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Recently, there has been a st.tong t.endency to use personal infor-’;ﬂ'on . ‘

’
- .,

as content‘xn-art. The term "Autobiographical Art" weaves 1Ese1f 1nto many
-

s
i ¢ id a
-

) ) discussions and 'aplgears to be the strongest, most common way to descr1be . .
. - R : - .

much of_{:he work whicl{; deals with self;i:eflective conterft.., This- thesis .
at.tellnpts ‘to compile a collegtion of autobiographical projects which serve .

¢ Y

A ° =\
as an indication of bdth its predominance and its format.
A Y o . .

. . ) H * ' N ‘ LI S
?. . . The paper defines an exiting area .of contemporary art which has ‘
L 4 ' ‘ ) . ‘ e
' evolved out ofiCog‘ceptﬁaI art, It reflects the widespread concern for "
. . e
' .personal investigation and revelation in society today. It js an art-based °
- . " e

more Qn personal ‘experiences, than on ideologies; concerned more with self-
- “ Y »

exploration,l than with style and technique. This is in marked contrast- to o .

. art of the sixties, whxch was . highly formal, and generally, even ) .

'
coustiously, mpersonal.‘ S - .
7

There is'no specific format for aut_.obiographical work. Whi-le video is

. o

“»
excéptwnally appropnate, self-reflectlve contént is'used in a variety of

ways. These include the use of. photography, film, paintlng, scuplture and )

¢ . ’ . .
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performance. Tt . _
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In the middle of last fall, (1977), 1 stoi:ﬂed' vorking on my continual

y~etching plate and made a diary:calendar piece for mywall at 118 St. Qierré

. < : .
Street, Montréal. As soon as T had finished installing it, a“friend, and

LI ]

fellow M.F.A. inmate said, "Ah hat’. . . Autobiographical art!" .

- The phgase was new t:i: me , but it peen'éd that a "coined" title for such

v Q, . '
a,m‘acti'vity must mean that-a substantial ount of autdbiographical work was
being done. I started-to ilook aro )for it. ' To my astonishment I found

several referenceés to Autobiographical art right awvay.

'y ~

Hy,thesi's_ stems from my own need to bring‘-’my art closer.to my life and

@

-

' from my interest in its predominance elsewhere in current art. As this'is a

.

thesis on Autobiographical art, and bne which grew out o{t‘ changes in my own

work, I will start with a brief history. \

-
.

In 19721 ‘began aian idealistic art student thinking all one had to do

was to learn hJ_w, to drav in order to become an'artist. I soon realized that

¥

it was just not enough. My work changcd‘drastically each ye;:r and

eventually 1 started working with ef:ching and dry point on metal plates.

Being a irery' practical person, I used my. pl;tes over and o;ver, constantly-
changing the image, and pulling small editions at different stanges. In

time,r I sto;ped the gditioning altogeth‘er. I began to' think of the plate as
a constantl;} éhag,\‘ging drawing ;suifa'ce from which I pulled daily records. I
wrote on the plates; shért stories about my life, bits of l‘ettera.,, attemp.t:s
at I'aoe'try. However, with all the scratching and scrapin; on the plate from

deleting previous information, combined with the fact that the writing came

. : ~1lv-
s

- \

A

]

o

P



out backwards on the pnénts, the words were lost and they became only visual

o

material: “in the prints. Finally I made the decision to start with new ',

plates, ?o make the diary calendar, and to hardg’a hand mirror-beside. the

~

pxece to allow pecple to read the writing. One problen There is a big
v .

difference in consideration when you know that the words cann be read'

£

Terrified of exposure, I had to camouflage the material in some way. I made - .

the images int.o puzzles and dugrams in order to ptoteét myself

o <

~» The aecond calender piece was nore direct . | printed the paper with a
graph, and then drew a‘pd wro'te directly onto each daily catd. This calendar

.~piece was very personal,  but still disguised in certain ways. ' I exhibited .
v '

e ' ) . , .
it along with a series of drawings called "Up against the wall". .During one
week in the M.F.A. gallery, I made seven, daily drawings diteér:ly onto the

., yall recordink information pertinentl to each day. Included were portraits
oﬁf my mother, my sister, Donald, and myself, ] . . ¢

After the week was over, I opened the door and waited} perfectly
v ~ . e . *

prepared to just shut it"%'gain if the response was, negative. That ‘was one

L 4 .
protection I dida't have to use. The other safeguard was thatfome of my

audience apprediated the work only visually, and did not care to deal with
. -~ \ ) .
its content. It became clear,'right away, that/ this was-a voyeuristic

9

experience. For those who wished to take the time to read the pieces, and to

+

4

Took at them closely, everything }'.hat had happened’to me in the past few -

T e

months w&s available information. This was my trade off: if they were

willing to -invest the time, they were welcome to my secrets! Those who did
not want to know, never kﬁew - and dealt with the work on its formal merits.
I would like to add that I see the show fn an important noment of myj
[ J]

growth as a person and a.rt.ibt., and that I could Mot have acted othewlse at

the time.
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Autobiographical art is a phenomenon of the mid-seventies within the

iarger category of Narrative art. 1 could not call it a movement; - -
- / * . -
mainstream art has betome tg‘o pluralistic fot ‘such restrictive labels.

o -~

‘However, within the current "no boundariés” context in art, there appears to

.

be a closely related group of similar "husanistic" sensiblities,.
There is po contemporary artist I have féﬁnckr works exclusively w‘it.h
. ‘,9 t . 3

autobiographical material. I find autobiography combined with anthro-

poligical, "é‘ocioIogica‘l, political and ecological information, or

narrg:tive, fantasy, and fiction.
An?pher problem is, t;hat having not E::;(perienced all of thes“e-' pieces,
first hand, ‘I‘_mugfj rely on wr'it.ten and documented evidence, often screened
;)y\the ix;teq%ret;tion ‘of a critic. In t.lu':s respect .too, much of my research
is limited to artists ,and works cﬁoaen for publica;ioﬁ.
i\h{\ggritten the t:hgsis in —thtee parts.  The first part is the bulk of

g

the research. Descriptive in nature, it attempts to illustrate what

Autobiographical al‘ is, and the media Fcy format of its expression. This

- ]
"sux:vey"‘ is, of course, in no way complete. There is a great deal of

Autobiographical art that is not making the pages of glossy ét periodicals.

1 rview this section, the?refqre, as a collection of ‘autobiographcial

¥

projects, by b;th major and minor artists, which serve:s af a selection of

. o r -
examples involving the use of personal information'in art of the seventies. ¥

: o * /
. ' . - ‘ \

-
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Part II is more theorectical in nature. Certain questions arise when
one cgnsiders autobiographical works. One is the question of authenticity,

snother the problem'of exposing pfivate information. It is also. nece:ssar.y

i

to ‘distinguish between. Autobiographical art, and other anti-formal

'
§

tendencies in contemporary art. These include self-representation in art,

and non-aytobiographical Narrative art. o - )

.

.

. . 5 0 - :
The.last part of the paper deals with the elements that I believe dre

the basié‘contribhting factots to the autobiographical wave.: It is my hope
) : . N

that the reader will find the pieces discussed interesting, and that the

f

paper will prove useful to an understanding of this area of contemporary

"
.

sart.-
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In béginning this, discussion of Autobiographical art, it seems that a
. ‘6 . )

good place to start is t:o try to come up wi?f:h a concept of this actjivity. It

may be deflned this way:. a consc‘f:.ous effor-t. to l:ecord through art, the
. “ Q 'u
’ proéess of uncovering orx revealing, who one 1s (or would like to be) to the

viewer_ and to oneself. It must impediately be dxstinguiahed from the fact
that all art is, in‘part, autobiographical; indeed @ lifetime of work by an .
artist constitutes an autobiographical statement of a sort. However, this

is not a‘conscious move by the artist towards personal investigation, nor is’

-~

. it part of this current phenomenon.

’
k]

The art whigh'l\in trying to pinpoint is the result of a deliberate

\

autobiographical statement, involving- the use of stories, memories, or

’ records. of daily life conﬁris’ing a visual biogfnphy. The interest in the
self is widespiéad in the 19708, and it is natural that it should appear in

the visual arts as well. Iq Peter Frank's article called "Auto-Art: Self-

~

~

“ Indulgent? And How!" he ’explains: ’ 7 ~

. ? ‘ !
“ Current art activity is dominated not by the affirmation of well-
developed ideas codified into Lovements, but by the expioratmn
- } of ' properties and posslbil1ties - the properties and |
poss:.billtzles of material, ‘of physical activity, of
entertainment, of imagery and, significadtly, of the factors
" determining oné's own individual exi_s_ggpcj A

A

-

lPeter Frank, "Auto-Art: ‘Self-Induigent? And How!", Art News
(Septewber 1976), p. 43. , . .
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Carl Jung said ¥. . . the sfle purpose of human ekistence is to kindle a

- \\
light in the darkness of mere being."l It would seem that some humans-
-

-

become artists in order to search actively for something "more". It stands -
' [
to reason that, in this search for meaning, an artist will occasionally

"need to turn inward, and to 'use him or herself as the subject of artistic

&
" investigation. And so self-portraits and personal works pop up now and
again in anrartist's life. This "pendulum" effect happens on a personal

basis, but it also happens on ‘a sociological one. Writer Malcolm Cowley

@
r—

said "Society . . . alternates between looking inward and looking outward.
The pendulum will eventually swing outward. n2

Autobiographical art is a manifestation of this inward swihg in

o
- ®

society to,daé. The pendulum theory is one answer to the quest.ions posed by

4

.Lucy Lippard. 3

Why are so many artists, especially conceptual and performance
artists, dealing with narrative and autobiographical material? .

.. Why-are others dealing with nostalgia for the distant past,
archeological imagery? And others with fetishes;, absurdity,
once~-removed religious content?"

Though she a;ks these questions, she herself has outspokenly stated her
ideas to why.
The turn of conceptual art toward.behaviorism and narrative about

1970 coincided with the entrance of more women into its ranks, and
with the turn of women's minds toward questions of identity raised

s

1‘C.Cv. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (New York: Vintage Books,
1961), quoted by Calvin S. Hall and Vernon J. Nordby, A Primer of Jungian
Psychology (New York: Mentor Books, ‘1973), p.30.

°2"Why It's Called The 'Me' Generation", U.S. News and World Report
(March 27, 1978), p.40. '

3

L
3Lucy Lippard is a8 well known American art critic and strong supporter
of the women's movement. > o

l.Lucy Lippard, "One", Studio International (September 19739, p. 102.



i ) l 4 -5- ) ’ t
* by the feminist movement; What am 17 What Do I Want to Be? I Can -
Be Anythinf I Like but First I Have to Know What I Have Been and .
What 1 Am. : .

1
e
v

While tl;e tontent in much of contemporary women's art is personal and

autobiographical, and while it is undisputed that many women use a great

¢ -
deal of information from their experience, it would be false to believe that

*+
it .is only women who make Autobiographical art. It would likewise be a

r

mistake to hold that all women artists deal with this content in their work.

Still, to examine who is doing Autobiogr:aphical art, it seems to be
. ’ A 1

found mostly among younger, more exper\imental artists, who seem to be
willing to drop the formal ideologies, and deal primarily with the ideas.

Robert Pincus-Witten says: 'Burton [Scott] rightly views the  use ‘of
R N ] ! ' .
\a&tobiography - contenk\wi;/hout form - as only a’bridge, a transition out af

conceptualism."2 Form takes second place in much of this art, and often
. a R .

serves as an effe'ct’ive camouflage. For example, I offer the description of
some of the pieces by B{itish artist Judy Clarke. I should say here that the

works d?scribed in this thesis are not chosen because I like or dislike
M

‘them, but because they..illustrate different aspects c;,f -Autobiographical

o
“a -
-

Art. o T
" \-‘!:‘ , . .
a . - £
Judy Clarke , 7 . ’

St

Judy Clarke makes "works' of art out of matter that is usually hidden or

thrown away. She takes dust, urine, nail parings, menstrual blood, etc.,

Q -

~

an'c'l‘mounts them with clinical care, creating an effect not unlike a museum

cabinet. Her self-portraits consist of hairs from all parts of her body,

—

lI.ucy Lippard, From The Center: Feminist\Es’sa'ys on Women's Art (New@'
York: E.P. Dutton and Co. Inc., 1976), p. 102. '

2Robt:'l:-t: Pincus-Witten, "Scott Burton: - Conceptual Perfo\@ance as
Sculpture', Arts Magazine (September 1976), p. 114. !
»), o
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and fluids from her nine orifides;"l She herself explains the balance
. - . & . N } o

between her Mse of content and form.

v . . ? -

. . One of the reasons it is put out*in an ordered way is
that 1t is sqy dangerous that if it was out of control it would be
totally unacceptable. It would be obscene and revolting, and no

* ' body would look at it. But because it is laid out so carefully,
it creates a dualism between unacceptability and acceptability.
That is one of the things that a lot of people commented on, They
said, "It's so beautiful but Oh! isn't it éwful!"n&t is the
+ « . Qualism between the intensely personal material . . . your
own menstrual blood, dust from your own home, etc , and the cold, »
: detached, clinical way you lay it out. "2 .

Py

Clarke's work is similar to a lot ofg:nen's art being done, and I have

"chosen her work to represent that variety of autobiographical work, because

of the availability of her own statements. The camouflage through

o

y

presehtati‘on is obviously calculated so that her work can reach an audience,
" no matter how‘ unconventional, unacceptable the chgtent. As with most
aué\ébiographical pieces, she is playing with the voyeurism in the audience.
. "They are obsessed with the image of me doing it - particularly the semen

pieces (semen stained tfissues arranged in wood and glass boxes). It'das if

' ’ s » T
people were more obsessed with the artist mixing the colors than the actual

1
L}

painting . . ."3 All art is a three-point system; a relationship between
* !

the artist and the work, and between the work and the sudience. Lucy
x
Lippard believes it is "not possible to make important or even communicable .

art without some sttong sense of s/;ce on one hand, and some strong sepse

of audience and comunlcatlon on the other. nh

] q °

\
R. Parker. "Bodyworks", Spare Rib (U.K.) (May 19?6), p. 37.

. " !
2P:u'ker, (1974), p. 37. . .

1

3Parker, (1974), p. 38.

W

7= .

Z'Lucy Lippard, From the Center, (1976), p. 148.
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Vito Acconci 0 ' -t .

A . . e "

It seems th‘;t in Autobiographcial art, voyeurism —in a major element in

the relationship -between the .artist and the au'dience_. It is part of the’

' a

appeal and also part of the revulsion to personal works. Take, for example,
the notorious gallery piece by Vitto Acconci called Seed Bed (1972), where
the artist was "masturbating under a closed wooden ramp while fantasizing

‘out loud (his mumblings broadtast by a sound hook-up) about visitors to the
exhﬁition . nl .

This kind of voyeurism borders on'a feeling of intrusion into a private

space, where the viewer is a witness to a very private act. " Acconci fgrﬂner,

implicated his audience through his broadcast fantasies because he fee\ls

that the "I-ME-YOU-"2

artist-meets-viewer (whether revealing oneself to the
viewer, or hiding oneself from the viewer) is an important dynamic of his

. £
strategy. As Alan Sondheim points out, "Acconci's work is, for the most

part, concerned with pteseﬁce, with the residue of the self in a previously
« e [
neutral space'."a N | - N

‘Acconci firet started using the "I" vwhen he changed "from writing to

art space in 1969 . . . I looked for a ground that would be an alternative to
.t.he page - s0 why not use me and any ground that serves at t.he ti

1ntroduce uyself to t’he viewer. "[‘

-

, 1Rozle Skoggard, '"Vito ‘Acconci: Stars and Stripes", Art in America

(Noveaber/December 1976), p. 92.

2 Presentation of the Self: Autobiography in Art Today /(Semimnar),
€ollege Art Association Conference, New York City, January 1978.

' -
3A1an Sondheim,’ Individuals: Post-Moveme rt in America (New
York: E.P. Dutton and Co. Inc., 1977), p. XI.

Agteaentition of The Self, C.A.A. Conference, New York, 1978.

. ’



Auto‘bi 3raphi'c’al artist.
self-investigation, then he surely qualifies. But t}‘ere «ig a fine line

b . -
between self-investigation and the self—reprbs"e:xtétion of most Body art.

Iiunchengladba ch, Germany.

reflexive behaviour.

R}

made a series ‘of tapes following the end&-hi‘.’g, long intimate relat

!

e’ *
\ !
.
8- : .

4 7 - ~

t is difficult to say whether or not Acconci is a clear example of an

©

Vito Acconci had exp}.aiued that when he puts & match to his chest,
burning off the hair, he is acting in a performance that produces
"reflexive information (turning in on myself -- turning on

myself)'. . He sees performance as "a scheme for splitting oneself

in two, with one self reacting to the inclinations-of the other".
For Acconci, the other 'self seems to belong to the opposite sex.
One: of his body acts consists of 'extending the sex change
(removing my penis) hiding it between my ligs“ L >

If one of the elements of Autobiographical art is

s

An excerpt in Acconci's ownv words describes a piece he did in

A closet space, inside a warehouse - toys, shawls, fopam,
splinters .of- wood (the closet space is cnowded with color: .
something to sink into). )

Withdrawing into the closet space - I h}Jde onﬁy myself to
work- with - turn in on myself - I'm dividing\myself in two -
turning my penis into anothér person

I can address my penis here, wrap it in shawls, put on doll's
clothet (I can see my#penis’ as separate from the rest of my
body) -the space is scaled to it: toy houses, toy animals - it
functions side by side with them = I can throw myself 1ntq its
world: my body's draped with color, smoothness.

I'm talking to it - my words are addressed to me (I have to

believe in the terms I've set up) ~ my words are addressed to the

penis (it has 3 life of its own, it's far enough away for me to *

talk to it). ) ’
I've divided myself in order to work myself back. into a
unity -I can act on, with myself while becoming someone else.

A viewer passed by the closet space - the closet is low, he

has to look down - a place where I can regress, make a fool of
myself -] have to: he shouldn't want to have anything to do with
me - I'm something tqQ throw off withdraw from. 2 . . .

. It gives us furtheg information about this~se1f-

It iw talled Trappings, (one hour; October 14, 1971).

 an

o
.

Acconci has also used video for autoblogtaphical works. In 1973 he

‘[\

3

A

ionship

]'Niéol'as Calas, "Bodyworks and Porpoises', Art Forum (January 1978),
p-35.. -
2

"Vito Acconci', Avalanche (Fall 1972), p. 57.

-
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with Kat.hy Dilloni. They included Home Hovi-es, A:i.rfTime and Walk-Over. In

each of the tapés, Acconc1 attenﬁs to rid hmself af Dillon's a'ttach-ent.

"He tnes to combat her criticism of him, his. nistreatment of her . . ." In
3 b \w - . vr * -
Air Time (see illustration 2) he cruelly co-pares D1110n to his new lover:
- ) [

" 5 . . You want to hear about her . . . her ha:l.r is bldnde . . . your hair

’

could never be like hers . . . she has her own life . . . I'm interested, in

*® . % . .
- what she's thinking . . . we could never have fq,d a relationship like this.l

These pieces in no way give a \full understlanding of the works of Vito

,

" Acconci;- I chase them because tﬁeyﬂdeal with autobiographical investigation -

moré than others, whlich deal with "Presence".
o J ! ~

A great deal of Acconi's recent work has been concerned in.
part with the "presence of presence" - various’modes of charging a
space as if the artxsg weére present and undergoing an enot:.onal
crisis . . .
. . He has come to absent himself from his 1uatallat1on8,
leaving behind his voice'and/or his vuieo-u:age to speak in a less’
and less specific Gay.about his personal traumas and desires.3

-

Walter Abish o > ) ‘ —

N

The idea of the different '"selves' mentioned by Acconci is another

1

classic theme of Autobiographical art. It is handled inr several manhers.

Walter Abish's Self-Portrait "prol‘iferates self into selves that are ,-

¢ oL
"possessed" by the same individual. These selves never get the autonomy,

. . - ) .
which would lead to schizophrenia; they are literary, living‘ in the

¢ .
writing."“ This Self-Portrait appeared in Alan Sondheim's Individuals.

LI

llta Schneider, Betyl Korot, and Hary Lucier, Video Art: An Anthology
(New York: Harcourt Brace Javanovich, 1976), ‘p. 260. 7 ¢ )

zgondhein, Individuals, (1977), P- XXI.

3Frank, "Auto-Art", (1976), p. 47. |
4 3

“Sondheim, Individuals, (1977), p. ¥XI.. <, .

.o . . ; r
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Each day, each hour, passports, marriage licenses', bank
books, credit cards authenticdte the exidtence of another "I", .
although with’ vhat amounts to great circumspection the "I" is
never, referred to in any,of these documents .that function as
signifiers, attributing to each individual a gender, ;a firast and
last name, occasionally an-initial for a middle name, as well as a
name for each parent, a place of residence, an occupation, also
political affiliation, tredit rating, criminal convictions, if
any, race, ?ligion, educatiegp and age. Frequently the "I"
scrutinizes ‘these joyless documehts for hours, boxed in and .
burdened by a proof that is at ome and the and the same time
remote and intolerably-near. ; "

y _ Ag individual will use language to give shape to his "I"

‘A common investi,gati.on of the different selves is found in the study of

\

."androgny". It has been particular expl'ored in’the vork of European Body

artists such as the Swiss, Urs'xLﬁthi; "(Where photo self-portraits sing an

v

" inventive paeon to t_ranves}.‘isg or t:ratxsexualisn;)"2 and Katherina Sieverding
[N _ & . *
in Dusseldorf, who has made photographs on "Aspects of  Tranavestism". °
According to John Walker "The emergence of 'Body-Arf,' coincided with a

wide-spread cultural interest in facial expression and ‘in bodily gestures and

e

attitudes, especially among pl;ychologist:s."3 Lucy Lippard qualifies‘the
¥

[

-

expxjession.

Early on, the term body art was used too loosely, like all art
labels, and it has since been applied to all performance art and -
sutobiographical art rather than just to that art that focuses,
upon thesbody or body parts - usually the artist's own body, But
at times especially in men's work, other bodies, envisioned as
extensions of the artist him/herseif.4

3

lsondheim, Individuals, (1977), p. I.
.2

Max Kosloff, "Pygmalion Re‘versed", Art Forum (November 1975),
p. 37. ' o '

v

/_ _3John A. Walker, Art Since Pop (London: Thémzs ‘and Hudson Ltd.,
1975), p.'53.. . ) . .

' N . .

~4I,ippard, From The Center, (1976), p. 12.

LY
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Eleanor Antin -

In th; autobiographicm, the -artist not only depicts him/herself
- /

a; a wonan/m;n, but also investigates the role of being the ogher sex. In

Eleanor Antin‘s work, she.has adopted four different pérsonas, two of them
. . . B »
male. .Antin states that "As an artist attracted to working with my own .
\ ;
skin, I alsc need a mythological machine; but one capable/Zf calling up and

defiining my s;elf". Fhe \finally "settled upon a quadripolaxl' system, sor't'of '
l I8

a mp\gnetic field of four polar tharged images" -othe Ballerina; the King,
‘ thg Black Movie Star, and the Nurse.l : . N
™ LI ’ SN
‘Antin .uses video, still photography, -painting, drawing, writing and

performing "as mediums between me and myself so we can talk to each otl;er."?
. v v ° v
She uses video as an "interrogation medium" as explained here in creating

~ Y
e, -

The King. ’ 3 C .

(This is) a videol':ape made with’t’fe_\{n&tion of tran‘sforming .
myself into & man by adding hair to my®° face. But what man? The ~
monitor gave back to me’a succession of alternatﬁ.\re images, other
and not quite the same as my origindl expectations . . . each of .
which I tentatively accepted, refined, held in abeyance, ¢
re_]ected tqe finally accept the me I fou.nd niqost appropriate to my
fac_ul structure and satisfying to my aspirations . . . The tape
offered me a male role, a self, the king . ... Without the
. . videotape I would never have known he wag there and, in turn, his -
presence on tape led me to find him in me. .
With her four personae;’Antin "has been creating living self'—portraits

l -

that are ﬂutobiographical fictions, turning art inte the docmnentat.mn of

1ntinate pfrsonal obsession . . ."4 Through the performances, her
»

i‘ \ ) ' o 4 !

\ ‘ o .
]iEleano\r Antin, "A Dialogue with a Medium", Art Rite (Autumn 1974),
p. 23. . L ‘ . ;

v

\

zﬁlizabéth Baker, "Report from Kassel: Documenta VI" Art in America
(Septembethc?ober 1977), p. 23. N

. 3 \ 4
E. Antin; (1911.), p. 24. )

/

Kim Levin, "Eleanor Antin (review)!, Arts Magazine (March 1977),
.p. 19. ' ‘ ¢
. »

\

.. A4
oy - . : ) : P A ‘. "y
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characters began to lead their own lives. '"Autobiography in’its fundamental

l

sense' says Ant‘,in, "is the self getting a gkip on itself . For the

~pearsonage of the nurse in a I;icce called Angel of Mercy Antin uses various

propss@ébee illustration 6). ,
Eﬁntig . appeared on “,stage dressed as Eleanor Nightingale,

' together with forty-two other members of the cast, life size - or

almost so -- cut~out palnted figures mounted on rollers for rapid

, arrangement representing the characters ig her saga of Vlctorlan

. l'fngland and the Crimean war. Antin's movements and her “dialogue"

"~ talking to both as herself (a nurse), and, in aitered voice on

behalf of her masonite companioas, constitute an amazingly °
elegant and polished presentation. ' : "2

13

. As well e;s the performance, she "gives us almost indisputable photographic !
. evidence: a céllection of old album-photos, another of the Crimean war

1

photos, 'These pictures are proof that I was t.he're‘".3 Kim Levin describes

the 1nagcs. .
The photogtaphs are enchanting, the Serles of 25 preware photos,

. speckled with sunlight and sprinkled with Victorian frivolities,

. show nurse Eleanor's tranquil life - pickn1ck1ng, playing croquet
or blindman's bluff - before she found her vocation. The 40 war
photos depjct tender and tragic moments of Nurse Eleanor's life in
the army camp - the aftermath of battle, a letter from home, the
execution of a deserter . . . The’ photographs reproduce the

‘ styles, the moods, even the flaws of early photography, with slow

. exposures and fine .silvery detail, with irregularities, faded
tone, end sentimental titles . . . hej are totally convmcing
in theu.' pretense of being 19th century photographs.

As well as separate performances and videotapes: -of the four, Antin

created an autobiographical piece inh 1974 called Eleanor 1954. She explains

4

the work as an attempt to "confront my four selves, trying to reach a real

3

]'Lippard From The Center, (1976), p. 105.

2Hoira Roth, ”1"'1‘oward a History of Cal1forn1a Performance: Part, Ii"‘
Arts - Hajazme (June 1978), p. 122.

© 3

o

Levin, "Antln", (1977), p. 19. o
“Levin, "Antin",, (1977), prl1o. - . = .

L3 Ll * “
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. self!" In this piece she used videotape "to show stills of hcr personae as
4
. _ well as glamorous cheesecake poses of herself as ‘an ‘aspiring young actress
[} v

ot (authent;c photographs of Antin 1p 1954) while in narration Antin sh1ft.ed
_u-d‘(

’ ':'-Z'/back and forth between her past and present selves, her attitude movmg from

¢ e . ~ -

mockery to analysis to passion toward her younger self."2

. Ix;s;n interview with Kim Le\;in, Antin said "A biography is an\invention‘,
 not tb tellta lie, but to set up a psyclioclogical machine." Levin hin;self goes

* on to say: "Past and present, }ife and art, continually overlap, drgwing )
/ ‘%trength from discrepancies between history and fictiox;, fiction and

‘ background and Pirandellian confusions between redlity and role, object and
3

subject, image and self.”
) _ Antin feels that "autobiography has a claim to truth, but
. ' ) Autobiograi)hical art does noE".,l‘ When I talked with, her’at the College Art

Association Conference‘b(New York, 1978), she said she 'returned to |

.

. autobiographical material out of desperation. "I had fil.xis'hed the 100 Boots S

ahd didn't-want to remain a foot fetish! It was very difficult to know where

»

togo . . . so I went back to m; own life. I can't believe how far I can go

{
into it." ’ . - . .

One of the pieces she is most known for was Carving: A Traditional

Sculpture. (See illustration 5). In it she "documented a ten-pound weight
\ .

prd ’ ¢ .

§ lRoth, “California Performance: Part II", (1978),/p. 122.
. .

2Rm'.h, “"California Performance: Part II*, ( s p. 122,

evin, "Antin", (1977), p. 19.

4 Towards Post-Modernist Form (Seminar), College Art Association
.Conference, New York City, January 1978.
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J:PLucy Lippard said: '"she peeled away the flesh in search- of her own

Hiéhefangelesque core. "t

Irene Segalove

>

N Irene Seggﬂove is another artist who uses personages, but she does it

for identity change rather than as the complex self> ‘Her Close, But No’

n

, Cigar is a "four _cqupleﬁ" work using ddttored photographs. It "reveals the

artist miming straightfaced the pose and costume (or np costume) of,
- N

respectively, Louis Deéuerre, Isaac Newton, Joan of Arc, and a Barbie:—doll".2

It is difficult to determine whether or not this is autobiographjcal in

N

the way that Eleanor Antin's work is. It is dressing up, photographin'g, and

doctoring the photograph to make an interesting set of images. One caonot’
- . " ‘i ’

! .
immediately tell if it involves any pretense of self-investigatiog.

Nancy Kitchel, Laurieghnderson - . .
s ) . .
. Another artist has worked with"identity is'Nancy Kitchel. Identity

Piece is a series of photographs showing "gestures and mannerisms éhe had
inherited from her 'rebel grandmother'". (See illustration 7). These pieces

prompted Kitchel "to think that the lvntal processes of one person are

availab‘le to another through physica,i clues and can be at least partially

undeystood through re-enactments or re-creation of . . . physical‘

Wteq.'ﬂ R ' '

. Kitchel is a complex artist who has been 'dealing with many areas relapéd

1

to ‘autobiogiaphy and memory. Obviously, memory is a natural element ig é

autobiography, although most artists steer away from nostalgic

. .
reminiscences. One who does not is Laurie Anderson, a performance artist in
Q . \ .

1Lippard, From The Center, (1976), p. 105. ) (

.

2Nancw Marmer, "Autobiographical Fantasies", Art Forum (April 1976),
p. 77. ’ : ‘

3Lippard, From The Center, (1976), p. 107., -
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her late twenties, living in New York. In one of Alan Sondheim's lista from a

his book, Individuals, Anderson represents !'the posinon of the self in terms

of an emblematic personal him:ory".1 Sondheim des\:gibes one of her

v ' v -

performances. ) . \ ) P
] - *

In the late spring of 1974, I saw one of Anderson s performances
at the Clocktower (New York City). She sat (stood, lay) in thé
centre of what emerged as a sphere of projected imaged, sounds,
- and props. The "content" of the performance was based on her
memories of her childhood - both as she actually was and as she .
was supposed to be . . . . . _ .
The technological ingenuity Anderson displayed was '
incredible. At one point, for example, she reached into her purse
and pulled out a, sandwich, which she proceeded to "read" as if it - .
were g Bible. Later, she again reached into what appeared to be _A
the same purse. Three things happened: the lights went out; a '
movie suddenly 'appeared on the ceiling (projected from the
purse!); and a record began to play. She had been talking about
being a dream girl - the f£ilm image’was herself, swaying back and
forth, dressed in a prom gown, and the record was a popular high
school gradwtion song . . . This cross-referencing, from one

- waterial or medium to another, results in a kind of audio-visual

punning that is highly characteristic-of her work. 2

Sondheim does not find Anderson's work to bé-au-t?biographical, because the

- , "
“emphasis is not on a factual account of things, but on the use of events,

3 as 1

situations, emblems, etc. to present Sucé;ssions of mental states".
a;ee it, Autobiographical art need not belfactual. Especially where memory
is extensively used, for it; ig the’ nature.of memory that we choose to -
remember certain i:hings from the pé;t, and rearranée our personal histories-
in the way we wish to see them. Autobiographical art is " :fter all, not

documentation, but selection. ’

\Z I have seen Laurie Anderson speak. She is very entertaining and it is f

v {
hard to dec1de when she is lying and when she is telling t:he truth Peter '

5ondheim, Individuals, (1977), p. XXIX.

- - ’ !
2Sondhe1-, Individuals, (1977), pp. XVI-XVII.

35ondheim, Individuals, (1977), p. XVIL.

-

U
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" Frank 'says she has a "keén humor, irody and wistfulness (if not nostalgn‘._a) )

e 4 5 . .
i * in observations concerning ‘herself, the people she knows, and the )
! urcumstances she has experiencdd". 1

. Bill Beckley ‘ ‘ - . i

The idea of truth and memo!‘y in autoblography was brought up - in- q_n
' ' [N N ~

. o , ‘.article by Eric’ Cameron called "Bill Beckley 8 I.ies" 3111 Beckley is a .

Q -~ 1Y

‘nerrative artist who mixes photographs and handwritten personal faptasies.

« Rad
a ¢ ]

He made a’'piece in 1974 c¢alled: . First Sexual Expe_rience’, where "he and a .

. . . -
.

girlfriend’ discuss where they first had ‘aex, sandwiched between two photo- ‘

Y

. A - N »
graphs of the place wliere it occurred - an island in the middle of a river",?

Another piece from a series of “poet1c muen" is Origin of And. The story

is about "a gir] who forcno reasony removes herl}clothes. An 1ncred1bly
elusive lphotograp!l shows  her’ stancdi,ng aude outside a lift holding her

¢ ) clothes"~3 James Collins in a review of "Story" (a harrative shdwn fron

. J 1973, where this work was exhibited), dgys: |
v B Al :
. " Writing on walls, both public dand private,. as a cungm mix of
meaning and context are clearly not without interest. From timid
e . cénfessions of concern ‘for,parts ‘of the body, to full wall to
.S ceiling essaya on .rainwear,, snch aponymous writings depend’
. 0 largel‘y on a confessionﬁl context. Privacy hexghteng the impact

- . * - s ~

° N “

} . 1 . / He continues, with reference to Orig:.n of And sayn&g, "However, much as I «

| | ‘ like sexual fantasxes I don't understand Beckley s reasons for puttlng them

N . on & wall or flpor for that matter”. s . L ! ‘ - ' fr T
! ) ' = A 2 vt ' LI * ?
E

. A . : ‘
L ' ® = * - - ’ *t ' {
‘e s lFrank "Auto-Art", (1976), pl 44." o

. L
* - .
-

, "o . %Eric Cameron, "Bill Beckley's Lies", Art Forum (February 1977),
. ) p. 60. .

+ .J‘ . 3

I
Fa—y

R - .. ’

James Collins, "Story", Art Forum (September 1973), p. 84. -

. - 4Collins, "Story", (1973), p. 84. N . _ . o ‘
. . : . |
SCollms, "Jtoty", (1973), p. 84. ' ‘ oo ]

.
v Frm ve \ A B .
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'It- is impossible to distinguish fact from fantasy in Beckley's work,

-~

— ¥ but this is not unco&uno‘n. Truth and .fiction -become inseparably overlayed
* 2

- -

creating ambiguity \a'nd s\;spenée in sthis kind of work. Also dreams and
fantasies which ‘are creative parts of the human psyche, become appropriate
material for Autobiographical art. In Eric Cameron's article he ‘discusses
€

. this dynamic: . . - -

. ) * In the pt:evailing uncertunty as to powers of memory and

- concentration the "I" that figures in these stories is .a very
ambiguous quantity. It» comes across as more than just a literary
device, although there is no sense of truth to either the facts or
spirit of.his. (Beckley's) own biography. The mood is regressive,
constantly slipping back into vague sexual. lodging thpt sometimes
steps over into porno&raphy, or vague uynease . that seems to hover
on the bnnk of panic. N

»" TBi_ll Beckley's work is not necessarily concemed just’ with -
autobiogi‘aphy:’ It is also about a "loss of ground line. It deals with.
insubstantiai things, with ra'i.nbows*, Higns and symbols, coincidences,

figurés hiding in bushes,,nursery rhymes, proverbs, myths,‘ drips of wafselr,

4

shadows, cakes you have alréady eaten, dreams, superstitions about ground

" hogs, popsicles that melt in your mout.h . . ." It is Cameron's view that

‘ Beckiey' s work "takes its place with the most original work of the '705:".2

| :
Barbara Jo’ Reveile , Duane Michals, Barbara Astman -

The use :of P o“o‘g?‘aphs*wi:thmtext&_ls a\ fam111ar format for

Autob:.ograph1ca1 and Nartat1ve art. It is employed‘ in work by sevexal

- -

artists, including Barbara Jo Revelle, Duane-r‘h.chals, and Barbara Astman.

~ - e
=

» '
Eérbara‘ ‘Jo Revelle ’B work is based on two principles which seen,
on the face of it, contradictory. First, her work is totally
autobiographical, even occasionally diaristic or nostalgic .
- she never seems to be a formalist, or in any way "cool". Second,
she ‘employs such a rich variety of techlniques, and allows 'such
radical .disjunctions, as to drive straight photagraphers up the

., .wall . . . Though some of her pi¥rographs are normal, single-image’
. 1 . L 4 s o
? v Cameron, "Beckley", (1977}, p. 60. ’ g _
' 2 . .. -

Cameron, "Beckley"”, (1977), p. 60. - T
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works, others are large black and white prints onto which she
.glues flanking rows of small color prints depicting a d).fferent
kind of subject. Certain prints combme two contrasting :unages, ~
which are then "explained” by handwritten texts, written on.the
photographs themselves 11 .

Revelle assembles her images in these unconventional°ways in order to deal
* .

effectively with this self-reflective content. "To increase the 'violat_'.ibn' of
traditional photographic verities, she often prints frgm old fainily
snapshots and from negatives taken by friends when she wishes to include

} . .

images of herself".2 She uses writing in short texts or in captions such as

e

*%

[

_Ed says beiniiﬁiie_i??iﬂ'ﬁtfthé{same—as‘mkig_art, ) (see 111ust;rat10n 9),

which provides a clue to the arrangements of Revelle's images in the work.

In Duane Michals' art he "focuses his attention on internalized

'reqluit';ies: dreams, sexual fantasies 3nd his photographic self-‘

consciousness" 3 He is probably the pioneer of this "new territory for
photography" that involves "fictional narrative made up of photographs l:n(ﬂ
imaginative texts structured with visual un1ts".4 He uses photography to

create "visual fables". Jeff Perrone wrote about him saying: "To have faith

" in photographic information and then to confront Michals' purpose is to open

o

a closet and find it empt.y. A photograph can gpeither 1m1(tate nor document a

real s1tuat10n or actual fact; it can only pretend to show a surface

hold up as 'court evidence'".s

appearance.- It can nev

. . . P d
1Budd Hopklns, "A' Note on Composite Imagery: The Photographs of
Barbara Jo Revelle"; Art Forum (April 1976), p. 64. '

,/ ¥

2Hopk1ns, '(1976), p. %{r

3Jeff Perrone, ''Duane Michals: Thé Self as Appax:ition", Art Forum
(January 1977), p. 22. \ '

i

»

*

i b
4"Duane"Michals (review)" Arts Magazine (December 1976), p. 25. (
b .

Sperrone, "Michals", (1976), p. 22., | ..

k)
» ' . ’ .

' -~
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R Michals' narratives are not primarily concerned with the autobiography

of Dua;xe Micha‘ls' . In fact he sets up a false sense of autobiography. For

instance, in This Photograph is my proof, (see illustration 13), is this
/ + »

iMichals? Is it proof? fiction, fantasy, fact? He is a master of vit;ual

! \

deception.
¢

Barbara Astman's recent pﬁotographs use photographs and texts in a

N ’

"story board" format. In these Visual Narrauves,wee illustration 11),

Astman makes a self-portrait uning palaroid mages of herself, wh1ch are
arranged in “comic book" sequences with a typed narratlve along the‘botto'n of
each print. In Gary Michael Dault's review he writes: [The] "resultix;g

visual narratives have a haunting quality that takes them more effectively

]
than would seem possible beyond one's initial feeling that these photos are

free-floating bits of narcissism moving to the a_ccompaniment of a sound track
Y

from daytime T.V. nl _— '

Astman seems consistently to use content which closely relates to

-,

'

herself. Before Visual Narratives, she' made "hand-tint_ef_l ml{r{ Xerox

prints(in series of friends and family set unmoving and solid against wittily

varying backgrounds” ~2 ’ RN

-

In their work, all three photographers have dropped the traditiomal

+ norms of technique and presentation in f‘avour of content. ' The practice of

scribbling hand-written bits directly onto the photographic ‘surface is a

violation that haé become accept"_ed, as have colour~Xerox and Polaroid images.

When words are used with photograph, the context \is Qalt:ered. Andy Grundberg’

says in a review of Michals: '"Adding verbal narration to his sequences

P
,
L

IGary Micheal Dault, "The impure narratives of Barbara Astman",
Saturday Night, June 1978, p. 56.

2Dault:, "Astman", (19.78), p. 56.
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involves more than an id;ntity cx:isis for ;:he images: there sre also litersry
implications .' Is there a new:form of poetry to be fo’und here: one in which '’
not only~ the gaps between words speak, but als(;> the g(ips between i.iages and
t..hose between words and images?"” He then asks: "When words and the ‘image

have no obvious relationships, which do we believe?"!

W’illiam Wegman s ‘ i ‘ -
Even when the photographs are no't./ coupled with a text, "in *
Autobiographicai art, .they ‘are usually placed within some frame of reference.
Il:\ an article entitled the "Post-Perceptual Portrait" (1975), Amy-Goldin
describes a piece by William Wegman-that .is "directly involved with shared
family liken;ss"{ (See illustration 10). This is a'work where Wegman uses
phot.ogréphy to investigate "'i;he mysterious tension between personal idex;tity
and famiiy resemblance . . ." The .piece is a "set of portrdits consisting of
1;hotog_taphs (unadorned, straight-on head shots again) of Wegman's father and
mother 'a;ld_hinself, followed b;y a composite photo of his father and mother, .
and then photographs of himself superimposed\on those of each of his
- parents”. Although this piece is al?out Weg;\wan's identity, "equal time [is.]
given to the mutual assimj.lation that takes place in partners during a 'long
a2 \ ‘
marriage".

‘ Martha Wilson

! N

"'How others see me' and 'how I see myself' are two of the basic themes
‘that lendA_ft.Aemselves to Conceptual media. Make-up (pretend) is in turn one

of the basic t.oolls".3 Martha Wilson did a facial-image piece in 1974 called,

-

1

Andy Grundberg, "Duane Michals at Light", Art in America (May/June
1975), pp. 78~79. - \ .

.zAmy Goldin, "The Post-Perceptual Portrait", Art in Ameriéa (Janu‘ary/,
February, 1975),.p. 8. -

\

Lippard, From The Center, (1976), p. 106:
[

3
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I mske up the image of my Perfectfon/l make up the image of my Deformity. ®
(See illustration 14). In the performance she examined herself, showing hex .
most beautiful and most ﬁgly views. Wilson's experimentation with identitg}-

image led her to do a piece on the "drag syndrome" with Posturing, a series of

1

photographs in which she became first a man, then a man dressed up as a woman.
N 1

Wilson began in 1971 to concretize her fantasies through make-up,
clothes, and facial expression. She dyed her hair, became a
glamour queen, recorded the emotional grimaces made before a v
mirror and a camers, comparing these two images of self=
consciousness. (She discovered during this period tha
"artmaking is an identity-making process . .'..I could generate
new self out of the absence that was left when my boyfriend's
ideas, my teachers' and my parents' ideas were subtracted".

( -

Wilson has also done some Performance, including one based on "';ttracting
and conquering men 'with the same set of gestures' as her father". Later

she - collaborated with Jacki Apple, an {artist wsg, works in a similar

4

" direction. ‘Together they created Claudia, "a conpo%ite person who exists in

L

the space between ouselves, a fantasy, seif-powerful, gorgeous, mobile -~ who

is the result of the merging of.thé realized and the idealized self".2

Claudia existed outside of a gallery context. In Transformance, "she" (a
..composite of six wonéﬂ) dressed up and lunched at the Plaza Hotel in New
York.

a

Adrian Piper

For some of these ideas, galleries and museums are not appropriate

locations for the activity. This is true in the case of workoby Adrian

Piper, an artist who intrigues me. Her activity is so unt’raditional that it.

. would be hard to fit. it into any c‘ategory.. Neverttrleless, I think it is

{

e

lLippard, From The Center, (197!), P. 106}. )

2Lippard, From The Center, (1976%, p. 106.

-
L

" ¢ -
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defmxtely telated to the tendency being discussed in this paper. Imn 1971,

fzper did a genes called Catalysis. They included:

, Library";. Catalysis VII, "in whi

Catalysis I, in which I saturated a set of clothing in a mixture
of vinegar, eggs, milk, and cod-liver oil for a- week, thew wore
them on the D train during evening rush hour, then while browsing

in the Marboro bookstore on Saturday night Catalysis VII, a
- recorded talk inducing hypnosis;  Catalysis IV, .in which "I *

dressed very conservat:ively but stuffed a large red bath towel in
the side of my mouth until ly cheeks bulged to about twice their
normal size, letting the rest of it hang down my front, and riding

the bus, snbtvay, and Enpire State Building elevator"; -

Catalysis VI, "in which I attached helium-filled Mickey House
balloons to each of my ears, under my nose, to my two front teeth,
and from thin stiands of my hair, then walked- through Central
Park, the lobby of the Plaza Hotel, and rode the subway during
morning rush hours"' Catalysis III, “in which 1 painted some

clothing with sticky white paint with a sign attached saying 'Wet
Paint', then went shopping -at Macy's for some gloves and

‘ sunglasses"; Catalysis V, "in which I recorded loud belches made

at five-minutes intervals, then concealed the tape recorder on
myself and replayed it at full volume while reading, doing
research, and taking out some httoks and records at the Donnell
h I went to The Metropolitan
Museum's 'Before Cortes' show while chewing*large wads of bubble
gum, blowing large bubbles, and allpwing the gum to adher to my
face . . (and) filling a leather urse with catsup, then adding
wallet, comb keys, etc.; opening and digging out change for bus
or subway, a comb,for my hair in the ladies' room at Macy's, a
mirror to check lry face on the bus etc.; coating my hands with

‘ rubber cement, then browsing at.a newspaper stand . . ." And so
N On.

Piper's work "explores (among other things), the relationship between

self and.other". She says; "What it does is reaffirm my own identity as an

artist to me. If you ask me what I'm doing, I'll tell you I'm doing this,

rather than saying; well, you know, I'm not doing any work lately, bué, I've .

I
. been doing some really we#rd things in the street".2

) \

lLi.ppard, From The éenter, (1976), p. 167-168.
. .

Lippard, From The Ceanter, (1976), p. 171.
¥ )

/
-~
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Adrian Piper is an intelligent woman. She is a candidate for a

. philosophy ‘doctoraté at llarva;'d University. Although her pieces resemble a
iil\xd of kinky sfreet theatre, she is investigating hex: p&fchological
limitation’s\ as well as the "boundaries of my personality, and how much I
intrude mysevlf upon othé‘r_people's realiti;s by ‘int"rodut;iné\(t.his kind of
image, this facade".l When ‘she did the Catalysis performances, she"'neithe;'“
talked nor provided any explanation to passersby for her bizu:ie conduct,
though later she substituted coanversation for costume as her instrument. No
immediate distinction was thus made between art and madness except in her ..
writingfl, .publi?hed in. art contexts".z' :

Adrian Piper also has a male ego called the Mythic Being. Dressed as

the Mythic Being, she "reenacts events from her own life but experiences .

them as a man . . . 'a\therape\;tic device for freeing me of the burden of my
foad 1 . .

. past, which haunts\ne, determines all my actions . . .‘"3 She insists that

the Mythic Being "does not stand for In some ways, he is me; but! as an
4
1"

Y
4

independent abstract object, he is only himself . .
Ed McGowin ‘

In beginning :uy research, I w/ent througil the major art periodical's frpfn
1970 to 1978 léoking for exampien and information to compile this thesis.

- In a 1974 issue of Art in America, I found a piece by Ed McGowin, an artist
¢

who was unknown to me. A two page reproduction showed twelve off/écial name

F * ' N !

“ lLippard, From The Center, '(1976); p. 169. -

2Lippard, From The Center, (1976),'p. 107. ' '

31ippard; From The Center, (1976), p. 129. . ,

ASondhein, Individuals, (1976), p. 277.

- e
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changes from 1970-1972, each one supported by a description of the

—

petsonallty" of the man _who bore the name.

The first "tequest" of name change was for William Edward Hchwin to

"henceforth be known" as Alva Isalah Fost. . -
S
Alva Isdiah Fost - shy, reticent with brown straight hair slicked
back. He is tired but willing, and yet scared to death. He is
sonstantly changing his prospects and moves from job to job. Knows
a little about a lot of things .

Less than two months later he had h:.s name changed again. This time from'Alva

Isaiah Fost to Lawrence Steven Orlean.

Lawrence Steven Orlean. From Louisiana. Son '6f a public /
official, he has three brothers and five sisters. Wants to make a
- movie that will exist in the mind’'s eye rather than on the retina. "

He has twice been arrested for child molestation. Both times’his
mother using the power of her office, was able to keep it off thep
record.

2

o
The name changes were all filed in the United States District Court For

&

.The District of Columbia and are all signed by a different judge. The
twelfth "order'" is for a name change back to Wi.‘]’.%am Edward HcGow;vin, over a
year and a half. later. From the Yisual display of official documents and
handwritten descriptions, it is impossible to be accurate about McGowin's
intent. Initially I thought he had in part tried 'to adopt these
"personalities". However the descriptions are too bizarre for that.

Edward Everett Updike. Homosexual father of four.who was

_blackmailed into amputating three fingers of his own right hand.

‘He works as a conductor on the B.M.T., sees his life correctly as
a series of dreary round trips. i .

As no explanation was given with the work, it can only be assumed that‘;'.thé

/

rtist’ wishes the myatery to be an integral aspect of the pieﬂce . . . We may
' 1

-

s

never knowl

- - , \ -

ke -

lNewt.on Harrison, "Three Projects: Harrison, Mock, McGowen, Art in
America (January/February 1974), pp. 72-73. :
? -

.
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Photography and video appear to be the most effective and the most ‘

e

comnon mediums for-Autobiographical art. "The camera obligqﬁ the artist to
. Y " -
turn on himself in an act of self ~x'e":flt‘at:t::‘.ve.ms:ss and'narci.ssism".l However,

videob is probably the more successful of the ’two. Video "'can be done by one
pelrson. It lemads itself to secret information. You car talk into a (video)
. camera the way you talk into a typewriter or-a tape recorder; you' can say
things you'd find hard to say out Youd with an dudj.ence, even an audience of
o:fe".2 Jeff Perrone says: "Video has a way of' turning itself onto the
_art.ist and becoming a mirror . . . Video brings out the exhibit;.ionist in the

artist".3

"Still" photography can give t’his "“mirror" reg.ationship, tdo,
but even Po]:aroid does not allew for simultaneous results, nor is it as
reveal_ing without the elements of sound and movement. The photograph is
"low~level information", parallel to the difference between the impact of )
television newscasts and the'newsp;:per photograph." I say this not to
indicate preference 'f.or video, but to suggest that the different properties

of media have an great effect o:; the arft.made within the boundagxies pf each.

'

Melissa Shook v

L

Melissa Shook made®a "self—portrai&" out of a series of still
pho:gg?aph. Her reviewer, Shelly Rice says:
"Shook's exhibition was compripeﬂ of a series of dated self- .. "

portraitd autobiographical documents from a period of nine months . ol
beginning December 1, 1972. ' The images vary widely, although il

1 | -
lJeff\Perro.ng,-"The Ins and Outs of Video'", Art Forum. (Summer 1976), “
p. 54. ' . EE— . .

‘\zPeggy Gale and Sandra Shaul, "Light, Movement, Technblogy: New
Tendeacies in Sculpture", Art Magazine (June 1978), p. 44.

.3Petrone, "Video", (1976), pp. 54 and 56. .

aﬁemine Freed, "In Time, of Time", Arts Magazine (June 1975), p. 82. ;
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patterrr can be discerned. The earlier prints are gemnerally

straight-forward self-portraits, often documenting mundane

activities - Shook soaking her foot or writing. Then she becomes

progressively bolder, she begins examining her naked body .

Several of the later photographs- show the artist making grotesque

+ expressions . ., . Friends and family appear and disappear
throughout the series, as do household plants and %ets. Finally,
Melisga fades out, replaced by her daughter Crissy.

-

Rice's criticism is that “memory of learned expectations il'npingés on

her attempts to6 confront her own iqgge".'z- This is pr_oba;bly where wvideo

L

serves its best purpose. One can look in the household mirror and see Wwhat
one wants to see. It is a subJective and limited view. Video operates §s\.
the unexpected reflection As Eleanor Antin sa:.d "Everyone has the .-

\ N}

experience of trying’to sneak up on themselves in mirrors. 1 don't mean

when performing a more or less formal set of preparations before a bathroom

m’itrog, but in those one comes up against unexpectedly, in subways or

lobbies of apartment buildings. You search your approach in t:he mirror for

some truth about-how you appear in the world" .3

» Video "cuts through idealized and distorted self-images . . . The play-
back experience forces us to see images that we have learned not to see”". It
is the wultimate tool for "self-confrontation and the observation of

behavior'. In this direction video has "assumed an important ‘position

hd -

within the general field of psychotherapy", as_well -as art.4 Emotional -

]
.

disturbances are commonly characterized by perceptual disorganization, in

-

s IShelley Rice, "Melissa Shook at Foto", Art in America .(November/
December 1976), p. 121. . : '

v 2

-

S. Rice, (1976), p. 121.

k. Antin, (1974), p. 23.

['Shaun A. McNiff and Christopher C Cook "Video Art Thergpy" Art
Psychot.herapy (Vol. 2,.1975), p- 55. :

'
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that the individual's perceptions of the self and the surrounding world ,

. become unclear and distorted when (s)he is dominated by psychic disturbances
. N .
. n

» LN f .

It is inherent in the-nature of the video medium that it be used in
self-exploratory art., The discovering self, though, should "not be confused
with ‘express‘% self', which assumes that discovery has already taken

place".2 Because of the relétivq novelty of video tape as an art mediuam,
. 0
" ;
the artist can work with it in a fresh, untrained way. They can use it as a

} _/ -
“"system of echoes, communications, reflections, and dialogues linking the
self with what is outside of the self and back Jagain".3 Jeff Perrone

described the rapport between the artist and video mediuvm this way.

3 »

g
The artist is traditionally involved with so-e kind of primal

situation, where he is in contact with his materials and-
experience in some kind of firasthand, first time way. The painter -

R . has- nothing separating him' from the’paint, canvas, and
stretchers.:- He creates a vision which he experiences as the sole
viewer?. The yideo artist, in order to achieve this same kind of
primal, f:eah firsthand experience, can only use his body as the
subject of the videotape.

The artist, as autonomous creator, views a tape of himself as
the first manifestation of the experience, whereas if he were to.
tape anything else but his own body, the tape would be a - .

. secondhand experience of what he had already. seen through the

camera's eye. o /
The Primary feature of Art wvideo would not be the
conversational give-and-take of the utopian video technicians,

but an esgential voyeur/exhibitionist dyn@xnic. 1 -

a

Lisa Steele, Golin Campbell

Two young Canadian artists who have worked extepsively with video in

this manner are Colin Campbell and Lisa Steele. Lisa Steele's tapes include

!

r 5 ’

hyeNiff, (1975), p. 57..
2I{érrmm, (1976), "Video", \57 E

3Alan Kaprow, "Video Art; Old Wine, New Bottle", Art Forum (June
1974)’ p. 77. ‘ - *

- 4Perrone, (1976), "Video", p- 56. . ’ -
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[

_ former lover. She tells his life story as part of her own - he is a part of

-

¢
°

A Very .Personal ‘Story (1974) ,‘ Birthday Suit: Scars and Defects (1974),7

Internal Pornography (1974-1975), ‘Facing South (1975) and The Biography .
- L3

AN

of Tom Sherman (1976). For Lisa Steele: \
Emotion is motion and drama is the passage of time. When I 'make
my tapes, this is all that I can think about and cons:.dgx;_, The
structure issintuitively set up at the beginning. I just pour the
content into it. But the content is the tape itself . . , My work
is now about the present. The process of recording moves all of

- the content into the past, where the memory begins to filter it.

I am a chronic liar trying to tell the truth. Sometimes this is
possible.l

X

The . tapes vary in fordlat, although they all act in part as a recgfding
device to put memori'es, feelings, and dreams down on tape. ‘It is obvious
that SteEle is doing this primarily for herself;’for her records. They

-

allow for int.nnate relationshiy w /th her. In A Very Personal Story, (see

v
111ustration 16), she sat alone facing the camera, and recount.ed in a quiet,

calm manner the day in her youth when she came home and found her mother

dead. Watching the tape in a room by myself at Art Me‘..:ropole,2 I felt vex"y

close to this pegson I had never met who was letting me know her now through

the incident she described.

Facing South is more mysterious. It is an 'intimate dlaty t:racuxg

owth of plants -and personal awareness through the spring months"
& P P
®

The Biography of Tom Sherman is her autobiography told thtough the life of a
. ) |

her experience. 'He surfaces through me often"." ) "
- . Y. ~ (
lPeggy Gale, Video by Artist‘;s. (Toronto: Art Metropole 1976),’
.p. 119. . - '
2

Art Metropole, (217 Richmond St*. W., Toronto, Ontario) is an archive/

agency established to document, collect, publish and disperse i:.nformation )

on activities of artists wqrkingl in new contexts and multiple media
formats, inclixdiﬁxg publications, recordings, multiples, film and video.

v “\

3Ga1e, Video by Artists, (197;6), p. 121.

ALisa Steele, (videotape) The Biop:aphy of Tom Sherman (1976).

D ) A

]
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Most of the image is of Sherman typing; the voice is hers. (It cuts to
. % -
S

anofher room, presumably their bedroom, for-—fiust a moment, whe'rg she .says,

"We lived together for three years, we do not live together now". Then the

E]

tape goe;s back to his life story arid the image of him typing.

©

It is a good tape. ,It contains a flavor of the information that only
: ) I3

lovers tell one another while reminiscing about their childhood feelings ade

foolishnesses, late at night. It ig‘hgn part, that type of intimacy that
- ',~ .

forms a bond, and epnables tl;)e two persons to merge and overlap as a couple.

o

B

’
. The tape ends with the feeling of the eventual separateness; and a long view

R

of Steele's fac.e in pain of lonliness ai;d memory.

.
- .
»

Peggy Gale writes: '"Hers [Steele'a is a female ’sensibility\om ’

fascinated by growth and natural processes, ,By ‘identity and . self-
knowledge".l Female sensibility or maie, for me it is not specific. It is a
"human" sensibility. Colin Campbell's tapes have a similar feeling. He did

several self-investigation portraits early im ‘the seveﬁties, including

Real Split (1972),- True, False (1972), [Sackville I'm Yours (1972), Janus

I I

(1973),,and This is the Way I Really Am [(1974).°

Janus is a fascinating tape where t e "artist faces his double, a full-
length nude photograph to éxplore, the deceptive thx;ee—dimensionality of the

television image".2 Campbell made this tape while liiring and teaching ‘in

Y
.

New Brunswick, but never showed ititill later; "time" ‘permitting.a certain
detachment.. It is a private tape; possibly an investigation into homosexual

feelings, and awareness of his own body. The life-size photograph is
N ‘ » . .

convi cing, because the video is black and white. ,The two men appear alilie;

S LR

lGale, video by Artiffs, (1976), p. 202, -

_ 2Gale, Video by Artists, (1976), p. 189,

t e . Q
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long oil-filled pan"." As a viewer, one relates to the pan of oil as if it
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¢

they are bdt_h nude. Cgmgbell makes love to "himself", kiss~ing agd caressing

3 K% o «

the figure. . . :

o

‘His more re'c'e’nt‘tapes include the Woman from Malibou (1976). ''Nine

<

Self-Portraits of the artist as his aler ego, in which the woman from

\
Malibou tells her 'very personal story'".l. The artist dresses as an
eccentric, woman, ‘and describes scenes from "her" life. Actually, they are
all real incidents talépn from stories in magazines or newspapers. As with
[ ]

7 .

the work®of Duane Michals, it has an element of "false" éutbiography; where
o ¢ d ]

the _'actual autobiographical content is hidden or diverted in the satories.

[N
v

Denis Oppenheim - . o . .

° -

Autobiography in video bas been one of the many combinations of

‘materials and formats -used by Denis .Oppenheim. Oppenheim is, "one of the

-
» ' Q

most vérsatile of contemporary post-pictorijal artists".:f' His work has been

.

. - & . .
"presfnted’in several forms, including photographic documentation, written
documentation, film, video, and actuality".' Because he often works with

installation format, he utiljzes "several media at once, either combined or

seéuentia’l'" . ?
: i . LT —_ . " t!‘-
One of Oppenheim’'s well-known pieces from 1974 is a .Combined video- o

. < T - N (. .
scuplture called Recall, (see illustration 17), where the image of the-
St s -/‘ M 3

"Martist's mouth appears on an aluminum-bank video monitor at the end of a

‘
-

d

‘were filled with turpentine. The artist describes the piece . .
: ; RS L

-

" ) T YL "
- L6ale, Video by Artists, (1976), p. 189.

Y
~

2Denis Oppenheim, Retrospective Works (cataloﬁue), (Montreal: Musée
d'Art Contemporain, 1978),.p. 20. / ‘ 7

»

I

3oppenheim, (1978),p. 30. . L .

,4"Denis Oppenheim (review)", Art Forum prril 1976), p. 81.

r A
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Inmall" = I'm using turpentine as a device to activate
the memory, past experiences when the smell occurred. The
material was actually inhaled - stuffed cotton saturated with
turpentine into my" nose, and like a drug, it induced an
alteration of consciousness; as my senses are filled with this
smell, my memory slowly uncovers images of a past region in which
the smell p vailed, and I verbalize them in a kind of rambling
stream of .;S\fciousness monologue. For me, that smell ig °
associated with my art school years, the late fifties. What I
. £ind interesting is how-a-pdint medium, when applied differently
can still be said ta be accoﬁﬁiéhing a similar result . , .°
Instead of thinning down pigment, I'm absorbing the material
into my sensory system and thynning out layers. of repres:,sed
memory - I see it as as a different function of a traditional
material! pe T

’

(Partia lftrganacript from Recall)

CALIFORNIA . . . FIRST YEAR OF SCHOOL . . . I REMEMBER HARRY
KRELLS PAINTING CLASS . . . BEGINNING PAINTING, SEPT. 19th 1958.

I WAS A SOPHOMORE . . . I REMEMBER HE ASKED US TO PAINT . . . TO
PAINT A ...AHALEHEAD.(.,.ANDTORSO.WEHADAHABE
MODEL, I ER WHAT THE ROOM WAS LIKE . . . I REMEMBER THE

SMELL. I COULDN'T DO WHAT HE WANTED US TO DO. HE WAS ASKING US
TO USE WARM AND COOL COLORS IN JUXTAPOSITION . . USING THESE
' COLORS IN KIND OF BLOCKS TO FORM CONTOURS OF THE HEAD AND TORSO .
- - HE DIDN'T WANT US TO USE LINES . . . JUST THESE COLORS
JUXTAPOSITIONS THAT WOULD, ACCORDING TO HIM, ALLUDE 70 VOLUME . .
- ADVANCING AND RECEDING COLORS . . , I REMBMER I COULDN'T DO
THIS . . . I COULDN'T UNDERSTAND THIS . . . BUT I REMEMBER SOME OF
THE WORK . . . I WORKED ON THIS FOR A LONG TIME . . - I HAD .
DIFFICULTY IN THAT CLASS. I REMEMBER HOW FULL THESE CLASSES WERE
oo HOW HARD IT WAS TO FIND A SPACE TO PUT YOUR EASEL AND
~ DRAWING BOARD. IT WAS ON THE THIRD FLOOR OF A BUILDING. I
REMEMBER WALKING . . . WALKING, UP THERE. I REMEMBER THE FIRE
< ESCAPE WHERE I USED TO SIT AND SMOKE. 1 REMEMBER SOME OF THE

STUDENTS . . . TRYING TO REMEMBER THEIR WORK . . . CAN'T REMEMBER
WHAT I DID. I RE R MR. BORGE'S DRAWING CLASS . . . REMEMBER
WE CA:).ED THAT CLASS DRAWING ORIENTATION « « . THE SAME YEAR

& 1958. CALIFORNIA COLLEGE OF ARTS AND CRAFTS. I REMEMBER THE

RENDERING PROJECTS. THE EXCURSION . . . GOING TO THE OAKLAND. 2

£

\Oppenheim is\@est known as one of the first "Earthwork" - or "Land-

i . °

Art" artists, "f'rom'}9\67. He then began doing pieces concerning the Body.
' N :
. t

/L ) ‘
’ . . . [

lgn&nheﬁ,mum),._hm\ |
| M, (i9i8)..p. 76. o

e

b
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In. an interview, Allan’ Schwartzman asks Oppenheim when he became less

interested in his '"body -as object and more as a vehicle for
autobiography?".
The body-related works began early in 1969 with a piece

called "Ground '"Manoceuvers", in which I had special grooves put in
my shoes which would leave certain imprints in the grouni !It was

considered an ongoing work, which would evolve over inter
months . . . I did a series of pieces with my children in which the
work needed to extend itself from the source. I began to consider
aspects of heredity, the passing of energy outside the body .
Body-related works become a profound alternative. It was a rich
area . . . In the second stage, the work was fully internatized
-and needed to be released again, it needed to be extended .
When I reached certain conclusions within that area of work I
began to deal with autobiographical projects . . . In a way it was
the third stage of the body works . . . It developed into areas
I'm still concerned with, the area of interrogation of potive
. When the work became autobiographical, it permgl'!ed this
P del1very of questions toward a self. The engaging of these
/ questions in the work became the substance of the work . .'. These
works admitted things, showed procedures, uncovered secrets -
things we usually keep camouflaged.l

One of his earl:.er installations that dealt with autobiography was

Adrenochrome (1972). The work\'ﬁwted through historical material,

V'

me;lical definition, and projected microbihglogiqal imagery the chemical

component involved in a schizophrenic. episode Oppenheim endured in 1963".

! .

|

At this time, Lhé started to use his ‘family increasingly in his work 'mot

just as extensions of himself, but as indicators that he himself was
» ! \ '

. ?

involved in a continuing process of extension and transmutation". A piece
{.

that results was "Polarities.
Polarities utilized the format of the words-in-landscape, but
instead of .single words or phrases, the ciphers Oppenheim
transferred to the earth's surface were enlargements of what were -
his father's 1%st graphic gesture and his daughter's first
rendered in a Long Island field with magnesium flares, the first -
time gppenhem used light-producing elements to write oex\the
: land \ : -

< ]

."Oppenheim, (1978), p. /S/. ' ‘ ' -
%oppenheim, (1978), ppl 25:26., : : .
- \: - . P
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)

Oppenheim has done several peices involving his children. In

Documgntation for 2-stage Transfer drawing - Denis to Erik Oppenheim, 1971

(returning to a past state), {(see illustration 18), he used his son "as a

means of overstepping his corporeal boundaries”. The documentation reads:
A .

As I run a marker .along Erik's back he attempts to duplicate the
movement on the wall. My activity stimulates a kinetic response
from his sensory system. 1 am, therefore, drawing through him.
Sensory retardation or disorientation make up the discrepancy
between the ‘two drawings and could be seen as elements that are
activated during this procedure. Because Erik is my offspring and
we share similar biological ingredients, his back (as surface) s
can be seen as an immature version of my own. In a semse, I make’
contact with a pasatate.l - ‘

a

More recently, Oppenheim .has been using mariopettes as surrogate

performers in his‘irt. "They express the debire to have a stand-in,
L4
. ‘ . b
something to take the burden of still seeing room within the performance

idiom, but not wanting to perform within it."” He says that the marionettes

are in -a place between objéct and performance. 'When the surrogate

presences were not other living beings but fabricated representations of

i

himself, Oppenheim was freest to transact his experiments and fantasies

through them". 2 _ . .

One of his autobiographical puppet installations is Search for Clues

from late 1975. "The installation itself consisted of a puppet figure lying

at the edge of a large Persian carpet, seemingly suspended off the floor. A
- N -

knife was embedded in the puppet's back . . ."3 The voice is his daughter,
\ \ . .
Chandra, speaking '"incantation". Peter Frank says that: "Chandra has .

."Oppenheim, (1978), p. 11.

Z0ppenheim, (1978), pp. 6 and 21
&

3oppenheim, (1978), p. 28. .

/ ' ¥ °
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’

) K
figured in more recent Oppenheim environments and videotapes as a person

substitdted for Oppenheim himself or; at least, for his conscience".l

3

(Partial transcqip{: from Search for Clues) . '

“Dennis, you were pacing back and forth in my mind before I could
talk. The sounds you made from thinking . . . forming something
while I was sleeping with your thoughts . . . I was sleeping with
your mind . . . and do you know what I could hear . . . past
midnight . . . for you yourself could not tap these thoughts of
yours . . . they were butterflies sent to my room . . ., for only me
to understand . . . I loved learning words later . . . so'l could’
describe to myself the bursts of light you fed intome . . . long
ago . . . I had this nightmare you now live . . . I've carried the
image of you floating in space . . . floating on a carpet in
darkness . . . a carpet that is still . . . going nowhere . . . an
illsuion of travel . . . you're on the edge . . . you wandered from
corner to corner . . . until the limits were clear . . . the limits
you so wanted--to break down . ., . so when I saw the knife . . . I
felt I knew what you wanted . . . the knife was spinning in my
dreamtzx . . . It was 80 beautiful . . . it reflected all our hopes

D Sl itints ot

Trnitdinde ok

o

Peggy Gale wrote: "Autobiography is a single voice. It is a memory, a

document, a today captured for tomorrow. It is a private ritual, meant for

-

some sort of public . . . Video is a perfect medium for autobiography".3 It

Yseems to attract experimentation like no other mediu’in“.“ The artist is

. . , ]
freer to investigate the self, because he knows he can always erase the .
N .

information, without cost. He can work—alsne and watch the monitor
&

‘sihultaneously, utilizing the "mirror" reflection. The equipment is
! ) ' : ¢
technically simple. Most artists do not have acce’ls to fancy editing

\

lfrank, "Auto-Art”, (1976), p. 45.

Zoppenheim, (1978), p. 28.

3Peggy Gale, "I Anm Here, This is Real”, in Autobiogfaphy, Film/Vidho
Photography (catelogue), ed. John S. Katz (Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario
1978), p. 116. : .

wt

I.Perrone, "Video", (1976), p. 53. - - N
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. equipment, so mgst art-video has limited and rough editing.l Also v‘ideo
tapes are "boring if you‘ demand that they be something else. But they are
not judged bo::ing by comparison with paintings or sculpture, they're judged
boring in comparison with television, which for the last. twenty years has
set the standard of video timel"2 Oi;e must remember that "no matter how

different from television the works of individual video artists may be, the

television experience domin’es the phenomenclogy of viewing and haunts
' 3

video exhibitions the way the experience of movies haunts all film".

One widespread use of video has been in the documentation of live

A

perfo“rmance and theatre pieces, simply because it is cheaper, faster and

more accessible than film. However, the pieces could just as easily have

been recorded on celluloid. When the two mediums are used yhere they will
be most effective, the separation is clearer.

A;xtobiog'raphy is difficult to use in film, because the camera g;u_s_ti
always be there to record meaningful .footage. It is easy enough to have it
there when you ar‘e eating brea.kfast, but not so easy when you are involved
in a personal crisis and your world seems to be collapsing. Some

autobiographical film is a moment captured on film; using cinema to

articulate feelings and situations as they occur. Bruce Elder uses the

1The video image is formed by a single electron which crosses to face
of the tibe 525 times, (300 times a second) for each image.

A basic port-a-pack video unit, microphone and monitor is available
for about $2,000. "This is the fundamental unit, but it allows no editing
whatever. The most minimal editing - edge to edge assembling of tapes into
unite larger than 30 ginutes requires access to at least another video tape -~
recorder with a built”in editing facility". This rough editing is "marked
by a characteristic momentary breakup or instability of the image",

Antin, "Television: Video's Frightful - Parent, Part I", Art Fokum
(December 1975), pp. 42-43.

2p. Antin, (1975), p. 39.

3p. Antin, (1975), p. 36.
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medium i‘r; this manner in She is Away (1975). Other aut\obiog'raphical films
requires the reenactment of a st ‘gituation, where original footage does

not exist. This is the case with Clay Borris' Rose's House (1977). Here,

.
-

the autobioéraphical statement is formed:from memory and improvisation,
Roger Welch ‘

Roger Welch composed a film called Welch, where he compiled tweaty
hours of home movies from five generations, spanfaing fifty yearh, and
reduced it to a one and a half hour "collection of vignettes". ‘The
resultingvfamily portrait is "not ;)nly a fascinating social document, but
also interesting contemporary art". James Collins said: "With 'Welch' 1
felt like and intruder into pfivate areas of family ritual and exgerienced
' ]

similar pleasure and embax:rassment".l

Nétural]:y it is amazing that there were home movies available from five

description, ome would ques

generations of his family :Z use as material. Based solely on this

on how valuable or}interestin’g this kind of
autobiogréphical nostalgia is to a stranger. Though it ‘is certainly n{o less
import;mt for the artist, it is hard to know sometimes how far it can ;each
//"//él;e audience. James Collins assures us that it does connect. The film is

"full of fragmentary insights into the way culture affects pedple and people

each othe ".2

’ Though Welch does not élways deliberately work in the self-referential
material, his art is part of this "humanist" context. In an interview f‘{’ém
Flash Art, he says:
. . . I sense a change now towards art which is less

pragmatic in attitude. Minimalist and Conceptual Art of the late
sixties tended towards a romanticism of logic. Today, artists

. YJames Collins, "Dear Roger Welch", Art Forum (April 1976),
pp. 78-79. .o ‘

" 2Collins, "Welch", (1976), p. 79.°

s e S, X, T Cauthiaut
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seem less enchanted with exploring the realms of process, the
nature of properties, and the logical construct of a thing. 1
have come to prefer an art less drained of emotion as subject
matter. I believe that the Conceptual Artist is becoming more
open to sentimentality and irrationalitm.l

*
Yvonne Rainer

r t

Yvonne ﬁain;r is an artist who h4s ben using film as‘a medium for her
autobiographical content. She has '“ised autobio;raphical fEaéments as
'prop;' since 1962".2 She has turned from dance, to performance, to film.
Even though she has been moving away from using personal content recently,
she originally used "narrative and -autobiographical material in order to
find '&ays to create more cohesion betwen isolated expression of emotional

states'".3

During a ‘trip to India in 1970, Rainer recogntzed "that Indian dance is

wholly dependant upon narrat;;: structures . . . impelling a reconsideration
of the possibilities of narrative for her owqxworkh.a She came to the
conclusion that her own life was/}Ls viable as any other material (more
accessible, more useable at leaat'.),"5 and realized that its "as though.my
own life contains possibilities for a mythology".6

Rainer says: "I couldn't tell a convincing story if I tried, so again

it's a matter of having little fragments of stories in a kind of wishfu}

-~

»
T -

l"nger Welch", Flash Art (November/December, 1977), p. 25.

. ™~
2Lippard; From The Center, (1976), p. 266.

-

3Lucy Lippard, "Talking Pictures, Silent Words, Yvonne Rainer's
Recent Movies'", Art in America (May/June 1977), p. 86. ‘[‘

AAnnette Michelson, "Yvonne Rainer, Part One: The Dancer and The
Dance", Art Forum (January 1974), p. 31,

5Annette,Hichelson, "Yvonne Rainer, Part Two: Lives of Performers",
Art Forum (February 1974), p. 31. i

6Hichelaon, "Rainer: Part One", (1974), p. 65.

R ——,
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frame for, a story into which I can put all kinds of authentic moments in a

1

totally inauthentic frame".l In her films Lives of Performers and A Film

About a Woman Who . . . there are "allusions to private and not-so-private

problems ‘and agonies - some of ‘these articulated, one suspects, through

s

quotations from private journals and/or psychc;therapeutic revelations, and

apperceptions". 2 )

In the text from A Film About a Woman Who . . ., Rainer says: "This

. f ‘
. is the poetically licenced story.of a woman who finds it difficult\to

-

reconcile certain external facts with her ilpage of her own perfection. \It
' »

is also the same woman's story if we say she\ can't réconcile these facts

with\her image of her own de?ox:mityl"3 (See j¥lustration 195. ' '

\The film'g underlying theme is "the inability of men and women to
: 4

communicateé and to love ope another". The autobiography fades .in and out.
She uses the third person singular "SHE" to define a person that could be

* Rainer, or could be some one else\. Rainer sees the function,"not to fully .

expose myself in a conventional Qay, but . . . as a "link to the self".4 She

sees the story as "an empty frame on which to hang images and ihoughts which

need support. I feel ne obligation to flesh out this armature with credible

\
details of location and time . . . Ehe film is] essentailly [a] serigs of

tableaug. connected by an unseen network of tensions and r:ff:fero::nce."5

Lucy Lippard writes: '"Rainer's problem, and it is a central one to all
v f
of the arts, is how to connect private experience to a context; how to link

? .

lLippard, From The Center, (1976), p. 277.
ZMichelson, "Rainer: Part Two", (1974), p. 32.

. [}
3lf.ippa::d,- From The Center, (1976), p.‘«‘268.‘v

Al’rem:nt;at:ion of The Self, C.A.A. Conference, New York, 1978.

SLipﬁard, "Rainer", (1977), p. 86.
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it all up with the kinds of'conditioﬁing and power structures that govern
1 .

- -

¢

,oﬁr lllz,ves".
Rainer received a lot d¢f criticism for her film.' "At the heart of .

Rainer's film lies an intentionally unresolved friction between word and

image, th;z personal and the political formalism and emotional content”.

Cindy Nemsér continues: ’

In the case of . . . A Film ABout a Woman Who . . . form takes
precedence over spontaneity. The artist desperately seeks to
experience her feelings and herself but she puts barriers of form
and style between herself and any kind of open expression .
confusion is the.result of Rainer’'s inability to reconcile her
authentic feelings with her intellectualization about the
validity of inauthenticity.l

In comparison, Amelia Rothschild's Nana, Mom and Me uses "raw material

of everday speech as content to shape and mold itself spontaneously into the

form it chooses to take'. Rothschild has "pulled the barriers down, thrown

5

away the old rules of what is acceptably 'avant garde' and is delving whole-

—y -~

heartedly into herself by investigating and validating her own roots. From

the start', this film came out of the artist's personal needs".3‘ "
It is difficult for one who is camera-shy to realize that filmmakers,

Ry

3
their families and friends, accept’ the presence of film equipment as a fact
of life. Still, technical developments have greatlwcuded\the i
poséibilities in nonfiction film.4 The mobililty of new lightweight,

quieter cameras and direct 'synchronized sound allow for a more informal

rapport between filmmaker and subjett. The ‘artist can work alone without a

>

1Lipp.ard, From The Center, (1976), p. 279.

2(!indy Nemser, "Editorial: Rainer and.Rothschild, an interview",
Feminist Art Journal (Summer 1975), p. 4.

r )

3Nemser, "Rainer ati Rothschild", (19755, p.. 4.

I'Richard Meran Baxsam, Nonfiction Film: A Critical History (New v
.York: E.P. Dutton and Co. Inc., 1973), p. 249.

Z
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o
crew, producing good quality results and have the freedom to. develop a film

over a long period of time. ¢
¢

Performance is also an extremly rich drea for autobiographical
material. Here some distinction between Autobiographical art and Bo‘dy art
is necessary. Body art is '"the earliest distinct fo;'m"l of Autobiographical
art. "As the c‘onvention of presen.ting art in the form of durable objects
became discredited in‘t‘he late 1960s, gculptors increasingly ;:urned to their
own bodies as subje\ct matter and as a medium of expression." .
- Artists have moved from 'concern with the physical fact of the body

itself" to dealing with self-referential content. The more personal work

often "bears a superficial resemblance" to Body a}rt.,3 although some artists
-

ry

move back and forth between the two points of reference, and it is difV.cult
to draw a line do.wn the middle. "If the body can be explored ecologically,
ero't.:ically, ebsessively, or geographic.ally, it can also be gsed to

illustrate ir‘oni'c, comic, not necessarily autobiographical situations."4

K Bodyworks have developed a reputation for self-destructive activity,
everyth1ng from Chris Burden "who had h1mse1f st1gmatlzed with real nails,
set on fire, wounded( by a bullet in the arm and] . 1mpr1sioned, foodleﬂss‘

in a small locker for five days"5 (among other things), to the extreme case

of Rudolph Schwarzkogler, (1940-1969), the Viennese artist who killed

‘himself‘ in the "'name of art" by successive arts of mutilation where he

1) . /

— o - (

- Frank, "Aut.o-Art.i(\, (1976), p. 40.

'
2John A. Walker, Art Since Pop, (London: ames and dson Ltd.,
1975), p. 53. -
- _ -

Kozloff, (1975), p. 33.
.l‘Ftank, "Akto-l\rt“, (1976) y p. 48. !

“Walker, p. 50. Con
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proceeded ingh by inch to ampqtate“his own penis, whfle a photdg;apher
recorded this art event;."‘1 Max Kosloff wrote ig his article "Pygmalion-‘
_ ‘Reversed", " . . . the urge to dissociate End depersonalize- the body, to

split it from awareness, flirts with a more profound indecency - since it

\

leads to considering othgrs as less than human." He feels that "Crimes that

e

violate bodies depend . . . on our propensif} to turn-people fntp things.ﬂg,

+

Autobiographicgl art as a general development from earlier body art, is
)’ r

not rooted in such destructive activity. As a joke (or comment at least)

o

Les Levine in his pamphlet Museum of Mott Art Inc.,,bfférs "A special
.. » ! .
service for the older 'body artist’'". It reads: "After you've been doing

it for a few years, you may feel the necessity of our body re-surfacing
service. Bite marks removed, excessive sunburns treated, plastic

artificial feplacements for severed limbs, we match §0u£ skin and hair
- ¥

cﬁ‘lor."3 ‘

Unfortunately, I have seen very little performance. Unlike wvisual

- -

works, which can be reproducded in magazines, performances are not easily
documented. I am left solely with the written igterpretationa available,

and the odd photograph'which is already so far from the actual live

-

- f - L[]

¥

Geoff Hendricks

Geoff Hendricks performed Ring Piece as an "act of mourning for the end
N N ‘ . -
of one important chapter of my life . . . A wake for the death of my
marriage". ' P

S ,. ]

lcalas, (1978), p. 36. o - j
2Rozloff, (1975), p. 34. -
3Kkozlotf, (1975), p. 33.
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1 built a mound of blagk earth, about six feet high a d eight -
feet in diameter, surrounded’'by eight lengths of red barrier dgrd
. + . I sat in tails on top of the mound of dirt, writing inja
small, dark red sketch book/journal . . . Buried under|the dirt
were relics from my "Flux Divorce" of June 24, 1971 Theg
included both h¥lves of the mattress cut at the "Division of
Property", the 1"é’(mains of both overcoats' - torn apart at ‘th .
“Separation", - ands..a small reliquary object '"Cut/Caged"
contdining both halves of the "Certificatay.of Marriage" . . .
"Ring piece'" is also the title of a sealed wooden box c&ntaining
my wedding ring and ten bells.} ‘ ) ¥

: ! v ? N

Ring Piece was '"an action/mon-action meditation" that' went on continuously

t:or twelve hours in the middle eof the 8th Annual New-Yo'z;k 'TAvaht Garde

-

Festival of 1971. The writings from the journal later became a "book",.

' P 1 °
recording the events and observations made by Hendricks during the piece.

Suzanne Lacy, Rachel Rosenthal, Stephen Laub \ |

" 7

Performance art flourishes partirularly in California. Suzanne Lacy ‘ P

is’a west-coast artist. ¢Moira Roth describes her art.

. from her earliest work in Performance Art up‘untj.l her o
recent pieces, in which she transforms hérself into an old woman,
a fundamental concern has been "the exploration of what it means
to be.a consciousness trapped inside s physical, decaying, often
unpredictable body . r work hasg been shaped, above all, by
her own reéflections on what it means to live within one's body.and
how through our physical poss on of our own bodies, we are all
connected and related to each other."2 ’

Another west-coast artist who has begun to use autobiography is Rachkel

Rosenthal. In a performance called Charm (1976), Rosenthal, 1
. VR .

.. . . and members of ‘the Instant Theatre Group used the
improvisatory techniques of their group to act out Rosenthal's :
"charmed" childhood.. "Charm" referred to the literal and .
'symbolic aspects of her three-storied childhood house in Paris.

The ground floor was the setting for the elegant and charming
public life of her parents, the middle for the less charming, °
private’encounters of the family; on the third floor ‘the child,
Rachel, lived in terror with the servants and the sadistjic
governess. Below, Rosent!}hl lived as the little princess; above

L N .
ngoff Hendricks, Ring Piece (Vermont: Something Else Press, 1973),
no page numbers. ' : e

t 2Rot‘.h, “"California Performance: Part II", (1978), p. 119.
> : l

-
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servants’ dismissed her as stupid and” an idiot. Throughout. the
piece Rosenthal told of her "charming" childhood, while bizarre
figures appeared and disappeared, 'enacting all the things I'm
not talking about, all the underneath stuff, the nightmare.
They're being sad1st1c and sadomasochistic™. She accompanled her
story by eating throughout the duration of the Performance. At:
the beginning she ate daihty little French pastries served in
procelain and silver containers, but toward the end, her eating
was more and more gluttonous, and animal-like, finally totally
like a pig. (Charm was performed only once.)l

-

¢

Stephen Laub is -a performance artist, who cleverly utilizes special _,

. SN
effects in his work. (Sge illustration 2).

Willoughby Sharp, Barbara Smith ' - v

£ a % .
In 1972 Laub begﬂg his current series of performances, indeed
began . his Performance mode of ‘'Projections with Live
Performance", where he "enters" life-size projection of slides on
a white wall .- . . Dressed in white for the Performances he moves
slowly, like a dancer, aligning himsélfsto whatever image on the
wall he wishes to enter.

A mirror to one side allows Laub to adJust his movements
unt11 he stands inside the projected’ image and Has completely
dlsappeaned except for the imprint of his facial features . . . He
moves into a set of slides of himself at various ages. Sometimes
he aligns himself with his-¥Family - in Relations (1972 - 1973).or
in Perfect Father (1976) - a performance done with his own fathez.

Characteristic of the work of Laub is a curious blend of
magic, mystery, and meditative atmosphere . . . 'these

-

+ performances evoke associations of '"possession" of one person by
.another, but more often ‘the main theme seems to be the ease of

entering another time and identity, both for the artist and the
audience. . . 2 /

Willoughb§ Sharp does video performances. "fhe primary aiq,of'his

. A [%
work is to attain the most intense expression of'psychological truth."

]

o

« *r .
In "Sastrial'" a performance at the Project "exhibition in Cologné

v in July 1974, Sha:p took LSD, worked himself into an obsessed,

paranoid state over his daughter (whose mother permits her to see
Sharp far less than he‘would,prefet), d attempted to communicate
with her by "occupying her space" - sid{ing in a playpen dressed
in nothing but a diaper and holding a teddy bear. Sharp moaning
for his daughter, banged his back on the playpen until the skin’

A1

T 3 ’ o

1Roth “Californxa Perfornance- Part II", (1919), p 120.
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znoira Roth "Toward a History of Califo:nia Perfornqnce. Part I!,
Arts Haggzine (February 1978), p. 98. . - :
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was rubbed raw, destroyed the teddy bear stuffed the pieces
inj‘.o his diaper, and ultimately destroyed playpen.l —_—

Of his work, Sharp has said: "I use the actual experience of each video
performance to isolate aspects’ of my ego; I use the accumulation of
resultant video works to reconstitute my developing: personality. (Change

©

* is the only constant in this growing videography: )2 N \

Barbara Smith has developed 8 special mteraction with hc’x‘ audience.

She makes the viewer an 1ntegra1 part of her performance in Feed Me, a

[

piece from. the group show "All Ni}ht" Sculptures" at the Museum of
. \Cconceptua‘l Art in San Francisco (1973).

Smith created a comfortable room with incense, oils, pillows,

. rugs, flowers, music, food, and books. 5She sat in it nude.

, Part:.c:.pant.s entpred one a8t a time. Each was confronted with the
confiict of rumored sexual expectations and the mty\of
entering a room to find a real person on her own terms. Smith has
set up the context to require acknowledgment and involvement of

' "all" the senses. Complex and subtle interactions occurred . . .

In 1977, after years of intense and psychologlcally dramlng
Performance, Smith created "Ordinary Life", Part I and Part II".
This twq-part plece, performed in 'Los Angeles end San Franciso,

, was 'the outcome of Smith's examining tﬁe effects of her @
: Performance on her personal life. "Ordj ng_;x Life" combines
‘ritual, theatre, and plain talk. In it Sn th told her audience of
her erstwhile hopes that art would "repair my ife, find me a.
lover, a home, and give me personally what I nee

Chris Burden g

Chris Burden, _jl/o is quickly identified with Body art and themes of

"melodrama; violence, risk, control and threat within the performer -

N -

< gﬁectat6r situation",a considers himself to be partly autobiographical.

He says "I'm settidg up situations to test my own illusions or fantasies

“

]'Fr;nk, "Auto-Art", (1976), p. 47.

"The Question" Art Rit.e HAutumn 1974), p. 14.
3Roth "California Perfomnce' Part 11", (1978), p 121.

‘Roth "Cali,fornia Perforunce. Part II", (1978), p. 115.
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about what happens . . . How can you know what it feels like to be shot if -

you don't get shot? . . . I know that after each piece I feel different

w

. on top of things . . ..It's like having knowledge that other people

don't have, some kind of 'wigidom'". L , Hexrmine Freed describes the following

[
-;Km

- "
Py -

) Chns Burden's recent work, (1975) at the onald Feldman
Gallery emphasizes . . . [the performer-audi&lce anxiety The
exhibition appeared to be a minimalist-type platform croasing the
-corner of the room above eye level. The essence of the work,: -
however, was believing that the artist was on that platform and
would be there for a duration of twénty~two days with none but the
most absolutely essential of this bodily functions being cared
for by the gallery. It is an extreme sensory-deprivation
situation, as there is no room for him to move, -and nothing for
him to eat or do except listen to the comments of the viewers
(which is actually a rather insidi and reverse form of -
voyeurism). The viewer's timé is almogt incidental, a check that
all is progressing. . It is, rather, '"tHe knowledge of the total
duration that give credence to the work the stamina to withstand
the deprivationfor an extended period of tnle 2 -

It is really quite silnlar in some ways to the '"Sensory Deprivatidn'Tank"

’d.: (used in psychotherapy) of John Lily's or of extended religious meditation

/

’

4

and fasting in an isolated situation.

It is difficult for one to understand Burden's work because
"narcissistic sensatiopalism does gbt equate with a crgatiye act."3 Burden
did a similax performarice in i972, called Bed Piece, where he “133' in the
whit.g. covered‘ bed ‘in the stark white gallery totally i'sola/ted from the
outside world, with only his own’internal resources tc; ma'intbin psychic

stability. nb His own words give an insight into the latey isolation piece
.r,__\

-~ - 2

described above.

Y

Yoz10££, (1975), p. 39. , . .

2preed, (1975), p. 84..
3l(ozloff, (1975), p. 37. S

I'Chri- Burden and Jasn Butterfield, "Chris Burden: Through The Night

" Softly", Arts mgzine (March 1975), p. 70.

r



- . - ‘46' . ~
BED PIECE, Market Street, Venlce, .Februaty 18 - March 10, 1972.
Josh Young asked me to do a piece for the Market Street Program
from February 18 - March 10. I told him I would need a single bed .
in the gallery. At noon on February 18, I took off my clothes and
got into bed. I had given no other instruct:.ons and did not speak
to anyone during the piece.

- I started to like it there. It was really seduct:.ve. That's
why I considered just staying there - because it was so much nicer .
than the outside world. I really started to like it, and then
‘that's when I started thinking that I'd better be pretty sure that
when the end of the exhibition came -~ I got up. N

' About the death thing ... . I don't think 80, no. It's just
that the piece was very relaxing. It is very relaxing to do that
and all the anxiety about everything, about what is going to
happen, goes because there is nothing I can do to change it. And,
when that happens it is like a tremendous relief. -

I had started liking it there, and seriously considered
staying there, but I didn't because I knew I just couldn't.
‘People were really getting upget towards the end. Stanley and .
Elyse Grinstein were afraid I had flipped out. Bob Irwin came in
‘and asked me not to do anthing crazy, not to let the whole thing

. come down orn my head. I could feel this whole tension kind of
building up outside. There was no outside communication and
everyone thought I had gone over the edge. As the end came near I
had a sort of nostalgia about it. In the same sense that it was
boring in the beginning, but I had no control over it because it
was inevitable, at the end I had this nostalgia, this deep regret .
at having to return to normal. But it was inevitable, and I

. couldn't do anything to prolong or shorten it. On a certain day 1
had to get up and it would be over, and it would be donoe.l

-

Allan Kaprow
0 ~ . _ 4 .
Allan Kaprows work can be looked at as ‘''psychologically"

autobiographical. "His work since the late 1960s has been nopivat:ed by
- general interest and_ curiosity about his own and other's behavior in

interactive situations rather than by a desire to filter overt‘

a‘utobiograjhical experiences into Pc:rfor:umnce."2 Kaprow's work shifted

about 1967 from routines involving "large groups of people ‘to activities

‘with smaller groups and then to pieces revolving around routines of

*

Burden, (1975), p. 70. : | _ -

o~

,ZRoth,; "California Performance: Part II", (1978), p. 121.
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psychological pieces dealing with individual psychic r::.-:sponscm.":l
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domesticity, private life, and ﬁ.na_lly.to sensitized, subjéct.ive and

Kaprow calls them "Activities" to distinguish them qualitatively
from Happenings. Intrinsic to his conception of them are: the
absence of an audience of any kind, that itgis carried out in a
physical environment without art world or institutional
associations, and that there be no documentation of ‘the event.
Each activity has been performed only once . . . '

Many of the activities investigate how various kinds of
inférmation are exchanged between individuals.?2

~ “Satisfaction (April, 1976) is an example of a Kaprow "Activity".

The: core of the script calls for one person to demand specified .
responses from another, Li.e., to receive "satisfaction'". But in
order to he praised, fed, "kissed, comforted, he or she must
demonstrate to the other person exactly how the satisfaction is to-
‘be given. So whatever is received in the way of satisfaction must:
first be given as a means of describing what is wanted. Once the
request is made by means of demonstration, the other person has
the option of refusing to comply with it. The piece is further
complicated by the entrance of another pair who have 4lso carried
out the same preceeding routine. The, second couple, as a team,

“proceed’ to direct one member of the first pair to "satisfy"

(praise, feed, kiss, comfort, etc.) his or her partner,.but the
sécond couple must demonstrate bgtween themselves how this is to
be accomplished. Again the participants are provided with the
option of not complying . . .

o €
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Three' of four units of people perform the same scrjpt so that the

. different experience of each group may bw compared . . . The work

becomes "research" in terms of the information acquired by each
individual participant (of whom Kaprow i3 always one). Self-
knowledge, then, is an important "practical yield" . . . ‘

. . . His Activities are like fictions about the substahce in
everyday life in which language and gesture are rearranged,
recombined, and thus made strange . . . Kaprow's Activities seem
designed to rouse their participants (and thus Kaprow l_u'.mself)
into consciousness by decomposing and recomposing the fabric of
life. Put another way‘they are sensitizing devices.3

7 >

1ch:h, "California Performance: - Part 11", (1978), p. 121.
2Joh.v.mt;lwn Crary, "Alan Kaprow's ‘Activities", Arts Magazine

(September 1976), p. 78.

3crary, (1976), pp. 79-81. ,
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Kaprow is inflexiby oppossed to spectators or audiences for these -

]

activities. ' "The kind of self-awareness and introspection he is after is

possible only in an interactional sftuation where there is reciprocal

exchange and reflection on a bagis of equality."l .

'
Autobiographical art is not as easily: found among the more traditional

’

visual arts of "painting and sculpture. Most autobiographical artists tend

to work in areﬁhere they can easily cross the boundaries between media.
Peter Frank saysT "All kinnds of auto-artists are active nowadays. They

exploit all the media available to them, but seldom e;:hibit fascination for

. .

the technical aspect 6f means and nafer:i.als « « . The phezybmena they wish
to explore are not those of tﬁeir tools, but of themselves. 2

Painting generally demands a high degree of technical competence in

»

order to be efféctive.. This could be one 'reasbn why artists who are

Pprimarily interested in narrative and autobiography work with the more
direct media of photography and video. It could also be because the more
tradit‘ional media still carry more formal concer;xs, such as colour, line,

form a"nd balance.

~

In a questionnaire sent out to painters by Art Forum, in 1975, the

editors stated the following:

It appears that painting has ceased to be the dominant artistic
medium at the moment. And we assume that the debates between its
- two major ideologies, abstract and representational thinking here
refers to the fact that neither side has triumphegd over the other
in historical verdict to which both had appealed. On the
contrary, those understood to be making ''the next inevitable
step" now work with any material but paint. : . -

5
W

A

[
Yerary, (1976), p. 81.
ZFrapk, "Auto-Art", (1976), p. 43.-

3"Painter's Reply . . .", Art Forum (September 1975), p. 26.

.



w !
i -t

49~ .

7/
This statement ,ff;ﬂ{ated many of the artists who replied. They felt that

Art Forum was '"parcelling out fields" in a "seignorial way" (Rudolf -
Baranik). However al]‘. seemed to agree that ~t:her:e was a‘definite shift away
‘from formalist painting of the fifties and sixties towards more individusl
ea;prenjsion. Paintin§ has been "dealt its death blow" many t‘.ime,s before in
history. Painter Terence La Nove r;sponded with: "Is painting dead?

;{gain? I remember its more te(-:‘ent demige in the 60s, killed by a large gray
Minimal nonolit,h,‘ I believe they are now ext:inct:."l It is not likely that
painting will ever die. Perhaps, "Those who have abandoned painting in ‘

.

" favor of other mediums have done so in an effort.to express that which is

'beyond painting', as painting reflects that which is 'beyond words'".z

I is dif.ficult" to include Painting in this current tendency of
Autobiographical art.. Painting is an area where the "pendulua" effect
" (described at the; beginning of this paper) seems to be most evident. With
this in mind, I would suggest that it is the needs of the individual
painter, coinciding with 'the tendency of Autolziographical art in the
seventies, tliat accountsyfor much of the works described here. ‘ .

Freda Kahlo ’

There is an artist I feel deserves special mention in the are€a of
autopiogtaphical painting. Her name is Freda Kahlo, (Mexico 1910-1954).
She is the only aftigt‘ I ;wve found wh;) has dealt solely with
autobiographical material. Althgugh she is not part of the 1970's

.

phenomenon, I wish to include her work wih this discussion of

b

Autobiographical art. Hayden Harrara describes her life briefly.

L]

Lupainter's Reply . . .", (1975), p. 28.

f"l’ainter's Reply . . .", (1975), p. 28.
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Gregatzious and venturesome, she was all too familiar with the
loneliness and tedium of_jnvalidism. She longed to have children,
but her smashed pelvis Ehe result of a bus accide:é led only to
several miscarriages and at least three doctor-ordered abortions.
And finally there was the anguish of being deceived and abandoned
by the man she loved, her husband Diego Rivera (Mexican Mural
Painter).

These misfortunes shé transmuted into art with a remarkable
frankness tempered by humor and fantasy.l

During a trip to faris in 1937, thlo became aquainted with Surealist
Ideas, althouéh "Strictly speaking . . . Kahlo was not a Surrealist, but a
Surrelist discovery.‘ Iierrara says S"Ber fantasy is a product of her
temperament, life and culture . . . She wanted to sét down i;nages 80 )

painfully personal that a less primilivizing style could make them

unbearable to the iehr. Her style distances us from the agnostic content

without 1losing ividness."2 She often depicted herself '"footless,

headless, cracked open, hemorrhaging or withlheart extracted."

El'hig may have been a form of exorcism. By projecting pain
outward onto the canvas in the form of visual image she both
admitted her suffering% nd turned it into fantasy. She created an
alternative Freda Kahld' to bear the burden of invalidism .
Indeed the peculiar intensity of her paintings convinces us that
they were somehow therapeutic, crucial to the artist's well-
being. 3 .

[In] "the Broken Column", 1944,Lsee illustration] anguish is
made vivid by nails driven into Kahlo's face and naked body and
into the sheet wrapped around her hips . . . She uses the immense
expanse of ravine-gashed desert as a metaphor’ for her own torn
body, deprived of potential for creating life. By contrast, in

.« her bust-length self-portraits, thick, succulent vegetation often
" surrounds her face and closes off space. The-faults and fissures

of the land speak of violence done to her body . . . "The Broken
Column' depicts .a cracked and crumbling Ionic column in the place
of K 's own injured vertebrae in the open hollow of her torso.

Life replaced by a pemanent ruin. The orthoped:.c corset that

holds her body together, suggest the imprisonment of invalidism. 4

o

ll{gyden Herrara, "Freda Kahlo, Her Life, Her Art", Art Forum (May
1975), p. 38.

2jerrara, "Kahlo", (1975), p. 42-43.
\

aﬂerrara, “Kahlo", (1975),/p. 39-40.

‘Be\rrara,"'l(ahlo", (1975)7 p. 40.

~
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From what I know of Freda Kahlo, I cannot imagine any Autobiographical
¥ j’ N
art as intense. “Most painters begin from more innocent premises, and their

t

development from these premises tends, therefore, td be more natural and
certainly less painfully self-conscious than that of the individual in whose
work the\ current varieties of avant-garde geology play a predominate

A

part. il

-

Greg Curnoce’ . ) -

i

Greg Curnoe is an artist, whose work, I think has coincided wit’;h Au&
biographical art of the seventies. For Cu}noe, the. "only genuine fom of

art springs frof"gaily exyerience" and he wants his art "to be an integral
part of his life, and to reflect as much as possible all that interest him".

He has deliberately limited his '"field of activity" to th‘e area around

London, Ontario, "and his themes are generally from this son.n:ce".2 One of

his most well known' paintings, View of Victoria Hospix.al,

Second Series (February 10, 1969 - March 10, 1971), is an autobiographical

-
record of experiencing the hospital through the window of his studio over a

two year period. (See illustration). The work combines a painting, a téxt

/ L4

and a sound track. The text accompanyiffng the painting begins:

0. SHADOW OCCURS AT 4:30 OR SO E.S.T.
L

1. FLASH OF A WINDSHIELD FEB. 27 - 1969. 5 P.M.
2. HEADLIGHTS GO PAST HOSPITAL MAR. 20 - 12 P.M.

3. OWEN MARKS THE PANEL HERE WITH A BLACK FELT MARKING PEN AND I
™  GOT MAD MAR. 25 - 11:45 A.M. '

" lupainter's Reply . . .", (1975), p. 27. L.

2Veuice (37th l}iennale) Canada: Creg Curnoe (Venice: 37th Biennale,
1976), p. 128.
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4. A GROUP OF PEOPLE WALKING IN FRONT OF BLA D LODGE MAR 25 -
5 TO 2 P.M. ‘

5. A DROP OF WATER RUNNING DOWN THE OUTSIDE OF THE CENTER RIG
WINDOW PANE MAR 24 - 12:45 P.M. 1

. 1 s
The painting is systematic, and has a paint-by-number look. In many of his
paintings he uses block stencil letters, recounting stories from his home

life. 5
o -
In most painting and sculpture that can be presented as

Autobiographical .art, it seems that autobiographical material is being put
into work, as' justifiable content in otherwise minimal, conceptual or

4

realist work. There is a new emphasis on content as a result of conceptuadl

-

art. Sol Lewitt suggested’that "the concept or idea was more ‘important

than the visual results of the system that generated the obje'c:t:."2 It

se s, however, with most painting and sculpture that "stories are only
intrpduced into visual art as long as they don't rock the boat formally.

'New' subject, matter is squeezed into culturally acceptaﬁle formal

st:ruct:ux"es".3 \
The term Autobiographical art has become part of the contemporary art.
dialogue, and has been used to "p'uckage“ groups of work’togethet for shows
suc‘h as The Los Angeles Ins.titute of‘ Contemporéw Ar_t (L.A.I.C.A.) ‘s;hcw~
) called-, "Autobiographical Fantaskﬁ" (1976), although the criticism of

this show was that in several cases the autobiographical content seemed

F -
insigpiﬁ.cant.a The exptission "Autobiographical art" has also been used

1Curnoe, (1976), p. 58.

) 2I.u(:ogr Lipppard, Six Years: The dematerialization of the art object
from 1966 to 1973 (Nev.:r York: Praeger Publishers, 1973), p. 5.

3

Collins, "Story", (1973), p. 84.

I'Hamer, "Autobiographical Fantasies", (1976), p. 77.
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as an all-over title to bring together a group of images for pa:_[nter Lowell
Nesbitt. Nesbitt, as I see him, is 2‘;5 nn Autobiographical artist, because
he is not doing anything more self-investige;ting than painting his clothes

and his dog. Nesbitt explains his intentions when he says "in all honesty,

the Autobiographical series began before I determiried it to begin. It

wasn't until 1973 that I chose to put together a group of disparate images
confiected only by the fact that they were from my life . . . I therefore
conceived of autobic;;raphy as a unifying factor that; woulid enable me to
cnnt.inue‘ with a wide \_rariety‘}of structure and color possibilities and

. ! 4
maintain overall coherence. W

Stephan{e ‘Brody Lederman, Christopher Knowles

Stephanie Brody Lederman is one artist who succgssfully combines I;er

delightful‘visual imagery and personal content. Lederman's pieces are

presented with “childlike crudeness". "Her verbal agility goes hand in

hand with visual skill".

Her '"Cheri Tree" series employes a starkly divided paper with /

minimal text . . . Stating that '"trees are easier to deal with

than people" since they easily handle acceptance and rejection;
the cheri-tree pictures go on to depict a progression of trees
barren of leaf and flower. As sexual metaphors the blosssoms tura
from blushing pinks to fiery scarlets, increasing in hue with the
passion of the memory documented in each text. Later references
speak diréctly of pink as a metaphor for romance and sex, mixing
in ‘white proportionately to innocence in each picture. Phrases
like, 'please I want you to sit on my lap'" appear with
disconcerting directness - coupled with a seemingly childlike
handwriting but a heavily sexual connotation repeated in the
drawing.

o . . . Most satisfying and refreshing of all, is what Lederman
is content to leave out of her narrat:.ve ~ the self-indulgent,
long- winded diaries that women's narrative often°succumbs to.
Her pieces zero in on a moment of thought to be conveyed and
concentrated on that single thought with an ability to perceive .

<&

-

1I.owell Nesbitt, and Gene Baro, Lowell Nesi:itt's Autobiography
Arts Magazine (November 1975), p. 83. S
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the essential information of each situation. Tempered with a
personal point of view, Lederman's stories .and admonishing are
never boring. 1 ‘

Lederman's stories are real or fantasized and often contain a 'tongue-

in-~check nostalgia'. In Zoes Paradise‘ she says: "watch . . . watch . . .
) ;
"

watch . . .; do not be late for your life .
Christopher Knowles also has a personal style to house his narratives.

His new work consist of '"typed paper pieces" which read as a sort of
* L4

K

"exaggerated concrete poetry". Tl;xs visual structures are highly elaborate
combinations of typed words, which become beautiful geometric designs when
viewed from a distance. |

Knowles' work operates on many levels and is presumably
autobiographical (the difficulty of describing and communicating
that it depicts may well have been the same difficulty Knowles
'Xperiences as an autistic child). Beyond this most personal
meaning, however, it is very much the story of a visual artist at
work in a world where words, spoken or written, are virtually
omnipotent . . ."3

On Kawara

On Kawara is an artist who used painting as a way to record the events

A ]

. -
of his day-to-day life, and as continuous documentation of his life. The
i
paintings are extremely reductive in form. He is one of the earliest’
artist to emphasize daily routine as material for art.

In 1966 he began an immense and continling series of "date
paintings", small canvases with the stenciled date, executed
almost daily and accompanied by a clipping from the day's
newspaper, kept in notebooks. He also made a series of paintings "
marking location by longitude and latitude, a continuing series
of "I got up" postcards and telegrams (sent to Sol Lewitt). The
fascination exerted by Kawara "\s obsession and precise notations

kY

lDeborah Perlberg, ''Stephanie Byrody Lederman", Art Forum (April
'1978), pp. 69-70. - g ‘

2l"tﬂ:tlbt.erg,‘ (1978), p. 0.

31’.4‘:0 Rubinfien, "Christophey Knowle
1978), p. 71.

1

(review), Art Forum (March

-
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of his place in the wofld (time and location) imply a kind of

self-reassurance that the artist does,. in fact, exist. At the

same time, they are totally without pathos, their objectivity

establishing the self-imgoaed isolation which marks his way of
. life as well as 18 art." .

Everyday from 1968 to at least 1974, On Kawara has sent two postcards to

people with the "exact time he got up" printed with liis "exdct address at

D

the tige". (Sffe illustration 25). He recorded the naie’s of every person

2 i

he met, mapped all his dail\y movements on "photocopied loc4l maps" and kept

parts of .daily newspapers that he had r‘tad. Here is an e le of texts
N . y

from.telegrams dnd postcards which appeared as a cgtalogue atry.

(Texts of telegram): I am not going to commit suicide
- Don't worry - 5 December, 1969. On Kawara.

1 am not going to commit suicide - Worry. 8 December, 1969,
On Kawara.

- I am going to sléep - Forget it. 11 December, 1969,
On Kawara.

a

2. One postcard sent each day since January 1lst 1970.
(Sample: Jan 41970. I got up at 2:47 p.m.)3

- Hanne Darboven

Hanne Darboven is another artist to whom I am drawn. Her wo;k also
emphasizes daily ritual. Often beginning with the day's d'b\t.e as a startir?g

" point, she developes numerical systems which are exlﬁb;ed as drawings.
"What she's concerned about is the system - as a way of° focusing - a way of

ri\tualizing her art experieqce."l‘ What is striking about her work is the

obsessiveness of it. (Sée illustration 26). N

lippard, Six Years, (1973), pp. 49-50.

Barbara , Reise, "On Kawara at the Kunsthalle", Art in America
(January/February 1975), p. 90/ | .

R )

3Lippard, Six Years, (1973), p. 162. Y

l'CoIlina‘, "Story", (1973), p. 86.
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"100 Years in One Year" for instance, was shown from dly to day
over. a year at Konrad Fischer's gallery in Dlisseldorf in 1970;
each month consisted of thirty or thirty-one books, and each day a
different book extrapolated the date . . . Darb?ven was executing
the piece while it was being shown so that her personal calendar
was synchronized with that of the work .

This system . . . the best known of which is based on a day,
month, year, century - the digits added, multiplies and
interwoven until. they become too large to be managegble, at which
point they are resystematized into progressively smaller areas,
which then suggest new larger areas, and so forth . . .

It (Darboven s work) is double directional - expandlng, then
o going back, "so I relearn where I came "from. By doing it, it

becomes not more and more because its already there, but clearer
. and clearer”.l 2

. .
- . &

-~

In an article from March 1977, called "Report from Toronto and Montreal",
' SN

Amy Goldin z~zep1n:at:edc Canadian axt into categories. The first category was

painters. v
[_he second was:l artists who aim to shift the direction of normal
artistic response apd turn away from the work of art as a
maniféstation of gkill or esthetic value. Working with
untraditional mategials or forms, they see what they do as a means
to the redefinitign of extra artistic experience. I take this
category to include most of what, at an earlier stage, was called
"Avant-Garde".” -Conceptual art belongs here, so does process art,
‘most performance, some painting and sculpture.

Her third category.is called "Self-Reference", which she says could also be
referred to as "alienatgd art". "The artist is present as a private

person, primarily conderned with a self whose prc;‘cesses and guises -

+

? -
constitute the work." She goes on to- say: '"Here one finds the
L] ’ .

. biographical and autobio/graphical .art so often encountered in New York."

1

Of course ‘I was .fascinited to see who she placed in the area -.

concerning autobiography. ' . "

lLipi)ard, From The Center, (1976), pp. 186-187. .
A .

MZAn; “Goldin "Report .fron Toronto and Montreal', Art; in America
(March/ April 1977),'p. 43. J \ '

* '..‘

-
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In this category, Esther Warkov 8 paintings are dainty and stale;
Suzy Lake and _Mary Janitch, who make eerie presences are

. noteworthy:

The chief representative of thls third group is Rgn Hartin .

- . visually his work is incredibly uneventful. He deals with one
sort of minimally articulated field at one time and has produced
several sequences over the last five years' one-color paintings,.
faintly gestural . . . .
’ Martin's insistence that thesé are not pictures but
manifestations of his inner self intrigues the Canadians like
crazy, but having heard this sort of/thing before, it didn't-
impress me. He says esthetic Judﬁﬂ;ts are irrelevent to the
works - the viewer is supposed to discard all cultural °
expectations and .use these occurrences as opportunities to
encounter his own creat1ve expenence -

1 - Bl a

If Martin's paintings’ are autobiograph:.caL, there is certainly nothing ‘

.about’ them visually that would indicate thig. T don't think Goldin lookedh‘

’

T

very hadrd to find her “"chief representative’. Martin's paintiné look

. extremely formal and tasteful, and unfortunately he is not standing under

then to: tell iis otherwise! {

Loren Ewing, Colette Whiten o

. . : . , * e $

In the area of sculpture, autbbiographical sources /'are not easily
. Q . :

~ . . )

l a .

| ho -
discernable, although one of my earliest impressions of /Autobiographical

- art came from a sculpture piece by Loren. Ewing (Rhode Island School of

"Deslgn) . Ewing presented slides of her work at"the 1978. (:ollegee Art

Associlati,on Conference. Most shdes we'te of large minimal floor

constructions; the final’one being a photograph of a wooden floor piece,
M

- . C ’ . L
- made up of twenty-six lattice strips, assembled with a space between each

‘strip. It resembled her earlier work b t there was & sigmfizcsnt

difference. The edge’of each board had ah velled edge where she had~put. a

continuous piece of writing. /Even without this knowledge ,/ one was tempted
. / { _

*

B\ (M 4 ame stk i iSRRG
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: .

to fantouze ag to whegher or not the platform was strong enough to hold

- ‘ one '3 vezght With e addxtxon of the words, t.he v1ewer attempts to Judge
. whe’then the structure would allow him to {‘&ch the pnrts of the syory

"ttapped" in the mddle of the "floor". - I .
' s Al N

B In retrospect, it is interesting to know Af the artist is just

®
[

stuffing content into a clearly minimel ‘form in response to a need to

justify such work with the new shift away from minimalism. .

.
1

TN - >

- > ' used people as models" in executing her work. Now she has turned to using
_ herself and family as subject. Her recent.work shoys sim.lar attention to
. mtenals (plaster nnd wood) but each is’ a portrait of a famly member.

Wtoliten uses the negative *impression left from the castings.” “Plaster that

¥ . has taken on such an uncanny and hlnllucinatory resemblance to Whiten's now

7

“\- absent subject that her sculptures become three-dimensional memories,.

B . ' 7.
Pods for the conjuring of human presence. Thus their primitivism. And
1,

- ¢

-
“ their power."
N *"

. ' opened -up to reveal perfect white intaglios of herself, Ge;.-not, (her/I{wer)
and Stephen (her friend)." Adele Freedman writes: "The real proof" that
' jcd >

S / N
D Whiten!s thoughts had taken a metaphysical turn lay in tHe three mummies .

t:opb; the back into the gther. ¥When ‘a tomb is closed the cavity is the

s

<t . ¢ .exact shape and volume of the person."zn While I would not say that
B T N~ @1
[} a -

- loary Michsel Dault, "Sculptor Colgtte Wh:.ten builds her work from.

- o air", Toronto Star, May 20 1978.

2Aclele Freedman, "Art: . Colette Whiten's Huunizing Ptocess'

Transforming Peaple into Fine Art", Toronto Life (April 1918) P. 160

© k+] ]

»

-

- o RS

'

Chnadian, Colette' Wﬁiten nakes plaster cast sculpture. Formally, fhe .

. ' ' T
- ' Beﬁre the “"family" series, “Whiten made “three. upright tombs which”

A s'tunningly nekéd.. #sThe front of each person' is sunk into one half of the '

5

L ) ey
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‘(an twenty-foot plaster cast of an abandoned- muskrat” hole)“‘ “and

. 1976) p. 67.
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Whiten's major concern lies with autobiograp;y:'.i}' is a case in point that
she ﬁas, at th%s particular time, chosen to make these pleces using herself
and the people in her life." <
'Alan Sonfi;t

Alan Sonfist collected twenty odd "found organic objects' or "natural

processes” and put them in a recent :justallat.ion, which he called

"Autobiqgraphy". They included Autobiog ‘aphy of an Abarfoned Animal Hole

.

Autobmgraphg Qf a- Lfvx%Rock "(about the mfm:.tesimal movement in a
1

:ock in a bed of smllar rocks)™.

Sonfist is usmg autobiography in a completely different way with this

installation. Critic Ronald Ororato says "Every work in 'Autobiography'

" functions out of that fertile area between the natural and the artificial

Ly

where Sonfist fqcuses his °greates\: attention . . . n2 In a typewritten'

statement of 1ntent10n posted on the gallery wall Sonfist 1nsxsted that

he, "like everyt.hmg else, is a part_of the natural world." Then in each of

o

the pieces he "set out to prove or disprove it . . . This exhibition seemed

to be' ded1cateq to .conttadicung the long-held humanlst notion that man is
3
1"

a

separate from nature by his ability to reason . . .

° o/
His recent objects and photodocumentations (including a series with

Sonfist standing behind and enlzracirlg the trunks of various trees) have

&,

.

&

lAnn-Snrgent Wooster, "Alan Sonf(: (review)", Art Forum (January

2Rc:»nnld J. Otonato: "Alan Sonfist (review)", Art Forum (January
1978), p. 75. \ .

A
Gerrit.'ﬂenry, "Alan Sonfist as Aniadne",. Art in America (January
1967), p. 102. .

..
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been accompanied by "an autobiographical chronology whose entries are

‘

always expanding." Among these are:

5 o
1946 - May 26 at 10:10 p.m.: my first experience was air./ 1950 =~
Planted my firat seeds in a pickle jar and observed the
growth./1951 - Sat on an anthill and was covered with ants./ 1954~
-59 - Visited all the museums in New York City./ 1954- Set my arm
on firell . ) .

\
‘e

In a similar work, Autobiography of Time Landscape (1975), Sonfist drew
i

parallels between the evolutioh of New York City and his owp growth."

Petér Frank—says- "Sonfist emphasizes the personal aspeét of this inter-

°actipn even further, beginning with the ecosystem of his own body and

5 o9
working outward." ’ *

Alice Aycock
The idea of "emphasizing the personal", whether it is imediately"
apparent or not, is also found in Alice Aycock'A\art.. Aycock does indoor

and outdoor constructions that are architecturally and archeologically

‘based. Some are created outdoors, under ané! above ground: crawling spaces

and cliibing spaces, all adapted to an intimate human scale. Others are

designed to be shown ipdoors  as is: Circular Building with

Narrow Ledge for Walking (1976), which I saw at the Museum of Modern A%t

(February 1978). Beside the 1arge construction, written information gave
t

descriptions of the comstruction, followed by a persoanal reference by

Aycock.
The hallway on the second floor is usually long. There are'a
least fifteen doors on either gide of it. One door leads to a
broom closet, one to a linen closet, and one to the backstairs.
The rest of the rooms are bedrooms. The fifth door on the left

-

lerank, "Auto-Art",p. (1976), 46.
2

Hayden Herrara, "Haphattan‘Seven"'Art in America (July/August 1977),
P. 53.

9 SAES TN
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'

leads to a bedroom, the floor of which is missing . . . But in the

middle of the wall opposite the closet there is a large water

stain, and beside it, a little higher up, two greasy smudges, the
i kind that come from heads pressing against the wall.

The description serves as a link back into the "personal space', which is
one of a number of levels associated with her work. Though Aycock is
primarily concerned with "architectural structures", the 'curators wrote

(in the exhibition material) that "Aycock's art is_also deeply involved

£
with autobiographical memories, feelings and reflections".

o

Lucas Samsaras

-

It has been sﬁggested that one of the baﬁic premises for

!
Autobiographical art is occupational therapy. The "narcissistic" element

+ .

varies between artists to lesser or greater degrees; however probably the
.most obsessive autobiographical artist of renown, is Lucas Samaras.

For nearly two decades of his career, Lucas Samaras has figured
personally in the various manifestations of his art activity . . .
None has produced his self-image with such consistent obsession
over 'so long a period as Samaras. The recent, ubiquitous
appearance of themes dealing with self-exposure, self-revelation
or self-examination in feminist, video and body art has place
Samaras' work in somewhat of a pioneering stance with regard to
this widespread area of investigation ... .1

Of the artists who emerged in the Sixties and continue to 'be
creative forces today, Lucas Samaras is a peculiarly isolated
figure. An artist whose involvement with body imagery,
autobiography, and photography prefigured many of the concerns of
current video, narrative and body art, Samaras does not fit
conveniently inte any of the journalistic classifications
contrived to organize the chaotic jumble of styles characteristic
of the art of oyr day. .

Samaras has aggressively assaulted classical categories that
distinguish high from low, major from minor art, painting from
sculpture, object from environment. Working in the interstices
between aesthetic categories, he manages to adulterate everything
he touches - which has made his work anathema to formalist critics

. .

o

lﬂelinda Wortz, "Revelations of the Self'", Art News (April 1976),
p. 36.
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. . . Samaras keeps his scale deliberately small. Indeed .
human scale is one of the common denonimators of this work in all
media, proving once 1{ain that the parameters of Samaras' style
exist; but they are not formal but psychological . . . His works
remain private, introverted - the record of a subjecive
experience generalized to the point that it is not merely the
illustration of a casebook neurosis, but a totally recreated

¥

world view . . . i 3
. @ig] autobiography is eralized_to the point where content is
general, not specific. ﬁe are not] drawn into the vagaries and

particulars of the artist's life. Indeed, given the amount of
self-exposure Samaras has engaged in, we know little of his
private life, since his disclosures are never literally ‘
confegsional.l b...? '

Early in the sixties, when Samaras first began painting, his works
centred on himself.

\ Using a portable mirror, be began to do a series of self-

3 portraits, each 8 ghostly image, in which the emotions of anxiety
and terror dominated. This disturbing self-imagery was also
incorporated in the artist's first small boxes, containing tiny
mirrors that reflected images of his own face . . . Throughout the
19605, increasing technical refinement yeilded work of singular
individuality. The obsessive aggregation of materials produced
boxed encrusted by pins, feathers and tacks, that contained a wide
aksortment of objects - bits of mirror, cotton, photographs,
jewels, strands of hair, mementoes of personal significance .

» Conpfed with his visual work at the time, Bamaras "began to write

[ ' ‘ bizarre stories Published in private editions, in which wartime memories
| . combined with hallucinatory terror-filled fantasies, mirrored his ps'yhic

[ turmoil". Later, in 1965, Salgtas exhibited Mirror Room at the Pace
. . Galler;' in New York. "Mjrror Room" was a key work which,\endlessly

multiplied the viewer. It brought one into palpable contact with Samaras’\'_

| ~ | |

!' own relentless and thrilling self-emcounter, with its erotic overtones
I 'gave one access t;> the artist's search for the self . . ."3
I N ]'Bu:bara Rose, "Lucas Samaras: The Self as Icon and Environment",

Arts Magazine (February 1978)‘, PP. 144 and 148.

'y . .
2Jahn Gruen, "The Apocalyptic Disguises of Lucas Samaras', Art News
(April 1975), p. 34.

36ruen, (1975), r 34,
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The search was continued in 1969 with a film called Self (made in
collaboration with Kim Levin). Barbara Rose writes: "In his
autobiographical film "Self', Samaras exploreh the psychological
inplicat:ions of narcissism long before it became'fashion’:’le to exhibit

;’nthology publicl&" . 1

The autobiographical works, for which Samaras has become well-known,

are his Autopolaroids (early seventies) and his Photo-Transformations.
(See illustrations 27, 28). “"Autopolarocids, were, in effect,
e

transformations of ‘both the self and the photographic process. Samaras

added colored inks ~ in dots, dashes,. squiggles - to the colored

phot,oenul:;io:m.r"2 He takes Autopolaroids of himself in “tortured or uneasy

poses and then doctors them with characteristically opulent colcurs" .‘3

The Photo-Trana}emtionl from 1975 are an expsnsion on the

.

Autopolaroids using his pew technological toy, the $X-70 Polaroid Camera.

'fhey fjow Samaras “straining the limits of the documentary conception of )

photography to find visual metaphors for various of his emotional states,
to develope an ongoing fiction of himself . . ."l' The photo-emulsions are
. . o
&
"manipulated in ways that create illusions as bizarre and terrifying as

-they are visually riveting and disquietingly gor:geouti.“5 ’

re

- . v

— . .

lpose, (1978), p. 146. : :

2Gruen, (1975), p. 34.

3Frank,‘ “Auto-Art", (1976), p. 47. ’ ‘ '
4 Kenneth Baker, "Lucas Samaras at Pace", Art in America (July/August
1974): p- 85.

» 58ruen, (1975), p. 84

" , M
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His face and Aaked body are "seen in apocalyptic disguises". In her
: ]
article called "Revelations of the Self", Melinda Wortz writes about the

t

Photo~-Transformations.

Whether in the guise of Satantic myth, autocannibalism or erotic
horror, Samaras' images are undeniably compelling. Because of
their scale we must move close to perceive the details and
appreciate the lush, shining color and surface, unwittingly

\\l;:coming voyeuristic addicts to the half-human, half~demonic
ikages which comprise this remarkable body of work. i

Since Samaras first used it, the Polaroid camera has become a
favourable medium fo'x"narrative and autobiographical pieces. It i; even ' .
more accessible than video, and has a very unsophisticated look and an |
intimate scale that; some anti-formal artists are drawn to. There is even a
‘convenient white border with a spacious bottom edge, that evidently serves
as an excelle/nt :place to type t little textsi‘ SX-70 snap~shots with
bottom edge writing"; makes a textbook example of Autot/)iogtaphical artc!

For Samaras, not ox}ly does the Polaroid camera provide privacy and
convenience, but because of the prope{{%ies of the film, he ‘is able to
-manil;ulate the imagery as it is still deve%o‘ping. 2 -When asked why he uses
Zyimself as the "exclusive éubj-ect of these disturbing pictures", he
replied: |
| It has to do with the lack of information available on auto-

biographical portraiture. I have found for myself an }

uncultivated field to which I can go and do my stuff. That.
uncultivated field ig the self ~ ,

Lyortz, (1976), p. 36.

2"The process is described as a mylar sandwich codtaining a
transparent sheet whose inner surface is the image receptor, an opaque,
black sheet whose inside surface is a negamd a pod containing the
developing chemicals. As-the emulsion pock 8 through the camera they
break, adhere to the picture surface and develope the image. It is in the
liquidity of the emulsion in its developing state that enables Samaras to
manipulate the umgery u it is still in the process of forming"., Wortz,
(1976), p.- 36.

F’ A : f
‘the '
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Most of us have évaded the body. Thetre is a certain word
which has negative connotations: marcissism. You know . . . Don't
loak in the mirror! Well, when ygu live alone and don't have
people saying 'Don't do this' and 'Den't do that', you can do
whatever the hell you like, and if you want to look in the mirror,
it's not all that dangerous, not even all that erotic. For me,
looking in the mirror produces a sense of wonder . . . And so, I
started photographing myself, and found that I could see portions
of myself that I had never seen before . . . When I -see a side-
view, I'm not used to it, and find it peculiar. Or the back of my
head - it's very strange to see it. So, photographing mwyself an
discovering unknown territSries of my surface self, casuses an

interesting psychelogical confrontation. You face certain facts
about yourself.

Barbara Rose refers to Samaras' objects as "icons devised for the
. .

worship of the Qgn't:i.st.; whose relics or image are enshrined". She says they

are "distillations of the artist's experience condensed into an object or an

v

environment so intensely personal that confrontation with it commits the

spectator to join the artist in communing with hinmelt‘".2 Rose goes on to

point out a relationship /of pathology to current art’ which she views aé a

"moral issue".

Alienation, fragmentation and nihilism loom large in the art of
today . . . Specific disorders,-particularily of the psycho-
sexuallvariety, iftcluding voyeurism -and exhibitionism, which ‘are
aggravated by the reproductive technology which encourages the
perception of the mechanically duplicated self as "other", are
“paramount themes. Samaras certainly deals with narcissism,
sadomasochism, et al.; however he is an observer and conceivably
2 critic rather than a purveyor and salesman of these phenomena.
The subject of his work may be pathological, but Samaras maintains
the distanced stance of irony and implicit self-criticism.3

The use of photography for Samaras' body t_tansfomationé operates as a
somevhat protective device, srepnriting him from his audience. The

R [ .
photographic medium allows for '"greater liberties in manipulating the

Yoruen, (1975), p. 35
ZRose, (1978), p. 14b.

JRose, (1978), p. 148.
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illgery in the direction of nightmarish fantasies. Rather than a 1&)34\
(]

il

presentation of his body, Samaras offers fantastic v:l.uions".1

In his newer pieces, (see illustration 29), Samaras has continued with
his SX-70 forn.at:. This work resembles theatre sets,-used in his tiny
images. They are large 'canvases" of patchwork exhibited also as
“paintings". The fabric is -luscious. Stripes, dots, met:nllic thread,
electric colours and dark sinister blacks are sewn‘ togethe™ in all
directions. The recent article, "Lucas Samaras: The Self as Icon and '
Environnent';, (1978) traces his work through the 60s and 708. Author
Barbara Rose finds tﬁat the new workrs have moved away frox;l self-exposure
towards the very decorative, even gaudy, boxes and .sewn cloth abstractions.
However Rose says: "No matter how superficially abstract these new works,
they still carry autobiographical messages. For it is impossible‘ to forget
how sleezy and repugnant their textures are, nor how their dazzling glitter
andp intricate pierced tracery recall Samaras® omnipresent Byzantine
heritage". 2

. / o

Autobiography is by its nafure sedutive. It offers "the promise of a

peephole on another's psyche".3 The SX-70 (as with \(rideo) image, is

perfect! ° Intimate izi gize - ‘it is like a little window looking in. Where

the artist's delight 1‘9 in exposure, the viewer, likewise, loves to be

4 .

~given the opportunity to take a peek!

—

Lyortz, (1976), p. 36.

2Rose, (1978), p. 149.

3Harmer, "Autobiographical Faptasies", (19:16), p-77.
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Over and over, I see and hear the verdict: "Pluralismt” We have gone

-
- - ———_past the-strongholdsof %deoiomnd‘fb'mﬁvfso* influential in the fifties

and sixties. Can art be so. structured atid contrived as history insists?.
Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, Op Art, )ﬁnimali‘smland Conceptualism, all

following carefully in line suddenly give way to. total openness and

acceptance of diversity? Is there really a tolérance between each faction

at’ worit? Or are we operating in tiny pockets of related interest-in
~o i

relative isolation? Perhaps the truth is more that there has always been

pluralism and that, with distance, the seventies u.ill show a progression,

B '
-

similiar to the past decades.

Eric Cameron argues that: "The new pluralism of t.he, '70s x;ot only
;;ermits art to take many different forms, but accepts m}l'ltiplicity ‘and
ptoﬁusion as esthetic principles in themselves".!' His statement confirms
that there remain few definitions and clear boyndaries in contemporary art.2

~And, he does not deny that there is a seﬁsibility specific to current axt
which is gtdunded ix'x, such criss-crossing of e‘leﬂxents.‘ Though there will.
always be -realists ,,'fomal colour painters and abstractors who continue to

work régardless of fashion, I do not believe that current art is.so .

undefined, so pluralistic. I suspect there 19— a definite move towards a

1Eric Cameron, "Peter Hutchinson: From Earth to Stary Att",‘ Art Forum
(December 1977), p. 32. ‘

zﬂayo ‘Graham, "Performance Sculpture", Art. Magazine (June 1978),
p. 43, . '
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humanist, anti-formal activity which is the new strength.of seventies art.
I am certainly not alone in this opinion. Dpuglas David writes::

The most influential artist in the world in the early seveaties
was the German Joseph Beuys, whose work is redolent with a
personal romantic trademake and a thorough cou.mitmenltd to
political .action - through his political party, the Organization .
for a Direct Democracy. He is the antithesis, symbolically, of
Warhol. At the very moment that soiie of my prophets were speaking:
and calling for a new visual culture, conceputal art was on the

—rise, soon to be followed By "story", jjor narrat:.ve art, 4 movement
whose Physical embodiment is almost: always devoted to word and
text, not to image. At this moment (1976) we are passing through
a period of ilfitense concentration on the wmelf (in painting,
draving, performance, and video), verging on the autobiographical
and narcissistic.l

Alan Sondheim has created an atmosphere for his humanism to thrive in
Individuals. He says, "The foflov;ing adjectives are useful ' in defining
this stance: pér‘;onal, eclectic, intellectual literary, antireductive,
hiatofical."z He continues to define his position:

The artist may choose to embed his or her work into the mainstream
of contemporary art,.which often results in a tendency toward
formalism and the attgmpt to carry one particular aspect of
already existing art “one step further". But the artist may also
choose to turn inward, in a sense ~ to investigate the
relationship between self and society, self and history. In short
the artist may choose to examine the position of the self in the
world . . . This examination can establish the notion humanity,
give it ground. There is still the tendency in both tle sciences
and the arts to qualify society, reduce everything to numbers and
parameters. This tendecy results in a misplaced clarity, a belief
that it is possible rationally, analytically, to come to grips
with thi world.2

Not everyone, however is as sympathetic to this direction. Cindy Nemser

refers to the new wave of pos't-conceptual art saying: '"everyone is ready

to let anything and everything hang out, so we have masochism and

'

1Douglm; Davis, Art Culture: Essays on the Post-Modern (New York:
Icon Editions, Harper and Row, Publishers, 1977), p.- 97.

Sondhein, Individnaln, (1977), p. VI,

3Sondhein, Individuals, (1977), pp. VII=VIII.
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masturbation art, body expléitation art, pi)litieal discussion art, -

philosphical discussion art, personal childhood dotumentation art, etc."l\

3

For the purposes of this thesis, it is necessary to distinguish
Autobiographical art from other similar components of this new aewetic.

In another context, however, it should-not be separated. It is part of a

whole which Sondheim describes as " . . . a series of deep investigations
into the texture of contemporary 1i e,'Ot . + » the position of the,
individual in relation to society,/ and the 'universe at la‘r:ge!'".2

Therefore, it is only through restrictive definitions that one can pull

Autobiographical art apart from the larger category. I see the Nséparation
more ag a systenm of flotation.a Superfluous layers of related material are
siphoned off, thus evenf;ually leaving a mass of pure material, rather than -
a "cut and dry" situation. In this case it is isolating Autobiographical
art from}Behavioral art; Body art, and self-portraiture (which are all
forms of "self-tepresént.ation" in art), and from Narrative and Story art.

\
Intent is one of the determining factors in this discussion. Where

the intention of the artist ‘is to investig.ate and define t{hel self through
the specific use of memories, dteamﬂand reflections there is no problem.
Where the investigation is explored through the body} it is more difficixit
to distinguish»Autol;iographical from Body art. According to Cindy Nemser,

"bodyworks are undertaken by artist:( who pursue man's never- endmg

d1alogue between himself and the world around him, by exploring t.he primary

ot
1Cmdy Nemser, "Blowing the Whistle on the Art World" Feminist Art
Journal (Summer 1975), p. 30.

2Sondhe:i.m, Individuals, (1977), p. XXIV.

) 3In Mining: A process of separating different elements by weight to
leave pure ore without destroying the other materials.

. .
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source material, El_lan's] own body."" Psychologist James J. Gibson's basic

thesis is that "man can only know his environment through the perceptual
2 v

sysiems of his own body‘".

.

Body art is an earl{er manifestation of Autobiographical art,.3

The

° +

%
emphasis has shifted from body as object to a fuller concept of "self".
3

Robert Morris says, "If early '70s object-type art located itself within

that space of basic, Irationalized information systems, another type of art
has been merging more recently, whose.mode is not that of the logical icon.
Rather, it is the space of the self which the latter work explores'xga This

is evident in the work of Denis Oppenheim (as shown earlier in this paper).

1

Body works coptinue in themselves or develop into the other closely

relatéd area of "BehpviBEiI art". This is especially-noticeddle with some
European artist such as Arnulf Rainer, Marina Abramovic and Giogio Ciam.

The two men who make up "Reindeerwerk"(#axe examples of h\éﬁaviora} artists;
f A ' -

ethey use the body to examine behavioural conditions ‘and extremes.

The areas of s|e1£-portrait"ure is also difficult to categoriz.\e._’ ‘Once
again there is the i;sue of intent and the use of "Autobiographical art" as
a term to define this tendency in?sevent'ies art. Amy Goldin's terms "Post~-
Perceptual '‘Self-Portrait" or "Conceptual Self-Portraiture" could be used

to define self-porfraits in this area too. Goldin says, 'Self-portraits

" become a device for stripping oneself naked. Masks and disguises become

wths bl
Ye R ‘L%
~

v ‘

lealas, (1978), p. 33. -

2calas, (1978), p. 33.

3Frank, "Auto-Art", (1976), p. 43.

3

-

. .
ARobert Morris, "Aligned with Nazca", Art Forum (October 1975), p.33.°
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sigfls of private fantasy."1 An example oE['this was a gecgqt exhibition a;tr

v

Montreal's Powerhouse gallery, called, "Auto-Portraits" (September £978).

"

A wide range of autobiographical portrai 8 were displayed,- including a _ .

piece by Bé Van der Heide. Here she combined recent photographs of herself

'

chgnges through:time. (See i1l uatf.ration).
Conceptual art' is an influencing factor in all tha¥e later forms A

Y
a I N

3

a ‘

{
lqgldin, "Portrait", (1977); p. 80. - ;

[ D . o
. 2.Ut)'su1a Meyer, Conceptual Art (New York E.F. Dutt::n and Co. Inc., .
1972) p. VIIE. . .
. 3 " -~ 02

. 4 . 'u-
Peter Frank, "Peter Hutchinson at Gibson", Art in America (J};ly/a. )
August 1975), p. 100. ‘ .

“Galker, (1975), p. 54. ©

S5Goldin; "Portrait", (1977), p. 79.
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. I . intiated", by eliminating "the concern with 'style', 'quality', and .
. , ¢
\ k. . . ) 'pemane‘nce' . the ’;:Lixdispe(;xsable nedalities ?f tfadi;ional and contemporary j
g | N art."! - | , Lo, . ‘:
' } ) The idea became the most important element. In number 13 from ) N :
B "Sentences on Conceptual Art" (1968), Sol Lewitt says "A work of art may be - '
: ‘ . ) l_mderstoqd as a conductor from the artist's mind to the viewers. But it
v may never'reach‘the viewer, or it may never leave the artist's mind." |

. v

nHany artists have rejeécted what appeared to be the extreme rigidity of
- e early, Conceptual art. Autobiographical art "mcorporates .the procedures

- ‘ and materials of conceptuahsn - verbal and photographic docunentation,

human, action, ,nev media such as video - while aubstituting personal,

A4

© idiosyncratic, poetic content .for Cagnceptual _ari's totally

-intellectualized procedures. n3

An example -of tliis is cited in an article y

on. Alexis Snith by Nancy Marmer; "Sn:Lth's story-collages gro"v out of the _
-2 1

cdncept.uahst anbiance, t.hey retain a lean conceptualut\lqok and the

conceptulhst s self-conscious, sometimes ironic mood. ' But their

-

notivat.mg energy is different. For Smith, the narrative is a springboard

-

", to thematit statement and sensous experience, not a SBubstitute for -
4 P

pictorial idea. o

¢ y - ~

Janet Katner' s, "The Visceral Aesthet.ic of a New Decade's Art" gives

another referehce to the new conceptualism, when she discusses work by John

PR

Baldessari. She says: “Baldessari is considered a gonceptual artist to = B

%

- . N NI

1Meyer, (1972), PP IX and Xv.
2Heyer, (1972), p. 179.

+ -

- \ prank, "Auto-Art", (1976), p. 43. | : o

8}

; } ‘Ntncy Marmer, "Alexis Smith: The Narrative Aét“; Art l!brim,
(Decesber 1976), p. 31, , .. -
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the degree that ic;as seeh‘imote criticgl to him than images, composition,
shapes, colo‘r,’ and. texture, but n;any of his photographs are st;c;ng in
imgg ’ profici;antly and sensitively accomplished, oftenm 1.-et.olhxt:hed."1

Robert Pincus Witten describes the move into the area of Body art this

way: ‘"Another strain of Conceptual activity rejected the external

‘embodiments of painting and sculpt{xre for an internalizing self-

referential urge that sought sculptural incarnation through the artist's

use of the body itself."2

;. The *manifestation of mixed media Narrative art. grew out of

1
’ '

Gonceptualism, and revolves around fiction oxr "circumstantial incident".3

N

Ann Sargent-Wooster confirms this path. "Stories have always been told

with words and/or images, so what is so new about the new mode called

'Narrative (or Story Art)?' Clearly it represénts an innovation only as a
'sub-set of Conceptual art whose subject matter - or material - is
narrative."4

There is a certt?n amqunt of overlap observed between Narrative and

-

Autobiographical art. The format is often very similar; Geff Perrone
' !

points out this dicotomy ip the work of Donna Lee Phillips: =
' Phillips is an example gf a narrative artist whose works appear to
a3 be autobiographical or diaristic, but aren't, Her pieces are h

“"fictions and fragments". Her art consist .of “photo-text
sequences" involving a fiction character. She explores “the
relationship between reneuberiné, knowing and substantiation
through photographs - memory as a problem solved by device .
The text is the thought process raw, in starts and stops, with

v

ljanet Kutner, "The Visceral Aesthetic of & New Decade's Art",
Arts Magazine (December 1976), p. 102. o /

2Piacul-W1tten, »g¥ott Burton", (1976), p. 112,

3qunk; "Hutchinson", p. 100.

l‘Ann-Sargent Wooster, "Hanne Darboven and Bill Beckley (r}:viewt)",

L Art in America, (July/August 1975), p. 98. L

e
i
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repetitions, 'dragging a certain idea along, holding it,
scrutinizing it, perhaps lying to itself (but not us). In one, a
msn in the background waits for the woman to get made up to go
out; in her mind’s background is an inner monologue of memories
and questions. The props are make-up, combs, mirror and
reflection . . . She' thinks of what she used to look like (plain,
the way her husband married her, she was still pretty in an old
photograph) and what she now knows (repression, anxiety, aging
visage) . . . The photographs are like stills from a movie.l

Alexis Smith, John Baldessair, Gilbert and George, and Peter

_ Hutchinson are all relatively well-known artist, whose work operates in
this ambiguous ‘area between Narrative and Autobiograpl;ical art. Their work
ofte: teases ua' with the element of true/false. The question arises as to.
whether or not aut.obiogrnphy lends authenticity and credibility to
narrative work. I have already ingisted that Autobiographical art u' not
documentation and that memory and fantasy do not require accur{lcy. As
Eleanor Aatin says :/ "Autobiographical ari: makes mist‘akes, }iga', ‘because .
the claim to truth is infected“by desire . . . dg':sife does not become a
documentary but an impoverished romance . . .2

Peter Hutchinson

Peter Hutchinson's works are in part asutobiographical. In Foraging, v
N . .
he provides a long account in words and photogtaphs of a hike t.hrough the

Rocky Mouantsins. This also incorporates another conteuporary concern,
BN
which is sympathetic to the ‘'natural ecosyhten".3 “ His 1974

2 !

The Alphabet Series contained, "fragments of siyth, provqrbial wisdom and a'
- B . .« o -

]

'

Jeff Perrone, "Donna-Lee Philllips, Hal Fisher (reyiew)" Art Forum -
(October 1977), p. 75. S

‘,zl‘oward Post-Modernist Fo;'un, C.A.A. Conférence, N;,w York, 1978.
. 3llutchinsona's earlier 'wo‘rk involved "forays into process and land
art", including a piece from 1970, where he "garnished the rim of a Mexican -
.volcano with 450 pounds of breadcrumbs", David Bourdon, "Peter Hutchinson
(review)", Arts Magazine (October 1977), p. %.

4
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lot of personal reminiscences, all intercomnected by utterly inncident.'al
alphabetical associations".l b o ; .

Though Hutchinson is nct strictly concérned with autobiography, pe

finds a way to'-p‘é}rsonalize his content, without dwelling on sentimental /

nostalgia or self-indulgent narcissism. The text from one of a se‘veu part

/ serial work of 1975 called The Anarchist's Story illustrates this. ‘ »
Damel De Foe's "Roblnson Crusoe" like "Hoby Dick" has very
different implications to the present day. Reading Moby Dick all .
I can think about is how whales are being exterminated. Robinson ’

' Crusoe seems to say something about socialization. Dealing with

[ solitude and people different from oneself is supposed.to be a

trauma. Today we all dream of beingfisolated on a desert island.

The sight of a footprint in the sand would send us running inm the .

opposite direction. In today's world there. .8re no longer .any

spiritual desert island! 2 v *

’ . . ‘ 4‘ M N 5,
Eric Cameron writes about him saying: "Peter Hutchinsdon's strength lies in

¢

poignant trivalities that build up an image of-a kpersenality, communicating

its warmth as well as \(t.s quirks and foibles. It is a very human

A

e

ﬁersonality, eccentrig‘no doubt . . . Hutchinson represents a welcome
) B SRS y )
-alternative to the faltering academism of late Conceéptual ’hr\t,“3 . : . ,

y

Gilbert and George : _ -

In Alex{s Smith's narrstives, she uses “text taken from literature and

" constructs the staries in a visual form . L 8 personal hybrid 1ndifferent.

to the boundaries between art and literature."a Gilbert and George have P .

also used texts extensively. They “too fall into this space betwe#n

definite Narrative and Axft.obiographical art forms. Fron an atticle cnlled

-~ M \ .

"Book as Artwork", Germano Celnnt writes: "Attengion qas . “drawn in -
. s . .

Lo
3 w

: ¥

lYevin, "Antin", (1977), p.|32. .

.
2Davia, Act Culture, (1?77) p. 140.

3cameron, "Hutchinson", (19 7, p. 32, ‘ .

"uamr, "Smith", (1976) p. 3l.
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] 1970 to English work by Gilbert and George whose books accompanies their-
,«’ actions and events. E‘hey] professed fronl 1969, 'An Art for All, an Art to
' be Sung, to be Eaten, to be Read, to be Danced,‘to be ';lalked, for Coffee, *

for Philosophy'; and so on. Their whole way of life became a work of art.

Every gesture, or piece of writing was intended to elucidate their living °

b}

sculpture. nl

Lovs - ey

Lucy Lippard explains that "Beginning March 11, 1971, eight si‘gned

booklets Evere mailed out by Gilbert and George (Art for All, London),
’

each one consist ed] of a scratchy pen and 1nk drawing on the cover (efter

photographs and a briefstext in couplets, each ends with Goodbye for Now:

[Exh-ples of two] . -
I Lost day 11 March 1971 '(Gilbért and George leaning against the
wall along the Thames, a lampost to the right.) There were two
/ Jyoung men who were tired/'rhey were tired and a little bit lost.
They thought they were kings of their beat/and found out they were
just 1like the rést. One day they went out for a day/though they
risked falling down a drain. They smiled like two babies without
| fear/As you will be happy to hear. v .

| . Shynesa ‘29 March 1971 -(Gilbert and George sitting and leaning
against $vlarge log in a guiet dennely drawn woaodland setting.)
‘There were two young men who were crooked/They were crooked in the
.. way you feel best. They gave them the answers to live/And left
- them with heads full of fizz. But their friends they all left
behind/They became lonely artistic and shy.‘ Be aware of- these o
silly old heads/or you'll always look over the hedge.2

~ The: work of theSe artists brings another question Is there. any

\
e . b T

responsibility on the part of the artist to comply with the literary
standards of narrative and autobiography? I would argue that there is not.
& ok

While sone artists do take literary form. i'hto consideration, it need not be '

@ a criteria. One h,as only“to look. through publications of Avant Garde

/ s 4 .‘: »
L W <L, ‘:.k"
- 15, Antin, (1974), p. 25. ' \ X
I.ippard Six Years, (1973), p. 223-224. . ' RN
[ 3 . v
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wr1t1ng, and expennental ficuon, such as in the publication Tracks to
see how the rules of traditional 11terary style have been broken. Often
the form is very unsonventional using varities of type, images and

/
arrangements to nake the work. In Breakthrough Fictioneers, author

'Richard Kostelanetz says:

What is new in contemporary art often deals inventively with the
_essentials of the medium; in fiction's case, the possibilities of
language and narrative form, as well as the potentialities of both
a rectangilar printed page and the rythmic process of tuining

pages; and "freedom" in any art means the uncompromised
opportunity, to use or fill these basic materials without
restraint - without deference, to be more specific, to either
literary conventions or "worldly realitien" 2

y  In Jeff Perrone's article "Words; whgn art takes a rest"”, he insista
thz:t. “while conceptual art w‘as words, we took it as art, not literature"
and that "the kind of writing that visual artists used was a record of
themselves i;’illkipg or thinking ailonﬁe“.3 In =y own woz’k, when I began to
7 use legi\bre writing, I had t'.o carefully cénsider the content, though not
particularly the style. For me, it wul far more important to deal with the
proble;a of exposing personsl information when writing is used. 1Is
protectiog or aingﬁine necessary? | ) ’ s
How differqn}:’ artists disguise their con‘te.nt is a fascinating element
of autobiographical ;vork. It is usually hidden through the cam?uflage
‘fmvailni)le in t.he" "'fom". ,'We see this’ in J%dy 61&1‘ke'~s work, in her

presentation of her objects. In Bill Beckley and Colin Campbell's work,

' : N
there: is ‘a-biguity between fact and fiction, which operates “as an
. . ¥ . A

i

]Tracks, a journal of artist' writings formerly published in New York.

2Rich.!'rd Kostelanetz, ed., Breakthrough Fictioneers (Vermont::
Something Else Press, 1973), p. XVI.

3Jeff Perrone, "'Words': :. When Art Takes a Rest", Art Forum (Summer
1:977), p. 34. -

I
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alternative form. of disguise. In Film About a Woman Who . . ., Yvonne

Rainer uses written narrative. "Occasionally, the narrative is on the
screen for too short a time for most people to read it . . . Occasionally,
Rainers' voice is superigposed over the narrative, but the written image
disappears bet:ore the voice has fini:hed reading, or the 'page' changes
before we can check her out."l Rainer uses another' form of disguise he:{e,
when she uses "SHE" instead of "I" in her films. Most aultobiqgraphical yd
works naturally use the first person, but Rainer's example stan(\is to prove
that it is not a must.

Of course, a classic mask is the use of barelfv legible handwritting,

p .

or by ma'l,ing ;:he teacjing o difficult that the viewer is liéely not to
bother to sort out the messages. Thua .a "sloppy" hand provides an
effective cover, but may also keep the artist from c‘::municar.ing very much, ?

’

“ -
Chicago artist, Thelma Headstedt, uses shorthand in her drawing which alV
affords a limited audience. Ode must éoae to terms with how much one

T ;

really wants the viewer to know. |
Eleanor Antin has herself "labeled her on-going four-faced saga
'autobiographical art'". It "hinges on an anachronistic mingling of self-

2

. revelation and historical put-en". Antin says "you loose out in this

world by being honest - the truth is very expgnsive".3 0(
Adutobiographical works are sometimes overtly open. Through words,
images and the use of the body, the artist may totally expose him or

herself. Even so, the viewer in this case may provide the priﬁection.

"Nakedness is an ambivalent state implying. weakness and power

lrreed, (1975)0' p. 83.

¢}

zuamer, "Autobioggaphical Fantasies", (1976), p. 77.

3roward PGst-Modernist Form, C.A.A. Conference, New York, 1978.
, ' . \g‘
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simultaneously.. The naked person is an image of helplessness and yet
nudity is terrify;’.ﬁg to the observer".l It should be pointed out that work
which is personal j.n nature is not necessarily any mqge accessible tha'n
work which is not. "The results" says Roberta Sl;ith are "often hermetic,
inward, and literary . . .2

There is another question: How falr can the meaning of the art reach
beyond the artist and the people who know him? There are% related

3
queries: How far can one ,uacrifice' form for content? And the question of

self-indulgence. ",

ﬂ/Caz:l Andr.:e“‘t{:eels that his art "meets needs of my own and I don't think
I'm so peculiar a person as to have needs not shared by othes people!3
Admittedly, ‘Andre is not kpown to be an Autobiographical artist, but his
statement stands, none the less, as a point of view shared‘by many artists,
particula;:ly those who are wbr!:ing with human content.

Cindy Nemser says that.renpected transactional psychologists such as
F.H. Allport and F. Fitzpatrick insisted that "perception £s a two-way
street, that we bring our expérience, our sp‘ecial fantasies to our.vision
of whas, is out there and thus our cognizance of external feality is colored
by our ‘{ndividual l?erceiving pf‘oce;a".“ It would seem .to be true then,
that we get out of the'\gork what ever we can "see" in it for ourselves, and

' haturally this perception is différ'ent. for everyone. . ' /\
) [ ]

» I
L J . )
- Heresies: patterns of communication and space among women (a

feminisgt publication on art und politics, 105 Hudsoni St., New - York, Hay
1977), p. .

<«

2Roherta Smith, "t.he 1970s at ‘the Whitney", Art; in America (May/June
1977) p. 93. :

3carla Gottlieb, Beyond Modern Art York: E.P. Dutton and Co:
Inc., Torento: Clark Irwin Co., 1976), p. 25.

I‘Ne-l_er, "Blowing the Whistle", (1975), p. 27.. . -

.
“*n \ 4
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Much of the criticism concerning Autobiographical art pertains to the
whole area of Conceptual art. In traditional art-making, a painter or

sculptor creates by a constant re-examination of his object, cﬁanging and

rearranging until it is "right". How the work succeeded.yisually was of

,ut(Qst importance. :However Conceptual art rejects fthe value of the art

object and places the focus on the idea and the act':ivity. This has changed
for many, the working iethodology. Instead we now have: conceive, act out,
document and display; withouf the same critical intervention. James

Collins criticizes this way of working. ~

]

Ultimately, memory, religion, everyday occurrences, and

thegtrical events have to stand up as visual phenomena - theory

laden or mot. For my money they do not. Self-criticism, or a

lack of it, is the problem. Just having an idea and carrying it

out cold-bloodedly is no longer the innovative move it was once

congidered. Ideas, like problems have to be transformed in some
\ way not just dished up. 1

“Collins feels there must be more attention given to the visual if the new

works can survive as good art. He uses Bill Beckley as an example.
"l;eckley,' by op;nly displaying hi;a rather wéodenlyh writter‘l fantasies ('I
did this, s‘he'did thig, then T did'this') ~nisses out co;%.‘gxtually.
Flnhing is an on~off activity. I enjoyed reading his stdries ‘twice; after

t.hat I was only‘aware of. khe forhal aspects of the work. And tky re just
i
not interesting enough."2

~ Douglas David, in his receat book Art Culture disusses the dilemma

g

between form and content. C

’ ]

Form is incidental to the quality of the nessage. eWhich is to say
that it serves content, not “that it dictates form. Form:
distinguishes between levels of excelleace - in this I thoroughly
agree with the Greepbergians. [But.the distinctions operate on
" ascending levels of subjet matter, levels  that are indeed
stsuctured by content. The organization: of a work 'in which both ‘

!
!

. %Collins, "Story", (1973),.p. 85.

v

¢
i

col110s, “story", (1973), p. 85. o

? , ' P ¢
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content and form are equal partners is thus always a mystery: we
cannot sfparate one from the other. Nor is "style" the proper
answer. A post-modern art must rid itself of the very notion of
style, or trademark, because it implies that the organuation

(which defines the form) can be controlled by issues beyond

content. 1

.o

-
Lucy Lippéfd béliqves that "When an artist is truly 'inside' his or

her work, when the art comes directly from the artist's needs and

compulsions, the experienée of that work @s more direct and meaningful to
otizers."z Cindy Nemser, for oﬁe, disagrees with this premise, arguing that
content is the "rational these days for poor writing, over and underexposed
photography, shakey video tapes and duli fi]:making."a

Peter Frank's view is that it may be s;:lf-indulgent, but also, "self~
revealing, urgently communicative and as important a lesson in t.hg ways of

the “world as Lre the exploration of form and substances in which non auto-

" artists continue to engige.'l?rank sees it as a valid “"study of mankind"
t

-,

,and says that it is logical

t tfley "begin with-the man or woman they know

’

both best and least, and work outward from thete.'{a

"'Self-indulgence" is another area o’i criticism in Autobiograph‘ical
art. To me, it is a cop-out to sa{y, "It's justﬁeif-indulgencel". And to
disregard the value of the work. To a point, thig criticism is aimed at the
entire area of self-searching acti'vity found in the 1970s. In Tom Wolfe's
article "The‘ 'Me' Decade'", he is extrené‘iy cynical of what he calls ttiel

"me, me, me" generati:m. He says this [self&searching] had always been an

aristocratic luxury, tonfined th;oughout loif’fa}:f history to the life of the

lpavis, Art Culture, (1977), p. 159-160.
2

®

Lippard, From the Center, (1976), p. 195. 5

3Ne’aer, "Blowing the Whistle", (1975), p. 30.

4Frank, “Auto-Art", (1976), p. 43.
». - oA : '
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courts, since ,only the very wealthiest classes’ hnd the free ti-e and the

§s
surplus income to dwell upon this sweetest and vainest of putines nl ‘%
As I understand it "self-indulgent" is a negative expreuion, and I

therefore do not'attach it to this work, which [ see a/a a positive form of

creative expression. Self-searching and reflective it i-.‘ I would not

/
call it self-indulgent except with the general acknowledgment that most of
- 7

the world congiders all art to be - in comparision to t.heir own lives -

self-indulgent.

k]

1'rom Wolfe, "The 'Me' Decade (And the 'm:d Great Awakening)"
New York, August 23, 1975, p. 32.

.

-



When [ started out to do this thesis on Autobiographical arxt, my first
interest was why? Why has there been such 3 strong,-bve toward the use of
personal information in the past fex: years? »

- I now attribute it to three main factors: The "Self-Search" "Décade,

The Reaction to Conceptual and Minimal Art, and The éimtognphic Arts. I

L3

have rejected a fourth element, the feminist view,’wh-ich is The Women's
- . —_—

Movement. Lucy Lippaxd is very insistent that women artists have provided
a model and an open’ing\ for this néw work. She says: "it is no coincidence
that the women artist's movement emerged in a time of political
consciousnesy, nor that the art world tendecy toward beha’viorism and
content and autobiography coincide'd with tl‘le women's movement and its

emphasis on se_lf-searching and on the social structures which have

» 1N

oppressed women. nl

- She feels that wo-én have a |£re natural affinity with the content and

LY

form of‘,AuKl:»;o::aphical art than men. e feels that vomen are "mord

o

' interested in *ople, probubi} because you liw¥e vicariously if you'rt;
.

isolated. S0 women become more interested in soap opera and fiction. But- '
. L4

women also care more about variéty than men, and variety comnects to
-~ Y >

fﬁgnent.ation and to the autobiographical aspect too - as sort -of

N def;?nnce."z, : )

/ - . : . ; " ]
P : 1 - . . .

4 /
,

lLipp-rq, Froa The Center, (1976), p. 141.

>

' 2I.ippnrd, From The Center, (1976), p. d88. .

+
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% in Women's Art" Feminist Att Journal (Summer 1976), p. 21.

" . 3 -86' (‘(

Heresies, a feminist publication on art.and politics in New York,
sypports Lippard's view. Deena Metzger writes:

Performance is a natural form of expression for women whose

history has been limited primarily to oral forms ~ . . Like

.gossip, performance can be seen as a form bf social regulation

which depends upon intimacy and association with the subject.

Like journals, performance allows for the collective and public

scrutiny of women's past and contemporary roles in order to create

attitudinal and behavioral changes. Performances therefore often §

have a personal as well as a social didactic function.
rformance -is also a-way of modeling, providing not only a .

critique of the past but alternative for the future.

" I agree that mos}-of women's art does '"come gut of their immediate
experience as woman.",2 and that much of it is personal or autobiographical.
L)

I do not, however, view that as a gontribution factor, but rather think

that the same conditions vlhich have allowed wouen'%p art to unfold in the

‘seventies have also made room for a more "humaniat" art.

There are many names for this new téndency, including:

"Autobiogréphical art”, "autogeography”, "self-¥ransformational art",

8

"conceptual self-portraiture", "life art". They all denote a

preoccupit.ion with»lthe self. and its relationship to the world. Tom Wolfe
says: "'The old alchemical dream was changing metals into gold.  The ne‘y/f
alchémicgl dream is: changing one's pei‘sonality - remaking, remodeling,

elevating and polishiqg ,one's very s'elfA . . . and ob;'a\i.ng, studying.,band

doting on it. né £

*

The interest in the self i,s evemhere It. reflects a brTad current

interest in autobiographical inveati-gaq.on and Fevelation. Iyt. manifests

: / \ \
Yeresids, (1977), p.11. 4 o
! W !

. 2Ci.ud]}' Nemser, "Towards a Feminist Sensibility: Contemporary Trends

BFranh’ "Auto-Art", (1976, p. 43. ~ S
b4o1fe, (1975), p: 32. \ S
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itself though the areas of psycho-,ther.:apy, body therapy, eastern mysticism

and spiritml{qu etc. Ps}chologist Burton Bradley says that "i’eoi')le are

»

trying to cope witﬁJ an insane world. The "me! idea is really more a

LY

i L'd <
question of survival than self—induigence wl ) ] !

€

————
———

~ In "The 'ME' decade" Tom Wolfe shows the anenent of society in*the -

'70s towards the investigation o,f the- ¥ndividual in &1-i areas of society.

-

Therapy and psycho':analytic i;rendn have combined with the "new reiuigioua . ?
sweeps" tp become what he calls "The Third Great Awakening". He partially
attribut.e\s this direction to the fact that the common }nn now has "tlie TN
thing/ he needed in order to realize his potential as a hunan ‘being: a
"surplus (discretionary),income, political freed«%n free tine (leilure) nnd
freedom from 3‘Eind1ng d:mdgery."2 ' ‘ C
Otliet‘ scholars believe that Vietnaln, @etergate and other eyen'ts“'fi
recent years disillusi:)ned ',i!lany artists of the 1960s, eausing them to give
up on societal i-prov:nent.. . WIf you liye in a soci@‘ty vherle( you .believe'
the pu«blic institutions are deeply &lawed and ot eanily improved, that -
leaves the purs“uit of individual happiness in ﬂ private way as ‘the main -
challenge to, your energies."3 4 o

3 ', -

Theodore Roszack, a recognized voice in| the "Human Potential -

ﬁ.%ened éy the same energy:”

- . N
movement, says: "both person apd -plant are thr

“w . . -
the bigness ‘of things,' the power mania of th ngs_l - theé bigness of .

. -

power ami " political alliance, of public 'nﬁitutiéns, ‘milii:ifﬁ / .

: »
fest'ablfshn‘;nts, of cities, of lgureaucrp'ci?en. t is the colo‘isa_lisén of

r ' '
. .
7
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these systems that endangers the rights-of the persons, and the rights o/f \

the planet nl Rosack \'rie'ws "the passion fo: 'self:k\nowledge and ﬁélf-/\’

recognxtiqn" as a sedrch for an alternat;ive to the i'cruching-bigneu"

/

» N\ My feeling about why art u reflecting this larger current intcrc/st. in

- the self is based on "tlie spirit of times". Friends and people all around

p

me utilize whatever necessary channels are available to “explore

themselves. In turn, I use the channels which are available to “me.

i

Because 1 make art, it is a p/rinary source, an obvious outlet. I do not see

~

it as jumping on a bandwagon, but rather as being in,; tune with.a
contenporary energy-. i - ' " _ ‘

r

I.ucy Lippard wrote in the winter of 1966 67 that "Overt human content

—_—ta

{
in the visual arts in this century is rapidly diminishing . . . Thus the

. q\
issue of introducing 'other expetience'o into art is in the context .of

. rejective (Minimal) styles, and for better or worse, irrelevautx."2 Ten

.'years later she wrot;e "Reading this over, I shudder at its narrowness."

'

-Obviously, at the time, she or few ot:hpr critics -{were awvare of the c;ning

bl
changes, involving a move away from formalist principles in art towards an

-

2%
emphasis on cgntext. Douglan Davis isks:

What is cont.e;:\k It has been seveé 1 decades since the
question has éven been raised, much less answered. Once content

- f was held to. be a natural component of the work of art, as natural

as color or facture in pa nting, form or mass in sculpture Since
publication of Clement Grienberg's "Art and Culture", however, we
have been led to believe that it is a corrupting agent in esthetic
structures that are irreducibly visual and experiential, directed
N o N

- . -

1Theodore Roszack, "The Manifesto of the Person", The World S’ynposiun
on Humanity, Vancouver 1976, p. 11.

2L;ppu‘d, From The Center, (1976), p. 3.

-
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- at the .eye rather than at the intelle¢t.~ We have been trained not -
to seek a meaning in art beyond its corporeal components.l

4
i

This new concern for content is a result of the "idea" stressed by
€onceptual art. 1t follows Sol I.ewitt's proposal "that the visual relults

of the system that generated the object undem1ned for-ah.s- by insist.ing

on & return to content. n2 N ‘
Autobiographicﬁ“ art is grounded in content. To an extent, it

.developed out of a reaction to the overdose of cold, geo-etric, impersonal

art that dominated the sixties and early seventies. Peter Frang says:

"The 'personalism’' of 1970s art would seem to counter these earlier
. 4

’ [

attitudes, but Phe progress of art shows us that. every couhterjpoveneht is

« heavily influenced by the art it denies.">

Thus * /Nar/ra/tive and
1

_Autobiographicalart show their strong resemblance to the often sparce,

neatly packaged fbm}: of Conceptual and Einiul art.

L4 ~

) A . .
There seems to be a growing attempt to iéduce the great split between

art and life. I 'am mot saying that Autobiographical art reconciles the

AN

tWo. As we bow it, art-'-act':i.vity is really only available ‘and “significant
p
 to a very small, highly educated segment of the populatwn."[’ As such no

art. can breach the tremendous gap. Paxnte’rly formalism of the 1960s ‘was

particqlarly li’nited to the pnviledged few. 'As Cindy Nemser points out,

it was a highly specialized act’:ﬁrity "To understand ‘the profound

-etaphys1ca1 significance of a Hemn stripe a Rothko blob a Hofman pa,t.ch

. @ . .
< - &
S

Ipavid, Art Culture, (1977), p. 144, _ e

2Lippard, 8ix Yeau, (1973) 4+ p. 5. . -

3F::nnk "Aut.o-Att" (1976), p. 43

Fr-3

<

Adrian Piper, "In Support of Heta-.Art" Art Forun (Octobet, 1973),
P- 81. *

~
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or a Noland circle . . ." But it was also very 1atge; .piblic scale art’

The new ‘art is on a smaller, more private scale. "]t has generally emerged
- vt . .
from personal experience rather than. ideélogies".l This is the view of the

' 4

curators of the 1977 Ulutney Biennial. Roberta énith concluded in her-.

<

review of the exh‘ibition that "1f there 8 a8 thesis to: the Whitney s

exh1b1t1on, it "is that the nrt of the, '70: is characterized by a return to

the personal. 2 I :

. -

v 9

" - The new art reflectsgfurrent society and the "turning-in" towards the

ind1vidua1, as the large canvases and sculpture in part reflected the_
™,

"turn1ng-out" the hopes for large-scale loclgl and political reform of the

aixties - Nemser points to a large gqp betwe n the pohucn of the 19603,

L}
au(d the work which appeared on ga‘1~1éry walls\. She says ". . the '60s and

-

early '708 were a time o'ff terrible social :upheava],\sz race riots, war

I;ro‘tests;,,a!(ent State, aassasninatio;n o‘f lib.e;:al‘ 'leadegs,' the

revitalization of fen‘inisn, but no one could possib}y have guened‘that by
' “locking at the contemporary art on display in our most pre:t)if:uc euseuge

during tha‘é’ period or° fron the way that art was 1nterpreted Even if the

6&: "content of the work did not speak to or for the people I thint the scale

3

. and inpersonality can be seen to be representat:we of the times.

" In contrast, "the, '70s are a decade in wluch appalling truths have

E

finally become clear to large masses of people, fron the poisonous quality

-‘ L

1()ne of the important factors detersing this scale reduction, is the
nature of works themselves, where texts or visual narratives are’ used.,. The
viewer is confronted with an intimate range. One is invited to "read"
these works with the same attention one would give to a letter or 'book in
the privacy of one's home. Because these works’ are viewed in a public
space, the audience experinces & new sense of scale._in making  this
transition between private and public. r’l

fn. Smith, (1977), p."93. : )

r ]

' 3Nelser, "Blowing the Whistle", (1975), p. 27. '

-~
¥

-

\
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( » "of ‘the air we breathe to the lt.upendoul tevehti.on bf oorruption that

{ ncconpani&d Nixon's renimtion‘ nl The yopuhtion is dinillunioned‘

World poli.txc: and big buuineu is lo great, that people.-no longer feel

1 '

.t = ¢ ¢ their voice can affect change through public de-onlttationl and p:otent.

- ' 8o they have r.urned 1nwp?""tq inveltignte» clunge where they' knoy it can

work: in the-lelveu.
] . . A . ) ;
! - Artist Jim Roche voiced his:aspirations for evéntusl meaningful art as

P

the out._,cho-e of this return to i:he self. 'Readily recogizable concern fo‘:
humant content is growing in Anerican art as underlying pte-i-e for whatever\
. }
you do. As this concetn fully blosuo,s, the 'beginning of concern’ will be-

:t.udied closely, and 1-p11ed‘ritua1 arrangemsents, understéod by everybody

on some level, will be sought and finished to show dome respect of where

art thinks 'man' is néw."z - - .

Cindy Nemser concludes that " . . . to have little awareness or

. concern for the needl. and goals of l;.he rest of ,'cociet.y is to keep art 1;3

-

" isolated and ineffectual as ever." Nemse:'s view is that it is ‘"in.thi,s

[}
. 1

. area that women are making real beginnings . . ..-oving ahead by their

creation of a cosmunicative art, and art that taps into authentic persor'ml,

- ’ : “ N L4
. experience, into.political and socisl co-enury."3° It is sy hope that all "

_post-modern artists, wiil help to reconnect art and contemporary life by

" 4combining v:.nul ilplct. and relevant content.

. ~ The third ares responlible for the turn toward Autobiographical art is

. >

“the increased use of photogtlphy and video. The 35mm. camera, the instant

hd ™

- . L4

'lpouglu Davis, "The Size of Non-S8ize'", Art Forum (December 1976),
* o p.-48. ) * o g

2"Puinter'l Reply . . .", (1975), p. 32. » ’ .
- 3Ne-ner, "Blowing the Whistle”, (1975), p. 30.
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polaroid camera, ‘and- the vi.deo port-a-pagk lYthﬂ, have in the past ten

making possibilities have broadéned tremendously.

o
v r N
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Photography was virﬁxilly the “currency of Cbn-c‘eptuapl art". -It vas

~$ N . b

"cruc\iaf to the exponyre' (if not the.l;king').\ of practically every
. ; - K

] . P
nan'ifestation of Cohceptual art.".l Nancy Foote BAys: - .

It is not Junt that the photognpﬁ serves a purpose, but also the nature of

& ! °

Though few uke the pilgrimage neceury to sge Enrth-woxks

"firsthand, or preside over'the uchinltions that co-prile“Body

Art, photographic reports from the front tell it like it was to
all the (art) world. And though the photographs started out s
documentation, omnce the act is over, thley acquire eyevitnen
status; becoming, in a2 lense, the art itselg,." ¥4

«U
the medium deternmel the dire;:t.mh of/the art.- Foote contends that ".

thtography offers certain spenfic qualities and ponib;lities that have

development of idea-oriente'd art."3

~- .

o2

a

Photography has become the mark of

.done much’ to inform and channel artistic strategies and to nurture the .

‘yesrs beco-e readily available and are no lénger prohibitive in cost.  Art- .
] ‘-, “ N =, . P~ .

seventies art, "Cheap, flat and accessible, the photogta};h is the ugm.fier

of recent a:t, as capvas--t.retcher and steel ftue»‘ served its

. preeedessors .

prompted new idea in art.

A\ , - °

$ . =
3

Similérily, the properties ‘of vidgo have dictated new form and

/

David Antin suggests that "In principle,

television (yideo) seemed to combine the photographic reptoductgg,om

capacities. of the camera, the motien capacities of film; and the’

Ié

I .

°

p. 46,

1}iancy Foote, "The Anti-Photograph", Art Form-(SepMer 1976‘),'

-~

zl'o‘ote,’ (1976), p. 50. s
3Foote,. (1976), p 46,
“vavis, "The Size of Non-Size“, (1976), p. L.

»
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instantaneous transmission of the telephone."

‘nny of t.hesg artists if the inge- are develdped by hand, by the

[T g
s
1
.
-
4
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Its "immediacy", its :

ability to act as a "mirror" and an element of self-confrontation, ar; also

properties ‘specific to video. Thus it plays an important role in

T atea- Rt

. ¢ " . . i
Autobiographical- art. There is a dialogue whith "o::ch;s between what we. ) !

'know personally and what the camera recéndn." This "challenges our notion '
of what it is to study self. " Co e ' .
Pixotography'u role "in Autobiographical art is uniiitphble. "Camera ‘ .

art">? though, -ight be a more approptilt:.e tern for this work which often

"exhibits little photographxc) nelf—concionsheu " It does not matter to . .

\ . . ,
drugstore, or even whether they }qke the picture \thedse en." ‘ v

* - B L4 us '-"

It is diffiéult to judge exact.fy 'whén thisrwave of ‘?utébi(;g“tdph‘i'caf N L

.

art began, as i.t 1: not a "loveuant" pin-p&’inted by inportant dates. Lucas

“

qmmmmnm in the md-s1xties and= he was not .

the only one. Much docu-entation,occuts in periodicals from 1973- ?17 From
LY .

'looking at more reéent, journals and exhibitions it seems that, if ag.yﬁhil}s, ﬂ. .
. . -

’ . . ™
its deliberate use is on thé'decline, but that it has left its mark. » ’

As I see it thﬁ'ﬁcéms of Autobiographical art are not ‘rejecteq,\\_g .

but are incorporated into newer work; yofk. whxch is not based str’1ct1y on T .

-
” e

the artist's own life. 1 lgree with Peter Frank when he suggests "the

-

tendency lives on in. the‘increuingly individual work. of. itl ’ Ty PR
.’ ' i P4 . = - ~

N t ' * ., a \....

* 1p. Antin, ({;75), p.38. 5 . - ‘ .

zPertone, (1976)€'Vide‘b", p. STy - . ‘
3Dault, "Astaan”, (1978), P- ssL

.~

“Foote, €1976), p. 46. R R —_
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Eupobiograp.hicab ara practitioners. . The artists who now work, or hav‘e

recéntly worked, in auto-x"eflecti've modes will incorporate the' innovation

’ - "

of their work .into their po:t:auto-art,"l C .

-

I’ would /subéit that. Autobiographital art is a tendency, indeed an

"outlanding factor"2 in art of the s ven_tiés. It is quite possible in

, |

*fact, 'that it may be the most outstanding fac't.o!: of the decadY,, when t.he,‘

blanket of Pluralism is lifted. - ' ' S

2
:

After all - it ‘il hard to believe - but we are almost in th& .art': of the

eighties! o T -

.

»

ll‘uﬁk," "Auto-Art.", A1976), p. 48.

g Zl?ranh, VYAuto-Art", (197¢), p.n48.

.
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' \ one or two frames from a whole film, B i L Y
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" In conpil:.ng this thesii, I have isolated examples of artists work in

Brdet to study a range of activity. under the initial heading of

O

Antobiographicel art. A colleague, with a different moti e, could en:lly )

scan the same resource material and ilolete a totnlly neplrate gt‘bup of

- work from the same period. S . ’ -

[y
2
.

. . Similarily, in tele'cting pieces to assemble, I have nqt pef;'ceived the
. - e V4 Y
artist’s work as a whole, but rather taken what I needed. This may, in some .
cases, give a false i-pi-eu?ion of the artist, because it's like seeing only

)

Y

< - The;ue kinds of problems came to lighto:', }hile writing an article for ’

Parachute, follgwing the thesisl. ft we’l 8 upeful experten‘ce, in that it

showeo me the difference- ﬁepween writing an aritcle, wher.‘e the information

3

!
is read by t.he artxsts t.henaelves, and _a thesis, which has the appearance

} of ending up in an acadenic closet. Ev§ though the material was basgically .

1

-
1

‘the same, and in so-e ways 1 was freer wl\x;ile writing t.he article, I had to

* [y

be more coﬁscio_ul of my audience, - e

Regardless, the thesis has been valuable in coming to terms with basic
' . . | ¢ v T
issues. I think that each artist must constantly choose a balance between
. q ' . ' ,
foz'- .and content. If the content ii autobiographical, then it will develop

. b

along natural lines, pouibly beg.inning in an introyerted nanner and
[} ~ [2EY

-

" -

. ll.andon _Mackenzie, "Autobiogrei)hy: Real by Reel', Parachfite (Soring
‘1‘979)9 Pp- 29-31- .

[ T

Tvhane o .

’
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eventually turrding out, so that the 1deas are universally televant.
’ . Y

. Li.kewiie, investigation of alternate forms, to present t:his information,

. will éccur, and the kesultxng problens dealt with each time.

The t.heeiu has \clariﬁed my ‘own ditectzon as an artist in many ways

- -

It ra:sed issues _.that required‘ certain choices, an'd helpefi me to see

’c\le'a.r-ly from ’.a temporary, but um‘n.suall pe;sizective. My new. -wg}:k‘ is
different i; two resp.ects. First of all, I do'wont the conte t to be read-
and undet;t{ood "out “tl‘t\ere" Secondly., I want td work with supject utter

- that. deals with relatlonships between people in a more general

" The rewards of writing the pgper are- conildtably Iore than I could

. have hoped for.  With host; people, the idea of t}oing a thesis- is 1ike

1

. st-andxpg bes:.de a cold lake, t.rying to decxde whether to'-jump in or put

\ your clothes back on. "Ju)ping" i)rovided a ducovery of writing; it has in |

{ ~

. fact opened up a whole gew ares for me. I mo longer find the image of the

. artist, iparticulate.and attic-bound, 'to be & convincing one. -

[} . ~ 1}

-
EX)
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"Artist's Sketchbooks". Art Forum. .March 1977, pp. 53-55.
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Vito Acconci: Manipulations,
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Eleanor Antin: Cadving: A Traditionsl Sculpture, 1972.
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Ain't The Same as Making Art, 1975.
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13. Duane Michals:. This Photograph is My Proof,
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Stephen Laub: My Father at Age—3-with'
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21. Greg Curnoe: - View of Victoria Hospital, Becond
Series (February 10, 1969 - March 10, 1971).
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.~ Lucap_Samaras: Photo-Transformation,
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Lucas Samaras: Photo-Transformation, 1976.
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