds of image within the context of street, shopping mall or press
conference.i- The first is an image of social reality as we all know it through TV
and newspapers. The second is that image seen through a feminist consciousness
of a different reality-for instance, looking a: the media coverage of the Hillside
Strangler murders in Los Angeles, analyzing its sensationalism and demeaning
accounts of the victims' lives, then offering at alternative in the form of a striking
visual event (In Mourning and in Rage, see p. 150) and controlling the subsequent media interpretations. The public thus receives, through art, information
contrary to that which it sees as "the truth" and receives it in a manner that is
sufficiently provocative visually to encourage reconsideration of "the truth."
Ariadne's media strategies obviously have Irnited means at their disposal, but
their performances have played to audiences of thousands and have an imaginative impact only professional artists can bring to bear.
The attraction of a collage esthetic is obvious when we realize that most of
us, on the most basic level, exist in a downright Surrealist situation.
Consider the position of any artist in a society that perceives art as decoration or status symbol, investment or entertahrnent.
Consider the position of a visionary artist in a society devoted solely to material well-being.
Consider the position of a person makirg impermanent objects of no fixed
value in a time of inflation and hoarding.
Consider the position of an artist laboriag under the delusion that individuality is respected in an age of bland, Identical egos and homogenized culture.
Perhaps most Surrealist of all, consder the position of a feminist/
socialist/populist artist in a patriarchal capital.st marketplace.
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NOW WHA.T?

After the pluralism of the '70S, the '80S are going to have to make art that stands
out in sharp relief against our society's expectations for art. Artists are just beginning to understand the flood of new mediums available, after a decade of enchantment with their novelty. Comprehension of "the nature of the medium"
may sound like an echo of formalist dogma, but if the medium is one whose nature is communication-the video, the street performance, posters, comic strips,
graffiti, the ecologically functional earthwork, even photography, film and that
old but new-for-the-visual-artist medium, the book-then such comprehension
may have more impact on audience and on 11't. We are supposed to have grown
up absurd already. Yet through the '70S I've asked myself why the hell these new
mediums were the vehicle for so little socially concerned art. If there is all this
rebelliousness and unease among young artists about how the art world treats art
(and there is), why are such appropriately outreaching mediums so little explored
and exploited? Why is there such a dearth of meaningful/provocative and/or effective public art? Has distancing gone too f:ar? Have we gotten Carried Away?
Space Age objectivity over our heads? Over and out?
I hope we're not just doomed to follow the bouncing ball through endless
cyd~s of romanticism/classicism, subjective,.lobjective, feeling/intellect, etc. If
the 60s proved that commitment didn't work, the '70S proved that lack of commitment ~idn't work either. The '80s decade IS coming into a legacy of anxiety, of
barely articulated challenges to boringly predictable mainstream art. It is going to
have to restore the collective responsibility of the artist and create a new kind of
co~unity ~ithin, not apart from, the rest of the world. The danger on all es~hetlc. fr~nts IS the kind of factionalism that already divides the politicized minortty ~Ithm the art world. Too many of us spend our time attacking everyone
e~se ~ attempts ~t relevance while paranoiac2IJ.y guarding our own suburban terrttones. There IS an appalling tendency to insist on the need for theoretical understandin~.of ~h~ artist's pos~tion in a capitalist society and simultaneously to
destroy by lOgIC ev~ry solutt~n offered. It Ls all too easy for any intelligent observer to be devastatmglr cynical about Marxists making abstractions, artists
made vulnerable by working at the same time in communities and in museums
feminists ridin~ the Women's Movement to commercial success and getting off
th~re..The dental of support to an artist or a group who is trying to work out of
t!tIS dlIem~a we all share, the kvetching about presentation, form, and rnotivanon when It. appears that communication is nevertheless taking place-all this
merely recapItulates the competition that maintains the Quality-based "high-art"
world.
Mer.ely opportunist as some of it may be, art with overtly social content or
effect sttll poses a threat to the status quo. An d, ironically, no group is so dependent on the status quo as the avant garde, which must have an establishment to attac~, reverse, and return to for validation. 1: is true that most politically aware
:u- ttsts and artworkers would sooner give up politics than give up art Embedded
I~ t~e whole question of why more visual arnsrs aren't more commit~ed to combmmg f?rm and content in more interesting ways is the taboo against "literary"
a~t. Artists emphasiZing words and ideas over formal success have been seen
since t?e '60s as traito~s to the .sacred modemist cause; just as the Dadas and
Surrealtsts are not considerez] serious contributors to modernism even when their
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contributions are considered serious. This sort r»f prejudice has been blurred by
the mists of pluralism, but it remains as subtle conditioning. Because visual art is
about making things (even if those things have ao "pictures"). And this is what
visual artists justifiably don't want to give up. II: the late '60S we got sidetracked
by the object/nonobject controversy. Sheets of paper and videotapes, though
cheaper than paintings and sculptures, are still dJjects. Conceptualism, we know
now, is no more generically radical than any otaer ism, but it's no less art.
.
Another major question we have to ask ourselves as we enter the '80s is: Why
is it that culture today is only truly alive for these who make it, or make sometbing? Because making Art, or whatever the product is called, is the most
satisfying aspect of culture? Its subsequent use (f" delectation is effective only to
the extent that it shares some of that intimacy win its audience? Even as a critic, I
find that my own greatest pleasure comes from empathetic or almost kinesthetic
insights into how and why a work was made, its provocative elements. So the
necessary changes must broaden, not merely the audience, but the makers of art
(again a fact the feminist art movement has been confronting for some time over
the issue of "high," "low," craft and hobby aru]. Maybe the ultimate collage is
simply the juxtaposition of art and society, an ist and audience. Maybe that's
what a humanist art is: it comes in all styles and. sizes, but it demands response
and even imitation. It is alive.
John Fekner, from Queensites, stencil on city surfaces, 1980-81. Fekner "captions" the
destruction of the urban environment with his giant hit-and-run stencil works. (Photo: John
Fekner)
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For the vast majority of the audience now, however, culture is something
dead. In the '50S the upwardly mobile bourge-ois art audience (mostly female) was
called the culture vultures. They didn't kill ...t but they eagerly devoured it when
they came upon its corpse. As Carl Andre has observed, art is what we do and culture is what is done to us. That fragile lifeline of vitality, the communication to
the viewer of the ecstasy of the making process, the motive behind it and reasons
for such a commitment, can all too easilv be snapped by the circumstances
under which most people see art: the stultifying classist atmosphere of most
museums and galleries and, in the art world. the personal intimidation resulting
from overinflated individual reputations.
What, then, can conscious artists and artworkers do in the coming decade to
integrate our goals, to make our political opinions and our destinies fuse with
our art? Any new kind of art practice is going to have to take place at least partially outside of the art world. And hard as; it is to establish oneself in the art
world, less circumscribed territories are all the more fraught with peril. Out there,
most artists are neither welcome nor effective, but in here is a potentially suffocating cocoon in which artists are deluded into feeling important for doing only
what is expected of them. We continue to talk about "new forms" because the
new has been the fertilizing fetish of the avsnt garde since it detached itself from
the infantry. But it may be that these new forms are only to be found buried in
social energies not yet recognized as art.
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.
.
I~. "Collage of Indignation" I and II were the titles of two separate antiwar exhibinons 10 New York, in 1967 and 1970-1971; see p. 25,
14· For more on Ariadne, see Heresies, no. t (1978), and no. 9 (1980).

Rejecting Retrochic*
Visual artists in this culture tread a thin line, like drivers arrested after one martini.
We have this myth that artists are wild, woolly and free-and politically radical.
We have this reality that artists are isolated in studios and artworld bordellos
and tend to be either unaware or downright conservative. The vectors meet in
a middle ground occupied by the art audience But the audience is invisible to
most artists, and in that simple fact lies one of tbe great failures of modernist art.
This basic alienation has, paradoxically, increased since art has entered the
fringes of popular culture. These days the audience is being subjected not only to
the usual indifference from the art majority, but also to a wave of hostility from
an art minority which has been called retrocbic
Retrochic is not a style (though it is often associated with "punk art"). It is a
subtle current of reactionary content filtering through various art forms. Its danger lies not so much in its direct effect on the ar: audience as i? its acceptance by
the art world itself. Too many artists and artwcrkers seem blissfully unaware of
the social ramifications of the notion that art is s") separate from life, so neutral in
its impact, that Anything Goes in the Galleries because it's Only Art:
Retrochic offers a particularly overt exanple of how art IS seen and
manipulated in this society. In the process it becomes an unwitting t~ol of the
very powers it seems to think it's repelling, part and parcel of the nat1ona~ economic backlash against reproductive rights, social welfare and human ng~ts.
Neutrality is just what the doctor ordered for he corporate class~s con~rollIng
art (and the rest of the world). It keeps artists a>o safely ~nsconced In. their small
puddle as nonunionized workers are kept isolated on their assembly lines. As the
product of a complex psychological curren, retrochic wa.s J?er~ectly described by the punk rock group Devo: "The pes iti~n o~ any artist IS, In pop ~n
tertainment, really self-contempt. Hate what yeo like, like what you hate. It s. a
totally schizophrenic position, but that in itself 5 a principle that most people In
the business and outside it don't understand."
So how did Art-popularly associated with com~uni~ation, ,~nli~~ten
ment and uplift-get into this predicament? Precisely by rejecting the rea~ a?d
distastefully "commercial" framework within v hich it operate~ and turning .Inward to the point where it no longer knows wit0 its audience IS, and by hat 109
that audience it doesn't know for not knowing I.
.
Art has a kind of permanent innocence in til is culture: We expe~t very little
of it. We expect nothing of it. We expect euerrtbing of It. Depen~lOg on who
we are. Who are we? Who is the art audience? I coce called all the major ~useums
in New York City to see if they had done audi~nce profiles. They hadn t. ~ut of
course window-shopping-which is what art I' about for ~?st people-IS not
taken too seriously in the real world of Big Business tha.t administers the museu~s
and makes sure what is shown there is oriented 1') the right people-to the public,
but not to the gum-chewing public. The art galk..y audience: on th~ othe~ ~and,
is in training to be able to swallow anythingAnd retrochic art IS sufficiently
"First published as "Retrochic, Looking Back in Anger' by The Village Voice, Dec. 10,1979,
and reprinted by permission.
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"distanced" (or spaced out) to see racism, sexism and fascism not as content, but
as harmless outlets for a kind of disco destructiveness that feeds the art world's
voracious appetite for anything consumable,
Sometimes it's the ad that's retro. What. for example, was the "Talking Legs"
exhibition? I'll never know because I refused to go and see; the announcement
featured a pair of high-heel-booted, garter-belted female legs cut just above the
crotch and standing over a toilet seat. Sometimes it's the title that's retro, as in
the now notorious "Nigger Drawings" show in which the racist title was the only
provocative aspect of a group of pleasant abstract drawings. And sometimes it's
the art. The item that made me maddest last season was not "punk" but its suburban cousin: photorealism. The announcement showed a lovingly executed painting of a pretty upper-middle-class living room in which a work-clothed man is
stabbing the lady of the house in the neck. Beautiful little drops of blood and all.
It is called The Sewing Room, is dedicated' to Barbara," and was described in the
press release as "color-coordinating an erotically charged narrative situation."
(This has to come to you from the people who have not read the extraordinary
letter in the Village Voice, October 22, 197~" which once and for all destroys the
association of sex with rape, and by extension, with murder.) This painting, the
blurb continued, was intended to "keep U:!i cool by perfectly orchestrating layers of surface and narrative." It didn't keep me cool. Nor did a letter from the
dealer, who was surprised by my lack of cool, denying the press release's neutral
tone by insisting that this painting was a 'pro-feminist statement"!
She did, however, ask two interesting questions. First, wouldn't I go see this
kind of scene in the movies? (Absolutely not; while I don't always know ahead of
time what I'm getting in the movies, I was forewarned here, and boycotted the
show.) Second, would it be "more agreeable" to me if it had been painted by a
woman? (I thought about this one before- answering no again, and also wondered what woman would be able to stand. the emotional trauma of working for
three years on such an image, as the male arrlst did.)
The climate is so foggy nowadays thrt any artist whose work incorporates
~ news~aper headline, or even a photograph-especially a sleazy, grainy one-is
immediately considered "political." But what politics? Speaking to whom and to
wh~t end? M?stly to nobody and to no end. Because it's not politics. It's art. And
art IS above It all ... isn't it? If it's okay to use racist slurs and sexist violence,
th~n ~hy are es~hetic taboos still exerted ~inst "political" images taken past the
artist s personalized cocoon and into arenas such as inflation housing starvation or rape? Because we all supposedly know about all that st~ff already?
.. T~at "look of concern" communtcaied by rough typography, banal adverusing trn~ges, and. blurry, pseudoporn photographs is blatantly ambivalent as
well as highly ambiguous. Which is when the audience comes in-the audience
as everybody not making the work in quesdon. Since audience and artist have no
conta~t, no dialogue is possible, and we are left with that familiar question: What
does ,~t Mean? I happen to be personally arracred to the nonslick "look of concern. I loo~ more closely. I see a guy in leather pointing a gun at me. I see Black
people ru~g do",:n a street. I see a half-nude woman cringing in a corner. What
~. I,?seetng? Is. this parody? Feminist satire? Gimmicky advertising? Cinema
~e~,te. ~s. the :u:tlst a fascist or a Marxist or nothing? Is s/he shrewdly wallowing
10 poltttcally tncc:>rrect" imagery while claiming to be "politically correct" in
some subtle (read tncomprehensible) way'
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Since it's art-not photojournalism-there are usually no captions to stch
sometim.es there are titles that sound like rock groups or boutiqees
which either neutralize or are neutralized by the image. Compare the "Ni~r
Drawings" episode with the recent banning of a phototext work from a Gene~
Services Administration (GSA) exhibition in Washington, D.C. The photos wee
acceptable but the text ("a narrative indictment of military government, 11111equal distribution of wealth, violations of human rights and U.S. business 0volvement in South America") was unacceptable. When it was suggested tm-t
the photos be shown without text, Isabel Letelier, widow of the murdered CliJean diplomat, protested that "without the explanation, they are just lovely oAorful pieces of work that have no point. That is exactly what Latin America is j:JJ["
the tourists who have no explanation."
And that is exactly what art is supposed to be. When art is not seen as communication on any level, when art becomes a blunt weapon with which to bQlt
people on the head for no reason but one's own enjoyment (as in retrochc)
rather than a sharp instrument of perception, analysis and "eye-opening" of ore
kind or another, then it becomes almost inevitable that art will be coopted by tn,e
status quo and become a neutralized symbol divorced from life, work aJ,J
human need. In a period when everybody had better be thinking quick abont
what to do next about the world, art has been backed into a corner where artirs
are "allowed not to think" (as opposed to "not being allowed to think," whi:f1l
we condemn in other societies). This taboo effectively keeps artists out of ne
way and at the same time allows the present single-class buying art audience co
mold it and its uses. The retrochic artist, thrashing around in the nursery like.a
spoiled child, is the latest version of the artist as divine idiot, neither respected
nor paid, but kept docile on a daily dose of Ego.
I'm enough of an old-fashioned moralist to think art should offer a critiqse
of the society it rides on and through, that part of its responsibility is to doeo
in collaboration with its audience. The critique can be done in as many waysus
there are individual imaginations. But it does demand that the maker think abcnt
where an artwork goes next, to whom it is meant to mean what, and for what ili5
to be used. If artists won't take responsibility for art, who will? (Three guesse.)
If your art incorporates an exploitative photograph of a woman being medered, can you really get away with saying "I don't know why I chose that ima~;
it just came to me." (From where?) Or "I liked the diagonal her leg made. Llikrd
the gesture. I was using the red of the blood to bring the illusionistic space up co
the picture plane"? I know art speaks for itself. I know art says things you car''r
say in words. That's one of the things I like about art. On the other hand, I dor"t
believe that visual language has hit such a poverty level no one is willing to adniit
it ever says anything. Even the most convinced formalist, Minimalist or pouwhatsis should know what s/he really means on some fundamental level. Andiif
what s/he means is fundamentally fascist, I'd like to see this recognizes,
questioned, and rejected by the art audience.
Martha RosIer, a West Coast Marxist feminist who makes narrative photo-teat
pieces, videos and performances-and is very clear about what they mean-s-ses
them as "decoys" that "mimic some well-known cultural form so as to strip itxf
its mask of innocence." Ironically, this is the same esthetic ploy used by the rnrochic artists whose work comes down on the far right. Sometimes the decoyls
intentionally ineffective. Sometimes the decoy is too effective; the audiencets
~ges, ~d
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fooled and gets shot down. Rosier and a few others (mostly working on the West
Coast) escape this kind of self-imposed backlash because they are awar~ of t~e
crucial relationship between audience and art and of the way the audience IS
manipulated by the art that is available to it
There is also a growing number of still younger artists who are concer~ed
with this state of affairs. Some are working OIl the fringes of the art world, having
been initially attracted to it by a notion of art they have since found to be a mirage. Others are even less visible as they trv to make art in a different conte:,t
altogether. They are responsible for posters lite that showing the Pope before a.fuing squad as antidote to the mass hysteria of the papal visit. They are respon.slble
for some street pieces, store windows, artists' books, performan~es: actl~ns,
open studios and scruffy artist-organized shows, And for Stefan Ems Fashion
Moda in the South Bronx, which is the only alternate space in town that deserves
the name it rejects. They are responsible for outreach placement of relati~ely co?ventional art objects like John Ahearn's painted plaster heads of local residents m
a South Bronx Con Edison office and for public works like Jenny Holzer's anonymous aphorisms, which I happen to think make good "political" art because I
happen to think I get the point, though they, too, have a touch of the violence I
fear. Like Nicole Gravier's very different media pieces recently shown at Franklin Furnace, Holzer's lists of slogans make me-the-audience think, about myt~s
and cliches and propaganda and the slogans J use myself. What I like about t~IS
and other such work is that the irony is embc:dded in it. Here's the old formalist
ideal of medium and message merged, rather than one tacked onto the other
gratuitously to make a sensation, rather than the medium used to subvert the message.
Some of this art and some of these artists are seen as "punk," though new
wave is a preferably woozier term. If so, prnk comes in two guises: this harsh
social commentary retaining an echo of Brechtian irony and of the original British music movement's working-class political force; and retrochic, which sees the
audience as "parents"-authorities to be done in. The latter is most visible because it's out for power and because the socia branch has for the most part (or for
the time being) bowed out of that particular brawl. Retrochic, like its commercial
counterpart in fashion advertising, gets shown and occasionally eulogized in
the trade magazines and is, I assume, bough now and then by the beleathered
hordes who wander through SoHo on weekends seeking a social jolt-otherwise
it wouldn't get shown and written about.
Because I see retrochic as feeding neat~ into the right Wing's fury and as
playing agent-provocateur to the working classes some retrochic artists claim to
identify with, I'd like to see this kind of an rejected. I know some will holler
"censorship" (and I'll mutter "selection"-which is another whole can of
worms). I know that the intention of this art is to get parents like me to scream
Bad Taste! Decadence! and other flattering epithets. I did just that when I read a
pseudonymous critic called Peter "Blackhiwk" von Brandenburg describing
"The Nigger Drawings" as "revolutionary," though I had to laugh when I read
they were also "a veil between a pulp-populin catalogue of nuance and a prodig~1
epicure's prosthetic interpretation of 'Social Lamarckianism.' " We've had this
kind of language from the third-string acadelJlic Greenbergians, but it seems a bit
more incongruous coming from a "movemear" which is supposedly opposed ~o
promulgating bullshit like the above. (Imagine any self-respecting punk artist

Jenny Holzer, Truisms, Spanish translation, colored photostats in window of Fashion
Moda, South Bronx, New
York, 1979, 96" x 40"; a selection of alphabetically arranged
"truisms" includes: "To disagree presupposes moral integrity; To volunteer is reactionary; Torture is barbaric;
Trading a life for a life is fair
enough; True freedom is
frightful; Unique things must
be the most valuable; Words
tend to be inadequate; You get
the face you deserve ... ;
You must know where you stop
and the world begins ... ;
Your oldest fears are the worst
ones." (Photo: the artist)
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claiming to employ "a symbological and epistemological lexicon"; it's lucky
critics are still around to do the dirty work, to alienate the thinking audience still
more effectively.) Probably the last laugh is offered by a Canadian punk rock
group called Battered Wives, whose logo 5. a fist and a bleeding mouth and who
sing a song of the stupidity of housewives, They surely became "high artists"
when they Said, "The name's symbolic. It doesn't mean anything."
It used to be only abstract art that fostered this intense disregard of or even
hostility toward and from the audience. In the heyday of Minimalism, I and
others used to talk approvingly of "the cult of the difficult," in reaction against
the instant cooptation of new art. In a curious way the retro sensibility represents
another, more overt, wave of this attitude t award the public. Pop art, which was
once the detestably accessible art, is the idolized ancestor of unacceptable art this
time. arou~d. Today's costume militarism, violent porn, pseudoterrorism and
ethruc-raclal-and-gender-based slurs are seen by some as nose-thumbing countell?arts of the cereal boxes, comic strips and washing machines of the early '60S.
W~ ve come a long way. The durable ani adaptable Warhol is once again the
epigon of Cool. He alone of the Pop artlss shared some of the Minimalist sensibility, ~d he alone is now whooped up br post-Conceptualists who despise the
rest o~ 60s art. Retrochic is envisioned as 1. kind of red-hot risktaking not every~y IS.man enough to try, "a DC current " too hot to handle," as one journalISt put It.
~ut where ar~ all those burned fingers; If symbols are meaningless, I shudder
~o t~ what art IS. If Warhol is the godfather of punk, the real retrochic heroine
IS Valene Solanas-the uninvited guest whose "Scum Manifesto" was too hot for
anyone to handle, or maybe Norman Mailer, who has lauded such "existential
acts:' as murder. Retrochic is subversive in the sense that Reagan and the oil compames are subversive. It's part of a TV culture that offers Insult Assault Torture.
Yawn.
'
,

Real Estate and Real Art
a la Fashion a~ ~ Moda M 0 A A *
;h~ liveliest events i~ ~he art world alway! happen when artists take things into
h~tr own hands. ThIS IS happening more often now than it did in the 1970s. Two

uruque examples in New York are a "cultural concept" called Fashion Moda in
the South Bronx, and a recent raid on public property called "The Real Estate
Show". on the Lower East Side. These are the hopeful and angry products of a
spreadmg :u:tworld c.risis of faith, and may !I1ark the beginning of a new and noncondescending meetmg of art with social concern.
co-oThe ftre~ of the late '60s sparked a nu-mber of artist-run "alternate spaces,"
p galleries, and underground publicnions. Some of them survived the
"Reprinted by permission from Seven Days (ApriJ 1980).
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cooled-out '70S by becoming as institutionalized as the institutions they
resisted; others folded when artist organizers burnt out and retreated to their
studios; others still maintain a degree of independence from artworld bureaucracies by not biting the hand that feeds them. Despite all this activity, young
artists arriving in the Big Apple by the end of the '70S found it full of worms. The
careerists, of course, go at it as they always have, and the ones who care only for
art stay in their studios waiting for fate to agree with them. But more and more
idealist/activist types are muttering on the street corners. They're artists. They
make art. But what are they supposed to do wth it?
These younger artists tend to be downright disillusioned with the way the art
distribution system works (in and out of so-caled alternatives), demoralized by
high rents and inflation, disinclined to become as apolitical as is fashionable in the
"high art world" while equally uninterested ill the earnest theorizing that has
been passing for "political art" in New York. Saine fifty such artists have not been
just sitting around complaining, or indulging if the infantile sensationalism that
undermines the vitality of the New Wave arts Instead, they have organizedloosely organized, but organized nonetheless. Often working anonymously and
collaboratively-calling themselves Collaboratve Projects Inc., or Co-Lab for
short-they have put together a series of rough little open and issue-oriented
shows in temporary spaces: "The Dog Show," "The Money Show," "The Doctors and Dentists Show," "The Manifesto Show,' and now two current TV shows
on Channel D: "Red Curtain" and "Potato Waf."
The most recent effort along these lines-'The Real Estate Show"-opened
on New Year's Eve as a unique combination of art exhibition and guerrilla action.
A group of downtown artists simply broke in and took over a derelict city-owned
storefront right on teeming Delancey Street on the Lower East Side of Manhattan,
turned on the heat and light (also "extralegally"), and filled the space with art
protesting absentee landlordism, eviction, oevelopers, the city's waste of
space, greed-the whole notion of property in < capitalist society. The show was
dedicated to Elizabeth Mangum-"a middle-aged Black American killed by police
and marshals as she resisted eviction in Flatbush last year."
I don't want to "review" this show so mud as to cheer its existence and that
of future such events as well as the related posters and publications emerging
from the same group. 'Suffice it to say that in what has come to be a recognizably
chaotic installation-the artists filled their captve space with a vital, if uneven,
mess of art, including wall drawings and graffiti by neighborhood kids as well as
artists' drawings simulating that same harsh drectness, a "process piece" of
crumpled cigarette packs presumably found in the gutters, a series of color advertisements of classy real estate with ironic ssggestions about what could and
couldn't go on inside these places, and a lot (f raucous New Wave w~rd-and
image stuff that ranged from sizzling social denunciation to easy anarchism and
ambiguity. The walls were not white or clean. The lights were not bright. The
audience was not all white. The back door was the safest entrance. The Museum of Modern Art it was not. You could tell )y the excitement.
The City's Housing, Preservation and Development Department .closed
down "The Real Estate Show" a day or so after it opened, but compromised by
not arresting anybody and offering the artists uher, less desirable, and less public spaces, which they have since used sporadically for video and performance.
During the negotiations, famous artist Josef Beuys even showed up, and the
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"Real Estate Show,"
Xeroxed handout,
New York City, 1980.
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group also met with local organizations protesting the dismemberment of their
neighborhood.
~ "Rea~ Es~ate ~how" broadside stating the oppression of artists and expressmg solidanty with the Third World mitigated its '60S sound by ending: "It
IS Important to Have Fun. It is Important to Learn." This is another generation.
Ten years later, the hostility is more up fron and the idealism is more laid back. A
classic st~te~ent (by Iggy Pop) of the ambivalence toward politics and middleclass motivation was quoted in the Februarv Artforum by Edit de Ak, founder of
the proto-New Wave magazine Art Rite: '.Il. good product has the ability to set
forth tru~ and false propositions. If someone comes on with only what's true, it's
very boring, because nobody has that much truth in them."
One of "The Real Estate Show's" several Xeroxed handouts stressed the importance of bridging,: 'the gap between arts.rs and working people by putting art
o~ a boulevard level. In a storefront on 'I'hrd Avenue in the South Bronx, Stefan
~l~S has b~en calmly doing just that for over a year now. Fashion Moda (the logo
IS m Enghsh, Spanish, Chinese, and Russian) is an essentially indefinable place,
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though Eins has called it "a cultural concept" and even a "museum." It is based
on a Duchampian/populist mix of art and science that has nothing to do with
what comes out of MIT. The opening show offeied, bilingually, "Miracles of Science, Technology and Nature." All of Fashion Moda's shows feature art and
what might not be called art by those who thiak they know: children's work,
toys, puzzles, inventions, painted signs, manufactured objects, live animals, and
you-name-it.
Fashion Moda is inventive, subjective, and people-oriented, devoted to communication between two cultures that rarely mderstand each other. Only an
artist could have come up with Fashion Moda and made it work. Eins is a kind of
matchmaker, the artist as synthesizer. An ex-Austrian, in New York since 1967,
Eins operated his own downtown storefront spice from 1971 to 1978 at 3 Mercer
Street, where he hoped to make a place that comected with the hardware, secondhand-goods scene on Canal Street. Having gotten sick of the door-to-door
self-salesmanship demanded of an artist in the art world, he showed his own
inventions and other "applied physics" and sole them cheap to anybody off the
street. Eventually his friends started to show, too, and 3 Mercer became an unconventional art space rather than the everynun's land its founder had originally envisaged.
In 1978 Eins closed up shop to find a more clallenging field than the by-thenfully-colonized SoHo. He prowled the streets of the South Bronx until he found a
large, airy storefront-or what was left of one-s-ind on his own time and money
began to renovate it. Gradually he made friends n the neighborhood who helped
and also protected the space (the whole front is a plate glass window-and it is
still intact). Fashion Moda acquired a codirector-Black artist, poet, musician Joe
Lewis-and a participatory constituency that is split between South Bronx
artists and residents and friends from the Co-Lab'Lower East Side/Tribeca contingent looking for an audience that is loose, enthused, and not art-world-weary. Although still struggling, Fashion Moda now recei-ves funding from various state
and private agencies.
Fashion Moda is indeed, as Eins claims, "something essentially new and different." It is defined neither by art nor by do-goodism. Its success stems from a
genuine mesh of its own interests and those of its audience, and it avoids
"cultural imperialism" by respecting itself as we11 as its audience. Eins is interested in stretching Fashion Moda as far as it will go, even worldwide, "combining
a local sense with a planetary sense." Still in tux, Fashion Moda has recently
initiated three new enterprises: an "Institute f(J: Appropriate Technology" directed by Jamal Mecklai toward "cultural, environmental, and economic harmoniousness"; through Joe Lewis, a proposed putlication and traveling show by
Ray Ross of some 50 0 ,0 0 0 slides and photos donmenting New York jazz; and a
project on alien intelligence with a research student from New York University.
At the core of all Fashion Moda's ideas, however, is communication. "There
is no art without audience," says Eins. "The bou'geoisie, like the courts and religious hierarchies that preceded it, is structured enough to take care of its art. It
remains to be seen whether this subculture will be able to do this." He is constantly aware that he has entered a "different curure, with all the conflicting behavior patterns and wrong assumptions" that lead to misunderstanding and,
too often, to hatred in the city's daily class struggle. Slowly he has developed "a
sense for the common denominator" that can riake the connections he seeks.
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The governmentally funded South Bronx power structure is still not responsive to Fashion Moda and is probably threatened by its free-wheeling energy,
curiosity, and class mix. Eins also made local mistakes. For instance, after
announcing a meeting of South Bronx artists to which no one came, he realized
"you can't do anything here at a certain hour on a certain day." The current
show-"SOuth BROnx ART, PROJECTS, OTHERS"-had four different openings.
The show itself indicates how much Eins has learned since that unattended
meeting. It includes downtown and uptown, South Bronx and Lower Manhattan
art, but it's hard to tell which is which. There are "paintings in blood" by
"Satanic Sisters Jacquelyn and Carole" (a lavender room environment with
symbols, graffiti, a candle burning in a hole-in-the-wall shrine, exhortations to
worship the goat and to "Live Lust laugh Levitate"); there is Elizabeth Clark's
mural project for the abandoned Elisa Clarke School nearby (a peak-roofed house
shape in line and dotted line labeled "reconstruction" and drawn in blueprint
form because "the blueprint means something to be done"); David Wells'
inventions; Willie Neal's array of high school pastels, professional color photos of
the city, and a series of painted and varnished sticks and clubs garnished with
color and an occasional marble; Wally Edwards' punk expressionist painting
juxtaposed with an anonymous painting of weird faces found in an abandoned
building: Fidel Rodriguez' landscape sign painting for a social club; and Louis
Badillo's amazing, obsessively scribbled notations of religious math-diagrams
for La Destruccion del Mundo incorporating Cristo Rey and El Dragon de las
!!strellas. There is a huge rose spray-painted directly on the wall "after a paint109 on a wa.ll at 5th Ave. and noth St. (to scale)," and the window is occupied by
Candace Hill-Montgomery's Inner City Environment-a white picket fence
arou~d a patch of real, green grass with a battered found-metal frame hanging
over It.
The most popular art ever shown at Fashion Moda, which has become a kind
?f permanen~ resident, is the mascariuas by John Ahearn (white, downtown artist, rwenty-nine, punk haircut, BFA from Cornell). Ahearn has cast in plaster the
~eads and ~orsos of over fifty South Bronx people flirting, grinning and joking,
ltvely as ltfe. They are painted in brilliant, almost realistic skin-and-clothes
colors. People are constantly coming into Fashion Moda to watch him make
these. and to as~ if he'll do them, their kids, their boyfriends. After their first
showing at Fashion Moda, the masks were moved triumphantly around the corner to the Con Ed building at 49th and Courtlandt, where their wild colors and
~d sh~pes not only transformed the bleak and shabby space but also gave the
trnpresslO~ that Ea~l and Butch, Cosmic, Willy, Big City, and Sonny had liberated
Con Ed With the kind of frenetic life that epitomizes the hyped Up and the low
Down of the South Bronx.
For the current show, some of these masks are now back at Fashion Moda,
and they have, !n the meantime, propagated. Hung next to Ahearn's heads are
two.oth~rs by Rigoberto Torres. Although the technique is the same, there are esthetic differences that come from culture rather than skill. And across the room
are so~e wooden shelves with another exhibit-the painted and unpainted plaster "Hispanic statuary" mass-produced by the Fabrica del Carmen. Dimestore art,
. no question of these statues' formal power, espefolk
. art. ' or" re al art, "h
t ere IS
ciallv 10 thre~ of them: a. matte, air-brushed bust of an impassive Jose Gregorio
Hernandez Cisnero, a white hand with a saint on the tip of each extended finger,
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within a bulbous white cloud; and a small, flesh-surrounded glass eye in an ornate gold frame.
The conceptual triangle formed by these nree groups-Ahearn's, Torres'
and the "Hispanic statuary"-make one of the pdnts Fashion Moda exists for, illuminating three arts and two cultures in open communication.

John Ahearn, Big City,
painted plaster cast from life,
hanging (temporarily) in Con
Edison, South Bronx, 1979,
sponsored by Fashion Moda.

Sex and Deat h
and Shock and Schlock:
A Long Review of "The Times Square Show"*
by Anne Ominws
Overheard in downtown art territory: "Have yOl seen The Times Square Show?"
"Not yet, but I hear it's the best thing around.' "That's not what I heard."
THE SHOW

Well, by now everybody's heard something about "The Times Square Show"-a
sleazy, artist-organized extravaganza in a deterioraing former massage parlor on
Forty-first Street and Seventh Avenue in New York City. Abundant press coverage
'Reprinted by permission from Artforum (Oct. 1980). Copyright © 1980 by Artforum.
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has been as contradictory as the show itself. Word of mouth to mouth has often
been tongue in cheek. What makes TTSS noteworthy, no matter what one thinks
of the art in it, is the levels it offers. TTSS is an organizational feat-an object lesson in object organizing by artists. It is a weird kind of cultural colonization that
worked because colonizers and colonized had something in common; an exhibition of "unsalable" works accompanied by- a gifte shoppe that managed to sell
just such works-cheap; a constantly changing panorama of esthetic neuroses; a
performance and film festival; a throwback to the early '60S happenings-andstore-front syndrome; a sunny apotheosis 0 f shady sexism; a cry of rage against
current art-worldliness and a ghastly glance into the future of art. It's also a lot
of knives and guns and money and dirt and cocks and cunts and blood and gore
housed in four wrecked floors (plus basement) donated to the organizers by the
landlord.
The extraordinary transformation of tne space over two weeks was noticeable only to those who saw it both before aad after, because after imitated before,
littering the floors with sawdust, the corridors with broken glass, the walls with
graffiti, despite preshow cleaning and repanting and putting in windows. Neat
art was out, and those who risked it made art that stood out. Every inch of the
space was tarted up with art or an unreasonable facsimile. Some of it was barely
recognizable as such, which is how you knew it was avant garde. At the same
time, works came and went and changed places and evolved. There were some
JOO artists included, with the makers of the' 'Exotic Events" that took place several times a week. At the beginning the organizers (the artists' group Collaborative Projects, Inc., or Co-Lab, and friends and some enemies) asked for
"proposals" like any self-respecting instinaion. Because of the success of their
previous shows (including the "Manifesto Show," the "Doctors and Dentists
Show," the "Money Show" and "The Real Estate Show"), they were swamped
with would-be exhibitors. The result was the kind of chaos in which the group operates best anyway. Artists who persisted made work that existed-as far as I can
tell from the experience of an Australian friend of mine, unknown to and not exactly well-received by the organizers, but wi th the self-confidence not to slink off
rejected. I shudder to think about how the various spaces were appropriated, but
people found their niches-in closets, dad halls, toilet stalls, ceilings and stairways. (No list of artists appeared, most of the: work wasn't signed, and there were
no nice typed labels.)
A huge banner on Seventh Avenue announced the show. Below it from a row
of unglassed windows, taped music and laaghter wafted in the Fashion Avenue
breezes, mixing with the fast-food odors of the diner below them. Around the
corner was a big store window and a bright yellow "naive" mural by ~ Czech
and German group called NORMAL on the walls of "The Gift Shop," which was
in some ways TTSS's most innovative ispect. The average price was five
dollars, and there was plenty to buy for a quarter or a dollar ninety-nine; the idea
was that if something didn't sell in the first few days it would be disappeared; featured were chatchkas for the downwardly mobilized: a winged penis, a pornographic fan, pill capsules with messages, rooks, posters, etc. The usually silver
lobby with its blasting jukebox, bandstand, shabby plastic couch and miscellaneous artworks, including a large montage drawing of a beaten Black man hung
by chains, offered a certain casual reception. But dim stairs beckoned up and
down.
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THE ART

It would take longer to describe than to see. Here are some of the things I was
moved by or involved by:
A red-painted stairway ending in a huge conic-graphic gun/arrow bent
around a corner; phrases and photos (and deaf alphsoet translations) on walls and
stairs. Descending you got "We all lose in the end" en the wall; going up you got
"But the loss is kept obscure" and on the steps "Quick with your lip bite your
tongue."
The dark, low-ceilinged basement room totally covered with black-an-white
handprints ("in touch with the space") inhabitec by an ambiguously sexed,
painted figure wielding a circular beam of light; vintage points marked in tile
room; the piece not an "alien" as some would hare it, but an illusive/allusive
statement about control by a male feminist. Back Inthe shadows, another artist's
wax paper "ghost."
A room wallpapered with money and rats.
"Marginal Economy," a miniature board fence pastered with photos of Black
people and vacant lots.
The "Portrait Gallery" containing, among other things, ceramic heads of the
eight U.S. soldiers killed in the "rescue attempt" in iun, the ubiquitous and exuberant painted plaster heads of South Bronx residents, and some conventional
paintings that gained interest from their context.
Varnished and garnished with marbles, wooden dubs hanging overhead in a
short corridor.
A room (most effective at night) with a chickenwire woman on bed springs
holding a prayer book, an ominously gleaming gold plaster bust of a Black man
"seated" in a shoddy armchair; an altar to violence in the closet; a skillfully painted pink pig labeled "The pig is the only domestic ;Ilimal raised exclusively for
slaughter"; a videotape of the Panthers on TV aad "Revolutionary People's
Communications Networks Voodoo Comics" wallp:per.
A tawdry "nest" in an upstairs closet filled witl cloth, tinsel, satin, leopardskin smelling of stale perfume and makeup and of thr loneliness and ugliness of a
whore's fantasy and reality.

Christy Rupp, City Wildlife, at "The Times Square Show,' New York City, June 1980.
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Some quite traditional, or just the opposite, figure paintings not on black velvet but on large cowhides.
Ceramic snakes' heads jutting over a stairway door.
Black-and-white raw cartoon montages self-critically parodying Macho and
festooned (coincidentally) with dainty blinking Xmas lights ("MACHO ME, MEME
ME"; "MACHO PLAY, BANG BANG BANG"; "MACHO WORK, BOOM BOOM
BOOM"; "MACHO MACHO, HOT CHA CHA"-a message also echoed in a big
"Stupid Victor" mural by the same artist).
A room of collage installation protesting the VirginlWhore image of women
and the violence promoted by porn, complete with mermaid, bride, witch, nurse,
madonna and little girl stereotypes crudely daubed with paint and arrayed with
pink plastic tits and accompanied by porn raagazine collages.
A long funny sad narrative revealed seqaentially between the black bars of a
manually cranked "peep show" machine.
A punching bag hung before an open black wall labeled "Diletante Guerillas"
(sic) and enthusiastically chalked with audience responses.
A fringed white "rug" (under the punching bag) with advertising images of
money inscribed "Chase Man" and "publicity is the culture of the consumer
society" and "when times are hard, capitals.ts display images of money to make
self-determination by the poor appear Impossible" and "Walk Over Capitalism."
Behind it, out the window, is a view of Cbase Manhattan itself, Times Square
Branch (is its money dirtier than money elsewhere?).
And a hand sink overflowing with grimv salt crystals, and some terrific feminist comic-strip posters, and a room of painted clothes, and SAMO's critical
graffiti, and "Take Back the Night" scrawled here and there, and a scab-picker's
bathroom of peeling red paint I liked better than the work in it, and a garbage and
rat fountain and the ubiquitous decorated nachines and a lot of other Indescribable Things .... You get the picture?

THE ISSLES
TTSS was ostensibly about Times Square-that is, about sex and money and violence and ht.Iman degradation. It was also about artists banding together as
pseudoterrorists and identifying with the denizens of this chosen locale~nvying.them and imitating them at the sarre time as colonizing them, thus rebelling ,~galOst the cl~anliness and godlessness of the artworld institutions, "alternate a~d ?therwlse. It was also about artists making a microcosmic strike for
economic Independence and control of their products through the store, and
the more-or-less "open" exhibition. (It is <L'I illusion that Co-Lab is some sort of
~ariah working "outside the funding structure" when in fact they have a persuasive touch for or on official funds and a talen for PR that Show World should envy.)! Most important, TTSS, like all the other Co-Lab "theme shows" was about
art being about something other than art.
'
While the energy of the whole heady mixture was a much-needed antidote
to the mechanical novelty of today's art world, I didn't admire the contents of
TTS~ as mU~h as I enjoyed them. As a whole the show did successfully appeal to
a f~ly varied .audience-loc:Us as well :s disillusioned sophisticates, cynic~
radicals and chic seekers. This accomplishment can't be underestimated. It IS
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very rare that even the best-intentioned artworld offspring communicate outside
their own yards. What I worry about is the depth of commitment even in that
work I got my kicks out of. (Maybe I shouldn't ask for more? Gift horses and all
that?)
I know from TTSS's organizers' past activities that "politics" was a major
impetus. (However, the word was not mentioned on the press release, which
was all fun and games; it did appear on the jazzier street poster, listed generically
with "art, performance, film, video, store and music.") By virtue of its location
alone TTSS was "political." But even though the general issues were easily identifiable it was often impossible to tell where the artists stood on them. Many
seem to have thought that pictures of guns, pictures of dollars, pictures of sex
(actually pictures of women, since women and sex are interchangeable, right?)
constitute a statement in themselves. This is a sort of reverse Magrittean situation
(''This is not a pipe") in which the image carries all the weight no matter how
fragile it may be. Or is this just the middle-class TV terrorism which, with S & M,
is the dominant subject matter for so much new-no-nuwave art?
There's a lot of random violence-"I'm going to kill you" scrawled out of
context on a wall; "How to Stop a Bullet and Live" on a poster-and a horrendous arsenal of weaponry aimed nowhere, unless it's at the spectator. Social criticism this is not, though it is a loud and clear expression of alienation. As far as I
can tell, these images are rarely meant as satire or protest, but intend rather to
focus if not on the object then on the act-of dancing on the razor's edge, coming
down left or right with the risk of straddling the middle. A game of American roulette is being played with art as the itchy trigger finger. This is possible because art
is supposed to be either above it all or below it all but not part of it all. Art, like
pornography itself, is fantasy without action. 2 But TTSS-as a collaged
whole-has managed to be very much a part of it all. Although more appropriately secretive than "The Real Estate Show," it is out of the white-walled isolation
ward. Its madness is up front, upstairs and downstairs and in milady's chamber.
The studied crudity that is so much a part of TTSS is also a part of the pervasive level of political naivete. Whether self-conscious or manipulative or innocent or consciously critical, it is the cutting edge these mostly young artists are
looking for (in sex as well as art and politics, it seems; one participant suggested
that the best review of this show might be from an informed psychosexual viewpoint). I keep coming back to the way "politics" floats so politely in this iconoclastic but still "art" context. I've complained before about the assumption that
style alone (as opposed to image) can make a political statement-the idea that
badly printed photos and harsh tabloid graphics attached to no matter what kind
of irresponsible or undigested imagery is "political."3 And after some three
years of the "punk" posters that paper SoHo, Tribeca and the Lower East Side,
I'm getting sick of all the guns and skulls and racist/sexist slurs. (The latest is
something about "laps" and was included in TTSS events; it is presumably by
someone for whom World War II only existed in the comic strips.) Even though
these posters are often witty and eye-catching and an improvement on the Hallmark variety, it doesn't seem to me that the world situation is such that games
around war and killing and race hatred are very funny. (Maybe it's just gallows
humor, or shallows, or callow humor?) I'm angered that the urgency of so much
of this art, in and out of TTSS, is being wasted on superficial fantasies-which is
why Times Square is a sadly apt location."
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Those artists with an image of themselves as the daring agents of an esthetic
catharsis would do well to listen to a 1939 statement by Rene Magritte, himself
soon to become the darling of the bourgeois collectors:
The very special value accorded to art by the bourgeoisie brutally unmasks
the vanity of its esthetic concepts under the pressure of class interests totally
foreign to cultural preoccupations. The artst does not practice the priesthood that bourgeois duplicity tries to attribtne to him [sic]. Let him not lose
sight of the fact that his effort, like that of every worker, is necessary to the
dialectic development of the world.>
There are also plenty of lessons to be learned from the historical fate of Dada,
which seems to be a rather unfamiliar but approved source of much new art. A
warning from George Grosz in 1925:
Dada was the breakthrough, taking place with bawling and scornful laughter;
it came out of a narrow, overbearing and overrated milieu and, floating in the
air between classes, knew no responsibility 10 the general public. We saw the
insane end products of the ruling order of society and burst into laughter. We
had not yet seen the system behind this insanity.
The impending revolution brought gradtJal understanding of this system.
There were no more laughing matters, there were more important problems
than those of art; if art was still to have a meaning it had to submit to those
problems."
"We're interested in taking up situations tha activate people outside the art
world," says one of TTSS's organizers. And Rchard Goldstein of the Village
Voice claims that TTSS "lets a certain class of artists in for the first time." Actu~,lly, F~~ion ~oda has "been providing this model for two years, showing
. nonart and street art and mass-produced art in an open context and confus109 t~e b?undaries between high and low culture more consistently than any single sltuatI~n can." In fact, to go back further, TT.;;S might have been concocted in
the early 60s, along with Oldenburg's storefrmt on the Lower East Side, the
grungy early Happenings, French "nco-Dada' (an unclean Pop or dirty old
man), the March Gallery group's "Doom Show" Sam Goodman's "Shit Show,"
some ~luxu~ events and, more recently, the Guerilla Art Action Group, the "Flag
~how (w~lch landed three artists under arrest) the feminists' tampons and eggs
In t,he Whltn~y,. the Art Workers' Coalition's break into the Metropolitan Museu.m s trustees dinner and so forth. So it's been Done Before. So What? The ilIu~Ion of the new, like that of obsolescence, is fosered by competitive commercial
Interests.
That's what.
. But the inclusion of "disenfranchised art" iin both Fashion Moda and TTSS
raised some ~ther interesting questions about class which I can only suggest
here. Goldst~m c.alled TTSS "three chord art lIllyone can play."B Its ineptness,
~d the r~catIons of that ineptness, were anong its most endearing and significant attributes, It is becoming clearer daih to more and more people that
~~:her .tha,n the lucky few making art so uns~L cessfully for the unlucky many,
artists role may be to open up the making aad distribution of art to everyone
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as an exchange rather than an imposition, with empathy rather than condescension as the bridge. Mass production by the masses instead of for the masses.
The do-it-yours~lf esthetic extended to art-makiag makes especially good sense
m .the economically depressed '80s and it is me of the goals of progressive
artists today.?
So if schlock art is as valuable as shock art and if supermarket and sidewalk
art is not to be looked down on-then what proportion of shows like TTSS
should be just that kind of so-called kitsch? How much interclass and interculture
leavening is necessary to get across the message? Would TTSS have been twice as
suc~essful in "activating people outside the art world" if it had consisted primartly of street art? Of dimestore art? Of calendar art? Of hobby art? Of straight
porn? A marvelously ugly abstract sculpture in TTSS was made, I believe, by
someone who had never shown in art places before. S/he probably wasn't interested in "ugliness," and would I like it so much If the whole show were nothing
else? How eclectic can you get without losing the provocative point? How far
from political issues can you stray, even with the best intentions, before you are
"apolitical" like you're supposed to be?
For instance, TTSS's focus on sex had to incude consideration of gender-a
ticklish subject in these days of right-wing bactlash against feminist strengths
(and feminist moralizing). With a few exceptionx it was in fact neglected, along
with significant contradictions raised around pornography by Women Against
Pornography and its opponents in and out of the Women's Movement. Significant issues of exploitation were also ignored-:Jot merely that of the women
who are made into disposable sex objects, but tha of the men whose manipulated
desires are also pretty pathetic. (One artist in the .how wore a "sex for profit" Tshirt on opening night; his misogynous peep shew had disappeared by the next
time I was there.) Somewhere in the process, issues of censorship versus selection
must have been confronted by the organizers though as Richard Goldstein
remarked, the solution was apparently to assun an antithesis for every thesis,
rather than to reject "politically incorrect" art. ]I ut underlying such solutions is
also the notion that any moral stance is uncool. some disturbing aspects are illuminated by Deirdre English's definition of porn which could double as a definition not only of "punk art" and of retrochic, tilt even of the valid goals of all
avant-garde art:
Pornography depends on shock value. It lives to violate taboos. Porn, by definition, undermines the norms, attacks our vilues, attacks respectability. Pornography is what you're ashamed of enjoyug. Porn is the devil. Porn says,
here is what I really think. You don't like it' So whati"?
Artists with esthetic integrity usually get arounc such problems by using codes
understandable to their audiences. But this deperdence on context doesn't work
when art, as in TTSS, moves out into the world: a socioeconomically mixed audience gets mixed signals. Take the evolution of the sexually exploited woman
image. In the '60s (Pop Art), several male artist; made bundles on nonsatirical
blowups of soft-core porn. In the '70S, with the a~ vent of feminism, it was safe to
say that such an image was intended to be read cne of two ways-as belligerent
sexism or as satire/protest against that same sexism. With a little help from
critics, curators and dealers, artworld audiences knew, more or less, where the
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artists stood, and read the images more or less as they were intended. By the end
of the '70S, however, backlash and retrochic had confused matters again, giving
rise to more thoughtful analyses of how art uses life and where the lines should be
drawn. (Viz. the reprehensibly titled "Nigger Drawings" exhibition, which
brought a crucial issue to the surface of art dialogue. Is art by nature merely neutral or can and must it mean something and take responsibility for that meaning
or lack thereof?)
TTSS's images of hard and soft porn rna}' have seemed quite daring and' 'real
life" to an art audience. To the street audience they were probably downright
opaque. On opening night two feminist women periodically performed a horrifying off-the-cuff five-minute piece with one of those life-size inflatable female
nudes one can buy around the corner. She has three useful orifices and the two
performers, strapped onto huge dildos, used. them in the most brutal ways possible, yelling things like "She likes it. She loves it. Don't you, dearie?" Two men
kept muttering, "All you women ever think about is sex," and to the repeated
question "Is This Turning You On?" one finally cried out, "NO. It's disgusting!"
A woman in the audience yelled, "You got it, Baby." And the point of the performance was made.
Or was it? I could barely stand to watch it, even though my politics are those
of the performers. A small boy watched the piece several times in rapt fascination.
I don't know what the Times Square locals thought about it, but I do know that
one of the performers, after thinking it mer, decided they had made a terrible
mistake in disregarding coding and context: they were turning men on. Similar
conflicts haunted the otherwise lively virgin/whore room, made in collaboration
by two young women. The stated message was the same: "Pornography Lies
About Women." Women artists all over the country for a decade now have been
making very similar collage and Installation pieces, so the main interest of this
room was the fact that it existed not in an 11't gallery or a woman's center but in
the heart of "enemy territory." Parts of it vere strong enough to make the most
hardened viewer shudder: the little girl's party dress adorned with nipple-shaped
colored candies, and the porn collage of split beavers labeled "Is This Sexy?" But
again, I'm not at all sure that everyone who saw it answered with an unqualified
"No." For those who don't share the artists views, it had to be either scary, cute,
obviou~, or-yes, sexy. Men came in for SOlDe degradation, too. A pair of cleanly
professional photographs show a man being tortured-into the image of a
woman, pincers pulling up breasts, etc.; a <Lancing Black puppet recalls the minstrel stereotype Black Games Brown notwithstanding). The show included a
larger percentage of Third World artists than usual (which isn't saying that
much), and women were well represented a.mong its organizers and exhibitors.
Vet after ten years of outraged satire, impressive women's erotic art, perform~nces and piece.s in which women overtly and covertly exploit their own bodies
In an effort to liberate certain notions of sexuality from the vise of the dominant
cult~re, and a still unabated plethora of works about the image of women in the
media, much of the art in TTSS seemed pretty ineffective. It seemed mainly to
exorcise individual esthetic taboos and cultural constrictions, maybe to pave the
way for a more directly powerful statement. The same thing can be said, alas, for
a great ~eal of ~urrent American "political srr.' I, for one, am so encouraged that
such things exist at all that I find it hard to be harsh on them. However, if we
don't have enough respect for these attempts to question their success and to
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urge them on to more expressive forms, then we so-called political artworker
are also failing at our tasks.
Speaking of which, I had planned to tape the responses of the various TTS:
audiences and to use the comments as the basis of this "review." Life interfere,
and I didn't do it. Perhaps the analysis that could emerge from such raw materia
will come from the organizing group itself, which has, I hope, spent some tirm
evaluating its own process and experience now that the show is down. Wha
next? "The Death Of Equal Rights Show" at the Statue of Liberty? Or tht
"Inflation Unemployment Show," which could take place in hot air balloons ove:
City Hall? Or "The Whole Earth Show" at the Mudd Club featuring the Grea
Goddess? Or another "Sex and Death Show" by Hooker at Love Canal? Or the
"Marathon Show" at Three Mile Island? Or the "Terrorist Show" (at last) at you:
local railway station? "The WASP Show" at Artists' Space? "The Class Show" a
P.S. I? Or maybe even "The Art Show" as a collaboration between Exxon am
Mobil?
NOTES
1.

Richard Goldstein, "The First Radical Art Show of the '80s," The Village VoiCt

(Iune 16, 1980); the sources acknowledged on TTSS's "Exotic Events" program are: Nev

York State Council on the Arts, National Endowment for the Arts, Beard's Fund, Rober
Burden, Anfour Corporation, National Video Industries, Department of Cultural Affairs
Spectacolor, Inc., Sandra Devlin, Richard Savitsky, and III Workshop, as well a:
Anonymous.
2. Deirdre English, "The Politics ofPorn," Mother Jones (April 1980), p. 20.
3. Cf. Lucy R. Lippard, "Retrochic, Looking Back in Anger," The Village VoiGt
(Dec. 1979); and "Some Propaganda for Propaganda," Heresies, no. 9 (1980).
4. Another bad pun on the locale emerges from the fact that some of these artist:
are, quite naturally, on the make and take. What about the embossed card I got admitting
me to a "private reception" for TTSS, from 6 TO 9 P.M. on a Thesday-traditional uptowr
gallery opening hours? How square are the times showing themselves to be? Note Rudi
Burckhardt's 1967 film, Square Times. I understand this is already getting to be a problerr
for Co-Lab. It's a shame that artists have to take the brunt of a crisis of conscience tha
should be laid squarely on the lap of a society that has no idea what to do with artists anc
consequently dumps them in this no-person's land between a reasonable desire to suppor
themselves by doing what they do best and "selling out." Nobody put this conflict bette;
than Ad Reinhardt in his writings and cartoons. I hate to see this generation confronter
with the same problem that has smothered previous political ardors in visions 0
sugarplums.
5. Rene Magritte and Jean Scutenaire, "L'Art Bourgeois," in Surrealists on Art, ed
Lucy R. Lippard (Englewood Cliffs, N.).: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 156.
6. George Grosz, "Art Is in Danger," in Lucy R. Lippard, Dadas on Art, (Engle
wood Cliffs, N.).: Prentice-Hall, 1971), p. SI.
7. See Lucy R. Lippard, "Real Estate and Real Art a la Fashion Moda," Seven Day:
(April 1980).
8. Richard Goldstein, "First Radical Art Show."
9. The notion of empathy's replacing condescension emerged from a symposiun
on social change art that took place in Cincinnati, June 1980.
10. Deirdre English, "Politics of Porn."
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Propaganda Fictions

Propaganda Fictions *
I
BRINGING CRITICISM BACK HOME

We al! kno.w a~t is above it all, right? ... Let's hear it.... RIGHT? RIGHT!
Flrst/ltuatl0n: ,If you .want to send a message, call Western Union.
~u~. Why can t I do It myself? After all, I'm an artist. And art is about commurucanon, and.I should be communicating things I want to say, right?
Wrong. Art IS about medium, not message Art is about being faithful to the
canvas the rectangle the edge the surface the material the space the fashion the
form the market. Art is about using the medium to subvert the message See? OK
No~. Let's run through that again. If you want to send a message cail W~ster~
UnIOn.
'

~ello. Westernynion? ~ want to send a message. Art (that's A as in Assthetics R as
Re~-productlon T as 10 Trans-formation) Is Lseless (that's U as in do-it-Yourself
S as 10 Salesmanship E as in Elit
. L
.
1 e L as 10
ame E as'10 Excuse Double S as 10
SSSSSSSorry).
Second situation'
h I did
. . _time
.
.
. ', Urnmm . I , U,
1 n 'ttruve
to write
to my Congressman. I was busy wnnng a poem against torture.
Are you ashamed of not being an activist?
No, not really. I'm an artist, you see. An artist can't be political.
So what was your poem about?
My poem was an individual emotional response to a terrible thing
Propaganda?
.
Oh no. A poem.
Of c mean it can't be art and propaganda rt the same time?
course not Propaganda is a dirty
dAd
.
is ... ineffable Pro
"
.
war. n art is greater, deeper. Art
dom.
.
paganda IS hnear, stmplemndeu and totalitarian. Art is FreeSays who?
What do you mean says who? That's what art is ... isn't it?
From a press release for a book by Sam Bunter called Art in Business: The
•The following are unpublished
.
f
.
fairly dramatic reading" fi t sections rom a slide and text performance described as "a
where in the United s~ate~r~n~r~::;~No~ember ~. 1979, at Seattle and ~erformed elseceded by a first "fictional" slid
. ' Wrnter:-;sp~mg 1979-1980. These pieces were preNew York, late in 1978. Written ~ e:enrn~ called :f)lllg to Decide," given at AIR Gallery,
in print, but they were an im orta rea aloud wnhexaggerared "drama," they lose a lot
world. I see the "Propaganda
tl ant ,,watershed m my personal relationship to the art
form sometimes hurtful b t Itl~ IonsI ash a~ exorcg II1 of some kind-harrowing to per,
, u u rrnate y eahng.
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Pbiilip Morris Story, published by Harry N. Abrams, Inc.: "Corporate supporters
10 the arts are critically influencing the arts in America. In 1978 they spent $250 million. Through Hunter's lively and sharp eye, ve learn that one unusual aspect
(wink, wink) of Phillip Morris' arts activities in the '60S was their willingness to
support avant-garde exhibitions! (wink, wink) Phillip Morris' corporate policy of
esthetic involvement includes the integration cf art into their worldwide corporate facilities, attention to innovative package and product design and a deep involvement (wink, wink) with museums and major exhibitions in the US and
overseas."
"Investment in works of art is as dangerous as attempting to beat card
sharps at their own game," said Andrew Fauks; a Labour Party member, about
the fact that British Railways' pension fund JJClS earmarked $2 billion over ten
years for an art collection that already incudes Picasso, Cezanne, Tiepolo,
French furniture, Ming porcelain and medietal manuscripts.
The Veterans Administration and the NEA bave announced a program tbat
will place more than $500,000 in new artworks In fifteen VAfacilities and create
a pilot program for an artist-in-residence. "Artists love to work where they are
needed and appreciated," said Mrs. Mondale "And they are especially needed
where people are trying to heal themselves, ph]/sically and spiritually. "
Hey! Are you one of these artists?
New York Times, Sunday, August 10, 1979:-~r. Oliveira, violinist, native of
Connecticut, said, "Music and politics have nothing to do with each other."
"Of course they do," countered Mr. Pletnyov. a twenty-two-year-old from the
Moscow Conservatory. "There is a connection that lies very deeply. A man's
politics are related to his attitudes toward tie world and his attitudes to his
ideas. Because music is made of ideas, this connection between music and
politics is proper. Now, you ask me if I feel free. But what is freedom? In the
United States, musicians' careers depend on tkir popularity with the audience.
I saw a woman playing Bach violin sonatas or. Fifth Avenue. She was very good.
But why was she there? In the Soviet Union uuen you go to a conservatory, the
government pays you. And when you finish, tie Ministry of Culture finds you a
job. Isn't part of artistic freedom having a ptece to practice your art?"
If propaganda is conforming to value paterns that permit you to affect
society, and art is conforming to market patterns that permit you to live, what's
the difference? WHAT'S THE DIFFERENCE?

Montesquieu: 'The dangerous fallacy of etalitarianism would lead only to
incompetence and eventual mob despotism.' De Tocqueville: "In aristocracies, a few great pictures are produced. In democratic countries, a vast number
of insignificant ones." john Stuart Mill, reuieuing De Tocqueville: "This can be
traced to the omnipotence of commercialism, rather than to the effects of
egalitarianism. "
We can't change the world. We're only :rtists. I mean, you people in the
schools, the unions, the mines, the factories, tae farms, the ghettos-you really
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should organize. Come on, get off your asses and Move it. Get out There. Do
Something. Yayyyy. Let's hear it for You! You can change the world. Let's hear it
for you changing the world. But us? We're just artists. Leave us alone in our
studios. Feed us, clothe us, give us big white spaces, some luxury, good materials
and a lot of attention. And when you get the world changed, we'll come out and
decorate it for you!
New York Times, july 1979: jorge Esquivel, Cuban ballet dancer raised in an
orphanage: "I can't talk about ballet without talking about the revolution.
The art is born from the politics. For example, we try to bring the ballet to everyone in Cuba. We give lecture demonstrations in factories and for farm
workers. And we dancers don't feel we're part ofan elite; we're the same as any
other group of workers. In a socialist country, everybody is important. When
there's work to be done in the fields, we help p'ck crops. People outside Cuba
have asked me 'How can you cut cane? You're an artist!' But I'm happy to do it.
I'm no better than the next guy. We don't have different classes in Cuba, just different jobs. The idea ofgetting lots of credit f01 your particular job is, / know,
very important here in the US. You have to be auiare of it to get along. But it's
not something we in Cuba think much about. When you have stars you also
have a lot of envy. That's not something / want."

The director of Musicians Unite for Safe Energy (MUSE) says people will
assimilate antinuclear information best uibea it comes from their culture
heroes. "Not only do / think it's okay for musicians to become involved in
politics, " said Bonnie Raitt, "I think it's a responsibility. "jackson Browne said,
"I think it's important for people to realize tbat unless they themselves do
something, it won't get done. "
If these aren't your culture heroes, we can find you some others. But will they
fe~l this way,? Most artists don't. "Political activity and artmaking have never

mixed to art s advantage, and my guess is that most artists are better off out of
politics," said Walter Darby Bannard around 19i"O, of all times. Doowacka doo
wacka Doo wacka doo....
. YOU ,LOUSY ARTISTS. You never think (If anybody but yourselves. You
th~nk you re better than other workers. You think anything you do is art. You
think .every move you make is interesting. Real nme. Real shit. Real snot. Real Interesnng To Who? You don't care to who. YOr LOUSY ARTISTS. You sneer at
the idea you work for any audience except the one you don't admit you work for.
You protect yourselves from reality by pretending you only work for yourself.
For Other Artists. For People Who Understand I don't have to please nobody,
you say, and you're lucky I'm making art for lOU. . . . (But I'm not making art
for you and if you think I am, you're crazy.)
YO~ L?USY ART,ISTS. You call people up md tell them to see your shOWS.
You.w~1Oe if they don t. You whine if they do and don't like it. You whine if they
do like It but don't t.ell y~u why, don't do anythintg about it, don't write or buy or
make a ~~s that brings 10 some praise or some money. I mean art isn't exactly
about glv1O~ pleasure, about communicating, anymore, is it? God forbid it
says something, much less means anything. Art isn't done by the hour. Art isn't
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like other people's work. That's why artists doa't get paid, except in ego. You
blame it on outside forces. You wonder why you- audience says "It's nice, It's interesting, It's pretty, It matches my drapes." You say we obviously don't understand. We're not artists, after all. How can we as;pire to understand?
YOU LOUSY ARTISTS. You've been ruinedby the system that's made you a
pawn for them-them that controls everything including you. Including your
Art. And you don't even know it. Why do you t~nk there's so much trademarkism in the art world? This guy thinks he owns stripes, That one owns mirrors.
That one owns the earth, yet. You trade in originality because you don't know
where to find it outside of the market. You're scared to do anything if it's Been
Done Before. You think art is individual. Ha! individualism is what makes all
the art in the system the same.
And what about regional art? Now how come there's no Great Art in the
sticks? Because there's no Great Art promoters in the sticks. Because rich people
in the sticks like to buy their art in New York . .tInd if there are promoters and if
they do promote you, chances are you're going 10 move here where you can pay
five times the rent and go to the openings and the bar every night so you can
make the right connections. So of course you dort have time for feminism, YOU
LOUSY WOMEN ARTISTS. You're a token wornaa now. You're grateful that some
other women have broken their asses to open .Jp galleries, museums, teaching
jobs for you. You maybe even attended a few rreetings, a few demonstrationsback then. But now it's up to the bad artists, wi.o aren't really serious, to carry
the burden. How can you-a good artist-be expected to give up studio time to
work for a political cause? Those bad artists joued the ugly, fat, unloved dykes
to do the real work of the feminist movement. And You don't belong in that company, do you? "I don't even know what feminism is. I don't have to know. You
older women did it for me. Thanks."
YOU LOUSY ARTISTS. Doors are open new to white women with some
money so what do you care about anybody else? ~ what if there aren't any Third
World women in the art world. It's because ther don't want to be there. It's because they aren't good artists. It's because the) have some other idea of what
good art is, and it won't sell. It's not because we don't know any of them. It's not
because we don't invite them to our houses 0' go see their shows or protest
when they're insulted. (That might be censorshp. Artists should be free to be
bigots.) Are there any Black artists? If one of then makes it into the art world ~ou
put him down because he makes white art. Th,I'S right, Give it to 'em com~n,g
and going. We don't need any more competitior in the art world anyway. Pte s
too small as it is. Bad enough all these women cooing in. Just means the standards
are falling. What can you say-YOU LOUSY AITISTS.... You ... bleep bleep
bleep....
Did you think I meant all that?
What do I want from you-applause or response? Can I make an art audience
angry?
That's something.
Can you make art about these things?
Why Not?
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II
"I Don't Want to Think About It
Because There's Nothing I Can Do About It
So Please Don't Talk About It to Me."

A picture of bitterness, wit~ revenge barely visible in the background. A picture of
a Black wo~~ who has Just been told the job is taken A picture of a white
woman who s Just been told they'd rather have a man because she might get
pregnant.
. A picture of a man with a family who has just been told there are no jobs. A
picture ?f a woman by a window, waiting listlessly for the social worker to come.
A picture of a ~aby toppling out that window. A brigatly colored picture of a
young couple relaxing on their cabin cruiser. (A tape reco rding of the fights they
h~ve below decks because t?ey ~aven't got enough yet.) AJlOtherbrightly colored
pict~re of a beard~d man with his hands nailed to a cross Next to it a picture of a
fl~m~ cr?ss outside a house. (A tape recording of the cod sweat dripping off the
family loS ide the house.) No money for analysis. Practice what you preach.
Hi. Come on in. Iced tea?
How's Joe? And the kids?
Did you see in the paper about ...
Oh, God. Don't let's talk about it. Too awful
MMMMmm.
.
(Silence.)

It's not healthy not to talk about these things. They fester.
themv:e all have our own ways of dealing with them. Mine's not to think about
ing .~~t don't you feel guilty? I mean us sitting here, wi.th all this? And knowNo: I don't feel in the least bit guilty. I've worked forwhat I've got Don't tell
mfe .yo uk.rekoff on one of your send-the-leftovers-to-the-pooor-starving-children-inA rica ic s.
I think I'm outgrowing that.
(Silence.)
We~l, if that's the way you want to be ...
Let s drop it.

pictureDrof someone
. D roppmg
. the incriminating letter in the
toiletA bowl
.
hi droppi109 it.
ben
oppmg a mt that You People aren't wasted here Dropping in
an d not emg welcome Dro .
h
.
.
one it might
D.
ppmg t e gun and running. Dropping a line to somer~ifscue. ropping out of the meetings becatse my husband says he
ill I
weave
me I don't D
.
tures. Dropping napa~ broppmg. DD.T ~ecause it began 10 kill the wrong creawhole idea because it d ec~use it didn t. Dropping tbe Bomb. Dropping the
world with art be
.I'm: t make sense anymore, because I can't change the
do about it. ' cause 10 more mature now, because tuere's ... nothing I can
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What's the most awful thing you can imagine happening to you?
If one of the kids committed suicide.

No, to you.
Going mad.
No, to you.
Being told I have no home, no place to go, nobody to love.
That's too general.
And you?
Maybe being tortured past the bearable pont by men in uniforms and knowing if you talk they'll kill the people you love rrost and everything you've worked
for, and knowing you'll have to talk, the nexttime they ...
Good lord. You've been reading too man" thrillers.
No, the newspaper. Argentina, Chile, EI Silvador,
That's probably just Communist propaganda.
I heard a woman speak the other night. She'd gotten out alive. Her husband's
still missing. Disappeared, they say. As in "hewas disappeared." Her small children were left to starve in the streets. When she got out, one of them had gone
berserk. Still is. She raised her shirt to show the scars of cigarette burns on her
belly.
That's just sensationalism.
It wasn't makeup.
Listen, sweetie. You shouldn't worry abou all that. There's nothing you can
do about it. Think of the positive things you carldo with your time. Things so the
kids will have a Better Life in this Best of All Iossible Democracies. Fund raising
for the old school. Volunteering at the Junior league Thrift Shop. Fishing for cancer in the local stream. Being sure your kids gd good drugs and no angel dust.
You don't help anybody by worrying all the time. I tell you what-don't fire
your maid. That'll be a blow for the downtrodden!
A long, long, endlessly long ramp leading from where I am to where I'm
going. Down. I'm alone. Behind me in a struggling reluctant line is my extended
family. Before me is this huge distance, a thin triangular space, narrowing at the
bottom because it's so far away. There is a pale red glow in the sky which terrifies
me, but I keep walking down, one foot in front of the other. I am barefoot. I am,
in fact, nude, I suddenly realize. But after a moment of automatic shame I forget
it, drawn back into the funnel of space. Down down. Now I can see the end. or
rather the horizon, the vanishing point. And I !.ee that the dark cloud around it is
thousands of people, millions, billions-all of mmanity. I look back in fear, hoping someone will take my hand, but my famih has disappeared. The way back is
closed. I am too tired to climb, but I can still descend. I do. I come closer and
closer to the crowds. They are people of everycolor, size, race, and age, men and
women and children and babies. And dogs andcats and pigs and cows and horses
and lions and tigers and elephants, and unde rfoot are snakes and insects and
worms and fish, and in the sky a great swarm )Of birds and flying creatures. Their
voices are raised in a righteous glory of rage, bu at the same time they call out, to
me, asking me to bring food, water, warmth, shelter, dignity, respect. And I am
nude and my hands are empty. Yet the closer Iget the happier I feel. I realize I am
about to become one of them. Then, just as I an about to arrive, just as I begin to
run down at a dizzying speed, just as I reach ou; to be welcomed by the nearest of
the crowd-I am grabbed from behind and very, very slowly, agonizingly, I am
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dragged back up the rough wood of the ramp, the people diminish, fall away into
the red sky, and I'm only aware of the pain in my body.
I have terrible dreams.
What does your shrink say?
Take a sleeping pill.
What does Al say?
Buy a new dress.
Well, what am I supposed to say?
You're supposed to say I'm right to hare terrible dreams and I'm just lucky
they're only dreams, because for many people they aren't. You're supposed to
say that the more we know, the better. That I should stop dreaming and start acting. That if we can't do anything nobody can. Because we're the ones with the
time, the money, the education to do something. That if we don't, nobody can.
That if we don't nobody can.
You're trying to make me sick. You make me sick. I feel sick. I saw the cutest
thing the other day and I think it really inspired me. You know the blue curtains
in the guest room? Well, what do you think of pink fringe? Pretty jazzy, huh?
Pretty fucking heartbreaking-you, my best friend, trying to get me to read the
newspapers, to do something, when you know it would make my life miserable.
Pr.etty funny, ~cause you know I'm powerless, hedged in by do's and don'ts
with sharp points on the tops, electrified barbwire bars on my hatchback Honda
and an overdose of chlorine in my new swming pool. Enough to finish me.
Me and my beloved kids I love so much I'vegiven them everything . . . and now
they don't know about Nothing. Are you trying to make me puke? Cry? Change?

III
A Happy Ending. That's What We Need.
This One Is Called "Happy Ending."

Once upon a time ... your husband was kiLled in a defective Ford Pinto. Your
brother went ~razy from Agent Orange. YOUI' daughter had cancer because your
~octor prescribed DES when you were pregnant.... And Corporate America
lived Happily Ever After.
There! Are you happy with your Happy Ending?
No? Well, Think Positive. Think Pink a...d Blue, not Black and Blue.
How about this one?
. ?nce upo~ a time you thought a polino.l conviction was just as healthy as a
religious conviction. And did more good, to'). Then you went and got murdered
protest~ng the Ku Klux Klan instead of being burned at the stake . . . but you
couldn t go to heaven, so you hung around n the energy fields watching the rest
of the World live Happily Ever After.
No? That doesn't grab you either? Don't worry Those are false starts not
false endings.
"
.
It all has to do with growing. One thing leads to another. Out of the soup and
mto the nuts. A Navaho girl lies on the earttn to inherit its fertility. My own pu-
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berty rites were muffled in Dairy Freezes too thick to suck through the straw,
strained by the fine lines good girls didn't CroS5, cuddled between backseat buns
with freezing diaries, red leather lips, a gold kevhole worth its weight in protection money. And when I was young and agile even the front seat didn't faze me. A
ketchup-smeared napkin, a stray onion ring on lIly fourth finger, the hot and anxious hand, mouthwaterin' fingerlickin' fastfood and frantic damp of Coming Undone and How Far to Go. But where's the plot?lt just goes from birth to death. A
some-excitement-and-some-decay sandwich. Your normal cycle. So what else is
new?
Every ending is a new beginning. That's what. Hip hip hurray! Nothing
replaces political consciousness. That's what. !lip hip hurray! Nothing replaces
the dialogue. That's what. Hip hip hurray!
Nothing replaces organization. Nothing replaces the workers taking over the
factory and the woman fighting off her would-be rapist. Work replaces greed.
That's what.

(Pause.)
No. Don't bring anything. I can do it all by myself. (Whatsama~ter? You.think
because I'm so smart I'm not a Real Woman? I'll show you ... this and this and
this. Like it? Come up for more. Help Yourself' Dig In! Dying for some more to
eat? I sleep with all my stuffed animals. Can I gire you a taste of body and blood?
Cup of coffee? Tea? Wine? Whiskey? Rattlesnake pickle? Aunt Fanny's redroot
home abortion remedy? Try one.... Because [ can't talk till you've got.something in your mouth. Now have another one. Th.at's it. Doesn't hurt, does ~t? Not
so bad, is it? Whaddaya mean you can't talk with your mouth full? That s very
rude. You're not allergic. Good for you. Bad fur you not to eat what s good for
you. She eats like a bird, and In Many Cultures Birds Are Sex Symbols. Why? The
soaring, or the soft breasts? The precarious nests or t~e little ,?ointed be~s? Lark
pie and fried chicken. Decoy a l'orange. The W:l)o' to his heart IS through his stomach. Take that. And that. And that. Eat shit. EJ.t me. Ah hal You are what you
eeeeaaaat' The next course is Fascism? No, a sirprise. Social Democratic Republican An~chic Libertarianism with just a dasl of Luxemburgianism ~eminism.
Under glass? So the public can't touch? Under Dirt.. Six feet of It. Happy
ReBirthday to You. Happy ReBirthday to you. Happy Btrthday dear Happy Ending. Happy Birdsay to you.
Come in, Happy Ending. We were exp~cting y~u. There had to be. an im;
provement eventually. Just give me some time to digest all these new I~eas.
mean, my legs were raised to know my place. Out back in the garden, sca.nng off
the evil spirits. Of course there's plenty for everybody. All we ha".e to do IS move
Fatso there down below the salt, so there's roori for the Cambodians. A ,:ery o~d
recipe. Handed down over the generations. Fr~assee of the Rich. A ?ehcacy,.n
the hovels of Hohokus the caves of Katmandl. the barrios of Bulgana. No, I m
sorry. I can't tell you jdst how it's made. I migln want to write a cookb~ok someday, you see .... Or make art. Open Wide. Mal Art is the Happy Endmg! Slurp
Slurp Slurp-Meal Art replaces Me-art, replaces lIlealy-mouthed art. Replaces loafing on the bread lines and eating cake and birdseed because the food stamps were
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locked in the top drawer of the bureaucrat. Dig In! Dig Deep! With the weight of
the rats off the sinking ship it floats again. The last meal of the day is lust. Take
what you need and share it with your sisters and your brothers.
Have a nice Happy Ending! We're graduating from sodomized monobicontaminated glucosities back to dirt. Organic Earth. Nontoxic Love. Equal Distribution of Wealth. Our Right to Choose. We ..e sneaking through the intestines of
this rotting society to give forth a good omen. Phew, Who did that? Hey. This
corpse is pregnant. It's gonna be twins this time. Only the cleanest and the best;
mixed in toilet bowls flagrant with artficial body odors. We keep them
wrapped in plastic till they can walk. Then-into the microwave oven they go!
All the impurities blown into a mushroom soup. You say's there's Nobody left in
the race we won? But we'll wring a HapPJ Ending out of this anyway. Because
look at the funny way that bird is flying. \f ith its engorged right wing and desperately flapping left. It's taken some seeds. Will dump them. Life goes on.
Tweet tweet.
Happy Ending. So Here's what we did: 't'e bought mace guns and took karate
lessons. We told ourselves not to be afraid. And we were afraid enough to be careful. Very careful.
We talked to the others, and we found out their pain was like ours. So we
did. We joined the Union. And we didn't. Wee didn't pay our rent. And we picketed the place. We refused to pay our taxes. We mothers got together and said No
to the School Board. We put pressure on them. We put pressure on Them. We lay
in the road! We climbed the fence! We occupied the office! We spoke out! We
marched! We sent letters to the mayor! I sent a letter to the president! Me. I sent a
letter to the president of the United States. , .. And I got back a letter addressing
me as mister.
So now there are many of us. And it is still not easy. That is at least closer to a
Happy Ending, no?

TONIGHT:
Mostly cloudy
TOMORROW:

No sliver lining
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(Dramatically.) But how can we forget Bloody Monday? Bloody Tuesday?
Bloody Wednesday? Bloody Thursday? Bloody Friday? Bloody Saturday?
Bloody Sunday? Bloody Mon....
You said that one already.
(Head in hands, long shrieking wail.) ~'HERE WILL IT ALL END?
(Flatly.) I don't know, but I want us to lJave something to say about it.

Print and Page as Battleground

•

A Slide Lecture·

Th~s ~elodramatic title is really more wishful thinking than cold fact. When
artists books came out as a recognized phenomenon in the late 196os, a lot of us
on the "art left" had great hopes for them. ~e saw them as a potential means of
• An unpublished slide lecture given at Franklin Furnace New York City, January 1981.
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populist expansion and as an appropriately cheap. direct and intimate vehicle for
social change. It seemed for a while as though artists' books-and pamphlets,
broadsides, posters and little magazines-could bypass the art market and therefore say all the things the system preferred not tohave said. Well, the printed art
media proliferated in the 1970S but in 19& they're still not in the supermarkets,
even though they're now occasionally reviewed in the magazines. Potential is
still the only way to describe the role of page art in oppositional culture.
Why? It's easy to blame it all on external factors, on the system itself and its
effect on the artists trying to scrape a living off it But one of the reasons for the
slow start has been strictly internal, and that's bock of intense political analysis
from within the art world about the place and role of art. For instance, I remember what a revelation it was when I finally figur-ed out that the reason artists'
books had not progressed was because the form had changed-not the content.
Doesn't sound real bright now, but it does go to show how obsessed we in the art
world are-especially in New York-with form and space, to the exclusion of
meaning. The social expectations of art both for the specialized art audience and
the general public are integrally linked to our attitudes toward mass-producedand-distributed outreach art.
Since 1969, when the Art Workers' Coalition began to raise the consciousness of New York artists, the collaborative and collective urge to organize has had
as much to do with what political artists have mad.eas any esthetic "movement."
In fact, it has been threatening enough so that the dominant culture has constantly tried to make manifestations like feminism, Black art, political art-even
conceptual mediums-into temporary "movements" so they can be got over
with quickly and we can go on to the next one. However, they all turned out to be
styleless and thereby finally uncooptable by the sryle-obsessed mainstream. The
fear of being consumed by radical chic still surfaces whenever the wind shifts
slightly in the direction of social-change art, but I think it's safe to say that any
genuinely gritty artist will find new ways of making her/himself indigestible.
The ways social-change artists have organized over the last decade have incorporated the use of print and page, from the Art Workers' Coalition to the
AMCC to PADD. Community organizing, networking, and political organizing are
extremely dependent on mass-produced communication, which is obviously
where art comes in. I wish more artists were devoting more time to unexpected
and visually effective ways of getting a message across. A message. Ah. But we've
been raised to think that forms or images have to speak for themselves, that to deman~ a message from them is demeaning. You've probably heard the old purist
saw Wanna send a message? Call Western Union." Well, Western Union isn't exactly doing the job. Maybe artists should step in.

. (.. .. Periodically during the lecture, I sbovea groups of slides on specific
Issues, such as militarism and disarmament, racism, the environment, oio~ence agains~ women, etc. I suggested the audience think of them as pbotoessays
m.a magazme format. Unfortunately, most of tbis work is not reproduced in
tbis book, as I usually show two carousels of eighty slides each at every lecture
and I have about the same number of reproductions here for almost forty
essays.]
The social expectations of Western art are rooted in the class system, even
though art is supposed to be classless. Two basic questions to ourselves-
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honestly answered-can provide a lot of insights into this idea of a classless art.
One is "Who are you working for?" The accepted avant-garde answer tends to be
first "For myself," second "For other artists," and third a belligerent "Nobody
tells me how to make my art" (even when the art market and media are, in fact,
indirectly dictating esthetic decisions). The second question is "What does it
mean?"-This is the commonest inquiry from any art public. It's a perfectly sensible question which no one is supposed to ask because it makes you sound
powerless if you can't answer it, and god forbid that art should mean Nothing.
Even in the late '60S, in the heyday of Minirnalism, when many of us were concerned to empty objects of one kind of meaning so there would be room for another-even then Nothing was not the right answer. It had to be qualified, or
mystified: In other words, it might be Nothing in the terms you're talking about
because you know nothing-but it means everything to those of us in the know. If
the public's too dumb to get it, then the public isn't worth communicating with,
so back we go to the audience that has been educated to like what we like-the
same people, in fact, who educated us to like what we like-and what they like,
which turns out to be art that is safely meaningless except in its own captive context and framework.
Western art education insists that high art is an instrument for the pleasure
and entertainment of those in power. We are told that only superior isolated
geniuses make Great Art-upward mobility through art. We are told clearly in
schools that if art wants to be powerful, it must separate itself from power, and
from all events which artists are powerless to control. Our new leader has been
Greg Sholette, The Citi Never Sleeps, But Your Neighborhood May Be Put to Rest, artist's
book made in vacuum-formed plastic and Xerox versions, 1980. At one point the book was
placed uninvited in an artists' book show at a Citibank branch in New York City.
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Klaus Staeck, In tte Beginning There
Was Money, 1973, street poster and
postcard.

Chips McNolty and Toni Robertson
Daddy, what did YOU do in th;
Nuclear War?, 1977, street poster

made at the Earthworks Collective,
Sydney, Australia.
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quoted as saying, "The arts should concentrate on what they do best, and leave
the broader social problems to others." This is the counterpart of telling women
and children to stand aside because this is men S work. The logical conclusion is
that only politicians should concern themselves with social life, not artists, coal
miners, housewives, etc. (This is democracy?) All these responses reflect the fundamental insecurity of an artist's existence in a society that tolerates but doesn't
respect cultural activity and practically denies the existence of cultural workers.
Work is what's respected in America above all else except having enough money
not to have to work. The reasoning seems to go that art isn't work because the
product is useless and therefore relegated to the role of property of those who
have worked successfully.
Mass-produced art has one more strike against it. It's a truism of capitalism
that if you give something away, nobody wants it. The more you charge the more
desirable it is. Mass-produced art is seen as the cheap by-product of the real
thing-like most so-called multiples really are, because they serve the same function as their more expensive counterparts, that function being functionlessness.
So what does art do best? What is art's function? Repressive societies don't
lose sleep over this issue. In Chile and in the Soviet Union, images are feared,
censored and controlled in more direct ways than in our own hegemoniacal
country. Here the whole commercial art world is based precisely on art's
uselessness and artists' powerlessness, not to mention the planned obsolescence
of linear evolution that keeps the market afloat. The point I'm trying to make is
that maybe art and artists shouldn't have to be socially useless. I know this is a
shocking idea. Yet underlying the contradictions of this discussion is the factterrifying or exhilarating, depending on where you stand-that the image is powerful and that artists ghettoized into noncommunicative modes have allowed the
image's power to be usurped by image-makers who know better than to call
themselves artists.
I'm talking, of course, about the dread Mass Media. So-called fine artists tend
to be highly ambivalent about it, envying it and imitating it and hoping to be covered by it (or on it)-and despising its shallowness and dishonesty. A good deal of
contemporary art, both reactionary and progressive, imitates the media's techniques, which in turn often imitate art. (I wrote a book on Pop Art years ago, and
later met an ad man who said his TV commercials were greatly influenced by the
work in the book; I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.)
Though much oppositional art criticizes the media homeopathically, this desire to lure an audience into unexpected content by suggesting that the message
will be as familiar as the image is not automatically effective. There's a subtle edge
between being critical and being absorbed by the object of your criticism, or
defined by the opposition. This edge in turn reflects the whole problem of
"neutrality," of images so ambiguous that the message can be read either waythe problem of recognizable and unrecognizable satire, in which the artist gets
off the hook and the art is depoliticized as effectively as if it had been apolitical
from the beginning.
In the last twenty years, Pop Art temporarily blurred the distinctions between high and low art; Conceptual Art opened up the formal repertory and
continues to sharpen the visual artist's verbal capacities; feminist art broke down
the barriers between crafts, hobbies, and women's traditional arts. Nevertheless, taboos still exist against cross-class culture, and from on high still come

,
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mystical invocations of "Quality." But all of these directions-Pop, Conceptual,
feminist-question the "fine arts" and the gmius-in-isolation mystique and have
encouraged the interest in collective and collaborative and even anonymous art
promulgated by organizations like CUD (Contemporary Urbicultural Documentation), Co-Lab, Group Material, or Heresies.
There are a lot of misconceptions going both ways between art and audience
as a result of the divisions I've been talking about. They stem from class again.
Working people are generally excluded from what most of us consider important
art. The obvious point about making art in the streets and other public places is
that one's work is seen by people who wouldn't be caught dead in a museum, as
well as by those who would, but who might see it differently in a different context. For instance, store windows have becorae prime space for artists interested
in outreach who aren't into or can't afford mass production. They function as
laboratories for mass-production or other large-scale outreach pieces. The
Printed Matter windows, now in their third season, are not meant as come-ons to
come in, but are aimed at raising social issues for people passing by who probably
wouldn't be interested in artists' books if the, did come in. Local people, including workers from the telephone company ani the Post Office, have come to expect the monthly changes and provocative subject matter; we get a fair amount of
audience response, both approving and otherwise.
The other approach raised by outreach is that of coding, or of selecting
audiences. There's been a lot of talk about context since the '60S but it has been
couched in primarily formal terms. (We don'tknow much about the effect, say, of
the same image inside a museum, where it is sanctified by expertise, and out on
th~ street, where the audience's own associations and opinions have freer
rein.) The more politically sophisticated artists now consider the differences in
their audiences and incorporate the different needs and interests into the different aspects of their work in a spirit of exchange. There is, of course, an element of
market. research i~ these strategies as well, aimed not at selling, but at feedback or
ed.uc~tlOn. ~ne difference between art and advertising is that ads select an unthinking audience and tell it what to think or buy while art, ideally, tries to provoke people to perceive and think for themselves.

Nan Becker, title page of Sterilization/Elimination, 1980, artist's book
in Spanish and English on forced
sterilization of Hispanic women.
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Jerry Kearns, detail from Calendar
for the Black United Front, Brooklyn, New York, 1980.

The Hackney Flashers, Who's Still
Holding the Baby? from a slide
packet/exhibition about day-care
and local nurseries, Hackney, London, 1980.

All good art of any kind is on some level provocative and subversive. A culture of resistance specifically informs, rejects, protests and rebels. It questions
authority and exposes sacred cows. For better or worse, this is an area where
artists are particularly at home, since they taemselves are considered social
outsiders, even when they're doing their best to belong. Much of the art shown
here is graffiti in one sense, an expression of self-identification scrawled on the
surfaces of the dominant culture. Store windows, street posters, even community murals are "people's art," which is how one graffiti artist has described graffiti. Superimposed on predictable images, they also become collage-an ideal
oppositional medium because of the way it wrenches things out of their contexts and forces people to see them differenrly. And an element of collage's
unpredictability is humor, which many progressive artists have used with devastating accuracy.
The educational or didactic aspect of much print and page art is very important if it's recognized for its communicative abilities. For instance, the Poster
Collective in London, focusing on Third World history, has made a colorful and
concise series for schools. Jerry Kearns, workirg with the Black United Front in

Jill Posener, postcard, Farringdon Road, London,December 1979 (Deviant Productions).

"Not 'til we pass the ERA!"
"""'"'!",!'l"I'P"~--~------~
Elizabeth Kulas, "It's More Than a Look . . . , 1976-77, altered advertisement, cover of
Xerox book by Northampton (Massachusetts) Artists Collective.

Cindy. Schumock and Sharon Niemczyk, "Not ril we pass the ERA!," postcard, 1981,
Felvlail Art Productions, P.O. Box 10706, Portland, Oregon 97210.

Brooklyn, made a photocalendar in which Black tistory is tied into current struggles against police brutality. One of the most iuelligent and visually effective
teaching aids I've seen is a little slide packet and booklet by the Hackney Flashers-a collective of British women photographers whose images of women and
work, and women and child care, are based on a ombination of community organizing and media analysis They are concerned with how the world is represented
to those who are usually not educationally arrnec to understand it. They expose
simply and clearly the discrepancies between media images and real life and the
process of image construction "through a variety of professional and cultural
practices and ideological positions ... which benefit some social groups and may
actively harm others." One of the Flashers' strongest works is about the fact that
British middle- and working-class women are the most drugged women in the
world-highly dependent on Librium and Valium-a chilling example of multinational control over the private lives of women aad children for profit-equaled
only by Nestle's exploitation of Third World women and babies. (BOYCOTT
NESTLE'S PRODUCTS!)
Sometimes there's a tendency in printed art to be more outrageous than
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outraged. Women's art is where the real ..age surfaces. Feminist analysis of
media crimes against women has been partirularly developed in the last decade.
The Los Angeles Woman's Building sends out a continuous deluge of beautifully
printed and designed mail pieces, artists' books, and postcards, like the attractive
book by Margaret Cowley on the unattractive subject of incest and Mary Linn
Hughes' series on sexual harassment. In New York, Ida Applebroog's violently
understated little "performance" books are ironic takeoffs on soap opera situations and horrendous tales of all-too-comn on human damage. In France, Annette Messager's awful little book Ma Collection de Proverbes (an international
compendium of traditional and totally misogynous "wisdom") proves, as she
says in the preface, "that men fear women as much as they fear death-the two
phenomena that must ineluctably be endured."
The violence that women face daily in the media, we must face in the streets
as well. Women everywhere have been figating back against pervasive victimization. There's an Australian Reclaim the Nl!;ht mural in Adelaide.' A float for a
1978 Take Back the Night march in San Francisco by Ariadne-Suzanne Lacy and
Leslie Labowitz-portrayed the double irruge of woman as virgin and whore.
(During the same campaign, striking public bus placards by Mary Linn Hughes and
Micki McGee used the phases of the moon :IS a vehicle for the same message.)
Aria~ne has concentrated on media abuse cf feminist topics by doing extremely
detailed and well-planned public performances in which they criticize and attemp~ to r~medy sensationalized and distorted images of women. For instance,
worl~ing with. Women Against Violence Aga.nst Women (WAVAW), they've done
media strategies around record-album covers (Record Companies Drag Their
I!eet) and ra~e (Three Weeks in May). The latter was a citywide rape campaign that
mclu~ed p~lvate and public performances, guerrilla actions, much-publicized
meeungs With city officials, liaisons with n.pe-crisis and other feminist groups,
and a huge map in the City Hall Mall on whch every rape was marked as it took
place.
At the core of much social-change art I~ the familiar dialectic between personal and ,?olitical-a ~eminist credo that is important to all oppositional culture, e~peclally to the intimate medium of artists' books and magazines, which
allow time a.nd space for narrative hooks and visual seduction to work together.
The ~mphasls can be on the private or the public. As Martha Rosler has pointed
out (10 reply to the question "Is the personal political?"):
Yes, if it is u.nderstood to be so, and if one brings the consciousness of a
larg~r collective struggle to bear on questions of personal life .... No, if atte~tlOn narrows to the privatized tinkering with or attention to one's solely

pnv~te sphere, .if one simply regards this triumph of personal politics as a

publicly emancipatorv act. Yes, if one is sensitive to the different situations
of people within society with respect to taking control of their private lives.'

NOTm
I. I saw this ~uraI in the summer of 1982. The night before, it had been defaced with a
uge red spray-painted penis and the inscriptior "Cock Rules."
2. S~e came up with this extemporaneouslyc>n a panel at the Institute of ContempOrary Art 10 London in 1980.

h

The Ten Frustrations,
or, Waving and Smiling Across
the Great Cultural Abyss*
If much of China's art is lacking today, it is not lost, only sleeping. Some day we
shall carryon a tradition that has made the world marvel.
-MADAME QUo TAl-CHI, Queen (October 9, 1935)

In retrospect, I'm not sure what I saw in the two-and-a-half weeks I was in the
Peoples' Republic of China. I I do know that the things that most interested me
had little or nothing to do with art. But since art is my field, it provides the most
convenient framework in which to try to convey my excitement and confusion
about China. The following is neither "my Chinese Diary," nor an expert's overview, but an attempt to make some sense of a baffling experience.
It was simultaneously just what we had expected and totally unimaginable.
We knew the Cultural Revolution was over and we were prepared for the (by
now diminishing) references to the Smashing of the Gang of Four. We knew that
Mao's 1957 exhortation "Let one hundred flowers bloom, let one hundred schools
of thought contend" had been the official arts line for some time. But we were
unprepared for the billboards, the advertising for Sony, Lucky Cola, Swan Products, directed now at the Chinese, not just at foreigners; and for the persistent
efforts to get us to spend money. ("We need the foreign currency," they ruthlesslyexplained, when we protested at being rushed away from interesting sights
to the inevitable gifte shoppe attached to every factory, temple and exhibition.)
Our guide, Gu Yang, told us early in the trip: "The people are sick of
politics." She laid this disenchantment squarely before the door of the fourheaded serpent-attributing it to the Gang's lively but limited view of correct culture. I was greatly disappointed when I realized that in today's "normalizing"
China, politics was out and tradition was in-tradition in the most banal and retrograde sense, at least to Western eyes. Gone are most of the "heroic revolutionary" and "Mao cult" billboards and posters, gone the "Red Detachment of
Women" ballet· even the Peasant Painters and worker woodcuts are nowhere to
be seen in the 'huge, crowded big-city bookstores, where the newest romantic
novels are the best-sellers.
In their place is not a flourishing new art, but "fat babies" straddling fat carp.
swirling atoms, rosy-cheeked children in space ships, kittens, goldfish, benign
portraits of Zhou Enlai and Hua Guofeng, and the "lotus-faced ladies" who cross
the graceful purity of ancient goddesses with a disturbingly bland and modern
eroticism. Mao is to be found, but not in his previous profusion. We were not
taken to see the famous Rent Collection Courtyard in Peking, though we did see
a miniature version of it in the Shanghai National Art Museum (along with the
only remaining major collection in China of the great ancient paintings, scrolls,
bronzes and porcelains). The objects we saw in the factories, art galleries and de"Reprinted by permission from Art/arum aune [980). Copyright © 1980 by Art/arum.
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partment stores were either pallid imitations of the art of the past or banal
schlock or handsome crafts, such as paper cuttings and bookmarks-all made
with the utmost care and the most extraordinary degree of technical skill. As they
say, Chinese society and politics are based on contradiction. In the lobby of the
Shanghai Ballet Theatre there is a huge gold-an-red quotation from Mao: "In the
world today all culture, all literature and art belong to definite classes and are
geared to definite political lines." At a fact on in the Mai Lu commune nearby we
saw labels being sewn into men's shirts which read "Touch of Class."
While we may deplore this new socialist consumerism, it is hard not to enjoy
what John Gittings has called "the very innocent sort of admiration with which
many Chinese now regard the new advertisements appearing in the last year on
hoardings that once bore heroic pictures or quotations from Chairman Mao." He
copied down a poem in a glass-case street stow of workers' art that read:

Oh, multi-colored spread of aduettisements
Smilingly stretched along the ten league road
Citizen quartz watches; Phoenix jace cream
Victory Song TV sets; Turtle shirts. ...
You are a set of bright medals on .the chest of Shanghai!
You are a branch offlowers hanting over our new road,
In the colors of China's new spring of the 198os!2
The advertisements, like the brilliant patches of colorful clothes airing on bamboo poles over residential streets, do add LIe to often drab urban landscapes.
~hey are also a bit quaint to Western eyes; (Joe of our favorites was the dashing
rider promoting the Chinese movie version of Zorro. The other prime urban
decorations are the gigantic large-character poster billboards, white lettering on
red grounds, that exhort workers to work harder and citizens to be better
socialists.
. I knew there would be a culture gap, ba t I had looked forward to meeting
artists whose politics were up front in their art. In one sense that is what I
found.-though they weren't much interested:in talking about it. The Chinese arts
ar.e still very P?litical compared to those oi the West. Propaganda and art are
s~lll frequently mterchangeable. Socialism is still the all-pervasive ideological motive and force behind everything (even the new consumerism and incentive
pr?grams). T~e move in art from didacticism. to entertainment may have something to. do With the fact that the Gang emerge d from the cultural domain, though
~ultu~e IS here defined in the broadest sense, including the whole superstructure:
the mformation media, statute-law and the j.idiciary education philosophy, literature th
1.
. ..
.'
,
,
. ' e arts, eisure activities, SOCial conscience and the preferences of the
.
m~elhgentsia."3 (The "Four Modernizations"-agriculture, industry, defense and
sCience/technology_do not include culture.)
~onsequently art that looks limited andi. bit decadent to us must be seen in
the light of the fact that during the CulturallRevolution only eight operas were
~~~roved, ~nd n? matter ho,,:, ~onderful they might have been, this is someth~ng
. star,:"atlon diet for 800 million people ove r a ten-year period. Deng Xiaopmg
himself, m 1975, expressed the then "absurd riew" that "Cultural life is monotonous ... the model operas are not an example of a hundred flowers blooming but
of one flower blossoming."4 Jiang Jing's pride-the model operas-are now seen
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as "too formalistic," and her "theory ofthe three emphases," aimed at the perfect
socialist work of art, has been rejected in favor ol Mao's vaguer, or more subtle,
distinctions between subject matter (the' 'democratic essence" of his' 'Six Political
Criteria for Art") and esthetics ("artistic technique"). At the same time, the Gang
was always stressing "the new," and the ideological rejection of empiricism was
also bound to affect the arts. All this may illuminate the terrible time we had defining or discussing "innovation" with our Chinese colleagues.
In developing his one-hundred-flowers theme. Mao had said that "it is harmful to the growths of arts and science if adminstrative measures are used to
impose one particular style of art or school of thought and to ban another.
Questions of right and wrong in arts and science should be settled through free
discussion in artistic and scientific circles and tlrough practical work in these
fields."> One is now told constantly that during the Cultural Revolution writers
were terrified to write, artists to paint, composers to compose, etc., since the
strictures were so complex that virtually any "irrperfect". attempt might e.nd as
the dreaded "poisonous weeds," to be rooted out by drastic means. According to
playwright Tsao Yu, even now that the Cultural Revolution is over, "some peopl,e
don't know what to do. They are like people who have been unbound but can t
walk because their legs are numb.l'" Similarly, Ztang Yua~hen, director of the
Shanghai Art Gallery, said recently: "For ten years we were Isolated. Now we are
trying to understand what has been going on in the o~tsid.e worl~. What ~~~7 the
new schools and how can we integrate their good points into Chinese art.
They are being justifiably cautious, however. "lany agree ~it~,the ~omposer
Wu Zuquiang, who advocates "making foreign thngs ~erve China ,~hde .oppos:
ing "indiscriminate and wholesale adoption of arythlng ~este~n, lest It sully
the national spirit." We often felt that for all the IlIIIlle?Se fnendl~ness and enthusiasm the older and more prestigious artists were .ess interested m what went on
in the West than in how the West received the "new" Chinese art. At both the
Shanghai Institute and the Shih Lin Seal Engraver's Society in Hangchou, our
" to offer
" ..,
hosts were very disappointed to hear that we hal no rea I cntlCls~s ..
about their work, and that we had not seen theJr" first overseas exhlbltlo? We
hastened to assure them it must not have come toNew York, but the truth IS that
the art they were doing had so little to do with ou" own interests that most of us
probably wouldn't have gone anyway. On the otter hand, we were dying to try
to explain what we did, and why, but nobody except Gu ev~r asked. At the stat~ly
Seal Society, during the formal introduction, the ct.ector said they had a qu~stlon
for us. We all perked up over our tea, but the .question was, agam, wha~ did we
think of Chinese art? I got stuck with answering and muttered something lame
about how communication was important and we could learn a great .deal fro~
each other since we overemphasized innovation aid they overemphaSized tradition.
This was the crux of our misunderstandings. Goodwill could not ov~rcome
the basic fact that we were talking at cross-purpfjses. neither understanding the
other's culture well enough to do more than wave and smile across ~he abyss. For
instance at a banquet in Peking with the staff of the Academy of Fine Arts and a
, professors from Tsmg
. h ua U'
'&-ere was a painter at our table
few nonart
ruversilty,al
who had been to West Germany and had seen more contemporary Western art
than we had Chinese contemporary art. He liked phot~realism. B~t he frankly
acknowledged that abstraction was culturally impossible for him to grasp.
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"Where did it come from?" he asked us. "Wh:at does it mean? Why does it exist?"
We drew a deep communal breath over our ~[ongolian hot pot and came up with
a variety of off-the-wall replies-some theories that might have been recognized
by the authors of the textbooks, and others that decidedly wouldn't have been.
The Chinese artists were interested but sincerely baffled by our lack of a coherent
theory on this important subject. There seemed no common point of departure
into a "real discussion," especially since we ourselves didn't agree. Although we
were told the Academy subscribed to Art in America, nothing of ours written or
reproduced there seemed to ring a bell; their knowledge of Western art history
usually seemed to stop with Impressionism, maybe Post-Impressionism, maybe a
whiff of Cubism, and recently there was a Kathe Kollwitz woodcut exhibition
in Peking. Even in these areas they seemed to be less familiar with theory than
with pictures.
We, in turn, were always asking inappropriate questions about abstraction
d innovation, and it took us an inordinately long and frustrating time to realIZethat their esthetic traditions are so differmt from ours that what we call innovatio~-that mad treadmill of progress that srimulates sales-has no application
t~ C~nese art. The Chinese art people weren't being "inscrutable"; they just
didn t know what we were talking about. Tbey always agreed, in fact; they, too,
were extremely interested in and dedicated to "innovation." And although we
in the West think of Oriental art as "abstract" and have used it to inspire some of
our most extreme nonobjectivism, the Chinese think of their traditional art as
realism. (They proudly and often noted that Guilin, a town where karst peaks rise
ab~ptly and fantastically from a flat plain, .,proved to Westerners that Chinese
painters wer~n't liars making things up.") We kept trying to explain how in the
W~t change IS c.o~stant, individual progress is expected, individuals work "freely and competitively, how it is individual artists rather than schools who are
credited with the greatest leaps forward.
We did not take time to recall, however that within the Chinese tradition
the audience's per~eptive c~~acity is heightened and stimulated by minute
changes and a ,PoetIcally ,P0htIcosymbolic vocabulary incomprehensible to us.
On~ of our major frustrations was just that level of generalization on which the
Chinese are accu~tomed .to communicating. Our troubles stemmed partly from
the l~guage ?arner a~d Ignorance on our put and partly from the interpreters'
not being artists. But It also had to do with the way the Chinese express themselves both verb~y an~ visually in a thicket of metaphors, similes and parables
that sound t~ us mcredibly quaint and oblique. Even the documents of the Cultural Revolution, for instance, which affected the political future of the whole
co~ntry, were couched in a language of flowers and bees and weeds. The Revolution Itself was sparked by a historical plav The Dismissal of Hai Jui by WU
Han. We wasted a lot of our time trying to pin the Chinese down to specifics
when t?ey were probably being quite specific all along.
Chinese art education is divided into Traditional Chinese Art (paintings of
landscape, bir~ a~d .flowers, and figures; ca.lligraphy; and chop carving) and
Western Art (~il pamnng and sculpture). In Shanghai we visited the two sections
of the ~t Institute, ,,:here some of our misconceptions were clarified and others
were heightened. ThIS is one of the few such institutes in the country. All its
members are graduates of the high art schools. They are there for life some sixty
of them in the Tra dimonaI
'
.
- Western art, ranging 'in age from
section
and thirty
jn

:m
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forty to ninety, doing "new creation" and "research" in their "own work." (A
few promising amateurs are also given further traiaing there.) They are among
the thousand or so artists in all of China who are the: real "professionals"-paid
to make "fine" art full time. Their average salary is roo Yuan monthly, whereas
the average worker's salary is 60 Yuan a month. (Wenever met anyone who made
over that, and we met many who made less.) In aedition, the state pays for all
materials and for framing and mounting. These special institutes exist only in a
few cities and the one in Shanghai is the largest. Its nembers hold an annual exhibition and participate in the Shanghai Painting Association's and other nationwide shows. Every spring and autumn they travel to other parts of China (the
countryside) to work from "grass-roots units."
The Traditional art section was housed in a lovely old foreign-built mansion
with luxurious gardens. The artists who greeted us were mostly dressed in the
gray suit of the upper echelon of the cadre. They were neat, dignified and quite
formal. Their art was the best of its kind we saw in China. After the Brief Introduction, as we were admiring the scrolls hung in tie main room, we had an exchange which epitomized our differences. Althougl stylistically much of the art
was virtually indistinguishable to us from that in the museums, its "quality" was
obvious. We unanimously focused on a particularlj bold black-and-white brush
painting of an eagle perched on a pine branch. We cemplimented the painter, and
one of us took the bit in his teeth yet again and asled: "What distinguishes this
from ancient art; what are the innovative elements!"
The artist replied that the traditional eagle is very brave, so to paint the eagle
symbolizes bravery.? We tried again, and additional false starts increased his bafflement and our frustration. Finally, in desperalion, the artist said, "New
painters here, too, like to be different but they do il on the basis of the ald." He
pointed out that his work was based on a specific traditional painting as well as
on an unchanging genre, and that in the older work "the leaf of the pine is very
fine and exquisite, but here it is free and strong." I coaildn't resist asking about the
Ch'an Buddhist school, which had specialized in [ustsuch strong strokes, and one
of the women said, "Oh yes, Liang Kai." So we got that far-but no further. The
Ch'an Buddhist painters of several centuries ago bok more "modern" to our
eyes, but I couldn't tell if they heard me saying this whether my ignorance embarrassed them, or whether the question simply made no sense at all.
This disputed eagle, which looked to us like a very skillful example of a triedand-true style, may indeed have incorporated all onds of personal innovation
that were simply invisible to us. Equally possible, it nay not have been innovative
at all in our sense of the word. What is clear, at least is that the degree of innovation is different in the Oriental tradition. Ad Reinhardt, who was an avid scholar
of Chinese painting, loved it because nothing ever <hanged, because the Chinese
were painting "the same painting, the same old thng, over and over again"just as he claimed to be.!v Anyone who has studied the history of Chinese art
knows that the changes that did take place were v~y subtle and very gradual.
Chinese innovation took place not so much within:an individual's lifetime production as within a collectively evolved historical swle (whereas our avant-garde
tradition has abandoned connoisseurship in favor ofnovelty). Individual artists in
China were revered but their contributions were seen within the tradition itself,
at that slow pace. This history sheds some light on Cainese Socialism as well as on
Chinese art, and may to some extent answer questiens as to why traditional im-
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ages associated with the Bad Old Imperialist days continue to thrive in the New
China. More specifically, the situation has of course also been attributed to the
Cultural Revolution: "Chinese painters will now produce guobua [traditional
painting) and nothing else for the next twenty years because they have been deprived of the chance for almost as 10ng."11
I also found interesting another scroll in the same room. It was more
"modern," less delicately expressionist, and showed a mountain landscape with
an old house atypically large and centered, one window suffused by a brilliantly
yellow light-an odd and incongruous suggestion of electricity in what appeared to be an "ancient" scene. It had the air of a nativity, and that, it turned
out, is just what it was-a political nativity. It depicted the house in the Chingkangshan mountains where Mao had written a significant essay: "Why There Is
Red Power."
At the Western painting section of the Shanghai Institute, we found the furthest-out art we were to see in China. This branch was established only in 1965,
and a year later fell victim to the Cultural Revolution's distaste for elitist
establishments and foreign culture. In contrast to the well-lit elegance of the Traditional section, it felt familiar to us. It was dimmer, shabbier; the artists were
rather scruffily dressed and more relaxed. Over. couch hung a tightly painted oil,
an industrial landscape with a band of bright pink cherry trees and a band of yellow flowers and a band of smokestacks and a band of sky, reminiscent of Childe
Hassam or other provincial Impressionists.
"Painters here prefer the Impressionist style:' we were told by the director (a
sculptor, perhaps in his sixties, a follower of R<XIin as all the sculptors seemed to
be). He had studied in Paris and Belgium in the "30S and spoke French. He was a
ch:rrming man: and his staff joined in, interrupting and laughing, during the
~nef Introduction, They were disappointed that there was not a single oil painter
10 our ~~oup. (Our one specimen had skipped this session.) They obviously
h~d anticipated great communication since they are, after all, specialists in our
kind of art, and they were eager to hear about "t he lives of painters in America."
However, the avant garde since the '30S seemed to be absolutely unknown to
them-except, again, for "photorealism". Duane Hansen, Andrew Wyeth, Norman Rockwell. It was very difficult to explain what we were and most of us
lacked institutional affiliations. Free-lance art crit ics like me for instance do not
exist i~ China. We stumbled through, trying to eX~de as ~uch good h~mor as
they did. Then we went to see their work.
Painting by painting we went through the large exhibition, followed by a
crowd. Every art~st was dying to hear our evef} comment, though none of them
spoke ?I uch E~gh~h. The art was, for China, stylistically varied. There w a~ a sort
of Matissean still hfe done by the former director who was "the teacher of Zao
Wou Ki." There was the usual flock of well-exc=~uted socialist-realist documentation-:-Mao carrying pumpkins "like the peasant women," oil field workers,
Zhou 10 the hospital, Zhou with kids on his knee illustrations from Lu Hsun.
Impre~sionist landscapes often executed with a certain flair and painterliness, and
narratives that are moving despite their conventional execution. My favorite of
these was. the portrait of a young woman staruling proudly in a snowy village
street, all 10 CO?1 grays and blacks. The subject is the revolutionary martyr Lu Hou
Lan, dead at sixteen, the artist was, not surprisingly, a woman. We beamed at
e~ch other, but alas, she spoke only a few words of English, and I could commurucare only my special interest in her work.v
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Whenever we approved of something, the artist was called forward and
shyly accepted our compliments. The works we liked best-those with outbreaks
of expressionist brushwork Of offbeat imagery-were inevitably by the very
young men, which got embarrassing-though their elders seemed as pleased by
their success as we were. Two stood out. The first made huge, bold and originally
colored history scenes with powerful looming figures. The subjects were from
China's distant past, and one big battlefield canvas had a kind of barbaric energy
that reminded me of Malcolm Morley. The second-Chen Yifei-made a huge
canvas about "modern young people thinking about history," in a style one
could call romantic surrealist history painting. At right front an oversized selfportrait seen from the back surveys a background (or a painting within a painting)
that is made up of myriad smaller scenes in washy grisaille and sepia, like ghostly
old newspaper photos showing the history of China approaching the revolution.
At the left, painted like the figure, in full color and concrete realism, is an
oversized empty wooden armchair. It was an impressive painting and especially
so in this context. When we went later to Chen's little studio, we found he painted unabashedly in several totally different styles, among them the romantic
narrative (e.g., a canvas ofthe grandmother from a Lu Hsun story, dying of starvation in the snow, clutching the shoe of her grandson who had been eaten by
wolves).
Like those at the Fine Arts Academy in Peking, where engrossed students
turned out identical drawings of nude or "ethnically costumed" models, the
studios here were straight out of nineteenth-century Paris; peeling plaster, d~m
light, centered around a small, black-piped coal or wood stove, a few life
drawings and perhaps a reproduction of Ingres or Whistler pinned to the wall,

Chen Yifei, Looking at History from My Studio, 1979, Western Painting Institute, Shanghai.
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no personal details at all. We also visited the sculptors: a woman making curvy,
elongated Lohan-like traditional dancers and an equally stylized and emaciated
twentiesish nude reaching daintily for the sky; a man working on a monumental
bust of Zhou in gray clay, imitating chiseled stone, to be cast in bronze; another
man making smaller portrait busts in plaster and bronze, the liveliest of which
portrayed the composer of "The Yellow River Concerto." Art in China is mostly
painting, or two-dimensional. Sculpture seems for the most part either monumental or figurine scale, destined for the plaza or the mantelpiece, perhaps
because of the lack of a middle-class market and commercial galleries to buy anything in between. Although the Duchampian esthetic would surely be anathema to
the Chinese, the only abstract sculpture we saw was, in fact, "found objects." In
all the temple and palace gardens were huge natural rocks, pitted and carved by
the elements, "chosen" by esthetes to be displayed as art.
The other high point of our art visits, and the other place we felt most at
home, was the Shanghai Film Animation Studio. It wasn't on our itinerary, but
someone knew some movie people who had been there; our request to visit was
granted after a certain reluctance on the part of our local guide, who thought we
were loafers and uninterested in China because so many of the group skipped official visits to wander around or shop. The studio turned out to be a kind of factory, and we immediately liked the people, who were relaxed and jovial and glad
to see us. Altogether, 500 workers produce "thirty boxes of film per year": cartoons, puppet films and paper-cutting films. Since the Cultural Revolution they
have produced some 200 films, all by hand. (A ten-minute film takes over 8,000
pictures and many of their films are features over an hour long.) Mr. Wong, the
director, remarked that "working conditions are not so good. The buildings are
old and the equipment is old." We could not disagree. The whole country is poor
and the arts are no exception.
Workers at scarred, wooden school desks in open carrels were drawing
from little plaster models of "Snowboy and the Rabbit"-heroes of a short directed by a cheerful woman. Under the glass of each desk were a few family photographs, scenic views, sometimes Mao or Zhou. Drawings made in one room
were transferred to acetate in another. Here, as in every other factory or workshop we visited, the workers never missed a stroke of their extremely intricate
work despite our breathing down their necks with curiosity and cameras, though
they smiled up at us occasionally. The backgrounds for the animation are
watercolor landscapes and Mr. Lei, one of the older directors, is proudly referred
to as a "famous watercolorist." The tableaux for the puppet films are also constructed here· the one we saw was a beautiful miniature of the ornate temples
we'd been visiting; the story was about a forced marriage in the bad old days. The
lacy paper-cut figures were especially fascinating, extraordinarily complex and
hinged at every conceivable joint for movement-wonderful works of art in
themselves.
When we had seen each section, we were led back through the freezing
hallways and open courtyards and shacklike buildings past the ubiquitous badminton nets and piles of wood and concrete. (Everything in China seems to be
undergoing delayed construction; materials lie around like a museum of good
intentions.) In a drafty screening room (no plush seats), we were offered four
films, but to our guides' disgust saw only two because the sickest among us were
about to die of the damp cold. The first was a feature we saw advertised on
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billboards all over Shanghai: Nor Tsah Troubtes tbe Sea. It was the story of a
mythical boy hero born from an egg brought to his tyrannical father by a crane.
At an early age he takes on the four evil dragons living under the sea-demons of
flood, fire, snow and wind-who are persecuting the people. (We could recognize the Gang of Four but probably missed endless other political innuendoes in
word and tmage.») Although forced to kill himself to save the people in his first
life, Nor Tsah is reborn, returns, and finally conquers. (Perhaps he represents
Deng, also miraculously resurrected despite the four dragons?)
I am not a great fan of animated film but t his one was exquisite, influenced
by the early Disney and full of a uniquely orieuta] grace and vitality unknown to
Walt. It incorporated the decorative styles of 'lang and Indian art and even at his
most cutesy, the boy hero had the appealing dash of Errol Flynn. The art, far more
convincing than so much of the professional 'Iraditional paintings we saw, made
the old scroll paintings come to life. My favorr.e scenes were those in which the
dragons were on the rampage, tearing around in fire and storm with virtuoso displays of movement like Ch'en Yung's famous tairteenth-century Dragons ofMist

and Torrent.
The other film was called Little Tadpoles Lookfor Mummy, and was made by
Mr. Lei and Hsu Ada in 1963 after the historical painter Chi Pai-Shih. It was one of
the loveliest translations from painting to ftltm I've seen. The brushed images,
mostly blacks and grays with touches of brghrer colors, floated on a white
ground; the cast of frogs, ducks, crayfish, tunles, hens, et al., was, like the narrative, both witty and touching.
As usual, we had to leave before we could find a way into any meaningful
conversation, but a few of us went on with Lei and Ada to an exhibition that
turned out to be one of the most interesting of our Chinese art experiences. It
was held in a big old stone second-floor hall, 011 a main commercial street, which
turned out to be a sort oftemporary "alternate space," Usually a Boy Scout hall, it
had been rented by eleven artists from the animation studio for an independent
exhibition (though the work itself did not seem very different from what we had
seen offtcially displayed in the Modern Art Gallery). There was an entrance
charge, and quite a few people were there in the late afternoon, some buying
black-and-white souvenir snapshots of their favorite works. Nothing was for sale
because the show would travel to Peking and Nanking, A critic was to write it up
in the weekend paper, and the gate was to be divided between the artists after
expenses were paid. The state, so far as I could! make out was not involved.
The art itself-lots of it-was small and viried, a hodgepodge of extremely
skilled conventional water colors in both Chinese and Western styles (Mr. Lei's
among the best), amateur imitations of same. popular decorative work with
vaguely propagandistic subjects, calligraphies, prints, a few portraits. Landscape
,,:as th~ most popular theme and politics the least. One drawing seemed clearly
Picassoid and almost abstract. A handsome landscape showed a cityful of
sm~kestacks against a gorgeous display of pol.uted sky. My favorite (no phOto
available) was Hsu Ada's semiabstracr black-on-whjte pattern of trees in the
snow, which he said was seen from a train window; it stood out in its directness
and geometric simplicity. Each artist displayed work in at least two styles. The
lack of emphasis on the individual seems to leaee the individual free to do whatever s/he wants, and there is certainly somerhisg to be said for that kind of freedom.
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The fact that we were so amazed to find an artist-organized exhibition
recalls our confusion about another "free" show. Before we left America we had
read in The New York Times about a "dissidents' exhibition" in Peking which
was closed down because it showed too much freedom of expression, including
satirical treatments of party leaders. Our hosts at the academy in Peking laughed
hilariously when we timidly asked if they had seen the "dissident show." They
had not only seen it, but had helped find it an indoor space because "the side of
the road is no place for art." They said it was a show of amateur artists, some of
whom were their students, and that they had helped and advised the organizers.
After I got home, I read a fuller account of this; episode. 14 Apparently the unlicensed outdoor show initiated by a group of young artists associated with
the Democracy Movement had indeed been broken up, but then permission was
given for a two-week show at the Museum of Art; it was titled "The Single Spark"
(from Mao's "A single spark can start a prairie fire'). The group had published an
unofftcial magazine that featured such Western-iOunding statements as: "T?e
world provides the artistic explorer with limitless possibilities, and the arttst
should constantly be offering new surprises," and "We take Kollwitz as ?ur
model and Picasso as our pioneer." Gittings says that many of these young arusts
were Red Guards; while they are entirely disillusioned with the ~ultural Revolution, they continue to protest and satirize the bureaucracy, which has clamped
down on freedom of expression even more since this show last November. I only
wish we could have met with these artists. Among our frustrations was the
knowledge that we knew so little and didn't knov where to go for information,
because so little seems to have been written on tbe visual arts.
Lei and Ada came to our hotel the next morning, and Ada brought me my first
Chinese artists' book: 64 pages, 3Y2 by 10Y2 inches horizontal format, cons.ist~ng
of full-color "frames" of a film called One Night in an Art Gallery. It IS immensely inventive about how to transfer film to book medium, with each page
edged at top and bottom in black so the pictures appear t~ b~ on a scree~. T?e
story is about censorship, good guys (schoolchildren who live to the ~allery s ~IC
tures) versus bad guys (a hat and a club who represen~ the clg.ar-smokl?g
bureaucrats; they drive up in a limousine and censer every p~cture)..KI~S and pICtures fight back and the villains are vanquished along WIth their httle ~r~en
informer friend after various chases and shenanigans. This is, then, a political
artists' book,
propaganda, with a lesson to be .errned amid. the visual fun. It
would seem to satisfy the criteria for literature and art offered to November 1979
by Deng: "Literary and artworkers who are resporsible to the. people should take
into consideration the social effects of their works. All creanve workers sho~ld
give the people education and enlightenment and esthetic enjoyment ... weeding
through the old to bring forth the new."15
. .
The mixture of "high" and "low" culture in ~hina .raises some fascinating
issues for anyone who is dissatisfied with the waj In which Western contemp.orary high art has cut itself off from the popular, or low, arts, and thereb~ from. Its
audience, There are some parallels to be drawn between ou~ Pop Art (to which
exploitative mass media were incorporated into eitist esthetics) and ~,h~ curr~nt
Chinese notion that art's prime goal is to "give ~1C1.Sure.to the. ~eopl~. (to ~hICh
elements of kitsch are also channeled into an anstocratic tradition). The aim ?f
Socialist production is to satisfy the needs of the people." But which needs? As In
the West it is sometimes doubtful who has been consulted. "We have only a few
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abstractions because the masses don't like it," we were told; then another person
remarked sensibly that it was all right for an artist to do what slhe wanted since
"everybody doesn't like everything anyway" We never had the sense that
abstraction was being suppressed (although it certainly wasn't being taught) so
much as that no one was particularly interested in it.
Larry Rosing reported from the last New 'York "artworkers" tour, in January
1978, that from their discussions with Chinese artists they gathered that abstraction was merely considered "decoration't-s-whlch sounds familiar. They were
asked if the rise of photorealism in America 'iimplied that American artists had
come around to the Chinese way of thinking about subject matter." But when
they met with four of the "professionals" from the Shanghai Institute, they
were told that the difference between the Husian County Peasant Painters and
their own work was that the institute painters "thought of form first while the
Peasant Painters thought first about subject master," 16
The line between a would-be photorealism and pure academicism is not very
clear. The "handicraft" embroideries which ar-e photos transferred by grid into
another medium could be the former, but perhaps the best example we saw was a
::photore~?st" portrait being executed in the street in Foshan by, I presume, an
~ateur, though perhaps an amateur who had trained in the Western painting
section of some art school; in every art school we visited, realistic portraiture in
charcoal was a major focus. Then, of course, there is the Chinese view of modern
photography, which is another essay in itself. I'
Certainly the blurred distinctions between what we in the West see as "high"
and "low" ar.t w~>uld n~t encourage any apparent move away from accessibility
an~ co~urucatlon. Chinese professional artsrs are in the enviable position of
seemg their art become public almost as a matter of course. It is true that the topechelon p~nters at the Shanghai Art Institute did not make propaganda posters
nor ~ork 10 a factory, b~t ,t,he sculptor~ th~re were making official statues, a~d
the famous watercolorist at the arumanoa studio made propaganda ... 10
t~e form"of extre~ely popular cartoons carr-mg political messages, as well as
hl~ own fi?-e art. And there are other "masters" who are respected artists but
stil~ work .elther as commercial designers or siljlled artisans or at some unrelated Job during the day. In Guilin we even encountered the free art market: a number of young men s~ua.tting on the mountainsde, trying to keep their perfectly
com~etent brush pamnngs of the overwhehring landscape around them from
blow 109 off the cliff. Their work was for sale, cheap by Western standards, although not so m~ch cheal?er t~an that at the 511anghai Institute.
. ~en t',"o MlI~neapolts artists were in Guilin last summer, they found "sixty
pal."tlOgs of incredible sensitivity, beauty and competence done by sixty amateur
artists from. a work brigade in a nearby towel factory." Yet when they tried to
buy some r~ce paper t~. try the technique themselves, they found the materials
were unavailable 10 Guilin, they were told that the "nonexistence of art materials
w~ ~n effort on the p~rt. of the Communist government to stop the sale of
paintmgs on the mountainside. When a medlcu doctor earns only two hundred
~ollars a month and a school teacher seventy lo11ars a month an artist engaged
10 free enterprise sell'
d
.
' .
109 rawmgs at ten dollars each constitutes a crime agalOst
the people."18
~here may only be a "backdoor' market for independent artists, but there is
defirutely a huge market for chatchkas, or what we condescendingly call kitsch
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or schlock art. These things are much cheaper than the "good art" being produced at the institute and therefore, just as in the West, more available to the
masses. At the same time, the mixture of high and low culture is far less selfconscious than in the West. This could be seen in the exhibitions we visited and
also in magazines. One, for instance, consisted mostly of revolutionary and historical comics, but also included an article on Leonardo's drawings; there was a
cartoon on the front cover and Mona Lisa on the back.
At the Shanghai Art Gallery, where a vast span of contemporary art was
hung, I kept noticing the introduction of the "feudal" goddess of mercy or
"lotus-faced lady" into scenes of "modernization." For example, one gouache
showed a laboratory/factory in which smiling young women in white coats
extracted pearls from huge shells; each pearl was accompanied by a tiny "pearl
goddess" aristocratically coiffed and dressed in flowing robes; several of these little goddesses were lined up like specimens in a glass case in the foreground. The
figure appears to be a protectress of women workers; in another painting she
was wafting around a microscope wielded by a healthy young woman on a
mountainside. She seems both ubiquitous and anachronistic. (The sinuousness
and elongation that often repelled us in the depiction of female and elderly sage
figures is actually a hardy survivor from the history of Chinese art-what Roger
Fry remarked in the '30S as "the emphatic continuity and flow of the contour"19-now exaggerated and cheapened by overuse or mass production.)
In Foshan, near Canton, we visited the Shihwan Fine Arts Ceramic Factory. It
turns out endless exquisite replicas of gray-faced old sages, more of these lissome
mythical females, water buffaloes and teensy-weensy boats and teensy-weensy
sages playing Go with pieces the size of pinheads-all mass-produced by hand,
though with division of labor. (No one person was responsible for every aspect of
a figurine.) In the Handicrafts Research Institute in Shanghai-another dark, cold,
formerly elegant mansion converted into a quasi sweatshop-we watched
designers make the prototypes for the lurid tapestries reproducing Gainsborough and gamboling kittens we saw at the Industrial Trade Fair. They worked
from postcards and color photographs cut from travel brochures. So~e were
making extremely skillful, if saccharine, figurines after ancient Buddhist sculptures by peering at blurry two-dimensional images. Others made needl.e~ork patterns from photographs of tourists' sights and of people-some commlssl~ned.by
overseas visitors. (After seeing a]apanese businessman in blue s~rge and ~Ie being
transformed for woolly posterity, two of our group wanted thel~ po.rtralts d~ne.
but it turned out to be expensive-as well it should be, considering the time
involved.)
.
At the same place we had a delightfully no~chalan~ demo~stratlon of the ~rt
of paper cutting by the senior artist in that sectlo? With a pau: of ~ou?ded SCISsors he produced in midair a bird, and then a pig of ast.oundmg mtr1cac~. ~n
other man modeled for us a child doll from play-doughhke, colored plasticine.
He, too, was amazingly skillful; tiny hands, button eyes, rosy cheeks and bri?ht
clothes rapidly and magically appeared. I was so impressed by the. technical
control that I'll never be able to look at these things the same way agam. But the
final image remained nauseatingly unconvincing in its con~ection~ry cuten~ss.
(Who am I to talk? I collect the "tasteless" creations of English la~les w~o stick
shells in plaster over old plates and cold cream bottles, and I genu~ne.ly liked the
Chinese computerized silk weavings in gray and black that Imitate news-
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paper photographs of important personages such as Stalin, Lenin, Marx, Engels,
Mao, Zhou and sometimes Norman Bethune-but never Agnes Smedley.)
In any case, the notion of art as entertainment rather than as education
alone, or political arousal, has penetrated the' 'high" traditional arts as well as the
handicrafts. At the provincial but also prestigious and academic Seal Society on
the famous West Lake in Hangchou, artists proudly displayed and demonstrated, along with marvelous calligraphy-v and virtuoso landscapes, a kind of calendar art done, or overdone, in traditional stvles. We saw the same kind of thing
~t the ~legant Shanghai Institute of Traditional Painting. I don't know whether this
IS t~e influence of "modernization" or of Western art polluting the simplicity of
Chinese watercolors, or whether it is sim}Jty the inevitable decay of a style
w~akened ov~r centuries. Either way, one of the most appalling aspects of the
m~ture of anstocratic tradition, Madison Avenue, and the Rockettes, in which
Chinese popular art seems to be wallowing at the moment is the watered-down
ethnic imag~ry we found. The numerous "Nitional Minorities" incorporated by
the predommantly Han population are used j[1 Chinese art in a manner reminiscent of the ."th~~-got-rhy.thm"~rand of American racism. A great fuss is made
over th~ rnmonnes keeping their customs, diets, costumes-and racial stereotypes-mtact. (O~e local guide told us that the Han race wanted to "stay pure.")
The murals m the foreigners' dining room at the newly opened Peking air~on fe.atu~e, as do many theatre presentatioas, the colorful Dai group, a quasialaysian JU~gle cu~ture t?at .allows .depiction of the women topless and nude.
(Nudes ~e s~~ rare m puritantcal China, though we did see some curiously modest and dlsp~lted Western realist ones in the academies.] Racism and sexism tend
to go hand m hand. A woman artist at the Shanghai Institute and the man at the
Hangchou Seal Society were both innocently painting what seemed to me to be
tasteless hootchy-kootchy girls, far better endowed and more enthusiastically, if
c~yly,.s~xual t~~ the academic nudes-while intending to eulogize the national
mmon.tl~s. This .lmage was evident in all the arts, as well as in the handicrafts, in
advertising and in public posters.
.
A similarly, ~~tr~grade style ~f e~tertainrnent was found, to varying degrees,
m the mod~rn smgmg and dancing shows we attended. The ballet in Shanghai
had a certal~ polyglot charm. It was actually some twenty different skits, each
announced in the classic t~eatrical falsetto br a highly madeup, schoolgirlishly
dressed actr~ss. My favorites were a revohnonary romance (more romance
than revolution) where the young couple is married and murdered on the battlefi~ld; an~ an art piece where actresses in traditional costumes did astounding
thm,gs.wlth their twenty-f~ot-Iong scarves, simulating to perfection the popular
deplCtl~?S o~ those mythic goddesses sWirLmg in cloudlike loops. AcrobatiCS
(sure: y l~~ art) was incorporated into some of the "ballets" (high art?).
. n Guilin, on the other hand, the nightclub aspect took over completely. The
acnng
a
"
. was coy
.
n dmmcmg,
t h e endlessly changed costumes sleazy and revealing, . the Image of woman as voluptuous sHave girl or passive doll hideously
contradictory to the relaxed and natural looks and behavior of the real Chinese
wome~ su~roundi~g us. This particular shot of "normalization" seems to be in~roducmg IOtO Chinese culture all the worst the West can offer. I was enraged by
It and told Gu ve~emently that this was false culture, not worthy of the achievements of the Chm~se people since the liberation, and so forth. Politics may be
out, but does real life have to go, too? She also had a "criticism"-ofthe music: it
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was a pastiche-but was clearly disappointed wben all of us left at intermission.
The zoo-year-old Peking Opera was something else-e-robust and brilliant in movement, color and sound, utterly foreign, too long, and the best theatre I've seen
for ages. We saw it three times in three very different settings, but the high point
was in Shanghai, in a huge, dirty hall jammed wrh workers and their childrenan audience quite different from the more genteel one at the ballet and in Guilin.
As the Chinese themselves admit, China is not yet a classless society.
It is, however, the closest to one I have ever seen, and one can only admire
the downright miraculous achievements of the Chinese people in the last thirty
years. It was at the Worker's Cultural Palace in Shanghai that this was most
strongly conveyed in regard to the arts. A huge multistoried building resplendently red and gold on the outside and worn and cavernous inside; its halls,
workshops, exhibitions, game rooms and cafes were thronged with people.
There is no night life in China-no bars except in the foreigners' hotels, a limited
number of theatres and cinemas; restaurants are geared to the work shift ending
at 5 P.M. and are empty by 9. So the cultural "paaces" are ironically where "the
people" dally-or at least the men; the women were presumably home dealing
with the second part of their double day.
After playing a doll hockey game and Ping-Pong, and seeing an exhibition
on safety in the construction industry that Included an intricate model of a tall
building surrounded by the inevitable and picturesque bamboo scaffolding, we
ascended to a warren of small rooms upstairs "here people were studying and
discussing, making and practicing their arts. I vas immensely touched by the
shabby little library ftIled with earnest blue-clad backs hunched over precious
books 2 1 - a n impressive microcosm of the strugges this country has had to educate and inspire in almost a billion people the respect for arts and learning. I was
even more exhilarated by the time we had visited in rapid succession the practice
sessions, or performances, of several different nusical groups, ranging from an
ebullient mixed chorus to a plaintive folk group: an ensemble playing ancient
instruments was led by a beautiful and accomplished young woman who had
risen from the Children's Palace to the Youth Palace to this apogee. A full orchestra played a symphonic version of "Oh Susannaa" in our honor, and a team of
nine acrobats-postpeople by day-did amazing things with a bicycle. Finally we
got to the cartoonists' group, where disaster rwaited us. They were mostly
young and middle-aged, all men, very enthusiasrc, crowding around to show us
their work. It was the only art group we met in a wholly informal situation, Without the benefit of a Brief Introduction, but we were too exhausted after a day of
sightseeing to take advantage of it. They hac no leader, and set to work
collectively on the same sheet of paper, drawing effortlessly two tokens of Chinese-American friendship which they gave to us. \U:1en they insisted we make something in turn, our Shanghai guides shook their heads woefully. By now they
didn't think we were proper artists at all. Aghast we huddled to figure out what
to do. Of our four genuine fine artists, two were absent and the others "don't
draw." One nonartist could draw frogs and another volunteered to try a cartoon out of desperation. Then someone had the bright idea to do a collective
"exquisite corpse"-folding the paper to make a composite figure Surrealist
style. However, when faced with a huge piece of paper and a tiny fine-lined pen,
we made such a mess of it that we had to cross it >ut and apologize. The cartoonists, disappointed, were nice about it, while OUl critical guide Chen snarled to

,

Hot Potatoes

226

The Ten Frustrations

227

me under his breath, "That is not painting. Tint is a tourist game." The next day
our absent draftsman made a small drawing and we sent it to the cartoonists
through the guide.

whole trip was hard work, physically and memally exhausting, utterly fascinating-and above all, moving. I am convinced, like Liu Binyan, that "art and literature should interfere with life."22 Now it remains to be seen what we can
learn from the successes and failures of "people's art" in China.

SElF-CRITICISM

NOTES

This humbling experience in some ways epitomized our Chinese tour. I think we
learned a great deal from it, painful as it was. \Yc: met as a group that night for the
first time, and discussed-also for the first time-our responsibilities to each
other and to our hosts, especially to Gu. Our) hanghai guides were to some extent right in judging us "not serious" about art. I knew that I, for one, had not
done enough homework. Frustrating fragmeras from a graduate-school minor
in Oriental art kept floating to the surface, reminding me how little I remembered about Chinese traditional culture. We had not, of course, realized how important such an understanding would be because we had pictured the art as still
more-or-less Culturally Revolutionary. (Since iew of us would have shared the
political convictions then, we probably would have been just as patronizing about
this as we were about the traditional "kitsch.')
So we were not well prepared. We had done a good deal of reading in history and politics and neglected the arts, figunng that we could depend on our
own skills and instincts. In fact, we should have pored over press clippings and
four years of China Reconstructs and the Beijing Review before we left, rather
than while we were there. At the same time, tae Chinese, despite all the foreign
books and catalogs we and surely other groups had brought, were equally unprepared to ask us "the right questions." Yet over this abyss of mutual ignorance I
think we all managed to convey much goodwill and a longing to communicate.
There was a lot of smiling and excitement to fill the intellectual lacunae.
It took us a long time to internalize the crwcial differences between our culture and theirs, and by that time we had also i.. ternalized the rather condescending tone which I fear pervades this article despite my consciousness of it and my
political sympathy for Chinese Socialism. Taste is taste, and insidious. Our conditioning as Western "high artists" was ineradicable. Our specialized group got
more out of a weird breed of pig at a commune, the amazing street life of the old
town in Shanghai, the visits to factories, schools, workers' homes and glimpses of
private lives, than from the art itself. The Chinese are wise to introduce foreigners
to all facets of their society.
Because I have spent a lot of time over the last few years thinking about
~o~ulism and art, I probably felt guiltier than most about rejecting the "kitsch"
(10 Itself a term that raises class barriers), about lacking the background to understand the traditional art, and being unable to respond to the mixtures-the same
mixtures I hope for in my own art context. Accustomed to collective work and
discussion, through techniques feminism has borrowed from the Chinese, I
missed these in our own group and with the Chinese artists who were so professi~naI, so warmly welcoming, so hungry for th.e same things. The fact that these
dialogues never came off was nobody's fault. though at one point I tended to
think it was ours. There was never enough time and it was very cold and we were
sick a lot. Yet I have never seen and learned so much in such a short time. The

I. It was a vaguely specialized tour of "art types'-a motley crew of seventeen people, thirteen women and four men from New York, Cricago and Los Angeles, ranging i.n
age from twenties to sixties: a painter, two sculptors, a 'drawer," a photographer, a graphic
designer, a textile designer, two dealers, three collecnrs/rnuseum trustees (one a lawyer
and builder as well), an art consultant, an art bookkeeper. two free-lance critic/curators and
an art historian who had been to China before and orgarized the tour. We arrived in Peking
January 10 and left through Hong Kong January 26 anc in the interim went to Shanghai,
Hangchou, Guilin and Kwangchou (Canton), as well as I few smaller towns along the war
In each city we visited places that had something to de with art in the broad sense.and III
Peking, Shanghai and Hangchou we talked to the "prcfessional" artists at acade~les and
societies. We were accompanied from the beginning )v our "whole journey guide't-e-a
twenty-eight-year-old woman named Gu Yang who, aside from working for Luxi~gshe (the
government tourist bureau that provides all itineraries.guides and accomm~datlons), had
been a farm worker and a barefoot doctor, is a member of the Communist Party, and
translates science fiction from English. Gu was intelligerr, curious and relaxed, while never
losing her authority. She answered our endless and often rather prying questions with patience and honesty and had many of her own in return She pored over the books we had
brought with us and used the trip as a quick course in ~estern mod.ern a~t. She herself was
the best advertisement we met for increased intellectual freedom III China.
2. John Gittings, "China's New Set of Plugs," TheGuardian (London, April rz, 1980),
p.~
)
3. Jean Esmein, The Chinese Cultural Reuotutio» (New York: Anchor Books, 1973 ,
p. 9·
(H
4. Deng Xiaoping quoted in Chi Hsin, The Czse of the Gang of Four
ong
Kong: Cosmos Books Ltd., 1978), p. 152·
5. Mao Zedong quoted in ibid., p. 187.
"
.
6. Tsao Yu interviewed in "Playwright Discusses Modern Drama, Cbina Reconstructs (Feb. 1979), p. 27·
. "
7. Quoted by Seymour Topping in "China's LongMarch into the Future, New York
Times Magazine Section (Feb. 3, 1980), p. 75. Topping also mentions a group called the
"black painters," impressionists who were banned by 'iang Jing; perhaps these wer~ the
people we met at the Shanghai Painting Institute, but ve nev~r he~rd them c~lled this ...
8. Quoted by Ling Yang in "The Last Three Years: DISCUSSIOn on Major Issues,
Beijing Review (Dec. 28, 1979), p. 4 · .
..,.
9. As an example of how seriously such Images are taken, Gittings (op. ~/t) sa~s
that Jiang Jing during the Cultural Revolution denounced an old master who specialized III
birds because he produced "a gloomy eagle." . ,
. .
10. This is not a direct quotation from Reinhardt, Just what he sal~ III vanous ways
all along. In his writings, he also adopted his numbered lsts and flowery titles.from th~ ChInese, using them sometimes as satires on officialdom ard sometimes approvingly, as III hIS
writings about the "new academy."
.
.
II. An anonymous Chinese quoted by Gitt1ng~, ot. CIt. .,
.
, .
.
12. I identified myself at each Brief Introduction '-'5 a cnuc particularly interested I~
the work of women; this was always greeted with mid amusement. Althou~ wo~en. s
roles and lives have obviously changed drastically sincethe liberation, the p~tnarchy IS still
alive and well in China. In all the places we visited only .wice was a woman III charge of the
0'
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introductions and only once was she in a position of real power. The few women artists on
the art school staffs were decidedly in the background: sometimes they served tea. Much of
the work we saw by women seemed rather sweet, an all-too-recognizable symptom of conditioning equally common in the West. "Women's lib" is considered a bourgeois phenomenon and my attempts to communicate the concerns of a socialist feminism were received
politely but without much interest. I missed one session the whole trip-a bamboo factory-and in the introduction, I was told, the male director delivered a long feminist
speech.
I} That is, we thought we recognized the Gang of Four; in correspondence later, I
was told by one of the animators that they found this assumption hilarious and that their
use of the old myth had no modern over- or under-tones.
14. Gittings, op. cit.
15. "Vice-Premier Deng on Literature and Art." Beijing Review (Nov. 9, 1979)·
16. larry Rosing, "China: Art & Artist," Art in America (March-April 1979), pp. ro-n,
(See also brief articles by others on that tour in the same issue.)
17. Most of the photography we saw was ether neutrally documentary or rather
pallidly imitative of painting. Gittings (op. cit.) describes a photography show by Yuan
lianmin in a Shanghai park, which consisted of 100 pictures of the same famous mountain,
all of which imitated, in various techniques, ink and oil paintings.
18. Julia Barkley, "A Trip to Asia," WARM Newsletter, WARM gallery, Minneapolis
(Fall 1979), p. 3·
19. Roger Fry, "The Significance of Chinese Art," in Chinese Art (London: B.T.
Batsford Ltd., n.d. second edition, c. 1945), p. 3. Frj also remarked that the Chinese handle
figures differently (and without the Western interest in the human body) and: "when we
Europeans refer to plasticity we talk, naturally, in terms of planes, but I doubt if the Chinese
artist has ever conceived of this method of handling plastic forms. I do not know what language he uses, but I suspect he would, even in speaking, refer shapes to cylinders, spheres
and ellipsoids," p. 4.
20. The calligraphy we saw demonstrated and exhibited in Hangchou at the Seal Society, and the exquisite books of the seals and chop marks in which they specialize there,
were by far the most attractive art we saw to Weste:rn modernist eyes. Elsewhere we leapt
on a Pollock-like black-and-white ink-on-paper worlk only to be told it was where the artist
cleaned his brush.
21. Concerning the scarcity of books in Chima, see Lloyd Haft, "What the Chinese
Are Reading," The New York Times Book Review April 20, 1980), pp. 3, 32.
22. Quoted by Ling Yang, Beijing Review, op cit., p. 13.
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the United States. We had yet to see any Cuban art except what surrounded us in
Alfredo's office-the modern "masters": Amela Pelaez, Victor Manuel, Rene
Portocarrero, in gold frames and velvet mats. We expected a brief formal greeting. Four hours of virtuoso monologue later, we left with our preconceptions
shattered and a sense of the complexities awaiting us. Here is some of what Guevara said:

Prefatory Note
I be~an to write a monthly page for the Village Voice in January 19&, just after returrung from Cuba. It o~fers a much broader audience than my usual one and
much fast.er feedbac~. I.like the way I had to liven up, or "journalize," my style
and the kind of ~ontmUlty a monthly column provides. (I tend to assume people
read the art section r~gularly so I can get on with my polemics without having to
~epeat ~yself all the tirne.) The Voice pieces here are the closest I've come to writ109 reviews for years (though I hate writing reviews and see them more as fragments of an ongoing dialogue with friends arid readers about art activism and
my ?ther obsessions). I took the job with the- understanding that'I'd write primarily about art and politics. I never suspected at the time that there would be so
m~ch activity in that area that once a month would be insufficient. That's hearterung.
t
following articles .go
to February I~82, which is when the manuscript
~r this book was tu~ned m. I ve added, at the last minute, three more recent
pieces and regret having to omit those in between.

T?e

up

Beyond Pleasure"
"I meet you today with love and fear." This was our official welcome to Cuba.
The spe.ake~ w~s Alfredo Guevara, vice-minbter of culture and director of the
Cuban ftl~ rnstitute. A revolutionary esthete. \)Ire were impressed. It was our second day 10 Havana, sixteen of us, mostly ferniaisr and socialist visual artists from
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice. Feb. 11-17, 1981.

Cultural relationships are always subjected to state relationships, so we
should put our cards on the table. The relationship between American and
Cuban intellectuals can never be the way it was before the revolution. There
is a climate of distrust. The scars of North },merican imperialist culture are
still evident in Cuba. Cuban culture was not formed by the healthy part of
U.S. culture, but by an American subcultun-commercialism, which coincided with the birth of the mass media....
We are beginning a long struggle in the direction of real cultural transformation. We must have the will to transform these past patterns of
U.S.-Cuban relations into something constructive. We would be willing to
accept a rational influence, but the frontiers must be questioned every day.
North American society is so strong and S:J fascinating that the relationship has to be cautious in terms of quantitr. All Cuban intellectuals don't
agree. I am one of the most skeptical that the decolonization of Cuba has
been accomplished.
There are two ways to transform the ~orth American culture left in
Cuba: (I) The powerful can coerce. Selection is power. This is the superficial
way. (2) Get rid of commercial subculture critically. This is the deep way,
Making a hero revolutionary is only changirg the sign. Deeper change will
have to change the language.... The best revolutionary artists won't
simplify, but complicate.
Two weeks later after we had had more time in Havana and traveled
through the interior, we gave the first public p.esenratlon of North American
visual art in Cuba, at the Casa de las Americas.
In the meantime, we had met Cuban artiss mostly in formal situations,
which were informative and often moving but ilso frustrating in their lack of
intimate dialogue. We had envied and been humbled by the combined political
effectiveness and graphic power of the design teari of Organizacion de Solidaridad de los Pueblos de Africa Asia y America Ladna (OSPAAAL), who make the
international solidarity posters for which Cuba is iamous. We had been impressed
by the people and by the network of the cultural fallers, or workshops, the circulos de interes and the Hermanos Saiz Brigades for young artists. We had admired
the Cubans' energetic approach to mass culture ind we had bemoaned the fact
that there, as elsewhere, the visual arts are not ;-0 well supported as the more
popular music, theatre, dance and literature. Wt had noticed the pervasive influence of the European modern art mainstream We had been surprised by the
breadth of styles and subjects, by the esthetic freedom that incorporated abstraction, expressionism, realism and up-to-date avaat-garde styles that could have
come out of SoHo. Perhaps most of all, we had been puzzled by what we perceived as almost a class distinction between "fine art" and "graphic art" in this
classless society.

Beyond Pleasure

Installation of OSPAAL exhibition, Havana, Cuba, January 1981. (Photo: Suzanne Lacy)

It J.:mzzled us particularly because most of our group was and is committed
to m~ng an art that responds to sociopoliricsl structures, one way or another.
Our shde presentation was divided into three topics, a few of us speaking for
each: African-American visual art and poetry; feminist art, much of it from the
West Coast; and overtly political work from PADD (Political Art Documentation/Distri~ution)-aNew York art group. We iI4ld worked long and collectively
~n our brief statements because we were anxious to communicate, and by this
tune we were aware enough of the cultural differences to know where the pitfalls
lay. We .focused on community outreach, publc and performance art, and mass
productton. We knew that much of this work would be seen by Cuban artists as
rather less than "fine art." So we tried to explam what a challenge it is to American a~tw?rl~ artists to wrench the best aspects of "high" art from the rulingclass mstttutions and the art market, and to distribute these new forms through
"low-art" channels in order to affect broader aidiences.
Ironi~ally, ~ut perhaps predictably, the more sophisticated Cuban artists
seeme~ dlsap~omte~ by our rejection of the ircernational avant garde to which
they, 10 ~helr .Isolatton, are attracted. The CUbLIlS want to develop an independent nationalist culture which incorporates the best of their own African and
Spanish colonial heritage as well as the best of modernism. They might subscribe
to what Trotsky wrote in 1925: "Proletarian art saould not be second-rate art. One
has to learn, regardless of the fact that leaning carries within itself certain
dangers, because out of necessity one has to leirn from one's enemies."
The Cubans are well aware that the cultural levels of the populace are varied
and oft~n low. (A~ intense literacy campaign mer the twenty-two years since the
revolution has raised virtually everyone at least to sixth-grade level; the next
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goal is ninth grade.) "Raising the general cultural evel" is a preoccupation of all
the arts organizations, and they know the difficulties involved. "It is much easier to take over the means of production than to restructure the cultural conditioning," said Felix Beltran, an artist and official from the writers' and artists'
union. "We are an underdeveloped country dragging a burden of colonialism
behind us, not to mention the blockade, which afects art as well as technology.
You can't expect a wholly new art of this gradual social process, but it has a different sense than it did before the revolution."
Beltran, who once studied at the School of Vsual Arts in New York, also insisted that all art was political, including that of Wuhol, de Kooning and Pollock.
I spend a lot of time in the United States arguing against the classic "my-art-ismy-politics" copout, and this was where the cifferences between our situation and the Cubans' were clearest. When they nake directly political art, it is
supportive of their own and other national Iibearions. Those of us trying to
make politicized art within capitalism, on the other hand, are marginal to our
social system, and our work is necessarily oppontional, We're forced, at least
temporarily, to reject much modernist art becaise of the uses to which it is
put by the system we oppose. While we worry aJ:out restoring a communicative
function to visual art, the Cubans feel free to mace anything they want, resting
assured that all art is revolutionary in a revolutionary context (at least within
the relatively broad confines of Fidel's dictum: 'Within the revolution, everything; against the revolution, nothing" -which means no effective counterrevolutionary propaganda is allowed).
As Nazario Salazar, a ceramic sculptor in the provincial city of Camaguey, said
of his openwork pots based on a traditional artisans' technique: "Within a revolutionary context we don't have to worry about the uselessness of art because
its own use is restored." Rafael Enriquez, director of the OSPAAAL design team,
represented a different though not a contradictory viewpoint when he said:
"All art has an objective. We don't believe in art for art's sake. Art communicates
beyond pleasure." He distinguished between his own visually successful propaganda and the art in museums-"which transcmds, and takes more time to
make." Caught somewhere in the middle is Raul lrtartinez, the only well-known
painter who has consciously attempted to break dcwn the "fine/graphic" barriers
by incorporating poster techniques into his "museum art." He said, "I thought the
art of our time was posters. I wanted to do paintngs departing from this principle, but many people don't see them as paintings but posters."
Though we were often reminded how ill-equpped we were to judge Cuban
reality, it seemed to us that the basic unpopularity 0 f the visual arts could permit a
disregard for mass audiences, and a drift toward :J certain "untransforrned" aristocratic and European orientation. This might be tie source of the distinctions in
value between mass-produced and unique arts. A:ld what about the "unhealthy
subcultures"? I didn't know whether to laugh or cry when a group of very young
avant-garde artists told me that my flfteen-year-dd book on Pop Art was their
"ABC." A young artist doing his three-year work stint teaching el.ementary
school art in the town of Trinidad told us he would like to do photoreahsm. I had
heard the same thing from the Chinese, as they fe 11 into the ~rms of ~Iooming
dale's. I can't help wondering, like Alfredo Guevara, ho~ a fine art still not .entirely able to cut across all cultural levels would (ope With, transform, or reject
the seductiveimports and deceptive freedoms of West Broadway.
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I left Cuba mulling these questions. Moved and enthused, I felt as cautious
for this wonderful country as their own cultural leaders are. Guevara had had the
last as well as the first word, gently mistrusting our passionate commitment to a
nonsexist, nonracist, community-oriented socialist art. At the end of our Casa
de las Americas presentation, he observed:
Nearly all of your works reflect a very immediate will to communication. Are
these demands of the time or do they reflect cultural and esthetic criteria?
There is a difference between seeking universality or immediacy. These usually reflect positions related to historical events. When an artist reaches full
realization, it is both immediate and universal. I hear from you a trend to the
didactic ... of that North American pragmatism which goes through all the
history and culture we are fighting against I know the consequences of its instruments beyond our borders, so I am forced, as is every citizen of a country
like mine, to analyze it. A universalized culture is again being built and
disseminated to destroy national cultures through mass communication. I ask
myself if your struggle for community, race, sex, etc., is actually a counterpart of that tremendous work that tends tv standardize and colonize.

,
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Girls Dreams Ups Downs ..."? (Though actually Ipreferred her handout text,
which fantasi~ed a'takeover of Con Ed by "genius culdren with big hearts....
Now on the Con Ed bills it says, Con Edison, Con Iianita, Con Joey, Con Laura,
Con You, Con Me, Con Us!")
Candace Hill-Montgomery's His Family Still Pats Con Man used electrocution as a metaphor to protest Koch's desire for caj ital punish~ent ~ well as
police brutality. Bill Stephens' Balance of Payment! about Amencan Impo~t of
oil and export of junk juxtaposed the Capitol and Coca Cola; no ~or?s. Mierle
Laderman Ukeles, who has been made an Honorary Deputy Sanitation ~om
missioner continued her ten-year association with the- city's 8,500 San Men with a
call for ':completing the urban ecological cycle,". ising ga~bage for an energy
source. Coreen Simpson's nude was literally haviru her mlOd. blown. Na~ette
Carter used her space for a graphic warning against heme heater fires. Lor?a Simpson's window stood for "internal forms of energy'"-:--people, community. Jules
Allen and Joe Lewis simply advised "BLAST RAYGU'Io.
.
.
The "media look" of the Simply Elegant windows was intentional. A large

Power Plays *
Who said "Art is energy in it most beautiful form"? Not Albert Einstein or the
TVA, but an Austrian affiliate of the Mobil Corporation. And what in fact could be
more uplifting than a fusion of art and energy? [hat is precisely the beauty of two
recent art shows from the noncorporate oppostion, but their energy is fueled by
artists fighting back, by outward mobility-not quite the esthetic Big Business has
in mind for the eyes of a public up to its ears ill inflation and paying through the
nose for oil. The collectively executed "New Energy Museum" was in store windows and Hans Haacke's show is in a SoHo gallery, but they have a common
goal-to raise public consciousness about the power of utilities and the utility of
art. In doing so, they make some connection, between narrative, political outreach, media techniques, and performance cruc ial to the growth of an art that is
not only socially aware but directly communicative.
"The New Energy Museum" was the last and most coherent of three lively
exhibitions that took place over the last two months in the second-story windows over the Simply Elegant Boutique on the south side of Union Square. The
more and less dissident artists, seeking a way to connect with a nongallery audience, sniped gaily at the looming towers of Con Ed, farther down Fourteenth
Street. There were eight windows, nine artists-mostly young, mostly Black,
mostly using words and/or photographs. A pointed humor prevailed, although
the visual devices varied. I'd love to know what people who didn't know the
windows were art thought they were. What, for example, was made of Anne Pi.trone's boldly printed collection of words "Energy Riot, Final Days, Gas ElectrIC
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, Ieb. 25-Mar. 3, 1981 .
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Hans Haacke, Upstairs at
Mobil: Creating Consent,
1981, oil drum, TV antenna,
73" x 23" x 23". (Photo: John
Abbot; courtesy John Weber
Gallery)
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number of artists have been employing homeopathic criticism to borrow immediacy from the powers that be. They sneak through the gates of public consciousness in a plastic Trojan horse, using familiar imagery to conceal an
unfamiliarly oppositional message. The modern Aeneas is Hans Haacke, who, for
almost a decade now, has made a habit of sniping at even bigger game. In 1971, his
one-man show at the Guggenheim Museum was canceled because his investigative Real Time Social System piece on absentee landlords came a bit too close
to the bone; the Guggenheim administration identified with the villains and
declared the art potentially libelous-though all information was culled from
public records. In 1974, another museum banned Haacke's Manet-Projekt-an apparently harmless work tracing the pedigree of a painting owned by the WallrafRichartz Museum in Cologne, which, just incidentally, examines in detail the
owners' financial connections.
Since the mid-tzos, Haacke has focused his sights on Big Business, analyzing
its public images and comparing them to its private machinations. In the past, his
coolly rational approach to the multinational takeover of the consciousness industry bore little stylistic resemblance to the more rambunctious attacks of artists like those at Simply Elegant. But in his current show, "Upstairs at Mobil," the
corporate elegance of his conceptual texts and plaques has given way to a more
casual approach. In the show's centerpiece, the facts are now presented in a
popular narrative style, still ironic but far less detached than before.
A silk-screened collage about the defeat of Senators Bayh, Church, Culver,
and McGovern by the Moral Majority, which was in turn supported by Mobil
money, remains straightforwardly simple; but an oil barrel topped by a TV antenna, titled Creating Consent and labeled "we spent $102 million last year in advertising.... We just want to be heard" is an almost kitsch one-liner. And the
major piece in the show is a deceptively chatn and information-packed fictional
monologue entitled Musings of a Shareholder ~a takeoff on Mobil's Op-Ed page
ads).
Colorful, decorative, hand-printed on ten panels of an enlarged and collaged
stock certificate, Musings is a broad parody (Jf utter capitalist satisfaction written, of course, by Haacke, although based on solid fact. Each section ends with
"Mobil makes my money grow!" It is couched in a wide-eyed, "Who, me a fascist?" tone that indignantly denies suggestion of venality and proudly recalls
Mobil's history from the 1973 oil glut C'happtlysolved by the Arab oil embargo")
to Mobil's entrance into the wonderful world of culture due to the resultant
money glut ("In appreciation of the help from our Arab friends, Mobil produced a book entitled 'The Genius of Arab Civilization' "), it notes Mobil's South
African subsidiary "allegedly" breaking the L.S. embargo to white Rhodesia
("nevertheless we are an equal opportunity employer and make tax-deductible
contributions to the NAACP.... To blunt attacks and to preserve our interests in
Nigeria, we sponsored a 'show of Nigerian art at the Metropolitan Museum"); it
traces triumphs on PBS (' 'what our enernes call Petroleum Broadcasting
Service") and gloats over other sellouts ("Musewns now hesitate to exhibit works
which conflict with our views and we need not cancel grants as we did at Columbia's Journalism School. The art world has earned our support.")
Haacke's technique is recognizable not onv from narrative art but from the
media strategies of Mobil itself. In a way, the broader humor of this piece is unnecessary. Taken straight, Mobil's actual pontifications are already pretty
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funny-or would be if they weren't based on terrible truths. Haacke does his
muckraking research with academic thoroughness, but he is at heart a Duchampian Dada, a fanatical underliner, subverting with found material. (How
many of us noticed Allied Chemical's big brag in "976: "The Road to Culture Is
Paved with Profits"?) From the grab bag of publicinformation he spotlights aspects of society we take for granted, thereby performing the classic artist's function of teaching people how to see.
I often wonder who buys this work. Rich leftists? Insensitive rightists? Probably the Neutral Art Majority. Haacke has always been clear as to the limitations
of his artworld audience and his reasons for using ihe art system. He often cites
his debt to Bertolt Brecht, who reminded social artists to make their "interests
interesting" to their chosen audience. He has even done demographic surveys to
determine exactly whom he's dealing with in galleries and museums and he
makes his work as accessible to them as he can. StU I can't help dreaming about
the Musings piece in The New York Times; the annelection poster on neighborhood walls; the oil barrel on the sidewalk outside Channel 13. Perhaps Haacke is
moving toward a new approach to confrontation-salmost that of the performer.
I don't mean by this that he is about to take to the sage (not even in Masterpiece
Theatre), but that in this new show he seems to be heating up his act.
Such a step on the part of our most respected and even respectable Marxist
artist indicates a common urgency among many image makers today. Abandoning the neutral stance of powerless superiority to which they. have been c~m
demned by culture mobsters like Mobil, more aid more artists are seeking
alliances with each other and with broader poitical organizations. And of
course the need to be heard, to communicate mere directly, is not limited to
social-change artists. It lies behind the whole last decade of narr~tive an~ perfo~
mance art as well as the whole nonmodernist notioa that the artist her/himself IS
part of the work-whether as autobiographer, fictonal protagonist, "bod.y a~t.
ist," musician, performer-or just as speaker on me art-school lecture ~lrcUlt.
Haacke, too, seems to be entering his work, as tie Simply Elegant artists are
pushing theirs up front.
..
.
The basic function of all art is supposed to te cornmurucanon. This may
sound simpleminded, but you'd be surprised how ma~y ",lai?st~eam artists reo
gard that function as defunct or negligible. Telling stories, urutanng talk, speaking directly to an audience, engaging one's pubic in a dialogue rather than
telling them what they are seeing and thinking and buying-these are the earmarks of an empathetic culture with a message to ge across. The dangers are real.
To those who like our latest leader claim that "de arts should concentrate on
what they do best, and leave the bro~der social proberns to others,~' most of these
artists would undoubtedly reply that if oil companies can meddle 10 art, then ar~.
ists can meddle in oil companies. (And what is it rha art does best anyhow? Can t
be worth much, given the proposed 50 percent cutin the federal arts bu?get.)
It's a healthy sign that a lot of young artists have foll~wed Haa~ke tnto the
fray and that Haacke himself-never afraid to spe~ out-IS .also doing so more
colloquially, After a decade of CoR about how art I~ used, quite a num~e~ of artists seem ready to act on their own. The dialogue is mportant and ener~lzmg. But
who are we trying to reach? And why? What are the real needs? What IS. the rel~
tion of all this energy to the masses? Tune in next rronth for more questions. still
no answers.

,

Acting Up

Acting Up*
My hunch is that purely visual art is increasingly unable to communicate the
complexities of the contemporary world. We might have to rely on hybrid forms of
communication, mixtures of many media, including the context in which they are
applied as signifier.
-HANS HAACKE

March, coming in like a lion, was an appropriately stormy month for progressive performance art. Six artists participated in the "Acting Out" (AD) series I
organized at Elisabeth Irwin High School, and some twenty were in Franklin
Furnace's "We'll Think of a Title After We Meet" (FF)-the recent series of performances by women artists from London and Los Angeles. During an AD piece,
one of the artists whispered to me, "We're all saying the same thing." What we
were all saying was that the rampant retrogress ions of the Reagan administration
have got us terrified. Our angers and anxieties are readily expressed in performance art-the most immediate art form, which aspires to the immediacy of
political action itself.
Like Conceptual Art and book art and other new mediums born in the strident
'60s, performance art began as a political idea and was subsumed as form overwhelmed content during the slippery '70S. The "idea" was simply anti-isolation,
direct communication. The new mediums in themselves seemed to offer a form of
outreach. Only about halfway through the decade did it occur to many of us that
outreach was failing because the content had not changed with the form. The
ahistorical nature of the '70S "postrnodernism" and "pluralism" is particularly
visible in performance art, because its development spans roughly that decade.
Sixties performance art pioneers such as Carolee Schneemann, Lil Picard,
Yvonne Rainer, Mike Kirby, and especially the Guerrilla Art Action Group were
directly influenced by political events and activities. Some of the most effective
works were designed collectively and took place within the context of mass
demonstrations against the Vietnam war; for instance, in New York the Art
Workers' Coalition carried banners bearing the names of thousands of Vietnamese and American dead, and numbered black body bags, as in a funeral procession; in Washington they distributed hundreds of Lieutenant Calley masks (the
message: "We are all responsible for My-Lai"). This kind of action survived in
left culture but was only revived in the context of art in the late '70 S , primarily by
Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz on the We~t Coast, with their float-performance in the "Women Take Back the Night" parade in 1978, and their large-scale,
long-term outdoor "media strategies." Dealing with huge publics and the real
world, their work might be seen as the ultimate in what used to be called "realtime art."
The mass media, or the Consciousness Industry, was omnipresent both as a
target and a technique in most of the eight performances I'll talk about here. Performance art itself might be seen as a way of restoring the third dimension to images the media has flattened out for us. Stan Baker, the Human Television (AD),
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice Mar. 25-31, 1981. Originally titled "The
Angry Month of March."
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does this quite literally. He wears a cardboard TV screen from waist up. Thus
framed, he runs frenetically through a full day of programming on "WSEL," from
subliminal cock-flashing to "Bob Dylan's Hits Rewritten for the Lord." Baker, a
trained actor, is usually seen in the streets, schools, radio, and even on TV. His
message is that "the media is a form of mind control more powerful than the police" and he treads a fine and very funny line between criticism and cooptation.
Most art performances are solos, reflecting art's aura of individual freedom
(and for economic reasons as well). London artist Hannah O'Shea (FF) is, like
Baker, a stand-up-but no comic. Dressed in a silver lame gown, her solo prop a
music stand, she intones in pseudo-Gregorian chant hundreds of names of known
and forgotten women artists through the ages. Her classic A Litany for Women
Artists is a moving and mesmerizing reminder of the invisible sisters lined up
behind each woman making art. It also dispels the lonely genius myth in its own
very feminist way.
Ilona Granet (AD), the only other artist of these eight who didn't use huge
slides did a chaotic cabaret act about disillusionment, violence, armament
bUild~p, and militarism in relation to the alienated individual. In Is It W~r or Is It
Work, she gave a virtuoso performance of "Little America" as ~ spoiled brat,
screeching, caterwauling, and cooing her way through a parodic Ne~ Wave
"opera," accompanied by a zany technology of out-of-control computerized toy
oil rigs and missiles (by sculptor Barry Holden).
.
Ideally, performance means getting down to the bare bones o.f esth~tlc communication: artist/self confronting audience/society. As a medium, It has to
compensate with more direct communication for audiences. smaller .than m.ost
objects have in their public life. Yet few performance artists use lO~eractl.on
with the audience, and many are open to accusations of bein~ as mampulatl~e
as the media. Diane Torr's The Right Thing To Do (AD) effectively tackled thl.s
problem, resisting the weight of authority by humanizing it. She performed a ~I
olent abstract dance solo, to music by the Poison Girls, followed by a chatty, I?formal description and "conversation" with the people in slides she had tak~n 10
Washington during the Reagan inauguration; then came a correspondmgly
low-keyed dialogue with the audience itse~f, punctuated by a .heckler who
shouted right-wing vituperations and threw firecrackers at her. !hls was p~rt of
the performance, but I was surprised at how many people. 10. t.he audience
weren't quite sure it was. (As it turned out, their paranoia was l~stlfled; after the
Saturday panel, the school's toilets were intentionally st~ffed With paper towels
by an unknown saboteur and resultant flooding did considerable damage; we got
that message, too).
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In Martha Rosler's Watchwords for the '80S (AD), the me ia itz was rna e
the vehicle of its own criticism. Against a flood of slides showing stores full of radios and TVs ads and up-to-the-minute news headlines about Reagan and El Salback .and forth
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across the stage. Carrying a giant cardboar transistor ra .10 a
. marker'
she gradually graffitied the wall with fragments of Engll~h and Spa~lsh words
that transformed their meanings in the process (e.g., quality to equahty), ~uper
imposing "the people's art form" on the im~ges o~ dominance .. A~ aU~lOtape
mediated between the two arenas, playing Latin music and the artist s. VOIC~ analyzlng a recent trip to Cuba. The work as a whole. perso?~lized Amer~cans fe.ars
about the crisis in Central America while challenging official explanations of It.

Acting Up

Linda Nishio, A Good House Is Hard to Find, performance, sponsored by Franklin
Furnace, March 1981.

Lorraine O'Grady, Nefertiti/Devonia Evangeline, performance, Elisabeth Irwin High
School, New York City, March 6. 1981. (Photo: Fred. Leinwand)

"Acting" as opposed to "passing" is taken to be a male prerogative, so it's interesting that performance art has been so deeply affected by the feminist movement and so many of its major proponents are women. (This has been trendily
explained away as "narcissism"; women are better at being objects, see? Is this
why Rosler had to be a boy?) I was out of town for most of the issue-oriented performances in the highly successful Franklin Furnace series, but I was struck by
correlations between Linda Nishio's A Good HoUSf! Is Hard To Find and Lorraine
O'Grady's piece in "Acting Out." Both were bitterly beautiful, characterized by
the striking imagery and layered meanings typical of much women's work, as
well as by a direct political content that is unfortanately less typical.
Torso encased in a miniature house (reminiscent of Louise Bourgeois' famous drawings), Nishio recited her stylized text. Ker figure cast a shadow on the
slides and films and at times was echoed by small black cutouts of women being
pinned up and taken down by an assistant. The 'llbject was dislocation, racism
and real estate, treated so that it flowed back and forth between personal and political, images of women and space, using "interior decoration" as a metaphor
for cultural differences. O'Grady's Nefertiti/Deuoeia Evangeline focused on her
sister's life, her resemblance to the Egyptian queen, and her death under tragic
circumstances; along the way, in a lyrical, nonddactic style, it covered sibling
rivalry, illegal abortion, racist views in academic Egyptology, "the power of elegance in Black art," and O'Grady's own need "is an upper-middle-class Black
woman to insist on cultural equality." It ended with a futile resurrectional ritual
about "the impossibility of reviving lost rituals" tlat included a memorable image
of the artist in a long robe, trying repeatedly to step from one earth-filled vessel
to another and failing ... an image that could be read rather pessimistically as the
futility of trying to cross cultures.
"Acting Out" ended with an equally angry bar more optimistic view. Communique: Wake Up New York was directed by Jerry Kearns and performed by
Serious Bizness (laribu and Ngoma Hill), who read poems and sang their own
powerful, militant songs with guitar against a dissolving backdrop of blackand-white slides of demonstrations protesting pehce brutality. All three artists
work with the Black United Front. The piece was iledicated to those murdered in
"the Sowetos of Metropolitan New York" and "to those who are fighting back."
Serious Bizness performs frequently on radio and in rallies, in the heart of the
antiracism struggle. That night they became "performance artists" by virtue of
the context, illuminating the precarious existence of political performance on
the cusp between social and cultural worlds.
No sooner does art verge on the comprehensibly social than it gets called
"simplistic" and "propaganda." Yet this sophisicated audience's enthusiastic
and spontaneous responses to the issues raised by Kearns/Serious Bizness
indicated that their force and emotion-more typical of politics than of art about
politics-was getting across. As he began his poen, "Stop Killer Kops," Ngoma
remarked, "If this poem sounds like a slogan, you're right, it is. Paint it on the
walls of your consciousness." The word action W;IS once used as a synonym for
happenings or art performances, but it must have sounded too raw for "critical
discourse," and was dropped. With the increasec awareness of the '80s, maybe
more progressive performers will reclaim it, returning to their sources in the '60S
and getting back into the streets.
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Color Scheming

These are, in.fact, false options, imposed by the dichotomy that governs our
cultural expec~atlons. They prolong the competition fostered by the current
system of getting art seen, which is grounded in fundamental racism. Rasheed
Ar.aeen, of London's Black Phoenix (in a broadside headed "No Liberal Sympathies, Please!"), observes angrily how in Britain, as in the U.S.:
It is commonly believed that the predicarient of the black artist is entirely due to the failure of the individual wao is from a different sociocultural background and who has not come to terms with the values of this
industrial/capitalist society. But can one really explain this "failure" without
considering the socioeconomic and in fact idee logical context within which
this "failure" occurs, and particularly when ve don't even know what actually has been produced by the black artist?

Faith Ringgold, Atlanta, 1981,
mixed media, 30" x 40" x 16".
(Photo: Fred McDarrah)

Color Scheming*
Racism takes two main routes in the art world. The first is outright bigotry, as in
the indefensible "Nigger Drawings" show. (I'm writing this on the anniversary of
the lockout of Black and white protesters from Artists' Space, now happily under
new management.) The second is a not-so-simple exclusion-as when museums
don't consider Third World art "fine art," but ethnography. Both routes raise
cries of censorship as well as complex questio 11S about selection, boycott, and
First Amendment rights.
Minority art groups over the years have ken torn between responding to
the antagonistic or the exclusive manifestations of racism-to hostility or to
omission. One view holds that the exposure of any kind of art by minority artists is a political act. The other-not necessarily contradictory-holds that the
art itself should be critical about the situation. Inherent in these choices are
o~~ers: Should minority ?roups focu.s on art or on politics? Should minority eXhi;
bition spaces be separatist sanctuaries, renderh.. nurturing endangered cultures.
Or should they forgo "ghettoization" and risk demanding their share of the status-and-money pie-and of cooptation?
•Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice,lO,pr. 22-28, 1981.

Minority art has to be seen to be understood at ,II, and funding, of course, is a
decisive factor. As artist Janet Henry has pointed oat, minority art groups "have
been asked to jump through hoop after hoop in tae name of quality, cost efficiency, good management, accountability, and are jriIl given peanuts with which
they're supposed to accomplish" everything the white groups do with "twice the
panache." Charles Mingus Ill's 1979 account of funding from the New York State
Council on the Arts was an eyeopener. In 1978-1979, "three leading spaces for minority artists received $18,500 for exhibitions from NYSCA's Visual Arts Services
budget; for its various programs Artists Space got $74,000." While these figures
don't give the whole picture, they don't lie either, aad the wounds will get deeper
when Reagan's and Koch's cuts go into effect.
All this to provide a framework within which to look at a curious new genre
of exhibition which is, actually, not new and should not be considered curious:
the "mixed-but-mostly-Third-World" group shov, which casually combines
styles, levels of development, political consciousaesses, and skin colors. The
function of such shOWS is simply integration, or perhaps reverse integration.
The mainstream art world having failed to welcone Third World artists, some
minority groups have taken up the challenge, aloag with a few mixed groups
like the JAM (Just Above Midtown), Cayman, the "-lternative Museum, Fashion
Moda and ABC NoRio. The New Museum's "Even:~-Artists Invite Artists" last
month paralleled the larger "Voices Expressing Wtat Is" at Westbeth, organized
by the AARA (Action Against Racism in the Arts) And currently, there is the
Kenkeleba House's "Installations in the Five Elements," selected by Camille
Billops.
The "Elements" show is not on the surface "political," though it is difficult
even to get to the gallery without strong social enonons. Kenkeleba House is
located deep in one of Manhattan's East Side war zones, On the other hand, the
show is not apolitical either. The twenty-four participants are all women; the majority are women of color; and the theme i; incorporative rather than
neutralizing. Most of the artists made pieces speci:ically for the show, adapting
personal styles to new content. Betty Blayton's Zert) Sum Game . . . Return is a
"black hole" of fabric striped with bursting rays cf multicolored metallic type,
garish and ferociously beautiful. Vivian Browne's G()uble-vision drawing repeats
lyrical imagery on three near-transparent fabric hargings in front of panels. Tomi
Arai's Winter/Spring, modeled on the Japanese totonoma, an alcove for scrolls
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and flower arrangements, isolates architecture as sculpture. Zarina's tender
brown abstraction is simply captioned "I whispered to the earth." Diane Hunt's
Written Falls is a vertical, near-abstract photo scroll of a rocky riverbed, seen
aerially to expose the female forms in nature Camille Billops' photoseries, The
Ashing of a Bird, combines urban violence with magic and chemical mystery. I
also liked Sandra Payne's sharply graphic "black hand" collage, Jeannie Black's
photos of childbirth, and Janey Washburn's scary I Hate My Mother, I'm Afraid

of My Rage.
I hope this gives some sense of the variety involved. The three pieces that
most moved me had nothing else in common. Virginia Jaramillo's abstract threepanel piece On Metal is quite literally that: hard, shiny, a powerful fusion of
medium and metaphor. Kazuko gently energized her tiny room with an erratic
border of twigs surrounding a circular floor piece of branches, bound together in a
~itual. process. Faith Ringgold's Atlanta is rows of stylized fabric dolls tagged to
identify each one as a murdered child, overseen by a weeping couple, draped in
green ribbons. ("Atlanta is more horrible than anything that's happened to us since
slavery," she writes.) The heads are wrapped stones (earth); the bodies are metal
~ans ftlled with newspaper accounts of the deaths; they stand on a wood shelf; fire
IS represented by lighted candles on a windowsill altar. Ringgold has long dealt
~ith this difftcult synthesis of emotionally loaded subject matter and a style verg109 on cute~ess; this piece particularly succeeds in making its contents felt.
Adant.a I~ not an easy subject. HowardenaPindell (in the AARA show), in her
collag~ pamnng .The American Way, made a formally forceful statement on violent dIse~ranchIsementby scattering disembodled children's heads upside down
on a white fteld. Out at State University of New York-Old Westbury last month,
there was a devastating Atlanta installation by David Hammons, in "Spaces V"
(Hammons, Charles Abramson, and Jorge Rodriguez)-one of the most dynamic
shows I've seen in a long time, because the qute different artists struck a unique
note ~etw~en .indiv~du~l and collaborative work, flowing in and out of each
other s terntones with images and ideas that illowed each to be himself, as well
as the others. Hammons' piece was a semiarban vacant lot in winter-dead
leaves, bra~ches, tr~h, and children's clothes tramped into the underbrush. It
sound~ obVIOUS, but It was haunting, like a photograph come to life-real and unreal, dIst.ant and too close, subtle and unrelentingly critical.
During the "N--- Drawings" controi ersy, a group of white critics accused the protesters of "exploiting this sensitive issue as a means of attracting atten~i?n.". Damn right. Another white critic s.id, "It's damaging to think about
political Issues. and ~ot, the w?rk." Damn wrong. A case in point being the press
coverage of MIke Glier s passionately political show on the theme of White Male
Power that just ended at Annina Nosei. It W2Si seen in the context of apolitical
~ew Wave art and thereby deprived of much of its impact. Even white male artIStS. can suffer from the kind of "media insensitivity" that can totally whiteout a
Third World artist's intent.
. Art could ?e a dec~sive tool for unlearning racism, given its fusion of indiVIdual and SOCIal experience. Yet it is difficult to overcome cultural differences
and form CO,alitions when white artists are still saying things like: "I don't think
peopl~ won t sho~ ~lacks because they're Bhck, but because they don't do intere~ttng work. It s like women. Women happen to be inferior artists to men
and It'S the same thing with Blacks. They happen to be better at peddling dope."!
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Access to the media is a major issue. As Richie Perez of the Committee Against
Fort. Apache has obse~ve~ about th~ lack ~f positive images of Third World peo~Ie 10 the, mass media, they don t call It censorshlp, they call it 'nobody-istnterested. Freedom of speech is meaningless unless you have the ability to have
peopl.e ,~ear you." Linda Bryant, director of JAM, taks about the "selective censo~shIp (usually called curating) that "prevents me as a minority from defining mys.elf e~fectively and within the larger contert of this society."
If the Idea IS to leave the selecting to those already in power, even boycotting
becomes taboo. I can't get into the whole issue here, out I did want to make the
~oint that while the manifestations of censorship-befere-rhe-facr may be different
10 the mass media and in the "fine arts," the ramifications are the same. Lack of
access to exhibition space or to the media is, in effect, a denial of freedom of
speech which should be protected by the First Amerdrnent, The Supreme Court
outlawed segregated schools because they violated tbe Fourteenth Amendment
b~ generating among children "a feeling of inferiorry ... that may affect their
minds and hearts in a way unlikely ever to be undone." Art seems to fall between
these ~W? ~reedoms. Art is not separate from the rest of life, so this applies equally
to artists lives. As Nat Hentoff, who does not agree with me, said in these pages
two weeks ago about the lack of press coverage of Third World concerns: "That
we remain two nations is due at least as much to the press as to those in political
powe~; ... Even if some journalists wear a touch of green these days for the
dead 10 Atlanta, it don't make no difference in what we print about where we
are."

OK. Mea culpa. But you can't work politically out of guilt. And as Ad
Reinhardt said, "Actions speak louder than voids.' Go see Candace HilIMontgomery's and Jerry Kearns' perfomance-Teamuork the American Way-at
Franklin Furnace, Thursday, April 23, and continue tbe dialogue.
NOTE
r, Anonymous, quoted by Richard Goldstein in The Vi!Jage Voice (March 31, 1980).

Who's on The First?*
New Yorkers may not be safe from much else these drys, but we are being assiduously protected from "assault on our individual privacy" by public art. Shades
of the '60s and the notorious "desecration of the flag" <rases: In March a crucified
coyote by Paulette Nenner was removed from the "Animals in the Arsenal" show
in the Central Park Zoo and in April Michael Anderson's installation against taxes
for military buildup was removed from the front of the Fourteenth Division State
Armory in Brooklyn. Once again, the First Amendment's job is not being done,
but this time from the opposite angle than the one I discussed last month in regard
to racism and unequal access to media.
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, June 3-~, 198I.

Who's on The First?

Paulette Nenner, Crucified
Coyote: He Died Because of
Our Sins, 1981, mixed media,
11' x 5' x 3'. (Photo: Steve
Talaber)

Nenner went to court to uphold her right to freedom of expression and lost.
Anderson (with two friends who were simplv taking pictures) was arrested and
thrown into jail for thirteen hours; his case comes up June 22. The two incidents
differ in detail, but both are cut-and-dried violations of "freedom of conscience"
(the First) and "equal protection under the law" (the Fourteenth). As such, both
bode badly for artists working publicly with political content in the '80S.
The issue is protection-for whom, from whom. As lawyer Vernon Mason
pointed out recently on WBAI, neither the first nor the Fourteenth "protected
black people in the '60S. It took freedom rides, getting into the streets, rebellion
to get the schools desegregated long after ihe law said it." Thus the KKK is
"protected" from the very people it openly vo-ws to exterminate, who in turn are
not overly protected from the KKK. In the controversy over the film Fort
A~ach.e.: The Bronx, the issue is whether or not the First adequately protectS
mmonnes from the multinational corporations who control the media and
produce racist films that indirectly endanger the lives of people of color. The
American Civil Liberties Union position simplv upholds the right of everyone to
say anything, but ignores the subtleties of hegemony and economic censorship.
T.his debate is an old one and continues heatedly today as consciousnesses
are raised by cutbacks and the erosion of human rights. No sensible person on the
Left is asking that t?e First be restricted, but there is plenty of discussion abo~t
how and whether It should be expanded to cover areas where it just doesn t
work-one of which is obviously censorship of art by cops and bureaucrats.
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Th~ Anders?n case will probably be argued both on grounds of freedom of
expression and Illegal, unnecessarily rough arrest of bystanders, and destruction
of p.r?perty by the police. The young artist was making a piece for the PADD
(P?htIcal. Art ~ocumentation/Distribution)"Death and Taxes" project-a city~Ide senes of independent actions and works from April 1 through 15. Anderson
impaled a skull-headed dead body dummy on the bayonet of a bronze World War
I soldier in front of his local armory, over a shrine of plaster madonnas, votive
candles, and plastic flowers. He had verbal permission from a security guard at
the armory (who was not aware of the work's content).
Twenty minutes later the police arrived; confused discussions ensued; a
passerby with an Instamatic was told to stop taking pictures, and the cops tried
to grab the camera from one of Anderson's friends; when she refused they arrested all three and later exposed the film at the jail. Anderson makes the point
that "the event took place a week or so after Reagan was shot, when nationalism
was a strong emotional issue. It was obvious from the beginning that the cop was
as angry and antagonistic as he was because of the piece's political message. His
priority was the camera, not the installation or me climbing on the statue."
. The Nenner case is more complicated and perhaps even more dangerous to
artists preferring public to private outlets. Her sculpture was ordered out of the
Arsenal exhibition by Parks Commissioner Gordon Davis on the day of the opening, superseding the free-lance curators of the show. The excuse was something
legally called the involuntary viewing problem, in which unsuspecting captive
audiences are "entrapped" into seeing things they don't want to see. Little children were frequently and piously invoked throughout the controversy, though
for unexplained reasons. Davis claimed to have the right to approve all art
shown, though by the day of the opening he had seen only some of the work,
thereby giving tacit approval to the curators' choices. In addition, as Neuner's
lawyer, Steven Eckhaus, argued, under Section 2I-A of the Parks Department
Rules the commissioner has "no power to suppress the publication of facts or
opinions" in the parks, and such power had already been challenged and overthrown in the courts.
Nenner's coyote, crucified on an eleven-foot wooden cross labeled (in Latin)
"he died because of our sins," and surrounded by documentation exposing
"the inequities and brutality of predator damage control programs and predator
harvests," was displayed in the Bird House, closed for remodeling and used as an
annex to the Arsenal office gallery space. The text pinned to the cross blames the
antinatural dualism of Judeo-Christianity for alienating humanity from animals
and the rest of nature and for making "individual worth a major religious tradition." The message is that "our species can never survive without caring for all
other life it shares the earth with"-and that message is powerfully conveyed.
The Bird House contained several other overtly political installations using
the animal theme rather loosely indeed to comment on corporate abuses of the
rights of human animals. Steve Appel's work also featured a stuffed beast-a
snarling wolf on a hill of skulls and rubbish. So why pick on Paulette's coyote
which, though dead, is endearingly furry and almost cute? Because, as a park employee told a caller from Friends of Animals, it might give little children
nightmares. (In which case, the caller replied, "You might as well ban Bambi.")
Yet even in this homocentric country, where men tend to be better protected by
law than women, children, and animals, little children are constantly exposed to
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the sight of a man gorily crucified; and right there in the Central Park Zoo they
can see live animals whose misery approaches th •• of their somewhat less fortunate relatives caught, as coyotes are, in excruciating steel leg-traps.
Nenner is a longtime animal rights activist and her tender but impassioned
art consistently deals with the subject. Her sympathetic study of Huerfanita, a
young female lowland gorilla (an endangered species), was supported by the New
York Zoological Society. In another recent wort-Road Kills-the remains of
wild animals killed by cars on a rural highway were brought to a rubbish-strewn
vacant lot in the South Bronx and exposed for several months on a "burial
mound" in memory of "fellow victims of silent environmental war." "This isn't
art for art's sake," she says. "It's art for all our stl:es." Her stance has been supported by several animal rights groups, including the ASPCA. Michael Fox, director of the Institute for Study of Animal Problems in Washington, D.C., wrote
a letter protesting the censorship, saying that lome of Nenner's art may be
"disconcerting" but that it "reflects the values and perceptions of society, which
some people might find offensive or deny," and Commissioner Davis is one of
those people.
This of course is the essence ofthe First Amendment. What rights do we have
not to be exposed to something? But that's the Committee Against Fort Apache's
argument, too, and I'm sure Mr. Davis would not support the censorship of TimeLife Films, or even the grass-roots boycott. The way the First is interpreted now,
Nenner should have won her case hands down. Her lawyer made it clear that
(1) "The First Amendment does require that once the city has opened a forum for
artistic expression on public land, the city may not discriminate between artistic
expressions on the basis of content"; (2) "The park audience is there as a matter of
choice, not necessity" (therefore it is in no way a' 'captive audience"); and 6) the
coyote sculpture "is not obscene and no attempt has been made to fit it into any
other unprotected category."
This last seems obvious to a layperson reading the record. At no time in the
hoopla did Davis ever give any reason why this particular object should not be
shown in that location. In fact, he repeatedly reiterated that his "concern was not
with the work of art or the message, but rather it! placement in this particular location-the Central Park Zoo Bird House." At the same time, he dismissed all alternatives offered by Nenner such as covering the animal with a black plastic bag
(with one paw sticking out) and showing it in the Arsenal gallery, where the audience is "preselected." She in turn rejected his only alternative-to show it in
the Arsenal's Xerox room "by appointment onlv ' -which did not constitute a
public showing. Most sensibly, she suggested plaang a "mature themes" sign and
information about the piece on the Bird House ooor, (The sign was, in fact, put
there, but the coyote wasn't.) In addition volunteer artist-sitters who were there
for the show's duration offered to "warn" all entrants at the door. This, too, was
refused by Davis, who claimed he couldn't control "the crowds." The beautiful,
sunny afternoon I saw the show the zoo was full, but I was the only person in the
Bird House, and the show was not even open on weekends.
Nenner sees Davis as ignoring the content of her work and "looking at it in
some psychosexual way." He, in turn, says she "admitted" wanting to shock people, and she, in turn, is adamant about her intention to make the piece as dramatic
as possible and to have it seen by children, as "leaders of tomorrow." Davis, in
turn, was lauded by Judge Louis Okin (whose decision was the commissioner's
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testimony almost verbatim) for his "extraordinary sensmvity" in calling around
to find someplace else to show the coyote. In fact, Davis called the most unlikely
list of places (including the New York Sierra Club and the American Museum of
Natural History) and displayed a notable ignorance about the workings of the art
world, implying at the same time that Nenner's art must be barely respectable
because no one would change their schedules and publicly exhibit the piece immediately. (The only vaguely positive response came from the indispensable
Ivan Karp, who said there was a possibility of putting it in a traveling show at
some future time.)
Sadly but typically, some other artists in the Arsenal show felt threatened
not by the censorship but by the way Nenner's actions might affect their own exposure, as when she and two others barricaded themselves in the Bird House and
succeeded in keeping the piece up for the opening. Nevertheless, there is a growing number of artists like Anderson and Nenner whose social concern is leading
them and their work into actual public involvement. They are in for some rude
surprises. Censorship is on the upswing and the art world as usual is behind the
times, rarely understanding the way hegemony works and the ways art itself is
inseparable from the legal and social problems of all cultural fields, including the
mass media. Feminist and political art is, as usual, always first in line. Carolee
Schneemann, Anita Steckel, Judith Bernstein, and Chuck Close were all censored
in the '70 S for offering the public unfamiliarly female or radical views of sexuality.
The new "Sex Issue" of Heresies magazine was refused by the printer. In Canad~,
avant-garde film and video is being run through a ludicrous gamut of bureaucratic
censorship, and so it goes ...
One final but fascinating art issue: When I saw the show, the coyote was, of
course, gone. But pinned to the wall was a Xerox of a realist~c pen-and-i~ drawing of the piece and a text about its removal. This means that It w.as the object, but
not the idea or even the image, that was objectionable-a cunously ~ormal (or
materialist) position for a man of Mr. Davis' delicacy. I w~JOder: If Nenner
had leaned her eleven-foot crucifix against the bars of the cage 10 which a mangy
haunted animal padded listlessly around a concrete pen, would she. have got the
same treatment Anderson did? And if you had stopped to take a pl~ture, wou~d
you have been arrested? Maybe that's what Mr. Davis and Judge Okin .are unwittingly protecting us "casual onlookers" from. This degree of protection sh?uld
be available only to children watching TV, or to the casual passerby on TImes
Square, or to the casual browser in those classy East Side news stores near the zoo
that sell hard-core porn next to juvenilia.

A Child's Garden of Horrors*
The image of the child in our childish culture is usually that of the bug-eyed waif
or the wise-ass prodigy, and art about children is better le~t as unseen as It s unheard about. Icky little pictures inspire great big yawns. ThIS ",l~nth, though, two
exhibitions recalled that our sentiments about children are political as well as per• Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, June 24-30 , 19 81.
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sonal. "Weeping in the Playtime of Others: An Exhibition on Child Abuse and
Murdered and Missing Children" was organized by Karen Di Gia at the Gallery
345, and "Atlanta: An Emergency Exhibition" was organized by Tim Rollins at
Group Material. Both shows are devastating comments on adult incompetence
and malice; both incorporate children's own views, and both are models of what
a caring, activist approach to art can offer.
If you went around the Gallery 345 clockwise, you began with birth photos
by Jeannie Blake, and a casual series of paintings and photos of happy, ordinary
children, highlighted by an Alice Neel portrait. As you moved on, the faces got
sadder, the images and information more appalling: Anna Crowell's artist's
book on child abuse and incest, published by the L.A. Woman's Building; Kenneth
Wooden's books (from one of which the show's title was taken); some unspeakable photos by a child molester who documented his activities for sale; documentation and art about neglect, abuse, runaways, teenage prostitution, child
porn, rape, murder, the Holocaust, Jonestown, Atlanta. In the back room-the
wide screen: the international political abuse of children by warring, profiteering
states and by nations struggling for liberation-images from Hiroshima, Vietnam, Cambodia, Nicaragua, EI Salvador. In a handsome angry print, Florence
Siegel quotes Gramsci: "The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is
dying and the new cannot be born. In this interregnum a great variety of morbid
symptoms appears."
There were classics from the Vietnam period (leff Shlanger's Would You
Burn a Child? If Necessary, the Art Workers' Coalition's And Bahies?, a Rudolf
Baranik collage) and newer works by Anne Katz on EI Salvador, Faith Ringgold
on Atlanta, Joanna Vogelsang on Auschwitz-They Died in Alphabetical Order;
on the brighter side, delightful ceramics by East Harlem schoolchildren-off the
subject, but right on. These all vied with the practical data, such as police forms
on runaways that made them sound like criminals, and heartbreaking documentation on missing children, especially Etan Patz, who disappeared from SoHo
two years ago. (His mother helped coordinate this show.) I was particularly struck
by Sylvia Sleigh's portrait of Etan, updated to suggest what he would look like
today.
Karen Di Gia is a dedicated specialist in this kind of movement-oriented
theme show, combining hard facts, a mass of resource information and analysis
with artists' deeper insights. All her shows travel, accompanied by workshops
on the issue. She did a powerful exhibition on aging earlier this year, and next fall
will present one on world hunger. By taking on such awesome topics, she is
breaking taboos against "useful art." Education goes hand in hand with esthetic
provocation. If the art moves you to action you can pick up a pamphlet telling
you which organizations to contact.
Is nothing sacred? Who needs it in an art gallery? Yet how many art shows
can move you to tears? The books, pamphlets and posters provide both context
and captions to the art, allowing it to refer to a broad view of global crisis that
would be impossible to cope with otherwise. The art, in turn, expands the literature, giving life and individual vision 10 the statistics and generalizations
detailed there. The Atlanta show is more purely visual, but it, too, combats the
distortion of the deaths of twenty-eight young Black people into a series of random, "psychotic" murders unrelated to social conditions (as murders of
women are inevitably seen-viz. the Yorkshire Ripper, the L.A. Hillside Stran-
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gler-sensationalized by the media and denied their political framework in violence and misogyny).
Group Material (GM) is a collective of young artists whose storefront gallery
is becoming a real participant in its rundown neighborhood. Like Gallery 345,
they have concentrated all year on timely and lively theme shows for social
change, beginning with "Alienation," moving on to "It's a Gender Show," "The
Aesthetics of Consumption," and "Facere/Fascis." Each of these has been a conscious attempt to break down barriers between art and nonart, "high" and
"low" culture, giving everything the advantages of a wider and analytical context. The Atlanta show is less chaotic than some of GM's other offerings, but the
imaginative and stylistic range is as great as ever.
Its background is poignantly provided by John Fekner's collaged audiotape,
made earlier this month in Atlanta-a rainstorm, gospel singing, news broadcasts; the recorder is framed by Don Leicht's steel tulips. Mundy Mclaughlin's A
State of Civilization is a grid of pointed quotations and reversed news photos
from the mass media, made concrete by transfer onto ceramic plaques. Faith
Ringgold's centerpiece-a stuffed woman in green brocade, her face a seqUined
mask of rage-holds a handkerchief in one hand and the artist's Atlanta poster in
the other; she has stopped weeping and is calling for action. Candace HillMontgomery used her own family as a metaphor for Atlanta and the Third World,
Micki McGee, White Guilt: Toward a Geography of Racism, installation for Group Material
Atlanta show, June 1981; a United States map chalked low on a black wall, a basin of dirty
water, Ivory soap, and two dish towels-one an embroidered stereotype of a grinning Black
chef, the other printed with a personal narrative tying the elements together and into an
analysis of the murders of 28 Black children in Atlanta in two years, and American white
racism. (Photo: the artist)
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connecting her photos with red, white, and blue ribbons, "whiting out" some of
the figures. Micki McGee's White Guilt-Toward a Geography of Racism is a
disturbing installation of a white map chalked Iowan a black wall, a basin of dirty
water, Ivory soap, and two dish towels-one an em.broidered stereotype of a grinning Black chef, the other printed with a personal narrative tying the elements
together and into Atlanta and American white racism.
Another group brings Atlanta into the international arena. Jerry Kearns'
photoposter blowup does it with deadly simplicity. Bug-eyed gas-masked monsters with blade-like missiles labeled Atlanta and II Salvador loom out of our national foreground in a direct threat to the viewer, while in a ghostly backdrop the
dead children smile happily. The Madame Binh Graphics Collective's double
piece is layered in space, on plastic sheets, juxtaposing genocide and white supremacy with African liberation movements, moving from an Assata Shakur
quote ("We are not citizens of America.... We need a nation") through the Atlanta parents and children and, up front, a Black Solidarity march surging into
the gallery, accompanied by a Malcolm X quote: 'If a white man wants to be an
ally, ask him what does he think ofJohn Brown. Y()U know what John Brown did?
He went to war."
. The mo~t moving part of the show was a group of pictures painted by educationally disadvantaged schoolchildren and collected by artist and schoolteacher Tim Rollins as Who's Killing the Kids? Their terrified responses recall one
of McLaughlin's quotes, about how Black school ki ds in Atlanta "go all to pieces"
if a book is dropped in the classroom. One young artist shows herself and her
b~o~her calling for help in their Harlem home (labeled "NYC"); a KKK figure is
hiding there, too, and everything outside the hous e is labeled "Atlanta." Many of
the kids s~~wed ~he murderer as a Klansman, though one thought it was a cop
(not surpnsmg, grven that until a few weeks ago the number of Atlanta murders
was equaled ~y the number of. Black and Hispanic- youths killed by the police in
New York City). In another picture, the clouds are weeping; in another, a tiny
house containing two stick-figure children is isolated on a fearsome white expanse. of em~tiness. Another is an amazing gray-and-black expressionist abstraction; up m th~ corner is a cloud of insectlike children, helplessly swept
away by the explosion below. One of the few whites in the class used an Indian to
represent the Atlanta children. These kids' consciousness of the extent of their
victimization is as painful as all the neglect, abuse, rape, and murder in the 345
show. Hea~en help us. Heaven help us? God helps those who help themselves, so
rumor has It. But the work ethic hasn't exactly done the job.
The ~act that these two unique galleries (and, Less systematically, ABC No Rio
and Fashion Moda) concentrate on theme shows's significant. In many cases the
sho~s themselves are more effective than the individual works. I'm not denigratmg .the "quality" of the art, which is compara-ble to that shown elsewhere,
but saymg that these organizers have found a context to make art support other
art, rather than compete with it. Although the artists mostly work alone, the
~hows are collaborations between the participant.s who choose to focus on the
Issues. Thus the exhibition becomes a synthesis, a whole more effective than
the. p~ts could be-something like "The People Lnited Will Never Be Defeated."
This IS a concept crucial to the development of responsible and activist art, and to
the growth of alternative ways of analyzing the role art can play in society-as
opposed to the role art does play in society.

Internationalist Art Show: Anti-WW 3, Parsons Schoolof Design, New York City, July 1981.

(Photo: Leon Klayman)

The Collective Conscience*
My editor tells me I always end my pieces by waving the red flag. Well, this time,
for a little variety, I'll do it at the beginning, became the ANTI-WW3 show at Parsons is sure as hell a red-flag-waving occasion. The San Francisco Poster Brigade
(SFPB) has enveloped over 600 exa.mples of "lyripolitical" agitprop from fortyfive countries in a dynamic black and DayGlo installation that's more like a rally
than an exhibition. Ubiquitously publicized (nobody in New York City can have
missed the posters) as an "Internationalist Art Show, a collage of art and poetry
from around the world," it is not antiwar so much as anti-imperialism; not about
victimization so much as about fighting back. It recalls Gramsci's grim but determined prescription for change: "pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the
will." "Internationalist art comes from the streets." says one pamphlet; "it looks
the future straight in the face ... it upholds the strength and courage of the
worldwide resistance movements."
Before those who think "if it's politics it can't be interesting art" go away, let
me recommend that you go see for yourself. If you liked Andy Warhol at his most
lurid, if you liked or hated the Times Square Show, if you like abstract art from
the Russian Revolution-you may like ANTI-WW3, too. (I'm using like in both
senses in the most boundary-blurring way I can; it seems safe to make such pecu"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, July 22-28,1981. Originally titled "The
Conscious Collective."
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liar comparisons here because the politics of the AriTI-WW3 show are so overt it
can only be esthetically confusing, which is usualh healthy.)
Take the poster, for instance. The idea is a little obvious: a noble Third World
woman's face stares boldly and tragically out into space. But in the streets it's a
striking and moving image because it's, yes, good art. Over the years the SFPB
has developed a highly "personal" public poster style that modernizes without
diluting the fundamental spirit of the revolutionary poster tradition. Their secret is an understanding of abstraction and a brilliant use of commercial graphic
techniques turned upon themselves-light against dark, bold flat typefaces, diagonal lettering, and especially a refinement of those graded lines and dots familiar to every closet presstyper. The cover of their flyer for the open poetry
reading superimposes oblique bands and rods of "modeled" metallic-looking
parallel lines to enliven the flat surface just the way nonobjective Constructivism
does. By introducing type and two small "dancing" (or grenade-throwing) figures,
however, the image takes on the huge space and scale of girders, of a building
under construction, of a stage set activated by human content. Formal convention
is skillfully used to evoke political action.
The effect is alive, where so much high art using the same conventions is
dead. This sense of drama is common to all of theSFPB's work, including a long
"color Xerox in motion" filmstriplike piece in this show, and to the installation
itself. Hundreds of posters, Xeroxes, poems are pinned up patchwork fashion
against a continuous panel of black paper, set off b~' pink and orange fluorescent
darts of color, accompanied by revolutionary music, overlooked by big banners
and the words "we are internationalists" in different languages. The generally
Latin flavor is a trademark of the Bay Area Left, epitomized by the Poster Brigade
and Berkeley's La Pefia Cultural Center. In fact, the attraction of Chicano and
Low Rider culture (also the subject of a stunning videotape by Martha Rosler)
raises some interesting questions about cultural colonialism and/or the reclamation of mass culture by the Left. As the Tabloid Collective from providence,
Rhode Island, has remarked, we need ways to consider "mass culture and everyday life as practices rather than as consumed or manipulated artifacts."
Last month I talked about how Group Material. Gallery 345, ABC No Rio, CoLab and Fashion Moda were evolving a theme-show concept in which the individual works contracted into a more effective whole. The ANTI-WW3 show
epitomizes this idea, and yet the image of collecnvsrn it presents is very different.
For all its visual "spontaneity," there is nothing anarchistic about it. What the
casual visitor to Parsons gets is a piece in itself, an "environment" of hot color,
torn paper, slashing words, that conveys the anger and exhilaration of collective
action. Since the SFPB's own works, featuring the same style and color scheme as
the overall installation, dominate the ensemble; since the poster for the show
appears repeatedly among the single contributions from elsewhere and the sales
table also offers SFPB's own work, the whole bus iness adds up to an ad for the
show itself-and, of course, for what the show stands for.
ANTI-WW3 is committed to a single hard-drhing political line, and one of.its
most provocative aspects is that this line is maintained while the show remau~s
"open." Works were assiduously solicited from ar-ound the world. During previous showings in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and! Tucson, the organizers occasionally removed one that was offensive to members of the audience or did not
hang a contribution, but virtually everything sent in is included. Inevitably some
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artists are unhappy about the placement of their work, but the hanging is basically egalitarian. At the same time the framework itself is strictly that of the Poster
Brigade's own art and own politics. They have gone a long way toward every
progressive cultural organization's goal: to rally the forces of individualism into
a cohesive voice for change.
This is not the only way to do it. Other groups are groping toward other
ways; the organization I work with-Political Art Documentation/Distribution
(PADD)-is making issue-oriented public projects that are brought together as
highly eclectic shows to provide varied models for non-art-world-centered, activist art. London's Poster Collective does it with powerful visual teaching
devices. The dialogues springing up in the ANTI-WW3 show among members of
such groups, to sift out the politics and esthetics of the individual works within
the whole, are an important part of the process.
So is the work included, in its immense variety. While the influences ofJohn
Heartfield and Kathe Kollwitz are unashamedly celebrated, there is something
for every conceivable taste (though not for every conceivable politics). I haven't
room to name names and it's not that kind of a show anyway, but keep an eye out
for the Japanese on the subject of nuclear war; for a pretty multicolored mushroom cloud with sort of a jump-rope rhyme ("WWI, WWII, please, be all
through; WWIII, WWIV, no, please, no more"); for a scary and intimately communicative poster and note from a Vietnam vet: "Me! in the 70's ... You! in
the 80's?"; and for a photograph of a mounted cop chasing a man on foot across
a field, inscribed "Which Side Are You On, My Friend, Which Side Are You On?"
Which side indeed. Maybe the real gift of this show is that it gets across how
many of us are out there resisting, which is what internationalism is all about.
Another crucial message for visual artists is that solidarity does not mean the
suppression of the individual. And another is the multiple ways in which massreproductive techniques can combat the homogenized view of culture we are fed
at the breasts of the mass media and the high-art system.

Rx-Rated Art*
All art isn't useless. In fact, confronted with the ills of society it can so~eti~es
offer cures This essay is about two of those times, very different ones, 10 Mame
and Califo;nia. In Portland, an unusual program called Spindlewo~ks just showed
its products in the lobby of the Nikolodeon Movie Theatre, ~nd 10 Los Angeles,
the Cowgirl Commandos of the Artists Coalition for Equality (ACE) stole the
show from another one at the L.A. County Museum. Both events-the former ,~
"conventional" exhibition of drawings and crafts, the latter an "avant-garde
public performance-were affirmative responses to negative situations.
" .
Spindleworks is "a creative workshop for mentall~ handicapped ad~lts 10
the town of Brunswick. Its twelve artist-workers design and make their own
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, Aug. 19-25, 19 81.
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craft objects with supervision, but no interference. They are learning "marketable skills" as well as self-confidence and self-sufficiency. I've been following
their progress for several years. One summer I showed them slides of feminist
art, connecting the images with women's experiences and complaints. A lot of
the pictures included masks, for obvious reasons. After the slide show, John
Joyce, one of the workers, got up and began to nuke a mask.
I mention this because watching some of the same Spindleworkers at the
opening of their Portland show (not their first; they're becoming deservedly in
demand), I realized how much they had in comnon with the California artists
demanding equal space, who were using their art to convey their views of how
their art gets used and misused. The Spindlework ers come from working-class
small-town families and in most cases their lives have not been showcases for
democratic possibility. Yet John Joyce knew just what masks were needed for.
He wanted one, too.
"When people are around/No one pays attention to me.!Quiet makes me feel
lonely.!!' d like a husband," wrote Jackie Helie :in a poem published in the
Spindleworks Feather Collection. "Sad/can't find a job yet./Mad at the bosses.!I
need a job.!Important.!Sad," wrote Rober Bernier "You're slow learning/If you
want to clean a window/People they go fast cleaning and c1eaninglWe take our
time. We do it well.lWe can work and we do a good job/But Time/is/going/by,"
wrote Anne Marie Michaud. And, for me, most pomted of all, "Family Story" by
Ellen Flewelling, who notes that for ordinary women life is: "you grow up, you
get a job, you find a boyfriend, you get engaged, you get married, you have
a house and little children," but "I'll never know where/I'll be/Because I am alreadylWhere I left off."
The Spindleworkers' visual art is much brghter and happier than their
P?~ms. A wonderful collaborative banner made for a local hospital (which they
visited to see where the art would go, what the people were like) was executed
predominantly in a sunny yellow (with a black border); one of three figures in
wheelchairs is careening wildly out of control; the other two are wistful but calm,
with expressions a lot like those of the artists who drew them. An abstract hanging o.f w?ol strips-tweeds, grays, blacks and orange with a touch of good Maine
hunting-jacket black-and-red check-is as sophisticated as anything we see in
New. Yor.k galleries. Rita Langlois, who has been at the workshop since its inception. IS a. talen~ed. artist with a vital sense of form and color. Her great arched
skl.es, ~askl..ke winking suns, raindrops like pears on threads and subtle hierarchical intenors are like Grandma Moses with er.pansiveness and deep feeling
added.
.
~t fi~st, retarded people's work looks somethng like children's art, but there
IS a big dlfferen~e. It is very carefully made, for the most part, and with that care
comes an emotional commitment that communicnes itself as a kind of maturity,
an ~dge of. sadness and hope. Nan Ross, the direcior and intelligent, caring force
behind Spindleworks, wrote in her introduction to the Portland show: "The
art of the handicapped ... should not be looked dlown upon as the work of pitiful people, ~or look.ed up to as the work of 'special' people. It should be looked
at. . . . Art IS ~hat IS made by artists, and if an :Jrtist cannot speak, or walk, or
cannot hold his/her hand still, or has a mental age below his/her chronological
age, what that person wants to communicate is going to be affected but not necessarily diminished by these disabilities." She justifies such a "separatist snow"

"Artists Missing in Action," media event at Los Angeles County Museum, July 1981;
Maurice Tuchman masks. (Photo: Linda Eber)
precisely as I do women's shows, comparing tlte necessity for visibility of
Blacks, women, Native Americans or the disabled "to emphasize the particular
sensibility that group has to offer the larger, homogenous group."
This is not just pretty talk. I'm always immensely moved by what art means
to the Spindleworkers and how much they in turn give back through it to all the
people whose lives touch theirs. The usually taciturn Maine father of a severely
retarded son told Nan Ross: "You've given Steve a new life." Then he paused and
said, "No, you've given Steve a life."
I didn't see the "Artists Missing in Action" event at the L.A. County Museum
on July 15, so the following comes from press releases and from highly revealing
press coverage that it would be fun to analyze. ACE was protesting two shows:
"Seventeen Artists of the '60S" (all white men) and fifteen site-art projects from
the '70 S (thirteen men, two women). This exclusionary policy ("no intentional
discrimination," as the museum's PR man put it, because "art is basically
blind"!) has a history. This is the tenth anniversary of the "Art and Technology" show (all men, all but one white), which sparked the first L.A. feminist art
groups. Maurice Tuchman, curator of every disputed show, is therefore sort of
an ill wind blowing good-a dependable reminder that art institutions, especially in the Reagan era, don't give a jellybean about affirmative action.
Led by veteran media/art activist Suzanne Lacv, the ACE event was art. The
scenario centered around a Maurice Tuchman mask worn by some 100 demonstrators, captioned, pink-and-black balloons, and six "Cowgirl Commandos"-
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masked and pink-costumed cheerleaders who announced they were looking for
Tuchman, "wanted on three counts: rustlin' tax dollars from poor folks,
falsifyin' history, and havin' the gall to invite youall here to watch it." Under a
banner proclaiming "The LA County Museum of White Male Art" (and under
hovering police helicopters), they also observed:' You're standin' knee deep in
institutionalized racism and sexism, podner, and we think it's about time you
scraped off those bootheels of yours." The myriad Maurices were then herded
mooing and oinking up to the museum gates (where even those with invitations
were refused entry), singing to the tune of "Git Along Little Dogies": "Yippy ai
ai kai ay, white boys ain't the only ones makin' art in L.A."
A by-product of the event was a riotous postcard by "Thurmond, Margolies, Hughes" diagnosing Tuchman's "deadly curatorial disease" as "Visiona
Narrowsa": "Sometimes it's hard to know what you're missing if it's never been
there in the first place.... The next time you're in a museum and you notice
your vision getting narrow, ask yourself what's missing and refer to the cure on
the front of this card."
The cure, of course, is action of the kind ACE md Spindleworks are taking. A
society in working order lets all its voices be heard. The Spindleworker who
wrote: "I know how to sew/No/I can't read but.l know/how to sew," like the
missing artists in L.A., is not reinforcing society's expectations of her-she's
transcending them. That's how new art gets made and how it comes to communicate to more people.

(Photos: Mary. Pollock. John Roca, Stephen Shanes)
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Fringe heroes. Mothers' heroes. Nobody quite makes it today over life size. It's
the squeeze, the sandwich, the board, that shrinks them. Step out of the frame
and you're invisible. Hang in and you're all flattened out. Angels as devils, punks
as stars, the musical middle-class schoolboy, the committed revolutionary or
"hardened terrorist," the Horatio Algerian vigilante-full-blown, all dressed up
for mass culture.
The one on the left playing the piano in a Police T-shirt is my hero, my son,
Ethan Ryman. He loves New York, wants to be an acor, is witty, cosmologically
inclined, and nearing draft age. The son in the middle is dead. Kevin Lynch
starved to death in the midst of plenty of prison foed, dying to prove that man
cannot live by bread alone, that if the British are involved in a mere "police. action," the IRA is fighting a war of independence. !lis mother fed him, raised
him and watched him cut down like the ancient yelI king, grown from divine
child to hero then killed and fed back to the earth :0 fertilize her and be born
again. Tucked up cozily in his coffin/cradle, not as rea as the photo over his head,
• (untitled collaboration with Jerry Kearns)
Voice, Sept. 9-15, 1981.
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Kevin Lynch died in the Maze, has worked his way out of the labyrinth of media
half-life.
The one on the right belongs there. Curtis ("The Rock") Sliwa was 23 and
managing a McDonald's when he cooked up the Guardian Angels-a three-yearold organization of 1,388 volunteer crime fighters with branches in twenty-two cities across America. It began underground, in the New York subways. Awarded a
superpatriot prize by Nixon while still in high school, Sliwa was recently called
back to Washington to testify for the SST. There, tie decried youth crime and
moral decay, was congratulated by terrifist Jeremiah Denton for being around to
set things right, and was beaten up and thrown into the Potomac by (he implies)
the police.
The bottom line of hegemony is control. The bottom line of control is violence. Drawing lines and bylines is culture's job. Remember Narrative Art? Comic
strips and movies and street theatre? Posters and bilJboards and murals and artists' books? And TV serials designed to "solve moral perplexities"? Remember the
popular notion that culture heroes are hard to rea: 11, hard to frame, that they
choose their own stripping, that art is so free that it seeps out of its containers,
that art is art if an artist says it is and an artist is an artist if s/he says s/he is, no
matter what the market and the media think?
This month's column is a mirror. It's usually a space for journalism about art,
fact about fiction, and this time it's art about journalism, fiction about fact. It's
still "criticism," though, because the pictures came first and the words have the
last laugh. It's a distanced exchange between my partner, Jerry Kearns, an artist
in the city where the news is produced, and me, a writer in the country where the
news is a day late. JK sent me the picture panel above, and I'm responding in so
many words. This is not a review of the poems the Maze prisoners write to the
hunger strikers and shout across the H-Blocks, nor <Jof the songs played for them
over the radio, nor of the angry pictures drawn for them on the walls of Derry.
It's not a review of the songs my kid writes, nor of ihe media theatre the Guardian Angels produce. But it's still culture.
We've spent a lot of time talking about heroes and looking at the way the
media offer them up to us on silvered plates. I'll never be one of those mothers
who proudly offers up her sons in exchange for a gold star. But I want Ethan on
our side, back from Hollywood's outer space-my mvoluntary veteran of many
marches. In a school play last year, he was born] smiled), feebly rebelled (I
sniffed), fell into line and kissed ass (I scowled), and lied knowing he hadn't lived
(I wept). I want to be both antiwar and anti-imperialjst, but straddling the fence is
beginning to hurt. The Celts were always big on sa: rifice and self-inflicted punishment, according to the archaeologists. We eat our heroes, too, or find them at
McDonald's. Christ still gets eaten at least once a week, so his friends and enemies
can absorb his power. Time magazine on August 17 sad of the IRA hunger strikers,
amid many gory details and no political background, that they were practicing
"an astounding kind of sacrifice-a brutal lingering death, full of hatred and martyrdom, so fanatical and Irish." So unlike the understated democratic American
way with just your ordinary white-hooded marche-rs and burning crosses and
shotguns as shortcuts to law and order.
Fashion, ain't it grand? If I had anything to say ab-out it, my kid would not run
around in a Police T-shirt. I don't care if they are a ';good" rock group; I do care
that they sing a "bad" song called "My Girl Sally" ab-out the total woman, but no
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heroine even though she's inflatable, like she is borght and sold on Times
Square. Eats nothing, like your middle-class anorexic, like Kevin Lynch. The
Guardian Angels wear T-shirts showing a winged barge inscribed with an allseeing eye in a pyramid, the sun's rays beaming behind it. They wear red berets
so they'll "stand out in a crowd like lollipops." Time W:IS, only sissy artists wore
berets. Since then we've had Che and we've had them green for defoliators, purple for young lordship, black for the "urban jungle." My friend the professor
wears a beret and his students call it his guerrilla outfit. If the hat fits ... but
what's the angle? The earliest art was body painting. T -i hirts can be good propaganda for those of us who can't afford TV spots, pages of the Times, billboards, or
cultural sponsorships, but at what point does the consumer become her own
sandwich? What's the difference between wearing an antinuke symbol and advertising Adidas on your chest?
While the fogs roll and end-of-the-summer winds blow my papers around,
I'm writing a book about prehistory and contemporary art. I'm reading about
how the Christian church prefers lines to circles, light tc dark, marches t? dance.s,
and how it absorbed all the pagan symbols it could, anc turned the rest IOta evil,
Patrick banished the snakes from Ireland. They went underground with the matriarchy, with the devil, the dark, the damp, and the dances. Does this have a
familiar ring? Any connection with the fact that, in the United States,. all revolutionaries are called terrorists, while all terrifying states are called ~ohcemen?
What does religion have to do with patriotism? ~ith protection? '\ good
guard is a guardian and a bad guardian is a guard. Last year the New .York City police killed twenty-seven Black and Hispanic young rren. Ev~ry time a h~ng~r
striker dies there are riots and others die, too. No one xnows If subway cn~e.ls
diminishing under the Guardians' eye. Ethan is .labeled 2u~hority, but he won t listen to his mother. Lynch is labeled a rebel, but 10 fact, he' lust looks to another authority. Sliwa takes authority into his own hands.
Get the picture? It's both red and green like C~~stmas, and rough on th~
color-blind. Brecht recommended distance lest our vrsren blur. You want heroes.
You get them bigger than life. Television means "far-seeing." Don't look t.oo
close You might get sucked in. You might get nothing but dots and bars, n.othmg
.
.
.
. I'
but human
interest nothing to do with revolution,
irrpena
Ism, economICS, , repression. But don'; go too far away either. You might not see the background.
You might mistake it all for culture.

Open Season *
.
I
the art circuit rsese days. Last week I hit
ild
larassed secretary Prince
You run into the damnedest peop e on
ldi Amin, Teddy Kennedy, th~ Atla~ta chi ren, a and U'ncle Ron, Ka;en Silkme people from the
Charles, Mademoiselle BourgeOIse NOI~e, Uncle S;;U dr
wood, Martin Luther King, Mata Han, Howdy 00.. so
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, Oct. 7- 13 1981.
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South Bronx, Elvis, Andy, Santa Claus and half a million workers showing what
they think of Bonzo's friend. I'm told "political issues" are hot this year. I'd say it
isn't issues so much as images, or the varying degree of collusion with and opposition to the dominant culture.
What we have here are heroes (a few heroines), real stars, madeup ones, and
"the masses." Mike Glier's Atlanta children (at Brooke Alexander) are boldly
and sympathetically painted heads in grisaille, bigger than life, bigger unfortunately in death than they were in life. Warhol's blandly snazzy permutations of
Day-Glo glitter and hype (at Ronald Feldman) offer fictional characters paradoxically presented in the authoritative, handless, head-and-bust shots favored for
Our Leaders. They recommodify the commodified, including Andy himself,
who is the only "real" person in the company of Dracula, the Wicked Witch of
the West, et at. Judy Levy's large, candy-colored but oddly uncolorful portraits of
international leaders ("Big Shots" at Schlesinger-Bos.ante) also mix good guys and
bad guys with impunity and no apparent rationale. These, too, are head-bust
shots; only four of them have hands, and only Arnin does anything much with
them; he wields a big stick. These people are heads; others' hands do the work.
For all the talk about "new image" art, it's getting increasingly difficult to
tell it from the "old image"-just plain figurative art, especially the post-Abstract
Expressionist variety of spiritless drips and scumbes that flourished in the late
'50S. Glier, for my money the strongest of those painting in a harsh, quasiexpressionist style today, is an admirer of the obstreperous portraitist Alice Neel,
now in her eighties. The deadpan apolitical "iconic" portrait (like Al Leslie's of
~oral Majority zealot Jesse Helms on a recent Time magazine cover) is at best giv109 way to a humanism that isn't new at all and doesn'r need to be.
It's not just style that separates Warhol from (J lier, nor levels of consciousness either (Warhol probably knows just where he is on the political spectrum).
It's. inten,t, within well-defined walls of artworld acceptabllity. The graffiti at
junior High School 22 on Avenue D at Houston Street exist outside those walls,
but they share, to some extent, images with Warhol and style with Glier. Executed by street artists, some of whom attended the school these anarchic surf~ces in~lude everything from ordinary "tags" to New Waver Keith Haring's
lIv~ly frieze, to the flashy professionalism of master graffitist Lee, who has insC~lbed on a nearby handball court mural: "Grafitu [sic) is an art and if art is a
crune let God forgive all" and "The only reason for art is to know you're alive."
The Lower East Side artists use a pop and mas! culture vocabulary from TV
cart~ons and comic books not to introduce a jolt into high culture but, as a friend
of mme remarked, because' 'it's their art history." T'Je prime content is overt viole?ce and a~ie~ation. The street provides its own tr2gic parallels. One wall shows
a Joy~lly villainous figure touting the "Allen Boys" (it reads at first glance "Alien
Boys ). On September 22, the Daily News front-paged a shoot-out in which two
members of the Allen Street gang ended up in critical condition.
You~g middle-class artists rebelling against the dominant culture while they
are entering and perhaps expanding it aspire to outlaw status. Meanwhile the
Allen Street gang acts in that overrated gap betweenart and life ... or death. The
J.H.S. 22 muralists magnify the desperate vitality uf fear and poverty in Daily
~ews/Po~t style; Warhol's figures from mass culture magnify a ruling-class stabiltty, echoing the reassuring formality of The New Yore Times. The contrast is striking. Not so simple as "Warhol is passive because he's made it to the top, and the
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'writers' are active because they have only a chance in hell of getting there," but
that's not a bad place to start thinking.
Take Lorraine O'Grady's guerrilla "invasion" of the New Museum "Persona"
opening, where, among the invited artists, at least Eleanor Antin and Lyn Hershman have their own histories of scrappiness. The fao that the show is called
"Persona" indicates the way we re-create ourselves in relation to the "consumer
model" offered by the media. Our artists create alter egos, disguises, masks because none of us are complete in ourselves.
There are no Third World artists in "Persona." (j'Grady, who works like
this herself, was only asked to do a workshop for schoolchildren on the subject,
though the invitation was withdrawn after she had performed uninvited. She had
gone beyond the esthetic pale, so to speak, by appearing at the opening in
"debutante" garb-long white gloves, long white dress made of long white
gloves, a tiara, and a banner across her chest proclaiming her Mademoiselle Bourgeoise Noire. She has used this persona before, but His was the biggest party
Mademoiselle had crashed. Nothing could be further from the BlacklHispanic
cartoon images at J.H.S. 22 than this elegant figure handing out white carnations
and smiling regally at all comers. But the intent was !imilar. Her message was
short and to the point:
WAlT. Wait in your alternate/alternate spaces spittedon fishhooks of hope. Be
polite. Wait to be discovered. Be proud to be independent, tong~es cauterized at openings no one attends. Stay in your place, After all, art IS only for
art's sake. THAT'S ENOUGH. Don't you know? Sleeping Beauty needs more
than a kiss to awake. Now is the time for an Invason!

Still another invasion took place in Washington or Septemb~r. 19, ,:hen the
AFL-CIO summoned unprecedented numbers to pretest administration cutbacks. (The Times reported 260,000; the British press 1<00,000.) ~ f~llow PAI?D
member had designed the yellow-and-blue flag~ and bamers for District ll99; with
the largely Black and Hispanic New York contingent, we followed a path of su~
light and exuberant anger past the Monument and up the Mall. Not a~t for ~r~ s
sake but a visual spectacle within the masses' culture that worked, ralse~ spmts
and '''decoratively'' got across its message-"Health Care for All." Back 10 Ne~
York, Karin Batten's paintings at ll99'S gallery, right off Times Square, offered 10
turn an esthetic reflection of such real-life spectacles.
.
Batten is a forthright political painter with a -obust style ver~mg on
"primitivism" Her show was subtitled "Humans: The Endangered Species. T?e
Threat to Peace, The Danger ofthe Nuclear Holocaust," and it is ~ call to populist
action. The atypical press material included encomium: from Alice Neel (unde.rlining the importance of bringing "these threats ~o.the Ltt~nt~o.n of the world. 10
pictures") and Machinists' Union president WillIam WlOplsmge~ (comparmg
Batten's exposure of nuclear madness with Dada, U~? suggesting that her
work should "hang in corporate galleries across the lard. ). . .
Vanalyne Green's performance to a croWd. of finaacial-district office work:
ers whom she had solicited by leafleting the neighborhood, was about her secr~
tarial job. Dressed primly in her business disguise'"s~e i2t ~t h~r desk, a~~w~r~n
the phone and gave a chilling account of life as a highpaid dishwasher. GIV
. reception
' by secretaries
. ,10 the au direnee, h er c
alm, rrticulate , and humorous
ItS
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narrative was also accurate. They particularly identified with the lines: "Sometimes when he asks me to bring him a cup of coffee, [ do so. But I pour the coffee
in a dirty cup that has a ring of dried coffee scum 00 the inside. And I smile as I
hand it to him."
"This Is Where I Work" used formally powerful slides and a brief fantasy
film passage to give another dimension to its message. In the process, Green deftly
touched 011 several feminist and organizing issues, Including sexual harassment,
discrimination against qualified women with the "wrong image," the bosses' padded expense accounts, and pathetic "empire building" within the office. Afterward, information about clerical organizing was avadable, with coffee. Witty and
unpretentious, this performance was a good exampl e of imaginative activism. It
combined several of the issues I expect to spend this year's columns investigating:
outreach, activism, organization and collaboration; the degrees of effectiveness of
oppositional art within the dominant culture; the relationship of high culture to
media and mass culture ... and how these are generating new art forms.
Vanalyne Green, This Is Where I Work, performance spors ored by the Downtown Whitney
Museum, October 1981.

Margia Kramer, "Secret III" from The Freedom oj Informaton Act Work, May 1980,
Printed Matter windows, New York City, photostats on transparent film, 5' x 12'.

They've Got F8Eyes for Vou*
It is the common fate of the indolent to see their ri[hts become a prey to the
active. The condition upon which God hath given liberty is eternal vigilance.
-fOHN PHILPOT CURRAN,

1790

Now that the dragnet is being spread again over the Left; Row that ~he G-men are
tromping again across our little silver screens, as well as a<ross our hve~; n?w that
three bills to destroy the Freedom of Information Act (F?L\..) are p.e~dl?g m Congress, in addition to the continuing litany of social-servlces-and-clvll-nghts mayhem, oppositional culture is rising like mushrooms after a hard r~in. Artists are
devising escapes from the house-arrested view of art as "Useless, Imp.otent, and
isolated. They have learned some lessons from popular culture, which has no
such hang-ups. One effective wedge into high-art consci<llsness was offered last
month at the Museum of Modern Art, which is not exact>' famous for exposure
of the status quo in which it so comfortably nestles.
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, Nov. 4- 10 • J~&I.

266

Voicing Opposition

A lot of people were muttering and cursing under their breaths in the tiny
basement video room as they took in Margia Kramer's installation: Jean Seberg/
The FBIlIbe Media. (Eavesdropping on the audience was, appropriately, an
educational experience.) The room was filled with free-hanging black-andwhite plastic panels, decorated with handsome type" calligraphic notations, and
heavy black bars. Though visually striking, their informational density was the
point. "Hanging in their glistening obscenity like diety laundry" (as Kramer describes them), the panels are photoenlargements of FBI files on Seberg, on the
Black Liberation and antiwar movements, obtained through the FOIA. The accompanying videotape is a collage of clips from Seberg's life and movies, and
of the wide-eyed TV coverage of Cointelpro's crimes "If the FBI was lying to us
then, how are we asked to believe that they're telling the truth now?" one newscaster blandly asks another, who replies, "Well, we just have to take their word
for it."
The forms by which political content is conveyed in the visual arts are increasingly under discussion in the activist cultural community. What works?
How and why? Kramer's use of jagged black bars, for instance (they are the FBI's
deletions before the material is declassified) become symbols of malignant censorship and secrecy, made meaningful by their juxtaposition with the brutal, illiterate prose of the bureaucracy. The words the-mselves also become bars.
Something is being separated from something else. Something is held prisonerin this case information, people's lives, and people's minds. In the hands of an
artist with limited social awareness, the transparent black-and-white patterns
might dissolve into estheticism. Kramer has avoided this pitfall with explanatory
marginal annotations (credited to anonymous "FBI documents-interpreters who
helped the artist understand ... ").
. Thus no one can miss Hoover's habit of lumping together Black organizanons as "Black Nationalist Hate Groups," or the McCarthy language still used in
1971 ("communist infiltration of the motion-piaure-radio-television industries"), or the gross idiocy of some of the harassment and ridicule plots, such as a
raw, street-poster-style leaflet entering Dave Dellinger, Che Guevara, Mark Rudd
and Herbert Marcuse in a "Gigantic 'Pick the Fag' Contest" with prizes including
sexual favors and "seven full days in Hanoi, expenses paid." (The FBI is a lousy
political artist on top of it all.)
~amer ~s also aware of the need for more exaensive propagation into the
public domain. She has published several cheap "artists' books" on the subject
and she organized a Seberg film series and a panel on "Freedom of Information
and the Arts" at the Donnell Library that took place: on October 15 (cosponsored
by the. Fund. fo~ O,?en Information and Accountability and Political Art DOc~
mentatlOnlDlstnbutlon-PADD). Participants were Blanche Wiesen Cook, Emil
de Antonio.' Sol Yurick, Caryl Ratner, Jeffrey Hall ey, and Amiri Baraka, with
Geoffrey Rips as a re~pondent. The quotes sprinkled through this article are
fr~m that ~~nel, at which the level of outrage, information, and wit was high d~:
spite a legitimate degree of paranoia ("Someone inI this room is an informer,
bega~ de Antonio) and filesmanship (as in "my file's bigger than your file"; those
menttoned ranged from Ratner's 2 pages to Baraka's 4,000).
The streets have b~en another forum for this ssue. Last spring Kramer and
Van~lyne Green coordinared the cultural events fOT the No More Witch HuntS
festival on Astor Place. As activist artists, they functioned as communica-

They've Got FBEyes for You

tive/esthetic bridges between the Left and sympathetic artists who might otherwise never have addressed the subject. The Group Material collective danced as
"The Ghost of McCarthy Go-Go Dancers" in Joe M. masks; Mundy McLaughlin
wore her half-camouflage, half-red "American/Unamerican" costume; Robert
Grunberg's Roving Camera parodied the actual surveillance that was taking place
(an agent was recognized and jeered); Stan Baker-The Human Television-did
his well-known street act; Disband performed; Donna Henes made a (voluntary)
scroll of fingerprints and handed out stickers saying something to the effect of
"Don't bother; I've been printed already"; No More Nice Girls, pregnant and in
chains, handed out their "No More Sexual McCarthyism" buttons.
The centerpiece was a full-scale sculpture of an ordinary living room
(collectively designed by PADD people and primarily constructed by Tony
Silvestrini). You peered into it through peepholes and the bare outside walls were
decorated with catalog photos of the appalling range of surveillance devices
available to poop-snoopers. (These, in turn, are responsible for the amazing
range of counterdevices guaranteeing "phone privacy" that are advertised everywhere from airline catalogs to The Village Voice.)
The pioneers of cheap, esthetically sharp propaganda for freedom of expression and information are Jean Toche and Jon Hendricks of the Guerrilla Art Action Group (GAAG), founded in 1969, temporarily disbanded in 1976, and reborn
soon afterward in our hour of need. Their mediums are the surprise street or museum performance and the outraged/outrageous red letter to authority. They
were two thirds of the Judson Three in 1970 and in 1974, Belgian-born Tache was
arrested by the FBI for sending out yet another of GAAG's bitterly humorous (and
all too serious) epistles, calling for the kidnapping of all museums' trustees,
directors, administrators, curators and benefactors "to be held as war hostages
until a people's court is convened to deal specifically with the cultural crimes of
the ruling class." C. Douglas Dillon, president of the Metropolitan Museum and
ex-Secretary of the U.S. Treasury, apparently felt more vulnerable (or more powerful, as Carman Moore suggested at the time) than the rest of his colleagues and
had Toche apprehended. The FBI was looking for a "professional troublemaker,
foreign agitator, peacenik, dirty commie, flag-burner, big tall burly hairy man
called TochelHendricks." Since Toche is a short plump man with a gentle,
bearded baby face, and Hendricks is tall and beardless, their friends were quite
taken by the FBI's creative GAAG hybrid.
GAAG was particularly active around S-I and its progeny, and since 1975 has
often done pieces on the theatre of the absurd arising from their attempts to obtain their FBI files through the FOIA. Last year they did an event at Printed Matter
called "Curious," in which they handed out stamped, ready-to-mail requests for
files, so the art community would know where it stood before the drawers
slammed shut. Toche and Hendricks, in short, are public educators, satirists,
heirs to Ad Reinhardt's unenviable role as "conscience of the art world." Only
the leaden gumshoes could fall so heavily for their tactics.
In this tradition art and media activists around the country have been preparing campaigns add protesting the latest mainlining of the status quo into our
prime-time bloodstreams-the new TV show Today's FBI, which, as The New
York Times reported, actively involved the FBI to the point of total creative
control and "having agents suggest plot lines and approve all scripts." In Seattle,
on September 27, a political artists' group called X-Change cosponsored with the
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Political RigiltS D~fense Fund "a little art action" directed against KOMO-TV,
the local ABC affihate. Doug Kahn's flyer invited everyone to attend in or out of
"FBI drag" _suggesting that costumes might include" Third degree in the shades,
legal briefs, lOng sleeves of the law, security breaches and 'hot on their' heels."
Participants in trench c~ats slunk around and surveilled a skit called Today's FIB,
sang songs and otherwls~ reflected on the high-an/low-media overlaps that go
unrecognized by the dominant culture.
In view of the fact that. the closers-down of democracy are always warning
against state c~~trol. an? ~~rtuously comparing our limitless freedom with the
lack thereof in t?tahtar~~n states, this overt example of state propaganda in the
guise of "entertalO~ent .supports both de Antonio's contention that "U.S. TV
is the most effecttve bralOwashing going" and Sol Yurick's observation that
"we've lived within a police state clearly since 1917, - though a different kind than
elsewhere, and that they want "possession of our minds in the magical sense, to
change our sense of reality." Here's where art comes in. It can, as Baraka says,
"make these things larger than life."
These are crucial issues for visual artists because those of us on the Left are
always being accused of making "propaganda, nG. art." This situation reflects
the fact that prop~~anda f~r the dominant culture is not called propaganda but
simply "the truth. ~?th ~I~es are trying to "propagate," multiply, spread the
seeds or the word. ( Political warfare is about words" said Blanche Wiesen
Cook.) Oppositionalpropaganda is, of course, drasucallyllmited by inequality of
access to the electronic media. Baraka compares IEM's budget with his "pocketful of nickels" for the Xerox machine. It's the same access and First Amendment
issue that was raised by th~ Committee Against Fort Apache last year, that will be
raised again when t?at racist extravaganza hits TV this Winter, and is being raised
in the interim by HIll Stre~t Blues-another version of the heroic cops protecting
us civilized folk from the Jungle.
At the end of the pa~el at"Donnell, a gray-haired woman wildly waved her
hand to ask the last question. Are you people trying to overthrow the government?" The panel ~esponded without missing a beat. De Antonio quoted a version of the curran line th~t ope~s this article. Blanche Cook said, "Do you mean
the governnen' of the Bill of Rights? The governrnenr of the Constitution? The
government of the Freedom of Information Act~" And Geoffrey Rips said,
"Maybe the government is already overthrown."

All Fired Up*
My neighbors were gone, scattered by the winds of arson, federal urban renewal
and civic neglect. The media painted a portrait of mF home town as a perilous
"no-man's land, " an urban jungle, and yet, this uiasA merica they were talking
-LUIS CJ1"ICEL, DIRECTOR, BRONX MUSEUM
about.

slouny and it happened to such an exent that I wasn't even
aware Of change until one day I decided to walk arcund the block and found
that we had no block. Then I decided to walk arouru the neighborhood and
found that we had no neighborhood.
-VICTOR GEORGE MAIR,
It happened so

RESIDENT OF THE SOUTH BRONX

A year ago the Bronx Museum of the Arts mounted an exhibition that through its
II6-page catalog has become a model for visualizing social change. "DevastationlResurrection: The South Bronx," curated by Rotert Jensen, offered a truly
devastating (and healthily partisan) picture of what GO happen to a community
when it is attacked by the powers that be. I refer to ithere as a starting point for
examining the South Bronx's appeal for white avant-garde artists.
Noncommunity art activities in the ghetto, arising from genuine concern and
also from varying degrees of consciousness, ignorance, and at worst opportunism, involve the most complex questions of cultural imperialism and good
intentions, progressive and naive politics, work with or "for" the community.
Far be it from me to make it more difficult for anyone to make activist art anywhere outside the dominant culture, but in this particuarly touchy cross-cultural,
cross-class area of interaction, the relationships between privilege and exploitation, empathy and condescension are crucial.
The degree to which the visiting artists are inspired by the people and future
of the South Bronx rather than by its picturesque lanes-cape and desperate tenor,
the degree to which their work is part of a considered political strategy formed
with those people, the degree to which identificatior with the oppressed leads
to passive exposition or active opposition, and what ire the social roots of that
identification-these are only a few of the question- that have to be asked. I
don't pretend to have the answers, but will try in these columns to map out some
of the art ground between Fordham Road and the -larlem and Bronx rivers.
Eventually I'd like to get together a panel on the sibject and hear the artists
themselves talk about their motives for working in tha area.
To begin on the bright side (perhaps a little too lrtght), Mel Rosenthal's exhibition of photographs from the South Bronx recerrly at Gallery II99 offered
moving portraits of the people who hang out on the streets there, emphasizing
life among the ruins rather than the reasons for the ri ins. Not that Rosenthal is
unaware of the causes. He was raised in the Bronx waen it was a working- and
middle-class neighborhood, and now teaches local health workers and people
who work in community organizations there. When he returned, he felt queasy at
first about taking pictures, "partly because I didn't fe(1 I belonged there, partly
"Reprinted by permission from The Village Voice, Dec. 2-f 1981.
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Justen Ladda, The Thing,
1981. (Photo: Martha Cooper;
© Marvel Comics Group 1981)
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because I was overwhelmed by the devastation and pain, and partly because I
couldn't even begin to figure out ways of documenting what was going on up
there and my relationship to it."
The relationship evolved from his discovery that the people he met on
Bathgate Avenue had no pictures of themselves aside from "the demeaning,
distorting, and demoralizing photographs on their identification cards." He decided to provide the positive images that are also lacking in the public domain of
movies, TV, and newspapers. Rosenthal's portraits belong in the "humanist" tradition of art/documentary photography. They are beautiful, caring, often striking. The show's pervasive emotions were courage and sadness. Some of my
favorite pictures were those of young people and kids hamming it up in front
of Super Kool cigarette ads, turning somersaults on burned-out mattresses or
leaping for a basketball, caught in midair as though rising above the patch of
earth they're stuck on by sheer willpower and exuberance. One senses the artist's
seriousness, his constant sense of his responsibility to his subjects.
But Rosenthal's enterprise is a risky one, given the delicate line between the
idealization of victims, pretending all is well if people can still smile, and ghoulishly dramatizing the victim, crying over spilt blood without suggesting some
antidote. His subjects are nameless, continuing the anonymity graffiti artists are
combating; there are no images of people working, of Tremont Trades, Banana
Kelly, and other sweat equity groups, of organization and resistance. Rosenthal
knows these pitfalls. He worries about the extent to which he "might also be
contributing to the objectification and exploitation" of his subjects. His modest
campaign for visibility is part of a larger one to counteract the image of the South
Bronx in movies like Fort Apache, in which its cop-protectors describe the area as
"70,000 people packed in like sardines, smelling each other's farts, living like
cockroaches," out of whom there are "5°,000 potential cop killers." The press
continued the numbers game, New York Magazine imagining "the hellhole that is
the South Bronx, 10,000 addicts on some blocks, arsonists common as rats, rubble
where grass should grow" (Dec. I, 1980).
The film's final solution was "bulldozers ... that's the only way. Just tear it
down and push it into the river." Marc Blane opposes this with his plans for parks
constructed of the rubble left by arsonists, landlords and redlining bankers.
Working in the tradition of Charles Simonds and Alan Sonfist, he proposes that
his "Rubble Reconstruction Company" reclaim the land through recycling, for
which he has the support of the South Bronx Development Organization. With
the guidance of a local alcoholic he calls Don Jose, Blane dreams of making
"reconstruction art," because Reconstruction was "the process of restoring to
the states that had seceded, the rights and privileges of the Union." Unfortunately, this misguided parallel works, but not as intended, given what the
post-Civil War Reconstruction did for southern Blacks.
Blane's best work is metaphorical, represented in two artist's books: Cycles
and Grounds/Greens, Graves, Ruins, Mines, which suggest ironic ties between
ancient culture and ours, abandoning the South Bronx to history. His gallery
work (recently seen at Franklin Furnace) includes photographs of the Charlotte
Street barrens, burned at the edges or juxtaposed with burned money, or inserted
as the "message" in green Night Train Express bottles found in the gutters. This
connection of whiskey, fires, and anonymous residents verges dangerously on
the blame-the-victim syndrome, contributing to the media image of the area as
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the habitat of "animals" and "inhuman creatures" who burn their homes down
around them in drunken or drugged impotence: it ignores the "planned shrinkage" gentrification strategies of the developers who own the South Bronx.
John Fekner is always showing in the South Bronx. His "Falsas Promesas/Broken Promises" on Charlotte Street is a huge stencil of the 1980 People's
Convention slogan. It provided a satirical backdrop for Reagan's and other politicians' obligatory preelection visits to the area that summer. Fekner and his
stencil are, in scale and intention, an offshoot of the graffiti impulse. He simply
states truths in giant letters on the surfaces of reality. "Industrial Fossil," he writes
across an abandoned truck; "Decay," he writes in a deteriorating doorway;
"Mortal Wound" inside a ruined church; "Indian Trails" on a freeway; "DeEmphasize Ads," "No TV," "Save Our Schools." Fekner is essentially a caption
writer to the urban environment, adman for the opposition. He is a threedimensional photographer who also works in other mediums, though this is his
most effective. Reproductions of his work only palely reflect the experience of
coming upon them on site. He does in public what a lot of artworld artists don't
even do in galleries: he dispels ambiguity by naming his visions, his viewpoint.
Other young white artists, mostly of the Lower East Side/Tribeca/New Wave
persuasion, work and show in the South Bronx through Fashion Moda-a
"cultural concept" on Third Avenue and L47th Street. Founded and run by Stefan
Eins, an Austrian who makes his art in an expanded, administrative version of
Fekner's identification process, Fashion Moda shows weird amalgams of local,
downtown, and international culture. They blur boundaries between high and
low art, trained and untrained artists, education, science and culture. In the
basement for a year or so was an installztion by another white group called CUD
(Contemporary Urbicultural Documentation). The goal of its systematic archaeology of very recent ruins (in this case the Bronx County Criminal Court
House) is "to exchange information about the site/society we live in." CUD
involves the neighborhood in research into the social artifacts, documents, and
structures that control it, plumbs the bureaucratic depths of fallout shelters, psychiatric institutions, religious missions. It, too, represents a new kind of sitespecific art, unearthing forms of alienation, fragments of lives, putting them
together into a cohesive visual experience.
The artists I've discussed so far have used the found materials and realities
of the South Bronx to comment on the societal/emotional surfaces and/or the underlying processes. Justen ("Houston") Ladda's The Thing, buried deep in the
bowels of a huge, abandoned high school near Fashion Moda, is a picture from
elsewhere, a pop-science-fiction fantasy familiar to the local audience, wrenched
from the media to convey a message different from the intended one in much
the same way the master graffiti artists 0 ften subvert their cartoon heritage. The
Thing is a vision rather than a prescript ion. It is a two- and three-dimensional
painted picture of Stone Man-Hombn de Piedra-a grotesque but benign superhero who hurls himself from the wall of a ruined auditorium onto the backs
of the vast array of seats, which the artist has painted white. The painting is. a
complex, diVided-perspective image, seem whole from a single vantage point, dISintegrating before your eyes as you move away from it. To reach the work, o~e
takes a postcataclysmic journey down dark, broken and obstacle-strewn staIrways into a pitch-black hole, guided by Ladda's lantern. When one finally enters
the auditorium, The Thing leaps out of the shadows. On a nearby stage is another
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piece-a haloed pyre of burning books done in the same perceptual technique.
The books are not fuel for the Moral Majority but perhaps despair itself going up
in flames, hope smoldering beneath the ruins, as Stone Man might be history
bursting its bounds, a symbol of the South Bronx community organizing and
breaking out of the tomb the dominant culture has built for it.
A monumental visual feat in itself, The Thing suggests other metaphors about
archaeology, ruins and resurrection. On the poster was a quotation from jung.
"Our times have demonstrated what it mearu for the gates of the underworld to
be opened.... Things whose enormity nobody could have imagined ...
turned our world upside down." The Bronx Uuseum catalog ends with a chapter
called "Resurrection: The People Are Doing i: Themselves." Culture in and coming into the South Bronx has a role to pia). But what exactly, and how, and
whose?

--------------

1;',>:_ _-.:'11

••

711

--------------------------

HAPPY NEWSYEAR FROM
LUCY LIPPARD AND JERRY KEARNS
Welcome to the image war being waged behind representational lines and in
them. It's on your heads and boxes. There's fighting in the streets. This is about
pictorial repression and pictorial resistance, about demonstrating our imaginations.
Close up, you see the New Right kept at a distance. They write us out of the
picture, but we pale them by comparison They appear in The New York Times,
telling us it's okay, don't worry, don't think, don't act, the world's in good hands,
in bad hands, in empty hands, in the wrong hands, but don't worry your little
heads. Big strong white men got it all under control. (Help! We're being helped!)
They give us another message in the Feu: York Post, where we're assailed by
random violence, titillated by secondhand sexuality. Nobody's in control here,
much less you, rn'dear, No use feeling responsible, no use organizing. It's all out
of your hands. It all just happens to you poor folk. Bricks fall from roofs, bombs
fall from buttons. Don't watch the news there's nothin' you can do. Read the
papers and scare yourself to death. It's cheaper than the movies.
In these times not fit to print, see wi.h your own eyes. See through words.
Wonder whose reality they reflect, who owns the mirror. Wonder why it looks
like it's us wearing masks, wearing gags. In fact, everybody's in disguise. Bloodthirsty maniacs wear the costumes of reason, authority, and decency: white
shirts and ties, and neat or disappearing lair. They cast us as the commie pinko
queers demonstrating in the gutter while the good folk stay home and get off on
teenage chastity and capital punishment for homosexuals, cozy in the knowledge that domestic surveillance-snuck n last month under cover of Libyan
darkness-stops at the familiar center. (Allthe more reason not to let your art out
of the room, not to join groups, despite the loneliness of the short-sighted expressionist and the deadpanhandler.)
Is art around to tell the time? Look a: these faces. What time is it, anyway?
Time for active resistance to the deathsherdlines offered by the nuclear powers:
The Black United Front defying the draa, another crowning blow in Crown
Heights; PADD in Washington canceling guns and bombs and warriors with
black, white, and red, images alone; No Nore Nice Girls in New York marching
tall, big-bellied, black-robed, chained, gagged in shocking pink, demanding reproductive freedom, a halt to Sexual McCuthyism and Forced Labor.
In November, the women went to the Pentagon with patchwork banners and
giant puppets to mourn, defy, rage and resst the clouds of war. We wove a multicolored web of fragile yarn and fabrics around the five faces and across its entrances, caught generals in our net. We demanded the toys be taken away from
the boys. Blood spattered the pillars of militarism while we passed out fresh bread
and willed the people within to work for peace and not for war. But is it art? Yes,
as a matter of fact, it is.
What do you show and where do yot show? they ask in the art world. We
show and tell what we believe wherever we can be seen. "Why does political art
have to use words?" they ask in the art world. Whose political art-ours or
theirs? How come we get asked suspicioasly what we're doing when we join
words and images to criticize? How cornel get asked, "Are you still a critic?" If

*Reprinted by permission from The Village voice, Dec. 30, 198I-Jan. 5, 1982.
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art can be words, why can't criticism be images? When artists write, they don't
stop being artists. (A little justice here, please!) You can get your head blown off
in no-man's-land, but isn't modernism all about risk? Maybe that's why some esthetic resisters wear masks. Maybe everything has to be unmasked before it can be
rendered effective instead of safelv contained in cultural anxiety.
It looks like 1980, too. 1980 not won. 1980 for what? I dreamed the other night
that the top of a rocky island blew off in a luscious cloud against a bright blue sky
while boulders clattered to the ground killing many, because sculptors had been
careless. We hid in a basement as the cataclysm raged and I thought that was a
dumb idea. Are we making art whiie Reagan fiddles? Why do we have to wake at
night and worry, not about the bomb, the wars, the bodies of our sons and daughters, but about the next day's meals, the next week's work, the next month's rent?
Can artists afford to look ahead? If we behave we get Masterpiece Theatre for
one more year. They're dreaming the nicest little dreams for us. They don't include consciousness, concern, involvement, or action.
A happy newsyear would mean more news to fit the pages that be, more art
fit to demonstrate what the media don't, more active resistance to the guardians
of our immorality. How to resolve our newsyear revolutions? In ancient winter
solstice rituals, a fiery wheel was rolled downhill and people danced in circles to
encourage the sun and moon to keep on turning. We've gone around in enough
circles, gone far enough downhill. This time of year the sun's on the rise again. If
only every cloud didn't have a plutonium lining. It's going to take more than a
star in the East this time around. Its going to take both action and passion. Aren't
they still in art's domain?

Making Manifest*
I've never written much about "realist" art, maybe because I've always found
reality itself more compelling. Some things can't be heightened; I'll always prefer a rock to a picture of a rock. But social-change art has to be concerned with
realism, or at least with all our contradictory perceptions of reality-in the
media, in mass and high culture. Realism means simply "the way it is, the way it
looks." But looks to whom? And whose interpretation of what is? And how do
we distinguish between individual and socialized visions? Or is there a
distinction? A work of art with content is like a person. Some people look like
what they are; others fool the eve and mind for a while with their picture
planes. Art, like people, comes on differently in different sttuations.
I wrote a couple of months ago about white artists working in the South
Br~nx, wondering about their monves and effect. Bill Stephens is best and internationally known as a documerrsry video artist and photojournalist wh?se
work now centers on Harlem. "ben I saw his collaborative video installation
Fire Walls Four nestled among the blue chips at the Whitney Museum earlier this
month, I began to wonder how the reversal works. It's an ambitious piece, a
room within a darkened room, Its outside walls painted with full-scale scenes .of
a firehouse, a burned-out building. Black urban street life and the landlord's white
"Reprinted by permission from The Yillage Voice, Jan. 27-Feb. 2, 1982.
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suburban street life (respectively msde by Ozzie Simmons, Chris Cumberback,
Lavon Leak, and Richard Leonard). lnside, an almost-clutter of objects, images,
and sound conveyed an atmosphere of urgency and emergency. Four color
monitors on high red pedestals framed a ladder sculpture above and a flashing revolving red light below. Two of the screens showed crackling flames; the other
two, documentaries of fires and fire victims. A small fifth TV set added a quasiSurrealist touch with a mysterious and blurry (or blue) view of a white fireman
performing an explicit striptease for a mostly Black audience.
One inside wall was painted by Freida Jones as a tenement exterior against
the sky; it merged two tableaux: a shabby but comfortable living room with TV,
hot plate, worn pink plastic toy, a par of high-heeled white men's shoes, a woodcut by Charles White, an ashtray on the couch with two cigarettes having burned
holes next to it: and the aftermath, a pile of burned-out furniture with ghastly
photos of silhouettes of burned bodies. A third wall was the firehouse, with
clothes and equipment (a handful of money and jewels dripping from the pocket
of one bemedaled slicker); the fourth was a strongly designed documentation of
"The Men Who Are Burning New 'lork" with portraits and red graffiti reading
"Arson for Profit," striped by canvas fire hoses. A can of kerosene and old business ledgers laid the blame on greed
Stephens' details were well and pointedly chosen with just the right amount
of esthetic confusion for the subject at hand. (your eardrums weren't split; you
could tell what the message was; and the presence of viewers didn't upset the
visual impact.) When I saw the piece, it was full of participants, mostly young
people, all white. Some appeared to mow, some didn't, that areas of this city are
systematically destroyed by their owners. Either way a certain reality was
brought home. Maybe brought hone is the wrong term. The Lpper East Side
abuts on Harlem, but it is also, no doubt, the home of many of those who profit
from the destruction of others' homes. The distancing was a social as well as a
formal device.
Some would question whether fire Walls Four at the Whitney was a case of
"preaching to the converted" (would that it were!), while others would question
its appearance in an art museum. Stephens, however, wasn't preaching; he was
stating facts in a dramatic but nonrhetorical manner. Some would in turn dispute
his "realism" and argue with his interpretation of those facts. This group of
dissenters would not be the people who live in Harlem, Bed-Stuy, the South
Bronx, the people in union halls, pualic schools, and other less affluent enclaves.
These people know the facts. They are the converted, not the Whitney audience,
which is perhaps more highly educated and "better informed" about some
things, but rarely aware emotionalli of what goes down so near. and yet so far
from their own more secure homes
Across the street at the LernerHeller Gallery was a puzzling but provocative four-artist show called "Manifesto," which by my dictionary means "an
open statement" or "a public declaration ... making known past actions and
explaining the motives for actions amounced as forthcoming." The two works
not made specifically for the show simply "made known past actions": a 1974
blackboard piece by Joseph Beuys from the time when it seemed he might indeed
be manifesting something important and a large photograph of one of Ana Mendieta's "rupestrian sculptures," made on site in a Cuban cave last summer-a
powerfully crude and moving image of female/earth connections.
The other two pieces, Vito Accenci's Three Manifestos and Rudolf Baranik's
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Rudolf Baranik, Napalm Elegy 2, 1973, rustoleum and photostat collage on masonite with
black lucite, 2 panels, each 102" x 50;;' "; piece revised for War Games exhibition at Ronald
Feldman Gallery, Spring 1982, by addition of the following text:
"WAR GAMES, an obsolete combination of the archaic word WAR and the contemporary
word GAMES. 1. WAR, the physical mass annihilation of human beings, usually organized
and conducted by national states an.d carried out by parts of the population known as
ARMED FORCES (obsolete). 2. Thepreparation of mass annihilation carried out by groups
of retarded people known as MILITARY LEADERSHIP (military-obsolete). Groups of
these retardees, known as GENERALS (archaic), had their headquarters in a five-faceted
building near the Potomac River in the pre-civilization North American Empire. 3. WAR
GAMES, used in the pre-civilizationera to describe maneuvers of mass-killing forces. 4. A
name of an exhibition held near .he end of the twentieth century at the RONALD
FELDMAN Fine Arts, New York, b-elieved to be a gallery (obsolete). The exhibition, as
reconstructed through the archaic recordingmeans of video and microfilm, is believedto have
been of sardonic nature. Dictionary of the English language, 24th century (excerpted by
Rudolf Baranik)."

Words for One, are both clear statements of not entirely clear positions by
two artists who occupy quite different places in the spectrum of New York
"political art." Acconci's three-panel colored photography work was primarily
bright, cheerful, at home in the gallery of 1982. Its punch lines were delivered,
with a characteristic combination of frustration and vague sexual/political innuendos, on window shades that intentionally wouldn't stay down, so incur-
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ious viewers never got punched at allOver a picture of a luscious cloudy blue
sky, a white shade read "An Art Should Last Only So Long As People Keep It Up";
over a reflective mylar panel, a black shade read "An Art Should Last Longer than
People Can Hold It Down"; over a picture of the acting president of the United
States, a transparent shade read "An Art Should Last Only So Long As People See
Through It." I'll leave you to enjoy the ways in which this piece does not exactly
"explain the motives for actions." Acconci has said that he sees the viewer of art
as "a puppet or a victim of culture," md art as a way to "thicken the plot," to
deal with "politics as a multisided thing."
Baranik's large black painting, alnost covered with pale lines of delicate
gibberish, offers a more complex view of where the needs and functions of art
and politics converge and conflict. Hi) "script" is almost legible; he somehow
transcends decoration by the intensity <')f his desire to say something. I feel meaning pulsing just below the surface of these works, like an idea on the tip of my
tongue. This is not an art that is easily seen through. The signs are there but the
language is neither Baranik's native Lithuanian nor the English, German, French,
and Russian he also speaks. In its simultaneous urge to communicate and remain
silent, Words for One might be a polyglot tribute to internationalism.
Bararuk calls himself a bit rueful" a "socialist formalist," refusing to let
"them" own the depths of artistic clart; to which he is as committed as he is to
the Left. His "dark paintings" series is inevitably comparable to that. of ~d
Reinhardt (ironically also a Lithuanian "socialist formalist"). v.et they differ 10
the fact that Baranik's hermeticism is a more poignant, less belhgerent means of
establishing art's moral role. Both denund of the viewer a commitment closer to
that of the artist himself than is expected of the in-one-eye-out-the-other experience that much contemporary art has become. What is ~~de real, or
manifested, in this single glowing canvas is the part of politics that the
noncultural Left has difficulty recognizing: the spiritual element, for lack of a
.
less pompous term.
Leon Golub's "Mercenaries and Interrogations" show at Susan Caldwell IS an
open statement that manages to be both formally impressive and intensely critical of the world it clarifies. It's the hardest-hitting "realism" I've seen. The fact
that its subject matter is overtly politicil is one reason. The other is esthetic and,
as I keep muttering in these columns ard elsewhere, the two are not mutually exclusive, much as the folks on the podium would like us to think they are. When
esthetics and politics meet with equal itrength, the result is a double whammy.
Golub's six large (ten to twenty feet) paintings are of a scale commensurate
with their historical intent. Most of taern have harsh, blood-red backgrounds.
The foregrounds of three show hired killers lounging around ~ith guns in ~ c?illing buddy-buddyism that carries over to the other three pictures-of similar
types torturing nude, faceless victims. A sign on the gallery door. recomm~nds
children be admitted with discretion, indicating the work's effectiveness, s1O~e
so much art, political or otherwise, tends to involuntarily beautify or obscure ItS
content.
Golub's art is expressionist witaout being anarchic. A painfu~ control
parallels his subject matter. Both persoaal and public violence are held 10 check,
as though all the evil of fascist militarism were inherent in these male figures.
(This is a man's view of men, and all tae more scary in that it suggests a knot of
murderous rage on the generally social level, too.) Golub said on a recent panel,

S·

280

Voicing Opposition

Visual Problema tics

281

and frequency no art can fully conver. Finally, there is also the space between
a New York artist whose conscience is as sorely troubled by his own powerlessness to affect these events as by the events themselves-between him and
the unknown victims who hold the same beliefs but who are asked so much more
to support them. What results is an excruciating sense of personal anxiety made
political. In two of the (nontorture) pantings there is an overt self-portrait, suggesting that perhaps we're all merceruries and victims, working in a state that
condones these tortures and has devised its own subtler ones.
Golub's portraits of power are fiaally portraits of impotence, an ultimate
statement of any lone artist's powerlessness. At the same time they are moving
and memorable. They will raise conscousness, provide models for other artists
and actions. They make manifest a reality submerged by our own society, by a
racist administration that figures those hot-headed Latin authoritarians just have
a different view of human rights (i.e., victims and torturers are not quite human).
An acute anxiety connects all the vork discussed here. It also connects modernism and social activism. Golub's nev paintings achieve grandeur, maybe even
"greatness"-a notion so abused by prtriarchy and commercialism that I heartily mistrust it. He uses the extremes (Jf military degradation-hired killers, torture-to comment on "the motives fOC' actions announced as forthcoming." In
other words, our future. Do you feel tie draft?
Leon Golub, Interrogation (I), 1981. acrylic on canvas, 120" x 176". (Photo: Diana Church;
courtesy Susan Caldwell Gallery)

Visual Problematics *
"I make my paintings as blatant, as vulgarly obvious, as raunchy and gross as I
know how." But oddly the final impression is the opposite of these words. Hung
like an obscene piece of meat, or seated black-hooded and helpless or (in the case
of the woman) cringing blindfolded and gagged by tape, the victims are less than
people. The real horror of these paintings is the very casualness with which the
uniformed men go about their business-whether goofing off with their guns or
administering unimaginable pain to other human beings.
The tensions in these paintirlgs, the sense of time passing unbearably slowly,
is integrally interwoven with their use of space. Human geometry-the bends
of knees and elbows-is occasionally echoed by inorganic shapes like guns or gallows. In Gigantomacby of 1966, ill earlier large canvas shown in a separate room,
heroic nude figures flow across the surface and in their motion are truly monumental. The new works, however, are more so, heightened by their eerie sense of
arrest and containment, their cruel, almost balletic, stopped-time gestures. The
inherent violence is all the more appalling because it hasn't happened yet, or yet
again. Similarly the paint surface itself is very dry, as though the pain of the
victims were literally drawn out. bled through the brush, scraped across th~ canvas. (The pencil studies in another room are far more human; only in pamt do
these men become wholly evil.)
The distance that transmits that agonizing sense of time exists not only in the
spaces between the painted figures themselves, which is crucial, but also in t~e
spaces between "us" and "them," between a SoHo art gallery and the Laun
American prisons or African vilh~es where these scenes take place with a secrecy

About thirteen years ago, antiwar activist Ron Wolin and I asked a number of artists we respected to design posters opposing the Vietnam war. The artists, many
of whom were downright famous, tooc the idea seriously. But the results, while
often decorative and/or clever, were disappointing. At the time I didn't understand why, or what we were dernandiag.
I've since realized it takes years b develop a formally effective way to express social outrage, and there are few models, since activist art isn't exactly
taught in schools. You can't just drrp in and make a good oppositional artwork, no matter how good you are. It's a highly specialized task, like the development of any other art form. And you've got to find time and energy for political
organizing and education, because in tus field, to be out of touch is to be out of
steam.
Moreover, "political art" has ne'er been defined and is still in its infant
stages. Many still labor under the dehsion that it is a creature of the Left, that
establishmentarian neutrality is not "political." Others see no middleground between propaganda and prettifying. Nsw and then the artworld tolerance for
"political art" expands a bit and topicality briefly becomes popular, ~ecause of
pressures from the outside world. At the same time, alas, the term Itself veers
toward meaninglessness.
"Revised summary of three pieces in The ltfllage Voice, 1982: "Icons of Need and Greed"
(May 25), "A Small Slice of Whose Pie?" OU'Je 8) and "How Cool Is the Freeze?" (Iune IS);
published in In These Times as "The Cutrage of the Artist," July 28-Aug. 10, 1982,
Reprinted by permission of The Village VI,./ce and In These Times.
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I can recall two such periods-I968 and I975-and now we seem to be into another one. The time seems ripe to air a few related issues, to avoid divisiveness
and also to sharpen our analyses as we approach the inevitable peak of attention during the nuclear freeze campaign.
I have mixed feelings about this phenomenon. On the one hand, I'd like
(ideally) all artists to be socially responsible people, whatever their art is. I'd like
a healthy portion of them to be involved in both professional and grass-roots
productions that deal with specific issues and work directly with activist groups.
On that hand, I'm really happy to see more and more visual artists jumping on
the anti-Reagan and pro-disarmament bandwagon, because the support is always
great to have and I know from past experience that a few will stay with us for the
long haul, once the band stops playing.
On the other hand, it can be hard for those who have worked steadily for
years to watch newcomers (a few of them dilettantes and opportunists) get a
modest share of the too-small pie reserved for' 'political art," especially when the
newcomers' politics are naive, nonexistent or even hostile to the Left. And on the
third hand, nobody wants to discourage anyone from joining up, so any such
dog-in-the-mangerism has to be scrutinized not only with guilt but also with
honesty and a certain pragmatism.
In the mid-tzos there was a tendency among progressive art groups to criticize everyone who wasn't correrter than correct. Since nobody knew what that
was, everybody got criticized, severely limiting the possibility for any strong
theory or praxis to emerge before it got shot down. If you ventured into the art
world to educate and to make Tour alternatives visible, somebody would say
you'd been assimilated, ripped off or sold out. If you stayed in your studio and
worked because it had become important to prove that the Left had "quality"
too, that diverted your energies from collective work and somebody said you'd
opted out.
There has also been a tendency to cry Stalinist at anyone who has done their
homework and tried to develop 2 political analysis of their own. Then there's the
avant-garde anarchism that holds out for the "freedom" of art to be caring, but
disconnected from any structures formed with an eye to change.
There are also cries of careerism and cooptation, in which the most difficult
of our contradictions are exposed, One kind of cooptation is when you or your
work get used by the dominant culture differently than you had intended, or it
gets neutralized by the wrong context. But as Jerry Kearns has pointed out,
there's another kind of cooptatio n-i-when you censor yourself because of fear,
defeatism or rage, when you let gil of the notions of beauty, scale, complexity and
visionary grandeur, when you get backed up against the copying machine forever.
It's not easy to figure out one's mdivldual options between the extremes-total
immersion in the queasy ethics of the art commodity system or furious rejection
of all it stands for, which can lead. to the wrong noses getting cut off to spite the
wrong faces.
As the disarmament movement swells and trembles, visual artists are mobilizing
in numbers unseen since the inv ..s ion of Cambodia sparked the intense, if sho~t
lived, Art Strike. Our image-mak<:LS-grass-roots and avant-garde-are once agalO
struggling to elevate slogans to symbols, to provide, literally, the banners beneath
which the people will march to doom or defiance. The present political situation,
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with its demand for fast answers, is not only sending conscious artists into the
streets, but into their studios as well, "here they are taking a deeper look at their
long-term needs and goals.
So it's a good time to consider dstinctions between activist art and a progressive high art-that is, an art designed to participate directly in structural
change and one that criticizes existing structures from more of a distancealways bearing in mind that the two are often made by the same artists for different contexts. With a little luck, all this activity will also defuse the terror many
artworld artists have of being "used" by the Left, and reveal the ways orders
from the Right somehow escape this onus.
I've seen a batch of "political" shows in the last month or two, some in unexpected places. When I expressed frustration with their unevenness, a friend
pointed out that most of the high art we see in galleries represents a year's or
several years' work .. "Timely" shows, on the other hand, are reactive; they have
to tackle one issue after another-a scattershot technique partially forced on us
by previous invisibility and lack of support or communication.
This leaves little time to analyze and comprehend form and content when
the content, at least, keeps changing. But the urgency also engenders a growing
political consciousness and a spontaneous immediacy lacking in much "high
art." Few progressive artists have been able to put all their energy into development of a formal vocabulary for political analysis, and fewer still have not frequently dropped their individual research to support this or that demo, issue or
theme show. At the social core of the contradictions in progressive artists' work
is the relationship between individual and collective artmaking. At the esthetic
core is the relationship between form tad politics.
Both in the galleries and in the streets, we are seeing a lot of skulls, bombs,
missiles, suggestions for Raygun control, bloody dollar signs and TMI reactors,
top hats and rags, peasants and generals, mutants and mushrooms, flames and
fists. Extremes. I'm not making fun of these images. As emblems they can be used
with force and directness, sometimes w ith subtlety and freshness. June u-when
almost a million people flooded New York to protest the nuclear buildupproved that. What finally counts, though, is how deeply they reach, whether they
are merely provocative or provoke thcught and action as well.
The art on June rz had three basic mandates: to make people terrified of nuclear war, not to make people feel helpless before their terror, and to help them
understand its roots in domestic and .oreign policy, or state terrorism. Clearly
you can't reach out to a million people. no matter how brilliant your talents and
good your intentions, unless you know what you think about the issues on a level
more complex than basic ban-the-bomb black.
At "The Fate of the Art"-a recent Political Art Documentation/Distribution-sponsored evening of slides and discussion to evaluate the visual contributions to June u-there were several passionate pleas for political clarity as well
as esthetic integrity. The issue of word, (any? how many?) in visual art came up,
as it always does. For instance, one vornan raised the interesting problem of
cro~s-rhetoric, such as the parallels between the antiwar "Choose Life" and the
antiabortion "Pro-Life" slogans.
If there's a plethora of extremes-of victims and enemies-in oppositional
art, it's not the artists' fault. The art isn 't going to go beyond the politics, just as
on an individual basis it can't go beyon1 the artist's own politics. For this reason,
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the compromised notion of a nuclear freeze looks cool to artists whose liberalism turns reactionary when they perceive the strings attached-the vital cords of
nonintervention, antiracism and -sexisn, redirection of funds to social needs,
and unilateral U.S. disarmament.
At one point during the June rz etaluation, someone summed up the steps
toward a strategic marriage of political clarity and imaginative form: Decide what
image to make, where and how best to display it, and why you made it. The answer to this last part can't be simply, I wanted to participate, I had to express
my outrage, I had a good idea, it sounded like a challenge, it was okay to visit but I
wouldn't want to live there. Complex and effective activist art evolves, almost
organically, from deep-seated political conviction, usually rooted in one's own
life experience.

Juan Sanchez, Viva Puerto Rico Libre, 19!1, oil and mixed media, 66" x 52". (Photo: Fred
MacDarrah)
Peter Gourfain, Chain Gang, 1981, pen ai.d ink, 22" x 321,".

Take the work of Juan Sanchez, seen in May at the Intar Latin American Gallery. Sanchez' art is so much more effective than most not only because he is a
damn good painter, but also because 0 f his passionate and unconflicting commitment to the cause of Puerto Rican independence. He skillfully fuses experimental oil-painting techniques, which be uses as a frame or background with an
inventive span of patterns, colors, Irnsges and words, with more urgent street
mediums through his own photos. He integrates photographs, graffiti, slogans,
collaged leaflets, a drawing by his mother, poetry, quotations from Puerto Rican
culture heroes and activists (many of ihem women) and archaeological motifs
from the Taino Indians. Each painting represents and communicates an entire
culture as well as a directed outrage. I'm told that in the barrio, Sanchez' work has
inspired and organized for years now. In the art world, it opens us up to new
ways of seeing what surrounds us.
Like street demonstrations, "political art shows" sometimes seem primarily
to reinforce the commitments of the irtists and other converted participants.
This is no small thing, much as we also pursue a broader effectiveness. Yet such
shows also demonstrate that subjects Ike race, class, sex, militarism and unemployment can fit into the same art molls as any other subject. This fact in turn
combats taboos but can be depressing, because we work in a context in which
form dominates and content continues to be submerged. It is therefore exhilarating to find artists who are getting it ,11 together, usually after long, hard work
both in and out of both art and politica domains.
A year ago, a friend showed me slides of a banner he'd photographed at an El
Salvador demonstration. It was a fierce, brilliantly colored frieze of helmeted
heads over a mass of smaller figures dvided by a river of knifelike flames. He
didn't know the artist's name. It turned out to be Peter Gourfain, whose abstract
sculpture I'd admired since the mid-tees, In May he had a show at the MOA Gallery in New York.
In the drawings and raucous cia) reliefs shown there, and in the demo
banners and big cartooned pots and monumental sculptures not seen there, Gourfain's dominant motif is a double frieze of wild-eyed "Romanesque" heads in
proftle, toothy mouths gaping open to swallow or to spew out grasping hands
and various object-symbols-coins, nai:s, a fish, a wrench, pliers, paintbrushes.
T~e impact of this iconography of needand greed is almost physiological. I felt a
kind of visual gag reflex.
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Gourfain's subject matter mi,ght be a ferocious impatience with what people
do to each other. Grimacing with anxiety and anguish, unable to shut up, heads
and legs imprisoned in chairs, or boating desperately on a sea of fire, his repeated
figures make physical such social emotions as despair and anger about corruption or war, and the possible incompatibility of humanism and human beings.
A former Minimalist, Gourfain uses repetition and cross-reference, fertilized
by a red-diaper baby's complex: political consciousness, to produce an unexpected explosion of serial art. Rather than looking to specific issues and then trying to find a form in which to best express his opinions, he has found his form ~n
the history of art itself. Romaresque relief, Celtic illumination, and the Coptic
elan of Ethiopian "primitivism" are fused with a raw energy resembling the powerful alienation of a few New "ave artists.
I don't know if Gourfain calls himself a Marxist, but he is certainly a materialist in the grandest sense. His use of the Romanesque style reminds us how
ancient the struggle is. His figures convey The People without resorting to proletarian cliches. They tug and haul at each other, upside down and rightside up,
entwined in desperate contact never at rest, humanity caught in serpentine
human-made coils. Some seem to be giving and some taking away, some building
and some betraying. Consumption competes with communication.
The gaunt, bearded figures .virtually all men and apparent self-portraits) talk
in objects and body parts, sugge-sting the Celtic urge to transformation through
hybrids of form and action. The determined oralism of Gourfain's imagery might
be about the contemporary artist's hunger for the love, respect, dignity and
power denied him in this societv, Visual artists are not supposed to know how to
talk-one way of keeping them in the infantile pattern of unfocused anger and
dependence appropriate to tht artworld playpen. Actually, not many people
are given a voice in this word-ri ddled society, and what is said often resembles
the crap pouring from the mouths of Gourfain's protagonists.
In his banners, in his monumental terra-cotta relief doors commemorating
the Kent State murders, and in the giant Roundabout, a nine-foot by twenty-twOfoot wooden tower depicting :J whole history of political struggle ... in all of
these, Gourfain does what left artists are supposed to do. He makes our dissatisfaction tangible and urges us onto criticism and resistance. His subjects are often
not explicit, and his iconography is often ambiguous. His art is straining at its
bonds, trying to do what art can't do yet.
A silkscreen in the show-brasher than the drawings-does include words. It
says "Much has been said. Now much must be done."

Out of Control: Australian Art on the Left*
On November II, 1975, the Governor General of Australia-the Queen's commonwealth representative-dismissed the popularly elected Labor government of
• Reprinted by permission from T~ Village Voice, Oct. 19, 1982.
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prime minister Gough Whitlam in what has since been described It> a legal and
an illegal parliamentary coup. Preceded by a CIA-instigated perioll ()f destabilization, resulting in a constitutional crisis comparable in some resrects to what
occurred in Chile between 1970 and 1973, this event was a watershed not only in
Australian history but in Australian progressive art. It provides an mplicit or explicit framework, particularly for those urban artists whose long-term goals reach
beyond the art world.
Australian artists are obsessed with their national identity, andn offers a fascinating field of speculation for foreigners as well. I've just come buck from two
and one-half months spent mostly in Brisbane (capital of the neo-bscist state of
Queensland in the "deep north," ruled by a peanut-farming rrcmier who
specializes in handing over Aboriginal homelands to multinauonal mining
interests). Because Australia is roughly the size of the United States .... ith a population the size of New York City's concentrated on the southesr coasts, it
offers a visitor the illusion of political comprehensibility. The art .... orld too is
small and comfortably incestuous, which has obvious disadvantaes, but also
fosters a sense of community. There is a relaxed interaction between fine art and
media activists impossible in the United States, where each "world'{s so huge it's
hard to keep up with both. Artists in Australia move often among 0,[( eight major
cities, only three of which play major cultural roles (not includin, the artificial
capital of Canberra, which has yet to develop a strong art community, though
the recent opening of the new National Gallery may change that).
Since I was in Australia last, just before the 1975 coup, both r-risrs and art
world have "grown up" considerably. I got a sense of increased cueural and political confidence despite the rightwing government and recessort that have
undermined other aspects of the national ego. There are now two :N'Oc! new liberal art magazines-the more often progressive Art Network and the October-like
Art & Text, published in Sydney and Melbourne respectively. With tYIe annual Lip
(a feminist journal of art and politics from Melbourne), the smaler Art Link
(coming out of Adelaide), and Art in Q (a new publication in its brnh throes in
Brisbane), they are changing the tempo of communications am'I:l~ the state
capitals.
The limited power of the limited art market, geographic isolaron from the
West and cultural isolation from Asia, resultant dependence on gov-rnrnent sup~ort and the diminution of "cringe mentality" paranoia in the face: f foreign art
influences have all led Australian activists into some profound cuestioning of
cross-cultural identities that eludes us New Yorkers in our frenetic .lid (for some)
more immediately gratifying art scene. The current debate on regiotahsm, as Bernice Murphy has written, "generally involves not a psychological etreat within
earlier confines of monocultural nationalism, but a more informed nnd complex
consciousness of regional distinctness and cultural pluralism."
Australia is in fact becoming a curious cultural hybrid. Its con ponents, in
~arying unequal parts, are: the rugged-individual Aussie, or at wors rbe "Ocker"
m the macho pioneer tradition of beerswilling and "footie" (Rugb ~ British colonialism (the "Poms") divided by class, though nowhere near a: visibly as in
England; multinational Americanization and increasing japanizaron , bitterlv
resented by many; recent immigrants from Asia, Europe and the \-liddlc East,
mostly postwar, which makes the "migrant problem" a generationl, one as well
(many official signs are now in English, Italian, Greek and japanes.i, and finally
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the vast land itself, inextricably entwined with the 40,000-year-old "Dreamtime"
of the remaining Aboriginal peoples, who now make up only I percent of the population.
Among the many contradictions inherent in this mixture is the way traditional Aboriginal knowledge and culture are paid such respectful lip service while
the people themselves are unisersally shunned, degraded and economically
enslaved. Innumerable places sacred to the native population are, alas, equally
sacred to the desacralizers, since the central and northern deserts have the largest
discovered uranium deposits in ,he world. At this very moment, in Brisbane, the
Commonwealth Games are providing an international media showcase for the
Black Protest Committee's exposure of these issues in the face of Queensland's
notoriously brutal and corrupt police force.
Land rights and compensation to the Aboriginal owners when mining companies grab their sacred places ace a major concern for artists, since native landscape is one of the focal issues of the regionalist debate. Coming from the
fragmented United States situation, where similar events are obscured by so many
other problems, I quite envy },tlstralia's concentrated vortex, where colonialism, multinational control, Aboriginal liberation, antimilitarism and antinuke,
unemployment and labor struggles against the highly automated mining industries all overlap. Perhaps because of this conjunction of issues, Australian artists
on the left, "community artists." and "high" artists are often the same people.
The level of red-baiting and polarization between "artworld" and "political
artists" is minimal. Thus the paranola that fuels much social artmaking in New
York is aimed primarily at the opposition rather than focusing on intramural
struggles.
In fact, there is no such thing as a "political artist" in Australia, in name anyway. Those anywhere on the left spectrum have assiduously avoided that obsolete label that plagues us here by ignoring the "political art" from the right posing
as "neutral." Many Australian left intellectuals insist that the country has no avant
garde either. However, Paul Taylor, editor of Art & Text, notes that the coordinates of an Australian art "concern our theories of the avant garde, the relationship between the categories of aature and culture . . . and the pervasive though
unacknowledged influence of photographic representation."
It seems to me that the most impressive contributions to current progressive art, and not only in Australia. are those which provide not only a new image
or even a new form language but delve down and move out into social life itself
through long-term projects. These works tend to be intricately structural, the results of years of thought and laeor-c-nor autonomous series for exhibition, but
ongoing sequences of learning, communication, integration and then learning
from the responses of the chosen audience. Such works concern themselves with
systems critically, from within, not just as commentaries. Such artists tend to be
asked when they are going to "start some new work" because innovation in the
international art world is undestood as stylistic and short-term, geared to the
market. Artists aren't supposed to go so far beneath the surface to provoke
change, but are merely supposed to embellish, observe and reflect the Sights, sites
and systems .of the status quo. (lhis is also a danger for much oppositional art
today-that ItS necessary immediacy becomes reactive rather than radically alternative in the long run.)
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Some Australian progressive artis-ts have focused on strategic outreach into
the public domain through an impressive body of murals and posters I can only
mention here: Geoff Hogg in Melbourne with his delightfully decorative social
history murals on all the buildings of the Turana Boys Home, a reform school in
Melbourne, and his complex Building Laborers mural there; Michiel Dolk's and
Merilyn Fairskye's ten striking "permanent billboards" (plus seven changing
ones) on bridge pylons which document the often violent resistance to development in Sydney's working-class Wooloomooloo community; the witty and ruthless posters of the now-defunct Earthworks Collective and their union-oriented
successor-Redback Graphics in Wolangong; and the independent productions
of the master poster artists Toni Robertson and Chips Mackinolty.
Others have focused on strategic theoretical analysis in "scriptovisual" form
or moved entirely into the real world, like Ian Burn, Ian Milliss and Leslie Pearson-"ex-conceptual artists" whose Union Media Service is ensconced in Sydney's Trades Hall, designing and publicizing a wide variety of union publications
and campaigns. Still others interact wrh and against advertising, as B.D.G.A.U.P.'s
(Billboards Utilizing Graffitists Against Unhealthy Productions) ongoing and hilarious program of altered billboards and a gay collective's appropriation and
formal copyright of the Moral Majority" trademark in Australia, on the eve ofJerry
Falwell's visit.
All of these approaches specifically confront the uses and perceptions of
mass, popular, folk or hobby culture the issues of presentation and representation, production and reproduction that are at the core of social-change art all
over the world. In Australia, crass commercialism in high as well as mass culture
is totally equated with the United Stares. The special bitterness with which Australian artists regard our influence is • major factor in their examinations of their
own cultural bases. It has become clear that a first step toward national independence, to which many would subscrbe implicitly if not explicitly, would be to
support local capitalism in the struggle against multinational control. The issue of
sovereignty obviously poses specific tactical problems for socialist artists balancing "reform" and "revolution" from a realistic viewpoint.
On the one hand, Australian socalist art is historically invisible, dependent
on institutions for visibility both locally and abroad. On the other hand, the
weight of a repressive dominant history is not so embedded in this relatively
young culture that the possibility of mange seems out of reach. This generates a
kind of optimism that contrasts with the situation of British activist artists who
are trapped in a formalization of earler Labor struggles and an increasing pessimism. Content is uppermost in many Australian artists' minds and their forms, if
not "new" in terms of the International avant garde, are integrated with and specific to that content. The forms therrselves "have politics." Realism is used as a
tool rather than as a style, often in formally interesting ways; conceptual
mediums are reversed back to their ovn origins in dialogue, away from the philosophical obscurities of the once-powerful Art & Language group. The "longterm" artists tend to avoid the parochalism of social art forms in the '30S and'40S
because their own experience is rooted in the specifics of local environments and
campaigns and placed within the ge neral experience of a country struggling
like so many others for freedom from cultural imperialism.
Peter Kennedy's project is titled November Eleven and consists, after four
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Peter Kennedy, November Eleven, 1980-81. painted and embroidered banner, 10' x 9'.

years work, of two of a projected set of six ten-foot by nine-foot painted and
embroidered banners and two videotapes made with John Hughes, studies for a
collaborative feature film in progress, Apologizing for "how quaint this must
sound," Kennedy says he wants his an to "have an influence on our destiny"-a
position recalling that of exiled Salcadoran artists optimistically developing
culture for an uncertain future. Kennedy's two completed banners depict massi~e
rallies against the 1975 coup with the bnlliant colors and ornate flourishes of their
traditional trade union models. Each includes a field of hundreds of extraordinary realistic portraits in a brushy watercolor style that is both photographic and
"impressionist" in effect.
These portraits might be said tobe the community from which Kennedy
works. In his search for an authentic expression of the popular historical expe-

rience, he spent several years in the early '70S making another "long-term" piece
called Introductions, which consisted of watercolor portraits and video interviews with the members of four national "institutions": a Bushwalkers' Club, an
Embroiderers' Guild, a Hot Rodders Club and a Marching Girls Club. Through
this work he became aware of an unexpected social consciousness within each
group, emanating from its own political concerns. For instance, the bushwalkers
were worried about the Japanese woodchip industry that is decimating Australia's forests; the hot rodders had a cleir perception of the effect of foreign car imports on local industry and labor.
However, Kennedy's role in Introductions was that of a mediator, and he
was frustrated by the feeling that he acked political control over his own work.
With November Eleven, he resolved 10 present his own political attitudes. The
banners represent, in a material sense, Australian history as well as art historyor rather the history of an art not inc luded in the ahistorical art histories of the
dominant culture. The banners repres-ent a traditional popular art form and the
videotapes a modern popular art foro; the banners are static, the two videos are
rapid-fire-one a very moving synopus of the events around the coup; the other
a witty montage of those events and ai analysis of the Australian left. The banner
form is declamatory by nature and anows for political forthrightness, where the
tapes are more layered and complex, both experientially and intellectually.
Together they combine populism ani avant-gardism and become two different
kinds of history book.
Since each banner takes about 10)0 hours to complete, they are made for interior installation-the art context and occasional labor rallies. (Kennedy has
made smaller, less elaborate banners 'or outdoor demos.) However, he feels that
the content of both tapes and banners is so explicitly assertive that they cannot
be contained or demonstrably altered by the crudest of institutional environments. Thus in a sense they coopt cooptation. November Eleven is intended as a
wedge into the art context. There is llOthing ambiguous about the intricate beauty
of its banners nor the media blitz of in tapes. They can be read no way except that
in which they are intended. At the moment Kennedy is working on the third
banner, around the issue of land rights and multinational control. centered on a
subtle alteration of certain talismanic Australian nineteenth-century history
paintings.
Vivienne Binns' "softer" Intervention into Australian history is concentrated
in the personal realm. Though botI she and Kennedy are highly respected in
the art world and involved with the Community Arts Board, she works in the
field. She describes herself as "a visml artist who has opted to work for the most
part in community situations rather titan in isolation in a studio, though I also do
that. The contexts, the venues and rhe audience vary a great deal." Binns is
"primarily interested in breaking dovn the distinction between the art of artists
and art institutions on the one hand and the art expression of people in general
on the other." Initially a painter who became involved in vitreous enameling and
developed an industrial photo-silk-screening process in enamel, she is currently
responsible as Community Artist fer a staggering 60,000-square-mile territory
in western central New South Wales.
Binns' art is particularly concerned with women's lives. Her preoccupation with Australian history is therefore similar to Kennedy's; the history of
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women is also invisible, a microcosm in Australia of Australia's invisibility in the
world. Her approach to the community attempts to undermine the Australian inferiority complex, as well as to develop simultaneously a sense of self-esteem
and artistic skills for untrained people. Her best known work is a three-year
project called Mothers' Memories/Otbers' Memories (MMOM), executed with
thirty-eight suburban women in Blacktown, N.S.W. It began when Binns and a
friend had the idea of "swapping muns't-s-maktng duty calls on each others'
mothers as a way of breaking out of the stereotyped and unsatisfactory motherdaughter relationship. Aware that while children's creativity is temporarily encouraged, adults learn to abandon it in favor of more practical pursuits and to
leave art to the professionals, she is trying to reestablish the chain between creativity, expression, power and art in people's lives. (''If we are unable to express
ourselves at all, we're likely to be either dead or catatonic.") MMOM included
two rotating towerlike postcard stands with photoenameled cards drawn from
the experiences of some of the women who participated in the exhibition.
Binns is a charismatic character, wh ether bursting into music-hall ditties at
the drop of a hat, driving hundreds of mjles through the wilderness in her red diesel truck, or enthusiastically sharing a cup of tea with elderly ladies at a "day
care" home. I stayed for a few days in ber Community Arts Committee trailer,
parked in a noisy elementary-schoolyard in the country town of Lake Cargelligo.
(In Australia the country really means the country; there are only some fifty
towns in the 6o,ooo-mile area where Binns works.) Watching her in action is in
fact watching her in integration. Not too much seems to be going on, since she
prefers to work through existing social forms-afternoon teas, sports events,
fetes and other "understood gatherings" This is in addition to her art classes,
mural project, crafts work on an Aborigiaal reserve and float-making for a parade
with an Aboriginal youth group.
. Among the problems she has had to overcome while working into Australian
history through people's lives is the sense of privacy around family conflict and
touchy questions of sex and politics. The strategies devised by local women to
protect themselves and their secrets, however, are precisely those used by prof~ssional artists: withdrawal, uncaptiooed photographs, concentration on a
single experience to exclude more sensitrive material, indication of conflict only
obliquely or ambiguously. In Lake Cargelligo we visited women in their farm
homes as well as attending scheduled classes and local events. One such visit revealed the heart of Binns' long-term project far better than anything she could
say.
Lila is the wife and active partner Gf a pig-farmer; she is also a painter and
craftsperson, local social force, and mother. Looking at some 100 slides she had
taken of her family, we learned not only HI amazing amount of communal history
but lea:n~d.it through the eye of an artst. The conventional figures and scenes
from Lila s life were framed and envisione-d with an unerring formal accuracy that
monumentalized a personal into an esthetic experience.
Binns is battling on two fronts. She i> standing up for the individual's right to
express herself and she is denying the generally false separation between art and
work. I~ a paper given at the time of the "Arts and Working Life" conference in
Sydney in 1981:, she talked about her own experience in factories, developing her
photoenamel process, about commercial art ("one place where art is integrated
with work, when that means a paid job'}. and about how the arts are seen as fe-
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male and work as male. She is lookng for a union of the two-"something that
will transform the work experience and change the nature of art. ... a situation where the creative ability and need for expression are recognized and allowed to operate in the work processes themselves, thus freeing the power of
those engaged in work to shape and organize their lives according to their needs
and abilities.... "
At the moment Binns is concocting ways to bring the breadth of shared experience she gets from her cornmmity work into the more coherent framework of her own art. Particularly :nterested in the relationship of lives to the
environments in which they are lived, she is developing new work about landscape, community and history.
In Adelaide, South Australia, Ann Newmarch and the Prospect Mural Group
also explore local and national history. Their black-and-white mural, History of
Australia, subtly documents the colonial invasion and the decay of capitalism. A
lateral motif of the Aboriginal ranbow snake as subterranean earth strata
tunnels beneath the rising, then fating cities of white Australia and emerges in
concert with symbols for feminisrr and Australian independence (the "Eureka
Flag" of the Southern Cross, origirated at a 1854 miners' rebellion in Victoria).
Newmarch, a founding member of the group, whose photoscreen prints and
posters are nationally known and saown, was community artist in residence in
Prospect this year. With communitv arts officer Kathie Muir she has organized
"Where We Are"-an exhibition of all kinds of art solicited from the neighborhood. It coincides with two related projects: schoolchildren making "one-off'
books about their environment, and a book of recollections by Prospect's elder
citizens. Here again "history" beccmes an ongoing process including individuals' lives and coalescing into new vews of national identity.
Newmarch's own prints are far more politically targeted, tackling the uranium issue as related to congenital birth defects and children's futures, militarism
and war toys, entwined with Images of her own two sons and baby daughter and
of Australian independence from Anericanization. (One of her most biting works
shows the facades of Colonel Sanders, McDonald's, etc., laid over a ghostly
backdrop of primal Australian landscape, ironically titled "Our Fathers Cleared
the Bush, Boys.") Her hallmark is a fusion of unabashedly domestic emotion and
an utterly unequivocal socialism. In her double book (for children and adults) This
Is the House that Peg Built, she celebrates the life of her aunt who has eight
children, twenty-three grandchildren and seven great-grandchildren; who at the
age of thirty built a cement-block house in her spare time between a factory job
and home duties; who in her late sixties is rebuilding another house and working
as dressmaker, toymaker, electrician and carpenter. Along with this pioneer-type
model the book also introduces an ideal of beauty for women differing rather
broadly from that of mass culture.
I've run out of space and havea't talked about some of my favorite murals
and posters, the Women's Art Movenent, the national Artworkers' Union, or the
immensely impressive group of socal films I saw at the Sydney Filmmakers CoOp. Not to mention the range of art being made within the trade union movement and the varied approaches to landscape and native flora and fauna. (Wild
kangaroos really are visible at roadsides.) In any case, one of the most heartening
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aspects of Australia for me was the realization of how broad a base the international progressive art movement is becoming, how well we can understand each
other despite the conflicts set upby our various governments. My experiences in
Australia were locally reinforced three weeks after I returned by the NAPNOC
conference in Omaha, Nebraska, a meeting of some fifty committed veterans of
grass-roots cultural groups from all over North America. NAPNOC stands for
Neighborhood Arts Programs Nlltional Organizing Committee. [The name has
since been changed to the Alliance: for Cultural Democracy.] It represents around
200 groups and publishes Cultural Democracy-a pithy newsletter devoted to
redefining United States cultural policy and engendering a national movement in
which the political and ernotiona: centrality of culture is acknowledged. As Arlene
Goldbard and Don Adams (ACD'i former staff extraordinaire) have written:
The United States is a multicultural society with each person free to participate in many cultural forms and traditions; each person and each community has the right to culture, all cultures are entitled to coexist in freedom
and equality; and government has no more right to favor one of these cultures above the other than it does to institute a state religion .... Cultural
democracy means that cultural values should be open to debate-that the
values of the big, established arts institutions shouldn't be swallowed whole.

Hotter Than July*
In June, when I quoted friends just returned from Nicaragua, I didn't know that
within two weeks I'd be there myself. From July 12 to 20, I attended the
interAmerican "Conference on Central America" in Managua, went to the fourth
anniversary celebration in Leon of the Sandinist revolution and traveled to
Jalapa and Ocotal in the Honduran border war zone. T.here,' a Stevie Wonder
"Hotter than July" poster hanging in the army's Frontier Motel office ominously
predicted a threatened August invasion by U.S.-backed "contras."
It was quite a week, Intensified by the fact that when we arrived back in the
Miami airport, newspapers carried reports of a fleet ~f warships headed for a possible "military quarantine" of !\icaragua, to protect other Central American
countries from an epidemic of social justice (known in Pentagonese as "exporting .revolution") and to exacerbate the already devastating effects of our
econorruc blockade of this small, suffering, wartorn, bankrupt, beautiful and exhilarating country.
I'.ve been back two days. Norhing's boiled down yet. The information and
experience s?me 200 of us Nortn Americans received in Nicaragua (firsthand,
through reading, and through the conference lectures) were so much at odds with
what's fed to us by the media here, it's difficult to register the fury and anguish
many of us felt. How can I convex the concreteness of the Nicaraguan experience
"Reprinted by permission from The r'ittage Voice, Aug. 9, 1983.
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of courage and hardship, almost inconceivable from a distance, even from a sympathetic one? I know how corny all this will sound, but maybe our future
depends in part on allowing such feelings to surface and to affect our actions.
Nothing else seems to be working.
Having let that steam off, and because I can't indulge myself here in a synopsis of all I learned-three points, fast: (1) The Sandinist revolution is not perfect,
nor is its perfection or lack thereof any of our business. It demands from the United States the simple right of sovereignty, of self-determination and defense within its own borders and the right to carry out its three basic principles: pluralism, a
mixed economy and nonalignment. (2) The Sandinist revolution is not "communist" and did not emerge from the East-West struggle that so preoccupies Reagan,
but is deeply rooted in local history and necessity. (3) It has achieved amazing
things in its brief lifespan, among them the greatest improvements in this hemisphere, from mid-tzos to early '80S, of the "physical quality of life"-an index including life expectancy, infant mortality and literacy.
So what about art? If we accept the fact that art can't be isolated from its context, all of the above is about art. The conference itself was sponsored by the
Sandinist Association of Cultural Workers (ASTC). Banners around town welcomed foreign "intellectuals." Most of those attending from North, Central and
South America were not artists or scholars specifically (with a lot of exceptions,
most notably Adrienne Rich and Julio Cortazar). Our goal was to strategize about
affecting (or reversing) U.S. public opinion. As Comandante Bayardo Arce has
written, "Revolutionaries can take economic power with relative ease, that is the
material power of a society. But the most difficult task, that which takes much
longer, is the taking of a society's ideological power-the intangible power expressed in the human mentality, in a society's mentality." From our very diverse
viewpoints, this was applicable to most of our situations.
Personally, 1 was frustrated by the fact that time, conference logistics and my
lousy Spanish drastically limited access to individual Nicaraguan artists. As a
group, we got some good doses of culture ranging from two fine art shows, the
murals, billboards, posters, stencils and graffiti in the streets, to dance, music and
the most marvelous circus I've ever seen (circus arts are uniquely included in the
ASTC's roster of cultural categories). But the photographers I wanted to interview in depth-Margarita Montealegre, with whom I spent a tantalizing three
minutes in a Chinese restaurant, and Claudia Gordillo, whose tough and sensitive
pictures of peasants and troops moving out of the Costa Rican border I particularly liked-were, respectively. on assignment for the newspaper Barricada and
out of the country. I talked too briefly with some of the older painters from the
ASTC and with Margaret Randall, who is a photographer as well as a poet and
chronicler extraordinaire of the revolution (her book Sandino's Daughters
brings the Sandinist experience to life like nothing else I've read).
The major Sandinist cultural principle is that revolutionary art can come only
from revolutionary experience. and that it need not reflect that experience superficially if it has absorbed it profoundly: "When we talk about revolutionary
art we are not talking about pamphlets-the clenched fist or the raised gun. We
are talking about art of quality. which expresses insights into the reality of life"
(Rosario Murillo, director of the ASTC).
The two spokespeople who have most clearly illuminated the role of culture
in the new Nicaragua are Murillo and Junta member Sergio Ramirez. Both are
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young and are poets (so are most of the members of the government). Both are
virtually pregnant with the notio n of the new forms that will emerge from art
"created by artists who make rather than just observe the revolution." Ramirez
noted that these new forms being released from historical restraints would open
up changes of language and of conduct, in a new sense of the possibilities of mutual creativity between artist and "audience." They are to be produced not only
by "the rich talent of individual creators with their own profiles,' but also in the
Popular Culture Centers by the hilherto silenced majority.
Though advocating the repossession of indigenous culture and resources
and, simultaneously, broadening ihe definition of culture to include the mass diffusion of ideas, Ramirez is wise enough to acknowledge that so far "the process
is too young to have created a siagle model, which cannot yet be stated or prescribed." He is on dangerous gJ'ound, however, when he suggests that the
banished right "generally consisted of the bad writers and the bad artists"-not
the same assumption as Murillo's' bad art is bad for the revolution." Less arguable
is Arce's assertion that "We oppose the tasteless poetry that merely mixes up
words in order to sound pretty" and at the same time are aware of "the trap that
in order to make revolutionary painting, we must paint compaiieros in green
with rifles in hand, or barefoot children in the barrios."
Of course the "new forms" that are developing may not be those we North
Americans would prefer. The work we saw in the two Managua exhibitions was
competent and occasionally excellent, but hardly innovative by SoHo standards.
It is made to reinforce common deals rather than to satisfy a (nonexistent) market. The most impressive painting. or assemblage, I saw was by Efren Medina,
who is in his early twenties; it saccessfully combined an earthy Cubist/Mexican
muralist style with deep, strong color and relief provided by a real cartridge belt.
For the most part, the fine art vas inseparable from other Latin American abstraction and figuration. There W:iS no "conceptual art," but it does seem that
photography has more potential for developing those "new forms" -perhaps
paradoxically because its own form is more or less settled, limited to black and
white rectangles of a certain size(by limited access to materials), leaving innovation to happen in the intersection between image and experience.
AsJack Levine, a photographer with our group, reflected, all artmaking is potentially an organizing process siace good art is that which connects the artist's
experience to the experiences of others. (I learned this from Suzanne Lacy, who
has consistently put this idea into practice). For better or worse, contemporary
Nicaraguan art has been nurtured by the experience of war. Where Somoza once
said, "I don't want educated people, 1 want oxen," the FSLN armed their people
with freedom of expression as well as with guns. "No Pasaran! All arms to the
People! One single army!" are the most popular slogans, and it follows that
"Culture is the Artistic Gun of the Revolution!"
In the late '70S, the arts wen incorporated into the struggle. "We learned to
fight in the trenches," they say, "and we learned to dance in the trenches." The
underground Praxis Movement Wl-S an arm of the FSLN. Poetry, songs and theater
were particularly effective organizing tools. The idea was not to hand out culture
like charity, but to learn from the peasant and soldier audiences and to reflect
their ideas back into the art and (;lilt to others. When Somoza's Guard read workers' poems on the walls, they realized how dangerous culture could be. Near the
Jack Levine, Ocotal, Nicaragua, 1983.
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end of the armed insurrection Radio Sandino broadcast popular songs from
which people learned, for instance, how to take a rifle apart.
For a brief period after 1979. Sandinist cultural workers' major concern was
how to maintain the momentum and unity forged within the war years, how to
replace anti-Somoza politics With something constructive, but equally impassioned. Now, alas, they find themselves again in a state of war and emergency.
The focus on counterrevolution has returned as cultural brigades are sent to the
front-not to "raise morale" (Bob Hopeless), but to live with the soldiers and
campesinos and to transmit their experiences to the rest of the country. In
Ocotal, we saw a young woman playing the guitar to an audience of children and
chickens; and we saw a truckload of young soldiers leaving for the front, but they
weren't troops, they were a thearrical troupe. In one forty-day period, a total of
226 artists were mobilized and performed 280 times.
The ASTC (made up of artists who are both talented and militant-one without the other is ineligible) hopes that a great cultural mobilization of artists
"creative in the struggle" will revolutionize, so to speak, Nicaragua's slogans and
images, and broaden communication with the general population. There's a
ways to go. The popular poster symbol of the four-year-old Revolution is La
Cbarela-a plump, simpering cartoon of a little girl. The imagery is unfortunate,
but the image is accurate. This is a very young revolution, won by "the kids," led
by thirty-year-olds, for a population that is 70 percent under twenty-one. Many of
the criticisms leveled at it are not only unfair, but premature. After all, as Secretary
of State Shultz said the other day .'the evolution of a democracy is a long and difficult process, especially when there are concerted efforts to defeat it." He said
this in support of aid to EI Salvador, but it's still truer of Nicaragua. The Sandinists
are preparing the seven political parties that participate in the government for an
election in 1985-"if we are left i.lone." They note it was much longer after the
American Revolution before general elections were held.
Cultural workers in Nicaragua are genuinely expected to provide the vision
for the future, along with everyoae else. Their vital sense of the necessity ofart is
unexpected for even those who, like me, insist that art is powerful. As we in the
United States try to build an authentic oppositional culture that can still interact
with and affect the dominant culture, the Nicaraguans have the task of building a
truly independent visual culture. They haven't gotten there yet in terms of actual
production, but the goals are intelligent and precise, the process is underway
and I'm crossing my fingers for them, and for us, in every sense.
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Prefatory Note
I have always liked writing about art because it takes place in that abyss between
verbal and visual that can never realy be filled. If I'd been younger I'd probably
have gone into film, but there wert no film courses when I was in school and I
didn't know independent film-makers existed. I describe photographs and use actual photographs in my fiction. I love graphic design, and by 1979 I was old and relaxed enough to do whatever I liked, so I finally started to make amateur comic
strips, after talking about it for years. (My credentials consist only of studio art
courses in college, where I also made and sold comic greeting cards and romantic
woodcuts.) Comics were a way to find out exactly what I meant by saying it directly, with no qualifiers and references and verbal frills. In the last few years I've
occasionally illustrated my own articles and made posters and page art alone
and collaboratively.
As far as I'm concerned, all this does not make me an artist any more than an
artist who publishes occasional articles becomes a writer. I can't take my visual
efforts too seriously and I make no claims for the drawings, but I do enjoy doing
them. I'd do more if I had more tirte. Time, and priorities, are finally what limit
my work in the no-one's land betwe-en writing and art.
.
Since 1977, collaboration has become an important part of my life. Since Wtnter 1980 I have also worked in a steady partnership with artist/activist Je~ry
Kearns, on a series of Installation/ezthibitions, posters, forums, writings and slide
performances, and as a consultant :0 the art gallery at District II99 through the
national hospital union's famous Bread and Roses program. Contrary to my conditioned expectations, collaboratkn makes my individual work move more
rapidly, fueled by dialogue and expanded by ideas I wouldn't have thought. of
alone, but can develop on my own and apply to my own preoccupations. I like
the feedback and experimental testng that goes on within a collaboration, and
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the support it lends to risky or vulnerable ideas. Politically it's important, because if we can't work with each other, how can we exchange with and extend
our audiences? How can we communicate our own personal and political passions and support those of our friends and comrades? This is where Political Art
DocumentationJDistribution comes in, and the work of the activist artists with
which this book ends, but with whom the organizing just begins.

PADD is a progressiue artists' resource and networking organization coming out ofand into New York City. Our goal is to provide artists with an organized relationship to society and to demonstrate the political effectiveness of
image making. We have an international Archive of socially concerned art,
sponsor monthly public forums around art and specific political issues. We
publish a montbly listing ofleft cultural events (Red Letter Days) and a more-orless quarterly publication (Upfront). We sponsor public projects (like "Not for
Sale," about gentrification on the Lower East Side, and "Death and Taxes,"
about the military buildup) and make demonstration art as well as analyze cultural organizing. In 19& we sponsored "The February 26th Movement, " a twoday national conference held at the headquarters of District II99 in New York.
PADD hopes eventually to build an international grass-roots network of artist
activists who will support with their imaginations, their talents, their convictions and their political energies the liberation and self-determination ofall disenfranchised people. (From the PADD statement of purpose.)

Cashing in a Wolf Ticket*
with Jerry Kearns

Political Art Documentation/Distribution(J>ADD), "Image War on the Pentagon," placards
carried in Washington, D.C., demonstration against U.S. intervention in El Salvador, May
1981; images on the fronts were brilliantly colored "good things" being cut back or cut off by
the Reagan administration, such as a glass )0'- milk for school lunches, a loaf of bread for food
stamps, a maple leaf for ecological destrtction, a hammer for workers' rights, etc.; on the
backs were black-and-white military images; X-ed out in red. PADD members carried these in
various combinations as an image-only performance piece during the march and the rally.

Early in 1980, articles began to appear in the press announcing a ne~ Paul New~an
police movie to be shot in the South Bronx. It was about the notorrous ~orty-flrst
Precinct-nicknamed "Fort Apache" (after the 1948 John Wayne movie) bv the
cops, who also saw themselves as a "thin blue line" between civilization an~ savage territory. (Since then the almost total demolition of this part of the ~(?u~~
Bronx has led to the precinct's new l1ickname: "The Little J.louse on ~h~ Pr~lTIe. )
Community activists, forced to contrast the harsh realities ?f living III the
Forty-first with the media's persistently sensatio~alist i~age of It as a .symh~)! of
urban blight and voluntary decay, began almos~ tmrnediarely to organize agal~:~t
the filming. They formed the Committee Agamst Fort Apac~e ~CAFA). "~lCh
eventually grew into a citywide coalition of some 100 orgamzatlOns. The \ ery
day in March 1980 that they first met with the film's repr~sentat1ves-to.he told
their fears were unjustified and the movie was neither racist nor destructive. hut
"a tender love story" -they saw an ad in Variety describing Fort Apache: The
.
. .
,r.
(0
81)9
Cop}'fight
© 1981 hv'. Arttorum.
This.
ct. 1
·.
J'.
"Reprinted
by permission
from Artjorum
article was accompanied by a five-page visual piece on Fort Apache: The ,Brr~n.'I:. a!s~o~
collaboration with Jerry Kearns. Designed for a square format, It IS impossible to rep
duce here as the "page art" it is. A few sentences omitted in Artforum have been
restored in this version.
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Bronx as "A chilling and tough mode about the South Bronx, a 40 block area with

the highest crime rate in New York Youth gangs, winos, junkies, pimps, hookers,
maniacs, cop killers and the embattled 41st Precinct, just hanging in there."
Among the members of CAFA were several artists. After all, such films provide an ideal target for analysis and sociocultural activism. CAFA was acting within a history of such protests against racist media going back to the' 'Greaser" films
of the early 1900S and including Girl of the Rio of 1932-SO prejudiced that it was
the subject of international treaties. In the last few years a number of organizations have been formed to combat racist, sexist and homophobic films like Cruising, Windows, Dressed to Kill, Ceariie Chan, and Fu Manchu, TV shows like
Beulabland, and plays like Lolita The convergence of art and activism around
the issue of media exploitation ha, roots both in and out of the art world. For a
decade now, fine artists have beet confronting issues of representation and pictorial "truth" in photography, vicco, and public performance by analyzing the
flow of information to which we <re all subject. To name just a few: Leslie Labowitz, Suzanne Lacy, Martha RosIer Allan Sekula, jo Spence, Victor Burgin, Sarah
Charlesworth, Barbara Kruger, MaJgia Kramer, Hans Haacke; and, more recently,
Vanalyne Green, Doug Kahn, Lyn Hughes, Barbara Margolies, Micki McGee, and
Mary Linn Hughes. In the process of developing oppositional strategies, they
have arrived at positions that parallel those of academic theoreticians and of
grass-roots activists beginning to realize how central culture is to social control.
Such artists and activists tendto be around the same age, or at least to have
been formed by the '60S antiestablshment mood; their training grounds were the
counterculture and the antiwar, racial liberation, and women's movements.
These artists learned then that all images affect how we see, that how we see
affects how we act. Despite a die: of movies and TV, they developed a critical
consciousness of what they were being fed, of the connection between real and
reel life. Like most people in America they distrust the media's "realisms," but
unlike most people they are also aware of how shrewdly and subtly manipulated
we are. Antonio Grarnsci's concept of hegemony (summarized here by Todd
Gitlin) illuminates the structure ofthat manipulation:
Hegemony is a ruling class's lor alliance's) domination of subordinate classes and groups through the elaboration and penetration of ideology (ideas
and assumptions) into their common sense and everyday practice; it is the
systematic (but not necessari y or even usually deliberate) engineering of
mass consent to the established order. No hard and fast line can be drawn between the mechanisms of hegemony and the mechanisms of coercion, just
as the force of coercion over the dominated both presupposes and reinforces
elements of hegemony. In at I' given society, hegemony a~d c~ercion ar~
interwoven. (The Whole WorM is Watching, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1980, P.253).

Jerry Kearns and Lucy R. Lippard. collage from "Cashing in a Wolf Ticket," 1981. The
original work was five pages of ccrnbined visuals and writing; the image here is a muchcondensed version for this book made from elements of the original.

The- people who formed CAM did not just "pick a cause" as some liberal
artists might pick a controversial taeme. They saw Fort Apache, like virtually all
Hollywood films about Latinos, cefining mainstream culture by exploiting for
profit yet another distortion of tleir lives. This movie was to be made in their
own community, in an atmosphere of growing frustration, and at a time w?en
the neighborhood was fighting for its life. Opposition to Fort Apache dovetailed
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with current orgaruzing acnvn res, since 1977, Hispanic and Black activists in
New York City have focused ()O the increased incidents of police brutality in
their communities. Municipal neglect, redlining by the banks, arson by landlords, planned shrinkage, and gentrification had also been opposed for years,
with little or no positive attention from the press or city officials. Now the community groups saw responsibility for the conditions in the South Bronx being
laid yet again on the "savages"-on the street victims of the real villains.
Meanwhile the film-makers publicly congratulated themselves on bringing
money into the community and on hiring nonunion extras. At one point they
asked schoolgirls to tryout for prostitutes' roles and "to dress nice and sexy";
this request was scotched by irate parents. At another point, the CAFA leadership
was approached by an intermediary saying he knew that the film-makers would
be willing to set up a writers' workshop in the community. CAFA turned the
offer down, but a representative of the mayor's office, pushing for film industry money, still accused the demonstrators of "extortion" (Village Voice, April
7, 19&), and rumors continued to circulate in the South Bronx that CAFA was on
the film payroll. This sentiment was later echoed by a self-righteous Paul Newman, who said of the demonstr-ators "In the final analysis, they're the whores"
(Los Angeles Times, February 1, ]9&).
Another of the film company's charitable acts, widely reported in the press,
occurred downtown at the State Supreme Courthouse where attorney William
Kunstler was presenting the case for an injunction against making the film. CAFA
was outside mounting a support demonstration. About fifty Black and Puerto
Rican teenagers from the South Bronx appeared and began a counterdemonstration. Soon afterward, the film's publicist, Bobby Zarem, also press agent for
the Governor's Office of Motion Picture and Television Development, stepped
out of a taxi and the teenagers shouted, "There's the guy with the money!" and
began running in Zarem's direction. He fled, and a wild chase began through the
rotunda of the courthouse and back down the steps. Zarem made his escape in a
taxi while several police officers held the angry youths back. The students then
joined the CAFA demonstration and two of them later signed affidavits that they
had been offered payment by the- film-makers to come down and to picket against
CAFA. ,They had bee~ given signs to carry; one of them read, "Don't Mix Our
People s Progress WIth Communist Political Advancement"-which all too
neatly tied in with the image of community groups in the film itself. (An associate of Zarem's was later reported to say that neither she nor he knew about any
money being promised.)
We'll skip over the rest of these philanthropic episodes to the punch line: On
May 29, 19&, the New York Post reported that two former Forty-first Precinct cops,
who had been advisers and bodyguards on the Fort Apache film crew, were arrested as part of a multi-million-dollar narcotics smuggling operation. One of
these same policemen had told CAFA's Richie Perez on "Midday Live" that he
shouldn't waste his time on movfes, but should be up in the South Bronx fighting
the drug problem.
For those of you who haven't seen the film don't understand the community's r~ge, or feel that screen portrayals are inconsequential, it might help simply to list several characters from the South Bronx community as portrayed in
Fort Apache, in order of appearance.
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• Pam Grier as a spaced-out Black whore/homicidal maniac who.shoots two
cops point-blank in the movie's opening scene.
• Young Puerto Rican and Black street jackals who creep out 0 abandoned
buildings to rob the corpses.
• A suicidal Puerto Rican transvestite.
• A knife-wielding Puerto Rican psycho.
• Grier again, slashing the throat of a white pickup with a razor held III her teeth.
• A pregnant Puerto Rican girl who has been wearing a coat indoorsnll winter to
fool her family; when she's in labor, no one knows what's wrong .11111 only the
white cop can save the day.
• Two Puerto Rican dope pushers who eventually murder the herto Rican
"heroine"-a nurse who's also a junkie.
• Grier again, razor in teeth again.
And so it goes ... there were no positive portrayals of Blacks and Piert 0 Ricans.
"And what are the possible effects of such a simplistic and one-side; version?"
asked Joy Gould Boyum in the Wall Street journal (February 6, 19& . 'Only and
sadly, I suspect, the hardening of preconceived notions and reinforcement of
prejudice."
A medium that breeds national fascination with an apparenth ra ndom or
psychotic violence, while ignoring its systematic class roots, has deady effects on
American life. For example, the Taxi Driver/Jodie Foster connectior ln the Reagan assassination attempt; or an item in the New York Post (lune 2, 19!) describing
how a young mother, two days after seeing The Exorcist on CBS, cu her daughter's heart out "because she believed the girl was possessed by a derran .. Or the
fact that Bill Wilkinson, Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, "ctuldn't even
get on TV programs like the Today show, and the Tomorrow show rx-fore he
started predicting that there's going to be a race war soon. Now h«. doing national television shows all the time" (as reported by Dean Calbreatl .. Kovcring
the Klan," Columbia journalism Review, March-April, 19&)·
Racism and misogyny also exist in the high-art world, usuallyttaking relatively subtle forms through exclusion or ambiguity. In the last t~' years they
have escalated to a new violence. For instance, we have seen a racist-slur used as
an exhibition title and a beautifully executed photorealist canvas!')! a workclothed man murdering a middle-class woman. (These recall an eaner photography book of "murdered" nudes accompanied by a do-it-yourset" kit.) Such
works, whatever their pretenses, don't analyze the role of vi~lence rut [?t'fpetuate and even reinforce it in the name of Art-where anything gos-. The selfinflicted violence of early '70S body art has given way to artists 2ttacking the
bodies of others-specifically those of women and raci~l minorities. 'v. (ali~·I.>rnia
"artist" has done a "performance" about having sex With a dea~ wcrnan.) I hes.e
artists are reflecting an alienated and disenfranchised wor~d vlew,:lkI~g .thelr
cues from the reactionary mood of the circles that patronize them .\ similarly
deluded motive led Paul Newman and producer David Susskind to ghlrif~' images
of decay and violence in the name of altruistic "realism," and to pnclaim their
own good intentions in making a film like Fort Apache: Th~ Bronx.
. .
Culture in the United States, where social control IS largelymaintained
through the control of information, is on a sliding scale of form-and-on tent half-

308

Collaborate! Demonstrate! Organize! Resist!

lives that range from the dominant mass and high cultures, through numerous
ethnic and racial cultures of differing class origins, to counter and oppositional
cultures. Left, liberal, conservative, and far-right ideologies vie for attention and
control of the various elements. The artist-as-social-advocate tries to transpose,
juxtapose, and superimpose these half-lives and to develop a whole or synthesizing art form. For instance, covering the struggle around Fort Apache: The
Bronx in this magazine is a way to show the interfaces between oppressed
peoples (the Puerto Ricans and Blacks represented by CAFA) and ruling-class
control of mass culture (the film industry) and high culture (Artforum},
The relationship of current activist art to mass culture is not that of previous
art movements, which have mined pop culture for subject or style. Dada, for instance, incorporated unchanged fragments from advertisements and other
"found" material to gain humor and harshness. Pop Art elevated images from
mass culture to high culture (elevated in scale and medium, as well as in status).
Punk and New Wave often imitate tile style and uprooted content of the sleazier
fringes of the mass media. These processes remain, for the most part, unaffected
by criticism or commentary, reinforcing the profitable exchange between mass
and high culture-between culture as commodity for the many and culture as
commodity for the few.
Today's activist artists are not inaerested in "raising low culture to high fashion" (camp) nor in "bringing high culture down to the masses" (charity). There is
more to American culture than the homogenous cover-up of class conflicts that
prevails today, for all the talk of pluralism and new waves, good and bad taste.
These artists are trying to restore a heterogeneous viewpoint that recognizes
and builds from the contradictions of its multiple base. Ideally, such a crossculture would be part of our lives through participation and exchange, and could
hardly be so easily controlled as most of the arts are now. Culture made in the
heart of a social movement takes a different course from that made in the selfreflective aura of studio production The first phase of an activist art occurs in
collaboration with the people whose cause gives it reason to exist. This is the
phase the art world finds hard to see as "art" because it is different from the
propaganda by which we are surrounded (which is not called propaganda at all
simply because it does surround us).
The stage was set for the development of an activist art in the '60S, when the
fine artists looking to their own backyards began to evolve new vehicles for increased participation in the general culture. First Pop and Minimal artists
rejected the "hand-of-the-artist syndrome," the personal touch and genius, the
cr~t and relationism perhaps unfairl y associated then with Europe. They sent
their art out to be "fabricated" (executed by industrial workers) and some called
themselves artworkers in a gesture of identification with the working class.
The-y made forms ~hat were generated by systems in an effort to reject the prete":tlOusness associated with artistic "inspiration." Yet both Pop and Minimal
:u-usts:, per~aps unwittlngly, continaed to propagate the brand-name "single
image which was at the core of the New York School they were reacting against.
"
T?e n~xt w~;e o~ arti~ts (sometimes the same people) responded with the
multiple nnage, which, like television, speeded everything up and emphasized
pr?c~ss ov~r e?"d product. This was the so-called TV generation coming of age,
bringing with It an often uncritical gluttony for information. Most art students
in the '60s learned about art from "audiovisuals" or reproductions of New York
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art, so that printed pictures often seemed more authentic than the real thing. Th~
seamless flow of television, with its blurring of first- and second-hasd expertence, promoted the homogenization of American culture. The loss If regional
accents and local news programming on radio and TV was paralleled I!,' the fast
and frozen food franchises replacing the corner diner and home cookmg. Communal influence was replaced by someone else's unverifiably "universal" fantasies. The gold of ethnic distinctions was tossed into the melting pot til produce
one "happy," sometimes multicolored, Father-Knows-Best alloy-Ies durable,
more interchangeable with everything else.
High art's embrace of the styles and methods of the media also pnalleled a
major transition in the U.S. economic base, when the manufacture c cornmunications technology began to supplant heavy industry. This shift wa immediately reflected in a rapid increase in consumption of these new technokzics and a
deluge of new "necessities" for Good Living. The media industry's 'IJu~S ;~nd
products flooded the art world as they did every distant farmhouse bringing
with them an insatiable hunger for merchandise, as disinformation beomc indistinguishable from fact or entertainment, paving the way for todays '"docudramas."
Some artists rebelled. "The world is full of objects, more or less ine-resting,"
wrote Douglas Huebler in 1969. "I do not wish to add any more" (in the::1.t;I)o~ o~
"January 5-31, 1969," organized by Seth Siegelaub). But the Conq~lualtsts
"dematerialization" strategy also played into .the hands of th~ ~rt~orldl~~an~~ of
homogenizers who swiftly coopted just the right number (a Itmlt~d edmon ) of
snapshots, Xerox sheets, empty rooms, and systems analyses. With htlk effort
these too were transformed into decor for the steel-and-stone, hlack-lerher-andbulletproof-glass environments of the corporate world. Book art, video rP":' rforrnance, and Conceptualism all constituted a brave but finally unsuccessful r[('mp~ to
open up new and more democratic options. These initial steps failed becuse of an
idealized, politically naive view of the needs of the much-sought-after broader
audience." New forms lacking new and more communicative contentwrre not
enough.
Yet despite the ease with which high culture's official avant garde was commodified, the art world did not go unaffected by the sense of great .enrg)· and
possibilities for genuine progressive change that flourished in the politial unrest
of the late '60S. A whole nation was questioning its institutions, and r t ists too
began to scrutinize the structures within which their art was made, se~n.nd ~sed.
The Art Workers' Coalition was founded in early 1969 and spent its orie! but
raucous life scaring the institutions to an unexpected extent, giving artis-. ;l lot of
insights into systems previously considered none of their business. Ta:;:llg cues
from the counterculture artists also founded their own small presse, spaces,
magazines, did streetworks, video productions, mail art, and isolated .i\-l irks in
newspapers, TV and radio. By the early '70S, a critical consciousness of tl~ media's
social and exploitative functions was developing in the United States Antonio
Gramsci's theory of hegemony, Walter Benjamin's seminal essay "Art in ITt: Age of
Mechanical Reproduction," Herbert Marcuse, John Berger, Ham M~lgnlls
Enzenberger, and others were being absorbed into American leftist medr theory.
But at the same time that artists were optimistically opening thins- lip, the
state began closing it all down. The network media helped create the (l'nditions
for repression by hyping a few "media revolutionaries" and isolating l::J.dership
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from the dissident masses. They covered bombings and senseless violence and
conspiracy trials with great gusto. The message was "These are crazies and the
war is over anyway, so go home and relax." The decade of intense struggle had led
to a cumulative burnout. In the art world, the energy for change was blocked by
withdrawal of economic and social bases for artists who had begun to look
critically at their contexts. Some of the better-known dissident artists were accepted into the mainstream, leaving the more obstreperous and unsalable with a
weakened support system and fewer options. (The exception was those women
artists who were working with the rising momentum of feminism.)
Intensity of involvement was replaced with cooled-out cynicism and the objective stare. Analysis and self-criticism gave way to blandly decorative propaganda for the status quo. Photorealism offered pictures right off the TV screen, where
white men fantasized all the shiny toys the American dream could drum up for
them and the world was free of uppity women, free-speech students and
troublesome Blacks. Vestiges of social commentary were weeded out as contact
with progressive ideas diminished. This trend toward meaningless formalization
was often called distancing-a perve-rsion of the Brechtian concept.
The situation was mirrored in the schools. As the professional art world
retreated to more conservative forms and messages, the word got through to the
colleges. As a result, the more radical and adventurous graduates were effectively
~enied the teaching option and cut off from influence over the apolitical generation that followed them. The system worked, as the educational sphere hired
teachers in response to the commercial sphere. Combined with budget cuts, this
retrenching process also shut the door on the development of media alternatives,
especially video, within university art programs. With few exceptions, media programs were forced to develop separarely from the area of "fine arts," cutting off
art students from more integrated and radical concepts. Those who persisted with
"dematerialized" media and socialized content found the art world indifferent at
best, and often hostile. High-art video was isolated in the commercial art galleries,
where it proved hard to see and hard to sell. Some disillusioned young artists left
the art world altogether, turning to the grass-roots political movements that were
regrouping throughout the laid-back r~70s.
By 1980 a group of artists/activists had emerged from around the periphery of
the art world. They were armed with ;t more coherent political education than the
previous generation and now they began to work collectively, in defiance of the
"me decade," to make an art that challenged the increasing attacks on I960s social
legislation.
CAFA organized in an atmosphere of emergency. Fort Apache: The Bronx is
one example of the generally reactionary trend in contemporary mass culture.
Across the country Puerto Rican and Black people were understandably outraged.
We all should be. But our reactions mast extend beyond sympathy for the people
of the South Bronx to empathy. Racially motivated and murderous attacks on
Black and Latino people are the handwriting on the wall for all of us.
CAFA's organizers were in the unfortunate position of being Puerto Rican and
Black, and therefore among the first targets of right-wing attack. But if we think
~e're safe in our own little cultural nest, we're grasping at straws. The rarnificanons of the current political situation are multiple. Increasing private-sector control over the arts and increased violations of civil rights, increased Ku Klux Klan
and Nazi activity, increased murders cf people of color by civilians and police are
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all parts of the same syndrome. The present degree of repression for most of us is
obviously not so severe, but there's no reason to wait till it gets that bad. "The
time to resist is now," said Victor Navasky, editor of The Nation and author of
Naming Names, speaking at the "No More Witch Hunts" event on June 19, 1981
(part of a nationwide cultural/political campaign where over 1,000 people gathered
in New York City alone). He traced the stages of repression from the House UnAmerican Activities Committee in the '50S to the illegal Cointelpro in the '60S to the
phase we face now: "the attempt to make legitimate that which was previously
illegitimate, to do overground that which the FBI has done underground."
"One of the problems is the intense ratings race between the networks. Sex
and violence are used to generate high ratings," says Arnie Semsky, a senior vice
president of Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborne, Inc. (The New York Times, June
17, 1981). Mr. Semsky's "problem" is really a momentary bind; they'll solve it. His
industry has made billions for itself and its advertisers by first fueling then exploiting our appetites for sex and violence. Everything's been just fine, but ... uh,
oh ... wait a minute ... now a Moral Majority group called the Coalition for Better Television has been organizing an intensive pressure campaign that threatens to
boycott sponsors of those shows it deems "offensive." Corporate heads, being
bright fellows, have been quick to see the fundamental rightness of the call for
media uplift. Nothing like the fear of God to cleanse the land and shape up the
flock, especially if he sells more soap in the process. Procter & Gamble, ~or i~
stance, has already seen the light clearly enough to withdraw sponsorship this
year from fifty network programs that did not meet the company's "program
guidelines." And on June I, 1981, a five-day-a-week religious soap opera, "Another
Life," debuted on sixty-three stations around the country. The prod~cer, employing only nonunion actors and staff, is the Continental Broadcasting Networ.k,
headed by Reverend Pat Robertson of the "700 Club." According to them, the d~f
ference between "Another Life" and major network soaps is that the new serial
will have an underlying religious theme and "present positive answers to moral
perplexities" (The New York Times, May 31,1981).
.
.
.
As we write this the whole United States consciousness industry IS entermg a
period of conflict. A major battle is developing over the control of ideas, the framing of what's thinkable and sayable, what'S legitimate social behavior. For the same
reason Joe McCarthy went to Hollywood in the '50S, the New Right is there to.day.
Their attack on television is an attention grabber; fake a left and run to the nght.
It's part of a strategy to destroy the legacy of '60S legislation and establish the Right
Agenda. The Right blames TV's current "moral decay" on lib.eral excesses. The
media can change the ideological climate of the country. WIth ~he threat of. a
Coalition for Better Television boycott, the networks are crymg censorship
(though negotiating in the back room-not necessar~ly because the.y approve of
what the New Right is up to, but because they are afraid the corporations, who are
cozying up to the boycotters, will use its momentum to increase contrOl. over programming content). The "creative liberals" led by Norman Lear, ge?UlOely concerned about censorship, are developing countertactics. Meanwhtle the Left,
aware that attacks on "controversial" and jiggle shows are an early form of
witchhunting, is preparing for battle.
. '
No segment of culture will be exempted from the result.s ?f this battle, including popular culture, the entire educational system, the religious .sy~tem, .and, of
course, the high-culture system. We in the art world, schooled to isolation and

312

Collaborate! Demonstrate! Organize! Resist!

atomization, may have trouble seeing h-ow we are directly affected by events outside our sphere. Yet any analysis of higlh culture must begin with the location and
examination of its function within the entire cultural apparatus. Hans Haacke
made this clear in his article "Working Conditions" (Artforum, Summer 1981)
where he outlined increasing corporate control of museum exhibitions and of
public broadcasting's cultural entertainment packaging.
Manipulation of high culture is part of a state/corporate cooling-out process
designed to reassure the liberal middleground that all is well within the status quo.
It appears that Charlton Heston has succeeded with his savior act, and the cuts
threatening the National Endowment for the Arts will be less severe than
predicted. This will temporarily reassure the art world, but it is hardly cause for
celebration. The money may stay, but the climate for funding is changing. Not
only is the emphasis on "Quality" and off "populism" of all kinds, but Quality is
going to be interpreted as the Moral lvftajority's version of Traditional American
Values, rather than the (also right-Wing) Greenbergian version.
At the same time, dissent of any kind is already being equated with' 'the international terrorist conspiracy." First Amendment rights are being eroded like all
other liberal legislation. In 1981 isolated incidents involving style and intramural art
politics have given way to: outright censorship (Paulette Nenner's Crucified
Coyote removed from the Central Park; Zoo show); and the arrest of artists for
making artworks (a Political Art Documentation/Distribution project by Michael
Anderson, who impaled a dummy corpse on the bayonet of an armory statue and
was charged with criminal trespass and unruly conduct), or for trespass (Frank
Shifreen, during a dispute with his landlord that temporarily closed the Monumental Show in Brooklyn). (Nenner lost at one hearing on First Amendment rights, but
is appealing. Anderson was conditionally discharged; he is pursuing his own rights
in civil court. Charges against Shifreem were dropped.) These are warnings it
would be as dangerous for artworkers to ignore as Fort Apache would have been
dangerous for the Black and Puerto Rican communities to ignore. They are
ominously reminiscent ofthe "desecration ofthe flag" cases in the late '60S, when
images (or symbols of patriotism) took on a significance denied them in less anxious times. Those who speak loudest and clearest-something artists are supposed
to be good at-will be the first to get hit. The art world is a special sanctuary only
if you stay within its bounds. Use your art to oppose the status quo and you run
the risk of being shown precisely what we're trying to convey here: that artists are
people, that the real world is closer than you think, that art and life are in the same
place, if not in the same neighborhood Make a picture that frames reality as seen
by a Puerto Rican in the South Bronx, and you may discover a "new realism"-an
art quite at variance with the notion that culture provides a "restful interlude from
the stringent demands of the real world " (Mitchell Douglas Kahan, quoted in the
Haacke article).
We hope it's obvious by now that we are writing in Artforum about Fort
Apache not to make it into a cult film or to enjoy some condescending high
analysis of a low organism. Fort Apache is not "just another film"-or some
~solated ex~ple. It is one of a million LItle pieces being fit together into a terrifym~ly repressive pattern that reinforces the racism and sexism necessary to maintam the status quo. It rationalizes and reaffirms the reasons why those who are on
!Op are on to~, and keeps those down wlho are down. CAFA and organizations like
It emerge to interrupt the flow of mismformarion, to replace the absorption of
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distorted facts and false values with the tools for questioning, analyzing, and
resisting them. Art is good at this, too, and CAFA as a cultural voice used some of
the same provocative strategies employed by artists in another arena. All too many
high artists, though, have been deprived by conditioning of the means to use their
tools effectively.
Without a certain level of political consciousness, the contradictions and flexibility on which hegemony is based become too confusing to cope with. For
instance, an oppositional movement defying the mass media is at the moment
largely dependent on these same dominant media to spread the word. CAFA had
to utilize the spaces in the infrastructure afforded by the competition between
news media for news and audience. Similarly, by writing this article for Artforum
we are doing what Haacke does, resorting to a kind of homeopathic remedy using
part of the dominant high culture to criticize the function of the whole. While this
process gives visibility to a movement or a message, it can misrepresent it. We are
constantly being warned against commercialism from within the art world (yet!)
and told to rock the world only inside the gold frame or the bank plaza. Our
schools tell us to imagine that there are no limits to our imaginations, but that
there are very clear limits to how far our images can go. On the left. we tend to be
oversensitive to the dangers of cooptation-used in another way to scare
dissidents away from communication with an unconverted audience.
There is also the danger that when "elevated," the fragments of opposition
will float harmlessly on the surface of the dominant culture, defined only by the
strictures of that context-rather than floating intentionally, sticking out like a
sore thumb-which is the general role of oppositional culture. Nevertheless, an increasing number of oppositional artists are beginning to recognize that they are
not so alienated from the art context as some would like us to think. that there is a
constituency for activism inside as well as outside the art world. Criticism of
media is a crucial meeting place for artworld and real-world concerns-a conjunction that misfired because of divisive tactics in the early '70S, but which now seems
to be growing up to its potential. The days when films like Fort Apache could not
be treated in the high-art media are hopefully giving way to the necessity for a
vitalizing cross-fertilization, a blurring of those boundaries that benefit the
establishment.
The activist art being made today is not the same old "political art" that was
docilely contained or ignored or voluntarily isolated in the '70S. It is moving to incorporate social involvement as well as social concern. It is an advocacy art, taking advantage of the traditional notion of art as passionate and subjective but
without swallowing the incommunicative element this is supposed to ensure. The
subjective advocacy not only of individual but of collective rights is one of the
ways progressive culture can avoid the pitfalls of cooled-out "neutrality."
Certainly it is clear that the development of an activist art is dependent on interactions with broader social movements. The next step in the ideological conflict is the development of our own economic base, of our own networking and
distribution systems, to allow for further expansion. We will be doing this in an atmosphere of cutbacks and social unrest and legislation designed explicitly to keep
us from expanding. CAFA is, therefore, a model to study carefully, as is the whole
national media activist movement (an important part of which is emerging from
the Asian community on East and West Coasts). These groups are at the moment
better equipped than most fine artists to see what's going down.
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Among the first things the new Republican-dominated Senate did was to set
up a Subcommittee on Security and Terrorism (SST); a similar committee is pending in the house. SST is a born-again HUAC, and its leader, Jeremiah Denton, is
reincarnating McCarthyism. Witchhullting is back. Suggested targets include such
"terrorists" as Mother Jones magazine, the Institute for Policy Studies, Tom
Hayden's Campaign for Economic Development, and the Mobilization for Survival. Reagan is preparing an Executive Order (which requires no congressional
approval) to broaden the FBI's domestic spying base, at the same time that CIA
Director William Casey has decided to cut out agency briefings for reporters, so as
to "tighten security and reduce the visibility of the C.I.A." (The New York Times,
May 28,1981). This amounts to shutting down the competition, because as Sean Gervasi, a former consultant to UNESCO, said on a panel in June, "The C.I.A. is the
largest news agency in the world today. They define the climate of opinion. By
UNESCO estimates in 1978 they were spending almost $300 million a year; they had
1000men in the field; they had 2000 people in the U.S. manufacturing lies into reality" (reported in the Village Voice, June 17-23, 1981).

So what's a wolf ticket anyway? On the street it's a warning. It's mind and
mouth defeating stronger opponents by huffing up and blowing them away. It's
sniffing out the agenda buried beneath the "truths" binding high and mass
culture in a symbiotic embrace. It's the rap we've been slipped on our way to a
right-wing con. It's an artwork. It's not an artwork. It's the not unconquerable
dilemma facing artists and activists aJike. It's winning against the odds. You get
sold a wolfticket, and you get embalmed in the status quo forever. You cash in a
wolf ticket, and you get a shot at social change.

Long-Term Planning:
Notes Toward an
Activist Performance Art*
Performance art (together with siblmg video) currently stands before its own
crisis. It has the possibility to reach forward for an art of estheticized social
content, or it can let itselffall back into the congealing pool of an "art history"
that History itself has already suppianted.
-KENNETH COUTTS-SMITH, 1978

The visual artist's need to invent "performance art" in the late '60S indicated some
deep failure of the communicative potential in modernist painting and sculpture.
At the same time it was also a hopeful symptom of resistance against the way art
objects are isolated and used within capitalism. Commodities don't talk back. The
"Reprinted by permission from Bruce Barber, ed., Performance as Social and Cultural
Intervention, special issue of Open Letter iToronto: Coach House Press, 1983).
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progressive artist's move from social concern to social involvement is embedded
in performance art's own relatively short history.
California artist Daryl Sapien has described performance art as "the medium
of transition," historically appearing in the interstices between prevailing art consciousnesses. It may also be transitional for individuals, quite literally providing a
way of acting out one's fears or awareness and reaching toward a supporting sense
of unity with one's audience. Performance parallels the '70S interest in so-called
"primitivism" in that it goes back to the roots, to the bare bones of artrnaking-the artist acting out artmaking, confronting the audience with this process.
The number of people witnessing even a much-repeated performance may be
smaller than those who see a much-exhibited canvas, but the intimacy of the interaction makes up in intensity what it loses in numbers. The need to speak out, to
know one is being heard, is not, of course, limited to activist artists. That need has
motivated the last fifteen years or so of a lot of relatively neutral experimental art;
it absorbs the whole notion that the artist is part of the work, whether as
autobiographer, fictional protagonist, self-reflexive body artist-or merely as
speaker on the art school circuit, accompanying her/his slides with personal anecdotes. ("The artist will be present"; question is, will the artist have presence?)
Progressive performance art didn't just emerge from the art ",:orld. Its .other
parent was the general culture-feminism, street theatre, community arts, liberation movements, or media actions by nonartists, as when the Youn? Lords
occupied the Statue of Liberty and hung from it the flag of Puerto Ri~an Independence, or when Abbie Hoffman did his various and often questionable
media manipulations. Nor did progressive performance art disappear in the '7~S,
although it did go out of mainstream sight and academic mind. The most 10teresting work was being done in the public domain on the West Coast by
feminists working out of the Los Angeles Woman's Building. By 1980 thes~ models
had seeped back into the artworld consciousness, along with those emerging from
grass-roots organizing and militant opposition to the Reagan government.
Now and then 1 hear artworld denizens complaining about any and all
"political art" that "it's like going back to the '60S; the '60S faile?, so why try
again?" Such attitudes not only demonstrate ignorance of the entire grass-r~ots
cultural movement of the '70S, and of the vast social differences betwe~n the 6~s
and the '80S, but they also recall the treadmill on which avant.-g~rdea~tlsts run 10
place under the impression they're "advancing." The treadmill Itself IS a p~oduct
of the same cult of immediacy, fragmentation, planned obsolescence and I~stant
playback as the culture imposed on the masses. Passivity is the. fate ~f the a~dlence
in both "high" and "low" art today. The sense that eve.rythlOg will be different
again tomorrow and still different again the next day discourages the hope t~at
any action can be meaningful. As on network television, pluralism and postenor
fads-post-this-and-post-that movements-are desperate tokens of the need to go
somewhere, anywhere, reflecting a fear of history, of being caught u~ and for~ed
to deal with history, a fear of being put stylistically in one's place by history, b~l~g
"put back" as in grade school to a class of hasbeens or sufferers from the It salready-been-done syndrome. As the Today show gives way to the Tomorrow
show, the present and future emerge as a montage with no connections, a collage
with no glue-or maybe PAC-MAN is a more timely metaphor.
People's lives are, of course, the fragments blowing 10 controlled ~an
domness, and artists are no exception except for the fact that they tend to view
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such a situation as freedom rather than co-ntrol. Perhaps the myth most dangerous
to performance art's social potential is taat "artists are free not at the service of
any po!iticalline" ~as Laurie Anderson put it in March 1981). This delusion threatens
~he I~tunacy and directness of all visual arts in its implication that political clarity
IS neither necessary nor compatible with esthetic integrity (which is my term for
Quality). Such "freedom" often results ill simple deracination and alienation, the
~orced espousal of anarchy and ambiguitv because political commitment and clartty are seen as somehow "unfree," therefore antiesthetic.
Laurie Anderson is an interesting example of a serious artist and dynamic perfor~.er who h~s channeled much of her alienation but is still in an early stage of
political consciousness. I know how matronizing this sounds, given her immense
popular success, but analysis of her position shouldn't be taken as an attack The
f~eli.n~s she so forcefuly con~eys, with which her audiences clearly identify, are
sIgn~~Icant. Anderson came into more o-r less "political" performance from a
familiar .artwor~d positi<:>n: "I'm really bored with working with things that can
only be Judged 10 esthetic terms," she said in 1981. "That's not enough anymore. I
wan~ed to loo~ .at s~mething more or lessreal, although the more I looked at these
partlc~lar political Issues, the more unbellievable they became. I'm interested in
facts, unages and theories which resonate against each other not in offering
solutions."
,
I~ would be naive to offer solutions, and the collage method is one of my own
favontes: ~?wever, there is a choice between not offering solutions and blocking
~he possibility of considering solutions, between clarifying issues and obscuring
Issues, between leading the audience to think for themselves and leaving them
thoughtless under a performer's seductive control. These problems in liberal performance art ca~'t ~e. w~isked under the rug of refusal to be dogmatic. When
Anderson says, ~OlltlCS IS a~out problem-solving. I wasn't trying to solve any
probl~t;ns, I was SImply looking at problems and using them for my own purpos.e~,. I feel uneasy. M~ own understanding of politics is not problem-solving by
politicians but the intelligent autonomy of a politically conscious people. At the
same time, ~~derson touches a distinct communal nerve when she says, "I feel
helpless politically, as I think a lot of people do.... I don't see how it could be
any other way a~ter being able to see your own power in the '60S."
,Actually, arttsts probably have more potential power in the '80S than we did in
the 60S because we know more now. Also we are closer to the '60S than the '60S
were to the '30s:-the last progressive culture peak-and many of us can build on
our own experiences, not those of our parents. This is not to say Anderson's
frustrations aren't real. We all feel them. But the stylish "political look" -grainy
pho~os, bla~k and red swashes, guns and lictims-used by many artists outside of
any !deolo~I~al ~ramework simply blurs aad weakens the possibility of a more effective political Imagery. (Performance an has its own repertory of violence and
cheap ~hots.) Pos.itive militancy and rage get confused with angry infantilism;
re,:olutIOn.. terrons.m and state terrorism merge into a mere effect-dramatic, but
sat~sfac~only meaningless t.o any polittcal realtry. Perhaps it's time that apolitical
artists s.unply move~ back Ir;tt? their own primarily esthetic territory. It would be
the socI~I~~ responstble decision for the artist who has decided to take no social
responsI~Ihty, though I suppose it's a bit too much to hope for. I'd certainly prefer
a deepening to a surrendering of consciou:sness.
The delusion of cultural powerlessness keeps artists angry adolescents in a

Notes Toward an Activist Performance Art

317

patriarchal world. It also leads people to picture' 'political art" as a creature of the
Left alone, and to ignore the grip of the political status quo on the arts. An artist
who likes to present her- or himself as "political" without bothering to examine
his or her own politics is of service to no political line except the ruling one. All
cultural practice represents a definable politics; denying this produces an art at the
mercy of manipulation by the dominant culture and ignorant, in turn, of that
manipulation. The artist's sense of powerlessness parallels in the cultural domain
the powerlessness in the real world that makes working people passive in the face
of government harassment. Both are producers, without whom those who profit
from production would be profitless and powerless. Yet both have been separated
from those who would provide the-m with the support and solidarity from which
power springs. Artists have received their spurious freedom in exchange for a
gilded cage, and even the glitter is a delusion. One way this happened was
through separation of producer and consumer-the specialized compartmentation which is the specialty of capitalism. Performance art, as an interdisciplinary
medium, as a hybrid, stands a chance of subverting that barrier by interpreting the
world directly to its audience, without benefit of commercial clergy.
When I organized a "political performance art series" at Elisabeth Irwin High
School two years ago, the title-'\cting Out"-was initially disapproved by the
school's director because in educuional parlance it means Bad Behavior. In the
artworld too, acting out instead of hanging out (or in) is not quite cool. One of the
problems a lot of activist artists haoe is that they are made to feel foolish because
they care, because they believe in what they are doing. Sincerity, earnestness,
commitment, passion, and the big one-s-Democracy-c-are hardly fashionable in today's laid-back or neofascist ambience. So they get muffled in academic rhetoric,
semiotic complexities, intramural squabbles and qualifications of qualifications
until they're barely recognizable Then the work is acceptable; it is. defus~d
through overdoses of irony and ambiguity; the audience is rendered passive again
through incomprehensibility and ve're all back under control.
In order to combat the prevaiLng cynicism, pessimism and defeatism, it seems
to me one simply has to believe the message one is trying to convey and believe it
passionately enough not to be ermarrassed by the necessity to convey it. At the
same time, obviously, the believed material has to be authentic, based in share?
experience, complex and moving Not a small job, but if we're all so free, It
shouldn't be a problem.
The balance between personal and public meaning is crucial. Performance art
is well suited to deal with the wars "the political is personal"-which is not the
same thing as "the personal is political," though they meet somewhere in the middle. It seems very important at this historical moment th~t our arts re~ect th,e
ways this apparently uncontrollable world affects our emotions and our ltves. !t s
not an easy issue to analyze, and people of different ages and background~ think
about it differently. Nevertheless, ve need to focus culturally not only on inward
relationships but on the broader outward relationships that control them-~n
why we are in this situation and who got us there and what we can do about It.
People (audiences-or constituences) have to be free to cho~se whet~er or not to
be convinced' at the same time thev must be given enough information to make
their own ch~ices intelligently. Tt1~ educational aspect is incomp~tible ne~~her
with art nor with mass culture as Brecht has taught us. (Herbert Schiller says the
idea that TV entertainment is not iastructive must be classed as one of the biggest
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deceptions in history.") Nor is an incompatible with entertainment. The taboo
that equates "crowd-pleasing" with "bad art" can be traced to a reading of
crowd-pleasing as rabble-rousing.
There is, in fact, a distinct element of red-baiting in the pervasive notion (in
the United States) that if an artist has done her/his homework, developed a
political analysis and dared to appl)' it to culture, then that person is "no longer an
artist," is "authoritarian," "rhetorical," "fanatic," "sentimental" or even (amusingly) "Stalinist." I worry about this, not only because I'm sometimes seen as one
of those Stalinists, but because such red-baiting can be effective. Many young artists whose principles would naturally place them left of center are afraid of the
Left. One such person, whose an I respect, told me he couldn't publicly call
himself a "political artist" -not bec:ause of the stigma from the Right, but because
he feared accusations of political incorrectness from the Left. Unfortunately his
fears are well-founded, but at the same time the protective defeatism and frequent
cynicism engendered by this conditioned resistance to critical discussion can be
disastrous to the development of a strong progressive art.
Performance art contains the seeds with which to deal with this problem,
since it is essentially confrontational. Context is a critical factor, dealt with so extensively over the last decade that it should suffice here simply to recall that the
most sophisticated progressive artists have long "coded" their work for different
places and people. This is not a matter of talking up or down but of understanding
social locality. It's obviously dumb to deny oneself communication by sticking to
an oblique artworld form when confronted with an audience that has no key to it;
it's also dumb to be red-baited into an all-out avoidance of "propaganda" because
of artworld taboos. Propaganda for what one believes in is nothing to be ashamed
of, especially if one respects the intelligence of one's audience. Recently, I was
struck by a simple remark in Fuse by Frank Love, a member of the Progressive Arts
Club in the 1930s. He said about a play they did on unemployment and welfare,
"most of the people in the audience were out of work. They were just going
through what they saw themselves, and so they didn't consider it a 'propaganda
play.' "
Any good community worker knows how knowledgeable many "ordinary
people" are about political issues that affect them directly. Twice last year I saw
this achieved culturally: First with Vanalyne Green's This Is Where I Work, performed for an audience of Wall Street secretaries at lunch hour by an artist who
earns her living as a secretary. Afterwards, she dispensed organizing material for a
clerical union with coffee. The second time was District II99'S Take Care Take
Care, a musical labor revue performed for hospital workers and written from their
own oral history workshops. There was the same kind of delighted response to
lines barely comprehensible to an outsider.
In fact, most of the impressive social performance art being done today does
not consist of single theatrical episodes, no matter how marvelous, but delves
down and moves out into social life itself. There is an increasing number of artists
working all over the world who are devoting themselves to an ongoing, high
structured art conceived not as an esthetic amenity but as a consciousness-raising
or organizing tool, media manipuh tion, or "life frame" (to use Bonnie Sherk's
phrase). Their work is a long-term exchange with an active rather than a passive
audience. It concerns itself with sys terns critically, from within, not just as reactive commentaries on them.
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(Evelina and I: Crime, Quilts, aed Art).
en s e
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large-scale, long-term public campaigns based in media analysis of feminist issues,
framed as correctives to the way the dominant culture distorts and sensationalizes these issues. From 1977, sometimes working as "Ariadne: A Social Art Network," with Leslie Labowitz and other women, she made a float for a Women
Take Back the Night parade in San Francisco and two complex, extended pieces in
Los Angeles-Three Weeks in May (aoout rape) and In Mourning and in Rage
(about the Hillside Strangler murders, All of these works can be considered performances as wholes, but they often incorporate several short specific performance pieces and images into those vholes. Outside of a gradually developing
political demonstration performance 1 rt, Lacy seems to be the only artist looking
b~ck to the. history of labor tableaux and political mass pageantry. Her series of
dinner parties as performances similar! y introduce local history and organizing into art. The most recent piece-Freeze Frame: Room for Living Room-involved a
hun~red women fr?m ~ugely different backgrounds divided into small groups and
talking about survival 10 the open-walled "rooms" of a San Francisco furniture
showroom. Combining real convers ntons with choreographed activities, it
received enthusiastic press from outside the art trade papers.
In New York Mierle Ukeles has developed a model of long-term hybrid performance work since the late '60S. She began to have children and realized how
little. time she would have to make art, so she began documenting her domestic
routines as art. When the kids got o.der, she began to work with maintenance
sy~te,:"s in broader social contexts, beginning with art institutions, then office
buildings, and most recently an ongoing project called Touch Sanitation. To oversimplify, it consists of Ukeles shaking hands with everyone of 8500 men in the
Ne~ Y?rk City Sanitation Department. (She was made, in the process, a Deputy
Sanitation . ~omm~ssioner.) The offshoots of this ritual included public relations
and organ~z1Og with the men and their families as well as the media. Long concerned with what she called "the real sourball-after the revolution who's
going to pick up the garbage on MQnday morning?" she sees her work with
degraded domestic and maintenance workers as a feminist strategy (who else
but women clean up the shit?) and has used it to evolve a support network that
calls attention to all service work.
Bonnie Sherk's six-year stint as founder-director of the five-acre Farm:
Crossroads Community in San Francisco, Stefan Eins' art-as-storefront gathering
place at 3 Mer~er Street and at Fashion Moda in the South Bronx (which he calls
~ot a~ alter~atlve space but a "culturalconcept"), and Dan Higgins' Photo-Lounge
in WI?ooskl, ~ermont, .are, commun~J perfor.mance activity places as pieces. Nil
Yalter s and Nicole Croiset s work With Turkish and Greek immigrants in France
and Germany; the Woman's Buildings Incest Project; Miriam Sharon's "Desert
People" performance series linking kdouin women and Tel Aviv waterfront
worke~s; Gloria Bornstein's Souphitcsen film, theatre and organizing pieces in
Seattle s Cascade community are among other major examples of this' 'long-term"
syndrome.
. Among. the li~~liest such works if Carnival Knowledge, a large and loosely
knit c.ollectlve originated by Anne Pitrone and Lyn Hughes that has created a
tra~ehng s~reetfair subtitled "Bazaar Conceptions" ("See Men, Women and
Children Fight the Moral Majority!") It aims at educating a broad public on
rep~oductlve rights, takes on the antiabortion forces, the threatened Family Protection Act, Human Life Statute and/orlunendment, the Chastity Bill and the Hyde
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Amendment, and does so with higher spirits than any of these depressing legislations deserves. Games, performance" booths and other participatory events are
the often hilarious vehicles by whkh important information is painlessly conveyed in art, feminist and political contexts (such as on the fringes of "Pro-Life"
conventions). My favorite piece is Suzanne Fraser's tableau where the viewer can
squeeze the balls of right-wing senators, causing a party popper to leap from a
map of the states they represent.
Harder to categorize is the less visibly coherent incorporation of notobviously-art-activities into one's art production. Jerry Kearns, for instance, sees
his roles as "creator and curator" overlapping, envisioning himself as a
"producer" (like a TV producer), as well as object maker. He includes his functional photography (used for the Bkck United Front and other groups to doc~
ment, publicize and organize politicdly), his collaborative performances, and his
gallery-oriented photomurals as inseparable from his organizing work with PADD
or his introduction of other artists (tie Black singing duo Serious Bizness, young
rappers Susan Hargett and Ray Serrato, or the entire choir of t~e House of the
Lord Church) into art contexts they would not normally appear 111:
.
Similarly, Diane Torr brings to performance art spaces her mvennve ~ol
leagues from New Jersey strip joints; Jim Rollins introduces the work of learningimpaired children he teaches in the South Bronx; and Carole ~onde and Ka.rl
Beveridge in Toronto, and Fred Londier in San Diego make t~elr art as. work 111
and out of the trade unions. All of these artists might be considered heirs to the
Duchampian theme "It's art if I say h is," transformed by social involvement into
an effective as well as an affective node of bridging the infamous "gap between
art and life."
In meetings of progressive artists' goups, a frequent complaint.' or self-criticism,
is that theatre music dance and film as well as poetry and radio, are more em<?tionally and politicaliy affective (ane effective) than painting an~ sculpture. ~h.l~
doesn't just reflect the visual artist's msecuriry in the world, but IS also a re~hstlc
assessment of the way people are noved to action-common knowledge ~n all
political movements, Left and Riglt. (During the ~ecent el~ctoral far~e 111 E1
Salvador, the fascist ARENA party bandly admitted ItS campaign strategies were
borrowed from two sources: multinaional advertising and the cultu~al Left). Artists, like teachers and the media, Inteepret the world for people, which could be,
should be and in the case of the mars media is a form of control par excellence.
Both in it~ potential for intimacy and in its pote~tial for mass pageantry, ~erf?rm
ance art could maintain the symlolie single-Image strength of comentlon~l
mediums and augment it with the moving, rousing el~ments of the arts of a~d 111
time While not inherently any mort politically effective than any other medlll.m,
performance does have the advant;ge-on however small a scale-of br~aklll~
down the object/maker/spectator barriers and using that control democ~atleall).
. .
. e to the disenfranProperly distributed, performance em be a way~,f glvlllg VOIC"
.
chised through exchange and dialogue, unlike the mass culture to which no one
can talk back, except through the rredium of boycott. . '
. _
Performance's potential respors iveness to a great diversity of expenen~e,
needs and issues is however, rotallr dependent on access. to and empathy With
specific audiences,
not af
.
diverse
audiences. '
By.
diverse, I mean different
I l'
. '
..
M
formance
art
audiences
consist
0
homogenized "everybody out there
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other performing artists or profesa.onal artworkers, which has led, in New York at
least, to a sloppy incestuousness th at works against both communication and high
standards. This is called, in other contexts, preaching to the converted-or maybe
it's preaching to the unconvertible, since specialized audiences seem to prefer
boredom to messages; our sense of ourselves as specialists seems to be threatened
by any hint of "didacticism," even when we have plenty to learn-another example of the authority problem which marks the adolescent position of the artworker in society.
Oddly, political messages an more acceptable in the conventional theatre
than in the "free" art world. So it may be a hopeful note that performance art
since the late '70S has made a marked move back toward theatre. Along with a
more organic infusion of vitality from the rock music scene, this has broken down
the taboos against entertainment and can be seen as progressive in its lessening
elitism and exclusivity. On the other hand, it may also encourage political as well
as artistic conservatism. Much of social performance art's impact in the art world
is probably due to its rough edges-a certain seductive exuberance. Performance
audiences, on pillows on the floor are more willing to take their chances, risk being bored or provoked, than the s-ame people sitting in more expensive theatre
seats.
This raises the whole question of amateurism/professionalism, which in turn
recalls similarities between art and industrial work-in the ways the unskilled producer surrenders control over the means of production. It's been said that theatre
is a collective endeavor and art is an individual one. But much art has been
gradually collectivized by incursions from and into video, film, dance, music and
theatre itself, where collaboration. or at least cooperation, are necessary technical
components. This in itself is a progressive step, merging with the collective
character of feminism and the Le ft. Collectivity also gives courage. Direct intervention into social spaces by artists accustomed to working individually is increasing as mutual support increases (and, alas, as public financial support
decreases).
In the early '70S, most performance artists came out of visual art schools and
studio backgrounds. By the end of the decade there was an influx from legitimate
theatrical training in drama and communications, As a result, there is growing
resistance, even by the non-profesaonally trained, to the idea that "anyone can do
a performance." I have mixed feelings about the issue, because I'm an occasionally
performing amateur myself and since 1978, when I did my first pieces, I've learned
from it a lot about getting messages across. At first, I called what I did Propaganda Fictions: A Fairly Dramatic Reading because I was terrified of being accused of trying to be a performance- artist. These were "fairly dramatic," for better
or worse, and I was so nervous about doing them and so frazzled and emotional
when I'd finished, it never occurred to me to have the discussions I always include~ with my ad lib "lectures" (wluch might also have been called performances,
since they were improvisations in collaboration with the audiences).
Gradually, however, I began to realize how rarely social performance art actually includes the audience. Earf in 1981 Joan Braderman, Mike Glier and I coll~borated on a performance called Help! I'm Being Helped! which incorporated
VIdeo, mural-scale drawing and acting out. It was about the ways we're
manipulated by the media, and it ended with a series of rhetorical questions
designed to make the audience think and act. In fact, it had the opposite effect on
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some people, who felt we were rrarupulating them the same way the media
manipulates all of us, because they couldn't really let us know what they knew.
So when Jerry Kearns and I began collaborating on slide-show performances
(this time called "docu-slide dramas'). we decided the discussion had to be an integral part of the work. It's still kind of anticlimactic, breaking the illusion of our
performance personae. But in a sense the discussions allow us to have our cake
and eat it too. They demystify and offer identification at the same time. They
serve different functions in different pieces, but they always allow us to propagandize more directly, to become "hunan" and speak directly to other individuals'
needs and responses. Performance rrt, because it is a form of acting, offers a
model for action. The audience can identify with those who are doing something
in front of them and may be ternptec to act, too, or rethink how they are acting.
The incorporation of dialogue, then introduces the Brechtian notion of critical
distancingfrom the performers withe ut sacrificing the emotional force of illusory
identification with the performers. Ideally, the audience can be weaned away
from the performers to acknowledge the fiction's force and carry it into nonfictional reality. Paradoxically, this process takes place within a more intimat.e or
familiar interaction-the "discussion period." Discussion also allows for direct
criticism, which is valuable for the pr rformers and comprises action in itself. The
goal is for the audience to lose, then find itself.
It remains to be seen whether performance art is concerned with outreach and
political immediacy only in the limited sense of its artworld predecessors-streetworks, site sculpture, hit-and-run conmunity work dragged back into the gallery
system-or whether its dialectical hiaory can continue to evolve new models for
a truly public art, even lay the foundations of a real revolutionary program, an
authentic cultural democracy. The imense discussions, arguments, fights about the
proper balance between an artist's autonomy and political clarity will continue,
engendered, at times enriched and a[ times debilitated by current political struggles. A fusion of action and analysis will be most effective if it's forged between
artists and audiences, which means g-oups, and meetings and other dread responsibilities for the rugged individualist, As Courts-Smith said, 'Yl~imately we ~re
changed by art when we are permitted the potential to change It; interpenetranon
implies alteration."
It may be that performance art as a socially responsible medium is indeed
transitional and will soon be absorbed into other political activities like labor,
community and street theater, or a n-ew kind of demonstration-protest ~rt. Or it
may be that with its initial vitality spent, it will have been valuable mam.ly as .a
learning process. Because labels are usually meaningless, though conve01~nt, It
doesn't matter if activist performance art becomes indistinguis~able~rom agitprop
or experimental theater or high art. },1 the moment, however, ItS uniqueness as an
interventional technique lies in its fusion of contexts, including the empathy,
militancy and exchange of a progressve activism, as well as ~he l~yer~ of complexity that come to it from the tarnisheddomain of high art. Mainly, It Will be a matter
of knowing why one is using these forms ... and to say what.
"Aroused consciousness-the ultitru te strength of human existence-is perhaps the
only reliable force which can lead to chwge in the material-institutional environment. "
-HERBERT SCHILLER

Activist Art Now
(a picture essay)

The following picture essay represents only a fraction of the work that was being
done in 1982 around the world to develop a form, theory and distribution system
for activist art. Making the choices within space limitations was a painful process,
and this section is simply intended 10 suggest the diversity of practice, to augment
the art reproduced in the rest of the book.
The relationship between art and struggle changes, according to the historical
moment, the place and the issue. There is no clear model for what these artists are
trying to do. What follows is the early stages of a social-change art that will be
more developed even by the time this book appears. One thing is clear-that
systems are changed by challenging their institutions, not by abandoning them to
the opposition to do as they will Thus the work these artists make exists in a
dialectical relationship to the work they and others make in the high art world.
They are walking a tightrope between art world and real world, esthetic and
political effectiveness, trying to de 11 with the false conflicts on which the dominant culture bases these separations. The contradictions in which they work are
part of the art they make.
Culture is embedded in all our lives. When the "authoritarians" and the
"totalitarians" attack, they go for cultural freedoms as well as for political and
economic rights. No real progress can be made without coherent independent
organizations strong enough to pressure the system into change. Thus many of
these artists work collectively andcollaboratively. The cultural democracy we are
all fighting for is a kind of affirrnatrve-action program. It omits nothing, but rather
adds to existing high art a decentralized, heterogeneous expression arising from
grass roots as well as from professional production. It is the result of applying a
socialist analysis to the uses of cuiture rather than to its forms alone.
Mike Glier, White Male Power: Equessrian Statue with Citizens, 1981, oil stick on canvas,
48Y," x IOOY,". (Photo: D. James Dee]

Judy Baca, supervisor, The Great Wall of Los Angeles, Tujunga Wash, Los Angeles, 13' high
by 1/3 mile long, 1976 to present. The mural ",'as executed by young people from a great variety of ethnic backgrounds, but especially dravn from the Chicano community to which Baca
herself belongs; some were employed while on parole from the juvenile justice program. The
mural reveals the history of California fron a Third World perspective and, so far, runs
through the 1950s. It is a project of SPARC Social and Public Art Resource Center) in Venice, California, directed by Baca. (Photo: Lnda Eber)

Buster Simpson, Shared Clothes
Lines, May 1978, Seattle, Washington. The line crossed Post Alley in
the Public Market's Historic District,
connecting five stories of the Pike
and Virginia condominium with the
Livingston-Baker low-cost apartment building. "It was a shared
amenity between two different
sociallphysical urban structures.
When the wash was hung out from
either end, from personal to public
space, the clothing took on an element of banners of occupation/occupancy. On Sunday, 1978, yellow
cotton was displayed as a solar
clothes dryer demonstration. In the
summer of 1978, during a Post Alley
Street Fair, brightly colored polyesters were hung as a festive aerial
display. When the wind was up and
the line was bare, a low-frequency
aeolian harp phenomenon was heard,
resembling wind in the trees.
Sometimes you could just about hear
Johnny Horton out there singing
'whispering pines, whispering pines,
tell me if it's true .. .''' (Buster
Simosom. (Ph"t,.... T pwi~ "imn~"n)

Steve Cagan, Demolition for National City Bank Building, Cleveland, Ohio, 19'1f. "Ohio law
allows cities to grant tax abatements for new construction in areas designatecus 'blighted.'
The Cleveland City Council declared one of the busiest downtown interseono, it 'blighted
area' in order to give an abatement to National City Bank, one of the most profl«lJIe banks in
the country. NCB would undoubtedly have built in the city in any event. A numer o fold-line
smaller businesses were eliminated as their buildings were razed to make roon for the new,
sterile NCB headquarters building." (Steve Cagan works with the Cleveland Becon and uses
his photographs as educational and organizational tools within the labor moven~11I and other
social struggles.)

Jerry Kearns, Ground Zero, 1980-82, hand-tinted photoenlargement on acrylic-am led wall,
76" x 84".

Carole Conde and Karl Beveridge, Work in Progress-1928 (color photo fron a sc~ies of
eight), 1980-81, 16" x 20". These tableaux reflect the history of,Canadian wornn aga~nst an
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Michael Rios, Homenaje a Frida Kahlo, billboard, Galleria de la Raza, San Francisco, 19711.
The billboard outside the gallery in San Francisco's Chicano Mission District was "liberated"
from the billboard corporation and has been used ever since as a community arts bulletin
board.
Tim Rollins with 15 kids from the South Bronx, Ignorance Is Strength, 1982-83, 5' x II'
paint on the pages of Orwell's 1984 (excluding the last page). Rollins teaches art and reading
to illiterate and problem teenagers in a junior high school on Kelly Street in the South Bronx.
In this case, Orwell's text was read out loud, the students drew, and then they collectively
edited the results and composed the large work. The idea is to connect the imagery of the
novel to imagery of daily life in the South Bronx. The finished paintings, says Rollins, "are
ideological battlescenes and they portray the epic, furious combat that we all do daily in
our wars between inculcated, fatalist belief and the oppressed, buried and yet deep-rooted
will to make radical social change." (Photo courtesy Group Material; photograph by James
Hamilton)

~

O~ THANKSGIVING:
OW TO EAT

L OS T series,
NY .1"1' the Fami'Iy,
Anne Pitrone, #2 StuJJ
2"
liday Safety,
17" x 2 .
Ho l
979 xerox,
f
November 1pp ' d on the streets.o
The poster a eare d also wa s mower Manhattan .an f St. Patrick's
on the
mass for the
Cathedral at the. n b R. Cooney, J .
. God's
Pollee. y 1980. (Photo:
movie
Mendez
an d J . Stem,
Deb Destaffan)

~alled

pU1P~o~

STUFF THE

fAM:ILY

.
"Primer ( f or RayP
Grou Material,
) "instaIIa tion of colmon d Williams
, , , on re d walls at
.
exhibition
lective
New Yor k , May-June
. ts' Space,
.. )
Artis
1982. (Photo.. Kenji FUJita

. What Is Poetr~ to
Cecilia Vicuna,
f prostitution.
h house 0
•
You? In t e .
made in Bogota,
Still from a film
I
1980. (Also
' 16 mm co or,
Colombia,
"Working Women
included I. n ,the Working Toget h er "
Working Artlst~ ed below.)
exhibition mennon

ith Irene an d ReLorna Simpso~ (\\~ 1982, mixed
. ndra), Untitled,
ade for the
je
.
ieee was m
k
media. This pi , Women Wor _
ex hibition "Working
ki g Toge ther" at the
ing Artists Wor In ict 1199 of the
I
f Distric
Gallery 1199 0
I h Care Workers
Hospital and H:a ~ity a Bread and
Union, New Yor
'ed by Candace
' t orgaruzd Lucy R. Lip
Roses Projec
1Hill-Montgomery, an ollaborated on
pard, in which artlskt~~g women. The
k
artwor s with wor
t lIs the story 0 f the
text on the dress. e
subject of the
id who IS the
housemai
.
Jerry
Kearns)
. e . (Photo.
plec

