Wadsworth Atheneum Nancy Spero
March 26 - May 29, 1983 MATRIX 74

Detail of Artemis from Notes in Time, 1979

eystdnesto he
L, \

Photo: Diana Church

MATRIX is supported in part
by a grant from the National
Endowment for the Arts, a
Federal Agency.



Nancy Spero's art over the past
thirty years has focused on themes
of injustice and violence, voicing
angry protest against the obscen-—
ities of war and political oppres-
sion. Since 1975 she has chosen
to devote herself exclusively to
making art that explores the re-
lated question of woman's place in
history. Spero's highly personal
style and unique scroll-collage
technique have resisted easy cate-
gorization in terms of art-world
trends, and although she has been
an important influence upon younger
artists, she has been considered
until very recently something of
an "underground'" figure, producing
an art too disquieting for general
consumption.

Indeed, her art is not easy.
images and imprinted quotations
that interact in her paper friezes
are relentlessly frank and graphic;
hers is a raw, sometimes almost
naive, directness that attracts and
repels at once. The work is capa-
ble of shocking and moving at a time
when so much art has ceased to do so
—-—it is an art certain to provoke
unsettling thoughts.

The work in MATRIX, Notes in Time
on Women IT: Appraisals, Dance and
Active Histories (1979) confronts
the myths and metaphors born of
male fantasy and fear that have
served to define and defile '"woman'
over time. From Abigail Adams to
"that Cosmo Girl", from Argentine
prisons to New York medical schools,
from the "wisdom" of the ancient
Roman senate to our own Barry
Goldwater, from the rites of primi-
tive cultures to the sophisticated
constructs of European intellec-
tuals, Spero insistently documents
a pervasive history of abusive miso-
gynistic power. Her typewritten and
stamped-out texts are torn from the
respectable contexts of literature,
scholarly inquiry, journalistic re-
portage, and reassembled here in
battered and ironic juxtapositions
that are alternately enraging, mov-
ing, chilling and--eventually--
enspiriting.

The way that the words are ar-
ranged and imprinted--sometimes awk-
wardly disjointed, sometimes bleed-
ing, sometimes overlapping in their
urgency-—lends force and rhythm to
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the work, as do the sparse silenc-
es of white paper that offer re-
spite when the reading becomes un-
bearable. Although the horizontal
bands might suggest a linear read-
ing, the dramatic shifts of scale
move us up to the work and then back,
just as the texts move backward and
forward in time. The experience is
simultaneously intimate and public,
both personal and profoundly politj
cal. We find ourselves caught up
in the dance of the lively figures
that call to each other across the
room.

At the same time that the interplay
of word and image recalls such art-
historical precedents as medieval
manuscript illumination and oriental
scroll painting, it also alludes more
immediately to the wall poster or
urban graffiti. The elegance of the
French handmade paper and burnished
metallic painted surfaces of some fi-
gures contrasts eloquently with the
coarseness of the tearing and glu-
ing process. Such contrasting ten-
sions prefigure the ambivalent con-
tradictions inherent in the diffi-
cult subject matter.

Donald Kuspit has seen Spero's
art as "'a struggle against the in—.
sanity of world-historical events"
wherein she "avoids insanity the
only way one can--by acknowledging
the reality of what one is tempted
to deny." It is the unflinching
presentation of the harsh reali-
ties of oppression that makes her
work so difficult. We are repeated-
ly tempted to turn away and deny.

But when we dare to share the ar-
tist's vision, it becomes clear that
this painful acknowledgement is only
a beginning--a necessary state in the
passage to free and active being.
Like the artist's friend who begins
to take wing after confronting the
pain and loneliness of divorce, or
Helen's hanging rope turned into a
rainbow, the Notes in Time speak
of transcendance and empowering
transformation.

Countering the potentially numb-
ing testimony of the collected ci-
tations, Spero peppers her scrolls
with active figures that gesture
and cavort among the words, challeng-
ing and mocking their meanings while
creating a defiant poetry all
their own. Indomitable and irrever-



ent, these often-tiny figures re-
fuse to be dwarfed by the over-
whelming forces they confront.
Graceful and awkward, beautiful
and deformed, they embody the
stages of women's existence, and
pay tribute to the heroism of en-
durance.

Spero celebrates, too, through
the recounting of "active histor-
ies", the strength of women who
have resisted, independent women,
like Dr. Mamphela Ramphele or Ines
Romeu, women who have refused to be
silenced, women who have dared to
begin to define themselves beyond
all odds. Visually the work begins
and ends with a phalanx of strong,
questing female figures who count
—--with H.D.-—-the rhythm of their
own dancing feet, and who take
strength from Artemis, 'who heal-
eth woman's pain'" and who derives
her power from her lack of perma-
ment connection to a male figure.

The philosopher Mary Daly has
written, '"Within a culture pos-
sessed by the myth of feminine
evil, the naming, describing and
theorizing about good and evil
has constituted a maze/haze of
deception. The journey of wo-
men becoming is breaking through
this maze-—-springing into free
space, which is an a-mazing pro-
cess.'" (Gyn/Ecology, 1978)

Like the work of the feminist
scholars whom she quotes, Spero's
art constitutes an important step
in this a-mazing journey of be-
coming.

Nancy Spero was born in 1926
in Cleveland, Ohio. She grad-
uated from the Chicago Art
Institute in 1949 and lived in
Paris before moving to New York
City in the mid 1960s. She has
been active in the feminist art
movement since its beginnings in
the late '60s, and is a founding
member of A.I.R. the women's co-
operative gallery in New York
City. Her husband, Leon Golub,
is a painter who is also con-
cerned with themes of political
violence and corruption.
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Notes in Time on Women:

Work in MATRIX:
praisaI;;_BEEﬁEfQEEfKEtiGE
Histories, 1979, gouache, collage
and printing on handmade French
paper, 1' 8" x 210'. Lent by the
artist.

This is the second work in a
three-part cycle. The first is
titled, Torture of Women (1974)

and the third is The First Lan-
guage (1981).

PLEASE NOTE: Nancy Spero and
Guest Curator Judith Rohrer will
conduct an informal dialogue in
the MATRIX gallery on Sunday af-
ternoon, May 1, 1983 at 2 pm.
The public is cordially invited.
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