
 
 

      Playing Word Games With Sacred Texts  
                   
                 By JOYCE BECKENSTEIN JULY 11, 2014 
  

                 
                         A mannequin styled as a priest, one of five “robotic devotees” in the exhibit.  
       Credit Gordon M. Grant for The New York Times    
 

The artist Nina Yankowitz is known for projecting words in glass houses, and oh  
how they can shatter the place.  For “Criss-Crossing the Divine,” her current 
exhibition at Guild Hall in East Hampton, she takes on sacred texts. “I’ve always 
been disturbed by the way religion is so often used to incite people towards 
divisive behavior,” she said of the interactive show, which is scheduled to run 
through July 27. “It prompted me to think of ways to motivate individuals to re-
examine their personal value judgments.”  
 
“Criss-Crossing the Divine” combines scriptures, digital games, video art, three-
dimensional animation and robotic avatars. Examining intolerance through the 
lens of five major religions — Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and 
Judaism — the lively, intuitive piece provides visitors with a different way to 
experience art, despite its rather serious implications. “I’ve been following her 
work for 20 years,” said Christina Mossaides Strassfield, Guild Hall’s director 
and chief curator. “It’s intellectual and conceptual — the kind of work that can, 
frankly, be boring for people to look at. But Nina transcends that. Her work 
comes alive; you have that ‘aha’ moment.”  

 



 

           
Playing the game at the heart of the piece.                                                                                                             
Credit Gordon M. Grant for The New York Times 

                                                                               Visitors entering the gallery 
initially find themselves in a 
“sanctuary” where  “robotic 
devotees”- mannequins dressed  

   in traditional garb representing 
the five faiths communicate 
through their respective spiritual 
gestures. A Jew in a tallit and 
skullcap prays, a priest raises his 
hands in blessing; a Buddhist 
wearing a robe nods meditatively, 
a Hindu wrapped in a sari clasps 
her hands in prayer, and a Muslim 
wearing a hijab raises her open 
hands to praise Allah. 

   
Behind these figures, a three-dimensional multifaith glass cathedral spins, 
trapped in an endless cycle of creation and destruction. The sound of the sea,  
of apocalyptic waters swooshing in, fills the space. Three-dimensional images  
of glass shards fly by. The devotees, however, are unscathed: Human folly may 
be able to destroy the architecture of religion, but it cannot shatter faith.  
 
After taking in these attention-grabbing images, visitors turn to the projection  
based game that is the heart of the piece. Displayed on one of the gallery’s walls  
is a virtually painted spiral vortex; displayed on another, a six-line graph. Tap on 
either “game board” with a laser rod, and a topic word, culled from a vast database, 
appears.  Up to five words may be selected at once, and players prioritize each one, 
assigning it high or low importance.  

 



 

      
      In addition to a priest, mannequins depicting a Jew, a Buddhist, a Hindu and a Muslim greet visitors. 

        Credit Gordon M. Grant for The New York Times 
 

The value that users place on the words cues the  
database to search for them within five holy books:  
the Tibetan Book of the Dead, the Old and New  
Testaments, the Quran and the Vedas (the Rig Vedas  
in particular are used for this exhibition). Passages  
from those texts and relevant to the chosen words pop  
up on the wall instantaneously, color-coded by religion,  
though players don’t learn the significance of the colors  
until much later.  
 
Visitors seem beguiled. The game momentarily endows  
each player with a bit of power, and there is a kind of a  
high that comes from playing high-tech wizard, wielding  
a wand and decreeing where, say, “God” should rank.  
But the endgame can be humbling when participants study  
their “plays.” 
  
Devon Leaver, 21, was among the perplexed. “I gave  
high priority to ‘Woman,’ and the word means something  
different to me than it does in these texts,” said Ms. Leaver,  
a Guild Hall employee. One passage that appeared on the  
wall said women must be covered. Another read, “Neither  
was man created by the woman, but the woman for the man.  
 



 Taking his turn, Joe Brondo, 32, gave the word “existence” a low 
value because, he said, he “thought of 
it as an egocentric word related to 
self-absorption.” Mr. Brondo said he 
was surprised at what the database 
produced because he had not 
considered the word “in terms of 
being, the existence of life itself.”  
He added: “I think this project will 
have people look inward, to think of 
their own values and compare them  
to different religions.” 

 
Challenging stereotypes appears to be one of the exhibition’s goals. Barry Holden, Ms. 
Yankowitz’s husband, an architect who serves as project coordinator for his wife’s 
installations, edited the 46,000 texts in the database down to readable lengths. 
 
“Some texts setting down rules emerged when religion was inseparable from economic 
and political life,” Mr. Holden said. “Faiths you stereotype as gentle have violent 
passages, those you may think are harsh advocate love and kindness, but in some 
instances the core values of each faith can be remarkably similar.”  
 
In addition to her husband, Ms. Yankowitz credits two international designers, Mauri 
Kaipainen, a Swedish media professor, and Peter Koger, an Austrian professor and 
software interface designer, for helping to create the user-friendly experience.  
 
One message to be taken from “Criss~Crossing The Divine” is that shifting cultural 
interpretations drive human behavior more than scriptural texts do. Players can reflect 
further by visiting a website where they can download a copy of their word rankings,  
a customized mini-bible of sorts. 

 
“This is the museum’s first interactive digital exhibition and it brings timely, 
technology-based art to a new millennium of Guild Hall museum visitors,” Ms. 
Strassfield said. It can also bring individuals face to face with their biases — a good 
idea in an age often marred by religious strife.  
_______________________________________ 

 
 
Nina Yankowitz: “Criss-Crossing the Divine” is at Guild Hall, 158 Main Street,  
East Hampton, through July 27. Information: guildhall.org or (631) 324-0806.  
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Mark Segal

Nina Yankowitz is illuminated by her Vortex Paint Game, one of two interactive
games in her Guild Hall installation, “CrissCrossing the Divine,” that invite
viewers to engage in a dialogue with sacred religious texts.

Nina Yankowitz: Searching Sacred Texts
The completed installation transformed Guild Hall’s Spiga Gallery into a virtual sanctuary or “theater in the

round,”

By Mark Segal | July 8, 2014  2:02pm

Slightly frazzled, toting coffee in a takeout container,
Nina Yankowitz admitted having been up until 4 a.m. —
not partying but working — as she welcomed a Sunday-
morning visitor to the Sag Harbor home she shares with
her husband, Barry Holden. While Mr. Holden, an
architect and sometime collaborator, disappeared,
laptop in hand, for a conference call, Ms. Yankowitz led
her guest to an upstairs living room overlooking Noyac
Bay.

It was a week before she was to begin the installation at
Guild Hall of “Criss-Crossing the Divine,” a gallery-sized
piece of enormous technological complexity involving
collaborators in Sweden, Austria, and the United States.
Her lack of sleep was understandable.

The completed installation, which will be on view through July 27, transformed Guild Hall’s Spiga Gallery into a
virtual sanctuary or “theater in the round,” as Ms. Yankowitz called it during a visit to the museum two weeks
later. A video of a rapidly revolving and mutating building — the artist refers to it as “Houses of Warship” — is
projected across the east wall of the gallery. Three robotic figures, Hindu, Catholic, and Buddhist priests, appear to
levitate above the gallery floor in the middle of the room, while two more, a Muslim woman and a Jewish man,
flank the video projection. The figures’ movements suggest the ways in which they worship.

Interactive games are projected on the gallery’s north and south walls. Visitors, using an infrared wand, are invited
to select words that appear in the sacred texts of all five religions. Each time a word is selected, color-coded
excerpts from the texts containing that word appear on an adjacent screen.

Both games function similarly, though with different visual configurations. Each is essentially a complex search
engine that not only chooses from more than 48,000 scripture selections but also organizes and reorganizes them
in a way specific to the player’s direction. Once finished, participants can save their search results, retrieve them
from a website, and learn from which religions the color-coded texts originated.

The intention of “Criss-Crossing the Divine” is to emphasize the similarities among the different scriptures and
their tendency to change over time. Ms. Yankowitz will discuss the project and related issues with Christina
Strassfield, the museum’s curator, on Sunday at noon.

The project, funded by a grant from European Mobile Lab for Interactive Media Artists (e-MobiLArt), was a life-
changing experience. “We met in five different countries,” Ms. Yankowitz said, “and I made my presentation each
time.” Mauri Kaipainen, a Swedish professor of media technology, designed the interactive multi-perspective
search engine; Peter Koger, an Austrian media technology professor, designed the software/hardware interface.
Other collaborators were Mr. Holden, who served as project coordinator, and Qing Tian Chen and Mark Klebach,
the robotics team. The project was developed almost entirely on Skype.
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Ms. Yankowitz was born in Newark and raised in South Orange, N.J. While still in high school, she said, she would
cut classes to hang out at the folk music venues in Greenwich Village, where she first heard about a collective of
artists, musicians, and poets called Group 212. She spent the summer of 1968 with the group in Woodstock, N.Y.
(the famous Woodstock Festival happened the year after), where she met Juma Sultan, a percussionist who played
with Jimi Hendrix, Archie Shepp, Sunny Murray, Dave Burrell, Kenneth Werner, and Bob Dylan.

It’s no wonder that much of Ms. Yankowitz’s work, ever since she earned a degree from the School of Visual Arts in
1969, has involved collaboration, interactivity, politics, and technology. She had her first exhibition in New York
that same year at the Kornblee Gallery, where she showed “Oh Say Can You See: A Draped Sound Painting,”
created in 1967-68. She painted the first few notes of the national anthem on cloth and hung it loosely on the
gallery wall. It was accompanied by a recording of the notes, distorted by Mr. Werner on a synthesizer. The work
combined an implied antiwar message and what was then cutting-edge technology with pushing the boundaries of
what a painting, or any artwork, could be.

Only four years out of art school, Ms. Yankowitz was selected for the Whitney Biennial in 1973. At the same time,
she was a founding member of the Heresies Collective, a feminist group that gave rise to Heresies magazine, which
was published from 1977 to 1992 and called into question many of the assumptions and practices of the art world.
“I was never interested in having work that used ‘female’ imagery or methodology,” she explained. “I totally
respected it, but it just wasn’t my thing. But Heresies opened a lot of doors for disenfranchised artists, and I realize
now it was necessary to take one thing, in that case female imagery, and push it through in order to make a
change.”

Ms. Yankowitz moved into a loft building on Spring Street in 1973, and two years later, while a visiting artist at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, she met Mr. Holden. They met again in 1980, when he moved to New York,
and were married in 1986. Their son, Ian, graduated from Northwestern University in 2012 and is a
cinematographer and film editor. They purchased the Sag Harbor house in 1993.

Ms. Yankowitz has long been involved with public art projects, many of them in collaboration with her husband.
Their last joint project was Interactive Poetry Walk, completed in 2009 in East Cleveland. Granite spheres
embossed with texts conceal speakers which, when activated by passersby, speak poetry by admired poets who
lived or worked in Cleveland. The spheres appear to be skidding to a halt, leaving behind imprints of poems inlaid
along granite paths for visitors to read. The project combines technology, interactivity, language, and visual
elegance.

Houses have figured prominently in Ms. Yankowitz’s work since 2000. The basic structure is constructed from
glass panels and aluminum framing. Like the house in Jennifer Bartlett’s paintings, it is a schematic, iconic image
that remains constant through various iterations. The glass walls of “Kiosk.edu,” which was exhibited in Guild
Hall’s sculpture garden in 2005, consist of quotations from artists, actors, architects, and writers. At night the
quotations are illuminated from within. “It’s about playing with words and contemplated concepts providing
windows into creative minds and the creative process,” said Ms. Yan kowitz.

“One night I woke up and told Barry I was going to make a cloud house,” she recalled. “He thought I was crazy.”
Intrigued by the idea of bringing the outside inside, Ms. Yankowitz read that ultrasound could produce mist from
tiny droplets of water. She placed water on the floor of the glass house and an ultrasound generator inside.
“Depending on the moisture outside, the barometric pressure, the cloud would move and change. I put little LEDs
in the generator so it would be lit at night.”

In 2011, at Galapagos Theater Space in Brooklyn, Ms. Yankowitz directed an interactive performance film with five
other collaborators. Titled “The Third Woman,” the starting point of the piece consisted of film clips shot in Vienna
by Pia Tikka and Martin Rieser, some of them in the same sewers where Orson Welles was pursued in the climactic
scene of Carol Reed’s film “The Third Man.” The Algorithmics, a group of models wearing costumes with QR codes
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on them, circulated through the audience, whose members could click on the codes and receive films clips and
questions to answer on their cellphones. Through their responses, the audience determined the outcome of the
final film via communal voting on a shared Wi-Fi network.

Ms. Yankowitz’s work has taken many forms over the course of her career. In addition to her exhibitions here and
abroad, she has executed many public projects, including an M.T.A.-commissioned tile installation in the 51st
Street Lexington Avenue subway station, two rooftop gardens at I.S. 145 in Queens, and public seating projects in
Denver and Santa Monica, to name just a few. Her work is in many public and private collections, including the
Museum of Modern Art, the Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, and the Bank of Boston International.
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Mark Segal
Arts Assistant/Reporter

631-324-0002

e-mail: mark@ehstar.com
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The Feminist Art Explosion: A Global Phenomenon Born In 1970
 

Ilka Scobie looks back on a vibrant period of art history and social change - Artlyst
Exclusive

Notorious for street crime, a crumbling urban infrastructure, abandoned buildings, and
homeless people, New York City, my hometown, was fertile ground for social and creative
resolution. 1970 was the year that the Ad Hoc Women’s Artist committee challenged the lack
of women in the 1969 Whitney Museum Annual, when only eight of the one hundred and
forty three artists included were women.  New York was where avante garde women artists
like Carolee Schneeman , Yoko Ono , and Charlotte Moorman were in the vanguard of
performance based work. Schneeman’s sexually explicit imagery pioneered the use of her
own body to explore the relationship between experience and imagination. In America’s
“Second Wave of Feminism”, women artists and critics banded together to challenge and
expand the male dominated art world. At the same time, in London, the first Womens
Liberation Art Group founded by Margaret Harrison formed in 1970.

1972 was the year “The Feminist Art Journal” began in NYC, and in England, a women’s
collective founded the feminist journal “Spare Rib.” A few years later, Heresies was born in
1977, and “Chrysalis” began publication in Los Angeles, where Judy Chicago had organised
the first feminist arts program in Fresno State in California. Forty years later, her
monumental multi media piece,  “Dinner Party” has found a permanent home in the
Elizabeth Sackler Feminist Art Center in the Brooklyn Museum.

Women-artists like Faith Ringgold, Nancy Grossman, Barbara Nessim, Mary Beth Edelson,
Martha Rosler, Miriam Schapiro, Harmony Hammond, May Stevens, Nina Yankowitz used
their art as an intersection between politics and creativity. Arlene Raven, Lucy Lippard,
Elizabeth Hess and Marcia Tucker were just some of the critics/historians/curators to address
the burgeoning artistic movement.

Speaking with Carey Lovelace, critic, historian and co-Curator and Commissioner (along with
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Holly Block, director of the Bronx  Museum) of the American Pavilion at the 2013 Venice
Biennale, she recalled the seventies as a time when, “Women began to meet and come to
lofts in Soho. It was the first time women saw other women-artists, and to see each other’s
work.” Coincidentally, the 2013 American pavilion is featuring a woman-artist, women-
Commissioners and fabricators of the exhibition.

As a young woman and poet, I became involved in consciousness raising groups that
focused on writing.  Womens CR  began in New York in 1967.Adapted from a tool of the Civil
Rights movement, participants “go around the room, talking about personal issues.” In
1973, probably at the height of CR, 100,000 American women  participated. At the same
time, visual artists banded together in similar groups to discuss and explore female
creativity.

Nina Yankowitz recalls her first show reviewed in the New York Times as a “one man show”,
which was followed a week later by critic Cindy Nemser writing a rebuttal article with the
headline, “Can Women have One Man Shows?” Nina recalls, “The Feminist Imagery in the
70’s depicted by Judy Chicago, Miriam Schapiro and Joyce Kozloff and many other women,
was invaluable to the Feminist Art movement. They developed a methodology based upon
the perception of the then disenfranchised activities commonly associated with women’s
work. For example, quilt making, sewing, embroidery, pattern and decoration, hormonal
recordings, handicrafts, knitting, pottery, were some of those addressed.” Nina’s installations
are internationally exhibited and a recent one woman exhibition was shown in
Williamsburg’s Galapagos Space.

Two women-artists (and friends) who began their careers in the late fifties and continue to
make vital and exciting work are Barbara Nessim (currently exhibiting at London's V&A
Museum ) and Nancy Grossman, both graduates of Pratt Institute in Brooklyn.  Barbara
began working as an illustrator right out of college and was an early explorer of computer
arts.

Barbara welcomed me to her beautiful sunny Village studio overlooking the Hudson River.
She showed me her treasure trove of sketchbooks, going back to 1963.

The Bronx born artist recalled being twenty-five and unmarried, and viewed as an oddity. “I
was consciously not married. I didn’t want to be married before I could support myself.”
In 1967, Barbara was the second woman to be hired as an instructor at the School of Visual
Arts. Teaching was a way for Barbara to exchange ideas, and she became a seminal
influence at Parsons The New School for Design, where she helped create their state-of-the-
art computer lab.

Because of her high visibility in the illustration world, “Time invited me to be an artist in
residence at Massachusetts Institute of Technology. I taught myself and became known as a
person working with computers. Computers made the art world open up and the Internet
has opened so many creative avenues.”  Today, she is heralded as a pioneer in the world of
digital arts.

The talented Nessim was “very focused on being an illustrator and making a living. In the
70’s Richard Lindener tried to get me a gallery. The Madison Avenue galleries all liked my
work. But one guy said to me, “How old are you? Look at you. People are going to look at
you and think you’re going to get married, have kids, and the gallery’s going to lose their
artist.” While Barbara did participate in group shows, she focused on iconic illustrative pieces
for major publications.  When her old friend Gloria Steinem founded Ms. Magazine, Nessim’s
signature undulating, sensual line helped define the hip vitality the magazine was recognized
for.
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Barbara’s current show at the Victoria and Albert Museum “An Artful Life” coincides with a
major monograph of the same name. At her studio, the surrealistic collages she is creating
dazzled me.  A recent project, “Chronicles of Beauty” features thirteen large-scale digital
collages printed on aluminum and commissioned by New York’s Eventi Hotel. The images
combine classical sculptures with photos gleaned from contemporary fashion magazines.

Nancy Grossman, friend and peer of Barbara remembers, “We were all accomplished and
loved each other a lot. Barbara was always so generous and supportive.”

Born in New York City, to an Italian mother and Jewish father, Nancy’s family moved upstate
to Oneonta. Living with her extended family, Nancy became the artist who sewed doll
clothes and made toys for the younger children. At twenty-three, after graduation from Pratt
Institute, Nancy began showing her drawings and paintings.  An early Richard Avedon photo
of Nancy shows her with her roommate Anita Siegal, “the only person I believed in.”
Together, the young women illustrated children’s books, hung out in downtown bars.  As the
young women artists painted and played in New York, “we shared a loft, and worked like
dogs and went to the bars. We never said we were artists. Anita would say she was a
hairdresser and I would say I was a manicurist.” At twenty five, Nancy won a Guggenheim
Fellowship for her early paintings, the only woman painter to receive the coveted award that
year.  In the following years, she illustrated several children’s books, even collaborating on
one with Anita.

At the same time, the Civil Rights struggle blazed across America, and later protests over
the Vietnam War took center stage. Anita Seigel was creating Op Ed illustrations for the New
York Times, and continued to do so for twenty five years. An early group, Women Artists in
Revolution (WAR) began to write to museums in protest of their corporate sponsorship, and
Nancy became a pivotal member of women’s artist groups that provided both support
systems and political protest.

By the time she was thirty, Nancy had five one-woman shows, and by the late sixties began
to work on what were going to become her iconic leather covered sculptural heads.
Grossman has said that the heads are “self portraits”, and likens the muzzled, locked in
heads to portraits of “self imposed and societal restrictions.” Although she is best known for
her leather sculptures, Nancy continues producing collages and drawings. She lives in
Brooklyn, in a magnificentally reconverted lumber yard, and recently had an exhaustive one-
woman show, “ Tough Life Diary” at the Tang Museum at Skidmore College.

Until her death, art critic Arlene Raven was Nancy’s companion. In her last years, Arlene,
along with Judy Chicago founded Rutgers University’s Feminist Art Project. Nancy and
Arlene, both foremothers of the women’s art movement, met through the Chicago Women’s
Archives and lived together in New York City, first on the lower east side, and later, in the
spacious reconverted lumber yard with sweeping ceilings and room enough for both Nancy
and Arlene’s studios.
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In writing this, the most rudimentary of introductions to a revolutionary cultural movement,
I am awed by the bravery and pluralism of our feminist foremothers, including the two
inspirational artists I was fortunate enough to meet with.

Carey Lovelace commented about the Feminist Art movement. “It changed everything. I
interviewed Eric Fischl (the prominent American realist painter) at California Arts. He
actually and very graciously said that the feminist bravery of expressing emotion through art
profoundly influenced him.”
“The opening up of the realm of the personal, pluralism, deconstructionism, all came out of
feminism. Using art to analyse, gender politics, the re-emergence of collage, are all
traceable back to feminism and it’s impact on contemporary art.”

Half a century after the stirrings of a feminist art movement, there is a strong presence of
women artists, curators, gallerists, museum staff, historians, critics. The specific female
imagery of the seventies has evolved to a creative cornucopia ranging from traditional
painting and sculpture to digital, performance, cyber, installations and multi media works.
Male artists  (like Nick Cave’s costumes and choreography and Will Cotton’s painterly
confections) embrace what was once designated “women’s work.”

In today’s commercial and complex art world, women continue to explore shifting political
agendas while expanding and promoting social change.

In 1970 Ilka Scobie was one of the 20,000 marching down Fifth Avenue in the first Women's
Strike for Equality. She is a poet and teacher whose prose have appeared in Artcritical,
Artnet and Italian Marie Claire.

Words: Ilka Scobie Photo credits top to bottom: 1.Barbara Nessim photo ©Dorothy
Handelman,2.Barbara Nessim c 1976 Photo © Seiji Kakazaki "The Dream", collage
and pen and ink 1983 "Untitled", collage pen and ink and watercolor. Nancy
Grossman with leather sculptures photo © Artlyst 2013/MOMA/ Tang Museum
4.Margaret Harrison Drawing (Courtesy, Payne Shurvell Gallery London) Judy
Chicago The Dinner Party courtesy Brooklyn Museum, Gloria Steinem & Barbara
Nessim in 2013 Photo © Artlyst 
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If you live in or near SoHo, you have probably 
noticed that the building at the corner of 
Spring and Mercer streets that was shrouded 

in scaffolding and netting for the past decade is 
now visible. The the former residence and studio 
of artist Donald Judd (1928-1994) at 101 Spring 
Street has been meticulously preserved by The Judd 
Foundation and will reopen after 3 years of intensive 
restoration work. The restoration project began on 
June 3, 2010 (the artist’s birthday) and will conclude 
on June 3, 2013. The building will be presented as it 
was when it was new and the interior – including the 
furnishings and works of art it houses – will be as it 
was when Judd lived and worked there. 

Rainer Judd, Judd Foundation co-president and daughter of the 
artist explains: “The careful and high-quality restoration of 101 
Spring Street is an achievement not only for Judd Foundation, 
in its service of the goals of Donald Judd, but also for the art 
community and the historic preservation community. With this 
restoration, I am proud to say that an exquisite building has 
been most sensitively restored and Judd’s home and studio is 
able to be shared with the community and the public.”

Indeed, the space remains true to its late-19th century con-
struction while leaving Judd’s interior design untouched and 
promotes a wider understanding and appreciation of Judd’s 
legacy. It was in the SoHo building where Judd developed his 
concept of “permanent installation,” where the placement of a 
piece of art is as important as the work itself, before he fully 
implemented his ideas in Marfa, Texas, where he moved in 1972 
and eventually purchased 40,000 acres of undeveloped land. 

The building itself has been “restored with the dual goals of 
non-interference to the original structure and to Judd’s interven-
tions, and studies were done with art and environmental conser-
vationists, as well as historic preservationists, to devise ways to 
improve conditions for the art without altering Judd’s care-
fully designed and installed spaces,” says a Judd Foundation 

spokesperson. This meticulous attention to detail has resulted 
in a careful balance between historic accuracy and modern 
upgrades, such as modifying the building’s fire, life safety, and 
other infrastructure to meet code and safety requirements.

Guided tours
Beginning in June, visitors will take guided tours through 

each floor of the building, where they will be guests in Judd’s 
kitchen, bedroom, living room, and, of course, his studio. 
Throughout the space are also numerous art pieces as Judd 
installed them, including sculptures, paintings, prints, and 
furniture by Jean Arp, Carl Andre, Larry Bell, John Cham-
berlain, Marcel Duchamp, Dan Flavin, David Novros, Claes 
Oldernburg, Ad Reinhardt, Lucas Samaras, Frank Stella, and 
Judd himself, alongside items Judd acquired during his travels 
abroad. Presenting the building to the public as such, the Judd 
Foundation is fulfilling its mission “to preserve Judd’s living 
and working spaces and promote a wider understanding and 
appreciation of Donald Judd’s legacy.” The tours will be by ap- Continued on next page

101 Spring 
Street Is Ready 
To Reopen
The studio of renowned artist Donald 
Judd has been meticulously restored.

by Yukie Ohta 
Community contributor

pointment only and will be in small groups led by artist guides 
who will provide information about the building and its history. 
Future plans include hosting public programs, such as readings, 
and film screenings. The building can, however, house lectures.

Judd’s work has been exhibited widely throughout the 
world in major museums including The Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York (1968, 1988); The National Gal-
lery of Canada, Ottawa (1975); Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, 
Eindhoven, The Netherlands (1987); and The Saint Louis Art 
Museum (1991) and more recently at The Museum of Modern 
Art, New York (1995); The Museum of Modern Art, Saitama, 
Japan (1999); Walker Art Center, Minneapolis (2001); and Tate 
Modern, London (2004), among others. Judd was also a critic 
for ARTnews, Arts Magazine, and Art International and his 
theoretical writings on art and exhibition practices have proven 
to be some of his most important and lasting legacies. 

Reflections from a SoHo artist
Nina Yankowitz, a SoHo artist and Judd’s former neighbor 

reflects, “[Judd’s] works, devoid of emotional expression, re-
flected the cold, industrial, commercial, America as it was and 
still is. His voice rings true today as artists use hybrid forms 
e.g. robotics, interactive media, and virtual reality technology 
to define America now.” She adds, “While I was a young artist 

living in TriBeCa and exploring how linguistics was used in 
artistic practice during the late 1960’s, I was simultaneously 
drawn to the industrial materials Donald Judd used to create his 
architectonic serial forms, as if a language of conjugations seri-
ally defining space and form.”

In 1989, Donald Judd wrote an essay entitled “101 Spring 
Street,” where he recalls his vision for the building when he 
moved in: “I thought the building should be repaired and basi-
cally not changed. It is a 19th-century building. It was pretty 
certain that each floor had been open, since there were no signs 
of original walls, which determined that each floor should have 
one purpose: sleeping, eating, working. The given circum-
stances were very simple: the floors must be open; the right 
angle of windows on each floor must not be interrupted; and 
any changes must be compatible. My requirements were that 
the building be useful for living and working and more impor-
tantly, more definitely, be a space in which to install work of 
mine and of others.”

“The interrelation of the architecture of 
101 Spring Street, its own and what I’ve 
invented, with the pieces installed there, 

has led to many of my newer, larger pieces, 
ones involving whole spaces. Several main 
ideas have come from thinking about the 

spaces and the situation of that building.” 

Donald Judd, 1977

Carol Goodden, founder the of iconic SoHo restaurant Food 
and friend of the Judd family remembers that “Judd used each 
floor only for one purpose, and because of the simplicity of that, 
each floor was a sculpture all its own. On the far north end was 
a space allowed for the bathroom where there was a stainless 
steel sink which Judd had designed and was rather like his own 
box sculptures, very neat, precise and perfect.” Another floor, 
she adds, was at one time devoted to cacti. The entire floor, up 
against the windows had multiple types of cactus plants that Judd 
had brought back from the West. 

The only single-use, cast-iron structure left in SoHo, the 
building was constructed in 1870 by Nicholas Whyte and was 
purchased by Judd in 1968. It is part of the SoHo-Cast Iron 
Historic District and is also one of the founding sites of the 
Historic Artists’ Homes and Studios for the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation. The restoration, led by New York City 
design firm Architecture Research Office (ARO) and overseen 
by Judd Foundation board members, cost approximately $23 
million, and was funded in part by the Lower Manhattan Devel-
opment Corporation and the Federal Save America’s Treasures 
Grant Program administered by the National Park Service, 
among other public and private sources.

The Judd Foundation is, in essence, creating the physical 
embodiment of a memory. 101 Spring Street will be the trace 

Beginning in June, visitors will take guided tours through each floor of 
101 Spring Street, where they will be guests in Judd’s kitchen, bedroom, 
living room, and, of course, his art studio. Throughout the space are also 
numerous art pieces as Judd installed them. Pictured above view of the 
fifth floor, facing North, while it was under renovation.  
Photo courtesy of the Judd Foundation
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that was left by Judd, along with a bygone group of people in 
a bygone era, whose ethos will be present in what is preserved 
there. It is the only comprehensive physical proof of how people 
in SoHo lived, worked, and played back in the 1960’s and 1970’s 
when Judd lived there with is family, and as such, it is the equiv-
alent of an archaeological dig that uncovers a lost civilization. 

Flavin Judd, Judd Foundation co-president and son of the 
artist reflects: “We worked hard to preserve all aspects of the 
original building and also all of Don’s modifications to it. He 
worked on the building on and off for over 20 years so there is 
a lot of history and development. We tried to change as little 
as possible, because the building is already great, and there is 
no need for improvement, just careful maintenance. This was 
101 Spring Street’s 140-year check-up. Unfortunately it needed 
surgery, but it shouldn’t need anything else for at least another 
140 years.”

The building is all at once museum, gallery, 
historic landmark, education space, 

memorial, archive, and a home. 

The fact that there is no word in the English language that 
accurately describes what the Judd Foundation has done with 
101 Spring Street speaks to the ground-breaking vision of 
Judd and his foundation. One could call it a museum only as 
a default, catch-all term that the public can comprehend, but 
it is much more. A “visitor experience space” of sorts, it is all 
at once museum, gallery, historic landmark, education space, 
memorial, archive, and a home. 

To enter 101 Spring Street is to physically enter a memory, 
one’s own personal memory of SoHo merged with that of the 
larger community that is eagerly awaiting to see how Judd’s 
vision, carried forward by the foundation that bears his name, 
will be honored and preserved.

For additional information, call the Judd Foundation at 
212-219-2747, email to info@juddfoundation.org, or visit the 
organizaton’s website at juddfoundation.org

As SoHo Life went to press, 101 Spring Street was still under renovation, 
with a targeted opening date of sometime in June. Here is a peek at the 
building under construction, as well as some historic photographs.

Top row, from left: Donald Judd with his students. The sculpture, Andre, 
on the first floor of the building.

Middle row, from left: The fourth floor of 101 Spring Street, looking west. 
A portrait of Donald Judd.

Bottom row, from left: The second floor of the building while under 
renovation.  The exterior of 101 Spring Street.  The fourth floor of the 
building, facing south. 
 
All photos courtesy of the Judd Foundation



25th February 2013
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, ever-
changing, 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
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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 ever-
more 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 thought-
provoking 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. 2, Cloud House, 2004.

Fig. 3, Global Warming Window, 2012.

Fig. 4, Tunnel Visions, 1988.
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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
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25th February 2013
This is to go along with my scholarly post.  It is listed in the endnotes, but I figured I'd put a
separate link to it to draw attention to it. It is a brief documentary about viewing the piece
Crossings, by Nina Yankowitz:

Safari Power Saver
Click to Start Flash Plug-in

-Allison

Posted 25th February 2013 by Ally Wright

Crossings Brief Documentary
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25th February 2013
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, ever-changing, 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
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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
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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 ever-more 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
thought-provoking 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.
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Fig. 2, Cloud House, 2004.

Fig. 3, Global Warming Window, 2012.

Fig. 4, Tunnel Visions, 1988.
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23rd February 2013

Hello! 

My forthcoming scholarly post will focus on another side of Nina Yankowitz, but here is an
article describing an exhibit she was a part of focusing on environmental issues.  Her piece
was a window that acts out the effects of climate change, showing the weather changing
drastically and unpredictably in a short span of time.  Some of the other artists focused on
endangered species, recycling, and more: Click here
[http://riverheadnewsreview.timesreview.com/2012/10/40444/riverhead-exhibit-art-for-natures-
sake/] to read more and see some of the cool ways artists are educating the public on
environmental issues!  And here
[http://media.timesreview.com.s3.amazonaws.com/suffolktimes/files/Nature3_web.1.jpg] for a
picture of Yankowitz's window.

-Allison

Posted 23rd February 2013 by Ally Wright

An Exhibit about Mother Nature (with
Nina Yankowitz)

 0 Add a comment

23rd February 2013

I would like to introduce my teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, he is an artist and speaker for 
peace.  Anyone who listen to his teaching will be enlighten, because he speaks the truth, 
and the truth is PEACE.  I admired him deeply because he sacrifice his youth and all the 
remainder of his life for the sake of other and help them achieve inner and outer peace.  I 
choose to talk about Thich Nhat Hanh because he helps awaken my inner self which allows 
me to walk like a free person, like Jesus and Buddha. His calligraphic art is peace, 
everything he do and speaks is peace.  One of his core teaching is living in the moment, it is 
often that we are here, but our mind is somewhere else.  If we could bring our mind back to 
our body, then we could truly live and experience life to the fullest and this is also peace. 
Would you like to experience peace?  Would you like to walk like a free person, like Jesus 
and Buddha?

Peace in Every Step

http://www.ct.gov/caes/lib/caes/documents/publications/bulletins/b1018.pdf
http://artactsout.blogspot.com/2013/02/an-exhibit-about-mother-nature-with.html
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http://media.timesreview.com.s3.amazonaws.com/suffolktimes/files/Nature3_web.1.jpg
http://www.blogger.com/profile/18055670190208189119
http://artactsout.blogspot.com/2013/02/an-exhibit-about-mother-nature-with.html
http://artactsout.blogspot.com/2013/02/peace-in-every-step.html
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Nina Yankowitz, a pioneer feminist artist, takes the word
as her vehicle and drives it from its most abstract,
primal form through an expansive contemporary

lexicon of databases. Cutting a zigzag path through her own
shifting perspectives, she steers her message through traditional
media—painting, mosaic, and sculpture—then, without missing
a stop, through performances, high-tech installation art, and
cyberspace. But high- or low-tech, she refuses to stick an
emblematic stamp on her work. In fact, she recalls the lament of
one curator, who in 1985 quipped, “You just don’t fit into any
slot.”1 Yankowitz is happy to keep it that way.

Her process, consistent albeit eclectic, reaches its apotheosis in
Crossings (2009; Figs. 1 and Pl. 7) an installation/game that
premiered at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Thessaloniki,
Greece.2 Religious texts provide the thematic armature for this
project, but the work is not “religious” in its intent. Crossings,
instead, takes religious scriptures as an organizing principle to
underscore how tangled cultural values blur the intent of words
as they appear in the texts of the world’s five major religions. In
it, Yankowitz asks: “Are world religions really different? Or, are
the same ideas and values pitched to each flock from a different
set of agendas?” Taking as her premise that the world’s religions
preach essentially the same core values, she concurs with Lucy
Lippard’s observation that ethnocentric differences account for
narrow-mindedness, and that  “Everyone is ethnocentric to some
degree…It’s not easy to reach across cultures.”3

Crossings uses technology as a reasoning tool to bridge
multicultural divides by cross-referencing scriptural texts to
illustrate the similarities that unite most faiths. Yankowitz
makes this conceptual exercise easy for new-millennium
audiences by presenting her message as an intriguing
electronic, interactive game. Players entering Crossings find
themselves in a virtual temple representing the world’s five
major faiths: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and
Judaism. A schematic projection of composite religious
architecture, symbolizing the unifying principles of all faiths,
slowly rotates on an entrance wall. Entering the installation’s
inner sanctum, the player stands on a floor projection of iconic
mosaics—quatrefoils, stars, arabesques, and circles. An
electronically woven soundtrack plays a chorus of voices
simultaneously reading scriptures from Old and New
Testaments, Buddhist and Hindu texts, and the Qur’an. They
speak many tongues in a multitude of cadences and dialects,
including Arabic, English, German, Hebrew, and Italian.

A player activates the “game” with a hand-held infrared
wand. Tapping the wall with it lights up the dark space with
illuminated words that suggest narrative gospel shining
through stained glass windows. On one wall, bright red words,
randomly selected from a database of thousands, emerge along
six horizontal lines. Using the wand, the player selects one word
per line and slides that word from left to right, assigning it a
relative weight. Placing a word to the far left ascribes it a low
weighting or value, way to the right, the highest weighting.
These word placements trigger a search engine to locate
scriptures that attribute similar emphasis to the chosen word(s).
The results appear simultaneously on an adjacent wall, now
color coded in LED light, hued orange, blue, green, yellow, and
purple, a different color assigned to each of the five represented
faiths.4 Comparative scriptures about death, for example,
uniformly agree that death is a given, but that it arrives in
different forms. Three examples allocating a high weighting to
the word “death” produced these examples: 

“Death even to the well-fed man comes…in varied shape.”5

“And what is death? The parting and vanishing of beings out
of this or that order of being.” 6

“And every man shall be put to death for his own sins.” 7

NINA YANKOWITZ
RE-RIGHTS/RE-WRITES

By Joyce Beckenstein

Fig. 1. Nina Yankowitz, Crossings (2009), interactive installation with
computers, infrared tracking wiimote, projectors, metal wand, variable
size. Photo: Mauri Kaipainen.
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The curious, seduced by the game, may ask: “Will
scriptures vary when “death” is given a lower
weighting? How are less emotionally charged words
such as “if,” “should,” or “want” treated? They can
find out by reweighting the words and/or choosing
others with a wand tap. Players don’t, however,
learn the color-coded religious sources of their
choices until they finish the game and press a SAVE
button to retrieve a printout. 

The lure of the “game” deflects the often-prickly
issues undermining cross-cultural conversations
about faith, so it is with a sense of play that one
enters the Crossings sanctuary. Further easing the
dialog, players are usually surprised to find that, for
all the wand waving, the scriptures hardly vary. But
the endgame becomes problematic as those leaving
the sanctum, self-edited “bible” in hand, stop to
ponder the choices they’ve made. It becomes clear
that during the moment spent as an anointed wizard in high-
tech Oz, the wielded wand took the mercurial temperature of
their personal biases. That prompts the sober question: “What
are the consequences when an individual or single institution
assigns values to these words and interprets them to sway
human attitudes?” Yankowitz’s wand here cuts a wide and
deep swath, from self-reflection to global value systems,
making clear that individuals, not scriptural texts, drive
human interactions. If her premise is correct, then information
technology (the one thing in our global universe that all seem
to worship) may presage an effective means of fostering
greater understanding. Crossings points the way.

Computers and information technology are for today’s
artists what marble was for Michelangelo and pocket-sized
tubes of paint were for Monet. Microchips and software are the
new tools informing today’s visual language. From its onset,
artists have found in the electronic age a riveting way to
engage audiences more directly, and to navigate art’s dead
zone—that space between the viewer and what hangs on the
wall or sits on a pedestal. In 1967, Robert Rauschenberg,
working with Billy Klüver, a research scientist at Bell Labs, and
then joined by Robert Whitman and Fred Waldhauer, formed
Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), “an organization
devoted to facilitating interaction between artists and
engineers in order to address the technical challenges of
realizing artistic concepts.”8

Now, almost fifty years later, technology makes possible art
that is intensely complex in its logistics but remarkably user-
friendly for the viewer/participant. Such art most often
requires collaborations between the artist, who provides the
conceptual blueprint for the work, and the technology experts
who make the art happen. For Crossings, Dr. Mauri Kaipainen
a professor of media technology at Södertörn University
(Sweden), who holds a PhD in musicology and cognitive
science, recalls it this way:

I got to know Nina in Rovaniemi, Finland in 2008 at the
eMobilArt meeting of artists and scientists. I was
impressed with her sketches for the Cathedral project

[Crossings] as well as her … enthusiasm. We focused on
the issue of (religion and) mutual understanding …
elaborating the idea cross the seas in an endless number of
skype calls … always enjoyable as creative brainstorms,
but never systematic and organized. During the fall of
2008 and winter, 2009, the idea matured to something that
would combine the intellectual challenge with an
interesting and beautiful interface.9

Kaipainen says it was his role “to define the automated means
to annotate the massive amounts of religious text so that the
computer would always be able to find the related topics from
the database in which they were stored.” He credits Peter
Kroger, who came aboard later in the project, as the “tech
hero,” who made everything work, with very short warning.”

Some of Yankowitz’s earliest works were collaborative
efforts; they weave a thread throughout her story that unfolds
against the backdrop of the feminist revolution, Vietnam War,
civil rights movement, and a reinvention of the art object. She’s
also embraced technology in her many incarnations of the
word as musical notation, abstract sign, automatic scrawl,
relief, minimal glyph, narrative text, and bar code. After a
quick start out of the gate as a feisty young artist, she faded
into the background for awhile, as did many women artists
who came of age in the 1960s. Now she’s again hit her stride,
this time using high-tech art on a global interactive stage.

Yankowitz was a student at The School of Visual Arts in
New York City in 1968, a time when “the rebellion initiated in
the fifties by the Beats, on the one hand, and civil rights
activism on the other, exploded into a full-fledged
counterculture.”10 She spent that summer with Group 212 in
Woodstock, New York,11 befriending other young artists and
performers. Most of them, enraged by the Vietnam War and
emboldened by the nascent cries of civil rights and feminist
activists, were finding their voices in protest. Baby boomer
artists who teethed on Warhol’s Brillo boxes bit into more
iconoclastic forms, and musicians, most notably Bob Dylan,
wrote “complex lyrical songs that ranged from powerful social
commentary to symbolic tales with profound poetic
imagery.”12

Fig. 2. Nina Yankowitz, Oh Say Can You See – A Draped Sound Painting (1967-68),
latex paint on cotton duck, audio by Phil Harmonic a.k.a. Ken Werner, 4’x10’x 6”.
Photo: Jay Cantor.
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In Woodstock, Yankowitz recalls, “I met Ken
Werner13 Sunny Murray, Dave Burrell and Juma Sultan,
who made drums for Bob Dylan. I met Juma at Dylan’s
house … Dylan let me in. I was so intimidated.” She
performed, danced, and draped bolts of patterned
lounge chair fabric through the trees. The dalliance of
youth? On the contrary. This intuitive experimentation
that August produced a seminal work, Oh Say Can You
See—A Draped Sound Painting (1968; Fig. 2). Yankowitz
here painted the music score of the first bar of the
national anthem on a stretch of cloth then attached it to
a wall like a haphazardly hung curtain. Wanting to
protest the Vietnam War, she asked Kenneth Werner to
use a synthesizer to distort the anthem to match the
comically droopy swag of the piece. This young artist,
already adept at blurring distinctions between images and
sound, could also play a subversive hand, here casting a
patriotic icon and its heroic song in the less honorable light of an
ill-conceived war. 

Such anti-war activism paralleled a formal art movement
that reconsidered traditional forms and stretched the
boundaries for making art. By 1971, “sculpture” might well
have passed as an answer to the question “What is a
painting?” Robert R. Littman made that the point of his 1971
exhibition, “Hanging/Leaning,” which left it up to the
artwork to decide its identity. He wrote in the catalog
introduction, “Matter and gravity, not structure or space, were
primary considerations … a renewed freedom existed—letting
the material ‘make itself’ instead of order being imposed.”14

Yankowitz’s Untitled (1969), a painted canvas, falling in folds
and pleats similar to those of Oh Say Can You See, hung in sync
with its gravitational pull, more sculptural than painterly in its
disdain for the flat wall. Yankowitz and Eva Hesse were the
only women in this show, which included art by Robert
Morris, Joel Shapiro, and Keith Sonnier.

In 1973, The Whitney Museum formally acknowledged the
obsolescence of conventional definitions for new genres by
merging their annual exhibitions—one year painting alternating
with one year sculpture—into biennial extravaganzas.
Yankowitz exhibited Painted Thread Readings (1973), a work
made of duck binding that she stripped down to threads, then
coated with red paint, reweaving, twisting, and braiding the
fibers into a richly textured hanging scroll. With nubbed
pigment forming text-like “reading paths” down its surface, the
painting was so ambiguous as to be singled out by John
Perreault, in the Village Voice, as an example of “notable
sculpture”!15

In a subsequent series of works, Dilated Grain Readings
(1972–74; Fig. 3), Yankowitz linked the run-on visual rhythms
seen in her Whitney piece with the idea of rhythmic sound.
“When I hear sound I see color, and when I see color I hear
sound,” she says. There are some physical bases for these
connections, but Rudolf Arnheim has distinguished between
science and synesthesia. “Some people see colors when they
hear sounds,” he writes.16 Yankowitz’s sensations are of the
synesthetic variety, but she explores them with Newtonian
zeal. Her densely textured Dilated Grain Readings read like

prehistoric glyphs, a Ur Song, in Braille, done on linen. From a
distance these colorful notations resemble musical scores. Up
close, beads and bubbles of color squeezed straight from the
tube look more like a primitive tapestry. 

Years later, Yankowitz began to write free-form verse,
straddling the words with automatic writing in the form of
black and white scribbles. Then she elaborated her idea of text-
as-scribbled-notations in a two-act opera, Scenario
Sounds/Personae Mimickings or Voices From The Piano (1979; Fig.
4). Conjugating her “libretto” into a score of red, blue, and
green scrawls, she now added sound—guttural groans and
falsetto trills—that she interpretively sang with French,
German and Italian inflections in a 1980 performance for the
12th International Poetry Festival in New York.17 Joyce
Kozloff’s introduction to the limited-edition, hand-signed
artist’s book with audio cassette (1981) offers a keen
understanding to Yankowitz’s uninhibited but serious vision: 

I found my friend Nina … who … never studied …
(foreign language or music) … at the piano, bursting into
“opera” … a bizarre range of sounds suggesting
personalities, emotions, dialects, all juxtaposed in a
cacophonous collage.… The audience took the proceed-
ings quite seriously. I … felt … amusement at Nina’s
sheer chutzpah.18

Yankowitz later recorded a Scenario Sounds CD.19 This
not–so-easy-to-listen-to avant-garde recording commingled
sound and voice the way her dilated thread paintings wove
color and texture. The montage of dialects also points to the
orchestration of tongues that inform several later works,
including Crossings. As Kozloff summed it up, “Nina
transformed visual art into a temporal and aural experience …
her ideas accessible in a new way.”20

For a woman artist in the 1970s, Yankowitz had an amazing
start, being included in the first Whitney Biennial and in exhibi-
tions at the few New York galleries then featuring women
artists. She recalls: “Jill Kornblee, who exhibited Dan Flavin and
Malcolm Morley, initially said she didn’t show women artists,
but ultimately added many to her stable, including Janet Fish
and me.” Kornblee held three solo exhibitions of Yankowitz’s
works between 1969 and 1971. James R. Mellow, in a New York
Times review, referred to Yankowitz’s “second one-man show”

Fig. 3. Nina Yankowitz, Dilated Grain Readings (1972 -74), extruded acrylic/flash
paint on linen, 109” x 49”.  Photo: Alan Nyssola.
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at Kornblee. He described the work as “tasteful, like a decorative
wall hanging … seductive … between old-fashioned easel paint-
ing and some new species of handcraft.”21 “Can Women Have
‘One-Man’ Shows?,” cried Cindy Nemser in her op-ed response
to the review. “Mellow still has not caught on… women are not
ashamed of their sex and resent being mistaken for men.”22

About the same time, Yankowitz personally faced a number
of conflicting feminist issues. “I felt two-faced exhibiting my art
while others were unfairly ignored. I was included in the ‘73
Whitney Biennial, where I had previously marched in protest of
their disproportionate representation of women.” It is
interesting to note the similarities between Yankowitz’s feminist
experiences and those of Louise Bourgeois, one of feminism’s
greatest heroes and role models, who despite her stature still
experienced feminist conflict as late as the 1990s.  In their
documentary film, Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, the Mistress and
the Tangerine, filmmakers Amei Wallach and Marion Cajori
capture Bourgeois’s solidarity with women trumping her artist
persona. When the Guggenheim Museum launched its SoHo
space with the 1992 exhibition, “From Brancusi to Bourgeois,”
Bourgeois joins ranks with activists protesting the museum’s
token nod to all women by including her as the only woman in
that show. But “feminism established Bourgeois’s reputation,”
says Wallach,23 voicing a fact of life for most every woman who
crested on the wave of the feminist revolution.

Though Yankowitz was an active participant in the feminist
movement—a member of the “mother” collective that formed
the groundbreaking magazine Heresies, and interviewed by
Joan Braderman, whose documentary, Heretics,24 chronicles
that publication’s evolution, she was later side-stepped. She
was, for example, unmentioned in retrospectives such as
Global Feminisms, which “included artists with a more a direct
feminist agenda as well as ones who do not proclaim
themselves as feminists but definitely raise feminist and
gender issues in their work.”25 Yankowitz acknowledges
viewing the movement’s purpose differently from many of her
sister activists, and says: “I didn’t believe you had to reference
female issues using female-specific imagery to be a feminist….
I thought of the movement more as a way to end the divisions
between male-female-gay-heterosexual genres. Now, looking
back, I recognize the importance then of projecting a unified
voice through that inherent female imagery.” 

She claims no specific seat along the feminist spectrum, but
the movement infiltrates Yankowitz’s sensibility as it does the
consciousness of anyone—male or female—who lived through
those formative years, or who has since reaped its rewards.
More specifically, few women artists can deny the direct or
indirect influence of gender-focused artists, such as Judy
Chicago, whose The Dinner Party (1974–79), celebrating the
achievements of well- and lesser known women throughout
history, also raised craft to the level of high art.

During the 1970s and 1980s, the Pattern and Decoration
(P&D) movement countered the tenets of formalism with

crafts and craft-inspired art, including folk art, fabric designs,
quilts, embroidery, and tile art. While Yankowitz was not a
direct participant in that movement (though she says she was

invited to participate), many of her colleagues and friends—
Joyce Kozloff and Miriam Shapiro included—were among the
movers and shakers of this celebratory craft revival. “Where
convinced modernists saw Minimalism’s aloof stillness, silence,
and simplicity as potent with rarefied meaning, others could
comprehend only a void,” writes H. H. Arnason, in his
discussion about P&D.26 Concurrent with the movement,
Yankowitz created many tile installations, including two
ceramic murals for New Jersey schools for the blind and hearing
impaired.27 Incorporating her use of abstract glyphs as “text”
into ceramic, she used clay slip oozed from ketchup bottles onto
handmade tiles, approximating “Braille” for the deaf to “hear”
and the blind to “see.” These tile works anticipate her later
narrative works and interactive installations. 

For Hell’s Breath – A Vision of Sound Falling (1982; Fig. 5),
curated by William Hellerman for P.S. 1, Queens, New York,28

Yankowitz again integrated sound as she had in her draped
works and opera, and as she would do later with Crossings’s
sacred voiceovers. But this scenario played more like “Hell –
The Musical.” It consisted of an impressive room-size “stage
set,” comprising eight red, white, and black ceramic tile panels
surrounded by a frieze. High-relief images of devils with gaping
mouths, and snakes set the stage for a sound experience: a
wafting cacophony of metallic groaning church organs and
fallen souls echoing remorseful wails. The vibrations,
experienced as the sensation one feels in the groin when an

Fig. 4. Nina Yankowitz, Scenario Sounds/Personae Mimickings or Voices
From The Piano (1979), page from 1/6 limited edition silkscreen print
books, 8 1/2" x 11". Photo: Nina Yankowitz.
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elevator drops, vividly captured the idea of falling from grace.
“I didn’t want to be known as a tile artist,” Yankowitz says

almost as abruptly as her flirtation with craft looked elsewhere.
There’s this wrecking ball in Sphere (1990), a fresco-secco paint-
ing made on canvas panels abutting one another like tiles, that
indeed sounds the death knell. Included in “The Technological
Muse: Affirmation and Ambivalence in American Machine
Imagery (1840-1990),” the 1990 inaugural exhibition for the
Katonah Museum of Art, Sphere consists of a cannon-like ball,
powered by an electric train motor, hurtling along a track in
front of an abstract cityscape painting, a commotion of abstract
ovals, circles, and triangles. The ball disappears and reappears
through two black spiky blast holes puncturing the work.
Yankowitz describes the piece as a study of layered perspec-
tives. Compositionally, she teases the viewer’s sense of center
as the eye follows the moving ball. Thematically, the ball as
bullet train suggests the speed of travel through time and
space. And politically, in keeping with the exhibition’s theme,
the machine-made wonders facilitating life portend a descent
into some dark and dangerous abyss. Her thoughtful analysis
of these multiple perspectives dis-
sects her sensibilities, which then
barrel headlong into issues of gen-
der, bias, ecology, and faith.

An important travelling group
exhibition in 1993, “Ciphers of
Identity,”29 dealt with racism, sexism,
homophobia, and subjugation. It
included Yankowitz’s Dog on Beam
(1993; Fig. 6), a sculpture of a copper
dog stuck in place on a balance bar,
unable to reach its ball, without
falling. Maurice Berger wrote that:
“the perilously perched animal…
recalls our own struggle against the
destabilizing forces of society…. A…
(humiliating) balancing act that
continually undermines any stable
sense of center.”30

Humiliation also informs
Yankowitz’s Yellow Man (1998),
exhibited in “Size Matters” at
Gale Gates Gallery in New York.
This small faceless and feckless
mechanized robot, perched on a
pedestal attached to the wall,
mindlessly salutes no one in
particular as he babbles slavish
salutations—“yes sir,” “no
ma’am,” etc.—in a variety of
languages and dialects, reminis-

cent of both the gibberish of Scenario Sounds and the sacred
echoes in Crossings.

But it is with a series of glasshouses, created between 2002
and 2009, that Yankowitz’s interests—with themes, text-base
imagery, and technology—coalesce into a mature body of
signature works. Yankowitz loves to play with tension, and
these glass architectural structures, shielding all they expose,
make sturdy but vulnerable homes for both her didactic
tableaus and her implied narratives, particularly her ecological
themes. They also provide a neat wrap for her fascination with
oddball multimedia combinations, as evidenced in Femme
Fatale (2003; Fig. 7). As close as Yankowitz to that date came to
gender specific imagery, it contains a model F-15 suspended
upside down over a pile of fluffy white feathers that Lilly Wei
referred to “as an ironic equation of war machines with the
female body.”31 Teeming with subversive contrasts—
strong/weak, male/female, war/peace, nature/ machine—the
work was included in “Outside/In,” an exhibition Joyce
Kozloff curated for Wooster Arts Space.

For later glasshouses (prototypes for the schematic

Fig. 5. Nina Yankowitz,  Hell’s Breath –
The Sounds of Falling (1982), ceramic
relief panels  with frieze, 5’ x 37’ x 3”.
Photo: Barry Holden.

Fig. 6. Nina Yankowitz, Dog on Beam (shown with Empowered) (1992), copper, aluminum ball, leather,
5’ x 11’. Courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts/ University of Maryland, Baltimore (UMBC).
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Crossings temple), Yankowitz mined computer databases for a
series of text-based installations, as she would again do on an
exponentially larger scale for Crossings. Downloading
prodigious amounts of information from the Internet for
Kiosk.edu (2002–04; Fig. 8), she searched for short quotes by
visual and performing artists and architects that condensed
the essence of their visions into short, pithy prose: “Color is my
day-long obsession—joy and torment,” wrote Claude Monet.
“Writing about music is like dancing about architecture,” said
Laurie Anderson. “We can’t destroy the past…it’s gone,”
exclaimed John Cage. 

Yankowitz projected these quotes with hundreds of others
on the surface of Kiosk.edu. At night, the bold red, white, and
black texts appear to float like twitters from cyber-heaven.
Kiosk.edu shelters an enormous glut of information, but there is
irony here that tells in her title that shorts “education.” One
wonders, “Does the blind person running a hand over
Yankowitz’s tile mural, or the reader attempting to “sing” the
color scrawls of her Scenario Sounds, experience more “felt”
knowledge about the power to communicate than someone
searching Wikipedia.com?” As she later did with Crossings,
Yankowitz here uses the allure of technology to plumb a
daunting universe for its words and texts. But then she slows
the viewer down, making a few choice words by selected
individuals speak volumes. Knowledge, instantly accessible, is
easily forgotten, she suggests. Hence the need to entomb but
reveal it in glass, especially when it relates to the contributions
of those unrecognized in their lifetimes. Though similar to
Barbara Kruger and Jenny Holzer ’s use of text-as-image,
Yankowitz uses words to inform, not to inflame. She says, “I
want to re-right/re-write history, especially about women.” 

Buried Treasures/Secrets in the Sciences (2006; Pl. 8), a
particularly ambitious installation dedicated to women in
science, does just that. Protective as it is suffocating, and
surreal as it is enlightening, this glasshouse acts as a physical
and virtual vitrine for histories of women whose
contributions have long been stuffed away in
time’s storage bin. An oversized chemistry tube
sitting on a laboratory table inside the glass
container drips virtual chemicals. The drops
form puddles of comic-book-like word balloons
divulging little known facts—who knew that the
actress Hedy Lamarr, remembered as a
Hollywood sex siren, was the co-inventor of a
frequency hopping technology that ultimately
led to secure military communications, even cell
phone technology? Her story quivers in a
globule on the floor, just long enough to be read,
before slithering away in the wake of the next
elucidating bubble about another woman in
science.

Concurrent with her use of text within
glasshouses, Yankowitz produced a number of
ecological installations. Using the inside/out
metaphor to illustrate the threat of climate
change she created Cloud House (2004; Pl. 9), a
glass and aluminum enclosure that squeezes

weather into a confined interior space. A generator producing
ultrasound vibrations creates a cold mist that forms clouds
within the structure that wanes pale grey by day, and waxes
hot red to violet LED light by night. A beautiful sight that
sucks in the viewer with the attention-getting hook of a
looming tornado, Cloud House omens the extinction of the
generic home as a consequence of eco-carelessness. As an
algorithmic projection above the house unfolds phases of an
origami-like moon, it is for the viewer to decide whether some
hidden cosmic order will override human folly.

Exponentially raising this eco-apocalyptic bar at the
Museum Quarter in Vienna, Austria, in December 2011,
Yankowitz appropriated the venue’s entire glass-walled space
to create her site-specific installation Global Warming Schauram
Bursting Seams (Fig. 9). Imagine hearing water, faintly gurgling,
then dripping, rushing and gushing; then watching water—

Fig. 7. Nina Yankowitz, Femme Fatale (2003), aluminum, glass, fiberglass,
feathers,  8’4” x 6’4” x 7’2”. Photo: Barry Holden.

Fig. 8. Nina Yankowitz, Kiosk.edu (2002-04), aluminum, glass, LED light, digital texts,
12’4”x 6” 4” x 7’2”. Photo: Barry Holden.
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weeping, seeping, and cascading through
moldings, crevices, and within glass walls. A
virtual window projected onto an actual win-
dow bears witness to an onslaught of
typhoons, tornadoes, and scorching sun
announcing the arrival of global Armag-
eddon. The viewer gazes at the devastation
helplessly, from behind the glass wall. What is
one to do? 

Make a cell phone call. That, at least, is an
option handed the audience facing a crisis of
another sort—global terrorism—in “The Third
Woman” Interactive Performance and Film-Game
(2011; Fig 10), an international collaborative
effort involving conceptual, electronic,
performance and design artists.32 The work
pivots on The Third Woman, a ten-minute film
conceived and produced by Martin Rieser
and Pia Tikka that riffs on Carol Reed’s 1949
spy thriller, The Third Man.  The Third Woman
follows the misadventures of Lara Line as she
becomes embroiled in a saga about modern-
day terrorists trafficking in bio-hazardous
materials.  The film is the centerpiece for a
series of separately orchestrated installations,
to date exhibited in several venues: New York
City; Vienna, Austria;, Bath, England; and
Xian, China. 

Yankowitz is credited with producing the
movie’s teaser and a separate, related
documentary. She also directed and organized
a 2011 exhibition unique to Galapagos Space in
Brooklyn, New York.  Here, as the audience sat
cabaret style in small groups viewing
Yankowitz’s trailer scenes, women performers

dressed in outfits printed with Margarete Jahrmann’s scannable
barcode designs, shimmied about, asking audience member-
players to aim their cell phones at the coded frocks to download
a series of directorial options. The audience never saw the
original Rieser/Tikka film. They instead viewed it in sequential
segments on a large screen and on their cell phones. When the
film paused, players texted their directorial decisions to such
questions as: Should Lara say

A.” She was not supposed to get so nosy.”
B. “I love him, but they’re on my tail.” 
C.” Should I kill her too?” 

Their cell phone responses connected via WiFi to computer
techs, who tallied the vote and edited the movie to reflect the
audience’s majority opinions. The event ended with a viewing
of the audience-(re)directed film.

Hardly intended to author a community action plan for
dealing with bioterrorism, this “U-vote the plot movie”
created a film more “dada” than anything else. However, just
as Crossings enabled individuals using options to edit their

26 WOMAN’S ART JOURNAL 2626

Fig. 9. Nina Yankowitz, Global Warming Schauram Bursting Seams (2011),
projectors, computers, P. Kroger mappings, 250 sq. feet. Photo: RGB Klein.

Fig. 10. Nina Yankowitz, “The Third Woman” Interactive Performance and Film-Game (2011),
“The Algorithmics” performers, computers, projectors, audio, projection screen, water
projections, 2500 sq. ft. Galapagos Theatre. Photo Composite:  Martin Rieser.
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own “bibles,” so did The Third Woman installation at
Galapagos underscore the potential for individuals harnessing
technology to impact life’s big picture.

There is another side to all this that speaks to a new,
egalitarian age for art. Works such as Crossings and more so
The Third Woman, share ownership of the creation with a
brigade of collaborators, viewers included, all of whom are
messengers of the message they helped craft. The artist
suffering self-effacement here does so willingly, with the hope
that all involved in the art process will see in art a call to arms
for the betterment of living.

Nina Yankowitz harvests her near-half-century process
with such installations. They morph her abstract notations into
barcodes and allow the word as image and idea to fly through
cyberspace. She steps from center stage—where she once sang
her falsetto Scenario Sounds—into the crowd. Bowing to her
public as protagonist in her process, she continues to trade up
her text-based messenger tools to present multiple views of
the world in media that communicate in the vernacular of the
day. Her art is thus as ever changing as life. •

Joyce Beckenstein is an art historian and arts writer living in
New York.

NOTES

1. All artist quotes based on my interview with Nina Yankowitz, June 2,
2011.

2. Crossings (2006–09), an art installation conceived by Nina
Yankowitz, done in collaboration with Mauri Kaipainen, Barry
Holden, Pia Tikka, Peter Kroger and Scott Fitzgerald; e-MobilArt,
European Mobile Lab for Interactive media Artists, funded by  The
European Union. See www2.media.uoa.gr/~charitos/emobilart/
exhibition_crossings.html.

3. Lucy Lippard, Mixed Blessings, New Art in Multicultural America;
(New York: Pantheon, 1990), 10.

4. The color coding of the texts as they appear in Crossings are as
follows: blue for Old Testament, yellow/gold for New Testament,
purple for Hindu Rig-Veda, orange/red for Buddhist, and green for
Qu’ran.

5. This passage is from the Rig-Veda, one of the four Vedas or primary
texts of Hinduism, dating from 1500 B.C. It is from Hymn CXVII,
Liberality (purple). 

6. These were the words of Buddha, c. 500 B.C. (The Eightfold Path)
(orange-red).

7. This passage is found in Deuteronomy 24:16:07, the fifth book of
the Hebrew bible (Old Testament) (blue).

8. Susan Davidson, Robert Rauschenberg, A Retrospective (New York:
Guggenheim Museum Publ., 1998), 290.

9. This and the following quotes are from an email exchange with Dr.
Mauri Kaipainen, June 12, 2012.

10. Lisa Phillips, The American Century, Art & Culture, 1950-2000, (New
York: Whitney Museum of American Art and W.W. Norton, 1999), 173.

11. Group 212 was the name given to the community of artists who
gathered in the environs of New York State’s Ulster County,
between Woodstock and Saugerties, along State Highway, Route
212 in the late 1960s.

12. John Carlin, “Pop Apotheosis: Rock Music Rules,” in Phillips, The
American Century, Art & Culture, 1950-2000, 179.

13. Kenneth Werner, aka Phil Harmonic, was an electronic musician and
multimedia artist who provided the musical accompaniment for
Yankowitz’s multi-media work, Oh Say Can You See” (1968). 

14. Robert Littman, Hanging/ Leaning (Hempstead, NY: The Emily Lowe
Gallery, Hofstra University, 1970), introduction.

15. John Perreault, “Two Seasons Stacked for Baling,” The Village Voice
(Feb. 1, 1973).

16. Rudolf Arnheim, New Essays on the Psychology of Art, (Berkeley:
Univ. of California Press, 1986), 205–07. Synesthesia is a sensation
produced in one modality when a stimulus is applied to another
modality, as when the hearing of a certain sound induces the
visualization of a certain color, see http//dictionary.reference.com.

17. Other venues for Scenario Sounds/Personae Mimickings or Voices
from the Piano included Cal Arts University, Valencia, and Leah Levy
Gallery, San Francisco, both 1981.

18. Joyce Kozloff, introduction to Nina Yankowitz, Scenario
Sounds/Personae Mimickings or Voices from the Piano (New York:
Street Editions, 1981), a limited edition hand-signed artist’s book
and audiotape, hereafter Scenario Sounds.

19. Yankowitz, Scenario Sounds; a CD version was issued by NY Art
Projects, LLC in 2007. The publication is in the Franklin Furnace
Archive, currently housed in the Museum of Modern Art, New York
City.

20. Kozloff, Scenario Sounds,  introduction.

21. James R. Mellow, “Cheops Would Approve,” New York Times (Dec.
5, 1971).  Mellow incorrectly referred to the December 1971
exhibition as the “second one-man show,” while, in fact, it was
Yankowitz’s third solo show at Kornblee. 

22. Cindy Nemser, “Can Women Have One-Man Shows?,” New York
Times ( Jan. 9, 1972), Letter to the Editor.

23. Amei Wallach, from my Dec. 15, 2011, interview with her about her
2008 film, Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, the Mistress and the
Tangerine, directed by Wallach and Marion Cajori. 

24. Heretics, Written and directed by Joan Braderman, produced by
Joan Braderman and Crescent Diamond Productions, 2009. 

25. Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin, Global Feminisms (London:
Merrell, 2007), 11; catalog for the “Global Feminisms” exhibition
organized by the Brooklyn Museum.

26. H.H. Arnason, History of Modern Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams,
1986), 615.

27. Yankowitz created two tile relief walls (each 4’x12’) in 1980,
sponsored by the New Jersey Council for the Arts, for the School
for the Blind and Hearing Impaired, Jersey City,  and School for the
Blind and Hearing Impaired, Newark.

28. Bill Hellermann, a composer, guitarist, and experimental musician
launched the first exhibitions of sound sculpture and audio art,
bringing into usage the term “Soundart”; see www. Issue
projectroom.org. 

29. “Ciphers of Identity,” curated by Maurice Berger, opened at the
Fine Arts Gallery, University of Maryland Baltimore County,
November 1993, and traveled to multiple venues including Ronald
Feldman Fine Arts, New York, N.Y., 1994.

30. Maurice Berger, Ciphers of Identity (Baltimore: Fine Arts Gallery,
Univ. of Maryland Baltimore County, 1993), 28.

31. Lilly Wei, “Outside In,” Art News (March 2004): 134.

32. www2.media.uoa.gr/charr i tos/emobi lar t /exhib i t ion_gr/
third_woman.html, “The Third Woman” and Interactive installation
with film material created and produced by Martin Rieser and Pia
Tikka. Other participating artists include Anna Dumitnu, Cilona
Harney, Margarete Jahrmann, Barry Roshto, Nita Tandon, and Nina
Yankowitz; e-MobilArt, funded by The European Union.



 

 
 
Pl. 7. Nina Yankowitz, Crossings (2009), interactive installation with computers, infrared 
tracking wiimote, projectors, metal wand, variable size. Photo: Mauri Kaipainen. 
 
 

 
Pl. 8. Nina Yankowitz, Buried Treasures/Secrets in the Sciences (2006), aluminum medical 
table, paper scroll, text and algorithmic projections, 12’4” x 6’4” x7’2” Photo: Barry Holden. 
 
 



 

 
Pl. 9. Nina Yankowitz, CloudHouse (2004), aluminum, glass, water mist, ultrasound 
generator, 8’4” x 6’ 4” x 7’ 2”. Photo: Barry Holden. 
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Interactive Digital Noir Piece Combines 
Cinema, Fashion And Gaming 
Dylan Schenker September 01, 2011 

 

Margarete Jahrmann/Martin Rieser QR code clothing code reading 

Film as both an art and entertainment form continues to contend with advancing technologies 
that make it more convenient to acquire content online and through streaming services. 
Physical exhibitions—screenings or performances of something easily accessed from the 
comfort of one’s home—become less attractive when coupled with irrationally high ticket prices 
for something that can be seen for (practically) free. Exhibition itself is in need of a 
transformation and one of the options open to film is to revert back to its roots as an art form 
traditionally predicated on performance, theatrical or otherwise. 

Theater, as we have seen, is ripe for participatory and interactive potential, not just for an 
enhanced exhibition of original content. With the Third Woman, an interactive performance qua 
film, Martin Rieser, Pia Tikka, and Nina Yankowitz have employed mobile phones, gaming, QR 
codes, a multi-screen narrative and smart fabrics to deliver an immersive transmedia 
experience. 

 

 



! 2!

 

THIRD WOMAN INTERACTIVE MOVIE DOCUMENTARY NYANKOWITZ.MOV                                          

In an homage to the classic Carol Reed film, The Third Man, the team has adapted the original 
post war themes outlined in the film to explore the global threat of bio-terrorism. As it says on 
their website, one of these major themes is codes and in that way they have discovered a 
method of integrating its content into its formal elements. The story itself unfolds across a 
projected screen installation, but how it occurs is up to the audience. 

An interventionist performance group called the Algorithmics, outfitted in scannable, interactive 
costumes, mingle with the audience intermittently before and after projected segments of the film. 
When the QR code-laden costumes are scanned, the audience is given the opportunity to direct 
the outcome of the film via communal voting over a shared WiFi network. Individuals are also 
sent back film information specifically to their phones after scanning through what is called an 
“ontoscope” network. The film is composed of sections with three different possibilities for how it 
will play out, ensuring a different experience each time. 



! 3!

 
Model: Margarete Jahrmann/ Photo: ©Martin Rieser/©Michelle Stuart/©Margarete Jahrmann 

The film itself follows Holly Matins as she travels to Vienna to meet her friend Hari Line. On her 
journey she becomes immersed in a tale of intrigue wherein she discovers her friend has 
actually been smuggling hazardous materials for a terrorist group living in the city. Mirroring 
the film, they shot at all the original locations of The Third Man and used updated versions of 
its script to create the narrative. The black and white has a gauzy, noir feel, albeit with a sleek 
digital look. 

What is important about The Third Woman‘s interactive component is that it engages its 
audience morally and intellectually. It goes further than asking them to guide the narrative, but 
to actually consider the decisions they are making in a larger context of the themes of the film. 
The film is not only aware of its audience as present, but also aware of them as opinionated, 
sentient, intelligent individuals. Many times when artists use the word ’interactive’ to describe 
their work they only mean it to be responsive or performative. It does not take into 
consideration that the complexity of human behavior offers only a very limited set of options for 
people to merely choose from. Although The Third Woman still only offers a limited set of 
choices, what sets it apart is how they seek to generate thought among their audience. 

 
A MULTIVERSION INTERACTIVE FILM THE THIRD WOMAN GALAPAGOS BROOKLYN NY 
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DOCUMENTARY OF INTERACTIVE PERFORAMCE FILM~GAME NY BY MARTIN RIESER 

The Third Woman Interactive Performance and Film-game in New York Since the city itself is 
so important to the themes of the film, performances vary from location to location. The display 
of the film and its performance is augmented to the space that it inhabits so the film is unique 
on a global level as well. For example, for the screening in U-Bahn, different rooms were 
dressed as police incident rooms to enhance the experience. In New York, the performance 
projected images into the Galapagos Art Space’s pools of water. In China they even went so 
far as to remove people who they deemed “infected with Miazma” from the audience 

The Third Woman Film-Game and performance in Xian, China                                                 
Exhibition has typically been a distinctly separate aspect of the film itself whereas a film is 
already completed by the time it is shown anywhere. By incorporating performance into its 
exhibition it explores the possibility of a formalistic malleability that transcends a single 
projected screen. Transmedia is a concept gaining a lot of traction right now, but it is mostly 
concerned with how to expand the film experience outside of the theater. The exhibition itself 
should not only be seen as a generic packaging of a work but a formalistic extension of the 
particular film that communicates its themes as clearly as the content.                                   
The CREATORS PROJECT  
http://thecreatorsproject.com/blog/interactive-digital-noir-piece-combines-cinema-fashion-and-gaming 
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ART REVIEW | '185TH ANNUAL' 
Academy Gives Art Some Wiggle Room                                             
By KAREN ROSENBERG                                                                                                                
Published: February 18, 2010 

The 2010 Whitney Biennial, which opens next week, is one of the leanest in recent memory. So 

by its own standards is the National Academy Museum’s “185th Annual: An Invitational 

Exhibition of Contemporary American Art” — down to 65 artists from the usual 120 or so. 

Reduced finances are to blame, in both cases. 

Oddly, this situation is the best thing that could have happened to the Invitational. The 

standards for this juried exhibition have tightened, and its mission — contemporary art with a 

visible connection to the traditional studio practice — has a new clarity and intensity. 

It helps that some 400 artists, an unprecedented number, submitted work. Quality is high 

overall. Congestion has been reduced, even though the show occupies fewer galleries than 

before. Large swaths of the fourth floor and part of the second are left empty. (This is sad to be 

sure, but the overstuffed exhibitions of yesteryear didn’t do the art any favors.) 

A side effect of the show’s winnowing is the widening of the gap between the academy’s 

members-only Annuals and its Invitational (nonmember) Annuals, which alternate years. The 

members’ shows have become walled fortresses of figuration and complacent gestural 

abstraction. The Invitationals look more contemporary, though still dominated by painting. 

(Since this is the academy and not the Museum of Modern Art, that’s not even up for debate.) 

The lineup for this year’s Invitational looks almost suspiciously young and sexy. It includes the 

relative newcomers Dana Schutz, Ghada Amer, Chris Martin and Alison Elizabeth Taylor, all of 

whom have been successful in the market. Petah Coyne, Lari Pittman and Barkley L. Hendricks 

have longer résumés but a similarly strong following in Chelsea. 

It’s great to see them all here, mixing with lesser-known talents like Judith Bernstein, Michael 

Schall and Anna Lambrini Moisiadis. At times, though, you sense that the selection committee 

gave some of the bigger names an automatic pass. “Girl With a Dog” (2009) isn’t one of Ms. 

Schutz’s better canvases, although its confettilike dots strike a festive tone. And Mr. Hendricks, 

a celebrated portraitist, is not well served by a small oddity of a landscape. 

The academy’s shambolic Beaux-Arts building can be hostile to curators, but the extra wiggle 

room this year has given the organizer Marshall Price a break. He works with the architecture 

instead of against it, for instance, hanging vibrantly patterned pieces in a room with a 



zigzagging floor inlay. 

Most inspired is the placement of Ms. Taylor’s gigantic marquetry work of a beachcomber in a 

domed, marble-floored alcove on the second floor. Luxury is the glue in this May-December 

romance. 

Even the normally problematic fourth floor, with its low-ceilinged and windowless galleries, 

looks sharp. Here you’ll find small-scale works — drawings, prints, collages and cabinet 

paintings — with an outsize level of ambition. 

Tucked away by the elevator is a large-scale Surrealist object, Stina Köhnke’s “Spell” (2007) — 

a fainting couch upended and draped in tan felt, with dozens of little pouches containing 

tweezers. Like much else in the show it is formally ingenious and a little wicked. 

Nearly everything in the exhibition reveals some trace of the maker’s hand, but the 

academy has embarked on a few tentative forays into more distanced art forms. One of 

them is Nina Yankowitz’s installation “Buried Treasure/Secrets in the Sciences,” on the 

second floor. With digital projections on a laboratory table, it highlights overlooked 

female scientists: an interesting topic, but the piece looks cold and forbidding in a room 

of mostly painting. 

Nearby, though, is a light-boxed photograph by Cildo Meireles, made in homage to Piero 

Manzoni, the Arte Povera legend. In it, Mr. Meireles does a headstand on a famous Manzoni 

plinth in Denmark. The Manzoni, inscribed with “socle du monde” (“base of the world”), 

proclaims that art is everywhere we look. Mr. Meireles’s playful tribute may be the closest the 

academy has come to engaging the sort of Conceptual shenanigans that go on across the street 

at the Guggenheim. 

The academy hands out prizes for specific types of painting (and some other mediums), as seen 

by the placards on several works. This may seem conservative, but the winning entries describe 

a field of remarkable breadth. They include Ms. Schutz’s messily exuberant canvas, Richard 

McLean’s photorealist landscape and Elisa Jensen’s haunted, Peter Doig-like blend of 

abstraction and figuration. 

Learning to do more with less isn’t a bad thing for the academy. For the time being it forces the 

jury to be choosier and ensures that the art that makes the cut will be shown to best advantage. 

Ideally some of these lessons will translate to the members’ Annuals. 

“The 185th Annual: An Invitational Exhibition of Contemporary American Art” continues 
through June 8 at the National Academy Museum, 1083 Fifth Avenue, at 89th Street; (212) 
369-4880, nationalacademy.org. 
 
A version of this article appeared in print on February 19, 2010, on page C26 of the New 
York edition. 
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Cildo Meireles, “Atlas,” transparency in light box, 2007 (courtesy of the artist and Galerie 
Lelong) 
185th ANNUAL EXHIBITION OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ART  
National Academy Museum 1083 Fifth Ave. at 89th St. Friday, April 9, free with museum 
admission of $10, 6:45 Exhibition continues through June 8 212-
3694880 www.nationalacademy.org 

Founded in 1825, the National Academy is in the midst of its 185th Annual, featuring 
painting, sculpture, and installations by sixty-five American artists who are not members 
of the academy, selected by a panel of National Academicians. The exhibit includes work 
by such artists as Ghada Amer, Petah Coyne, Barkley L. Hendricks, Valerie Jaudon, and 
Dana Schutz, with all but one piece dating from 2006 or later. (Delfina Nahrgang’s 
“Woman in the Mosque I” is from 1994.) The show, which has several empty rooms 
because of budget constraints (keep on moving even if you think it’s over, as that last 
room past a narrow hallway is often overlooked by visitors), contains some fine painting; 
among the award winners are Richard McLean’s “Toward Delano,” Elisa Jensen’s 
“Trapped Sky,” and Charles Parness’s “Sometimes the Yoni Gets Angry with the 



Lingham.” Richard Van Buren’s “Green Movement” captured the sculpture prize, while 
Chuck Holtzman’s “Untitled (#798)” won for best graphics. Be sure to sit in the chair that 
is part of Sam Hernandez’s “I’m Listening,” which offers a unique perspective. Alison 
Elizabeth Taylor’s unusual wood inlay and shellac piece, “Bombay Beach,” gets a position 
of prominence, standing boldly by itself. Cildo Meireles slyly comments on Piero Manzoni 
in the playful light-box transparency “Atlas.” Perhaps the academy’s boldest selection, for 
a somewhat traditional organization, is Nina Yankowitz’s multimedia installation “Buried 
Treasures,” which comments on great and overlooked scientific discoveries made by 
women.  

 

Nina Yankowitz, “Buried Treasures,” installation with video, 2008 (photo by twi-ny/mdr) 
 
On April 9 at 6:45, chief curator David Dearinger will lecture on the history of the 
National Academy’s annual exhibition. In addition, there will be a guided tour of the 
annual on May 7 at 6:45; artists Julia Randall, Ghada Amer, and Judith Bernstein will 
participate in “Let’s Talk About Sex: Gender Issues in a Post-Feminist World” on April 16 
at 6:45; and curator Marshall Price will host a tour and lecture of the exhibit with artist 
Sarah Walker on June 4 at 6:30. 



Mira Schor, "Summer Thought Balloon," (2007). Ink and
graphite on paper. 12 1/4" × 9 1/2 in.

ArtSeen February 6th, 2008

“I am not now nor have I ever been…”
by Mira Schor

I am not a feminist artist.

Now I’ve got your attention. I am following a time-honored
tradition and taking a page out of Marina Abramovic’s
playbook. At the MoMA symposium “The Feminist Future:
Theory and Practice in the Visual Arts” at the end of
January 2007, she introduced herself that way (as she does
at every feminist art event to which she is invited) to an
audience that included Harmony Hammond, Ida
Applebroog, Carolee Schneemann, Mary Beth Edelson,
Faith Wilding, and dozens of other major women artists
who have identified themselves with the feminist
movement, who were not invited to the podium, and whose presence in the room was like a barely
acknowledged 300-lb. GUERRILLA GIRL.

As the Wizard makes perfectly clear at the end of The Wizard of Oz, in a spectacle society, you are
something only if you are given some visible symbolic proof: the Tin Man gets his heart through an
official testimonial. So by the rules of the spectacle, I am not a feminist artist because I am not included
in WACK! Art and The Feminist Revolution (opening February 17th at P.S.1) or last year’s Global
Feminisms at the Brooklyn Museum. But before you dismiss my argument as sour grapes, please take
note that I’m in great company: most of my entire generation has been eliminated from the history of
feminist art by the two major museum shows devoted to the subject in 2007-2008. In determining the
composition of WACK! Cornelia Butler concentrated on what might be termed the pioneer generation:
since this was part of “Second-Wave Feminism,” let’s call it “Generation 2.” In the case of Global
Feminisms, Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin selected women born after 1960, Generation 3. So a
chronological ditch was created into which fell most of the artists born after 1945 but before 1960.

Call it Generation 2.5: the first generation whose members were able to embrace feminism as a path in
their youth. The generation who really developed most of the tropes we think of as feminist art, often
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http://instagram.com/brooklynrail
http://twitter.com/TheBrooklynRail
http://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Brookyn-Rail/236031950542
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inventing and building them at the same time as their pioneer mentors. Women such as Maureen
Connor, Judith Shea, Rona Pondick, Robin Mitchell, Shirley Kaneda, Suzanne Joelson, Joan
Waltemath, Zoe Leonard, Rochelle Feinstein, Abigail Child, Deb Kass, Leslie Labowitz, Vanalyne Green,
Barbara Kruger, Erika Rothenberg, Nancy Bowen, Pat Ward Williams, Peggy Ahwesh, Beverly Naidus,
Terri Berkowitz, Shu Lea Cheang, Nancy Fried, Elise Siegel, Shelly Silver, Valerie Jaudon, Susan Bee,
Laurie Simmons, The Guerrilla Girls, Sophie Calle, Jana Sterbak, Johanna Drucker, Lenore Malen, Kiki
Smith, Susanna Heller, Elena Sisto, Bailey Doogan, Perry Bard, Lisa Hoke, Elissa D’Arrigo, Elana
Herzog, Xenobia Bailey, Nancy Davidson, Faith Wilding, among many others. Not all of these artists
make—BIG SCARE QUOTES—“Political Art,”—more on that in a minute—but they form a politically
conscious cohort.

By the way, among the women artists left out of the two exhibitions, one can make a distinction between
Generation 2.5 and Generation 2.75, women who in some cases were born after 1960 but who were also
not included in Global Feminisms because they were seen as established artists who had been showing
since the early 90s. These include Nicole Eisenman, Kara Walker, Judie Bamber, Janine Antoni, Renée
Cox, Liz Larner, Ingrid Calame, Coco Fusco, Jeanne Dunning, Gillian Wearing, Renée Green, Mona
Hatoum, Andrea Fraser, Rachel Lachowicz, Portia Munson, Patricia Cronin, Carrie Moyers, Sheila Pepe,
Andrea Zittel, Lorna Simpson, Collier Schorr, and Rachel Whiteread.

Many commentators noted with dismay or bemusement the sheer volume of images of mothers, breasts,
raped and brutalized naked female bodies represented in Global Feminisms. Viewers were asking, Do
these works represent a dominant vein of imagery? Is this what younger women self-selected as
feminists consider feminist art, or is this a reflection of the views of the curators? What was problematic
was not the imagery—many of these works were quite powerful and add to the impressive lexicon of
feminist art. It was the lack of political or theoretical discourse on the profusion of such imagery.

Here the issue of denial of feminism comes into play. “I am not a feminist/feminist artist” is the
surprising mantra of all feminist exhibitions, symposia and journal forums since the late '80s. Read
carefully the catalogue biographies of the artists included in WACK! and you will see that in each case
the curators tacitly seek to justify the inclusion of the artist in a show of feminist art by citing some
indication of her public or private identification as a feminist. This proves untenable, however, as
further reading reveals that a significant portion of the show’s 119 individual artists and artists’
collectives are described as having little or no public relationship with feminism, or as denying the
identification outright. It is quite interesting to track how many of the women included in WACK! were
not, are not feminists in any active sense, even if you take into account the differing geo-political
contexts and/or the age of the artist in relation to the benchmark dates of Second Wave Feminism, and
even if you agree that the value of an artist’s work to a feminist analysis of representation and form is
not dependent on her private politics or intentionality (the age-old struggles between individual
creativity and public politics notwithstanding). “Many of [Marina] Abramovic’s best-known
performances from the 1970s stand, in part, as critiques of the traditional role of women in the
arts...Despite this, the artist has distanced herself from the feminist movement: ‘I have never had



anything to do with feminism.” (WACK! p. 210); “[Louise] Bourgeois’s relationship to feminism is
complex...‘There is no feminist aesthetic. Absolutely not!’” (220); “[Theresa Hak Kyung] Cha’s work is
not overtly feminist but...” (223); “Perhaps indicative of her lifelong antipathy to categories, [Jay DeFeo]
did not identify herself as a feminist” (226); “Although [Rita] Donagh was not intimately engaged with
the burgeoning feminist discourse in 1970s England...” (229); “While [Lili] Dujourie has recalled feeling
marginalized by her primarily male colleagues and acknowledged a debt to feminist film theory…she has
also rejected a specifically feminist reading her of her work.” (231); [Louise] Fishman too was struggling
to resist a movement that had supported her and through which she was able to develop her identity as
an artist.” (236); “Although [Catalina] Parra does not identify herself as a feminist artist...” (280);
“Although [Katharina] Sieverding does not explicitly ally herself with feminism...” (299).

This politics of denial is familiar: for example, under the covers, as it were, of the qualifiedly triumphant
1997 ARTNews cover headline “We’ve come a long way…MAYBE” were a number of statements by
women artists, many of whom articulated the kind of deferral, demurral, anxiety of identification with
feminism of the “I’m a feminist but” variety: “On the flip side, when it comes to feminism, I’m kind of,
Ick, I don’t want to talk about it. It’s such a scary yucky subject—like any ‘ism’” (Nicole Eisenman); “I
wouldn’t say that my work is ‘feminist” in the sense that I have it as a mandate or a goal” (Kiki Smith).
In each full statement the woman artist both aligns herself with some aspect of what she thinks
feminism is but separates her work from feminism. So, indeed, how far have we come?

All artists reject limited readings of their work. But when the work clearly deals with gender and
gendered power relations, when it deals with femininity, when it explores female sexuality and the
female body, when the work uses the vocabulary of gendered tropes developed by the first generations of
the feminist art movement – the ones in WACK! and the ones left out of the history proposed by
WACK!--how is it not feminist art? Why is it still such a problem?

Clearly, it is. These denials are a troubling indication that feminism continues to be perceived as a
controversial and dangerous identification. Women still don’t want to be seen as feminist artists because
that would limit them to being seen as women artists and no one wants to be seen as a woman artist.
“Woman” still denotes second-class status within a (still male after all these years) universal. That this
should be, or should be perceived to be, the case only proves that feminism is still a necessary political
analysis of society and a powerful tool for mobilizing the production of art that engages with the
question of gender and injustice on all levels.

Surprise, surprise, a lot of people in the art world are not feminists and a lot of people who have power
in the art world prefer to deal with people who do not threaten a gendered power system. Feminists are
inconvenient so mainstream success often seems to be at the price of denying a feminist identity. This
denial insures that these women artists are more likely to be incorporated into a variety of art histories.
It is part of the cost of their ticket of admission into the art market and art history. The feminist art
movement did make it possible for women artists to achieve big careers in the art world, but not
necessarily for feminists to achieve such success.



In fact one sub-theme expressed in Butler, Reilly, and Nochlin’s catalogue writings is that perhaps it is
actually better if the artist is not intentionally making feminist art, rearticulating the long-held belief
that works done by artists with a conscious political agenda will not have the formal interest nor even
the political power of artworks done in a more personal and individualistic engagement with form and
self-expression. That is the oldest canard in the canon of supposedly neutral high modernist style, the
age-old criticism of political art, as if feminism had not helped make clear that these more “universal”
aspirations always have a gendered political dimension.

There is a basic misunderstanding about what political art means. Being a feminist doesn’t mean your
art has to represent cunts and lace. You may not find many obvious markers of a feminist art work in
terms of representation of the sexualized or gendered body in the current art made by many of the
women artists who do not deny feminism, but the sedimented subtext remains feminist (in
contradistinction to the kind of representation in photography and video installations that dominated
Global Feminisms, a show that included little abstraction or painting but lots of lacerated women’s
bodies).

One way to get around the paradox of embarrassment with feminism as a political position is to dilute
the meaning of feminism. The word is as inconvenient as the people who don’t apologize for it. If only
one could get rid of it and keep the societal advantages it won for women. Meanwhile let’s make it
palatable by taking “the political” out of the old feminist slogan, “the personal is the political.” To say
that feminist art is not anything that a woman artist makes, but that it emerges from a political analysis
of power and its representations, is just too, well, too political.

Think for a minute about the social structure that supports the art market: is it going to support artists
who don’t pull their punches when it comes to patriarchy? No, and that’s where the notion that political
artists don’t make as good art comes in so handy.

If you say you’re not a feminist then you’re not a feminist. But then why would you want to be in
exhibitions that have the word in the title?

It really isn’t that hard to say you are a feminist: it is a political interpretation of power structures in
society. Your work doesn’t have to be illustrative of previous tropes. But if you say you are not a feminist
artist, don’t pretend that you are not engaging in a political act. “I am not a feminist artist” is political
speech, with serious effects.

The inclusive, extensive feminist artist community I have lived among was suggested by the Guerrilla
Girls’ 1989 poster, Guerrilla Girls Identities Exposed. For this poster, which played with the widespread
curiosity about who they really were, the Guerrilla Girls simply wrote to or called up as many women
artists, art writers, art historians, and curators as they could think of and asked them if it was OK to use
their names: would they accept the public designation Guerrilla Girl? Feminist? Among the 500 women
on the list, in addition to people I have already named, were artists Suzanne Anker, Emma Amos, Polly
Apfelbaum, Andre Belag, Andrea Blum, Jackie Brookner, Ellen Brooks, Emily Cheng, Petah Coyne,
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