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It’s a Bash

Sue Williams uses bad-boy art for women’s revenge

BY RALPH RUGQFF

HEN STORIES ABOUT SEXUAL HARASS

ment and violence surface into public

discussion, we cautiously package and

abstract them to spare ourselves the
full horror. Sue Williams aims 10 give tha hov-
ror its due. In the last few years, this New York—
based artist has created disturbing and brutally
funny work that confroms psychologicil :mel
physicl violence agains: women. Williams® cor-
wony art — paintings with rext, mixed-media
collages and sculpture — iscrude and asswltive
enough torisk alienating much of her potential
andience. Williams doesnt Emll punches: In
her bleak moral landscape, there are no role
models iu sight and the only aodyne is biting
black humor.

Her curnent show at the Stuan Regen Gal-
lery offers a hardeore iuventory of damage.
Amid {rec-owting images of animalized
women, pornoﬁnphic clowns, vomiting bu-
limics, forced b owjobs, ballooning rear cnds
and caricared sex organs, her sculptres and
large canvases present a recnrring molif of do
mestic violence — specifically, men pummeling
women. A sculpture of a male fist hiding a
woman's face bears the caption "The Union of
Man and Woman.” Painted overa back wallcow
cred with floral wallpaper (a material teadition-
ally wsed 10 conceal ugliness), a scrawled sam-
plerreads: “ “Aainty Home for Two — Please
Don't Beat Fuck Out of Me.”

In poriraying the violence hiddenunderide-
alized images, Williuns aveids the smug anthor-
ityol'the righteous; i nstead, she speaksfrom the
more ambiguous position of stmeoue drawing
on firsthand obscrvation — a position that al-
lows her to mix anger with wit. Shambolic paint-
ings loosely clunered with images and texts sati-
rize cverything from the hypocrisics of the male-
dominatedari world to the foibles ofcod epend-
eney. "The Art World Can Suck My Proverbial
Dick,” one banner of textdechweswith defiance
and humor.while anearby image bubble shows
an open male mowth ga in the face of #
tiny penis tied and e.uspcmll,d by aribbon.

Much of Williams® imagery is schematic and
appears hastily drawn, ifnotdeliberately clmnsy.
On one level, this acsthetic ol erudity serves to
foreground Williams' conceptual and docw

mentary content, but it plays another imporian
lunction as well. Though her surambled compo-
sitions recall Mike Kelley's drawings from the
mid-"80s, her sirutegy more closely rescmbles
that ofwriter Kathy Acker. Just as Acker declines
1o write about violence in a classical language
that would disguise its ugliness. Williams em-
ploys st zingled and runcated visnal grammar o
register not only the fact of violence against
women, but also ils effects. Images of female
degradation that are “nentralized” as “ut” i
work by her male contemporarics — painters
like David Salle and Eric Fisehl — ave here re-
connected 1o an experience of pain.

By “carving out a space o hersell making
work about men demeaning womgn, Williams
reverses 2 standard mt-world practice. Her ap-
propriaion of the raunchs: underground-com-
ierinfhuenced style of *lad boy™ art is likewise
more thanan exercise in genderbending: in this
show, a mnuber of picces specfically question
our ideas of “masculine” and “fuminine” picto-
rial conventions. “Female imagery is a joke.”
readsa line on one canvas, and as ifin response,
aworkon paper elsewhere in the gullery features
adrawing of a horse — waditionally an apt sub-
jeet for women artists (and, notably, a trademark
of Susan Rothenberg). But this well-endowed
horse is squirting urine ona bale of hay while a
small wmado blows out its ass, and a caption
snarls: “Dravn wrong? Well, 1 an so sorryl”

Unapologetically “dysfunciional,” Williauns
spurns the casy coherence of much theory-
heavy cnuml '\rl,:m{i instead invites viewersto
identily with the artist as someone who's no
mor¢ in control of her cultural position than
they are. Yet as intimate as it first appears (her
fincuned, doodiclike compositions can seem
like pages ripped out of a diary}, this work is
ultimately built arcund cliches. Willians' illus-
trated men and women have a gencric, '50s cast
and are portruyed in conventionalized roles of
oppressor and victim. Rather than charactersin
ameclodrama, they function as figures ina div-
gram, vectors charting ways in which violence
againstwomen isentrenched in our cultural life.

Raunhling over a varied social field that
rangestrom Santa Claus to theworld of humting,
Williams' clichés re;xmc(ﬂ{lclumm toasingle

: power wicldec males in this so-
#y based on huniliating anc <ebas
his is most baldly, and hauntingly,

realized in Manly Footweas, a series of six silicon
casts of a woman's face that have been progres-
sive ly battered until the lagt is unrecognizable.

HEN ALMOST EVERY BOORSTORE 1%

filled with self-help tides like Women

Whe Love Too Muchand manifestocson

“co-dependency,” the question of cul-
pability is a loaded one. Relusing to momumen-
tlize women as victims, Williums entertains the
prickly question: To what extent is the experi-
ence of every vicum also that of a collaboraor?
In The New Santa, she shows us an “old unenr
ployed ¢lf” jerking off on the backside of a
woman whose breasts. nipples erect, are spun
around toward him as if pulled by a magnetic
force. “My breasts are humiliating me,” the text
reads, and goes on 1o wonder why she isn't at-
racted to more “approprinte” males. An exam-
ple lows farther down the page: a clean-cut
“vounger, lessco-dependent Sanm.”

Williams® concern with linking the personal
aud the social leads her o ke issue with no-
tions like co-dependency (*Let’s take alook
that ‘co-de-pen-dent,”™ concludesone puinting)
andio challenge accepted definitionsof acsther
isaswell. “Thisis (art), notsocial commentary,”
another work insisis, even as it prompts ns
istrnst the idea tat these are murually exclue
sive terms.

AL times, Willians appess mired in static
definitions of her own: she seems to rigidly
equaie decoration with concealmemt and re-
pression. for example ("I you wan liller, look
at the righthand corner of the cuwasg™ quips
one painting, steering the viewer toa decorative
border). Butin poruaying everyday scenes, her
\mrklrl‘lch\complcwl tiesand '\mblgmnes miss-
ing from boorishly “"correct™ viewpoints. Wik
liwms never condescends to her audiences; she
engages us firtand foremost as social creatures.
While the women she depicts nsually appear as
passive victims, the artist's own voice is au ag-
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gressive one. Herart plunges us intoa compul-
sive excavation and reworking of materials re-
pressed at both personalandsocictal levels, fore-
ingviewers to connect —inaviseeral wiy —with
things they'd probably rather not confrom so
literaliv,

Compared to the full-bore catharsis Karen
Finley aims for, Williams' work moves 1s oward
something less clearlydefine d. Withowtever be-
ing didactic, she asks us 1o look at uncomfort-
able wuths in a language that preseryes theit
ugliness, aalling on us as witnesses of injustice,
but also as fllow travelers mired in the sune
nightmare — whether as perseauted women or
usmen who persccute women aswellas their own
Teminine sides. As an antist, Williams isn't inter-
ested in the exorcisi of compiliug an inventory
and making public confession. She doesn't pro-
fess false optimism, nor is her pessimism a pre-
tense. I anything, her art scems to signal the
need, under the drcumstisices, to acknowledge

rtzinamon it of despair as our constant com-
panion— toacceptitas the priccofrccupcrating
our capadity to remtember, and to hold lmmor s
something inimate with suffering, not redeem-
ing it, but making it possible 1o consider images
of horror withowt becoming munb from cither
dread or righteous indiguation.

The picture is extreme, but Sue Williams s
dead on arget. [0






