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As We Were Saying: 
Art and Identity in the Age of “Post”

On May 30th, 2014, the National Park Service announced 
that it was commissioning a study to discover sites of 
importance to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 
heritage. Sally Jewell, the Secretary of the Interior, made the 
announcement outside the Stonewall Inn (which is on the 
Register of Historic Places). Perhaps the most remarkable 
thing about this announcement was how unremarkable  
it was. It barely warranted front-page coverage, if any,  
in most newspapers. And yet the initiation to begin his-
toricizing queer culture and politics is a significant turning 
point, representing a shift from a struggle for equality to  
a need to remember that struggle.
 I came across this news while doing background 
research on this exhibition, an inquiry into what relevance 
identity politics continues to have to art being made today. 
There has been speculation on the term’s obsolescence 
at least since the mid-to-late nineties. Fourteen years ago, 
in an issue of New Literary History dedicated to the topic 
of “life after identity politics,” scholar Grant Farred asked, 
“what happens when ethnic, racial, or sexual difference is 
no longer so different?” 1

 This exhibition aims to answer that very question. 
Since the mid-nineties, when interest in identity-centric 
issues began to wane, traditional categories based on 
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation have been in 
question. Identities are now considered relational and fluid 
rather than inherent and fixed. Terms like multiculturalism 
or identity politics are frequently preceded by “in the wake 
of” or “after,” and critics assert that we have definitively 
entered the age of post, an age of commemoration and 
remembrance, with passive retrospection replacing active 
debate. Today, everything is post, from criticism to race to 
AIDS. “The post-critical condition is supposed to release us 
from our straitjackets (historical, theoretical, and political),” 
Hal Foster recently wrote, “yet for the most part it has abet-
ted a relativism that has little to do with pluralism.” 2 The 
closing of the inpatient AIDS service at New York’s Bellevue 
Hospital in 2012 prompted some to adopt the moniker 
“post-AIDS.” 3 Jayson Musson, who uses his YouTube alter 
ego Hennessy Youngman to make trenchant, scabrous 
commentary on the art world, released a video in 2010 
titled “How to Be a Successful Black Artist,” that offers per-
haps the most vehement protest against the label “post”: 

  Honestly I don’t know what the fuck that means, 
’cause it means, like, after-black, and niggas is still 
niggas, so I don’t know . . . is it like someone in  
the future come back with that term, and niggas is, 
like, pink in the future? 4

 The politics of identity—and the need to debate issues 
of marginalization and bias—have not gone away, although  
the tenor and nature of the discussion feels less urgent  
and widespread than that of the eighties and early nine-
ties (and certainly far less so than that of the civil-rights 
era, the forerunner of identity politics). Over this past year, 
at least two major art works have poked holes in the air-
ily optimistic notion that we live in a “post-racial” society. 
Kara Walker’s monumental sculpture in the Domino Sugar 

Factory, which combined the exaggerated nineteenth-
century racial stereotype of the “Mammy” figure with the 
Egyptian sphinx, was a complicated testimonial to the 
unfathomable resilience and strength of the oppressed. 
In this year’s Whitney Biennial, artist Joe Scanlan staged 
a performance utilizing a fictional character, Donelle 
Woolford, who was played by a young African-American 
woman. This gesture was sufficiently controversial to cause 
one other Biennial participant, the artists’ group known 
as the Yams Collective, to withdraw from the show. Artist 
and writer Coco Fusco, a key figure in the identity politics 
discussion some twenty years ago, defended the Yams 
Collective’s decision in an article for The Brooklyn Rail. 
She focused on Scanlan’s role as a prominent professor of 
the visual arts, and also noted that, as art schools began 
admitting more students of color over the past decade, a 
tacit understanding emerged, that artistic talent supersedes 
politics. Recalling her own tenure at Yale as a visiting critic, 
Fusco writes: “The message being driven home was that for 
artists of color to succeed they had to avoid talking about 
racial politics and concede that their presence at the school 
was sufficient evidence of a post-racial art world.” 5 
 Yet it would be senseless to argue that the socio-
political climate of the art world is not markedly different 
from that of twenty and thirty years ago, when debate sur-
rounding issues of identity was at its height. The turmoil and 
passion swirling around art and politics during the eighties 
and nineties has no contemporary equivalent. “More than 
any other twentieth-century decade, the 1980s enacts most 
fully the ramifications for art, theory, and politics,” Helen 
Molesworth wrote in her catalogue essay for the exhibition 
she curated, This Will Have Been: Art, Love & Politics in 
the 1980s.6 The specific causes that galvanized American 
artists to unite in protest and solidarity, the AIDS crisis 
and the culture wars, have been more or less “resolved.” 
“Nineteen eighty-four through 1985 was a horrible, horrible 
time,” recalled playwright Tony Kushner. “It really seemed 
like the maniacs had won for good.” 7 Filmmaker and artist 
Jason Simon has remarked on the impact AIDS activism 
had on art: “. . . ACT UP and AIDS video was changing the 
landscape of film and video culture in general: you couldn’t 
stand on the sidelines of the culture wars, and AIDS video 
was suddenly the prime shifter of media art culture.” 8 There 
are no longer such looming, all-encompassing crises spur-
ring similar activism, and art work that explicitly addresses 
political issues relating to ethnicity, gender, or class is rarely 
on view in major institutions or commercial galleries. 
 For those of us who grew up in the eighties and nine-
ties, it is hard not to be a little nostalgic for the crystalline 
clarity of that political landscape—though of course no one 
desires a revival of the NEA battles or a new strain of AIDS. 
(Romanticizing the past is a dangerous pitfall; as Nietzsche 
said, “every past is worth condemning.” 9) Identity politics 
continues to be so overwhelmingly influential in the arts 
that most art being made today is informed by it in some 
way (even if it is reactionary, ala Scanlan); for many artists 
in their thirties and forties, it was foundational. (Much of 
what is now considered “social practice” art is indebted 
to identity politics.) But the forces that determine political 
and institutional power are increasingly nebulous, mak-
ing obstructions to progress difficult to pinpoint (to put it 
broadly, Kushner’s “maniacs” have been replaced by slick, 
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I was ten when the theatrical trailer for My Best Friend’s Wedding

the stuff of difference.

(C)

(A)



S
lo
g
a
n
s

W
h
e
n
	
  I
	
  w
a
s
	
  i
n
	
  h
ig
h
	
  s
c
h
o
o
l	
  
in
	
  

t
h
e
	
  
e
a
r
ly
	
  
n
in
e
t
ie
s
,	
  
I	
  
h
a
d
	
  
a
	
  
t
-­‐

s
h
ir
t
	
  
e
m
b
la
z
o
n
e
d
	
  
w
it
h
	
  
t
h
e
	
  

w
o
r
d
s
	
  “
A
	
  W
o
m
a
n
’s
	
  P
la
c
e
	
  i
s
	
  i
n
	
  

t
h
e
	
  
H
o
u
s
e
…
	
  
a
n
d
	
  
S
e
n
a
te
.”
	
  
T
h
e
	
  

s
o
ft
	
  c
o
t
to
n
	
  w
a
s
	
  n
a
v
y
	
  b
lu
e
,	
  
t
h
e
	
  

w
o
r
d
s
	
  
p
r
in
te
d
	
  
in
	
  
r
e
d
	
  
c
a
p
i-­‐

t
a
l	
  
le
t
te
r
s
,	
  
s
h
a
d
e
s
	
  
o
f	
  
B
a
r
b
a
r
a
	
  

K
r
u
e
g
e
r
	
  
w
h
o
s
e
	
  
w
o
r
k
	
  
I	
  
k
n
e
w
	
  

t
h
r
o
u
g
h
	
  
t
h
e
	
  
p
o
s
tc
a
r
d
s
	
  
I	
  
li
k
e
d
	
  

to
	
  
b
u
y
	
  
a
t
	
  
m
u
s
e
u
m
	
  
g
if
t
	
  
s
h
o
p
s
	
  

a
n
d
	
  
p
u
t
	
  
u
p
	
  
o
n
	
  
m
y
	
  
b
u
ll
e
t
in
	
  

b
o
a
r
d
	
  
a
n
d
	
  
t
a
p
e
	
  
to
	
  
t
h
e
	
  
in
s
id
e
	
  

o
f	
  
m
y
	
  l
o
c
k
e
r.
	
  I
	
  w
o
r
e
	
  t
h
is
	
  s
h
ir
t
	
  

o
ft
e
n
:	
  
to
	
  s
c
h
o
o
l	
  
a
n
d
	
  a
n
y
w
h
e
r
e
	
  

e
ls
e
	
  I
	
  w
a
n
te
d
	
  m
y
	
  “
p
o
li
t
ic
s
”
	
  t
o
	
  

b
e
	
  
k
n
o
w
n
	
  
im
m
e
d
ia
te
ly
,	
  
b
u
t
	
  

a
ls
o
	
  
o
b
li
q
u
e
ly
,	
  
m
a
y
b
e
	
  
e
v
e
n
	
  

h
u
m
o
r
o
u
s
ly
.	
  
A
ft
e
r
	
  
y
e
a
r
s
	
  
o
f	
  

g
r
a
d
u
a
te
	
  
s
c
h
o
o
l,
	
  
I	
  
c
o
u
ld
	
  
t
a
lk
	
  

a
b
o
u
t
	
  
t
h
e
	
  
s
h
ir
t
’s
	
  
s
e
m
io
t
ic
s
,	
  

a
b
o
u
t
	
  t
h
e
	
  p
e
r
fo
r
m
a
t
iv
e
	
  a
c
t
	
  o
f	
  

w
e
a
r
in
g
	
  i
t
,	
  
b
u
t
	
  I
’l
l	
  
s
p
a
r
e
	
  y
o
u
.

I’
m
	
  
n
o
t
	
  
s
u
r
e
	
  
w
h
a
t
	
  
h
a
p
p
e
n
e
d
	
  

to
	
  m
y
	
  s
h
ir
t
:	
  
it
	
  m
ig
h
t
	
  h
a
v
e
	
  d
is
-­‐

in
te
g
r
a
te
d
	
  
in
	
  
c
o
ll
e
g
e
	
  
w
h
e
n
	
  
it
	
  

w
a
s
	
  j
o
in
e
d
	
  b
y
	
  a
	
  h
o
s
t
	
  o
f	
  
o
t
h
e
r
	
  

g
a
r
m
e
n
t
s
-­‐w
it
h
-­‐c
a
u
s
e
s
,	
  
o
r
	
  
I	
  

m
ig
h
t
	
  h
a
v
e
	
  d
is
c
a
r
d
e
d
	
  i
t
	
  s
o
m
e
-­‐

t
im
e
	
  
a
ft
e
r
	
  
g
r
a
d
u
a
t
io
n
	
  
w
h
e
n
	
  
I	
  

n
e
e
d
e
d
	
  t
o
	
  g
e
t
	
  a
	
  j
o
b
	
  a
n
d
,	
  
m
o
r
e
	
  

im
p
o
r
t
a
n
t
ly
,	
  
w
e
a
r
in
g
	
  
o
n
e
’s
	
  

p
o
li
t
ic
s
	
  o
n
	
  o
n
e
’s
	
  s
le
e
v
e
	
  f
e
ll
	
  o
u
t
	
  

o
f	
  
fa
s
h
io
n
.	
  
N
o
w
	
  I
	
  w
e
a
r
	
  a
	
  b
u
t
-­‐

to
n
	
  
m
a
d
e
	
  
b
y
	
  
Ji
m
m
ie
	
  
D
u
r
h
a
m
	
  

a
n
d
	
  g
if
te
d
	
  t
o
	
  m
e
	
  b
y
	
  a
	
  c
u
r
a
to
r
	
  

r
e
a
d
s
,	
  
“
I	
  
in
te
n
d
	
  
to
	
  
b
e
	
  
a
	
  
c
iv
i-­‐

li
z
e
d
	
  &
	
  m
a
t
u
r
e
	
  i
n
te
ll
e
c
t
u
a
l.
”
	
  

(D)

Cross
	
  Cultu

ral	
  Ex
chan

ge

I	
   rea
d	
   “W

onde
rbrea

d”	
   (1
988)

	
   by	
   L
uis	
   C

amni
tzer	
  

abou
t	
   a	
   d

ecade
	
   after

	
   its	
  

art,	
  w
hich,

	
  as	
  yo
u	
  ma

y	
  sur
mise

,	
  is	
  an
	
  inven

ted	
  te
rm	
  th

at	
  com
bines

	
  the	
  w
ords	
  

Span
ish	
   a

nd	
   E
nglis

h.	
   Fo
r	
   Cam

nitze
r,	
   Spa

nglis
h	
   art

	
   conc
eptua

lly	
   de
parte

d	
  

from
	
  one	
  

cultu
re	
  bu

t	
  was
	
   form

ally	
   e
xperi

enced
,	
   and

	
   to	
   a
	
   large

	
   exte
nt	
   cr

e-­‐

ated,
	
  in	
  an

d	
  for	
  
anoth

er	
  cu
lture

.	
  He	
  u
sed	
  th

is	
  ter
m	
  as	
  

a	
  too
l	
  for	
  u

nders
tandi

ng	
  

work
	
  by	
  H

ispan
ic	
  art

ists	
   i
n	
  the

	
  US	
  t
hat	
  o

ver-­‐c
harac

terize
s	
   its	
  

subje
ct	
  po

si-­‐

tion,	
  
addre

ssing
	
  the	
  e

xplic
it	
  vis

ual	
  la
ngua

ge	
  in
	
  artw

orks	
  
that	
  e

ither
	
  mark

ed	
  

their
	
  relat

ion	
  t
o	
   the

	
  mar
gin	
  o

f	
  mai
nstre

am	
  c
ultur

e	
  or	
  
that	
  

aime
d	
  to	
  

gentl
y	
  

-­‐

sion,	
  
but	
   i

t	
   con
tinue

s	
   to	
   l
inger

	
  on	
  m
y	
  min

d.	
  Ca
mnitz

er,	
  w
ho	
  w

as	
   ra
ised	
  

in	
  

Mont
evide

o	
  but
	
  deve

loped
	
  his	
  a

rtisti
c	
  traj

ector
y	
  in	
  N

ew	
  Y
ork,	
  w

rote	
  
his	
  e

s-­‐

say	
  a
t	
  a	
  ve

ry	
  pa
rticu

lar	
  tim
e	
  in	
  t

he	
  US
A,	
  a	
  p

eriod
	
  char

acter
ized	
  b

y	
  the
	
  Cultu

re	
  

-­‐

At	
  pr
esent

,	
  Cam
nitze

r’s	
  pr
opos

ition	
  
of	
  Sp

angli
sh	
  ar

t	
  has
	
  help

ed	
  m
e	
  

in	
  ide
ntifyi

ng	
  tw
o	
  ins

tance
s	
  tha

t	
  exp
ressly

	
  man
ifest	
  

a	
  sen
se	
  of	
  

timel
iness

	
  in	
  

insta
nces	
  

is	
   the
	
   cultu

ral	
   p
aradi

gms	
  
emer

ging	
  
from

	
   nati
onal	
  

upro
otedn

ess	
  

as	
  di
scuss

ed	
  in
	
  the	
  1

980s
	
  and	
  

1990
s;	
  the

	
  othe
r	
  is	
  t

he	
  re
cupe

ratio
n	
  pro

ject,	
  

whet
her	
  t

hrou
gh	
  ar

twor
ks	
  or

	
  exhi
bition

s,	
  res
ulting

	
  from
	
  histo

rical	
  
revis

ion-­‐

-­‐

strea
m,	
  th

e	
  sec
ond	
  i

ntend
ed	
  to

	
  mak
e	
  inse

rtion
s	
  in	
  t

he	
  ar
t	
  hist

orica
l	
  cano

n.

My	
  in
teres

t	
  in	
  th
ese	
  tw

o	
  par
ticula

r	
  inst
ances

	
  is	
  be
cause

	
  they
	
  invo

lved	
  

new	
  
aesth

etic	
  a
nd	
  cu

rator
ial	
  str

ategi
es,	
  cr

eatin
g	
  in	
  t

he	
  pr
ocess

	
  new
	
  lang

uag-­‐

es	
  in	
  
the	
  v

isual
	
  arts	
  

and	
  a
	
  new

	
  gram
mar	
  f

or	
  ex
perie

ncing
	
  cont

empo
rary	
  

art	
  

the	
  v
ery	
  n

otion
	
  of	
  “i

denti
ty”	
  a

ppea
rs	
  to	
  

be	
  at
omiz

ed,	
  p
ercei

ved	
  m
ore	
  o

ften	
  

-­‐

pacts
	
  socia

l	
  well
being

,	
  but	
  
also,	
  

possi
bly,	
  a

rt.

My	
  m
ind	
  is

	
  now
	
  tune

d	
  in	
  t
o	
  loc

ating
	
  the	
  d

istinc
tions

	
  betw
een	
  t

hose	
  

two	
  i
nstan

ces	
  o
f	
  upr

ooted
ness	
  

and	
  r
ecup

eratio
n,	
  an

d	
  of	
  c
ultur

al	
  res
istan

ce	
  

langu
ages	
  

givin
g	
  me

aning
	
  to	
  ou

r	
  pre
sent.

G
irl  G

oddess  #
9

G
irl  G

oddess  #
9

(F)

(E)

double-speaking politicians often working hand-in-hand 
with incomprehensibly powerful corporations). These irre-
vocable changes are the result of many factors, including 
the rise of neoliberalism and globalization. Art historian 
Jonathan Crary responded to the impact of a global con-
sumer society in his recent book, 24/7: Late Capitalism 
and the Ends of Sleep: 

  A generalized sameness is inevitably the result of the 
global scale of the markets in question . . . through 
the reduction or elimination of differences . . . Thus, 
above a relatively low economic stratum, a new 
blandness flourishes almost everywhere that acceler-
ated consumption has become normalized—not just 
in certain professional strata, social groups, or age 
groups . . . To be bland is a becoming “smooth,” as 
distinct from the idea of a mold that the word “con-
formity” often implies . . . This has been most evident 
over the last decade or so in the disappearance or 
domestication of what once constituted a much 
wider range of the markers of cultural marginality or 
outsider status.10 

With the onset of “a new blandness,” and the erasure of 
difference, communities begin to splinter and disintegrate, 
prompting many theories about why identity-based  
communities are vanishing. The reasons are not solely 
due to external or economic circumstances. Writer Alexis 
Clements is making a documentary about the demise of 
“queer space,” and speculated in a recent article that, aside 
from the economic recession (some ninety feminist book-
stores have closed in the United States over the past twenty 
years), a younger generation may have different needs than 
the older LGBT community, for whom “marriage wasn’t  
a goal and blending in was never something they wanted:”

  A more complicated change appears to be happen-
ing at a generational level. For some people, many 
of whom are under 40, there’s been a shift toward 
queer identities and politics that are born of a belief 
that gender and sexuality operate on a spectrum that 
doesn’t necessarily fit into male/female or straight/
gay/bi paradigms.11

As safe places for collective engagement—gay and lesbian 
bars, avant-garde video stores and cinemas, and indepen-
dent bookstores—are shuttered due to lack of business 
or interest, the only place to “meet” likeminded people is 
online, which often seems an ill substitute for immediate, 
real-life encounters and relationships. What is the effect  
on culture when these communities fade? Potentially fatal.  
In a documentary about Fran Lebowitz by Martin Scorsese, 
the writer reflected with characteristic candor on the AIDS 
epidemic, saying: “An audience with a high level of connois-
seurship is as important to the culture as artists. That audi-
ence died in five minutes.” 12 
 Many factors contributed to discouraging audiences 
who were willing to engage with identity-inflected art. 
Critical reception was often scathing or dismissive. In an 
essay recalling the fallout from the 1993 Whitney Biennial, 
now widely known as the “Identity Politics Biennial,” curator 
Elizabeth Sussman remembered the prevailing outcry. “The 

negative buzzwords became ‘p.c.’ (politically correct), ‘mul-
ticulturalism,’ ‘theory,’ and ‘academic,’” Sussman recalled 
in 2005. “This type of critical attack often came from those 
witnessing a change that they didn’t want  
to endorse, a change that they had only jargon words to 
describe or only words that were an inadequate shorthand 
for major issues.” 13

 In a brilliant 2003 essay detailing the rise and 
defense of “beauty” in criticism during the late nineties, 
Suzanne Hudson writes that “beauty too often serves to 
placate an anxious public, operating in the service of the 
maintenance of the status quo.” 14 In an effort to prove that 
beauty needn’t be toothless, she compares works by two 
different artists, Felix Gonzalez-Torres and Nayland Blake. 
Both pieces involve wall clocks; Gonzalez-Torres’s Untitled 
(Perfect Lovers), 1991, in which two adjacent, synchro-
nized clocks tick off the hours, minutes, and seconds, and 
Nayland Blake’s Every 12 Minutes, also from 1991, con-
sisting of a clock featuring the text “One AIDS Death/STOP 
IT.” Hudson argues that the “abstraction and poetics” of 
Gonzalez-Torres’s work more easily infiltrates and circulates 
in the art world than Blake’s work, with its “blatant desire 
for propagandistic transgressiveness.” 15 Hudson’s compari-
son is legitimate—certainly Blake’s pointed commentary 
would require explanation in an exhibition setting today, 
while Gonzalez-Torres’s masterfully simple and metaphori-
cal piece readily adapts to multiple readings—but in terms 
of documenting a particular moment, one could argue that 
Blake’s piece more effectively communicates the anger 
and fear felt by many during a specific moment in history. 
“Timeless” is a frequent ancillary to the adjective “beautiful,” 
and the connotation is that an object that transcends time 
is somehow more worthy than an object that could later 
seem dated. So it is that many art works made in the eight-
ies and nineties in response to identity politics appear not 
to have “aged well,” and the attendant issues on which they 
are predicated are often also presumed to be “out of date.” 
In addition to questioning the criteria of beauty, it may be 
worth asking why academia and institutions generally favor 
“timeless” art over that which is timely.
 The artists in this exhibition make work that is explic-
itly timely, and wrestle with the question of what identity 
and difference mean today. (Some have been addressing 
this question since the nineties—Suzanne McClelland’s 
work appeared in the 1993 Whitney Biennial.) This is 
not a polemical group, with the possible exception of Jen 
Kennedy and Liz Linden, who with their project, The New 
York Times Feminist Reading Group, propose revisiting 
a more essentialist take on identity, and organize regular 
meetings inviting the public to join them in annotating cop-
ies of the Times, marking passages that either promote  
or prohibit feminism. The group considers how media— 
specifically the New York Times—shapes our understand-
ing and perception of women. Jason Simon’s recent work 
has underscored the way that a strengthening art market 
chips away at opportunities to freely share avant-garde 
films and videos, and, as mentioned earlier, expanding 
rather than constricting audiences is crucial to keeping the 
avant-garde alive. His 2009 print, Sublation Services, is  
a record of his emails to colleagues who he thinks might be 
interested in participating in a project to translate various 
avant-garde videos into different languages, and thus make 
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them more internationally accessible. A similar sense of 
expansiveness, and quest to represent diverse voices, was 
the driving motivation behind Shelly Silver’s 2008 video, 
In Complete World. Made shortly before Barack Obama 
was elected president, various New Yorkers weigh in on 
all manner of subjects, from existentialism to economics. 
Together the multiple voices craft a narrative about modern 
life in New York, foreshadowing many of today’s arguments 
revolving around class and income inequality. Rather than 
be influenced by media, these New Yorkers have a chance 
to use media to present their own views. 
 Media and its effect on community is an underlying 
conceit of Ignacio Lang’s ongoing series of photo-magazine 
collages. Lang overlays black-and-white photographs taken 
in 1968 by his father, who fought in the Vietnam War, on 
magazines from that same year. The collision of private 
documentation of a major historical event with public arti-
facts offers a sense of the disconnect between American 
troops in Vietnam and life in the United States. By using 
materials on the verge of extinction—analogue photography 
and print—Lang taps into a universal desire for a deeper, 
more direct connection with history.  
 The differences between history and memory figure 
prominently in works by Josh Faught and A.K. Burns and 
Katherine Hubbard. Faught’s large-scale tapestry, It Takes 
a Lifetime to Get Exactly Where You Are, 2012, includes a 
recreation of a section of the AIDS Memorial Quilt. Faught, 
who is a textile artist, uses this popular commemorative 
object to comment on its ambivalent and controversial 
position in queer history. An attempt to make mourning 
over AIDS and HIV-related deaths publicly acceptable, the 
AIDS Quilt was also viewed negatively by activists as a 
form of acquiescence to homophobic sentiment. The title 
of Faught’s work alludes to continuing discord over how 
to mourn victims of AIDS, and the trauma resulting from 
the epidemic, shared by many but acknowledged by few. 
Burns and Hubbard resist closure through the use of abject, 
found materials to create sculptures based on memory 
jugs, a type of American folk art used to record and trigger 
memories through the encrustation of objects onto a ves-
sel. Rather than concentrate on a specific moment or event, 
they embrace the “spirit” of past moments when identity 
was in flux, aiming to capture its essence or sensibility. The 
messy exteriority of the sculptures opposes ideas of order, 
interiority, or closetedness.
 Fluid interpretations of history make up The Filmballad  
of MamaDada, a 2013 film that was directed by Lily Benson 
and Cassandra Guan and compiles contributions from several 
filmmakers.16 The film is a lyrical, often personal response 
to the life of Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, a key 
figure in the New York Dada movement, whose dismissal of 
to strict representations of gender remains surprisingly radi-
cal and influential. Guan also contributes a series of related 
drawings called Women’s Times, an archive of feminist, 
alternative views of temporality, based on her findings in the 
Lesbian Herstory Archive in Brooklyn. 
 The subjective, physical body materializes in a  
new series of photogravure prints by Nikita Gale, featuring  
a typewritten text that has been annotated with mark- 
ings written in hand by the artist. The text begins,  
“I ____________, and I am aware that some people have  
a problem with this.” and goes on to state that this is the 

sole instance in which the writer will directly address this 
situation in his or her work. Titled Moving On, it gently 
protests the seemingly inevitable pigeonholing that often 
plagues artists of color. The contrast between mechanical 
reproduction and the intimate handwritten notation reflects 
the difference between involuntary, imposed categories  
and the unique individual. 
 Identity as construct, or the body as perceived by oth-
ers, is integral to works by Josh Kline, Simone Leigh, and 
Suzanne McClelland. Kline interviewed blue-collar workers, 
such as a FedEx delivery person, and made casts of the 
parts of their body that serve as tools of their trade (for the 
FedEx worker, for example, this includes a hand holding a 
device that records the date and time of each delivery). Kline 
uses figuration to address the delicate issue of class and 
social hierarchy. Because the body parts are digitally printed, 
the work grimly hints at a future where the worker (already 
subject to alienation) is subsumed or displaced by technol-
ogy. The fragmented body is a motif of McClelland’s large-
scale installation made up of drawings, prints, found Internet 
photographs and newspaper clippings. Titled Furtive 
Gesture, 2013, it was inspired by the “stop and frisk” debate 
over whether New York City police officers were using racial 
profiling to target supposed criminals. As McClelland put it 
in an interview, “one of the conditions for stopping someone 
and frisking them is if the person displays a ‘furtive gesture’ 
or is ‘fleeing.’ This is a very subjective practice. What kind 
of physical movements are considered normal, and which 
ones are expressive in a way that raises suspicion? Gestures 
have qualities that are read and misread all the time.” 17 
Simone Leigh, who works primarily in ceramics, contributes 
a porcelain bust with no facial features, though the area of 
the face is wreathed in blossoms. This stark and haunting 
sculpture defies explicit representation while also indulging 
in figuration, as though quietly declaring, “Here I am, and I 
don’t need your approval or recognition.” 
 Michael Wang’s installation is a minimalist structure 
designed to host two types of rock pigeon: domestic birds 
who, after centuries of selective breeding, have developed 
physical traits such as elaborate crests and fan tails, and 
their feral urban kin, who are attracted to the structure by 
means of birdfeed placed on the ledge of the open window. 
In a text explaining the work, Wang writes: 

  The distinction between the two populations draws 
attention to natural and cultural definitions of identity.  
While biological nomenclature defines both popula-
tions as one and the same species, human pressures 
have created highly distinct types.  Today, advances 
in genetics and cellular biology have refined the 
potential to shape biological identity through techno-
logical means. Culture takes on a biological signifi-
cance and vice versa.18  

Wang complicates the often romanticized concept of hybrid-
ity, reminding us that difference is cultivated (or reduced) 
as a result of much larger systems that, until this century, 
evolved gradually and over a long period of time. Now, in 
the geological age of the Anthropocene, we are adjusting to 
the rapid changes wrought by human activity and interven-
tion, and the way that affects our view of identity as some-
thing “natural” or “inherent.” 

When	
  Words	
  and	
  Pictures	
  Fail

—	
   -­‐

(…)	
  and	
  then,	
  there	
  was	
  that	
  time	
  on	
  

the	
   couch.	
   I	
  must	
   have	
   been	
   in	
   high	
  

school.	
   It	
   was	
   well	
   after	
   midnight	
  

and	
  long	
  before	
  the	
  Internet.	
  Trolling	
  

around	
  late	
  night	
  public	
  access	
  shows,	
  

somewhere	
  between	
  Robin	
  Byrd	
  and	
  

of	
   a	
   woman	
   dressed	
   in	
   black,	
   hair	
  

pulled	
   back,	
   mirrored	
   shades	
   and	
  

covered	
   in	
  blood.	
  She	
  had	
  a	
  gun	
  and	
  

was	
  pointing	
  it	
  right	
  at	
  me.	
  She	
  wasn’t	
  

singing	
  exactly,	
  more	
  like	
  speaking	
  in	
  

tongues.	
   I	
   had	
   never	
   seen	
   anything	
  

like	
  it	
  before.	
  

Mugged	
  by	
  Diamanda	
  Galas	
  on	
  my	
  liv-­‐

ing	
  room	
  couch.	
  

I	
  didn’t	
  know	
  who	
  she	
  was	
  until	
  some-­‐

time	
  in	
  the	
  nineties	
  when	
  I	
  was	
  taken	
  

myself	
  in	
  a	
  darkened	
  room	
  face	
  to	
  face	
  

with	
  this	
  same	
  woman,	
  only	
  this	
  time,	
  

it	
  was	
  in	
  a	
  black	
  box	
  theater	
  at	
  PS	
  122.	
  

Her	
  performance	
  was	
  a	
  litany,	
  a	
  song,	
  

the	
  room	
  like	
  an	
  angry	
  Greek	
  chorus.	
  

Her	
   voice	
  was	
   inarticulate	
   and	
   emo-­‐

tional	
  but	
  focused	
  like	
  a	
  weapon	
  and	
  

razor	
  sharp.	
  Here	
  was	
  a	
  performance	
  

whose	
   purpose	
  was	
   not	
   to	
   entertain	
  

or	
   comfort,	
   but	
   to	
   agitate.	
   	
   A	
   direct	
  

line	
   of	
   communication	
   was	
   estab-­‐

lished	
  and,	
  for	
  me,	
  formed	
  a	
  blueprint	
  

of	
  what	
  a	
  live	
  action	
  should	
  be;	
  a	
  last	
  

resort	
   when	
   words	
   and	
   pictures	
   fail	
  

and	
  your	
  back	
  is	
  against	
  the	
  wall.

I	
   left	
   with	
  my	
   ears	
   ringing,	
   stomach	
  

cramped	
   like	
   I	
   had	
   been	
   punched,	
  

slightly	
  nauseous	
  and	
  in	
  love.

Turnaround  =  fair  play?  
As  a   teen   in   the   late  nineties   I  got   involved   in  AIDS  

to  meet  gay  dudes.  But  by  then  they  were  no  longer  

around.   AIDS   Service   Organizations   (ASOs),   many  

run  by  women  who  had  come  of  age  as  activists,  were  

people,   people  of   color,   users  of   intravenous  drugs,  

and  sex  workers.  Feeling  betrayed,  many  of  the  (white)  

cation  becoming  accessible  in  1996  and  medical  and  

social   service   systems—provoked   by   activism—bet

ter  meeting   gay  needs.  So   rather   than  meeting   gay  

ers.  They  were  the  peers,  mentors,  foils,  friends,  and  

intimates  I  was  searching  for.   It   is   frustrating  then  to  

see   these   women—and   the   communities   they   work  

men  returning  after  a  break,  now  that  AIDS  is  a  “con

cern”  once  again.  

M
ass  Appeal

For  a  while,  growing  up  in  suburban  San  Francisco,  I  could  

Am
erican;;   I   was   a   wintry,   desolate   New   York   street,   a  

black   Cadillac   Esplanade   double   parked   and   throbbing  

being  spat  out  with  his  hoarse,  m
usky  voice.  O

n  the  track,  

appeal.”   It  was   an   anthem
  about   being   true   to  who   you  

“fakes.”  M
aybe  it  was  too  righteous  to  ask  any  artist  not  to  

and  m
aking  that  position  the  only  attractive,  viable  option.

(H)

(G)

(I)
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RECONSIDERING A STRUCTURALIST FEMINISM alism  anticipated  the  more  famous  debates  of  poststructuralist  feminism.  While  theorists  like  Judith  

departments  remembers  the  work  of  cultural  anthropologist  Gayle  Rubin  and  her  seminal  1975  essay  

biological  sexuality   into  products  of  human  activity,  and   in  which   these   transformed  sexual  needs  
sweeping   scope.  Beginning  with   a  meditation   on   the   origin   and   nature   of   patriarchal   oppression,  

Rubin  eventually  outlines  a  grand  feminist  project   for   revolution   in  social  kinship,   resolution  of   the  

Oedipal  crisis  and  abolition  of  gender  as  such.  

Reading  Capital,  

she  mines  the  theoretical  terrains  of  psychoanalysis,  structural  anthropology,  and  Marxism  for  their  

repressed  feminist  insights.  Her  critique  of  these  discourses  seeks  to  construct  a  distinct  theoretical  

register  for  the  analysis  of  human  sexuality  and  its  social  organization.acknowledges   in   a   footnote,   the  movement   between  Marxism,   psychoanalysis,   and   structuralism  

account  of  history  and  the  universal  structural  systems  of  Lacan  and  Lévi  Strauss.  Rubin  by  and  large  

repressed  these  discrepancies  in  her  writing,  prompted  no  doubt  by  a  pragmatic  desire  to  unify  the  lo

cal  discourses  of  feminism  under  a  general  theoretical  umbrella.  The  confusion,  however,  led  to  a  set  

gender  system  is  the  deep  structure  that  governs  the  organization  of  human  sexuality  in  its  myriad  

forms,  whose  cardinal   features  are  the  establishment  of  gender   identity,  obligatory  heterosexuality  

and   the  constraint  of   female  sexuality.  Because  she  arrived  at   this  concept   through   the  deductive  

methods  of  structural  anthropology,  Rubin  could  neither  account  for  its  origin,  especially  since  she  

sought   to   isolate   the  domain  of  gender  and  sexuality   from   the  sphere  of  material   production,  nor  

could  she  logically  theorize  its  overcoming.  To  articulate  the  latter,  which  is,  after  all,  the  objective  of  

sexual  systems  feels  compensatory,  almost  apologetic.  While  recognizing  that  a  general  system  of  

human  sexuality  cannot  be  studied   in   isolation,  Rubin  has  no  way  of  historicizing   its  evolution   let  

alone  revolutionary  overthrow.  In  hindsight,  the  tenuous  reconciliation  of  Marxism,  structuralism,  and  tice  differences.

mand  for  a  structural  account  of  sexual   institutions  throughout  history  can  feel  particularly  remote.  feminism  and  acquire  from  it  insights  for  our  own  times.

(J)

 Though these artists all have very different strategies 
and styles, each of them share a sense of responsibility  
to the past and the legacy of identity politics. If “the work  
of the past [is] incomplete,” as Walter Benjamin wrote  
in Theses on the Philosophy of History, then, instead of 
blithely accepting the perturbingly neat category of “post,” 
the artists in this exhibition continue a conversation begun 
some thirty years ago. History is the official record of the 
past, created and maintained by scholars, archivists, and 
curators. The burden of memory, as many have noted, falls 
to the individual. “When memory is no longer everywhere,” 
wrote French historian Pierre Nora, “it will not be anywhere 
unless one takes the responsibility to recapture it through 
individual means.” 19  
 It is not unreasonable to be relieved that some of  
the more strident aspects of identity politics have subsided, 
such as the muzzling of voices that genuinely aspired  
to promote social justice but were accused of falsely repre- 
senting the “other,” including documentary and fictional 
accounts of marginalized groups. But deprived of opportu-
nities and venues for debate, the resulting cultural climate 
feels subdued, if not even anesthetized. The onset of what 
Crary has termed the “new blandness” means there are 
few chances to acknowledge difference among individuals, 
and it is only through seeing and recognizing difference that 
one cultivates empathy. New York Times Op-Ed columnist 
Charles Blow recently wrote that while legislation prohibits 
segregation, “we are self-sorting, not only along racial lines 
but also along educational and income ones, particularly 
in our big cities.” He cites studies that find that self-segre-
gation has increased over the past thirty years, and, more 
distressing, that “students are more racially segregated  
in schools today than they were in the late 1960s and prior  
to the enforcement of court-ordered desegregation in 
school districts across the country.” 20

 These statistics fly with ballistic force in the face of 
the “post-racial” concept. The surge in self-segregation 
undermines a general presumption that we live in a world 
that has moved beyond ethnic, racial, class, or sexual differ-
ence. How this translates to the New York art world is tricky. 
I cautiously submit that the new blandness has infiltrated 
our museums and galleries. We are burdened by a system 
that supports “super stars” to the detriment of all—audi-
ences, artists, cultural producers. In the long term, a super 
star economy—dependent on a few key figures, and forcing 
many others into obscurity—and the inequality that results 
is not sustainable.21 Nor is it interesting. Though many art-
ists seem to be pushing against the facile “post” label, their 
work often seems to fly under the radar or be evaluated  
in strictly formal terms, stimulating little debate or action. 
After all the heated discussion about identity in the eight-
ies and nineties, what happened? There were many times 
I wanted to abandon this show—too difficult, too familiar, 
or, worse: too self-righteous, too smug. My conviction often 
wavered—did New York really need this show, now? But in 
the end my curiosity about the topic exceeded my doubt. 
Why does identity seem, once again, to be a “thing”? And 
why are so few venues unwilling to approach identity as  
a subject, as though the “politically correct” charge made it  
permanently taboo? I had to curate the show I wanted to 
see in order to begin to discern answers to these questions, 
however thorny they may be. 
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Exhibition Checklist

Lily Benson and Cassandra Guan (Directors)
The Filmballad of Mamadada, 2013
HD Video, 16mm film, super8 film and animation.
80 minutes
List of contributing artists at www.efanyc.org/ 
as-we-were-saying/
Courtesy of the directors.

A.K. Burns and Katherine Hubbard
In spirit of (the new misandry), 2014
Tire, bones, wooden beads, oyster shells, bolts,  
cardboard egg crates, rubber bungee cords,  
cement rock, enamel, t-shirt.
34 1⁄2 × 36 × 12 inches.

In spirit of (rub her plane), 2014
Sheet rubber, plaid plastic shopping bag, sponges,  
insoles, cubic zirconia earrings,  
rubber ring, elastic bands, enamel.
2 1⁄2 × 36 1⁄2 × 36 1⁄2 inches.

In spirit of (a major in women’s studies), 2014
Mesh waste basket, leather studded belt, florescent light 
bulb, coat hangers, rose made of feathers, ruler, triangle, 
bottle of goo gone, electrical power strip, plastic clam shell, 
straws, plastic wrappers, plastic snakes, plastic lettuce,  
bic razors, confetti, peanuts, pukka shells,  
snail shells, and enamel.
38 1⁄2 × 12 × 12 inches.

Courtesy of the artists.

Josh Faught
It Takes a Lifetime to Get Exactly Where You Are, 2012
Hand woven sequin trim, hand woven hemp, cedar blocks, 
cotton, polyester, wool, cochineal dye (made from ground up 
bugs), straw hat with lace, toilet paper, paper towels, scrap-
booking letters, Jacquard woven reproduction of a panel 
from the AIDS quilt, silk handkerchief, indigo, political pins, 
disaster blanket, gourd, gold leaf, plaster cat, and nail polish.
96 × 240 inches
Courtesy of the artist and Lisa Cooley, New York

Nikita Gale
Untitled, 2014
Four works; Photogravure, monoprint, ink on paper
16 × 20 inches each
Courtesy of the artist

Cassandra Guan
Women’s Times, 2014
Drawings and prints
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Jen Kennedy and Liz Linden
The New York Times Feminist Reading Group,  
2009–present
Performance with newspapers, participants
Courtesy of the artistsJosh Kline

Josh Kline
Cost of Living (Aleyda), 2014
3D-printed sculptures in plaster, ink-jet ink and  
cyanoacrylate; janitor cart, LED Lights
Dimensions variable

Cost of Living (Aleyda), 2014
3D-printed sculptures in plaster, ink-jet ink and  
cyanoacrylate; janitor cart, LED Lights
Dimensions variable

Cost of Living (Aleyda), 2014
3D-printed sculptures in plaster, ink-jet ink and  
cyanoacrylate; janitor cart, LED Lights
Dimensions variable

Courtesy of the artist.

Ignacio Lang
1968 (Enero, Febrero, Marzo, Abril, Mayo, Junio, Julio, 
Agosto, Septiembre, Octubre, Noviembre, Diciembre), 2014
Series of twelve C-prints (Vietnam 1968) with Playboy, Life, 
Holiday, Ideals, Car and Driver, and National Geographic 
magazines.
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Simone Leigh
Blue Black, 2014
Porcelain, terracotta and graphite.
18 × 12 inches.
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Tilton Gallery, New York.

Suzanne McClelland
Furtive Gesture, 2013
Mixed media drawings, prints, and photographs  
on various papers
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist, Team (gallery, inc.), and  
Shane Campbell Gallery

Shelly Silver
In Complete World, 2008
Video
53 minutes
Courtesy of the artist

Jason Simon
Sublation Services, 2009–2014
Hannemuhle photo rag
36 × 54 inches
Courtesy of the artist and Callicoon Fine Arts, New York

Michael Wang
Captives (Rock Pigeons), 2014
Feral pigeons, fancy pigeons, steel enclosures
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist and Foxy Production, New York

Key

(A) — Liz Linden
(B) — Amy Fung
(C) — Daniel Shannon
(D) — Megan Heuer
(E) — Jen Kennedy
(F) —  Based on the essay  

“On Art and Wonder” by  
Sofía Hernández Chong Cuy, 
originally published in  
2012 by Artes Mundi, UK.

(G) — Theodore Kerr
(H) — Herb Tam
(I) — Adam Putnam
(J) — Cassandra Guan
(K) — A.K. Burns & Katherine Hubbard

Designed by Kloepfer–Ramsey–Kwon

(K)

Summer	
  Read	
  A	
  vacation.	
  There	
  was	
  a	
  pond	
  taking	
  the	
  place	
  of	
  a	
  shower	
  and	
  blueberry	
  bushes	
  demanding	
  our	
  attention.	
  Naked	
  bodies	
  

resting	
  on	
  shore.	
  Stoned.	
  Activity.	
  Short	
  story.	
  Sounds	
  like	
  a	
  good	
  idea	
  and	
  out	
  comes	
  the	
  yellowed	
  weathered	
  pages	
  of	
  an	
  

anthology	
  of	
  short	
  stories	
  written	
  by	
  women	
  and	
  published	
  in	
  the	
  seventies.	
  A	
  gift.	
  It	
  came	
  as	
  a	
  quintessential	
  trash	
  pick	
  

from	
  the	
  bowels	
  of	
  some	
  Park	
  Slope	
  home,	
  probably	
  left	
  on	
  the	
  street	
  in	
  a	
  neat	
  stack	
  with	
  a	
  note	
  reading	
  “free	
  to	
  a	
  good	
  

home”	
  or	
  “Free	
  from	
  a	
  clean	
  home.”	
  It	
  was	
  late	
  summer,	
  2009.	
  We	
  opened	
  to	
  a	
  text	
  by	
  Gertrude	
  Stein,	
  “Miss	
  Furr	
  and	
  Miss	
  

Skeene,”	
  written	
  in	
  1911.	
  Fur	
  and	
  skin.	
  Evoking	
  a	
  mammal-­‐like	
  impression.	
  Mammals	
  being	
  a	
  type	
  of	
  animal	
  that	
  have	
  hair	
  

or	
  fur	
  covering	
  most	
  of	
  its	
  skin	
  and	
  possessing	
  mammary	
  glands.	
  Mammal	
  from	
  

,	
  the	
  Latin	
  root	
  meaning	
  breast.	
  

Mama	
  is	
  from	
  1707,	
  mum	
  1823,	
  mummy	
  1839,	
  mommy	
  1844,	
  momma	
  1852,	
  and	
  mom	
  1867.

In	
  the	
  case	
  of	
  reading	
  this	
  text	
  the	
  act	
  of	
  reading	
  was	
  becoming	
  a	
  less-­‐rote	
  engagement	
  with	
  each	
  word	
  and	
  more	
  like	
  a	
  

labor	
  second	
  for	
  the	
  muscles	
  of	
  the	
  mouth.	
  To	
  contort	
  and	
  slowly	
  grind	
  with	
  the	
  mind	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  resist	
  blurting	
  out	
  a	
  word	
  

that	
  might	
  follow	
  a	
  logical	
  order.	
  Question	
  being,	
  whose	
  logic?	
  An	
  attempted	
  override	
  of	
  predictive	
  order	
  demands	
  slowing	
  

more	
  akin	
  to	
  the	
  immediacy	
  of	
  thinking.	
  Being	
  in	
  an	
  ever-­‐present	
  that	
  compresses	
  the	
  past	
  and	
  potential	
  happenings	
  into	
  

a	
  continuum	
  of	
  nowness.	
  

What	
  Miss	
  Furr	
  and	
  Miss	
  Skeene	
  represented	
  is	
  what	
  they	
  shared.	
  Cohabitation	
  and	
  cultivation.	
  They	
  live	
  in	
  relation	
  and	
  the	
  

life	
  that	
  they	
  live	
  is	
  gay.	
  “They	
  were	
  then	
  being	
  gay	
  being	
  quite	
  regular	
  in	
  being	
  gay.”	
  A	
  shared	
  commitment	
  in	
  the	
  creation	
  of	
  

pleasure.	
  These	
  two	
  spend	
  their	
  time	
  “cultivating	
  their	
  voices.”	
  But	
  as	
  women,	
  as	
  second-­‐class	
  citizens,	
  how	
  would	
  they	
  gain	
  

this	
  privilege	
  of	
  voice?	
  Stein	
  repeats	
  over	
  and	
  over,	
  “by	
  being	
  a	
  gay	
  one,	
  a	
  regularly	
  gay	
  one.”	
  Here	
  playfulness	
  and	
  happiness	
  

are	
  inseparably	
  conjoined	
  with	
  the	
  ability	
  to	
  cultivate,	
  to	
  create,	
  to	
  know,	
  and	
  to	
  experience	
  a	
  life	
  of	
  one’s	
  own	
  choosing.	
  It’s	
  

a	
  liberating	
  text.	
  Historically,	
  it’s	
  unclear	
  when	
  the	
  common	
  term	
  
	
  slipped	
  from	
  one	
  meaning	
  to	
  another,	
  but	
  it	
  is	
  clear	
  

that	
  Stein	
  has	
  scripted	
  a	
  narrative	
  to	
  celebrate	
  the	
  possibility	
  of	
  creating	
  new	
  meaning.
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