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Identity and Fetish: A Critical Look at Studio Practice

1.
Drawing nudes in night class while attending junior high in the day. Elderly models jerked awake in electric heat. I drew on large paper sheets that unfurled along the university’s basement walls, charcoal snowing down. It was the stripes in the model’s robes that I desired, repetition and rhythm like those stripes on the dress of that woman bathing a child’s feet in a washtub, a Mary Cassatt reproduction that hung above the nurses’ office cot at my elementary school. Mary Cassatt, a painter who never bore children yet painted them again and again. During grade school I regularly lay on an itchy Army blanket staring up at that picture, at that woman’s dress where stripes twisted like seaside roads. Prone in the quiet approximately twice each week, every neighborhood police or fire siren became a scream saying my parents had died in a flood, car crash or fire exactly as I had predicted. I was in the nurse’s office due to recurring nosebleeds. Blood splashed down linoleum halls rutted by decades of single files. Each step I took with the adult accompanying me that particular day bore a new Pollack-style splash, a record of hysteria leading backward in time to Mrs. Knoll’s first grade room. Who mopped my blood, a circus clown? In two more years, at age seven, I would decide to never put another kid through it. I heard the voice of my early articulator:  I shall never procreate but only create.

2.


“It is one thing to study war and another to live the warrior’s life.”





Telamon of Arcadia, mercenary of the fifth century B.C.

Entering a MFA program as a forty-year-old working artist felt unsympathetic, the academic rigor being antithetical to my “intuitive” ways of operating. At the beginning I stood on a lake bottom with oxygen filled lungs, pushing up and off. Months later, at Curtis Pond near Vermont College, I surfaced to find a world that was familiar – I had been here before but something was changed. I realized that I finally owned language, visual and otherwise, that I had previously coveted. 

I have been granted supplementary means to make meaning.

3.


“Mirror, mirror on the wall – who is the fairest one of all?” 

Brothers Grimm, Snow White

“It has been said that it is a symbol of the imagination – or of consciousness – in its capacity to reflect the formal reality of the visible world…From the earliest times, the mirror has been thought of as ambivalent. It is a surface which reproduces images and in a way contains and absorbs them.”  

A Dictionary of Symbols


My visual art often employs mirroring, where one half of an artwork mirrors itself to make a whole. It is a content assimilating device where either/or, black/white, rich/poor, heads/tails, and right/wrong can be assumed. These mirrored works provide a picture for each eye, a two-fisted image to visually drink in the spirit of how I once boozed. “This appetite of the eye that must be fed,” Jacques Lacan wrote, “produces the hypnotic value of painting.”
 


Examples of mirroring operate in work I produced while enrolled in Vermont College, one being an installation entitled “I Think I Kant.” It is a jewel-like, large format color photograph measuring one square foot taken from an installation that was originally 8 x 8 x 1’ in size. In the installation I enlarged the scale of certain objects – giant apple cores were carved from foam and painted, thick ropes mime penciled doodles, and paper snowflakes drift platter sized. Visual disorientation ensues due to a zooming up and then way down in a vertigo of scale – the viewer must approach the photograph on my terms, an ideal situation akin to concessions made in order to, say, enter a narrative by William Faulkner.
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Perhaps I just want to give the viewer something to do. By appealing to their nature to compare (unless they are perfect little poststructuralists) their vision bounces like a Ping Pong ball back and forth until they are hypnotized and drop drowsily into the center seam. That’s where I am, in or on that seam in each symmetrical piece, an escapee from the Symbolic order whose flight is only possible under the cover of art’s distraction. Like a spider I wait for someone to fly in because even an early articulator loves company.


Kaja Silverman, in The Subject of Semiotics, writes: “…the mirror stage is one of those crises of alienation around which the Lacanian subject is organized, since to know oneself through an external image is to be defined through self-alienation.” And later: “The subject…loves the coherent identity which the mirror provides. However, because the image remains external to it, it also hates that image.”

The mirror gives and the mirror takes away. I was compelled to alienate myself at a young age – I didn’t cotton to the domestic path I saw every matriarch around me walk; but at the same moment I was granted my work, my visions. When I was young and decided not to have children I consciously disavowed the feminine order, Symbolic and otherwise. While others become mired in fat, historically overfed expectations of gender, I slip down the center whistling. 

But everyone knows that whistling is for those in the dark.

4.


The exploration of gender continued to be manifest in my work at Vermont College, often in a mirrored sense a la Aristophanes cum Jacques Lacan’s assumption that the human whole was once divided in half, and that its existence is dominated by the desire to recover its missing compliment. In this sense, Judith Butler’s book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity became, during my last semester, an informative reference. 
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If I wish to mythologize myself as a subject who forges alone through some ontological jungle pursued by warriors representing the Symbolic – that “culturally universal structure of signification that is nowhere fully instantiated in the real” 
 – then I must know mine enemy – by reading. (When I finally read Gilles Deluze and understand the phenomenon of post structuralism, I will be freed from my jungle forever! But then where will I be?)


Am I just being contrary or do I want to find power? For example, I feel the opposite of Samson in that when my hair is cut I feel strong. Wearing my hair long drags me back to the center of the Symbolic order, to a place where time and energy that could be spent elsewhere is thrown away on the politics of producing a hairdo that represents the desperation to attract a man. For me this superficial manner of attraction feeds into a personal and cultural history of regulatory results. Yet, by employing reactionary beautification, I continue to use culture’s phallocentric centered language. 

5.

I turned to entertainer Lovelace Watkins (1933-1995) after my 1998 divorce – one of those “bridge” type relationships that occur at such times. Lovelace had been out of my life for years and practically forgotten. My ex-husband and I divorced after five years of marriage; I felt so guilty about committing public love-failure that I tarried until I was ill enough with depression to allow myself to go. Included in this dreamy package of marital separation came an obsessive disorder manifesting itself as songs from the seventies I’d never owned or liked that played in my head as I jogged – tunes by Bob Seger and Credence Clearwater Revival such as Night Moves and Rolling on a River. After swallowing medication that music died. 


I moved in with my mother, into her white, barn shaped house in an upper middle class neighborhood. It was so peaceful after having lived my previous twenty years in apartment buildings that were either next door to emergency hospitals with their sirens, drug houses with their busts, or 24 Hour Markets whose outdoor pay phones people talked on in bedroom slippers. 

Although I had purchased a compact disc player for my mother a few years earlier and she had forsaken most of her albums, she still had one by Lovelace. The Big, Big Voice of Lovelace Watkins was produced in 1961 by MGM; it belonged to my sister until she eloped and moved out of the house in 1964. I was three years old and Lovelace became mine. 
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At my mother’s one day soon after I’d moved in and during divorce proceedings I saw the album on a shelf. A thought came to me that blotted out everything else: what happened to Lovelace Watkins? This question drilled my shoes to the floor; I felt grounded, the spin of recent events stilled and my mind focused. 

I pursued Lovelace. He became a land, a place where I discovered surprise, played detective and became an authority. Sitting on Lovelace’s coattails I entered lives I would not have alone – I had permission, by repeating his name, to interview people in Las Vegas and cozy up to movie directors, managers, fans, journalists and critics. 

Lovelace gave my obsessive energy context. He helped freeze the mess of my emotions, like the mental equivalent to gaudy art glass. I could, and can, avoid my life by probing his. I become a good girl by helping someone who cannot help himself! I bear Lovelace like an infant, yielding him up toward a sparkling new era and audience. I have a partner I can work through instead of apart from – which is the way things had been with my husband. Lovelace is the child of my divorce, making it possible for both of us to be, individually and collectively, reborn. 


6.

“[A]nd finally, the mutual relations of the producers, within which the social character of their labor affirms itself, take the form of a social relation between the product.” 

Karl Marx, Capital


By turning Lovelace into a commodity I gain a language of control – over romance, time and history. The heat is on the product and its relation to itself and off of me. Economically, I support myself with monetary sales from the products and with cultural currency created by Lovelace’s worldwide “hype.” I am savior, race relation publicist, entrepreneur and posthumous manager. You, as consumer, by purchasing Lovelace tee shirts, buttons, CDs, posters, placemats and limited edition Hermes scarves will be set apart, granted a seat in pop culture’s upper hierarchical tier, above those sans this knowledge. 
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Susan Stewart wrote that the souvenir moves history into private time – much like my Lovelace Watkins products. Yet I don’t suffer the pang of nostalgia as Stewart describes it in On Longing: “Only the act of memory constitutes (the souvenirs’) resemblance. And it is in this gap between resemblance and identity that nostalgic desire arises. The nostalgic is enamored of distance, not of the referent itself. Nostalgia cannot be sustained without loss.” 
  

I have turned the referent into the real and the real into nostalgia. 

Even a referent will do: If there is not enough reason for people to feel inclined to be interested in the subject of Lovelace Watkins, since “the qualifications for being a subject must first be met before representation can be extended,” 
 then perhaps my invention and pursuit of Lovelace can become the product. 

Loss? Lovelace as referent steps in to become a substitute for my older brother who abandoned the family – a man who, when I went to look up to him, had disappeared. Lovelace can substitute for my late father whose denial of my trouble with booze, drugs, sex and depression as a kid paraded as trust – my inner life was invisible to him. I believe Lovelace also felt psychically and emotionally invisible behind the masks of hubris and dishonesty that were for each of us faults.  

In a way, Lovelace knows me better than my father or my brother ever could because we have so much in common – we are loner artist workaholic socialites and caring, cheating minorities addicted to seducing. 

Lovelace cannot disappoint me and I cannot lose him because I never had him. He exists in a perpetual limbo, in a delicious realm of maintenance longing. Psychologically I turn to/create a man who can only live as product, as controlled substance. Have I substituted commodity for loss – the loss of any emotional intimacy with a brother and a father, the early loss of ambition to pair with a man to create a family? Is this a spin on the female version of Freud’s castration anxiety that Mary Kelly puts so beautifully in her Post-Partum Document? 


“According to Freud, castration anxiety for the man is often expressed in fantasy as the loss of arms, legs, hair, teeth, eyes, or the penis itself. When he describes castration fears for the woman, this imaginary scenario takes the form of losing her loved objects, especially her children; the child is going to grow up, leave her, reject her, perhaps die. In order to delay, disavow, that separation she has already in a way acknowledged, the woman tends to fetishise the child: by dressing him up, by continuing to feed him no matter how old he gets, or simply by having another “little one.” So perhaps in place of the more familiar notion of pornography, it is possible to talk about the mother’s memorabilia – the way she saves things – first shoes, photographs, locks of hair or school reports.” 
 

By using Lovelace Watkins as a vehicle for identity, aspects of the above passage is mimicked within my experience: I bear Lovelace without the pain of childbirth (yet he is mine); I don’t have to worry about him dying since he begins dead; I continue a relationship with him through performance, letters and documentaries – dressing him up, showing him off. If he doesn’t work out (if his legacy “rejects” me), I can always bear another “obsession”; I collect and save his memorabilia – record albums, signed concert programs, newspaper articles, photographs, stories from those who met, worked with and/or saw him perform. 

7.

“The theoretical predecessor of fetishism, erotomania was elaborated in the early 1880s by the doctors Moreau (de Tours), Charcot, Magnan, and Ball…Ball distilled a number of symptoms typical of erotomaniacs, most of them involving a central delusion projected by the subject onto a living person often so remote from the patient that he or she was reduced to the status of an inanimate object or fetish substitute.” 

“…real fetishes, meaning those that resemble us and are objectivized forms of our desire.” 

I wish to be attended into history by Lovelace, to get a battery jump from someone experienced at being a celebrity – in the way Elizabeth Hardwick describes Rosmer and the heroine of Ibsen’s play Rosmersholm: 

“What had Rosmer meant to Rebecca? She had the notion that she could, through him, accomplish a self-definition impossible by her own efforts. One would have to agree that in her situation and time this bright, penniless orphan could scarcely hope to enter history unattended.” 


If not within the Symbolic order – which, theoretically I know is impossible until I read about post structuralism – I have to find self-definition somewhere. My disavowal – which Freud saw as the general condition of the fetishist – of the symbolic order, of some generic domesticity, paired with guilt, most likely does cause me to refuse to look and in the process stare…at Lovelace.


If desire is culturally instigated and collective, and if, as Lacan wrote, “no aspect of human existence escapes the structureation of the symbolic order,” 
 then perhaps my fetishes are “wishes that seek fulfillment in dreams, parapraxes, daydreams, neuroses, and hysterical symptoms and are the product of repression, not biological need.” 
 This is fortunate, since Lovelace at this point cannot fill biological needs. 


“The fetishist’s attempt,” writes Emily Apter, is “to refute absence by fabricating an image that [s]he knows to be false but which [s]he believes in nonetheless.” 
 This moment, this space between what is true and what is believed, recalls that seam down the center of my mirrored or symmetrically composed art, that space in which I pause to become invisible – emotionally, a place I feel at home.
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In Lovelace I have found someone so easy to love. But if you asked Freud he’d probably say something to the effect that when my Lovelace came to life, some process akin to the abrupt halt made by memory in traumatic amnesias was interrupted. Freud wrote, 


“What is substituted…some inanimate object which bears an assignable relation to the person whom it replaces and preferably to that person’s sexuality. Such substitutes are with some justice likened to the fetishes in which savages believe that their gods are embodied.” 
 Baudrillard characterized the term fetishism as having a life of its own: “Instead of functioning as a metalanguage for the magical thinking of others,” he argued, “it turns against those who use it, and surreptitiously exposes their own magical thinking.” 
 

Savage and magically thought of by turns, Lovelace becomes a god-like figure, and I am the one exposed.

8.


The most influential material I studied at Vermont College was during my second semester, an overview of postmodern theory. Not only did this study catch me up art history-wise, the most exciting part is that my thinking changed. And this revolutionary adjustment to my point of view did not always find its basis in books.


One residency alumna Hawley Hussy approached me on The Green with a tape recorder in hand. Before turning it on she asked permission to interview me about a classmate’s art. I told her I’d love to help but that I just couldn’t seem to speak about this person’s work! Without missing a beat Hawley said, “Just say that; say that you can’t seem to talk about the work.”


This was secular epiphany time as I experienced postmodern thinking in action. Being born in the modern age I was programmed to think: If I don’t have a narrative with a beginning, middle and end then I cannot say anything at all. Sort of like if you can’t say anything nice. But Hawley didn’t think that way. To her, there was as much information in my non-comment as there was in a centered, modern one. 


“Poststructuralist postmodernism,” wrote Hal Foster, “assumes ‘the death of man’ not only as original creator of unique artifacts but also as the centered subject of representation and history.” 


Postmodern theory was new to me when I started the MFA program at Vermont College. I learned that it could be a figment of modernism’s imagination, or an extension thereof. 

One exercise I undertook was to compare the criticism of conservative modernist Hilton Kramer with that of postmodern critic Craig Owens. Taking into account the generation gap between the older Kramer and the younger Owens I, nevertheless found both of their arguments and opinions equally erudite and compelling – especially interesting was when the art they were critiquing overlapped, in one instance, regarding an exhibit of Neo-Expressionist paintings during the very early 1980s. Whereas Owens was angered by the anti-modernist sentiments of many Neo-Expressionist painters, by their seeming denial of history and their illusions of spontaneity and immediacy, Kramer experienced this art movement differently. Kramer was giddy over the fact that people were still making big, expressive paintings at that point and he took it as a sign of humanism’s enduring reign. 


I embrace both of these critics. Postmodernism is inclusive – not that it doesn’t mess with the past, turning it on its head and painting it green with irony. But it plays, and playfulness is what Guy Debord hinted at was our out from the Spectacle, an out that eventually arrived in the art world under the mantle of “appropriation.”


An installation I brought to the residency at this time was a visual record of some of the ways Lovelace had infiltrated my life thus far. I hung up photographs of me performing “The Lovelace Watkins Show,” along with programs and posters. I installed a work on paper – paisley patterns blown up, traced on placemats and painted in with jade colored Crème de Menthe liquor – homage to Lovelace as 60s lounge singer. I exhibited pictures of a “failed” sculpture my A-T didn’t like, and a critter suggested I could have brought the actual sculpture and pinned it to the wall as part of the record – relegating failure and the shame of that into process! This critter also suggested that I change my name to Molly Lovelace Watkins, hanging the legal documents for this transaction up with the rest of the display. This was an exciting realization, that the wake I had curled up in life’s sea via my pursuit of Lovelace could be the art itself. 

I thought of post modernism the other day while driving my truck. On the radio was a documentary about the blues that included an interview with Robert Plant from Led Zeppelin fame. He told a story about meeting blues man Robert Johnson at a club at a urinal. Johnson came in and stood next to Plant, taller than him at six foot seven. Plant looked up and said, “Mr. Johnson, I just want to say what a huge influence your work has been on all of us. Would you mind giving me an autograph?” Johnson just looked down and said, “Scram, kid.” And Plant answered, “Thank you.” 

I think “Thank you” is a postmodern response, a mantra of intellectual humility.

Postmodern theory is ideally ego-free. To consider situations in a postmodern fashion is akin to an intellectual orgasm where the ego boundaries all fall down. If modernism is concerned with the center – championing singular subjects such as the lonesome, abstract expressionist genius – it is a system about ego hierarchy with everyone in descending order as class and language dictate. But with the de-centered qualities of postmodernism everyone can be a “center:” we now expect prisoners to become literary stars, for artists to collaborate with their auto mechanic (giving them the credit), and for art to be indistinguishable from political activism. 

Robert Plant’s ego wasn’t bruised by Johnson’s reaction; he simply absorbed it into a big, poly-centered picture. What has been substituted for ego in the milk chocolate center might be improvisation, inventiveness, and not knowing – which can all be quite maddening.
  

9.


No other book I read while at Vermont College gave me the creeps like Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle. The first time I read it I was sure that Debord was on hallucinogens – especially while writing the first theses’ when the world splits apart and images detach and merge into a stream until life’s former unity is lost. No wonder the author tried to off himself more than once. I drew pictures in my book’s margins in order to visually fathom a separating world whose two parts stare athwart time and space like kin waving across a DMZ. Each of Debord’s theses attempt to reveal something similar, that all that was real is now representation. Yet, each theses is an indispensable piece of his theoretical puzzle.  


I got chills as an art maker when I read, “What obliges the producers to participate in the construction of the world is also what separates them from it.” 

“We’re fucked,” I thought. 

Thanks to Capitalism, a monster that has commandeered time, turned every image into a commodity, and poisoned culture into being the meaning of an insufficiently meaningful world, everything is a lie. 

Not casual reading for a depressive. I am someone who, while reading Louis Ferdinand Celine’s Journey to the End of the Night, became so paranoid that I had to throw the book away. And Debord isn’t even fiction – well, perhaps science fiction. 
 The Society of the Spectacle champions play. Besides people setting a practical force in motion, playfulness is an attitude that Debord hinted could save us from the specter of the Spectacle, from a world turned upside down. My art, by employing play through color, kinetics, content and scale may be my attempt to turn the world right side up again. Even the tendency in my art practice toward visual exhibitionism, toward sexually suggestive and/or provocative subjects that are immediate, taboo and/or very human may be my way to suspend Debord’s nihilistic view of society and the world for a brief spell by connecting with people in the manner of Roland Barthes’ punctum: the “sting, speck, cut, little hole,” 
 the prick that awakens. 

Later I was hugely relieved to read this passage in David Joselit’s essay An Allegory of Criticism: “In the 1980s a new critical desideratum arose: to subvert. Works of art – especially those engaged in various modes of appropriation – were seen to unveil the mechanisms of commercial culture, and in so doing to deliver a fatal blow to the society of the spectacle.” 

10.

With the compelling opinion of my Guidance Committee taken to heart, I decided to leave Lovelace Watkins out of my graduate exhibit. 

Yet he remains in spirit.

Lovelace, born in 1933 – ten years before my father and ten years after my brother – would have worn wing tip shoes. Until Vermont College exhibit coordinator Craig Snyder said something, I didn’t realize that Lovelace exists in my graduate installation as wordplay: The piece is made with love, and the footbridge that suspends across the gallery has slats made of collar stays while the ropes of it are fashioned from the giant wing tips laces. 
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Lovelace can represent my other half, an Other plus general masculine ideas and identities that the exhibit grapples with. The specter of Other plus the idea of mirroring (my self being both Other and a reflection of desire) is described by Judith Butler in Gender Trouble:

“”Being” the Phallus and “having” the Phallus denote divergent sexual positions, or nonpositions (impossible positions, really), within language. To “be” the Phallus is to be the “signifier” of the desire of the Other and to appear as this signifier. In other words, it is to be the object, the Other of a (heterosexualized) masculine desire, but also to represent or reflect that desire.” Then: “For women to “be” the Phallus means, then, to reflect the power of the Phallus, to signify that power, to “embody” the Phallus, to supply the site to which it penetrates, and to signify the Phallus through “being” its Other, its absence, its lack, the dialectical confirmation of its identity. By claiming that the Other that lacks the Phallus is the one who is the Phallus, Lacan clearly suggests that power is wielded by this feminine position of not-having, that the masculine subject who “has” the Phallus requires this Other to confirm and, hence, be the Phallus in its “extended” sense.” 

Lacan shows females a way to have power within the Symbolic order. His thought suggests that I pause in my ontological jungle of quest and escape to gaze upward. Lacan gives me the option of becoming a moon, without whose reflection the masculine would be in the dark half the time, unable to see his own Phallus let alone wave it about. In this assessment I become an “extension” – rather like Freud’s anatomical extensions, where sexual interests roam to aberrant regions of the body – of the Phallus, should I so desire. 
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In my graduate installation we make our imaginative way across a precarious footbridge, between two shoes that are from one pair yet mirror each another across the room. We teeter above a sea of balloon animals made of men’s socks – socks perhaps found under the bed after a lover has gone. These animals assume the names of my lovers who, should I fall from the bridge that brings together my gender selves, will not devour me but cushion my fall with their playful softness. 
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