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RECONSIDERING THE STAIN

On Gender and the Body in Helen Frankenthaler’s Painting

Lisa Saltzman

A RETROSPECTIVE GLANCE at the postwar
years of American cultural ascendancy reveals that
even as Clement Greenberg’s formalism posited ab-
straction as a site of unqualified purity and autonomy,
neither painting nor its critics fully acceded to the rig-
orous regime of renunciation demanded by his aes-
thetic ethics of pure abstraction. Not only had insis-
tently metaphoric titles ensnared abstraction in a web
of meaning and reminded the viewer of the inevitable
operations of likeness and analogy to which even the
most obdurately abstract surface remained prey; but,
as we know from the very first social art-historical ac-
counts of New York School painting, abstraction—
particularly gestural abstraction, with its trace
signifiers of individuality and personal freedom—
had been all too easily co-opted by cultural cold
warriors.!

If social art historians retrospectively uncov-
ered an idealized American body, or body politic, at
play and at stake in the critical and institutional sup-
port for and reception of New York School paint-
ing, their revisionist account and critique ultimately

identified that body as nothing more than the ideo-
logical abstraction it was. That is, the body politic
at the heart of the revisionists’ accounts, a body
politic made up of risk takers and individualists im-
aged and imagined as the “vital center” of Arthur
Schlesinger’s postwar account, was at once every-
man and no man.’

Or was it? For at stake as well was the body of
woman. That is, as abstract and idealized as the vital
center of Schlesinger’s liberal ideology may have
been, I would contend that the body atissue in the re-
ception of New York School painting was far more
particular and far more literal than the interpretations
of cold war cultural politics would allow. That body
was the gendered body, or bodies, of postwar Amer-
ican society, bodies whose social roles were as blurred
by the changes wrought by World War 1I as was the
face of painting,

During the years when New York School paint-
ing reigned triumphant, categories of gender and
their stabilization were a persistent, if unacknowl-
edged, critical preoccupation. As T will demonstrate,

This is a revised version of the essay “Reconsidering the Stain: On Gender, Identity, and the New York School” published in the
catalogue Friedel Dyubas: Critical Painting, with essays by Eric M. Rosenberg and Timothy McElreavy and a foreword by John O’Brian ,
(Medford, Mass.: Tufts University Gallery, 1998). Reprinted by permission of the author and by permission of Tufts University and

the Tufts University Gallery.

There are no reproductions here of Frankenthaler’s works because the artist’s permission to reproduce them could not be secured.

Figure 19.1. Gordon Parks, Helen Frankenthaler. From Life 42, no. 1o (13 May 1957). Time Life Pictures/Getty Images.

373




one pictorial form, one painterly process, garnered a

great deal of critical attention—namely, the stain.
And, as a close analysis of the critical reception of
color-field painting reveals, it was the stain that served
as an available sign through which to delineate cate-
gories of gender. Although it could be argued that
gender was simply an available metaphor with which
to describe abstract painting, or that characteristics as-
sociated with masculinity and femininity were sim-
ply appropriate and evocative adjectives with which
to give critical voice to the mute surfaces of abstrac-
tion, I would suggest that the recurrent critical dis-
course of gender and corporeality surrounding New
York School painting signaled something more par-
ticular and significant about both postwar American
painting and postwar American society.

That is, if the language of emergent formalist
criticism is taken at its word, criticism would seem to
have found in these purportedly autonomous, self-
reflexive, and hermetic paintings not pure abstraction
but a legible subject—namely, the artistic self and,
more pointedly, the artist’s body. As such, the gen-
dered language of emergent formalist criticism
would seem to echo in its response to the radically
dispersed, diffuse, all-over surfaces of New York
School painting something of a broader societal anx-
iety about the dissolution of gender boundaries in
postwar America.

Despite the prevalence of a gendered metaphor-
ics in the reception of abstraction, very little has been
done to analyze its implications, either for New York
School painting or for the interpretation of abstrac-
tion more generally.’ Even in the work of the first
generation of feminist art historians who explicitly
took on questions of gender, the interpretation of ab-
straction was never the primary object of inquiry.
This resistance to re-reading abstraction lies in part
in the enduring legacy of Greenberg’s modernist par-
adigm for many art historians of the postwar period.
But it results as well from the grounding method-
ological practice of Anglo-American feminist art
history, whose materialist hermeneutic typically
privileged the analysis of figuration over abstraction.
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This essay, then, is fueled by the conviction that
feminist scholars of modernist painting are faced
with a doubly important challenge. Furthermore, it
is grounded in the belief that we can begin to redress
this art-historical lacuna regarding questions of gen-
der and abstraction by looking back at the historical
context in which both New York School painting and
its criticism emerged—namely, postwar America
and directing a particularly focused gaze on the crit-
ical reception of color-field painting. For in that crit-
ical reception, we can begin to isolate and attend to
the marked tendency to insist upon gender, identity,
and difference. And we can begin to theorize some-
thing like the following: in the face of radical socie-
tal transformation, as well as radical artistic develop-
ments, art criticism turned these complex paintings
into either heroic symbols of masculinity or deni-
grated emblems of femininity.

The demographic shifts that took place throughout
America during and after the war saw their reproduc-
tion in the aesthetic microcosm of New York School
painting, where women emerged alongside men as
principal practitioners. Although women artists did
not perform the same vital function for the national
economy as Rosie the Riveter, the war did afford
women artists opportunities they might not otherwise
have had. As John Elderfield would note years later
in his monographic study of Helen Frankenthaler,
one of the factors that contributed to her artistic de-
velopment in the 1940s was precisely “her sex, which
spared her military service.”* As in other industries
and professions, once established in their careers,
Frankenthaler and other women artists did not retreat
from their newly attained positions, nor did their
continued presence in the artistic sphere after the war
£0 unnoticed.

During the 1950s, as the careers of these women
artists took shape, a number of articles appeared in
the popular press, in such magazines as Life, Time,
and Cosmopolitan.® These articles, which typically fo-
cused on Helen Frankenthaler, Grace Hartigan, Lee



Krasner, and Joan Mitchell, highlighted and even cel-
ebrated the ascendance of women artists within the
ranks of the New York School. Nevertheless, despite
the congratulatory premise and tenor of these articles,
they articulated a very different message about the
“lady artists” and “vocal girls.” The art world was de-
scribed as “under siege,” threatened by a “feminine
invasion,”® such anxious language reflecting the
broader societal message that the former preserves of
men were rapidly losing their insularity or, more
pointedly, that a woman’s true place was not in the stu-
dio but in the home.

At the same time that these articles treated the so-
cial phenomenon of the changing face of the art
world, they described the changing face of painting
itself. In an era of painting characterized as “dealing

"7 these

more directly with emotions and intuitions,
articles offered up descriptions of the canvases that
ascribed to their surfaces the very characteristics at-
tributed to their female makers. For example, a Cos-
mopolitan reader learned that “the slender, chestnut-
haired Helen Frankenthaler, born in New York City
thirty-two years ago, is the wife of abstract painter
Robert Motherwell,” as a prelude to a similarly in-
dexed description of her “impetuous technique” and
her “delicate and subtle” paintings.® Within the pop-
ular press, abstract painting in the hands of these
“lady artists” and “vocal girls” became a site for the
painterly inscription of femininity. In the perceived
impetuosity of this emotional and intuitive form of
painting, women were regarded as perhaps uniquely
suited to its formal demands. Moreover, the perceived
subtlety and delicacy achieved in their work was seen
as inextricably linked to their identity as women.

It is this tendency to ascribe femininity to the can-
vases of female abstract painters that unites the writ-
ing in the popular press with the more rarified dis-
courses of academic art criticism, as is demonstrated
quite dramatically in the reception of Helen Franken-
thaler. Consider, for example, the following discus-
sion of Frankenthaler’s unique contribution to the
history of Western painting in an article in 4r¢ Inter-
national by E. C. Goossen:

Frankenthaler’s painting is manifestly that of

a woman. . .. Without Pollock’s painting hers

is unthinkable. What she took from him was
masculine; the almost hard-edged, linear splashes
of duco enamel. What she made with it was dis-
tinctly feminine, the broad, bleeding-edged stain
on raw linen. With this translation she added a
new candidate for the dictionary of plastic forms,
the stain.’

If the passage is interesting for its attention to patterns
of influence, positioning Frankenthaler’s work as dis-
tinct from yet inextricably bound to Jackson Pollock’s
innovations, it is even more noteworthy for its estab-
lishment of sexual difference as determinative of
artistic product. Frankenthaler’s painting may have
been indebted to Pollock’s, but, at the same time, it
was “manifestly that of a woman.” Their painting
is distinguished, and distinguishable, according to
culturally constructed notions of gender. Pollock’s
painting is masculine, as characterized by a linear,
hard-edged splash. Frankenthaler’s is feminine, as
characterized by a seeping, bleeding-edged stain.!” In
focusing exclusively on the “stain,” on the fluid and
coloristic aspects of her work, critics like Goossen lev-
eled the diffuse, complex, and varied surfaces into
monolithic entities.

If we turn, for a moment, not to criticism but to
its purported subject, the actual paintings, we might
note that Frankenthaler’s work was characterized by
more than the fluid emblem of the stain. In what was
considered her breakthrough painting, Mounzains
and Sea of 1952, conceived and painted after Green-
berg introduced her to Pollock and his paintings, it is
undeniable that distinct, dark lines trace or subdivide
areas of color, the so-called stains.!" Yet despite this
dialectical pull between wide pools of colored pig-
ment and thin lines of black paint, between au-
tomatism and rigorous control, it was the aspect of
the liquid areas of color, the perceived fluidity of
Frankenthaler’s soak-stain technique, that endlessly
captured the imaginations of the critics. In other
words, it was less the thematic and formal invocation
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of the rugged terrain and outline of the mountains
than the watery depths of the sea to which critics were
drawn.

It was this fluidity, specifically the emblematic
form of the stain as seen in Mountains and Sea and in
other examples of this period, such as Basque Beach
(1958), that provided the touchstone for what became
a significantly gendered discourse, one that set
Frankenthaler’s work apart from that of her mod-
ernist male colleagues, past and present. In Franken-
thaler’s case, the metaphor of the stain was given a
particular valence. As Goossen’s criticism suggests,
Frankenthaler did more than pour paint onto the
canvas. She bled on the raw “linen,” she stained the
sheets. In the slippage between literal and metaphor-
ical language that pervaded the majority of the crit-
icism surrounding Frankenthaler’s painting, and
which I take this passage by Goossen to bring into
particularly sharp focus, Frankenthaler’s painting
became an extension of her differently female body.
Insofar as the stain was also culturally coded as men-
strual,'? its invocation functioned as an index of a
thwarted or ineffectual creative process, signifying
not creative inception or biological conception, but
their refusal, the flushing of an empty womb. More-
over, her menstrual painterly fluids came to signify
the trace of an involuntary bodily function, of un-
controlled nature, turning painting into the record of
an accident.”

This metaphor of automatism, of relinquishing
control, of accident, became central to the critical
reception of Frankenthaler’s creative process. As
Harold Rosenberg wrote of Frankenthaler, referring
first, as a point of comparison, to those occasional
male stainers, Jackson Pollock, Arshile Gorky, and
Wassily Kandinsky:

The early paintings with their borrowing from
Pollock, Gorky, Kandinsky and other occasional
stainers, are sensitive, but more timid than sen-
sitive . . . with Frankenthaler, the artist’s action
is at a minimum; it is the paint that is active. The
artist is the medium of her medium; her part is
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limited to selecting aesthetically acceptable effects
from the purely accidental behavior of her color.
Apparently, Miss Frankenthaler has never grasped
the moral and metaphysical basis of Action paint-
ing, and since she is content to let the pigment

do most of the acting, her paintings fail to develop
resistances against which a creative act can take

place."

In this passage, the presence of the stain is acknowl-
edged in work by male artists. In contrast to Franken-
thaler, however, in the hands of Pollock, or Gorky and
Kandinsky before him, the stain, if only the occasional
stain, could still be redeemed for art, the actions of
these men taking place under the aegis of masculin-
ity that protects and defines their work.

As the passage continues, radically different por-
traits of Pollock and Frankenthaler emerge. Pollock
may have flung paint about in a bacchanalian frenzy,
but that was part of his mythic, male genius, his ac-
tively creative artistic persona, impregnating the vir-
gin canvas with his life-giving seed. Frankenthaler, in
contrast, merely allowed accidents to happen, pas-
sively staining the linen canvases with the seep and
ooze of bodily fluids.

Rosenberg’s descriptive summation of the diver-
gent painterly processes of Pollock and Franken-
thaler finds its visualization in various photographs of
the artists in their studio spaces. For example, in the
now iconic Hans Namuth photographs of Pollock at
work, Pollock emerges as active, stilled only by the
camera shutter in his rhythmic dance of creation, can
and brush in hand, paint, like artist, arrested in flight.
In contrast, in a shot by Gordon Parks accompany-
ing anarticle in Life, Frankenthaler is depicted sitting
demurely atop a canvas, posed against her work less
as artist than as mere vessel for the fluids that seep
from her body onto the material spread beneath her
(fig. 19.1).

Both Rosenberg’s critical description of Franken-
thaler’s painterly process and the photographic im-
age of Frankenthaler in her studio deny her self-
consciousness and agency in the symbolic field, the



arena of language, be it written or painterly. If there
was some thought or agency recognized or acknowl-
edged in Frankenthaler’s work, it was seen simply in
her selection of “aesthetically acceptable effects,”
suggesting the aflinity of her practice to the histori-
cal and stereotypical female domain of the decorative
arts, to the tasks of choosing colors and dyeing fab-
ric. Such work had little, on Rosenberg’s account, to
do with the “moral and metaphysical” project of
pzliming.]5

The critical gendering of the stain becomes more
problematic when it is taken up as a frequent rather
than occasional form by a male artist, as was the case
with Morris Louis. For no sooner had Frankenthaler
begun working with her stain technique than Green-
berg took Louis and Kenneth Noland away from
their studios in Washington, D.C., into New York to
see her work. Louis’s ensuing paintings, dubbed the
veils and florals, created delicately fluid and watery
surfaces that, were I to invoke the same metaphors as
the critics whom I have been citing, might be de-
scribed as equally if not far more “feminine” than
Frankenthaler’s characteristically bolder, more satu-
rated paintings. Yet despite the undisputed artistic
lineage of Louis’s paintings, the acknowledged for-
mal similarities between Louis’s and Frankenthaler’s
work, and what I take to be overall the more stereo-
typical “femininity” of Louis’s paintings, his work
was received in thoroughly different terms than was
Frankenthaler’s.

Typically described as “massive,” “solid,” “hard,”
and “sharp,” Louis’s paintings were seen to demon-

(I3

strate “control,” “strength,” “clarity,” and “firmness,”
quite a departure from Frankenthaler’s accidental,
soft, watery, decorative forms.'® As if responding di-
rectly to Rosenberg’s diagnosis of the absence of a de-
liberate “creative act” in Frankenthaler’s stain paint-
ings, one critic came to describe Louis’s stain paintings
as “stiffened by intelligence and consistent formal-
ity.”!” In the most decisive ascription of masculinity
to Louis’s formal project, Noland referred to Louis’s
paintings as “single-shot” images,'® in effect reducing
and transforming the complex, temporally durational,

additive process of the soak-stain method into an en-
actment of male orgasm, allowing Louis—the painter
of veils and florals—to join the ranks of the virile
New York School painters."”

At times, the critical attempt to maintain aesthetic
differences between the canvases of male and female
artists produced a confused critical language, one
that reveals the utter instability, or so I would suggest,
of the gendered categories upon which it so heavily
relied. Take, for example, another passage from
Goossen’s Art International piece, in which he sets
Frankenthaler’s work against Gorky’s at the same
time that he establishes her contribution of the stain:

The thin curvaceous, form-suggesting line in

her early canvases (ca. 1952—53) comes directly
from Gorky’s mid-40s work. During that period
Frankenthaler’s colors, similar to Gorky’s in their
dry feel and tone, were yet paler and more femi-
nine than Gorky’s hues. This sounds like a totally
unnecessary remark but it is true that many of
his later pictures 4gony (1947) and The Calendars
(1946—47), for example, have a feminine delicacy
in the sensuous line that only a man could have
produced.”

In stating that a picture could have “feminine deli-
cacy . . . that only a man could have produced,”
Goossen makes the claim that if a painting by a man
displays “feminine” aspects, it does not mean he is in-
nately feminine, but instead, that he is solely capable,
in his masculinity, of enacting femininity, of taking
its culturally coded trappings and representing them
with admirable, if not superior, skill.

I do not mean to suggest that such criticism posits
“feminine” painting in the hands of a male artist as
an act of transvestism, camp, or travesty, even if such
language begs for such a reading.?! Nor do I mean to
imply that such criticism anticipates something of
French feminist criticism in its valorizing of the fem-
inine within modernist pructice,22 even as such criti-
cism makes all too clear the ways in which such fem-
inist theoretical work would prove enormously
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productive for interpreting the painterly fields of
modernist abstraction.”” Rather, I am suggesting that
its seeming illogic reveals the difficult task criticism
took on in rendering stable such fundamentally un-
stable paintings, such fundamentally unstable cate-
gories. It would seem that the only way to conceptu-
alize and control these slippages between categories
of gender was to somehow redeem them by incorpo-
rating them back into traditional narratives of artis-
tic mastery. Never “unnecessary remarks,” I would
suggest that such remarks were instead of the utmost
urgency during the years when the changing face of
abstract painting (as well as the faces of its practition-
ers) undermined the binary logic that had previously
afforded clearer demarcations between masculinity
and femininity.

That Louis’s painting, despite its fundamental
indebtedness and similarity to Frankenthaler’s stain
painting, could be constructed as supremely and sin-
gularly different, and ultimately, supremely and sin-
gularly masculine, was a critical fiction that persisted
despite the more nuanced interpretations of later crit-
ics. For example, in 1971, Michael Fried, heir appar-
ent to the Greenbergian legacy, would at once avow
and disavow the dualities of Louis’s painting:

Intrigue ravishes the beholder with its fullness of
something like detail: the subtle, modulating color,
simultaneously metallic and floral, the warm soft
sepia graining of what may have been the last
wave of pigment, the delicate irregular, fugitive
pattern of the overlapping configurations, the
fragile, cloud-like crests of those configurations,
aureoled by faint bleeds of thinner, evoking dis-
tance. . . . Terranean on the other hand strikes
one as wholly devoid of incidental felicities.

The stained portion looms as though just risen,
its proportions together with the dense brown
tonality of the whole connoting overwhelming
mass, its internal figuration stark, sharp, almost
menacing, at once flame-like and mineral in char-
acter. And yet, for reasons I have tried to make
clear, one’s perception of the stained area as a
whole and of the figuration it contains is not of
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things that are precisely tangible. Rather, it is as
though the apparent massiveness and solidity of
the one and the apparent hardness and sharpness
of the other are experienced by eyesight alone,
without reference to the sense of touch; as though,
one might say, massiveness and solidity and hard-
ness and sharpness as such were known to eyesight
alone and not to touch; as though the sense of

touch itself were strictly visual. ¥

If the formal dualities of Louis’s paintings are ac-
knowledged in Fried’s treatment of Zntrigue, a paint-
ing that is at once “metallic and floral,” “flame-like
and mineral,” these elements of difference are ulti-
mately leveled in the interest of establishing, for
Louis, a certain conquest of the “incidental felicities”
of the stain, enabling Fried to then put forth Zer-
ranean as the painting that “establishes a magnitude
of realized ambition that only Pollock, perhaps,
among Americans had previously achieved.”? In
Terranean, the stain no longer is a form that bleeds
onto raw linen but, instead, “looms as though just
risen,” firmly reinscribed within a gendered meta-
phorics of masculinity, devoid of its previously fem-
inine associations.

Fried’s 1971 text on Louis thus displays in the
metaphorics of its prose the unacknowledged pre-
occupation with gender that pervaded discussions of
abstraction following its reemergence in America af-
ter the war and, moreover, the unacknowledged pre-
occupation with controlling, through endless cate-
gorization, the threat of the feminine. Albeit in quite
elegant and sophisticated terms, the move Fried
makes in celebrating Louis’s handling of the stain in
the name of opticality, in redeeming the feminine in
the name of the masculine, is in the end altogether
typical of an entire era of formalist criticism. For al-
though painting, rather than the painter, was the ex-
pressed subject of nascent formalist criticism, and
opticality, rather than corporeality, was its privileged
object, it seems that the analysis of modernist paint-
ing was in fact repeatedly suffused with discussions
of the body, of masculinity and femininity, locating



and displacing gender and artistic subjectivity in
and upon the purportedly pure, self-reflexive, auton-
omous surfaces of high modernist painting. More-
over, in linking artistic practice to the male and fe-
male body, critics inscribed gender within and
ascribed essentialized gender difference to a school
of painting whose shared formal practices rigor-
ously undermined the rigid boundaries of codified

. 2
sexual difference.?

I have sought with my examples from criticism and
painting to reveal that very few of these New York
School canvases are exclusively masculine or feminine
in their characteristics; nor, if they seem to be, is one
set of traits necessarily linked to either the male or the
female artist. Whether through metaphors of urina-
tion, ejaculation, or menstruation, the body, male
and female, is inscribed in multiple and various ways
in the drips, spills, sprays, and stains that coat the
majority of the canvases of the New York School
painters. And it is precisely this intermingling and
breakdown of properties of line and color, this break-
down of boundaries, that I believe led critics to at least
try to assert, ascribe, and inscribe a sense of norma-
tive order.

Perhaps even more important, I would suggest
that criticism embodied a response not simply to
painterly change but, indeed, to societal transforma-
tion as well. The critical tendency to perceive and lo-
cate gender in the all-over canvases of the New York
School painters can be read as an almost desperate,
albeit unacknowledged, attempt to identify and es-
tablish difference and maintain order, at precisely a
moment when aesthetic practice and social structures
emerged radically altered from the Second World
War. I have suggested that the strictly delineated
its seek-

gender metaphorics of critical language
masked and con-

ing and establishing of order
trolled what was, in artistic practice and the social
sphere, a shifting terrain, far less fixed and stable than
the criticism would initially seem to allow. I have sug-
gested that the diffuse, dehierarchized, all-over can-

vases of the New York School, in evincing some
combination of masculine and feminine characteris-
tics, would seem to have transgressed the normative,
stabilizing principles of modernist painting, of mod-
ernist purity, principles already under siege in soci-
ety at large.

In their attribution of masculinity to canvases
painted by male artists and femininity to those painted
by female artists, critics asserted the fundamental pri-
macy of sexual difference, and did so at precisely the
moment when gender boundaries were seen as being
in danger of disappearing, both artistically and so-
cially. More specifically, in the deeply gendered and
fundamentally conservative critical language with
which postwar abstraction was received, it was the
metaphoric invocation of the stain that was instru-
mentalized to serve as a particularly powerful signifier
of gender, and through that, of difference. Unlike the
fluidity that was celebrated in subsequent decades by
French feminist theorists, whose concept of écriture
feminine might be transported into the realm of art
history to describe something like a peinture feminine,
there is no valorization of female bodily functions or
libidinal economies in the writing of such art critics.
Instead, their writing is a means of segregating, rather
than celebrating, certain forms of painting practiced
by women.

In many respects, this anxious critical response
should not surprise us. Feminist readings of social
and cultural history have sought to demonstrate
that when a threat to patriarchal society is perceived,
an attempt is made to preserve the social order, to
reconstitute its boundaries and hierarchies.?” Simi-
larly, and perhaps more broadly, anthropological
writings have analyzed and theorized how the es-
tablishment of difference or the creation of hierar-
chical distinctions, both of which can be concepru-
alized as making order out of disorder, are basic
characteristics of human behavior. As Mary Dou-
glas wrote in 1966, “It is only by exaggerating the
difference between within and without, above and
below, male and female, with and against, that a sem-

. N
blance of order is created.”?
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Although from our position in the present, we
might now want to recognize and valorize, in their
combinations of tangles, skeins of paint, drips, and
stains, the painterly invocation and intermingling of
gender-coded forms, we must acknowledge that we
face New York School painting in a fundamentally
different moment than did its original critics. Our crit-
ical preoccupations, some acknowledged and others
still unacknowledged, have changed. So too, I might
add, has the practice of abstraction.

Contemporary abstract practice makes visible,
even quite material, the metaphors of the body so
pervasive in the criticism surrounding New York
School painting. In the work of Ghada Amer, Ce-
cily Brown, Barbara Takanaga, and Sue Williams,
the body emerges and recedes upon the picture
plane, presence and absence at play in surfaces at
once figurative and abstract. Moreover, if we look
to contemporary practice more broadly, we see,
often in exacting and even microscopic detail, the
body and its essential fluids. In the work of such
artists as Kiki Smith, Mike Kelley, Curtis Mitchell,
and Andres Serrano, for example, liquid traces of the
body are duly evoked, inscribed, contained, or ren-
dered, in pieces ranging from the sculptural and the
painted to the printed and the photographic. A vivid
testimonial to the emancipatory politics and con-
comitant artistic practices of the late 1960s and
1970s, the work of the 1980s and later also marks a
departure. For although contemporary artists have
returned to the representation of the body and
identity, the invocation of the corporeal is less to
celebrate difference in the name of creating equal-
ity, as it was circa 1968, than to expose similarity in
the name of dismantling the patriarchal logic that
produced such inequalities in the first place. In
other words, contemporary artists use the body, its
pieces and its fluids, to explore the very instability
of categories of gender and difference. In works
that range across painting, photography, and in-
stallation, it is often the stain, the fluid trace of the
body, male and female, that serves as an available
form, an available sign, through which to screen,
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artistically and theoretically, a deconstruction of
gender.?

During the era of New York School painting,
neither painting nor its criticism was armed with the
kinds of political or theoretical knowledge, or self-
knowledge, with which many artists and critics now
practice their respective crafts. In those years, the
stain served as an available sign through which to
reconstruct, rather than deconstruct, categories of
gender. Within the male bastions of the art world,
it was art criticism that assumed the task of preserv-
ing tradition, of critically constructing, or recon-
structing, through the use of gendered metaphor, a
form of painting where men could be men and women
could be women. And that critical practice had a
particular urgency, if not poignancy. For its recon-
struction of gender difference was achieved by lo-
cating and asserting difference at precisely a moment
when painting and society seemed on the brink of
blurring and effacing those formerly rigid bound-
aries, a moment when painting may have been en-
visioning not so much its social present as its future.

NOTES

This essay has had many incarnations. First written
for Alice Jardine’s seminar on French feminist criri-
cism at Harvard University in 1989, it was revised for
presentation in Anna Chave’s session on modern art
at the College Art Association in Chicago in Febru-
ary 1992 and at the Whitney Symposium on Amer-
ican Art in April 1992. Some years later, it was so-
licited and expanded for the catalogue Friedel Dyubas:
Critical Painting. The present revised version attempts
to reintegrate some of the founding feminist concerns
of that 1992 CAA paper with subsequent iterations of
the project. I am grateful to Norma Broude and Mary
Garrard for their sustained, and sustaining, interest in
the piece.
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