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51st Street/Lexington Avenue-53rd Street
NINA YANKOWITZ
Tunnel Vision, 1988
Ceramic tile in lower pass
Tunnel Vision consists of handmade tiles that line
the 51st Street and Lexington Avenue subway
underpass. The 1,000 square-foot ceramic tile
installation contains a series of wide cracks that
appear as deep indentations in the form of
lightning bolts ripping through the site and
exposing bright blue marbleized water tiles.
Revealed within are seascapes that offer a view to
another realm. A ceramic relief architectural frieze
of the New York City skyline in red, black, and
white wraps around the top portion of the walls,
and column-like forms appear as pillars supporting
the ceiling. The passage is made to feel more
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Ciphers of Identity June 4 - July 8, 1994

Installation view south gallery
Deborah Kass, Barbara Kruger, Nina Yankowitz, Fred
Wilson

Installation view north and south galleries
Deborah Kass, Emilio Cruz, Simon Leung, Oliver Herring

Installation view south gallery
Nina Yankowitz, Fred Wilson, Lyle Ashton
Harris

Installation view north gallery
Adrian Piper, Elaine Reichek, Oliver Herring

Artists included in Ciphers of Identity:
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Emilio Cruz
Cheryl Donegan
Lyle Ashton Harris
Thomas Allen Harris
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Mark Rappaport
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Click here for a PDF version of the following Press Release.
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: May 3, 1994

Ciphers of Identity
June 4 –July 8, 1994
Curated by Maurice Berger
Nina Yankowitz • Fred Wilson • Jane Weinstock • Trinh T. Minh-ha
Marlon T. Riggs • Elaine Reichek • Mark Rappaport • Yvonne Rainer
Adrian Piper • Simon Leung • Barbara Kruger • Mary Kelly • Deborah Kass
Tom Kalin • Oliver Herring • Thomas Allen Harris • Lyle Ashton Harris
Cheryl Donegan • Emilio Cruz • Lutz Bacher
Throughout history, artists have often played a signiﬁcant role in shaping national and personal identity. Organized
by Maurice Berger, Senior Fellow at the Vera List Center for Art and Politics at the New School for Social Research,
New York, the exhibition explores the ways in which artists of varying racial, ethnic, sexual, and economic
communities have deﬁned cultural identity in the politically charged climate of America in the 1990’s. At a time
when racism, sexism and homophobia have become the linchpins in censorious and oppressive attacks against
marginal or oppositional culture, artists are now faced with fundamental political and aesthetic questions: In the age
of mass communication, can artists produce effective and moving work within high cultural contexts? Should
cultural ﬁgures and social communities under attack deﬁne themselves in relation to individual racial, sexual and
ethnic groups and risk divisiveness, or should a cultural politics of coalition and consensus be encouraged? Is it
possible for artists to represent themselves through multiple identities? What role should social, cultural, and art
history play in redeﬁning the role of self in modern society?
Ciphers of Identity examines the work of contemporary painters, photographers, ﬁlmmakers, and video,
performance, and installation artists who are committed to examining the complex relationship between identity
politics, forms of aesthetics address, and the struggle for social and cultural freedom. The show has a central
aesthetic and theoretical theme: each participant employs the formal and theoretical device of displacement –
allowing identity to exist outside of autobiography through displaced representations of the self – to question the
notion of a uniﬁed, coherent identity. By splitting the self into ciphers – in which the self is represented through
other people, articles of clothing, animals, objects, ﬁctional characters, skeletons, and other cultural icons – these
artists problematize the idea of identity as something immediately apparent and recognizable and hence a willing
partner to destructive and undermining stereotypes.
An innovative, forty-four page catalog accompanies the exhibition; the book contains a critical essay by Maurice
Berger, black and white reproductions and ﬁlm, video and performance stills of artists’ work, a checklist of the
exhibition, and a selected bibliography. To expand the discourse, the catalog includes a selection of quotes and
statements on the subject of identity from a broad range of intellectual, cultural, and political ﬁgures. Additional
information including biographies of the artists and curator are available upon request.
The exhibition originated at the Fine Arts Gallery, University of Maryland Baltimore County and will travel to the
University of California/Irvine, the University of South Florida/Tampa, the New Orleans Center for Contemporary
Art, and the Kemper Center at the Kansas City Art Institute. The exhibition is made possible with support from the
Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, The Elizabeth Firestone Graham Foundation, and the Maryland State
Arts Council.
Copyright 2006 Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, Inc. Click here for more detailed information.

Since a number of the works in the traveling exhibition have been shown extensively in New York, several have
been temporarily replaced by new pieces never before seen in New York.
Gallery hours are Tuesday through Saturday, 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., Mondays by appointment. There will be a
reception on Saturday, June 4 from 5:00 to 7:00 p.m. For more information or photographs, please contact Susan
Yung at (212) 226-3232.
TOP
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Scholarly Posts 1 and 2 by Allison Wright

Nina Yankowitz’s Crossings Promotes Religious Tolerance for Contemporary Audiences
From painting to sculpture to poetry to new media, Nina Yankowitz crosses boundaries with her art. She is a
woman of varied skills and interests who is not afraid to try new things and tackle new goals. Her career began in the
late 1960s/early 70s, a time ripe for an artist with a social conscious, and Yankowitz was up to that challenge. It was
against the feminist, civil rights, anti-war backdrop that the young artist began to develop her cross-genre, everchanging, collaborative method of producing work that has allowed her to look seriously at current issues and address
them
appropriately, and in the years since, her style has matured. In her 2009 interactive installation piece, Crossings,
originally shown at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Thessaloniki, Greece, she explores the motives behind religious
intolerance using the tools she has developed over the years. With Crossings (Fig. 1), Yankowitz creates an immersive,
multi-media environment that interacts with the audience on a contemporary level on a near spiritual level, inviting them
to learn and question their preconceived notions of religion and ultimately promoting the tolerance that stems of a place
of greater understanding.
Her previous work has focused on issues from feminism and racism to global warming. Grappling with heavy issues
is not a new concept to her. Much of her work from the past decade is dedicated to demonstrating the effects of global
climate change. Her Cloud House (Fig.2), from 2004, and Global Warming Window (Fig.3), from a 2012 exhibit
celebrating the opening of a sustainably-focused non-profit, educate the public on this important environmental issue.
[1] Both works use technology and shapes reminiscent of the home (a house and a window) to play out the horrible
and unpredictable weather patterns associated with climate change. As art historian Joyce Beckenstein writes in a
recent article on Yankowitz for Woman’s Art Journal: “Cloud House omens the extinction of the generic home as a
consequence of eco-carelessness.”[2] Cloud House is one of many glass houses Yankowitz has produced, with her
collaborators, and through this piece and how it addresses environmental (and subtly political) issues, it is easy to see
how Crossings came to be imagined and became the all-immersive, spiritual and educational work that it is. Built in the
shape of a traditional sanctuary, the building invites audience members to actually enter the space and interact with the
piece, which has been characterized as a game.[3] Cloud House and Global Warming Window are pieces for the
audience to watch, but in Crossings, they must participate. Writer and new media expert Frank Rose explores this
wave of participatory, immersive media in his book The Art of Immersion. The internet has upped audience’s
expectations of stories, movies, and games, and Yankowitz has tapped into this trend in her use of participatory media.
Crossings is her built world, designed to immerse and educate her audience, and Rose would say this is what a
contemporary audience demands of its entertainment.[4] In a world so focused on technology and new media and
“immersive video games,” Yankowitz’s idea of using immersion is an effective way of making her art piece engaging to a
contemporary audience, one that about which it is often thought their brains are being rewired, the brain being “almost
infinitely malleable” and completely affected by the technology available and potentially harder to interest, the more
technology that is available.[5] For the lesson of Crossings to be effectively learned, it must engage all of the physical
senses, with the possible exception of smell, and fully capture the curious, intellectual mind, getting audiences to put
down their smart phones and fully enter the world of the piece.
It does. When viewers enter Crossings, they are confronted by Yankowitz’s almost spiritual, encompassing world.
The room is dark, lit by projections of religious mosaics and other designs on the floor, and the wall that they must
control. The voices being played in the background are religious texts being read in their original languages.[6] These
texts are taken from the five major religions: Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Islam, as are the floor
designs. Having been presented with an infrared wand when entering, the “players” use it to tap the screen, which
lights up with words “that suggest narrative gospel shining through stained glass windows,” describes art history
Beckenstein. She goes on to describe the process: “Using the wand, the player selects one word per [six horizontal
lines] and slides that word from left to right, assigning it a relative weight . . . These word placements trigger a search

engine to locate scriptures that attribute similar emphasis to chosen words.”[7] The scriptures searched are the
scriptures from the five religions, color-coded though not explained. The players find out only after they leave and
receive a print-out of their self-created “Bible,” which religion each of the texts is from. Yankowitz told Beckenstein her
goal, saying she was questioning the political and social issues that stem from religious intolerance and began
wondering, “Are world religions really different? Or, are the same ideas and values pitched to each flock from a different
set of agendas?”[8] The audience enters Crossings, interacts with it, and is then reborn into the outside world, with a
new understanding of the sameness and fluidity of religions, and a printed handout to prove it.
The search engine technique and her use of associative words to find connections between short scriptures is
another example of how Yankowitz has successfully lived up to new media demands of today’s audience and of how
new media itself has changed the way people think. The internet has altered the ability to process long pieces of
information, and has instead played to the associative-strengths of our brain. Wikipedia being a prime example of this,
linking to new article after new article, finding connections between topics.[9] By developing her search engine,
Yankowitz proves that she has a deep understanding of the value modern technology and of reaching audiences across
it, especially if the goal of reaching them is to educate them. Also, by asking viewers to participate, even in 2009, she is
catering to a trend of people wanting to do more than look at art. They want to Tweet or Facebook, text or IM.
Basically, they want to talk about it and be a part of it.[10] Yankowitz predicted the development of this trend early on,
in 2009, and allowed her audience to engage directly with her art piece and gave them an element of control.
Yankowitz has created previous pieces that include elements of design, such as her “Tunnel Vision” in the New York
subway system from 1988 (Fig. 4), and she brings some of her understanding of design past into her activist work.[11]
This combination of design and activism reflects another side of activism that Yankowitz has touched on simply called
design activism, which, according to Design scholar Thomas Markussen, “is not a boycott, strike, protest,
demonstration, or some other political act” but is “a designerly way of intervening in people’s lives.”[1]2 It disrupts
people from their daily selves and gives them a new perspective on a familiar activity or place.[13] Crossings is, as
stated before, shaped like a church, with the mosaic floor typical of traditional churches. The players enter this shape
and make discoveries regarding religion, perhaps becoming a more enlightened being before exiting. By having this
transformation take place in a church-shaped area, Yankowitz is asking her viewers to draw parallels between this
experience of religion and the one typically found in churches. These conclusions are not forced on viewers, but the
message of the “game,” combined with the voices reading the scriptures, the immersiveness of the content, and the
physicality of the space, works to create a religious experience. Is this the sort of experience one should have within a
church or another type of religious building? Is it significant that Yankowitz chose a typically Christian form or is that
part of her designer’s eye (churches are the most common in America so perhaps the most likely to disrupt the viewer?
Shake their preformed views on the idea?) If this religious experience can happen in a piece of art, with words from all
of the different scriptures being read on repeat, almost like a mantra, then does religion need to be enclosed by the
walls of a church; do people need to be boxed in to one religion and forced to misunderstand and not engage in other
religions in order to to live moral lives? Is this art placing itself into religion or trying to understand religion?
The religious aspect of this work plays into a contemporary understanding of religion in art, which has developed and
changed significantly since the early days of art, most specifically since the Renaissance, when art began to be revered
for an artist’s skill and not simply its religious intent.[14] In even more modern times art has become detached from the
church almost entirely, and indeed created a piece that is simply “religious” is often not enough, even for religious
audiences.[15] Yankowitz’s work, while akin to a worshipful experience, “is not ‘religious’ in its intent,” says
Beckenstein.[16] She is merely commenting on the religious experience and cultural understandings of religious values
and trying “to reach across cultures” and get people to see past their “ethnocentric” ways, she told Woman’s Art
Journal.[17] This contemporary use of religion, while a form of activist education, is also a reflection of today’s evermore progressive society, as her understanding of new media is. Simple religious art is not welcome in the art world
and often looked down upon, and educated audience members are demanding more and more complex and thoughtprovoking world.[18] A work like Crossings is effective because of immersive, participatory qualities and its complexity,
its charge to the viewer to make them think, question, draw conclusions, act.
Crossings is an exemplary contemporary art piece of social activism, focusing on the new media demands of its

audience while addressing a long-standing social issue that is full of political and perhaps artistic implications. By
created an immersive and participatory world, Yankowitz is educating her viewers while at the same time challenging
them to stand up, pay attention. Participate, and in more than simply her work. While one downfall to new media is
that, especially in today’s world, it may never be “new” enough, and perhaps the ability to produce a timeless piece with
technology without fear of it becoming outdated is gone, but Yankowitz seems an artist capable of watching trends and
following them, of finding new collaborators and methods to spread her message. She, along with newer generations
of artists, will work to keep art relevant in this fast-paced world and continue using it as not merely an escape from
society, but a safe place to critique it and attempt to improve it. Time will tell.
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Fig. 1, Crossings, 2009.

Fig. 4, Tunnel Visions, 1988.
Fig. 2, Cloud House, 2004.
Fig. 3, Global Warming Window, 2012.

Andrew Hurst March 1, 2013 at 9:07 AM
Your post about Nina Yankowitz was very delightful to read. I found what Nina Yankowitz was trying to do to be very
interesting. I like that Yankowitz is trying to show and challenge her viewers to pay attention to what is around them.
I'm also glad that Yankowitz is trying to keep art around in the world today. I like how her previous work was focus on
problems like racism, feminism, and global warming. I surprise to learn that her past work was mostly dedicated to
the effects of global climate change, I don't know many artists that center their work around that, but I found it to be
very interesting.
Andrew Hurst

Jasmine Banks March 4, 2013 at 1 :36 PM
As someone who grew up in the church and surrounded by religion, I really like the idea and execution of
Yankowitz's Crossings. I think we spend so much time consumed in our own beliefs (whether religious or not)
that we tend to shut others out - not even realizing or considering the possibility that they may be similar in terms
of thoughts and values. I appreciate her stance on promoting not only religious tolerance, but understanding and
accepting other cultures as well.
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