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HANNAH WILKE: SCULPTURE 1960S-‘80S @ ALISON JACQUES GALLERY, LONDON
“I become my art, my art becomes me. My art is becoming my heart in my art. My heart is hard to handle, my art is too. I want to overwhelm you. I want to touch your feelings. I want to give you tender strength. Feel! Feel the folds; one fold, two folds, expressive precise gestural symbols. Multi-layered metaphysics below the gut level, like laughter, making love, or shanking hands.“
[image: http://67.media.tumblr.com/d49d5f201ba13b5f7949b574a1b24a07/tumblr_inline_n5s0raQpHF1qfq5n9.jpg][footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ceramic center pieces larger than expected. Find floor placement successful, imagine trying to make a comment on how we see female organs. Lumps of rubbish? Although pink is often associated to be a feminine colour, I feel there is a “man-made” harsh (if you pardon the irony) essence, created by the hard edges of the board they are places and the use of black and red, striking danger colours.] 

Installation view of exhibition, main room, at Alison Jacques Gallery.
Visible from outside the gallery Wilke’s ‘manifesto’ is emblazoned on the first wall, prefacing my viewing. As I read it out loud, in my head, I am certain she is already touching my feelings. As viewer or voyeur, I often feel empathy for the artist, but here, from the outset I have the strong feeling that this body of work will outline Wilke’s empathy for me, who’s “loose arrangements of love [are] vulnerably exposed.”
Hannah Wilke formulated a practice which was born form what it meant to be a woman, to experience life from within a woman’s body and to understand her own subjectivity as feminine. The art of being a desirable woman is considered a means of self-expression in itself but Wilke experiences the “paradox if bring artist and object all at once.” (R. Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance, P38)[footnoteRef:2] Not only in the photographic works (S.O.S Starification Object Series) in which she seek to subjectify and objectify her own body as sculpture, but in all the other pieces exhibited here, each of which has been born from Wilke’s own hands, a product of her bodily [re]action. [2:  This is also visible in Starification. What makes it a paradox? How we interact with things, we interact with objects by viewing them. We consider is relatively one way compared to an artist where there is some kind of dialogue ] 

While the focus of this show is sculpture, I get an overriding sense of Wilke’s entire practice, no one piece is an island, each work contributes to the development of her wider artistic vocabulary in which body is sculpture and inextricably sculpture is body. There are iconic works here and lesser known ones, the curation is both simple and intricate, the works sing in harmony, no single piece takes center stage. The precious and fragile composition of the works are undermined by the positioning of them in compromising situations, “on the verge of disaster”,  Sweet Sixteen sits low to the floor, Three Sisters not even risen on a plinth, challenging their stability as if she challenges her own core strength. Perilousness orchestrated by the artist… “Wilke’s practice is rooted in her devotion to malleability and her interest in vulnerability.” (Tracy Fitzpatrick curator of Gestures, Neuberger Museum, NY, 2009) 
[image: http://66.media.tumblr.com/cb06fb3aa87e9857c118cdf5e8fa767b/tumblr_inline_n5s0sfdSa01qfq5n9.jpg]
S.O.S Starification Object Series, 1974, Vintage black and white photograph
[bookmark: _GoBack]“People are frightened by female organs because they don’t know what they look like,” Wilke observed of S.O.S (1972), the neat arrangement of erasers; chewed, modelled, posed into labial forms, set out in grids. Her work has often been called delicate, with a “taste that restrains [the sculptures] in a state of overt, decorative pubescence.” (In a 1972 exhibition review of her vagina sculptures.) But I don’t always see this naïve delicacy in the works, which are actually far more industrial. Their grid formation, for example, the grid might be the property of Sol Le Witt and the cube the possession of Donald Judd, but Wilke sets out her organic, yonic, ‘feminine’ formations in geometric formulations, geometry which might be considered the male artist’s territory is effectively amalgamated into feminist practice.
After her repetitive, minimal machine like process, the obsessive “double folded gestural drawings… a doppelganger, transferring human remains into an androgynous object”, I would assert the understatedness of these sculptures, perhaps due to their color, their scale, their presentation (in Perspex boxes on pedestals), is in fact enhanced by the way in which this exhibition flawlessly posits these small kneaded erasers (Needed-Erase-Her and Needed-Erase-Her #9) in direct correlation with two of her Untitled red latex works. Which right here, right now appear much more obviously rude, hanging on the wall their folds falling open, bigger, redder, more fleshy, more violent, more reliant more on appearance and suggestiveness. 
[image: http://65.media.tumblr.com/8eb7c3cd4f1e007ed6c189abdb834496/tumblr_inline_n5s0v4IrDY1qfq5n9.jpg][image: http://66.media.tumblr.com/84b554c3cab39bf4bdedec68a6a61f64/tumblr_inline_n5s0vbkNqx1qfq5n9.jpg]
Needed-Erase-Her, 1974, 48 kneaded erasers on painted board and Needed-Erase-Her #9, 1974, Kneaded erasers on painted board.
[image: http://67.media.tumblr.com/d6b8ab872fe6a4095a1fd9be39c3f454/tumblr_inline_n5s0vzIpxA1qfq5n9.jpg]
Untitled, 1970s. Red latex on plywood board.

There is a delightful mixture of dimensions in the first room. The sculptures are more fascinating coupled with the framed drawings some reminiscent of Japanese erotic ‘shunga’ drawings, rare erotic painted handscrolls. Translated literally, the Japanese word ‘shunga’ means picture of spring; "spring” is a common euphemism for sex. Shapely and vaguely figurative, like amatory maps of pleasure, while the Untitled watercolors which sit on an opposite wall are like paper lovebites, marks made by mastication, a product of masturbation, artistic onanism. Wilke admitted that she makes ‘agreeable objects’… and many of the pieces on show here seem to exhibit symptoms of oral fixation, (Freud’s description of the time in an infants life, in which thier pleasure centers are in the mouth) perhaps the mouth is Wilke’s primary erogenous zone? The site of kissing, biting, eating, licking, speaking, chewing. (Also see Hannah Wilke’s Fork and Spoon, 1974)
[image: http://65.media.tumblr.com/c108be424d2615fb67e3774b50e0e231/tumblr_inline_n5s0ydW5AC1qfq5n9.jpg]
Untitled, c. 1960s, Pastel and graphite on paper
[image: http://67.media.tumblr.com/7bb868c95804acea2043e22cc7bea8d3/tumblr_inline_n5s0zjJom11qfq5n9.jpg]
Hannah Wilke, Untitled, c. 1970s, Watercolour on paper
Hannah Wilke plays with scale and pattern, repetition and display. Upstairs the kneaded erasers, having been molded into gestural forms and stuck to postcards, their decorativeness, their uniqueness reminds us of DNA. These folded forms, recurring throughout this exhibition and all others centered on her, are inherently Wilke, “like little pieces of nature, a new species.”
“mastication-masturbation; complete-deplete; directions-erections; contact-cunt act; object – I object; series—to seriousness; pose expose; formation-formication; turn-yearn; choose-lose; expose-disclose; play-lay; desire-inspire; receive-deceive; pick-sick; flavor-savor her; retain-distain, card-hard; lower-slower, S.O.S.-help.”
[image: http://66.media.tumblr.com/da536fb0585cf7c1d6e5dd68df5db534/tumblr_inline_n5s10oSluz1qfq5n9.jpg]
Installation view at Alison Jacques, Sweet Sixteen[footnoteRef:3], in the foreground. [3:  Didn’t realise name. Makes me feel a bit sick and disgusted, almost perverted. Clever use of 16 because there are 16 sculptures, play on words makes the sculptures almost feel like they belong to young women and the way they are viewed by the public feels like a violation. The light colour, and connotations with the age 16, makes them seem young.] 

I suppose work which relates to the body is often considered feminine, Wilke creates all of these orifices which relate to typical mammalian body processes; nostrils, for breathing and the associated sense of smell. Mouth, for eating, breathing, and vocalizations. Ear canals, for the sense of hearing. Anus, for defecation, urethra, for urination and ejaculation. In females, the vagina, for menstruation, sexual intercourse and childbirth and internal orifices of the outflow tracts of the heart. The clay works, grouped together in a huddle in the corner, That Fills Earth, 1965, Foraminifer 1961-63 and Untitled mid1960s, appear like chambers, organs, with distinctive inner and outer sections, proclaiming their ‘quasi-Metaphysical essentialism’.
This exhibition seeks to illustrate how Wilke’s development of non-traditional art materials, combined with her feminist consciousness about such materials, the employed processes and women’s cultural and historical customs, led to her intensive questioning of artistic traditions and challenging the way certain materials, processes and artists were honored and why[footnoteRef:4]. The Guardian newspaper describe her as subversive, Alison Jacques determine she is an unapologetic aesthete, I have claimed she’s orally fixated, but women artists in general may take on various roles and definitions, self proclaimed and otherwise, both interior and exterior to the work that they produce. Despite the folds, the covering, concealing, I left Hannah Wilke feeling her multi-layered metaphysics below my gut level, I felt aesthetically pleasured, unable to Erase Her. [4:  Use of chewing gum and rubbers] 

Review by Alison Humphrey
(All images courtesy of www.alisonjacquesgallery.com.)
HANNAH WILKE: SCULPTURE 1960S – ’80S  Runs until 29 MAY 2014 at ALISON JACQUES GALLERY, LONDON.
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