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ART REVIEW

At P.S. 1, an Exhibition Focusing on the Shock of the Body in All 
Its Messy Corporality

By KEN JOHNSON

THE more open we are about sex and other bodily functions the better, right? Stamp out every last bit of Victorian 

prudery and we will be free at last.

Or maybe not. The French philosopher Michel Foucault thought that making sexual expression and behavior 

more public would make our inner lives more easily subject to control and exploitation by the capitalist 

consumerist complex. 

These thoughts are brought to mind by a big, ambitious exhibition about the body at P.S. 1 Contemporary Art 

Center. Organized by the museum's chief curator, Klaus Biesenbach, "Into Me/Out of Me" is by turns fascinating, 

comical, repulsive and annoying in its relentlessly literal insistence on the most grossly physical and often 

humiliating aspects of human experience. Eating, drinking, defecating, urinating, vomiting, having sex and 

being sick, wounded, violated and killed: these are the subjects of works in photography, video, film, sculpture 

and other media by more than 130 artists. If you are squeamish, consider yourself forewarned. 

It is, however, an undeniably interesting show that takes the measure of a persistent impulse in contemporary art 

that emerged in the 1960's, partly in reaction to the high-minded purity of Modernist painting and sculpture, and 

partly in rebellion against the perceived hypocrisy of bourgeois society.

In the 60's, the Viennese Actionists, to whom a room of grainy documentary photographs and videos is dedicated, 

staged performances involving gleefully perverse, messy and disgusting manipulations of their own and other 

people's bodies. 

In New York in the 1970's, Vito Acconci produced his famous "Seedbed," in which he hid under a ramp and

masturbated and talked dirty to gallerygoers above. A film of Mr. Acconci performing in the crawl space is 

included in the show. And, pursuing the logic that rebelling against all norms of social decorum should be 

politically liberating, Carolee Schneemann did a nude public performance in which, while menstruating, she 

extracted from her vagina a long scroll and read a feminist tract written on it. A large photographic image 

documenting the performance is in the show.

Later, fine art photography became the preferred format for flouting supposedly repressive conventions, and in 

the 1980's, the photographer Robert Mapplethorpe became a target of official censorship and a cause célèbre for

free speech advocates. At P.S. 1 you will enjoy his close-up views of sadomasochistic gay sex as well as Peter

Hujar's photographs of men masturbating. 

A related development in the broader culture, which the P.S. 1 show does not mention, was a surge in the 

consumption of hard-core pornography, enabled by VCR's. The mainstreaming of pornography made it a ripe 

subject for Jeff Koons, who in the early 90's created a series of photographs and sculptures representing himself

and his ex-wife, the Italian porn star and politician Ilona Staller, making X-rated love. One large, glossy color 

photograph from that series looks ethereally beautiful in the basement vault where the show's most sexually 



explicit works are sequestered.

It was a brilliant idea, by the way, to place Ann-Sofi Sidens's bronze sculpture of a woman squatting with her 

pants down in the museum's musty, dim subbasement boiler room. 

After 2000 came new generations of artists for whom pornography and representations of extreme violence were 

ubiquitous, banal facts of contemporary life. One of the exhibition's most endearingly funny works is a video by 

Alex McQuilkin in which she tries to apply makeup while appearing to have sex with a man behind her. The title 

can't be reproduced in this newspaper, but a good alternative would be "Whatever."

Other themes have rooms of their own. The eating gallery contains Gregory Crewdson's giant color photograph,

resembling a still from a David Lynch film, in which a teenage boy and his anguished mother await the absent 

father as a roast beef dinner cools on the table. And Mona Hatoum's table setting has a dinner plate with a built-in 

video screen offering a fiber-optic tour of someone's digestive system.

The room devoted to vomit features photographs by Martin Creed of people actually throwing up, as well as Paul

McCarthy and Mike Kelley's remorselessly scatological video "Heidi." A room dedicated to violence and war has 

self-portraits by Ana Mendieta, her face covered with blood, and a large painted bronze sculpture by Jake and 

Dinos Chapman, based on an image by Goya, of countless devouring worms swarming over skeletons tied to a tree. 

The wound room has Sigalit Landau's video of a nude woman using a ring of barbed wire as a hula hoop. The birth

room has touching life-size portrait photographs of naked young women and their recently born infants by Rineke 

Dijkstra. And the museum cafe presents videos about eating, like Trine Lise Nedreaas's short tape of a man 

consuming a plate of cocktail hot dogs as fast as he can. 

Despite the inclusion of numerous interesting, amusing and even appealing works, the overall effect is not entirely

gratifying. For one thing, many works implicitly take the viewer for a Victorian stiff who needs to be shocked.

Seeing a lot of work like this can make you feel misunderstood, insulted and abused.

Moreover, because so many works favor raw impact over refinement and complexity, you begin to long for

something elegantly abstract. It is a relief to come upon Felix Gonzalez Torres's carpet of gold-foil-wrapped 

candies, which, while obliquely relating to the AIDS crisis, has a lovely Minimalist appearance.

Body art almost always has cerebral motivations, but they tend not to be integrated into the final work. An 

oxidation painting by Andy Warhol made by urinating on metallic-paint-covered canvases can be read as a 

satiric commentary on Modernist painting, but it remains a relatively simple one-liner. On the other hand, Robert 

Gober's surrealistic sculpture of a hermaphroditic torso with tree-trunk thighs giving birth to a grown man's 

oxford-shod leg is a work of unusual metaphorical complexity. Kara Walker's mural of silhouetted Civil War-era 

figures plumbs Freudian depths with wit and subtlety. And an installation by Matthew Barney is symbolically 

complicated, too. But body art in this show is more often a blunt instrument for pummeling presumably delicate 

sensibilities. 

Beholding sexually and scatologically graphic, horrifically violent and otherwise disturbingly gross imagery 

displayed in such indiscriminate profusion in a public institution may convince you that those in the art world, at 

least, have shed all Victorian repression. But some viewers may pause to reflect on the apparently unstoppable 

slide of modern culture into the abyss of infantile vulgarity that is capitalism's inexhaustible gold mine. Would it 

be prudish to suggest leaving a little something to the imagination?

"Into Me/ Out of Me" continues through Sept. 25 at P.S. 1 Contemporary Ar t Center , 22-25 Jackson Avenue, at 



46th Avenue, Long Island City, Queens;  (718) 784-2084.
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