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Blonde Brunette and Redhead,
Studio view, 1995.




isa Yuskavage closes the door of her studio and leaves

me alone with her paintings. Lisa talks a lot, so much

that I don't get to feel properly jittery around her
work, or improperly aggressive, or embarrassed. That is,
until I'm left alone with it. Suddenly I'm the babysitter left
alone with a roomful of sullen, precociously sexual pre-
teens. Lisas mercurial commentary on life and work ranges
from childhood to sex to literary critique to self-deprecation
to bitter and brilliant insight, the necessary mother of these
terrible inventions on the walls. A few years ago Lisa was
calling her bad babies “The Ones Who Shouldn,” “The
Ones Who Can't,” and “The Ones Who Don't Want To.”

As their titles suggest, they were innocents poised for a fall,
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Fhe Ohres
That Can's:
Big C ~amille,
1993.

Oil on linen.
6d x 50
inches.

and not of their own
making—maybe of
Lisa’s, certainly of the
viewer’s in the sense
that simply looking at
them meant colluding
in some sort of
violation. But whose
violation? In her more
recent work, the girls
have surely already
fallen—some are ready
for more falling—but
they somehow retain their innocence. Theirs is still the
smooth and pudgy flesh of babyhood. But drenched in the
alluring colored light of a latterday mannerist’s palette, the
girls elicit a delectation that surpasses any guilt in witnessing
their shame. So who's the violator? Who has really fallen?
Looking at the blonde at the center of the triptych
Blonde Brunette and Redbead, 1 am certain thar a malevolent
force is at work on me. Her rosy, doughy, noseless face is
framed by cascades of primped blonde hair, no doubt
tended by someone doting: she is much too passive to do
anything for herself. Her blue-tinged eyelids shurter her eyes
to the merest slits. Her lips pucker to a tiny hole, like the
lips of a babydoll poised for bottle-sucking. That too-wide
center part in her hair, around which some dark roots
whisper, is disturbingly lewd. Once I was in a beauty parlor
with a friend who flipped through the stylist magazines to
demonstrate how all the models had been given radical

nosejobs, airbrushed to just a hint of nostrils, at best. No



nose on Lisa’s blonde makes her head swollen and closed, as
smoothly fetishistic as Ingres’s Grande Odalisque, a painter’s
paradigm of cool, unbroken flesh. Lisa’s blonde, in
comparison, offers a sinister softness, a model of pure
regression.

My thoughts may be ugly, but the paintings are
not. This is one of many paradoxes in Lisa Yuskavage’s
work, and perhaps the most important one. How can work
with so disturbing a content buzz with such a resounding
beauty? Obviously, color is key. The blonde is framed by
two other heads, equally colossal, a redhead and a brunerte.
Lisa takes that dumb coloristic trio drilled into us by
decades of hair-dye commercials—blonde front and center,
of course—deforms it with a psychosexual battering, and
gleefully rehabilitates it by means of the only medium that
could do so: paint, where color behaves truly seductively.
Redhead’s curls flame around her head like a sun god'’s halo,
lit by a lurid violet ground, and expire in the shadows of her
upturned features. A
long, serpentine
neck that
Parmigianino would
have loved makes
her into a
parenthesis or
apostrophe for the
blonde. On the
other side, the

brunette, shy and Marie, 1994,
self-conscious, sticks Oil on linen.

30 x 26
out like a sore inches.



8/3

thumb against a lemon-yellow glow. The blonde is thus
securely bracketed. Three teenage girls immediately suggest
narratives of friendship, envy, and betrayal, but storytelling
is not the function of this triad. They are far too hieratic
and monumental, and besides, color makes their
relationship as emblematic as that of saints in an early
Renaissance altarpiece.

The imbrication of content and expression is what
Lisa Yuskavage counts on to set up the fundamental
ambiguity of her paintings, to make certain that no matter
how unnerving, the subject matter never overtakes its
conveyance. Many of her paintings are fields of color from
which the figure, often conceived in the same hues as the
grounds, apparitionally emerges. Mostly the color fields are
hypersaturated, but rarely uninflected, gradating
incrementally through shadows and light. Clothing, flesh,
and hair are burning with the color of the surrounding field,
proposing a disconcerting erosion of boundaries, both
formal and symbolic. In Transference Portrait of my Shrink in
her Starched Nightgown with my Face and her Hair, a
pinkish face and mousy, green-highlighted hair are
squeamishly afloat in a vast sea of surrounding greens.
Consigned to a corner, this monstrous hybrid of years of
therapy is as much overtaken by the overall green miasma as
by her at once grotesquely demure and obscene nightgown.
Color enmeshes the transference theme. No relief that her
diptych companion, the sexually voracious Rorschach Blot, is
as unfettered as Transference Portrait is pent-up. Aggressively
shoved forward in a yellow ground that bathes her in a
canary light, this sex doll’s legs are pink in their odd
stockings as though engorged with blood, her hairless



pudendum smack at the center of the composition. (A
precedent for those pink legs can be found in the famous
pink torso of the foremost figure in Pontormo’s Transporting
of Christ in Santa Felicita in Florence—is that the color of his
garment or his skin?) In this decade of high-risk artistic and
literary subject matter, where the body has become a
bloodied metaphor for the loss of modernist certainties, Lisa
Yuskavage turns to a tradition of western painterly beauty to
moor her rogue castaways.

When Lisa hands her figures props, it is never lightly.
They are few—a teacup borne resentfully, an ill-fitting tennis
outfit, a ragged tee-shirt cut off just above pubic hair. In
Fleshpot there is a pair of oval pictures on the wall above the
main figure, a stiffly coiffed sex doll with a belly button
bigger than her mouth’s round hole. She wears a bizarre pink
sleeping jacket with a collar spiked like a sea urchin. The
jacket seems designed to pin her arms back as though in
bondage. So it is functional, in the way that outlandish-
looking toys can be
in sex games; the
spiny collar and
scalloped sleeves are
more like bad jokes,
under the
circumstances (or,
perhaps, something
more humiliating to
their wearer). Lisa
makes no attempt to
disguise the

psychoanalytic

Helga, 1993,
(il on linen.
30 x 26

inches.
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Tit Heaven #9, |

dimensions of her paintings, embedding them in rtitles, or as
here, in the props—the oval pictures, with their smoky but
unmistakably oedipal images of a Gainsboroughlike woman
and a man, perhaps the illustrious forebears of this
inauspicious offspring. Somehow they bear a responsibility
for what she is. In Faucet, the props are the titular faucet,
placed high above a girl’s head in the far upper corner of a
flesh-colored ground, and another bizarre jacket, this time
with a beaded collar. One of the beads dangles loosely, one
of those telling details that, in
Lisa's world, dangles into
metaphor. A smoking cigarette,
a wayward curl. The girl’s ear,
like others of her Yuskavagian
compatriots (compare
Brunette's for example), is a
flap that looks weirdly alert

despite the overall mood of

1992. § passivity. Meanwhile, the
Watercolor
on paper. [ faucert, as flatfoored a sexual
22x15

inches.

symbol as any painter might
muster, casts a shadow that
points directly at the girl. “Huh?” she seems to say, as her
right breast slides down her torso. Thar faucet is peculiarly
situated in a room without paramerters. Is it near the
ceiling—and if so, why? Who could reach it? Only Daddy
knows for sure. And so the little faucet looms psychically
large in the Alice-in-Wonderland scale of this picture.
Lisa’s girls are the phantasms of a spectacular
culture. Their obscenity lies in the lengths to which the
desiring eye, in search of intense images, is willing to go for




stimulation. In recent paintings like Rorschach Blot and
Fleshpot, Lisa provokes visual thrillseeking with the most
outrageous and perverse overstatement imaginable. These
works are the inappropriate outbursts of a drunken, uninvited
guest. In a sense, however, all her works funcrion in another
manner to overturn any shred of scopic decorum, to unveil
the hidden side, the potential to lose control, inherent in any
desire, even visual desire. I can’t help but look art the girls—
can't stop myself, any more than they can stop their free-fall
into wilder mutations. In this, they reflect back the most
disorienting image of self, one fundamental to the act of
seeing—not as an intact spectator, but with an unnerving

passivity, the very embodiment of visual contemplation.
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Big Blonde Squatting, Blonde with Diapers and Toothpick, and Sweet Thing.
Installation view, 1994, Christopher Grimes Gallery.
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CHUCK CLOSE: I want to tell you a story. I remember being on a grant jury,
and it was a stellar jury, really tight. Everyone was sophisticated and
knowledgeable. We didn’t know what to make of your work when it came on the
screen. We were trying to decide who could have made these things. Had we
looked at your resume and seen that youd gone to Yale, we certainly would have
known this was someone—

LISA YUSKAVAGE: —who’d been beaten down a lot, right?
CC: Yeah.We really didn’t know what kind of work this was. And afterwards, my
assistant, who'd walked through the jury room but was unable to say anything
during the process, said, “Oh yeah, this is really a terrific painter who you
shouldn’t have had any problems about.” We were very taken by the work, but
were afraid to make fools of ourselves by putting our Good Housekeeping Seal
of Approval on it.

LY: That makes sense.
CC: We felt like chickens afterwards.

LY: Chickens because you saw the work afterwards?
CC: Yeah.

LY: So, you think they’re that different
when you see them in person?

CC: Absolutely. It was really great to see the
actual paintings, which I saw almost
immediately afterwards at Elizabeth Koury
Gallery. T loved them. I remember talking to
Rob Storr about them later, and we were
reassured by the sophistication of the paint

handling when we saw them, because the work



verges on—trades on, on some level—a kind of kitschy, Keane Kids bug-eyed-
baby kind of thing.

LY: I love courting that stuff.
CC: The reason I think your work is interesting is that what I've always been
chasing as an experience as someone who cares about art, someone who goes to
galleries a lot and is very interested in why other people are making the work they
are making right now, what makes this time different than other times to make
art in, is that every once in a while you see something that doesn’t look like art.
I first felt that way when I walked into the Stable Gallery and I saw all of
Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup boxes stacked up; it looked like a grocery store
warehouse. Or the first Stella black paintings that I saw: “This doesn’t look like
art.” And that’s always a great feeling. So, the fact that your work seemed to have
another inference and could be confused for something else other than high art
by a sophisticated artist was the real kicker.

When you're right on the edge of that, the work can be misunderstood.
And we misunderstood it. So the thing that’s interesting is how, if we don’t like
something, we tend to say it isn’t art. But when I look at your paintings there’s
no question that this is somebody who really knows how to paint, which I find
amazing, considering a review of one of the first shows, in which it says “Not
since the days of ‘bad painting”—a term that I happened to coin—"has
someone tried as hard as Lisa Yuskavage does to make a travesty of the medium.
In her saccharine portraits of prepubescent nymphets, girlish innocence and
sexual awakening are given thoroughly ham-fisted treatment.” One of the things
I do find believable is that people are troubled by the way young girls are
presented in your work, but I really, really don’t understand how anyone could

describe the way you paint as ham-fisted. Ham-fisted means—
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LY: I've got lunch meat for a hand?
CC: Yeah, that you would just shove some brush into this crude hand that would
have no facility. The reason I mentioned the review was not to bring up an
unpleasant subject, but I thought it was interesting just how irritated people
could get with your work. Your paintings are diametric. As far as subject matter
goes, you can read it one or two ways and you can be confused. When you see
the painting and you see the touch—how beautifully painted—and all of the
stuff that goes into your work . . .
LY: After that review | looked up the word “travesty” in order to get
an exact definition. | was excited, ‘cause | didn’t realize that
“travesty” is such a negative term. Yet | really liked it because | am
more worried about making well-behaved paintings, which | know all
too well.
CC: It’s great your work got that reaction. I live in fear of a positive review from
Hilton Kramer.
LY: Well yes, that’s what | thought. When I first got the review, |
could hardly believe that anyone was giving me such an awful lot of
credit.
CC: It’s amazing that your paintings have the power to upset people that they
do. There seems to be this assumption that you are celebrating this behavior by
depicting it.
LY: Especially because my work does not contain any moral
lesson. A friend of mine once commented to me, “Where’s the hairy
hand?” | said, “What hairy hand?”
CC: I don’t understand that either.
LY: Well, he’s very sophisticated and is also pretty hip, but he said

that the work made him feel guilty and implicated.



CC: People seem to want you to take a position, editorialize.
LY: And I've also been told people would feel much more comfortable
with my work if | had an LED sign running across the upper part
of the gallery that said, over and over again, “Lisa Yuskavage does
not approve of this work, and neither should you.” It seems that the
thing people are wrestling with is, who am | and how do [ feel about
this stuff? | try to suspend ideological posturing while | am working. |
try really hard to be a person who makes a painting that is not about
ideas that | already know and believe as much as making something
that you look at over time and that can change throughout the
process of looking. This is reflective of the lengthy duration involved
in making paintings. While working, | allow all kinds of things to
run through my head: dirty little songs, the passage about peeing
in the bed from James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist, corny moments
from a Shirley Temple movie, or the light in a Giovanni Bellini
painting. Some of it's base, some of
it's elegant. It's a Frankensteinian
way of putting a painting together.
The parts of the corpse come from
different bodies.
CC: I think what’s happening in America
right now is scary. I'm old enough to
remember Joe McCarthy, and the

unbelievable repression and censorship 5 .
ancer with Lue

during #hat time. This is a much scarier time Tustu, 1994.
Pastel on
than any I can remember, in terms of the paper.
20 x 16
inches.

thought police, and its just as strong from
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the left as it is from the right.

LY: | have no interest in pointing the finger anywhere but at myself,
and telling about my crimes. | am interested in making work about
how things are rather than how they should be. | exploit what’s
dangerous and what scares me about myself: misogyny, self-
deprecation, social climbing, the constant longing for perfection. My
work has always been about things in myself that | feel incredibly
uncomfortable with and embarrassed by. There’s a Paul

Thek quote that | read in one of his sketchbooks, “Make a list of all
your fears, phobias . . . Xerox it and pass it out.” Guston’s late
paintings do this kind of thing: he identified himself, the artist, as the
enemy.

Also, my work comes out of very formal impulses. | want to
make color field paintings, a la classical modernism, | want to make
paintings that are lit with color, and sculptural, like those of
Pontormo. I'm thinking about a lot of different positions within art
history to make them. But then I’'m not going to say that | didn’t think
about the Keane Kids. That’s the first
kind of art that | ever responded to; |
even related to it. | made this painting a
few years ago called The Ones That Don't
Want To: Bad Baby. What | set out to do
was to make a painting that combined
my interest in Rembrandt with that of
field painting. | thought, what would

happen if | created an image where the



most inappropriate color, hot pink, were to be combined
with this concept of making a painting using colored light to
construct a surface with an image emerging out of it. | wanted the
sense that if the internal light went out in the painting, and then you
reached inside, you wouldn't feel sculptural form anymore—you’d just
feel a bunch of paint soup at the bottom of the painting. | didn’t set
out to make a painting of this abused-looking little match girl. | really
wanted to make a very formal painting.
CC: I certainly understand the connection with modernist painting and color
field painting and stuff like that, but those are real hard little nipples sticking
through that shirt that stops immediately an inch or so above the pubic area, so
that’s going to make those formal aspects the last thing anybody looks at.
LY: The whole world is obsessed by hard nipples. Even those who are
well past taking food from a breast stare if a woman walks down the
street and her nipples are erect—everybody’s gonna look. Everyone:
men, women, children, and of course /look. | look partially out of the
impulse that causes anybody to look, | look at it as an erotic thing. |
think, “good for her!,” “I hate her guts,” “l wish | was her,” and “how
come I’'m not more like that?” and then | usually scope out the guys’
reactions. | have about a zillion feelings, ranging between compassion
and contempt. This information helps me as a woman who is painting
paintings that take the point of view of a man.
CC: That male gaze thing is interesting. A lot of people talk about paintings of
women made for that male gaze. Clearly most of those paintings were made by
and for other men’s pleasure, though that’s not entirely the case with your work.

I like the fact that you're mining that urge.
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LY: My work, like yours, is obsessed with human beings. Yet neither
one of us paints with live models in the studio. Conjuring these
beings in isolation is what allows my work to become a kaleidoscope
of who | am or who | fantasize that | am: the gas-sniffing Dennis
Hopper from Blue Velvet, or one of Hans Bellmer’s traumatized dolls.
| am fascinated with the whole voyeuristic power struggle.
CC: I wanted to ask you about this triptych: Blonde with Diapers and Toothpick,
Sweet Thing, and Blonde with Oven Mitt. The center one is a very different kind
of sex machine than the other ones.
LY: I may be in a great deal of denial—but | don’t think about them
as sex machines. | am aware other people will perceive them that
way. So what I'm trying to do is include how they feel about their
own predicament.
CC: The formality of them, too, heightens the reading, because whenever
someone makes a triptych we will always have an association with altarpieces. In
the center, where we normally have Christ on a cross, you have this woman in
this very symmetrical pose. And then the side paintings become like stories in the
life. Does that make any sense to you?
LY: | like that association and | want that. | think this whole
group is about posing. It’s also about coming out toward making
things completely explicit to myself. If | show you something more
recent, like this Rorschach Blot . . .
CC: This is the one you describe with the vagina as an exclamation point?
LY: Yeah, and I really didn’t want to make such a bombastic painting.
But I could see that | had to. It was hard to get up the nerve to make

a painting about that.



CC: What is “that”?
LY: Telling the viewer, “Eat me.” She's really quite grotesque. She’s
roadkill and a brick shithouse. Plus she’s been standing around for so
long she’s losing the blood from her blonde-afroed head. The reason
why | made that painting is that | got tired of answering the same
question I'd been posing to myself all along, which was “Lisa, what
are you hiding?” | thought that it was getting a little problematic that
| had done three bodies of work where | was sort of pushing that
concept. | really wanted to get to the end of it. And | thought the best
way to get to the end of making work about hiding was to show the
thing that was always hidden: her genitalia. | don’t think of sex as sex
in these paintings. Sex is shame, power, powerlessness, and it’s the
most direct and convenient way for me to embarrass myself. Typical
Catholic. Plus that’s actually what | saw when | took a Rorschach test.
CC: Really? 1 assumed that the Rorschach test referred to the fact that the
genitals and the asshole make an exclamation point. I thought you were giving a
Rorschach test to the viewer: “Do you see this as an exclamation point or a sex
organ?”
LY: That too.
CC: There’s also a sort of inflated-doll-receptacle quality to it, especially with the
open mouth, and the fact that the body seems almost to be blown up, inflated.
LY: | thought about that after the fact. Earlier | had come across the
definition of the grotesque body in Bataille—as the body with
everything projecting outward, with all the orifices open. Nothing
hidden. A total release. She’s in a state of perpetual orgasm. When

you're having an orgasm, | don’t think that you're thinking about
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what you look like. Your stomach is probably sticking out.
CC: People who worry about what they look like don’t end up having one.

LY: Actually, the companion piece to this, Transference Portrait of

my Shrink in her Starched Nightgown with my Face and her Hair,

| thought of as someone who can’t come and probably can’t shit.

All the orifices are closed.
CC: The lack of noses also reminds me of the way organs are removed from
children’s dolls. All the stuff where a vagina would be in a doll is just sort of
smoothed over in plastic. It’s strangely more sexual by leaving it out.

LY: | became quite interested in taking out whatever wasn't vital.

When | painted the Blonde Brunette and Redhead, | decided to

eliminate the body. | was intrigued to find out how much the

heads alone could still be disturbing.
CC: Which leads me to believe, finally, that the thing that disturbs people more
than overt sexuality is taste.

LY: | think what offends some people is that | have this “talent,”

and I'm putting it to such poor use—like a nun with a foul mouth.
CC: I'm terribly surprised that you were raised Catholic. What do your parents
think of your work?

LY: My mom says, “Beautiful, Lisa, very nice. Can | have one?” My

father likes them too, but at first he said, “What’s with the big tits?”
CC: You seem to have open-minded parents.

LY: | think so. My parents talk pretty openly about all kinds of

stuff, and they have a fantastic sense of humor. They are also

practicing Catholics. Kitschy things are something I feel a great deal

of compassion towards. People that | love have mirrored walls and

plastic slipcovers all over their velvet lampshades, and their statues



of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. | want to combine that
nostalgia with my painting knowledge and not judge
one as better than the other. My work seems so
obvious to me. In Blonde Brunette and Redhead,

| really wanted to make a painting based on the
triadic color scheme: red, yellow, and blue. |
automatically started thinking blondes, brunettes,
and redheads. It kind of completely attached itself

to the concept. If | keep my mind on a plan for a very
formal painting, automatically these nasty bits just
find their way in. When | think about different types
of painting, | automatically anthropomorphize it into
different types of women. Different colors, different
shapes become different haircolors and styles. The
way the paintings themselves behave between
being good/bad is really so much about how |
operate in the world. The impulse toward self-
portraiture runs through the work from the

beginning all the way to the end.

Blonde with Oven Mitt.
Installation view, 1994, Christopher Grimes Gallery.
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