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“Drawing? Sculpture? Film? Photography? Performance?” 




(PAUL MACCARTHY – P.S. 1 -  "Into Me/Out of Me")

Quite overwhelming and hard to follow in terms of the disposition of the pieces among the building and also because sometimes a lot of them where in small rooms for the amount of work exhibited (photographies on the basement), the exhibition at P.S. 1 -  "Into Me/Out of Me" has a vast body of contemporary art, from 1960 on. 

In despite of this, and as my third time at this exhibition (exhibition which I have to say, was the trigger to take this class) I asked myself what does performance mean? Overall, what makes an artist to decide to expose his/her own body to others?

As somebody who had been working on sculpture and installation, with diverse materials, my senses were completely blown-up when I could see “live” Paul MacCarthy ‘s work in this exhibition and justified every action, take, irony, silence and violence, giving me answers to the question above, but also making me more curious about process, technique and uses of means.

The uses of mixed media and the way he has to approach topics, sometimes seems to be out of his mind (“Heidi”, 1992, shown at P.S.1. -in the same room, a Dinos Chapman’s piece, and in the next room, Cindy Sherman’s photographs. Two artists that had been influenced in one way or another by McCarthy; their fascination for the abject, for excesses and overloaded, baroque or grotesque aesthetics- where he acts hysterical, comical and pathetic, but where his behavior at any moment can turn into something dangerous, as with alcoholic, abusive men (the loss of control is obvious in most of his filmed performances from the 1970). 

The use of masks -can portray American presidents or comic book characters, stereotypes with no facial mobility or associated with tribal rituals where the individual forsakes his identity- reverse the actors that take the form of a camera that edit the viewer’s reaction.

Overwhelming sexual obsessions and anxieties, full of analogies to childhood, by the use of color, costumes, funny noises, pop icons. Caricature of childhood turns into a sad, solitude, sordid scene. 

By using the most commonplaces, dirty objects and rough materials, sharp objects; demonstrates their nature by rapping materiality of the mise en scene, (putting his whole hand into the anus of a doll that even though we know it is a doll, and he is behind manipulating weird brown, tender and large shit like objects) the action is reinforced by MacCarthy’s manipulation of the takes and camera manage (focusing the same anus from above, for example).

 “You may understand my actions as vented culture. You may understand my action as vented fear.”

Paul McCarthy

McCarthy worked with performance art and documented it in videos and photographs, most of them (’60’s, ’70’s) do not incorporate a narrative but consist of the artist’s monotonous movements - painting also associated with performance, some of his early works were photographed or videotaped in a reference of Jackson Pollock or Yves Klein, feature McCarthy in the role of action painter, with a can of white paint in front of him so he drags his body through the paint, or dipping his penis in paint-“Face Painting” – “Floor”, “White Line” (1972).

The abundance use of body fluids and other liquids (he uses the ketchup as blood, chocolate syrup as excrement… ketchup bottle also as consumerism icon) are associated with the early mythological stages of humanity (when being featus).

His videos are related more to the real world and popular culture; classical Greek drama figures, are replaced by Madonna, Pinocchio, Santa Claus or George Bush); Hollywood, Disney, the family, multinational corporations, politics and ambiguous sexual identities as a conventions or passivity.

In 1983, McCarthy stopped doing live performances and also replaced himself with moving sculptures, but the objects used on his videos were put inside suitcases to form a sculpture, also photographed the objects inside: rubber masks, ketchup bottles and mayonnaise jars, knives, toys, cooking utensils, mutilated dolls, and so on, becoming a major work of art and a book (“Propo” - 1991).

The first moving sculpture was Bavarian Kick (1987). Two angular figures with legs made of iron piping, round balls for heads and equally round, red clown noses, are mounted on a pedestal that houses the mechanism. Later sculptures are more technically complex, sometimes incorporating technology and special effects used in the Hollywood and Disney film industries. 

“The Garden” (1992) -as a woodpecker, he fucks a tree, emulating the rhythm, the sound, including sets from the 1960’s Bonanza TV serial.

Born in Salt Lake City, on 1945, Paul MacCarthy lives and works in Los Angeles, California. Had made his studies at University of Southern California, Los Angeles, 1973; San Francisco Art Institute, 1969; University of Utah, 1966–68.

 From his early performances to his sculptures and video works, MacCarthy talks of maleness, and exposes it as pathetic rather than macho and heroic, harsh criticism against the American Dream, consumerism, insipidness, hypocrisy – often with burlesque humor, where ‘isms’, genres, tastes, influences and strategies mix together.

A general “West” – western world – and a more specific one, the American west coast: Hollywood.

