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Carolee Schneemann, Fur Wheel (1962). Lampshade base, fur, tin cans, mirrors, glass, and oil paint mounted on turning 

wheel. 48.5 x 48.5 x 29.3 cm. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
Fur Wheel adds the element of movement, signalling Schneemann's entry into 
kinetic sculpture and leading to the incorporation of duration in her work. 
 
In 1962 Schneemann began a large kinetic painting construction called Four Fur 
Cutting Boards built of four interlocked painted panels, with broken glass, mirrors, 
photographs, coloured lights, moving umbrellas, a hubcap, fabric, and other, 
motorised, parts. It is an imposing environment, painted in brightly coloured, 
gestural sweeps. 
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Carolee Schneemann, Four Fur Cutting Boards (1962–1963). Wooden boards, oil paint, light bulbs, string of coloured lights, 
plastic flowers, photographs, fabric, hubcap, tights, and motorised umbrellas. 229.9 x 332.7 x 132.1 cm. Courtesy © Carolee 

Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
In 2009, I curated an exhibition of Carolee Schneemann's paintings 
for P·P·O·W Gallery in New York City. It was the first time her paintings had been 
exhibited publicly in almost 40 years. 
 
The exhibition, titled Carolee Schneemann: Painting. What It Became, featured 27, 
newly conserved works, including a re-construction of her Four Fur 
Cutting Boards (1963), the massive multi-media installation in front of which she 
photographed Eye Body, which had been languishing in her storage for decades. (I 
remember running down to Canal Street in New York with her to find an old 
fashioned-looking umbrella and flashing Christmas lights for the re-construction. It 
is now in MoMA's collection.) 
 
The exhibition received rave reviews in the New York Times, The New Yorker, 
Artforum, The Brooklyn Rail, The Village Voice, and others. Carolee and I were 
elated. 
 



 
Indeed, just before her death, Carolee told me that that exhibition and my re-
discovery of her paintings was a game-changer for her career, and the sale of those 
works transformed her market value at a time when she was struggling financially. 
Before that time, no one had bothered to look at her paintings, including her 
dealers, as important components of her decades-long practice. She had become 
somewhat pigeonholed as a performance artist, while other dimensions of her 
complex oeuvre were overshadowed by certain canonical works. 
 
My hope is that my catalogue essay, the text of which is reproduced here, will help 
scholars, curators, and collectors to better understand her brilliant, early paintings. 
I also hope that this essay highlights the importance of the 2009 exhibition as a 
groundbreaking moment for Schneemann, especially given that all subsequent 
exhibitions of her work then included her paintings. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Aria Duetto Pin Wheel (1957). Oil on canvas mounted on potter's wheel. 91.4 x 78.1 cm. Courtesy © 

Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
The Paintings of Carolee Schneemann1 

 
Carolee Schneemann's paintings from the late 1950s and 1960s have been a 
significantly overlooked aspect of her oeuvre. Eclipsed by her signature works in 
performance and film, the paintings have often been considered early or immature 
work rather than an artistic foundation fundamental to understanding the entirety 
of Schneemann's practice. 
 



 
This essay traces Schneemann's works from 1957 to the present, highlighting the 
transformation from traditional paintings on canvas in the lineage of abstract 
expressionism to painting constructions and kinetic sculptures to group and solo 
performances, installations, and films. 
 

‘I'm a painter. I'm still a painter and I will die a painter. Everything that I 
have developed has to do with extending visual principles off the canvas.2  

 
Taking this historical trajectory through Schneemann's work demonstrates how her 
explorations within other mediums derive from 'extending visual principles off the 
canvas.' 
 
It helps to appreciate her paintings and drawings as important corollaries to the 
kinetic theatre, Judson Dance Theatre performances, and films that she was 
producing simultaneously. 
 
The essay's intention is to reconsider Schneemann as a painter who has never 
ceased conceptualising her work as always related to the painterly gesture, to prying 
open 'the frame,' and to conceiving of the body itself as tactile material. 
 
Her most significant works, treasured by many, misunderstood by some, can be re-
envisioned, then, as what Schneemann herself has called, 'exploded canvasses'3 or 
as performative paintings, filmic paintings, kinetic paintings—always with the 
pictorial concerns of painting remaining as the grounding mechanism and unifying 
field. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Summer I (Honey Suckle) (1959). Oil on canvas. 106.68 x 124.46 cm. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. 

Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
Schneemann's formal training as an artist began in landscape painting and with 
endless hours of life drawing, as is evident in her early works on canvas—such 



 
as Summer I (Honey Suckle) (1959)—that reveal her signature luscious brushwork 
and all-over compositions. 
 
These late 1950s pre-New York works also reflect a love of paint's tactility, its 
materiality, its objecthood—an important concept that assisted Schneemann in 
moving the gesture farther off the canvas. 
 
Schneemann moved to New York City in 1961 after finishing her master of fine arts 
in painting at the University of Illinois. Almost immediately, she became situated 
squarely within what in the 1960s was called the 'experimental avant-garde,' a place 
also occupied by Robert Rauschenberg, Claes Oldenburg, Allan Kaprow, Jim Dine, 
and other second-generation abstract expressionist artists. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Sir Henry Francis Taylor (1960). Oil paint, photographs, underpants, plaster, paper, wood, metal, and 

swing glass on Masonite panel. 138.4 x 99.1 x 16.5 cm. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society 
[ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 

 
Indeed, like them, Schneemann was interested in exploring the new aesthetic 
options made available in the wake of Action Painting. 

https://ocula.com/cities/usa/new-york-art-galleries/
https://ocula.com/artists/robert-rauschenberg/
https://ocula.com/artists/claes-oldenburg/
https://ocula.com/artists/allan-kaprow/
https://ocula.com/artists/jim-dine/


 
 
How could Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning's spatial fracture be expanded 
beyond the canvas and into space and time? Schneemann's intermedia works from 
the late 1950s through the 1970s demonstrate her continuous investigation of this 
question. 
 
Schneemann's painting constructions—like Richard Stankiewicz's junk sculptures, 
Rauschenberg's 'combines,' Oldenburg's painted corrugated cardboard reliefs, 
or John Chamberlain's crushed auto assemblages—cull together non-art materials 
from life, ones that retain biographical references and which, in their rawness, call 
to mind the appearance and spirit of spatial analysis in painting. 
 

 
 
Schneemann's Quarry Transposed (1960), Sphinx (1961), Sir Henry Francis 
Taylor (1961), Fur Wheel (1962), and Notes to Lou Andre Salomé (1965) are large 
painting constructions that exemplify her interest in assemblage and departure 
from the flat canvas. 
 
In each, paint becomes one of many materials from life that can be applied to or cut 
into surfaces, along with photographs, wood, fabric, audiotape, glass, cellophane, 
underpants, and so forth. 
 
Each demonstrates the artist's continued desire to push painting through the 
canvas, out of the frame, and into the spectator's space, while at the same time 
structuring the 'real' with the visual composition of a painter's eye. 

https://ocula.com/artists/jackson-pollock/
https://ocula.com/artists/willem-de-kooning/
https://ocula.com/artists/john-chamberlain/


 
A year later, this became an integral material component for Schneemann's Eye 
Body: 36 Transformative Actions, one of her most famous works, which blended 
painting, performance, and photography. In each of the 'actions for camera' the 
artist combined her naked, painted body as an additional tactile, plastic 'material' 
with the painting construction. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Eye Body: 36 Transformative Actions for Camera (1963). 18 Gelatin silver prints. 61 x 50.8 cm. Courtesy 

© Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
This was the first time Schneemann incorporated her physical body into the form of 
her work, permeating boundaries between image maker and image, seeing and seen, 
eye and body—hence, the title, Eye Body, suggesting as Rebecca Schneider has 
written, an 'embodied vision, a bodily eye—sighted eyes—artist's eyes—not only in 
the seer, but in the body of the seen.'4 

 
Schneemann's positioning of herself within her own work as an active 
seeing agent and her insistence on emphasising her body as tactile 
material contributed greatly to the development of her ideas of kinetic 
theatre. 

 
As a founding member of the Judson Dance Theater, along with Yvonne Rainer, 
Steve Paxton, Elaine Summers, and others, Schneemann's primary interest was in 
kinesthesia, or bodily sensations, hence, her chosen term 'kinetic theater' to 
describe her early performance productions involving multiple participants. 
In her very first kinetic theater piece in 1962, Glass Environment for Sound and 
Motion, Schneemann conceived of the stage as 'an enlarged collage,' replete with 
large broken, refracted mirrors, and the performers in the group 'as a sort of 



 
physical palette,' clearly demonstrating a circulation of ideas between the 
concatenated elements in her studio production of Four Fur Cutting Boards and the 
treatment of the body as material in Eye Body. 
 
In each of her numerous works produced throughout the 1960s at the Living 
Theater or at the Judson Dance Theater, the artist conceptualised her works 'as a 
painter who had in effect enlarged her canvas.' As she explained in an interview in 
1983, her theater works were 'taking Pollock, the gesture, the action, into space.'5 
Meat Joy (1964) is Schneemann's most famous kinetic theater performance. 
Accompanied by a collaged soundtrack of Paris street noises and upbeat pop tunes, 
eight seminude women and men (including the artist) roll about in mounds of 
paper, embrace, make living sculptures, come together, part, paint each others' 
bodies, and in the end are inundated with raw chickens, fish, and sausage. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Meat Joy (1964). Performance at Judson Dance Theater, Judson Memorial Church, New York. Courtesy 

© Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. Photo: Tony Ray Jones. 
 
As in a later solo performance, Body Collage (1967), in which Schneemann paints 
her nude body with molasses and glue and then rolls in paper to produce a literal 
'body collage,' the participants' bodies in Meat Joy function as both canvasses and 
paintbrushes, performing abstract expressionist painting as they actively move 
about the arena of the canvas while also providing the ground upon which colour, 
shape, and texture accumulate. 
 
Schneemann has equated Meat Joy with performative painting, describing it as 'an 
erotic vision that came through a series of very visceral dreams of expanding 
physical energy—off the canvas, out of the frame.'6 



 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Meat Joy Collage (1998–1999). Mixed media, performance collage: photos from 1964 performance, 

crayon, paint on linen. 210.8 x 134.6 cm. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 
2022. 

 
Indeed, three painted collages on linen made decades later to commemorate the 
performance, titled Meat Joy Collage (1998–1999), which incorporate original 
photographs from 1964, are aggressively gestural in execution, and return the 
embodied, explosive energy of the 'real' performance to its visual analogy. 
 
When Schneemann first performed Meat Joy in Paris she realised that documenting 
it was a critical part of the event. Both film and photography were used to 
communicate the work's expressionist quality and to reveal its narrative structure. 

https://ocula.com/cities/france/paris-art-galleries/


 
Schneemann subsequently began to pursue film as a mixed-media form unto itself 
and, on occasion, within the context of performance. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Fuses (1964–1967). 16mm film transferred to HD video, colour, silent. 29 min, 51 sec. Original film 

burned with fire and acid, painted, and collaged. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright 
Agency, 2022. 

 
Fuses (1964–1966), a silent film of collaged lovemaking sequences between 
Schneemann and her then-partner, composer James Tenney, observed by a cat, is 
considered by many to be one of her masterpieces. The formal ingenuities of Fuses—
principally, the manoeuvring of celluloid material to subvert narrativity and 
subjectivity—place Schneemann at the forefront of experimental film's investigation 
of materiality and abstraction. 



 
At the same time, its feminist content and her fluid, expressionistic, painterly 
treatment of the medium sets her apart from other mid-1960s experimental 
filmmakers' purely formalist bent. 
 

My entire body becomes the agency of visual traces, vestiges of the body's 
energy in motion. 

 
For Schneemann, film was a natural extension of the canvas: Fuses is a filmic 
painting. Schneemann hand-painted, etched, dyed, stamped, scratched, baked, and 
heavily collaged the surface of the film, producing a physically thick, textured film 
object not unlike the surfaces of the painting constructions she was making 
simultaneously. 
 
As the artist explains, 'As a painter ... I wanted the bodies to be turning into tactile 
sensations of flickers.' For the viewer, the naked bodies move in and out of the 
frame, dissolving optically before their eyes, not a literal translation but 'edited as a 
music of frames.'7 

 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Up To and Including Her Limits (1976). Performance at Studiogalerie, Berlin. Courtesy © Carolee 

Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. Photo: Henrik Gaard. 
 
Schneemann's solo performance, Up To and Including Her Limits (1973–1977), 
insofar as it is a direct commentary on the hyper-masculinity of action painting, as 
well as the sexualised nature of Pollock's 'ejaculatory drip' in particular, also 
represents one of the best examples of what painting became as it moved through 
her body: a total integration of action and object. 
 
Suspended naked above her canvas, Schneemann manually raised and lowered 
herself while 'stroking' the surrounding floor and walls with crayons, accumulating a 
web of coloured marks, vestiges of the body's energy in motion. 
 



 
I'm a painter, working with my body and ways of thinking about 
movement and environment that come out of the discipline of having 
painted for six or eight hours a day for years. 

 
As Schneemann explained in 1977, Up To and Including Her Limits is the direct 
result of Pollock's physicalised painting: 'My entire body becomes the agency of 
visual traces, vestiges of the body's energy in motion.'8 

 
A few years later, in 1983, the artist produced a kinetic sculpture titled War Mop, 
which similarly continues her investigation into the definition of what constitutes 
painting post-Action Painting and challenges the gender signification of its gesture. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Viet-Flakes (1962–1967). 16 mm film transferred to HD video, toned black and white, sound collage by 

James Tenney. 8 min, 31 sec. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright Agency, 2022. 
 
It also demonstrates how painting persists as a theme, even when Schneemann's 
literal or 'real' body ceases to function as a subject, agent, or 'material.' 
 
Like her earlier Vietnam inspired film Viet Flakes of 1967, War Mop is a protest 
work, in this instance against the atrocities in Beirut. On a video monitor, 
Schneemann's montage of news footage from the war, Souvenir of Lebanon (1983), 
plays continuously. 
 
Every eight seconds the motorised mop rises then slaps down on the monitor, like a 
weapon or rifle, as violent images of blown-out villages sweep across the screen. The 
hostile and banal movement of the mop, up and down, metaphorically echoes the 
aggressive paint strokes of the abstract expressionists, turning the mop into an 
oversized paintbrush. 
 
That Schneemann conceives of her motorised mop as a paintbrush is undeniable. In 
1990–1991, she produced an important work entitled Scroll Painting with Exploded 
TV, in which a series of paintings was created by motorised mops dipped in paint. In 
the installation, video monitors depict the paint falling on the canvas. 



 

 
Carolee Schneemann, War Mop (1983). Acrylic glass, mop, motor, monitor and video (colour, sound, 6 min). Sculpture: 61 x 

157.5 x 50.8 cm, monitor: 30.5 x 45.7 x 25.4 cm. Courtesy © Carolee Schneemann. Artists Rights Society [ARS]/Copyright 
Agency, 2022. 

 
If gestural abstraction was initially about the reclamation of subjectivity in post–
World War America, as Pollock's declaration, 'I am nature,' would seem to imply, 
then, Schneemann's complete elimination of the subject from the creation of 
'gestural abstraction' is her rebuttal. 
 
Despite her innumerable, intermedia explorations through kinetic theatre, 
performance, film, video, and installation, and decades of artistic production in 
which the physical medium of paint is scarce, Schneemann insists on her status as a 
painter. 
 
As she eloquently states in a 1980 interview: 'I'm a painter, working with my body 
and ways of thinking about movement and environment that come out of the 
discipline of having painted for six or eight hours a day for years. That's got to be the 
root of my language in any medium. I'm not a filmmaker. I'm not a photographer. 
I'm a painter.'9 

 
To unravel this seeming contradiction, a redefinition of the painter needs to be 
supported, not as one who paints but one who works on the questions and problems 
of painting. This shift allows a deeper appreciation for the power of visual structures 
and formal concerns throughout Schneemann's career. 
 
It also places her work at the centre of the major philosophical debates raised by 
contemporary art, challenging the flatness of painting, and notions of medium 
specificity, and expanding the field of visual art to include the embodied subject. 
 
Notes 
 
The publication of this essay has been made possible by the generosity of Maura Reilly, and also the assistance of the Carolee 
Schneemann Foundation, with regard to permissions and image use. 
1. Versions of this essay have been published in the catalog accompanying an exhibition titled Carolee Schneeman: Painting. 
What It Became, curated by Maura Reilly at P.P.O.W Gallery, New York, February to March 2009, and on pages 27–30, in the 
catalog, Carolee Schneemann: Within and beyond the Premises, Samuel Dorsky Museum of Art at the State University of New 

https://maurareilly.com/
https://www.schneemannfoundation.org/
https://www.schneemannfoundation.org/


 
York at New Paltz, 6 February–25 July 2010; and in 'The Paintings of Carolee Schneemann', Feminist Studies, 37:3 (Fall 
2012). 
2. Quote from Carolee Schneemann in Imaging Her Erotics: Carolee Schneemann (1993), vhs, 5 mins, a video collaboration 
between director Maria Beatty and the artist. 
3. Carolee Schneemann, Imaging Her Erotics: Essays, Interviews, Projects (Cambridge, MA: mitPress, 2003); Carolee 
Schneemann and Bruce McPherson, More Than Meat Joy: Complete Performance Works and Selected Writings, (Kinston, NY: 
McPherson, 1997), 167. 
4. Rebecca Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance (New York: Routledge, 1997), 35. 
5. Schneemann, More Than Meat Joy,21, 32; Schneemann, quoted in Carey Lovelace, 'Schneemann: Inside Out,' Artcom, no. 
19 (1983): 16. 
6. Schneemann, from an unpublished interview with Danielle Knafo. 
7. Schneemann, quoted in an interview by Kate Haug, in Schneemann, Imaging Her Erotics. 
8. Ibid., 165. 
9. Schneemann, quoted in Scott MacDonald, 'Film and Performance: An Interview with Carolee Schneemann,' Millennium 
Film Journal, nos. 7/8/9 (Fall/Winter 1980–1981): 105. 
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During the 1964 debut of Carolee Schneemann’s ‘Meat Joy’ in Paris, a man in the audience 
tried to throttle the artist before being hauled off by three female spectators. Schneemann’s 

performance, an ‘exuberant sensory celebration of flesh’, involved semi-naked dancers 

tangling and grappling while bits of chicken, raw fish and hot dogs rained from above and 
buckets of paint sloshed underfoot. 

 



 
Since her expulsion from Bard College ten years earlier for the ‘moral turpitude’ of painting 

herself in the nude, Schneemann had made a name for getting naked while persisting in 
calling herself a painter – a claim that was just about tenable in the case of ‘Meat Joy’, less so 

in the case of ‘ICES STRIP/ISIS TRIP’ (1972), her one-woman performance on a London 

to Edinburgh festival train which started with a striptease in the dining car while reciting 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and ended with her roller-skating up and 

down the aisle. 

 
Despite a police raid on the London performance of ‘Meat Joy’, Schneemann moved to the 

city for a three-year spell in 1969 and the Barbican has welcomed her back with a major show 

hailing her as a trailblazer of body politics. It’s an exhaustive survey, devoting several 
galleries to her unremarkable early abstract expressionist canvases and messy box-

constructions before she hit her stride with photographs and films involving her body. At 

this point things get more interesting visually, if not logico-philosophically. Rejecting 
hierarchies she regarded as patriarchal, Schneemann gave everything equal artistic value. A 

wall is devoted to ‘Infinity Kisses (I)’ (1981-87), a grid of photographs of her daily tongue 

smooches with her cat Cluny. ‘THE CAT IS MY MEDIUM,’ she wrote of a previous pet. 
Oh, purr-leaze! 

 

As Rossini said of Wagner, Schneemann has some good moments but some bad quarters of 
an hour. I liked early kinetic works such as ‘Music Box Music’ (1964) with its distorted 

nursery rhyme tapes tinkling to a halt like breaking glass, but I got awfully tired of her body. 

And I minded the mess and the lack of subtlety, which mattered when she got into activism. 
The thud of a mop hitting a TV screening her film ‘Souvenir of Lebanon’, in the installation 

‘War Mop’ (1983)’, lands as heavily as its feminist point. 

I didn’t want to throttle her, though by the end I was ready to throttle the curator for making 
the exhibition three times too long. The curator of the Stephen Cripps exhibition at Turner 

Contemporary has managed to squeeze a life’s work into two rooms. Admittedly the life in 

question ended with an accidental methadone overdose at the age of 29 in 1982, but it was 
frenetically productive. 

 

Cripps blazed no trails – no one was mad enough to follow him – but he blazed brightly. 
Described as a pyrotechnic sculptor, he engineered legendary one-man shows – most 

famously at Acme Gallery from 1979 to 1981 – involving fireworks, gongs, bells, machine 



 
constructions and exploding bags of grocery dry goods. ‘The spectators would be showered 

with split peas or flour, dazzled by fountains of sparks and fire, sometimes even driven into 
the street by smoke,’ recalls musician and sometime collaborator David Toop. It was loud 

but never unsubtle. Cripps felt explosives had been given a bad press by war: ‘Some very 

gentle things can come from explosives.’ 
 
Understandably, his work was almost impossible to record. ‘If you blinked you missed it,’ 

says Toop. ‘If you witnessed it, you blinked anyway.’ Unlike Schneemann, Cripps had no 
interest in recording his performances; he was even reluctant to describe them as art. A 

photo of his Butler’s Wharf studio shows an enormous space littered with junk; the garden 

shed at the back was where he slept. The junk went into making ‘performing machines’ of 
which one rare survivor, a roving record player, is in the show. All that’s left of the others, if 

they ever took shape, are hundreds of marvellous annotated drawings that cover all surfaces 

in the exhibition. They include ‘Notes on a Dance for Jets and Helicopters’ and a drawing of 
a portable crematorium with arrows indicating where the ‘STIFFS’ go in and the ‘ASHES’ 

out. 

Photographs show Cripps performing at Oxford’s Museum of Modern Art Oxford in 1979 
during a Jackson Pollock exhibition at which the paintings ‘seemed to lose their visually 

active qualities’, recalled one witness, ‘and recede apologetically into the background’. The 

careers of both these artists are unthinkable today. Cripps eventually joined the London Fire 
Brigade to earn a crust – since they kept turning up to his gigs he figured he should join 

some of theirs – but he and Schneemann both survived outside a funding system. If their 

happenings happened, it was because they made them. Turner Contemporary’s health 
warning of ‘sudden loud noise and flashing lights’ on a film of a Cripps performance is a 

reminder of how far removed we now are from those heady days of happenings and how 

much poorer the art scene has become, even if artists are richer. 
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Carolee Schneemann at her home in New Paltz, N.Y., in 1996. A bold, groundbreaking performance artist, her influence on other artists 
has only recently been recognized.Credit...Joan Barker 

 
Carolee Schneemann, a prime mover of performance art, a feminist visionary and one of the 
most influential artists of the late 20th century, died on Wednesday at her home in New 
Paltz, N.Y. She was 79. 
 



 
The cause was breast cancer, said Wendy Olsoff, co-founder of the gallery P.P.O.W., which, 
along with Galerie LeLong, represented Ms. Schneemann in New York. She had lived with 
the disease for more than two decades. 
 
Ms. Schneemann found instant notoriety early on. In 1964, in Paris and New York, she 
staged an epochal performance event titled “Meat Joy.” Set to a pop-score composed by her 
husband then, the avant-garde composer James Tenney, the work had the appearance of an 
orgiastic free-for-all, with men and women, including the artist, rolling around on the floor 
in bikini briefs slathering each other with blood-red paint and clutching dead fish and 
chickens. 
 
At regular intervals from 1963 to 1967, Ms. Schneemann and Mr. Tenney filmed themselves 
having sex. She then edited the footage into a film called “Fuses,” in which the couple are 
seen in close-up in their darkened bedroom — they shot their lovemaking by passing small 
cameras back and forth — with a rural landscape of changing seasons visible through a 
window. 

 

 
 

MS. Schneemann in her work “Eye Body #11,” 1963. “In 1963,” she said, “to use my body as an extension of my painting-constructions 
was to challenge and threaten the psychic territorial power lines by which women were admitted to the Art Stud Club.”Credit...The Estate 

of Carolee Schneemann, Galerie Lelong and Co., Hales Gallery, and P.P.O.W. Gallery, New York 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/126279
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/08/arts/music/pioneer-composer-psychoacoustician.html


 
 

Most radically, the entire film is framed as if seen through the eyes of an observant but 
unjudging third party, a feline named Kitch, the first of several “muse cats” that Ms. 
Schneemann bonded with and included in her art over the years. 
 
For the startling 1975 performance piece “Interior Scroll,” Ms. Schneemann stood nude on a 
table, posing like a studio model, while reading from a book of her collected writings titled 
“Cezanne, She Was a Great Painter.” The writings included a litany of misogynistic 
reactions a female artist could expect to encounter in her career, like these: 
 
BE PREPARED: 
to have your brain picked 
to have the pickings misunderstood 
to be mistreated whether your success 
increases or decreases 
if you are a woman (and things are not utterly changed) 
they will almost never believe you really did it 
(what you did do) 
they will patronize you humor you 
try to sleep with you want you to transform them 
with your energy 
 
She then put the book down and slowly extracted a narrow strip of typewritten paper from 
her vagina, reading aloud the text on the scroll as it emerged. The words included a direct 
address to a contemporary filmmaker and theorist — female, as it happened — who had 
dismissed her work as “diaristic indulgence.” 
 
Ms. Schneemann encountered critical resistance regularly, often from what seemed to be 
conflicting directions. Some feminists viewed her body-positive, pro-sensual art as 
exploitative, not as a bold assertion of female agency. In contrast, in 1969, when she 
screened “Fuses” at the Cannes Film Festival, an audience made up almost exclusively of 
male critics greeted it with anger: The film, it seemed, wasn’t pornographic enough for 
them. They saw it as a tease. 
 
Carolee Schneemann was born on Oct. 12, 1939, into a middle-class family in Fox Chase, 
Pa., then a rural neighborhood of Philadelphia. Her father was a country doctor. She 
remembered poring over his anatomy books when she was very young. 
 
“There was always physicality around us,” she said in an interview, “leaking, spilling out of 
boundaries, wounded farmers with bleeding limbs, hemorrhages, infections. No fantasy of 
the sanitized body in this household.” 

 



 

 
 

A still from Ms. Schneemann’s “Infinity Kisses” (2008). The video, in which she shares kisses with her cats, may be her most unguardedly 
sensual work.Credit...The Estate of Carolee Schneemann, Galerie Lelong and Co., Hales Gallery, and P.P.O.W. Gallery, New York 

 
Ms. Schneemann had an early interest in art and the natural world, and in 1955, over her 
family’s objections, she entered Bard College, in the Hudson Valley, on a full scholarship to 
study painting. There she ran into problems. The all-male studio faculty was primarily 
interested in having her pose for them. When, on her own initiative, she produced nude-self-
portraits, she was expelled for a year on grounds of, as she put it, “moral turpitude.” 
 
The punitive exile — she later returned to earn a degree — proved fortunate. She enrolled in 
the art program at Columbia University, where she met Mr. Tenney. She continued to paint 
in a gestural style that borrowed something from Cezanne and a lot from Abstract 
Expressionists like Arshile Gorky and Willem de Kooning. In her paintings of the 1950s, 
landscapes and bodies share a charge of organic energy. A nude portrait of Mr. Tenney 
could be mistaken for a tangle of tree limbs, or a garden blooming. The couple divorced in 
1968. 
 
At the time, the high-minded anguish attributed to Abstract Expressionism had little appeal 
for her. What mattered in “action painting” was action, she thought — evidence of bodily 
motion. She took this aesthetic beyond wielding brushes to adding found matter to the 
surfaces of her canvases, then cutting them up and adding them to three-dimensional 
constructions, some with motorized components. 
 
By the 1960s, these assemblages had become environments against which, and within 
which, she performed, smearing her nude body with paint and grease and surrounding it 
with props: live snakes, shattered glass, a cow skull. Such performances were captured in a 
photographic series titled “Eye Body: 36 Transformative Actions for Camera.” Shot by the 
Icelandic Pop artist Erró, they suggest erotic archaic rituals amplified by a Dadaist wit. 
“In 1963, to use my body as an extension of my painting-constructions,” she later said, “was 
to challenge and threaten the psychic territorial power lines by which women were admitted 
to the Art Stud Club.” 

https://icelandicartcenter.is/people/artists/erro/


 

 
 

A vintage photograph that was incorporated in Ms. Schneemann’s work “Snows.”Credit...The Estate of Carolee Schneemann, Galerie 
Lelong and Co., Hales Gallery, and P.P.O.W. Gallery, New York 

 
It was a short, logical step from these studio solos into a theater. Ms. Schneemann made the 
transition as a founding member of Judson Dance Theater, along with the choreographer-
performers Deborah Hay and Yvonne Rainer and the artist Robert Morris. 
 
In the Judson aesthetic, everyday actions — walking, running, lovemaking — had 
expressive dimensions. “Meat Joy” was a natural, if operatically scaled, product of its spirit, 
and it was carefully choreographed. Ms. Schneemann had plotted its movements in 
preliminary drawings. 
 
If “Meat Joy” reflected the liberationist spirit of its day, other work tapped into its dark 
political realities, specifically the war in Vietnam. In her 1965 “Viet-Flakes,” a video 
camera scans newspaper clippings of battlefield atrocities as if from the perspective of a 
marauding fighter plane. Two years later, she incorporated the film into a monumental stage 
piece called “Snows,” in which performers, taking directions from the audience, enacted 
sculptural tableaus derived from war pictures. 
 
Just as Ms. Schneemann was forthright in advocating for self-determined pleasure, she was 
bold in confronting transience and mortality. A 1994-95 installation, “Mortal Coils,” was a 
multimedia memorial to 17 friends who had died. “Terminal Velocity,” in 2001, was based 
on enlarged newspaper photographs of people falling from the doomed World Trade Center 
towers on Sept. 11 that year. (She took critical heat for using these images so soon after 
9/11.) In a multimedia installation called “Known/Unknown: Plague Column” (1995/96), 
shown first at Elga Wimmer Gallery in New York and later as part of a 2016 retrospective at 
P.P.O.W., she focused on her own experience with breast cancer. 
 

https://dhdcblog.blogspot.com/
http://www.feelingsarefacts.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/29/obituaries/robert-morris-dead.html
http://time.arts.ucla.edu/terminals/schneemann/coils.html
http://www.caroleeschneemann.com/knownunknown.html


 
And she entered territories where few other artists were venturing, like interspecies 
communication. A video titled “Kitch’s Last Meal” (1973-78) is a five-hour gesture of 
mourning for the loss of a beloved companion. A 2008 video, “Infinity Kisses — the 
Movie,” in which Ms. Schneemann shares kisses with Kitch’s feline successors, may be her 
most unguardedly sensual work. 
 

 
 

In Ms. Schneemann’s “Fuses,” she and her husband at the time, the avant-garde composer James Tenney, filmed themselves having sex at 
regular intervals from 1963 to 1967. They shot their lovemaking by passing small cameras back and forth. 

 
Credit...The Estate of Carolee Schneemann, Galerie Lelong and Co., Hales Gallery, and P.P.O.W. Gallery, New York 

 
In a half-century career of productivity — encompassing painting, sculpture, collage, 
drawing, bookmaking, photography, performance, installation, film and writing — Ms. 
Schneemann found little support in a mainstream art world. 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, she had no gallery representation. She had to wait until 1996 for a 
modest museum survey: “Carolee Schneemann: Up to and Including Her Limits,” organized 
by Dan Cameron at the New Museum in Manhattan. (The show got its title from an 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_m4wuJH4M8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_m4wuJH4M8I


 
installation in which she suspended herself in a tree-surgeon’s halter and drew on the 
surrounding walls, converting her body into a mark-making utensil.) 
 
Ms. Schneemann, who lived in the Springtown section of New Paltz, is survived by a 
brother and sister. 
 
In 1999, she wrote to the MacArthur Foundation: “I am not the only woman artist with a 
distinguished history who has no way to sustain her work, nor provide for her future. I’m 
enclosing a bibliography as well as an exhibition and lecture sheet to clarify this extremely 
paradoxical history, the punishing facts of this mythic ‘career.’ ” 
 
But in the last few years she began to be acknowledged as the history-shaper she was. In 
2015, the Museum der Moderne Salzburg in Austria organized a near-comprehensive career 
retrospective, which later traveled to MoMA PS1 in Queens. In 2017, she took the 
international spotlight when she was awarded the Golden Lion for lifetime achievement at 
the Venice Biennale. 
 
Most important was the growing recognition of her influence on high-profile younger 
figures like Marina Abramovic, Matthew Barney and Pipilotti Rist, and, directly or 
indirectly, on newer generations of artists who take the body, sexuality and gender as their 
brief. A born collaborator, Ms. Schneemann was well known for her generosity to fellow 
artists, and for her tireless drive to keep working despite “every sort of conceivable 
resistance.” 
 
“Death is greedy,” she wrote near the end of last year, “So on we go, with all the love and 
appreciation we can express to each other.” 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/01/arts/design/carolee-schneemann-moma-ps1-art-performance.html?login=smartlock&auth=login-smartlock
https://art21.org/artist/marina-abramovic/?gclid=CjwKCAiAiJPkBRAuEiwAEDXZZfwyMwcgopfSUabx1Exa1veDmimfJWnbHZ-HYVLIFfs0c2Cv_rVVXBoCV2cQAvD_BwE
https://art21.org/artist/matthew-barney/?gclid=CjwKCAiAiJPkBRAuEiwAEDXZZfoDAtIYCzHuR3Zyv-sfBxXtveVy5dg3MKktJ5dhrUQ-dSmItjEg6BoCZKgQAvD_BwE
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/pipilotti-rist
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Carolee Schneemann. Up to and Including Her Limits. 1973-76. Crayon on paper, rope, harness, Super 8mm 
film projector, video (color, sound; 29 min.), and six monitors. Dimensions variable. The Museum of Modern 

Art, New York, Committee on Drawings Funds and Committee on Media and Performance Art Funds, 2012. © 
2017 Carolee Schneemann. Courtesy the artist, P.P.O.W, and Galerie Lelong, New York. 

 
In French, the way a particular painter applies paint to canvas, her “tell,” so to speak, is called la 
patte de l’artiste. La patte, generally translated as “paw,” has a much more expansive meaning in 
French, where, in addition to mammals’ feet with claws and pads, it applies to the extremities of 
insects, birds, and reptiles. That subtle trace of the body’s vibrations, which the human painter shares 
with the rest of the animal kingdom, pulls aside the curtains of convention and training to reveal the 
essential role of the body, through its sense of touch, in realizing the artwork. As Kinetic 
Painting, her first career-spanning retrospective, shows, Carolee Schneemann’s art has radically re-
oriented preconceptions about painting away from the primacy of the visual to the primacy of the 
haptic, the implications of which we are only just beginning to understand. She most clearly stated 
that expansive re-orientation in her performance series Up to and Including Her Limits (1973–1976). 
In this series, Schneemann tied a tree surgeon’s harness to the performance space ceiling in a corner 
lined with paper. Hanging from the harness with colored crayons in her hands, she swung her nude 
body through the air, allowing that movement to determine the marks she left with the crayons: 
“kinetic painting” indeed. 
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Carolee Schneemann. Eye Body: 36 Transformative Actions for Camera. 1963/2005. Eighteen gelatin silver 

prints. 24 x 20 inches each.The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of the artist. © 2017 Carolee 
Schneemann. Courtesy the artist, P.P.O.W, and Galerie Lelong, New York. Photos: Erró. 

 
At least as early as Eye Body (1963)—a series of staged photographs where the artist posed nude 
among the props of a loft installation of her design—she insisted that our awareness of space arises 
in the state of play between the body and its surroundings. Rather than the purely visual, for 
Schneemann this play between body and environment begins with what, at least in Western culture, 
has been the most denigrated modality of consciousness: touch. Schneemann was well ahead of her 
time, as the leading model for mental events among philosophers and research scientists back in the 
day was a computational one, where the brain acted as a glorified computer. No one today takes the 



 
reductive computational stance seriously, as professionals in the field widely acknowledge that 
consciousness cannot be other than embodied. To use a painterly analogy, Schneemann brought 
touch from the background of our awareness to the foreground. This is, of course, of a piece with her 
transforming the role of the female body in art from the nude, passive receptacle of the gaze, into the 
“vulvic space,” an active producer of meaning she articulated with great power in Interior 
Scroll (1975/1977). After a ritualistic series of actions, she removed a scroll from inside her vagina 
and read aloud a message from feminist texts in her movie Kitch’s Last Meal (1973-1976). 
With Interior Scroll, Schneemann identified the vagina and womb as the sources of “primary 
knowledge,” the origins of time measurement, math, astronomy, and agriculture. 
 
In the chronology of Schneemann’s work, Up to and Including Her Limits (1973-1976) comes 
between Eye Body and Interior Scroll. It is one of her signature works, and encompasses many of her 
essential spheres of inquiry: art history, painting, the body, and the role of women. Kinetic 
Painting’s installation of the piece reproduces the February 1976 performance at The Kitchen. It 
includes the original tree surgeon’s harness and the original drawings along the walls and on the 
floor. The drawings are flanked on either side by a stack of three video monitors that play back 
Schneemann’s performances. During those performances, suspended from the harness in a supine 
position, she drew colored lines of crayon on the paper while swinging through the space. What is 
missing in Kinetic Painting’s version of the original 1976 performance, apart from the artist, is the 
body of her then-recently deceased cat, Kitch, her constant companion who played a central role in 
her film, Fuses (1965), and had accompanied her earlier performances of Up to and Including Her 
Limits. In the February 1976 iteration, Kitch’s preserved body was laid on a small table next to the 
papered corner where Schneemann was performing. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann. Up to and Including Her Limits. 1973-76. The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 

Committee on Drawings Funds and Committee on Media and Performance Art Funds, 2012. © 2017 Carolee 
Schneemann. Courtesy the artist, P.P.O.W, and Galerie Lelong, New York. 

 
On the art historical level, Up to and Including Her Limits marks an endpoint in the evolution of the 
female nude in Western art. This convention begins with the Renaissance revival of the nude from 
the Classical era, Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus (c. 1486), being a prime example. Venus in this 
image is a passive screen, so to speak, that reflects the projection of male desire. The female nude 
underwent minor modifications in the succeeding centuries but did not get a significant makeover 



 
until Manet’s Olympia (1863). While the nude here is still an object of male desire, we are very 
much aware that we are looking at an actual, and not idealized, woman, in this case Manet’s favorite 
model Victorine Meurent. Further, Meurent counters our objectivizing gaze with her own, as we are 
about to enter into a transaction on her terms. Should there be any doubt that we are confronting an 
active sexual being in her own right, Manet offers the indexical clue of the evidently aroused black 
cat to her right, the word chatte in French having the same slang connotation that “pussy” has in 
English. 
 
Up to and Including Her Limits takes the activation of the female nude to its inevitable conclusion in 
real space and real time. Schneemann here collapses artist, model, and artwork; figure and ground; 
process and product into one event. She is not the passive object of the male gaze, but instead the 
active producer of the artwork. In her piece, the nude is inseparable from the space, in fact 
she becomes the space as she swings through it. However, her ecstatic merging of artist and space in 
this piece is the logical outcome not of Manet and his work, but another 19th century painter 
essential to Schneemann’s development as an artist, Cézanne. 
 
It is really in Cézanne’s art that we get the first glimmerings of the movement in painting away from 
the purely visual to the more broadly based awareness of space that originates with the haptic. 
Schneemann understood the implications of Cézanne’s obsessions with his “sensations” as pointing 
to a new relationship between the artist and her environment, blurring the lines between the art 
object, the painter, and the object of the painter’s gaze. In an interview in this newspaper, December 
2016, she said about Cézanne: “Later, when I found his early Expressionist work, I loved it so much. 
I came to the stampedes of paint exploding after I had already committed to the rigorous aspects of 
Cézanne. I would say that is where I first wanted to break through the surface, to increase the 
dimensionality of paint and surface, and where I began to understand what painting was really going 
to demand of me.” 
 
What resulted from Schneemann’s understanding of painting through the work of Cézanne was a 
new relationship between the artist and the artwork mediated through the boundary between the two: 
the skin of the artist’s body, or in other words, touch. In the PS1 installation of Up to and Including 
Her Limits the evidence of Schneemann’s touch appears as the record of her body movements 
through the crayon marks. At certain points during the original 1975 performance at the Kitchen, she 
would slip out of the harness to lie on the floor, becoming part of the “ground.” As Cézanne was able 
to harness his emotions through the application of formal rigor, his patte evolved over time from the 
“stampedes of paint exploding” in his earliest work to the delicate passage, or merging foreground 
and background, in the tightly controlled brushwork from his late work. His psychological 
immersion in his work became more complete, if less intense, and in the 1890s onward, the painting 
process began to supersede the product, as evidenced by his famous “unfinished” pieces. 
Schneemann’s patte, her sense of touch, in Up to and Including Her Limits took Cézanne’s 
immersion in his own process to a new level of actuality and immediacy by extending the artwork 
itself into actual space and real time through performance, making her own body the medium. 
 
We could also say that Schneemann’s patte, her “paw,” was located metaphorically in Kitch’s body. 
Kitch’s role in Schneemann’s art has many dimensions, but one of them appears to be her role as 
witness to Schneemann’s experiences. For example in Fuses, Kitch appears as a contemplative foil 
to the blissful couplings of Schneemann and her then partner, composer James Tenney. In this 
capacity, Kitch’s presence speaks to the body’s capacity as the ultimate witness of all happenings, 
recording at the visceral level all the pain, boredom, and pleasure that we all experience. Ecstasy and 
contemplation, Cézanne and Kitch in Schneemann’s art, are two sides of the same coin, and they 
originate with the body’s haptic relationship to the environment. Each living creature is a nexus of 
vastly complex and intricate webs of fluctuating patterns that connect to the environment: the 



 
vibrations of the atoms that make up the body, the vibrations of molecules in the body as they 
perform their functions keeping the organism alive, the limbic system, the circulatory system, the 
nervous system, and so on. Schneemann’s great contribution to the evolution of painting has been 
presenting the human body as the ultimate ground of experience and understanding of space itself, 
with the promise of liberation through connecting to the energies of actual experience without the 
filter of cultural prejudices and expectations. It is as if she took our head between her hands and 
pointed it down at our own bodies, and said: “Start here.” 
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Carolee Schneemann, “Portrait Partials” (1970), 35 gelatin silver prints. 26 7/8 x 26 3/4″ (The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, acquired through the generosity of the Peter Norton Family Foundation, © 2017 

Carolee Schneemann, courtesy the artist, P.P.O.W, and Galerie Lelong, New York) 
 

In Schneemann’s provocative paintings, sculptures, installations, performances, films, and videos, 
serendipity often plays a crucial role, interceding as an intermediary to life’s bothersome snags. In 
fact, serendipity courses through her entire career. A suspension from Bard College for painting 
herself nude (despite permission to pose nude for male students) seeded her sense of female 
empowerment. She went on to use her body as a medium to spring the female form from its frame, 
and to pursue explicit expressions of female sexuality. If her physical body was central to her 



 
project, it also often eclipsed her larger body of work. Hugely significant innovations, born or sired 
by chance, are now becoming more visible as the breadth of her legacy is acknowledged. At a 
Huguenot inn near her home in upstate New York, Schneemann spoke with Joyce Beckenstein about 
her early struggles for recognition, the sensuous connections between the beautiful and the 
grotesque, and her enduring kinship with cats. 
 
Joyce Beckenstein: What was going through your mind when you found out you’d received the 
Golden Lion award? 
 
Carolee Schneemann: I was incredulous! I first thought it was a mistake; I didn’t understand what it 
was until people starting writing me. Now I’m an archivist, an organizer, and I have to tell myself 
that this new confluence is a kind of work. 
 
JB: Hadn’t much of that work already been done for you over the years? 
 
CS: My work was acknowledged for its historical significance, but it was nevertheless treated in a 
marginal way for many years. It took a feminist revolution to ensure that no decent gallery was 
without what I call a “token cunt.” With the culture concentrating on my work with the body as 
either pornographic or narcissistic, it was hard to get teaching jobs, or to have the work exhibited in 
terms of its evolving process. 
 
JB: Now, “Carolee Schneemann: Kinetic Painting,” which opened at the Museum der Moderne, 
Salzburg in 2015 and travelled to The MMK in Frankfurt this May, will open at MoMA, P.S.I in 
October. What’s changed? 
 
CS: P.P.O.W. gallery has been committed to my work for two decades.  Recently a number of 
remarkable exhibits have brought attention to neglected works from the ’80s and ’90s. A few brave 
and devoted curators — Christine Marcel of the Pompidou Center, and Kristine Stiles — fought for 
this recognition, as did Elga Wimmer, Dan Cameron, and Robert Riley. Women have to live long 
enough — no longer be sexually desirable — for the erotic aspect of their works not to confuse or 
overwhelm the cultural significance. 
 
JB: There has been an obsessive focus on your body rather than on your body of work: your artistic 
life has been as an innovator in filmmaking, performance, installation, and video art. Yet you’ve 
always defined yourself as a painter.  When you met Jim Tenney, you said, “I’m a painter who paints 
space as time.” He responded: “I’m a composer who composes time as space.” 
 
CS: The relationship with Jim was intense, and we shared the research we were doing: his in music 
and science, mine in visual aesthetics and art history. Jim’s work influenced my considerations of 
dissonance, fragmentation, repetition — the way when you split two elements there is some 
incremental energy between them, as with collage. Our love fueled and sustained my art. When 
people said, “This is crap,” there were the two of us rowing our boat together. 
 
JB: And how do you describe that time/space aspect of painting? 
 
CS: It had to do with physicality: the energy of the stroke, the gesture of the arm extending the body 
into visual space. Also how the painting is relayed through the mysterious intensity of the eye to the 
surface. There is a kinetic sense of visual tracking, an energizing force between eye and hand, a 
gestalt to the way everything is perceived to be energetically connected. 
 
JB: Where did that concept of gestalt come from? 

http://www.ppowgallery.com/


 
 
CS: When I was eleven I traveled to a museum and was drawn by the intoxicating aroma of oil paint 
to a room downstairs where adults were painting a still-life. The teacher invited me into the class and 
set me up with drawing supplies. At one point he took a student’s paper sandwich bag, tore it up, 
threw the pieces on the floor, and asked everyone if they knew what it was about. No one replied, but 
I said, “I think it’s about the rhythm between the pieces.” The teacher was pleased and said, “Yes, 
this is gestalt.” 
 
JB: In that regard, you’ve talked about the influence of Cézanne and the problems he had trying to 
integrate his bathers within space. 
 
CS: I began as a landscape painter and was going nuts trying to transpose landscape into painting — 
I wanted the energy of what I was seeing, but the form was so predetermined. Cézanne exemplifies 
this struggle. His early works are sexualized, misogynist, and possess a dense, visceral erotic energy. 
I understood the conflict and saw his need to tame it all into structure. Cézanne opened procedural 
thresholds for me. I began to carve my paintings with razor blades, trying to enter the other side of 
them. 
 
JB: How did you make the leap from painting space as time to other media? 
 
CS: All my work contains visual sequences — this goes back to my childhood drawings from when I 
was four or five that are filmic. I used ten pages of images and move through them as if they are 
time. 
 
JB: Those drawings foreshadow much of the imagery in your art. There is one of a cat springing out 
of a box, a series of vertical marks beneath the box underscoring its charged movement. 
CS: The cat also represents the energy moving between domestic and natural worlds: cats’ grace is 
in tandem with their delicate intimacy, hunting, and capture. In Fuses (1965), my self-shot 
experimental erotic film, our cat Kitch is an appreciative witness. 
JB: This brings us to another dynamic in your process: your visceral sense of using space to power 
tension in your work. You have compared it to the vulnerable instant when, climbing stairs, one foot 
trusts the other to hold steady as it ascends the next step. So much of your art seems to take place 
within those shifting spaces. 
 
CS: That was my sensation of swinging in a harness in Up to and Including Her Limits (1973-76) [a 
performance in which Schneemann, suspended in a harness on a three-quarter inch manila rope, 
sustains an entranced period of drawing. Her extended arm holds crayons that stroke the surrounding 
walls, accumulating a web of colored marks]. I recognized that the suspension would lead me to 
another aspect of drawing that I could sustain over a long period of time. It’s an ecstatic feeling, but 
it takes abdominal strength to keep moving and not spill out of the harness. The work relates to a 
child’s pleasurable feeling in a swing, but it also addresses Pollock’s extended stroke. 
 
JB: Meat Joy (1964), — one of your most controversial works — rambunctiously plays with psychic 
space. You’ve described it as “an erotic rite — excessive, indulgent, a celebration of flesh as 
material: raw fish, chicken, sausages, wet paint … shifting and turning among tenderness, wildness, 
precision, abandon; qualities that could at any moment be sensual, comic, joyous, repellent.” Where 
did that concoction come from? 
 
CS: As a teenager I worked on a chicken farm. Chopping their heads and eviscerating these chickens 
was very sensuous. When I was in Paris to create Meat Joy, Jean-Jaques Lebel arranged for me to 
stay at the hotel La Louisiane. My room was directly above a fragrant fish market and I hung a 



 
recorder out my window to capture all the cries of the vendors. This would become part of the 
soundtrack for the performance. The visceral erotic aspect to the work relates to lived experience, 
and many find disturbing what should be delicious and splendid. 
 
JB: There is always the body politic in your work, whether it deals with feminism or the atrocities of 
war and despotism. Video installations are often the medium. How did you go from film to this 
technology, and how did it impact your process? 
 
CS: Fuses (1965), was done in 16mm. For Viet-Flakes (1965), dealing with the atrocities of the 
Vietnam War, I used suppressed footage culled from international magazines. Later, computer 
editing changed my filmmaking process; I could do almost anything with the video system. 
 
JB: Most of your video works are edited as fractured collages that contrast domestic life with 
horrific catastrophes. Devour (2003-4) loops war footage with domestic intimacy. How did these 
installations gestate from your earlier works, particularly those featuring your body? 
 
CS: The presence of my body here goes to my empathy with the mutilated bodies. I have the 
privilege of observation; the privilege of not being threatened, raped, stabbed, hung from a noose. 
Now I’m considering the destruction of culture in the Middle East. Many of my “nightmare” works 
like Souvenir of Lebanon (1983-2006) and More Wrong Things (2001) combine images of atrocities 
with elements from my own environment, mixing my own personal footage and found footage. 
 
JB: Flange 6 rpm (2013), recalls much of your early abstract imagery, yet it addresses your sensual 
ambiguity — the way in which a projection of raging fire envelops a sculptural series of motorized, 
poured metal flanges. There’s visceral tension in their gyrating movements toward and away from 
one another. How did this work come about? 
 
CS: From a dream, like so many of my works. While walking down the street in Soho, I imagined a 
stick suspended in space and wondered what would happen if I put it in motion. I made drawings and 
conceived of a motorized computer system. The flange sculptures were originally each hand-formed 
in a lost wax process, which was then burnt out into a poured aluminum mold. The flange relates to 
the compendium of V-forms in Venus Vectors (1987), a large sculpture of transparent panels through 
which one sees V-forms from Paleolithic imagery, pyramids, wings, and one panel that includes a 
video performance. 
 



 

 
Carolee Schneemann, “Flange 6rpm” (2011-13), seven foundry-poured aluminum sculptures, motors (6 rpm), 
and video (color, silent), dimensions variable (© 2017 Carolee Schneemann, courtesy the artist, P.P.O.W, and 

Galerie Lelong, New York) 
 
JB: What do you tell students who want to become artists, and what are some of the challenges out 
there? 
 
CS: There is currently a fundamental difference in the way students initiate their process, because of 
its digital mediation, and because increasingly formal art education encourages them towards a 
predetermined concept of what the work must be. There is a sense of, “you tell us what to do and we 
will do it, then get a gallery and sell work.” I let them know it is chaotic out there in terms of 
commercialism, I let them know I reject common academic language: I don’t have a “practice,” I 
have a process. My work has concept, but is not conceptual as such; I don’t “unpack” anything 
except my travel bag. I tell them to question rhetoric, to stop being fearful of history, to look at what 
excites them, and to what has vigor and history. You belong to what you inherit and can transform. 
 
Carolee Schneemann: Kinetic Painting will be on view October 22, 2017 – March 11, 2017, at 
MoMA PS1 (22-25 Jackson Avenue, Long Island City, Queens). 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/3658
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FOUR FUR CUTTING BOARDS, 1963; WOODEN BOARDS, OIL PAINT, LIGHT BULBS, COLORED LIGHTS, PLASTIC 
FLOWERS, PHOTOGRAPHS, FABRIC, HUBCAP, TIGHTS, AND MOTORIZED UMBRELLAS; 90 ½ × 131 × 52". THE 
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, NEW YORK; PURCHASE, 2015; © 2017 CAROLEE SCHNEEMANN. 
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Carolee Schneemann, Meat Joy, 1964. Courtesy: the artist. Photo: Al Geise 

 
In honor of American artist and performer Carolee Schneemann winning the Golden Lion 
for Lifetime Achievement we are republishing an interview with her and curator 
Massimiliano Gioni, first printed in number 48, April-May 2015. 
  
MASSIMILIANO GIONI: Before presenting some of your now legendary performances—
such as Meat Joy, Up to and including her limits, Snows and many others—you were 
working first as a painter and then in the context of the experimental theater and dance 
world in NY, showing your experiments of kinetic theater at the Living Theater and the 
Judson Dance Theater, and participating in happenings with Claes Oldenburg and Robert 
Morris, among others. What was the context in which your performance work was first 
shown? 
 
CAROLEE SCHNEEMANN: I have never really worked in the context of the experimental 
theater of the time. My early performative event at the Living Theater had nothing to do 
with them as such: they had simply offered Dick Higgins and me a free Monday night for 
our experiments. We showed our work there but did not belong to the Living Theater itself. 
With the Judson Theater, I was the first painter to choreograph movement images which 
would later develop as “kinetic theater.” My work with what became the Judson Dance 
Theater began in the basement of Judson Church—and the list of participants in that scene is 
quite well known. Almost all of the artists gravitating around that orbit have made major 
radicalizing contributions to the history of contemporary dance and movement. At the time 
though, we thought we were just a group of very young artists from far-flung places doing 
rather blind experiments and collaborating. It’s significant that in the early 1960s there were 



 
no grant agencies; conceptual influences were found and shared from and within a vast art 
history that had not been formalized or consolidated for any of us to claim allegiance to. 
Among our friends we were changing inherited conventions. My partner in the early years, 
James Tenney, a composer and conductor, was originally from Denver and had attended the 
same high school as Stan Brakhage: they were both strange, exceptional beings. Brakhage 
would bring innovative film and poetry to our shared creativity. Tenney and I moved to New 
York City when he had an amazing position as the experimental composer-in-residence at 
Bell Telephone Labs. There we met Billy Klüver who went on to found Experiments in Art 
and Technology, the legendary E.A.T. It was through Billy that I was to participate in a 
“happening” in a store on the Lower East Side. Oldenburg’s Store Days was like wandering 
into a live, visceral dream of bodies and materials. Claes put me on the edge of a fireplace in 
a spangled dress with a knife. My only instruction was to stab the wall during the course of 
several hours of contiguous but oddly disconnected other events. 
 
MG: Looking through your great 1979 book More Than Meat Joy, I was surprised to find an 
odd couple of very interesting writers that you cited as important influences on your work—
Antonin Artaud and Henri Focillon. How did such different authors come to have an impact 
on your work? When did you encounter them? And who were the influential women in your 
early work? 
 
CS: I had already been inspired by the writings of Artaud during graduate school in Illinois. 
I experienced a terrible, deep depression because the drive to extend the principles of 
painting into enlarged visual activated space meant I would be separated from the solitude 
and concentration of painting. I fought my way through every repudiation of my drive to 
become a painter. This overwhelming need to exist in a world of images begins before I can 
speak. In my recent lectures, I now include a few of the remarkable drawings from my 
childhood. These were saved in a wicker basket by my mother, despite the future confusion 
and resistance my family would experience as in my teenage years I began to paint in my 
bedroom. By this time I had been inspired by a misconception—unable to find significant 
women painters, I came upon a painter named Cézanne and determined that these odd 
figurations could be by a woman, since Anne was a girl’s name. In 1974-75 I would self-
publish a feminist book titled Cézanne, She Was a Great Painter. On the cover I reproduced 
a childhood drawing of mine which I had made when I was 4 years old. It depicted two 
people in bed on a pillow touching each other: this drawing already anticipated my current 
and future erotic devotions. 
 
MG: So your female Cézanne was an important inspiration. In a way, you were inventing 
your own history of art, you were re-writing Istory, as you would have said a few years later, 
refusing the idea of a patriarchal narrative of art, the oppressive His-story… 
 
CS: Cézanne would be my guide through contradictory disciplines. My well-meaning father 
decided that it was inappropriate for a young woman to go to college, or to study art. I grew 
up in rural Pennsylvania where a woman’s destiny was expected to produce our version of 
livestock. My inspiration was a godmother who had run away to New York City and 
become an actress. This was always spoken about in hushed tones, as if it resembled 
voluntary sexual slavery—something improper. She was an example of a dedicated life, the 
joys and disciplines of developing a participation in culture’s history. Bard College provided 
me with full tuition, room and board included, but by 1959 my main painting teacher 
advised me, “You’re very gifted but you’re only a girl, don’t set your heart on art.” I studied 
painting intensively from books in the Bard library, learning every painterly technique I 
could study. I still felt I was anomalous in my hopeful commitment to making a life of 
images. I concentrated on working from landscape and still life, and I painted and drew my 
partner James Tenney whenever possible, including nude studies when he fell asleep in 



 
warm weather. There were no life models at Bard. Cézanne remains a powerful influence as 
I study his early erotically charged paintings, shifting into the perceptual discipline of 
organizing space structurally. And what I call “Cézanne’s broken line”… a kind of rubato, a 
breath in contours which becomes an indication of where the live body can enter its own 
visual constructions. So Eye Body (1963)—one of my early performance works, or 
“transformative actions” as I called them at the time—was actually inspired by Cézanne’s 
landscapes and watercolors. 
 
MG: Eye Body is a crucial piece in your early work… 
 
CS: Eye Body: 36 Transformative Actions for Camera (1963) was born from a simple, 
visual motivation to include my nude body as an extension of the materials of painting 
constructions I was working on at the time. Inspired by my friendship with the Icelandic 
artist Erró, I was not posing, but actively collaging my body with studio materials such as 
paint, fur, plastic, and garden snakes. I edited a photo sequence, then took it to various 
curators, feeling that this was some breakthrough process. It was the beginning of “body 
art,” but at the time I was heavily criticized for narcissism and expressionism, and for not 
sticking to painting.?I was fighting against masculist determinations that defined feminine 
and female. In these years the dichotomy of virgin/whore still dominated the popular erotic 
imagination; it was pre-feminist, the writings of Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan had 
not yet disrupted this fixity. I realized then it was only with an ideal body that I could 
undermine the inherited aesthetic expectations for the female nude. My motivation had more 
to do with visual energies than with any political insistence. I believe I can be the image and 
the image-maker—I am not a nude model frozen in position. 
 
MG: What other artists or thinkers were an influence on your work at the time? 
 
CS: The influences of Artaud and Focillon remain as foundational inspirations. I was hungry 
for deeper aesthetic principles and I was very influenced by the writings of Wilhelm Reich, 
studies of Snow Crystals by W.A. Bentley, D’Arcy Thompson’s On Growth and Form. 
Tenney and I were reading Proust to each other. He was also studying theories of the 
physical properties of sound, he wrote Meta-Hodos. He was practicing Ives’ Piano Sonata 
phrases over and over, audible through the thin walls of our little Illinois shack. His work 
was becoming a parallel dynamic to my concerns with collage, with the fracture of form 
producing incremental visual energy. I was researching contemporary art off in my little 
Sydney, Illinois studio, and began a correspondence with some guy named Allan Kaprow, 
who had just done an installation of car tires in New York City. The dynamics of abstract 
expressionism led me to place paintings on wheels that spun. When our Illinois surrounding 
landscape was altered by a tornado, I prepared a set of instructions for other artists to follow 
for physical movements in that landscape. All this prepared us for the rich confluences of 
artists we would meet in New York City. 
 
MG: In 1965 you presented another radical piece… 
 
CS: With a borrowed wind-up Bolex I began my self-shot erotic film Fuses. As a painter I 
was questioning whether my sensations of sexual pleasure could be depicted in film. At the 
time erotic imagery in film was either pornography or scientific imagery. Female pleasure 
hovered in nether realms of lost history or aggressive male fantasies. In any case, my visual 
experiment was inspired by an equitable, loving relationship—so it could not possibly be 
pornography. Nevertheless, the film in all its lyrical density constantly raised many 
questions and particularly prompted one to ask: if it wasn’t pornography, what else could it 
be? Fuses was constantly censored as well as celebrated. 
 



 
MG: At that time you also started a series of pieces which were even more openly political, 
as they engaged with current events and with the Vietnam war in particular. 
 
CS: There is always a double pull in my work between the ecstatic, sensuous, and the 
violent destructive militarisms which surround my privilege as an artist at this time. And so 
the range of erotic depiction in my self-shot film Fuses and its premise of domestic 
dailyness and bliss would be transformed by the overwhelming weight and destruction of 
the Vietnam war. I gathered all the suppressed imagery from Vietnam from a variety of 
sources to create my film Viet-Flakes (1965) and the subsequent kinetic theater Snows. 
 
MG: The combination of the personal and the political was at the center of many of the 
demands of the feminist movement: the contrast between the individual and the group is also 
fundamental to your work. How did you feel your work related to and was assimilated by 
the feminist discourse? 
 
CS: Female generative powers remain at the crux of cultural contradictions. The sexual 
dimension viscerally continues to be cloaked in glamour and artifice, while at the same time 
the actual experience of the female body is seldom given the bold clarification of our actual 
experience. Birth control and the sexual revolution of the 1960s now seem buried by the 
subsequent force of feminist history. 
 
MG: Many of your most famous works—such as Interior Scroll for example—proved 
particularly divisive when they were first shown, especially within the feminist discourses at 
the time. 
 
CS: Interior Scroll began as a simple drawing, a residual image from a dream in which I 
slowly extracted a text from my vagina. The dream text noted traditions of denigration of 
female creative energies. Many months passed before a feminist art event provoked the 
possibility of physically enacting the dreamt image. Interior Scroll was presented only 
twice, although it has taken on a life of its own. The audience at the East Hampton Women’s 
Art Festival in 1975 was extremely divided. A banker ecstatically said he finally understood 
the ticker-tape. Women were both outraged—“You’re playing into the most prurient of male 
fantasies”, some said—and ardently approving. 
 
MG: When it comes to performance art, the relationship of the artist to the audience has 
profoundly changed in the last decades, potentially turning every gesture into a form of 
empty spectacle. Who was the audience of your first performances? And I mean both the 
actual audience and the ideal viewers you imagined as your audience. And who would you 
say is your audience now? 
 
CS: The audiences from my first performances were other artists, usually aesthetic 
colleagues. I have never imagined an ideal viewer, nor do I prepare work with a sense of a 
potential audience. My work demands itself—that it be given form through me. In Up to 
And Including Her Limits, naked, suspended on the rope, drawing for many hours, I was 
purposefully indifferent to any potential audience. ?I’ve been lecturing and writing about 
sexuality, pleasure, the body, the dynamic of my work inspired by physicality for many 
years in many ways to many audiences. The audience is inspiring, enlivening, and I 
welcome the range of response from conflict to appreciation. The point for me is how the 
audience relates to me, not how I relate to the audience. 
 
MG: In the 1970s you wrote a beautiful text titled “Woman in the year 2000” which starts 
by saying, “By the year 2000 no young woman artist will meet the determined resistance 



 
and constant undermining which I endured as a student.” You have been both a student and 
a teacher. How have these experiences shaped your work? 
 
CS: I began teaching on the beach when I was 11 or so. It was my fantasy that the aimless 
kids would want to share my desire for giving full attention to elements we could pile 
together in the sand as a source for a beach still life: broken bottles, feathers, a sneaker or 
two, crushed tin cans, fish scales… Their lack of enthusiasm was very disappointing. Since 
college I have had to teach, to support my art. The early erotic enactments were too 
disturbing for collectors or institutions to support. The current interest which is bringing a 
denser, more complete context to my work is remarkable and quells the impact of years of 
rejection, marginalization and appropriation by other artists. I have never worked with a 
conscious intention for career or success, nor have I ever accepted a dominant theoretical 
construct. My sustaining support has always been my partner at the time and a small band of 
remarkable artists—and cats. I hope my teaching can guide my students to refuse the 
traditions and critical implications which keep them from assessing their own capacity for 
rigorous visual discipline and wild embrace of materials. From the heart. 
 
MG: What would you say is the function of art, or at least of your art? I’ve always thought 
that “liberation”—of the body and of the mind, so to speak—was what drives your art. 
CS: Perhaps the function of art is to fulfill the demands to follow the monkey on my back, 
as it screams: “This is an image you must realize.” 
 
MG: What are you working on? 
 
CS: Flange – 6rpm (2011) is my most recent sculptural installation. It was installed for 
Steven Holl’s T-Space in Rhinebeck, after its first presentation at P·P·O·W Gallery. It’s 
composed of three separate motorized sculptural units; each hand-sculpted unit is unique, 
cast in aluminum on a motorized base extending out from the wall. Each sculptural element 
moves slowly from side to side, forward and back in a continuous motion, almost 
touching. The aluminum is not polished, but has a rough texture still marked from the fire of 
the foundry process. I have edited a DVD from the foundry firing documentation—
sequences are projected both on the wall and floor beneath the sculptures so that viewers 
have the experience of being within the moving imagery. The work evolved from a simple 
drawing which required that it become realized as a series of sculptural variations; these 
would be given a kinetic template to produce slow motions; 6rpm was the stipulated speed. 
In addition to this sculptural installation, I am at work on two major publications and a full 
museum retrospective at the Museum der Moderne in Salzburg, opening in November, 
curated by Sabine Breitwieser. 
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Carolee Schneemann, Fresh Blood. 1981 - 86. Courtesy Galerie Lelong 

 
If we truly loved freedom we’d designate Carolee Schneemannn a living national treasure. But 
seeing as we live in this culture, she remains a blinding light for those few artists and writers 
attempting to hold back the dark in dominant culture. Schneemannn is a visionary artist in the 
lineage of William Blake, and visionaries never sit nicely within their culture. Walking through her 
multi-projection installation Precarious (2009) I thought of these lines from the opening of “The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell:”  
 

1. Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; for that call’d Body is a portion of Soul 
discern’d by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age. 2. Energy is the only 
life, and is from the Body; and Reason is the bound or outward circumference of 
Energy. 3. Energy is Eternal Delight. 

 



 
In 2014, Schneemann spoke with Jarrett Earnest about these intersections of language, physicality, 
painting, and performance at her home upstate. A version of this conversation originally appeared in 
two parts as “Rigorous Ecstasy—Language & Performance” in the September 14th and 17th 2014 
issues of Art Practical.  
 
Following concurrent exhibitions Further Evidence – Exhibit A at P.P.O.W. and Further Evidence – 
Exhibit B at Galerie Lelong this fall, the Rail found it more timely than ever to share this testament to 
her significance and evolution. 
 
Jarrett Earnest (Rail): One thing that has been important for the deeper understanding of your 
work has been the publication of your letters and writing. When did you start writing, and how do 
you see it in relation to your visual art? 
 
Carolee Schneemannn: I wish I could grasp the writing. When I write, I cannot remember what I 
wrote. Writing is so difficult; it’s like a terrible kind of sculpture. But I was writing from the time I 
was a kid. I had Bruderhof neighbors who had a little printing press, and one year for Christmas, 
they printed a book of my poems—probably about cats, water, and birds. I was nine or ten. In school 
I was always writing; when I had a good teacher, they were respectful of it. 
 
Rail: The great thing about the publication of your letters is that it shows how important fiery 
missives are as part of your work: “This is not how you talk about my work. That is not what I was 
doing.” You are allowing people to have their own ideas; you are just insisting that they properly 
understand what’s actually going on. That means getting the words right. 
 
Schneemann: It is especially difficult the more these enclosing terminologies establish themselves 
as irrefutable. You can’t even talk about what you do unless you go through this nightmare of 
linguistic intervention. I’m doing a lot of writing now about these deformations of language—for 
instance, references to studio process as “practice.” I wrote an enraged letter once saying: “Dentists 
have to practice. Ballerinas practice. Visionary artists do not practice! We enable. We enact. We 
realize.” Also, we do not have “careers.” What language-devils have evolved to substitute 
“unpacking” for “research?” I have a whole list of hateful language problems. I received a beautiful 
but bewildering essay this week from an English graduate student comparing Woolf’s The 
Waves and my Fuses (1965). It kept referring to the “film plate.” What? The sausage and eggs on a 
plate? It uses this expression over and over. I didn’t know what it was, so I wrote to her: “You are in 
the same coven—the moldering den of academics—destroying our ability to think straight with these 
deformed expressions!” I was very harsh, and she wrote back and said: “I’m only 22, and I’m at 
Oxford, and I don’t have anyone with imagination here, but I believe I’m a good thinker.” Bless her 
heart! She’s a very good thinker, and I can’t wait to meet her. 
 
Rail: Your writing in More than Meat Joy (1979) is really powerful and captures what you were 
thinking about, charting references unrelated to how your work has been discussed art historically. 
For instance, there are threads coming out of Wilhelm Reich that have been obliterated from 
discussion. 
 
Schneemann: Well, he’s been historicized out of the discussion by tampering with his theories, by 
reducing them to some clichéd aspect of his concerns. 
 
Rail: What was interesting to you about Reich? 
 
Schneemann: The late 1950s and early 60s was a time of profound erotic suppression—I’ve written 
about that ad nauseam—and here was this brave, challenging, and remarkable psychoanalytic 



 
delving into the forms of suppression that related to governance, to militarism, to patriarchy. 
Certainly, political oppression had a crazy sexualized slant to it then; you felt it in the culture 
wherever you went, and if you weren’t part of it, you were threatening to it. Jim Tenney and I would 
go into a diner and guys would look at him and threaten him with a knife because we looked like 
beatniks. The country was so polarized that they set our modest little co-op in Illinois on fire. It was 
just a building where we gathered grains and husks of corn and brought in our vegetables, but 
because it was “against America,” it was destroyed. This was even before it became commercially 
conventionalized to worship synthetic foods. 
 
Rail: I’ve talked with our mutual friend Peter Lamborn Wilson about the shifting legacy of what was 
once called “sexual liberation.” Sexuality has been totally instrumentalized by advanced capitalism. 
How do you see the potential of the erotic as having changed? 
 
Schneemann: Sex has become a consumer item, along with everything else. Reich is impenetrable 
right now; there is no way to use his real knowledge and wisdom because we have no structure for 
resistance. Personally, internally, some of us still do, but we don’t have a community anymore. At 
least in our recent histories we belonged to a marginal and despised but very active and influential 
community. It was a community that involved race, gender, gay principles—just about everything 
that had been denied and ignored that was part of human experience and which the theories of Reich 
could put forward. Gay liberation was stupendous, but look where it is now. It is a joke on HBO. 
Rail: Is that the problem with re-performing pieces from the mid-’60s now…the transgressive 
potential—that vital content—is completely missing? What do you think the drive to “re-perform” is 
about? 
 
Schneemann: It is like poison gas has settled over risk, uncertainty, and imagination. It’s now often 
about predetermination. It’s about glamour. It’s about situating yourself safely toward renown and 
rewards, which we never considered previously. The culture has absorbed everything we can think of 
without radicalizing it. It is all floating around in this morass of permissions, and part of the 
permission is to imitate and regurgitate. 
 
Rail: When did you first become aware of that process? 
 
Schneemann: I’m still rocking in that boat. Once the ’80s happened, we knew we were in deep shit. 
All the ’60s people were saying “This is going backwards faster than a snake on its tail,” and it’s not 
releasing. By the ’90s, it was gone: The wars were synthetic; the militarism was self-enclosed; 
sexuality was a continuous bedroom joke; and our processes of the ’60s had become heroicized and 
glamorized. Just when we thought we were getting away from the great hero mythology, it was back 
again in full force, only with lots of feminism growling and chewing beside it. Women weren't 
invisible anymore—we’re still here, yes—every gallery had to have a “bad cunt” in the ’90s, but just 
one. And the major dominant aesthetic forces were idealized: He’s young, he’s strong, he’s 
handsome, he’s doing something unique—we’ll buy that! The homoerotic projection. 
 
Rail: In feminism, or with gay rights, it seems like a lot of people struggle to envision new ways of 
being have in fact settled for a certain kind of visibility within the preexisting structures. Instead of 
dismantling the institution of marriage—as should be done—gay activists are just trying to make it 
accommodate them. However, all your research and lectures seem to envision new institutions. How 
did you get the idea to do Naked Action Lecture (1968)? 
 
Schneemann: It probably came out of Fuses (1965) and the reactions and resistances to 
what Fuses was really about. It also came out of how I had been taught: The inanities that were 
acceptable in teaching for maintaining the position of the “hapless girl student” who could never 



 
amount to anything as an artist, but who could be the life model. Which I did to help pay my 
tuition. Naked Action Lecture also had a lot to do with the overalls I had worn when I was farming in 
Vermont; they were another misappropriation of what could represent an art ’istorian.(1)  An art 
’istorian naked in her overalls, who was actually a visual artist lecturing on Cézanne—that seemed 
delightful. I was carrying oranges in my pockets to throw to the audience. I was fed up with the 
whole structure. The angrier I am about a social situation, the more I have to creep up on it, and, if 
possible, to be as funny as I can be. Then it’s disarming and it opens up another way of thinking. 
 
Rail: Thinking of your artist book Cézanne, She Was a Great Painter (1974), how did Cézanne 
become important to you? 
 
Schneemann: Cézanne began for me as confusion about the name. I thought it could be a girl’s 
name: “Cez-Annie.” I was twelve or thirteen. I couldn’t find any other women, and the paintings 
looked very odd with their elongated bodies. I thought, “Maybe that’s how a woman would paint,” 
because there is always a problem if a woman wants to paint. Much later, when my teachers weren’t 
being utterly discouraging, they were always directing me to Expressionists like Oskar Kokoschka. I 
said: “No, no, no—I need something really structured and formally tough,” and that is Cézanne for 
me. I studied the broken line, the distribution of plane, the fragment and fracture and reintegration 
into the landscape. I needed his architectural toughness. Later, when I found his early Expressionist 
work, I loved it so much. I came to the stampedes of paint exploding after I had already committed 
to the rigorous aspects of Cézanne. I would say that is where I first wanted to break through the 
surface, to increase the dimensionality of paint and surface, and where I began to understand what 
painting was really going to demand of me. I consider that you’re born an artist—a painter—but you 
don't know what that is for a very long time. When you are growing up, you aren’t ready to know, 
because the truth is it is very, very difficult. Oil painting is still the most intoxicating feeling to me, 
more than any drug I’ve ever had. 
 
Rail: Did you ever have a good teacher? 
 
Schneemann: Finally, after I got kicked out of Bard. They couldn’t eliminate my scholarship, so it 
was extended to The New School, where I studied with Heinrich Blücher and Hannah Arendt. 
 
Rail: Blücher was supposed to have been an incredible teacher. 
 
Schneemann: He was my main teacher, and he was amazing. It’s hard to describe because he didn’t 
write; it was all spoken and thought and intoxicating. I would come out of that class with my friend 
Mona, and we’d slide down the three flights of stairs because it was so wonderful. Well, actually 
after Bard, I was also at Columbia, where I could just take life drawing for six hours a day, which is 
what I wanted. I was always drawing, learning to see, but now I was drawing with someone behind 
me—a wonderful teacher named Andre Racz—saying: “Do it, do it, keep at it!” 
 
Rail: I spend a lot of time trying to think about a school that would actually be good, because most 
art schools are not. What do you think is the best way to teach artists? 
 
Schneemann: Beginning drawing, beginning drawing, beginning drawing. After that, beginning 
drawing again—drawing from life. 
 
Rail: I think of drawing as a process of connecting your eye to your hand to the world. 
 
Schneemann: Drawing is about how to see, how to enter the world of form and space. It’s not an 
obvious process. It is not about simply translating something you see through your hand to paper. It 



 
is about being permeated with the consequence of dimensionality that surrounds you. When I teach 
drawing, my students fall off their chairs at some point, they fall into space. But that doesn’t happen 
right away, that’s more advanced drawing! The perceiving is going into and through you, it’s not as 
if you’re doing it; that’s the difference. It’s a subtle process, subtle the way some kinds of 
psychoanalytic processes are. You can turn something completely inside out for a person and allow 
them to go there with their own rhythm and steps, with a dynamic they’ve never trusted themselves 
to use before. I love that, it’s very quickening for me. 
 
Rail: What kind of assignments do you give? 
 
Schneemann: Mostly they start off conventionally and then it’s important to constantly change. So 
if I bring in a vase with flowers one week, then the next week they might be blindfolded and given 
very big sticks with fuzzy bottoms and start moving around the room making gestural energy 
fictions. It depends on the class. I had a Marine at UT Austin—so uptight, everything he drew looked 
like it was in a cage. He was so tense. Because of him, I asked everyone in the class to make a very 
frightening, horrible kind of container that they could imagine something despicable inside of. 
“What would it look like?” That gave them a whole new range of materials to think of as a way of 
drawing and of dimensionality. He made a box out of barbed wire and tar; it was so scary. He 
couldn’t say what was in it, but the essence of it was demonic and militaristic and full of everything 
that had tried to kill his spirit. He ended up being blindfolded on the floor with lots of watercolors 
and Mozart pumped into his earphones. I had to get him to an ecstatic place, but if you bring that in 
too soon it creates a panic. You can’t just go there, you have to creep up on these things. If you can 
creep up on these things both together within the group and individually, it can become so enlivening 
it’s inspiring. 
 
I’ve had serious psychological upsets in the drawing class, but usually they can be worked through, 
especially if gender issues come into the depiction of the body. That is where I lost one of my really 
good students because he was gay and in denial, from a Baptist family. He experienced so much 
trauma trying to draw the figure, that when he tried to depict certain physical forms, he just lost it. I 
couldn’t help at that time because he put himself into a clinic. 
 
Rail: Is your sense one in which no matter what medium an artist works, drawing is the common 
language? Would you recommend someone who wanted to make films or performance also draw? 
 
Schneemann: It’s not a prescription necessarily, but according to how I work, I’d say absolutely. If 
drawing is performative, then you have an enlarged dimension for space and action and aspects of 
musicality and duration. But that is because I need everything to come from painting. And I don’t 
want my students to be so crunched by theory that before they even show what they’ve made, they 
have these contentious descriptions of “the hierarchal imperatives” from which they finally set a 
snow castle on fire. 
 
Rail: One thing that Peter Lamborn Wilson said to me is that the aim of the artist should be the 
liberation of the person they are communicating with. What do you think the role of the artist is? 
 
Schneemann: That is paralysis for me. I’m not thinking about the audience or the people I aim to 
communicate with; they’re almost invisible. My motive is always to see something more clearly for 
myself—not for who is going to get it—because I’ve been shit on for everything from the beginning. 
Initially I was told, “You can't do this or that; you’re wasting our time.” I am still amazed when there 
are thoughtful appreciations, as there have always been and are increasingly. 
 



 
Rail: Peter was relating it to Giordano Bruno’s image magic, and the way it can be used to bind 
people, like in advertising and propaganda. Fine art also works that way, but the goal should be 
liberation, not enslavement. I think your word for liberation is ecstasy. 
 
Schneemann: Ecstasy or fury—but it has to be rigorous. It has to be tough. It has to be hard to do. It 
has to be a problem, a set of formal challenges: “How should it look?” or, “How should it move?” or, 
“How should it read in someone else's perception?” Although, I'm not trying to predict or control 
that. It’s very hard work to get to my ecstatic vision of something; Fuses was arduously editing 
frame by frame by frame. The ecstatic aspect has to be explored through the rhythms, intercuts, and 
saturation of color, so that I’m immersed. 
 
Rail: Your recent installation Flange 6rpm (2011 – 13) seems to be a tongue-like form, but also a 
flame-like limb. How did you develop that shape? 
 
Schneemann: I was walking on Seventh Ave last spring when I saw something like a limb, but not a 
limb—it could have been a frond or a vulvic sensation, which is where so much of my work 
originates. I spent several weeks asking my friends if they’ve seen anybody’s sculpture made up of 
this kind of unit, multiplied and varied? They said “No, it’s probably your idea.” I often check; 
for Video Rocks (1987–88), for example, I wasn’t sure I hadn’t seen an infinity of handmade cow-
poop-like rocks somewhere before. I was teaching then in Los Angeles, and I went around to all the 
galleries to make sure they didn’t have any work like that; they didn't. With Flange 6rpm, I wanted 
to work with the lost wax process because I could individuate every unit and then burn it up. 
Through the process I saw the dimension I needed: It had to be substantial in its permutation and 
illustrative of its own principles; it had to be complex. Certainly, there is a vast oral vocabulary of 
visual effects of the mouth-to-mouth as interior body surface. Vulvic sensation is constant in my 
imagery. 
 
Rail: You talk about having envisioned it, then checking to see if it had come from somewhere out 
in the world. What does that say about how ideas come to you? How does a piece come into your 
consciousness? 
 
Schneemann: Take Vulva’s Morphia (1995), where I’m researching and collecting the disturbances 
and disruptions regarding female sexuality. That is ongoing research that starts, I don’t know, maybe 
with my childhood drawings of cats. Vulva’s Morphia is photos and text in a continuous 
morphology, a very enriching morphology because it’s angry and fierce and funny—it can do all 
these things at once. But the “Angry Man” instigated the development of Vulva’s Morphia by 
appearing in a dream. He always sounds very aggrieved, he’s never pleasant; I can never invite him, 
he just shows up. He said: “You have that pile of research up there and all those photographs with 
it—you'll never be a proper artist again! Why don't you let Vulva do the talking?” When I woke, I 
ran upstairs with a pen and paper and showed “Vulva” the pile on Lacan, the pile on the Pope, on the 
Abstract Expressionists, all these different conflations and resistances, and I received one sentence 
for each pile! Then I could compose the visual grid with the “sentences.” 
 
I had a dream for Mortal Coils (1994 – 95) where the Angry Man appears and says: “You’re not 
realizing this work, you’re stuck, nothing is happening here.” Then he showed me these three-
quarter-inch ropes, and said, “Motorize the ropes at 6 rpm,” and disappeared. I was having so much 
trouble with the individuations in Mortal Coils. Hannah Wilke appeared in a dream and said, “Don't 
you dare put my image next to Paul Sharits!” I was getting all these bossy people from beyond—the 
dead bosses. 
 
Rail: When was your first encounter with a dead boss? 



 
 
Schneemann: That would go so far back. Probably some child event. But I only have the one dead 
boss—the Angry Man—aside from friends protesting about my organizing images with them in it. 
He appeared for this home in 1965, he gave instructions to properly understand that this was a stone 
house and that there were chestnut floors. He was working with Jim Tenney and me when we were 
first here in the house. He told Jim to go outside and smash the cement that covered the walls, that 
the cement would fall down and that we would see a piece of golden stone. 
 
Rail: The Angry Man is not necessarily a negative force? 
 
Schneemann: Oh, no, he’s terrific! He’s positive, but he’s not friendly. I don’t know where he 
comes from. Psychoanalysis reminds us that everything you dream is connected to some lived 
experience in your unconscious, but I don’t know who this man is, and he knows things that I 
couldn’t possibly know, like the specific wood that was beneath the linoleum in the house. 
 
Rail: What was your process of trusting those kinds of visions? 
 
Schneemann: I welcome them. I always want to be as permeable as possible and for them to be able 
to approach me. 
 
Rail: For Vulva’s Morphia and the other iconological research that you’ve done, I wonder about the 
representation of other erogenous zones, like the oral—all your work that relates to mouths and 
kisses. How do you see those relating to each other as types of images? 
 
Schneemann: The main transposition has been to visualize what I can feel intensely, that doesn't 
have literal description or ideation. “How do you describe what a kiss feels like?” It’s impossible. So 
I had to collect hundreds of them to begin to satisfy my own sense of an appropriate sensory 
representation. For Infinity Kisses (1981–88), in which people see strange things—that the cat is 
aggressive, that the kiss will be hurtful—I cannot shift all these weird projections that are already 
embedded and cannot be transduced. That takes us into the realms of the determinations of 
censorship: They cannot be dislodged directly, maybe accumulatively over time. As the regard for 
my work deepens and allows itself to become more sensualized, my meanings are released. 
 
Rail: What are your thoughts on “performance art” today? 
 
Schneemann: There is an aspect of it that I am very critical of because I don’t see it as coming from 
a living resource that resembles the uncertainty or intensity that were the origins of what has become 
“performance art.” But it is self-fulfilling, inventive, and restorative. It does everything; it goes 
everywhere, like some kind of mushrooms. I’m in favor of it, really. 
 
Rail: But your move into performance as a painter was prompted by a certain necessity that came 
from your ideas about space and embodiment. Is your feeling that younger artists now enter into this 
thing called performance art, with its history, without the same kind of concerns or urgency? 
 
Schneemann: Well, it can’t be replicated—it was unoccupied territory. It was a wild land provoked 
by Artaud, by Dada, deeply in revulsion towards its own immediate inheritance of the cultural 
conservativeness of the ’50s. These initiating artists were doing something incredible, bringing in 
affinities to Zen, to Noh, to other kinds of Indian dance, and with thoughtfulness about it. The 
original happenings by Oldenburg, Dine, Whitman, and Kaprow—these were painters activating 
space and taking space as time. It was unprecedented; it had no script or predictable characterization. 
It was an adventure to be a part of. For Store Days, Oldenburg found a purple spangled dress for me 



 
and gave me a knife and told me to stand on a plank over a radiator. I was not comfortable, it was a 
vertiginous feeling, but my job was to stab the wall for as long as we were in that space while 
everybody else did something else. It was a wild harmonics, a vision. My difficulty with 
performance art now is that it’s been codified as a thing, a movement; it’s taught as an academic 
discipline—I’ve taught it—but now the language around it enters a realm of predictable forms, a 
“practice.” The assumptions of career and strategy—I get questions from students like, “What was 
your strategy? How would you define your career?” 
 
Rail: I’m interested in Artaud and his relevance to performance art, and the distinctions between 
theater and performance art. 
 
Schneemann: Well, we hated theater—it was “practice:” rehearsals, predictable form, perfection, 
and emotional direction in which you had to fulfill a characterization. We were like elements of 
shredded paper, flowing and fluid. In the discrepancies, extra energies would come, as with collage, 
when you tear a piece of paper apart and an unexpected dynamic emerges between the two sections. 
It’s rather hard to describe because the language that is appropriate to the origins of performance art 
didn’t exist and is still elusive. Go back to Artaud and read his visions and rantings, and yes, that is 
closer to it. For me, it was all the energies in the body being given a live articulation, but not as a 
definitive form, not as something perfected. 
 
Rail: What is incredible about a lot of your performances are the intersections between the projected 
image, the body, and the spoken text. In the way you’ve approached and laid out More Than Meat 
Joy, you replicate the overlapping edges of those elements. 
 
Schneemann: I designed that book with Bruce McPherson, the independent, brave publisher. The 
visual design principles relate to the weights and energies of my paintings. 
 
Rail: I feel like a lot of the early writing about your performances uses the language of dance, which 
is problematic because what you were trying to do with performance art was not dance. 
 
Schneemann: Yes, but...! Of course even modern dance evolves from a “practice”—you better be 
physically attuned to what the movement scores are going to demand of you. Dance also comes with 
the old approval of male culture. Everything about traditional dance refers to beautiful motions, and 
the culture approves of this predictably. The music drives it and establishes an exciting safety zone; 
it’s not going to suddenly fly out of those possibilities. Even modern dance had that formulation 
around it. When I do works such as Eye-Body or Meat Joy, it disrupts that threshold: “Here are some 
really beautiful erotic bodies, but what are they doing? They are distorting their appeal!” Of course 
with Judson dancers, the dynamic of their movement was completely contradictory to classical 
performance, yet you could see they were really dancers—they were trained. That was another early 
arena apart from the early happenings. 
 
Rail: Another tributary flowing into performance art, which is never discussed in art history, has to 
do with poetry and the things that were happening in poetry at the time. I’m thinking of the 
anthology Jerome Rothenberg put together, Technicians of the Sacred, which had so much to do with 
chanting, performative, and oral poetics from across time and around the world. 
 
Schneemann: That is grasping the sacred aspect—the reverence—that is involved in the most 
interesting performance art; it’s sacral. There is worship in it, not a self-worship but to a larger 
aspect that we see across cultures that Rothenberg put all together. It is so important. Of course, it’s 
deeply neglected because materialist culture wants to insist on that material preeminence. If you 
introduce the sacral or spirit, that feminizes everything, it becomes fluffy and imprecise, it’s 



 
probably not worthy because it’s trying to escape all the validating cultural traditions, even the 
radicalizing ones that have been accepted. 
 
Rail: I’m so interested in More Than Meat Joy as a book because of how performance art is taught in 
schools or discussed in scholarship. It is usually reduced to a single image, which becomes an iconic 
representation of the entirety of the performance. What you do in the book is always show multiple 
images that unfold as a process in time from multiple vantages, and at the same time lay them right 
next to two types of text: One is a transcript of the spoken text of the performance, and the other is a 
retrospective description of the parameters of the actions. When you talk about performance as 
reduced to a single image, without all the texts, it completely bleaches the complexity of the thing as 
art, which is one reason the vital connection to poetry has been lost in performance art history. 
 
Schneemann: Those poets had such severe magic. My work was first properly accepted by poets. 
Rothenberg and Antin published the introductory text of Meat Joy in some/thing, their poetry 
magazine. At that time the poets didn’t have a very respected platform themselves but were very 
energizing together. There is Hanna Wiener using her amazing signage that became performance art 
because people didn’t know what else to call it. Then there is ridiculous theater that always had a lot 
of language in it, but it was still in the shaping of theater. There was a spillover into Jack Smith and 
Barbara Rubin and aesthetics that have no definition but “experimental.” 
 
Rail: Of course, Vito Acconci was a poet. 
 
Schneemann: And he began performing after a program that we were on together, in which I 
symbolically hung myself. After that, he began to do physical actions. 
 
Rail: Upstairs in your library, you have several shelves dedicated to Virginia Woolf. I’m very 
interested in your engagement with her. 
 
Schneemann: It started when I was fourteen years old and at The Putney School in Vermont. We 
had a wonderful book wagon; you could crawl in and take one or two and sign them out. I, of course, 
had never heard about Virginia Woolf, but I liked the double letters of the name, and the cover was 
painterly, so I took that out. I went to the barn and sat on a windowsill and just wept for the next two 
hours. I thought, “I don't know what this is, but this is what I need to do.” I was reading The 
Waves—it was the fragmentation, the breaking, the cohesion, the intense rhythms. I just loved it so 
much—the way you can as a kid and you don’t know why—it was talismanic for me. At Bard, when 
I said I wanted to write a paper on Woolf, my professor said, “You can't do that; she is trivial. That is 
not serious literature. You can write about Mann, Proust, or Kafka.” And then I got the same parallel 
from a philosophy teacher when I said, “I’d like to write my term paper on Simone de Beauvoir,” 
and he said, “Honey, why do you want to write about the mistress when you can write about the 
master?” 
 
Rail: When did you first start reading de Beauvoir? 
 
Schneemann: As soon as it came out in the ’50s. It was electrifying. I was working in a pottery shop 
engraving things on the edges and I saved my money to buy The Second Sex. I sent it to Stan and 
Jane Brakhage for Christmas. They burnt it. That is how much convention had to be defended there, 
and how invisible it was between friends because there was such a fluid, excited, smart, aesthetic 
exchange all the time. 
 
Rail: But you’ve continued reading Woolf. How did her work evolve for you in significance or 
understanding? 



 
 
Schneemann: It was like falling in love. That first vision was illuminating, and the rest of my study 
confirmed it. If you’re lucky, that is what happens. Woolf engaged every aspect of what I would look 
at as a painter—the domestic, the landscape, the light, the formulations of material, transitory 
configurations—everything that you’re looking at is going to change, and yet you struggle to grasp 
some essence of it, which is what she does. Her gift is in the harmonic integration of things. I don’t 
know that I ever achieved that as much as I perceived it in her work. And the tremendous struggle in 
her work, that has only been looked at recently, of the gender paralysis—the exclusion, the sexual 
abuse—it takes fifty years to clarify these facts of life. That is inspiring to other generations to see 
the residual repression and marginalization and sexual threat. It’s modified but it hasn’t gone away. 
 
(1) “Art ‘istorian” was Carolee Schneemannn’s preferred feminist term for what is commonly called 
an "art historian" and it appears frequently in her writings of the ’70s. See Correspondence 
Course (2010) and More than Meat Joy(1979). 
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“The great and amorous sky curved over the earth, and lay upon her as a pure lover. The rain, the 

humid flux descending from heaven for both man and animal, for both thick and strong, germinated 

the wheat, swelled the furrows with fecund mud and brought forth the buds in the orchards. And it is 

I who empowered these moist espousals, I the great Aphrodite....” 

Aeschylus, The Danaides 

 
In this time of war and uncertainty, Carolee Schneemann, the best artist embodiment of Aphrodite 
we have, has brought us two exhibitions that take us, with her uncompromising authenticity, into 
places rarely visited. When many are hoping for an Athena armed to the teeth to save our 
democracy, Schneemann summons Aphrodite, the goddess of couplings, sexual delight, lover of 
genitals, sea foam, and honeyed kisses. With her morphologies she has built a language all her 
own—a complex body of work and thought—and has produced writing that often eclipses the 
commentary of others with its articulateness and brilliance. 
 

 
Carolee Schneemann, Maquette for Venus Vectors, 1987. Plexiglas and marker. 9 × 24 inches. © Carolee 

Schneemann. Courtesy PPOW. 



 
At P.P.O.W. a large wall drawing, Venus Vector Vocabulary Score for the Performance Fresh Blood 
– A Dream Morphology (1983), functions as both Rosetta Stone and periodic table. The pubic 
triangle found etched on the back of a rock in the caves of Chauvet is perhaps the first anatomical 
form drawn by our ancestors; here it serves as the genesis of Schneemann’s vocabulary. 
Schneemann’s genius lies in taking an elementary form and spinning it into a complex narrative 
coupled with dream interpretations, observations from nature, popular images, real life events, and 
synchronicities. Like the Rosetta Stone, drawing shows us Schneemann’s multiple languages and 
multiple origins laid out side by side; this vocabulary drawing is invaluable for understanding what 
Schneemann is all about, and the building blocks of her body of work and thought. 
 
The glass sculptures titled Venus Vectors (1987) act as propellers radiating images reproduced 
from Venus Vector Vocabulary Score for the Performance Fresh Blood – A Dream Morphology. The 
four Maquettes for Venus Vectors (1987) at P.P.O.W. were studies for the lager Venus 
Vectors (1987) first shown at the Everson Museum in Sacred Spaces. The radiating hinged glass 
sculptures with their drawn panels possess an energetic dynamic that spins into the artist’s 
performances, films, and projection installations. Schneemann creates an energy field where a 
profound charge can envelope and transport the viewer. 
 
Red menstrual blood colors Fresh Blood – A Dream Morphology (1983). Schneemann has discussed 
the relationship of blood to intercourse in publications like Parts of a Body House Book (Beau Geste 
Press, 1972). It is in the P.P.O.W. installation that Known/Unknown: Plague Column (1995-96) 
moves into a darker place with Aphrodite in peril. Faced with breast cancer, the artist refused 
traditional cancer treatment—including a mastectomy. Breasts are erotic organs as is a man’s penis. 
Schneemann was determined to keep hers, because reconstructed breasts have no erotic sensation. 
Fleeing the medical “war on cancer,” Schneemann chose the alternative Gersen treatment. Images of 
a needle piercing her breast and shit from enemas flushing away during her treatment in the Tijuana 
clinic fill four monitors. Aphrodite’s Eros is saved, but through a heart-wrenching struggle. 
 
Perhaps the most compelling works portraying the dark militarism and destruction of our time are to 
be found in two video-projection installations at Lelong. Aphrodite had an affair with Ares, the god 
of war. Following their morning lessons in hand-to-hand combat, Sappho’s academy taught young 
men Aphrodite’s lessons of love and relatedness in the afternoon. Now Ares has run amok with no 
goddess to intervene and mediate—the latest mechanized forms of warfare are relentlessly raining 
down terror. In Devour (2000-04), Schneemann’s Aphrodite transmogrifies into the student we see 
killed by a sniper in Sarajevo, her riddled body lifted like a limp ragdoll. Schneemann received these 
images from the Sarajevo Film Cooperative along with a note saying, “we are disappearing … these 
are our final images.” 
 
Precarious (2009), a Tate Liverpool commission, fills the large room at Galerie Lelong. The short 
image sequences and particular type of editing are familiar to students of Stan Brakhage. Brakhage, 
James Tenney, and Carolee Schneemann were a creative triangle beginning in the late ’50s, but the 
Anthology Film Archives was a boys club, and Schneemann was shut out (they didn’t consider her 
work film). Historians would do well to look at Schneemann’s influence on Brakhage’s work; his 
early black-and-white psychodrama films transformed after seeing her landscape paintings, her use 
of color and images from lived life. His later films depicting childbirth, intercourse, and death are all 
products of this interchange. The works at Lelong show Schneemann has both pioneered this 
tradition of filmmaking and advanced it into new territory. 
 
Precarious also adds another dimension—a mechanized projection system of mirrors becomes a 
vehicle for the movement of images. All of the animal familiars of the goddesses—Artemis’s bears, 
Bastet’s cats, and Blodeuwedd’s birds—are chained and caged… and dance for survival in these 



 
sequences. Mass prison exercise programs to music have replaced the dances of the maenads. We 
look the brutal militarized agents of death square in the face in her work. We are now in a dark hour 
with the forces of fascism and death on our doorstep, and Aphrodite has never been so surrounded 
and vulnerable. Schneemann brings this fact home in a way few others can. 
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Flange 6rpm, 2011–13, foundry-poured aluminum sculptures, motors 6rpm, and projection, 48 × 28 × 36 

inches. Images courtesy of the artist and P.P.O.W. Gallery, New York. 
 
Carolee Schneemann’s extensive artistic oeuvre spans performance, film, painting, and 
sculpture from the 1960s to the present. After studying painting at the University of Illinois, 
Schneemann quickly embraced Fluxus happenings and performances in New York and 
expanded her work to include objects and media. I met Schneemann at the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) in 1971, when she arrived as a visiting artist in the film 
department. Her screening of Fuses and her lectures on goddess mythologies caused 
protests among the all-male SAIC faculty but were eagerly attended by the entire student 
body. In the 1970s, when Schneemann lived in New York City with artist Anthony McCall, 
she introduced me to visual artists and filmmakers of the downtown scene. In 1974, I shot 
the film Trip to Carolee with Marjorie Keller while housesitting for Schneemann and taking 
care of her cat in New Paltz, New York. 
 
Marielle Nitoslawska’s film Breaking the Frame (2012), a thoughtful and absorbing montage 
about Schneemann’s life and work, partly filmed in New Paltz, made me want to revisit 



 
some of the experiences and changes in the perception of women’s artwork that 
Schneemann and I have lived through over the past few decades. 
— Coleen Fitzgibbon 
 
Coleen Fitzgibbon Pat Steir once said that your problem in the male-dominated art 
world was that you were too beautiful. A recent Psychology Today article talked about the 
“beauty paradox”—how women are not accepted as leaders if they’re beautiful because 
they are expected to be “feminine.” And feminine women cannot be leaders because 
they’re not masculine. 
 
Carolee Schneemann Well, it’s more complicated than that. If women are beautiful, 
they’re a source of arousal, and that distracts male purpose. Beauty is adhesive, it’s sticky. 
There’s also the traditional mind-body split. In order to be intellectually dependable, you 
can’t have a voluptuous, luscious, erotic body, because the split is between intelligence and 
sexuality. 
 
CF As in Greek mythology, Athena is the goddess of wisdom and war, and Aphrodite the 
goddess of beauty and love. The Roman Vestal Virgins, priestesses of the goddess of the 
hearth Vesta, cultivated and guarded the sacred fires that protected Rome. Vestals took a 
vow of chastity and were free of obligations to marry and have children while they secured 
the continuation of Rome. They were virgin guardians, likely beautiful, but no sex. 
 
CS That’s another demand—beauty was a requirement for sacred spirituality. 
 
CF Your performances show the liberating effects of female sexual ecstasy. Your 
films Fuses, Meat Joy, Up To And Including Her Limits, and Interior Scroll reveal, for me, the 
positive energies of sexuality and intelligence in women, and how they don’t have to be 
severed. 
 
CS Well, I wouldn’t say it that way. I’d say that, in my work, the relationship between the 
performers, male and female, has an ecstatic, erotic aspect. It has nothing to do with female 
liberation as such, or women performing in a certain way. It has to do with a sensitized 
situation in which the participants practice relational spontaneity. It’s not about 
spontaneous expressivities; all participants experience a set of rigorous and intense 
exercises that sensitize us in terms of moving, shifting, handling bodies, and the taboos in 
regard to smells and being touched. 
 



 

 
Meat Joy NYC, 1964, kinetic theater. Photo by Al Giese. 

 
CF One of your earliest pieces was Meat Joy in 1964, in Paris. Had you seen Yves Klein’s 
performances with nude women being dragged through blue paint? 
 
CS I couldn’t have seen those performances, he died in 1962 and my first time in Europe 
was for the Festival of Free Expression, organized by Jean Jacques Lebel in 1964. But Klein’s 
widow, Rotraut Uecker, was my really close friend, a sculptor herself, and I lived with her 
in Paris. I always thought that Klein used the women as kind of activated puppets. The 
performances had this Baroque elegance with musicians in formal clothes playing French 
classical music, and naked women marking canvases with their nude bodies in a beautiful 
blue color. It was all part of something very phenomenal about getting the nude off the 
canvas, so I had a great respect for it, but I didn’t like it that much. The obsession with 
female form became so mechanized. The male Pop artists’ endless depiction of nudes that 
looked like shiny parts of automobiles—these were all very strong influences that I could 
work against. 
 
CF The men and women in your performances are working together, equally sharing the 
burden, and it’s much messier than with Klein. 
 
CS He’s a traditional male director who stands outside of his creation and directs it—he 
doesn’t get paint on himself. He’s in charge of where the paint goes. 
 
CF In your case, you’re the director but you also join the group. You’re stained all over 
like everyone else. 
 
CS That’s the premise of the work, always. I never have anyone enact anything that I 
wouldn’t do myself. There’s no separation between me and the performers. There’s no 
hierarchy except that it’s my vision, and the participants must want to be a part of it. 
 
CF Stan Brakhage said that you started out as a dancer? 
 
CS No, I’m a painter! I’ve always been a painter. I was trained as a painter; I live as a 
painter. It’s just that men always wanted to get the brush out of my hand. 
 



 
CF When you were in school at the University of Illinois, your partner was James Tenney, 
the composer. I read that the male faculty were outraged and considered it obscene that 
you painted Tenney naked, showing his genitals. 
 
CS That was at Bard actually, and they took that painting out of the senior painting exhibit 
in 1960. 
 
CF But you continued to paint? 
 
CS I couldn’t give up. Since I was a child I was being told to stop painting. I remember my 
father one night yelling at me to “drop the brush.” I was in high school and I was painting a 
watermelon and some fruit in my bedroom, and my parents were so bewildered by and 
fearful of this artist business. You know, my dad wouldn’t send me to college. 
 
CF That’s dreadful. But you’ve inspired so many artists since then—artists like Kiki Smith, 
Paul McCarthy, and Marina Abramovic are very aware of your work. And so was Mike 
Kelly. Your performances and films with James Tenney seem quite relevant to Jeff 
Koons’s Cicciolina. 
 
CS I don’t know, maybe Matthew Barney with the rope suspension too. Paul McCarthy 
was one of the artists who got me my first teaching position in his department at UCLA. 
This brought me to California for the first time and I’m forever grateful to him for 
providing this opportunity. 
 
CF James Nares also painted for a while by rope suspension. 
 
CS Yes, we all pick up energy and ideas for material from each other. 
 

 
Up To and Including Her Limits—Blue, 1973–76/2011, Giclée print with hand drawing, 39½ × 52 inches. 

Photo by Henrik Gaard. 
 
CF I want to bring up Breaking the Frame, Marielle Nitoslawska’s film documentary about 
you. The film is very sensitive to your method of artmaking. 



 
 
CS It was just a remarkable confluence that our sensibilities are close; it’s not imitating or 
following. The film has integrative power, because of her amazing editing. It’s a collage of 
time and event, using James Tenney’s music as the only sound. His sound structures deeply 
influenced my own visual editing and Marielle responded to the rhythms and dissonances. 
The music is beautiful and deeply affecting and it’s not literalized—the sound structures 
enter and depart. It’s not prescriptive in any way. 
 
Breaking the Frame begins with a moon that’s spinning. Marielle brought it into her footage, 
and she also used my underexposed, pale, pink footage of driving through the snow in 1962 
with Jim. I love that material, there’s something so historic and dreamy about it. It’s from 
that other lifetime. 
 
CF The film was shot in New Paltz. 
 
CS The house is a muse, and Marielle uses the shots of the house as a line through time 
the way I use the train in Kitch’s Last Meal. The camera keeps returning to the house, which 
is where my spirit always is. 
 
CF You used your cat Kitch in a performance after she died. 
 
CS I had to give her a little formaldehyde so she could be in Up to and Including Her Limits. 
 
CF You find ongoing inspiration in the behavior of cats and in other animals. Your fur 
paintings are also part of Breaking the Frame. 
 
CS It goes back to when I was a chicken farmer in Pennsylvania, my home. I had to 
slaughter seventeen chickens every Friday at a local farm. They would then be served over 
the weekend—not by my family but by other farmers. 
 
CF You had to clean them yourself? 
 
CS Yes, it was an entrancing experience. I had my own chopping block and my own little 
axe, and then I steamed them, plucked them, eviscerated them, and I loved to go inside and 
get the warm heart, the little tiny eggs, the liver, and the gizzard. 
 
CF Much of your work relates to bodily fluids. Your father was a rural doctor when you 
were growing up. 
 
CS My dad always provided a motive to let me see what was going on with the body. 
 
CF One realizes from your art that you’re incredibly strong—physically, mentally, and 
emotionally when you perform in front of an audience. In many of your works you’re 
naked and often you are alone. Most people, including myself, would be terrified to be so 
exposed, but you seem confident in your visceral integrity. 
 
CS I’m interested in sensuous pleasure and the power of the naked body as an active 
image rather than the same old, pacified, immobilized, historicized body. So for me, to 
activate and determine the energy of my naked body as imagery was to disrupt all the 
traditions I had learned—where you belong to the male artist and were passive and sort of 
splayed out. 
 
CF An object to be examined— 



 
 
CS —for delectation. 
 
CF I think Interior Scroll [performed in 1975] is still shocking; you pull a small scroll with 
writing out of your vagina while reading its text. There’s a sense of contemporary humor in 
the text as well as references to primitive symbolism. 
 
CS I didn’t expect this work to have such a dynamic life; it was a simple gesture that had 
occurred to me in a dream. I never wanted to do that in public, but then Anthony [McCall] 
helped me fold up the scroll, and he also took the photographs. 
 

 
Interior Scroll, 1975, performance, gelatin silver print. Photo by Anthony McCall. 



 
CF It’s too bad that there wasn’t a video or film of the performance. 
 
CS There is a video, and it was excellent, but it was withheld—by Dorothy Beskind. We 
thought she was a feminist friend. She withheld other videos—of Hannah Wilke’s, Eva 
Hesse’s, Lil Picard’s, Judith Bernstein’s, and my work. She just went from one feminist 
activist to another, and she’s hidden all the work away. At one point I was trying to figure 
out what was going on, and she said, “Well, maybe it’s like wine—it will get more rare and 
precious, or it will turn to vinegar.” Beskind passed away last year. 
 
CF If she was counting on the content becoming more valuable, she was correct! Interior 
Scroll is still a great piece even if only remembered in photos. Seeing Marina Abramovic 
years later, in the ’90s, sitting on a block of ice with boa constrictors, I thought of your 
performances with the snakes and the Minoan goddess image. 
 
CS Charlotte Moorman performed playing the cello on a block of ice. 
 
CF You have produced an enormous amount of work; you’ve had numerous shows, 
published several books (one of my favorites is Imaging Her Erotics), and have given many 
interviews. You’re about to fly to London to show Breaking the Frame and talk about the 
film with Marielle. After that you’re doing a series of shows and discussions in the US. 
 
CS Interestingly though, while all these wonderful things are happening, there’s almost no 
museum representation, and collectors are rare. It’s a hard path; my work is just not an 
easy form to support. 
 
CF Selling the work and having it placed in museums is difficult. But you’re having a 
retrospective at the Museum der Moderne in Salzburg this fall and one coming up in Spain. 
 
CS But if the work doesn’t hit a certain strata in New York City, you’re always in this 
margin. I loved the exhibit I had at the Dorsky Museum at SUNY New Paltz in 2010, but I 
think it’s important to accept the paradoxical proportions here. 
 
CF What do you mean? 
 
CS That there are many aspects to defining your success as an artist. Some of them are 
economic, and some of them have to do with representation in major institutions, and 
some of them are about being an artist’s artist—I think the latter is more my situation. 
 
CF You’ve said that you are “a painter who has left the canvas to activate actual space and 
live time.” Most artists think of making objects, not activating space and time. 
 
CS I was heartbroken when I realized that painting had to turn into something different. 
That was in graduate school. I wanted to shoot myself in existential despair, but I realized I 
had to extend the principles of Abstract Expressionism into real time. Of course, I saw 
what Allan Kaprow and Claes Oldenburg did, and what my cat did—going through the 
broken window from inside to outside. 
 
CF You were in Oldenburg’s Store Days and his Waves and Washes in ’66, performances 
now on film. 
 
CS That was a very important step. When Jim and I moved back to New York from Illinois 
in 1961, he got a job working as Composer in Residence at Bell Labs. There he met Billy 
Klüver, the founder of Electronic Arts & Technology, who suggested that I meet a friend of 



 
his who was doing some events on East 2nd Street. That was Oldenburg’s Store 
Days performance. In graduate school I’d been studying Antonin Artaud and The Theatre 
and Its Double and was going through this painful transition, which was pushing me into live 
action. Then, suddenly being in Store Days, it offered psychic power, magic. 
 
CF The 1967 performance Snows included five films such as Viet Flakes. 
 
CS My work went from ecstatic, visionary imagery to the dire and dark, to war and 
destruction. That became a pattern over the next twenty-five years. Disasters started to 
invade my psyche, displacing and disrupting the sense of blessing, fortune, and expressive 
freedom I thought I had. Vietnam was as if smelling burnt bodies in my stove. I was 
hallucinating and collecting all these atrocity images. And then, in the ‘80s, came the 
destruction of Palestinian culture. I did a lot of research on disaster and destructive 
militarism—masculine violence. 
 

 
 

Snows, 1967, kinetic theater. Photo by Herbert Migdoll. 
 



 
CF Paul McCarthy did a performance called The Class Fool in ’76. In the video, he paints 
himself and adds weights to his genitals until he is stumbling and can hardly stand up. 
 
CS Yes, there’s a crossover in terms of extreme sensuality. While my work was more 
about pleasure and ecstasy, Paul’s would be about the demeaning visceral qualities of the 
body, the ecstatic disgust of piss, shit, and sperm. 
 
CF Which brings to mind Vito Acconci’s performance Seed Bed and Kiki Smith’s wax 
sculptures that reference bodily fluids like tears, feces, and milk. 
 
CS Our culture needs to have its physicality reproportioned. It’s been sanitized into 
stereotypic sports and prurient pornography concerning the feminine, and into macho-
militarism overshadowing masculinity. So it’s completely out of kilter in terms of equitable, 
pleasurable exchange. It’s discomforted. 
 
CF Why do you think that happens in our society? 
 
CS Well, we’ve got 2000 years of oppression—religious, social, medical, and judicial 
oppression. 
 
CF Maybe it’s just human. I was rereading The Iliad recently and was surprised again by the 
number of stabbings, cuttings, and intestines falling out in the writing. 
 
CS That’s in contradistinction to some disappeared, or almost lost, goddess cultures that 
were comparatively harmonious, agricultural, and worshipful of nature. Those beneficent 
cultures always got wiped out. 
 
CF They usually didn’t have a standing military. 
 
CS Well, some did. I’ve researched this, and you see statues and sculptures of women 
fighting—Amazons and other ancient tribes were defending their goddess religion against 
marauding male tribes. I have a startling photo collection of friezes and sculptures that I 
found in Etruscan museums. The invaders have bigger weapons. 
 
CF In your book Imaging Her Erotics, I was surprised by how much historical information 
you had on early symbolism in various prehistoric cultures. Are we talking about warrior 
women fighting under male leadership? 
 
CS No, these are female heads of tribes, they are generals. 
 
CF In the book Lies My Teacher Told Me, nineteenth-century male Europeans went to 
Africa to acquire property to grow sugar cane, fruit, tobacco, etcetera, but found that in 
some tribes the women owned and worked the land and didn’t want to sell. The 
Europeans sidestepped the problem by paying African males to sign illegal land contracts 
and then threw the families off of their land. 
 
CS Complete displacement. This reminds me of the Native Americans encountering the 
colonial usurpers—they’d have a meeting and there were no women, and the Native 
Americans would say, “How can you have this discussion without your women?” 
 
CF Women in the US didn’t get the right to vote until 1922 and, in legal disputes, some 
Western states still award property rights automatically to husbands over their wives. 



 
CS And why were female doctors, herbalists, and gynecologists all refused participation in 
their fields until recently? 
 
CF What did your dad think of that as a doctor? 
 
CS He didn’t think about it at all. There were rarely any women doctors active until the 
’60s and ’70s. Medicine was under the aegis of the American Medical Association or 
physician’s organizations that were all-male. 
 

 
Still from Fuses, 1964–66, 16mm film, 6 minutes, color, sound. 

 
CF Let’s talk about Stan Brakhage for a second. I had him as a visiting professor at the Art 
Institute for two years. He was a male Scheherazade and told wonderful stories of the 
filmmakers he introduced us to, but I had to ask him, “Why, out of the 200 films we’re 
seeing, are there only three women filmmakers?” Those were Maya Deren, whom he 
worked for when he was young; Shirley Clark, whose Cool World was a big deal; and Marie 
Menken. 
 
CS Marie Menken was married to filmmaker Willard Maas, and they were in Brooklyn 
when Stan met them. 
 
CF I asked Brakhage why he wasn’t showing Fuses, which I’d seen when you showed it at 
the Art Institute. He said something like, “I just don’t show her films.” (laughter) Before 
seeing Breaking the Frame, I hadn’t realized how close you and James Tenney were to him 
and his then wife Jane Brakhage. There was some hubris in him asking you to have an 
(unborn) baby and asserting that it belonged to him and James as much as it did to you. Did 
he think it was his baby? 
 
CS Yes, he did. Metaphorically, as a patriarchal guy, it belonged to him too. 
 
CF At that time he believed that a woman’s job was to bring forth babies and not to 
question it? 



 
CS He had five with Jane. 
 
CF Didn’t he tell her to burn her paintings? 
 
CS Yes he did. And to burn her clothes. It was disturbing to have a friendship that was 
intellectually powerful but oppressive in terms of gender, and to see this sexual 
degradation that was always put in mystical or pseudo-religious terms, which Brakhage 
used to occupy this hierarchical position by gift and by right. His Cat’s Cradle was all about 
that and I wasn’t supposed to impose on it. 
 
CF For you and other women artists of that time the pressure from men not to make art, 
not to have a voice, not to be successful, must have been hugely oppressive. 
 
CS Our work was denigrated. When Brakhage was working with P. Adams Sitney on 
putting together something like the twelve great filmmakers of the year, I asked, “Are you 
ever going to show my films?” A long silence, and then he said, “Well, we don’t think of 
them as films.” I said, “What are they?” And he said, “Something else.” 
 
CF Maybe he was embarrassed about the sexuality in your work? 
 
CS I don’t think it was that; it was more a psychic need to dominate a realm of creativity. 
Only certain female figures were admitted. 
 
CF Margaret Mead. 
 
CS Gertrude Stein. 
 
CF They had to be older and conventionally unattractive, which brings us back to the 
beauty paradox 

 

 
War Mop, 1983, plexiglass construction, mop, motor, video monitor, 19 × 19 × 11½ inches. Film: 

Souvenir of Lebanon, videotape of destroyed Lebanese/ Palestinian villages, 5:50 minutes, color, sound. 
 



 
CS It reminds me of why I was fired from what was called the “Wonder Woman job” at 
Rutgers University. They’d never had a woman teach painting and the call went out for 
women to apply, so Miriam Schapiro, Mary Beth Edelson, and a whole bunch of us were 
interviewed. It was like being in the dentist’s office, and then they decided that I should 
have the job. I had a wonderful time at Rutgers; I taught Introduction to Patriarchal 
Systems and Painting and Drawing. One Easter my feminist art class made an installation of 
a bloody canopy entrance with paint and censorship quotes and you had to walk through 
red painted sheets to get into the art department. That was too much for the guys, and a 
colleague took me for drinks in SoHo and said, “I’m sorry, but we’re not going to rehire 
you for the next term.” I said, “Why, I really liked being there and I thought everyone 
loved the class and was doing well.” He sighed and said, “Yes, but we think you’re a witch.” 
(laughter) I said, “Come on, it’s 1995, you must be kidding me.” 
 
CF You should have given him the definition for witch since he’d already turned himself 
into a toad. Witch was originally wikka (wicca), a pagan word for herbalist as in healing with 
herbs; “pagan” comes from peigan, which means a Roman countryman or eventually 
peasant. Women were always herbalists so a wicca was— 
 
CS —also a visionary and seer. 
 
CF The Inquisition burned women and cats as witches during the bubonic plague. Then the 
rats, who carried the fleas harboring the bacterium, multiplied out of control. 
 
CS That’s a huge, hideous, suppressed history. Part of the witchcraft accusations and 
murder of the women had to do with taking their property. Did you get to see my new 
work Flange 6rpm? It’s an installation of motorized sculptures within a projection that 
shows them being cast in the foundry. The objects are indicative of their own history. 
 
CF Just like people. 
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IN PRAISE OF THE SURFACE 
 
So much has been said about the “essence” of things and men that you’ll forgive me if I’ll 
say a few words in praise of the surface. 
 
I was provoked by this sentence: 
“Schneemann abstracts, removes all social context, alters and distorts reality instead of 
moving toward its essence.” (Michael Smith, Village Voice, Nov. 26, 1964 in his review 
of Meat Joy.) 
 

 
Carolee Schneeman, "Eye Body - 36 Transformative Actions" (1963). Action for camera. 

(Photo-Erro) 
 
Arts have been always rebelling against prescribed “essences,” against “social 
significances”—for those terms mean and imply either the Old (comfortable) essence and 



 
significance (a trick to protect oneself from anything that may upset the status quo) or 
simply it means nothing (or nobody knows what it means). So the artists junked everything 
that had been known as essence and significance and began searching for it, from scratch. 
In painting, in sculpture, for a decade now the artist has been exploring new textures, 
materials, surfaces, junk, garbage, things around us, putting them in/on canvasses until 
they swell (and smell), until they are no longer paintings but things—striving, hoping this 
way to escape the prescribed meanings, forms, perspectives, contexts. 
 
In Cinema: Smith, Warhol, Brakhage, Markopoulos, Rubin, Jacobs are going directly to the 
surface (impactness) of things, of person, textures, faces and bodies, and exploring the eye 
that sees it and the means and ways by which it sees. Things that surround us, the human 
body itself has become invisible during the last two centuries. Two centuries of industry, 
rationalism and materialism succeeded in making the material world invisible to our eyes. 
It was Warhol who demonstrated to us that a Campbell’s soup can can be visible, that the 
Empire State Building can be seen. Smith, like a magician, opens to us the world of color 
and texture in the simplest materials around us, colors we keep looking at every day without 
seeing, without perceiving them. Brakhage and Markopoulos are demonstrating to us that 
there is LIGHT, and that we have eyes, and that there is human body. Ken Jacobs shows us 
that shadows exist. Nam June Paik even shows that DUST exists and falls on everything, 
including film. Nothing can be taken for granted: we are basically blind. 
 
Music: La Monte Young goes beyond all melody, his music becomes one uninterrupted 
sound, all sounds fade into one, and then you listen to the very surface of sound and you 
discover most fantastic harmonies, you hear the sound for the first time, you hear the music 
of the spheres. 
 
The kinetic Theater, Carolee Schneemann’s Meat Joy brings us back to the touch, smell, to 
the surfaces of things and bodies; it accepts, with love, everything that our insistence on 
ideas (certain ideas) kept us away from; even what was “repellent,” like “raw” meat, or 
chicken guts, what we usually dread and fear to touch—glittery, vomity substances (under 
the excuse of our own “delicateness,” the delicateness of our nature). 
 
Eh, the walls of Puritanism and rationalism and false idealism are shaking, we are 
beginning to feel the surface again, although our touch, our senses are still numb. 
What an irony, we must admit, that we have to find our depths via the object, via the 
surface world, through the phenomenal world. Our pomposity in us still denies this, we still 
insist on “importance,” on “essence” the way we know and understand it; we reject the 
sensuous world of Meat Joy as lacking social “essence.” We’d like to go directly to heaven 
without going through earth—we’d like to be saintlier than God Jesus Christ Himself. What 
pompous asses we are. 
 
Yes, Schneemann removes the social context or, rather, the familiar social contexts, to break 
us open, to expose our senses, to bring us back to our senses—and to get rid of prescribed 
meanings. 
 
I remember my father, taking and mixing cows’ dung in a pail, and, with his bare hands 
applying the mixture to the roots of young seedling trees. I watched him with a sort of 
disgust, I remember, and although, like all other boys that I grew up with, I used to step into 
the hot cow dung in cold autumn days, to warm up my feet—I felt simultaneously a disgust 
and a wonderment seeing my father working with it so casually as if it were no different 
from touching the corn, or tending the horses, or stroking the wheat stems, or looking at an 
approaching rain cloud. 
 
But now some of my childhood riddles begin to unravel themselves under different 
circumstances, and so when I watch Meat Joy and I see the performers throw themselves 
into the immediate experience of meat and chicken gut and paint and sweat and touch of 
bodies and grease—I know that this is not an empty gesture devoid of essence, but just the 
opposite: it’s touching the very essence; the long held-back need to be one with all things, to 
return down to earth, down to the surface of matter; we realize that we can’t look 



 
disdainfully at the meat world without somehow somewhere deeper in ourselves 
condemning our own meat, our own body, our own soul. So that Meat Joy becomes an act 
of liberation and an act of contact with the essence; a philosophical (or religious?) essay on 
Essence, Matter, and Being. 
 
Therefore, dear reader, don’t blame Andy Warhol for showing you eight hours of Empire 
State Building or Schneemann for “exposing” you to the feeling and touch of meat. Blame 
the Western Civilization for making the reality invisible to you, numbing your senses. Thank 
the Artist for bringing the surface reality of things, and all kinds of phenomena that 
surround us and make us what we are, to our senses and to our consciousness. Praise the 
artist for enabling us to see again, to feel, to hear again: for giving us EYES, EARS, TOUCH. 
We are waking up and the world around us is waking up with us. 
 
Or is this only my Spring Dream? Tell me, Dear Carolee. 
 

—Jonas Mekas 
(from the Diaries, March 1965) 

 
 
Carolee Schneemann’s work captured my imagination when I first discovered it while 
visiting New York City as an undergrad in 1983. The power of her truly inter-disciplinary 
work spoke to this young artist because it transcended boundaries between painting, 
sculpture, installation, performance, and film and addressed everything I dared hope art 
could: the body, desire, agency, feminism, politics and intellect. 
 
 Expanding her painting/assemblages, stepping down out of the canvases into the real, 
performative space of the viewer, Schneemann was a pioneer blurring the previously tightly 
patrolled borders of the fields of art, dance, music and theatre. Her radical, ritualistic 
performance “Meat Joy” (1964) at the Judson Memorial Church overflowed with sensual 
revelry and put the body’s knowledge front and center. Female authorship and physical 
pleasure never looked so good. I’ve dreamt about this piece for years. 
 
I met Schneemann around the time her corporeal tour de force “Fuses” (1967) was censored 
in Moscow in 1989. We became friends and I went to many parties in her loft that seemed 
an awful lot like her performances. And that was the point. Art was life, life was art. And she 
was the director. Schneeman is an artist’s artist and she has gone on to influence four 
generations of artists. As the undulating art market fads of the silly and charming come and 
go, Schneemann’s choice of both a serious life of the mind AND body seems more worth 
while, courageous & one worth following. 
 

—Patricia Cronin 
 
 

As the feminist slogan had it, “the personal is political.” Although feminist political art was 
not always personal—in the case of Carolee Schneemann it was authentic and passionate, 
direct from the gut—and the rest of her body—physically as well as emotionally. 
 
Schneemann was not counted as a pioneer of feminist art by feminists, but she was the first. 
As early as 1962, she depicted subjects and introduced found objects into her assemblages 
that spoke of her gender, for example, the vaginal image and fur in Fur Wheel, 1962. In a 
performance the following year, titled Eye Body, she transformed her loft into an 
Environment incorporating broken mirrors, lights, photographs, motorized umbrellas, and 
other materials. She introduced into this mixture as a kind of ritual her own naked body 
adorned with paint, grease, chalk, and slithering live snakes. She later recognized the 
affinity between this work and the statue of the Cretan goddess whose body is decorated 
with snakes, anticipating the feminist celebration of the Great Goddess. Schneemann’s 
“enlarged collage” and “kinetic theater,” as she termed them, was a precursor to body art of 
the late 1960s. 
 



 
In a number of her works, Schneemann’s mission, she said, was to free human sexuality. I 
was sympathetic but found films and videos of her polysexual performances, such as Meat 
Joy, 1964, which featured a melange of naked bodies in orgiastic revelry, too frenzied for 
my taste. But I admired her single-woman performances, such as Interior Scroll (1976), her 
most notorious work, in which she reacted against snubs by both a female art critic as well 
as a male poststructuralist filmmaker who said he could not look at her films because he 
could not abide their personal clutter. He would accept her as a dancer and not as a film-
maker—he called her a film-makeress. Posing naked in dim light, she read from a paper that 
she extracted slowly and rhythmically from her vagina, figuratively ridding her body of her 
rage. 
 
In my favorite performance, Up To And Including Her Limits (1973-77), which I saw at 
Artists Space, Schneemann suspended her naked body from the ceiling, and using it like a 
mobile crayon, drew her version of Jackson Pollock’s drip painting on canvas laid on the 
floor and attached to the walls, a work that glorified and mythicized the female body in 
creative action. 
 
Schneemann’s celebration of her body put off many of her “sisters”, who thought that 
unabashedly flaunting a sexy figure, as if in a striptease or as cheesecake, was complicit with 
the male gaze. They might have been envious but more likely had succumbed to political 
correctness and thus, missed Schneemann’s varied intentions. She rebutted hostile female 
theorists who denied the sensual and ecstatic dimensions of their bodies by commenting, 
“They stuff their vaginas with their theories.” 
 
Disclosure: I first saw Carolee Schneemann across the room at an opening at the Museum 
of Modern Art in the late 1950s. Stunned by her beauty, I was drawn to her like the 
proverbial moth to the flame and “picked” her up, a rare act for me. When she told me that 
she was an artist I asked to see her work and she took me to her apartment, introduced me 
to her boyfriend, the composer James Tenney, and we all had a friendly glass of wine. 
 

—Irving Sandler 
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