FULL FRONTAL.:
Body and Site in Painting
Melissa Gordon

Thank you so much for inviting me. I'm going to get started
and try to stick to time.

Lee Lozano, Book /. Facsimile published by Hauser and Wirth.

In the run-up to her eviction from her Grand Street loft,
possibly in 1972, the artist Lee Lozano began writing a large
number of ‘pieces’ in her small private notebooks. This
included No Parties Piece, No Eating Out Piece, and more
famously her General Strike Piece and Boycott Women Piece.
There is no formal write up of Dropout Piece, rather, at the
tail end of the notebooks, which she worked in from 1967
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to 1970, Lozano acknowledges that the ‘action’ is already
underway when she writes: ‘Dropout Piece is the hardest
work I have ever done.’!

In ‘Lee Lozano, 68, Conceptual Artist Who Boycotted
Women for Years’, art critic Roberta Smith’s 1999 obituary
for Lozano in The New York Times, Smith describes the edge
that Lozano walked off in the production of her work: ‘In the
mid-1960s she also began to execute a series of life-related
actions (she didn’t like the word performance) that tested,
among other things, her stamina, her friends’ patience
and the conduct of everyday life’.?

Chris Burden, Shoot, Performance, 1971. Courtesy the artist.

An instruction is a basic component of conceptual practices,
and one that nominally involves a command to an ‘other”.

a friend, a machine, a worker, an intern. The body in much
conceptual work is present, for example in Chris Burden’s

1. Applin, J. ‘Hard Work: Lee Lozano’s Dropouts’, October 156, 2016, p. 77.

2. Smith, R. ‘Lee Lozano, 68, Conceptual Artist Who Boycotted Women for Years’,
The New York Times, 18 October 1999.
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artwork Shoot (1971), as the person who dares to do something.

Lozano, though, inverted this: she instructed herself in actions,

and dared everyone else to put up with it.

[n the writer Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer’s wonderfully researched

book Dropout Piece (2014), she notes this entry to Lozano’s
notebook just before her eviction:

‘LYING ON BED SMOKING, EMPTYING MIND, LISTENING
TO RACHMANINOV IN DIM (CITYPOOR) LIGHTBULB
A FEELING OF PEACE COMES OVER ME, OF JOYOUS
FREEDOM, OF 'M DOING WHAT I WANT, OF I DON'T HAVE
TO DO ANYTHING UNTILIFEEL LIKE IT (...) DROP OUT
FROM WORLD, NO CALLS NO WORK NO OBLIGATIONS
NO GUILT NO DESIRES, JUST MY MIND WANDERING
LAZILY OFF ITS LEASH. THIS EVIDENTLY IS THE ONLY
WAY TO TAKE A REST.”3

Lozano’s note feels especially pertinent in this contemporary
moment, especially in terms of the question: how can I rest
in and amongst what is now called ‘work’ as an artist?, and:
how can I do so when I'm expected to be ‘on’ all of the time,
even in ‘relaxation mode’, with the expectation that an artist
shouldn’t work foo hard?

When Lozano is evicted, she begins Dropout Piece, and this
is an entry into her diary:

IHAVE NO IDENTITY.

IHAVE AN APPROXIMATE MATHEMATICAL IDENTITY.

(BIRTHCHART.

IHAVE SEVERAL NAMES.

I WILL GIVE UP MY SEARCH FOR IDENTITY AS
ADEADEND INVESTIGATION.

I WILL MAKE MYSELF EMPTY TO RECEIVE COSMIC INFO.

IWILL RENOUCE THE ARTIST’S EGO, THE SUPREME
TEST WITHOUT WHICH BATTLE A HUMAN COULD NOT
BECOME ‘OF KNOWLEDGE".

I'WILL BE HUMAN FIRST, ARTIST SECOND.

IWILL NOT SEEK FAME, PUBLICITY, OR SUCCESS.

IDENTITY CHANGES CONTINUOUSLY AS MULTIPLIED
BY TIME. (IDENTITY AS VECTOR.)*

3. Leher-Graiwer, S. Dropout Piece, Afterall Publishing, London, 2014, p. 74.
4. Ibid, p. 76.
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In an essay I wrote titled ‘Presence and Absence’ (2015),

I say: ‘Increasingly as an artist, [ have begun to feel my own
voice becoming disembodied from myself. Who is it that is
“speaking”? It is strange to envision oneself as a construct,
a concept, outside of your own body, but that is exactly
what is perceived by others: an accumulation of objects,
made by a non-entity with a vague persona, skewed and
squared by gestures and contexts.’>

In this essay, I speak about four female artists: Cady
Noland, Lozano, Charlotte Posenenske and Laurie Parsons.

I describe them as literally walking off the edge of the art
world: revealing the edges of the playing field that they were
confined to at the time. I am not interested in the obscurity

or curiosity of Lozano, Posenenske or Parsons. I do not believe
the myths that they were ‘not able to hack it’ or ‘hung the apron
up’. Perhaps they were smart enough to ‘wash their hands’

of the situation they found themselves in, but regardless,

each of their gestures expanded the role of authorship because
their actions existed outside of the playing field of art. The

act of dropping out was simply the natural conclusion to their
work: they took their practice to the extremes of authorship,
then followed through.

Dropping out is a gesture of walking out. A strike. A Human
Strike. Dropouts walk out off the edge of the world in which
they exist at the time: off the map, off the grid. As a character
for others to see, the dropout acts outside the bounds of the
playing field of contemporary art, and by doing so, reveals the
shape-form of the container: when the boundaries that hold
these gestures become immaterial.

What is this shape-form, container, of gesture? It takes
a shift in perception to consider dropping out as an act
or a gesture instead of a circumstance. To do this requires
the removal of an artist’s biography from the understanding
of their work. This is often hard when many women artists,
especially those that have ‘exited’ the art world they were
living in, go into exile and are shrouded in mystique (Agnes
Martin, Sonya Delaunay, Jo Baer, Joan Mitchell).

5. The paper ‘Presence and Absence’ was delivered at Artists Space, New York in 2015
and published in May Revue Issue 16, October 2016.

6. Claire Fontaine, ‘The Human Strike Has Already Begun’, Mute, 2013.
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Photo of Joan Mitchell, Helen Frankenthaler and Grace Hartigan in 1957.

Let’s be clear: dropping out was so fucking unfashionable
for all these women. Terms like ‘failure’, ‘disturbed’, ‘forgotten’,
‘sad’, ‘drug-addict’ were used. Post-partum, I feel it in my
stomach, the dark hole that has always been there. It makes me
so sad I can’t tell you. Let’s not ignore the moment in time in
which we live, in relationship to this: Forgotten or undervalued
female artists can encourage a sense of ‘discovery’, a cat
and mouse play: the finding of hidden histories as gems that
we, in the art world, are trying to uncover like truffle pigs.
If however, we consider that historically the condition of
dropout was common and expected for female artists, the
conundrum of presence and absence becomes a bit more
fraught, especially in a re-evaliation of these women ‘rarities.’”
Why this sudden valuation of that which must be FOUND?
Female artists - come out from under there! Stop hiding under
your chairs! Curators and gallerists can’t find you down there!!!
In the heart-wrenching article, ‘The Canvas Ceiling’,
a review by the writer Claudia Roth Pierpont in the October
8th 2018 issue of The New Yorker, with the cover showing a
silencing red hand over the mouth of a female face, exactly
one year after the Harvey Weinstein scandal ‘broke’, there

7. Gordon, M. ‘Presence and Absence’, May Revue Issue 16, October, 2016,
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is a description of the group of female painters, Grace
Hartigan, Helen Frankenthaler, Mitchell, Elaine de Kooning
and Krasner, who were present in and partners of the New
York School group of painters, together at the opening of

an exhibition of De Kooning’s Woman paintings: ‘...In 1953 -

in a fancy midtown gallery that did not show women painters -
[they] blithely offered their own observations: “That one’s you.
That one’s me...”’8

Lynda Benglis painting the floor with forty gallons of pigmented
latex at the University of Rhode Island, 1969. Photograph: Henry Groskinsky.
Courtesy the artist.

In the process of writing, ['ve recently been imagining gestures
as liquids that evade a neat stacking, like so many Amazon
boxes in underpaid unionised warehouses. Gestures as liquids
moving between things. I begin to imagine what would happen
when these gestures become TOO MUCH, when they start
pushing out, forcing things around.

8. Roth Pierpont, C. “The Canvas Ceiling’, The New Yorker, 8 October 2018.
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Originally, the term ‘embarrassment’ implied an
excess, overabundance, and was linked to the emotion of
shame, which evolved to contain the fear of such leaking.
To ‘embarrass’ the gesture. To block or obstruct the movement
of something on the move, But what is this force, when
pressure, stress, weight, and velocity come into play? In
Mina Loy’s poetry, in Lynda Benglis’ sculptures, in Josephine
Pryde’s photographs, sex, fluids and movement take
precedence. An ejaculatory joy of fluidity, critical in its
excess. Slap the floor with something rubbery; slap my legs?
‘A mark / in paint / registers / the passage / of force / through
mat/ter.”® David Joselit, ‘Reassembling Painting’, Painting 2.0.
(My breaks.) And perhaps through time?

Let’s go back to the moment I saw Mary Heilmann’s
paintings for the first time. They shot me down like a bolt
to the head, which was followed closely by an acute sense
of sadness. That night, one of the last that I lived in Berlin
in 2008, I sat down and wrote: ‘Perseverance makes me sad’.

In a June, 2016 article in The Guardian the Jjournalist
Jason Farago wrote about Heilmann: ‘In case it’s not evident,
Heilmann knows a lot of people in the art world. But after
years of underexposure for her own work, the US artist is
finally enjoying a welcome career surge in her eighth decade...
this attention is belated validation of Heilmann’s talents.
Spend time in her light-filled studio in New York, however,
and you'll soon discover she was never out of the picture.’10
Mary Heilmann has been around, yes, but that doesn’t mean
she hasn’t been subjected to the ‘endless low-level harassment’
as one female painter once described it to me, as shown in this
interview with Ross Bleckner:

RB:“Yeah. You were showing at Holly Solomon Gallery. And
what was funny about your paintings is that they were simple
- squares within squares, kind of quasi-minimalist, brightly
colored - everything was slightly off register, even the shape
of the canvas itself, right? The square would be lopsided.’

9. Joselit, D. ‘Reassembling Painting’, Painting 2.0, Delmonico, Munich, 2016.

10. Farago, J. ‘Interview: Artist Mary Heilmann: the Californian Surfer Still Making Waves
in her 70s’, The Guardian, 6 June 2016.
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MH: ‘I don’t think so, not on purpose anyway. The interior
square...’

RB: *Well maybe the interior square set up a perception that
made me think of it as being slightly... goofy.’!!

o melissajohannegordon
melissajohannegordon Since when is

persistence a strategy of valorisation
for female artists? Im sure most female
artists would love the words ‘she was
supported and exalted’ on their poster.
It's uncanny timing to encounter this
today as I'm about to finally write an
essay i started to write notes for the
first time i ever saw a Mary Heileman
painting in 2008 -and shocked that in
all my 10 years of art education no one
had ever spoken her name in relation to
my curiosity in female abstraction- i
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Melissa Gordon, Instagram post, 2019. Courtesy the artist.

Early one morning last May, I left a friend’s house to go
to work, to teach. Walking to Finsbury Park tube station,
under the bridge past the fences that stood where the
recently evicted, mainly female homeless community had
been, I saw a large poster for Pina Bausch with the words ‘SHE
PERSISTED’. No, I thought, NO. I refuse persistence. I refuse
the valorisation of waiting your turn. We should appreciate
older female artists for their brilliant practices and lives,
we should acknowledge those that have been left out. I shall
not celebrate their acceptance as an end unto itself, Instead,
[ demand a change must happen to the container; their
gestures must burst the walls, as the philosopher Luce
Irigaray says, ‘spread to infinity’.12

Okay, I'll come back to the rest of the embarrassment
stuff after speaking a bit about notions of gesture and site
in painting. The theorist Giorgio Agamben begins his essay

11. Bleckner, R. and Heilmann, M. ‘Mary Heilmann by Ross Bleckner",
BOMB Magazine, 1 April 1999,

12. Irigaray, L. The Sex Which is Not One, Cornell University Press, 1985, p. 106.
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‘Notes on Gesture’ by describing how in 1886 the scientist
Giles de la Tourette ‘prophesised’ cinematography in his
experiment to try to materially visualise a human gait: ‘Only
an eye gifted with such a vision could have perfected that
footprint method of which Gilles de la Tourette was, with good
reason, so proud. An approximately seven- or eight-meter long
and fifty-centimeter wide roll of white wallpaper was nailed

to the ground and then divided in half lengthwise by a pencil-
drawn line. The soles of the experiment’s subject were then
smeared with iron sesquioxide powder, which stained them
with a nice red rust color. The footprints that the patient

left while walking along the dividing line allowed a perfect
measurement of the gait according to various parameters
(Iength of the step, lateral swerve, angle of inclination, etc.).’!3
When I first read this quote, a work by Robert Rauschenberg
was brought to mind: Automobile Tire Print from 1953, in which
he famously asked John Cage to drive his Model A Ford over
some ink and paper.
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Robert Rauschenberg, Automobile Tire Print (detail), Paint on twenty sheets of paper
mounted on fabric, 41.9 = 726.4 cm, 1953. Courtesy SFMOMA.

The question of the visualisation in cinematography of the
human gesture that Agamben speaks about is the starting
point of my enquiry into gesture as a painter and a writer.

13. Agamben, G. Infancy and History; On the Destruction of Experience,
Verso Press, 1993, p. 135.
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Robert Rauschenberg, Small Rebus, Oil, graphite, paint swatches, paper,
newspaper, magazine clippings, black and white photograph, United States map
fragment, fabric, and three-cent stamps on canvas, 97.47 x 120.02 x 4.45 cm, 1956.
The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles,

Coincidentally, around the same time as reading the essay
by Agamben, I had been to see the Rauschenberg exhibition
at Tate in London in 2016. I went obligingly with a friend,
more as a backdrop to a conversation. I soon realised that
the practice of Rauschenberg, something I had embarrassingly
put to the side after my youth in what I guess you might call
the subcultures of hardcore and DIY - a subculture I did
a lot of silkscreening for at an early age, and through the
enthusiasm of my friend who wrote a book called Performing
Objects (Isobel Harbison) - that the works of Rauschenberg
touch concretely upon ideas of the PLACE and SITUATION
of gesture. Even if they are embarrassing pictures.

[ find the following quote pertinent, and I will come back
throughout this talk to the idea of the ‘site’ of a painting
that Craig Owens raises in Beyond Recognition. Leo Steinberg
described Rauschenberg’s typical picture surface as
‘dump, reservoir, switching center’.' Rosalind Krauss also
characterises Rauschenberg’s art in terms of place: discussing
the ‘equal density’, which disparate images acquire in Smal/
Rebus, she is ‘struck by the fact that the surface of this

14. Owens, C. (Kruger, B. ed), Beyond Recognition, Representation, Power, and Culture,
UCU Press, 1994, p. 76,
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painting is a place, a locale, where this kind of equalization
can happen.’’s Implicit in this understanding of the
‘locale’ of a painting is the idea of a venue, a place where
something happens, so the question becomes, what do
gestures enact in this space, and importantly, how does
the understanding of these ‘enactments’ historically form
into an art historical shape?

Interestingly, I wrote this paper before the re-opening of
MoMA and Amy’s show there, which she spoke about earlier.
The notion of shape and site is currently at the forefront of our
thinking, and for some people here it’s important in relation
to painting. This image shows a recent painting of mine.
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Melissa Gordon, Une Femme Pendue (4 Female Readymade: Rope, Atties
drawing, lingerie, painting, belt, wood off-cut), Acrylic, marble dust, silkscreen,
flasche, painting on cotton fabric (50 x 50 ¢m), 180 = 200 cm, 2019,
Courtesy the artist and Cosar HMT, Dusseldorf,

I'm going to get onto this, but will start by going back in time.
I'm actually going to talk about work I made a long time ago,
because it relates quite clearly to how I arrived at newer work,
in terms of thinking about site and staging. This is a work
titled The Satisfaction of Knowing from 2007. At the time,

my practice, just after leaving De Ateliers in Amsterdam,

was focused on making investigations into certain subjects:

15. Owens, C. (Kruger, B. ed), Beyond Recognition, Representation, Power, and Culture,
UCU Press, 1994, p. 76.
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a female spree Kkiller, notions of monstrosity in t."er.nale flgUIj(:‘S.S
Here was a collection of images taken frf;)m feminist magai:z;nz
such as Heresies, re-painted on my imaginary rendering o . udy
Chicago’s red lacquered bathroom wall at Womanhousi, tlge7 -
feminist art installation and performance space from the *

Melissa Gordon, The Satisfaction of Knowing, Acrylic on -:'a.nvas;1 =
140 x 140 cm, 2007. Courtesy the artist and Museum of Modern Art Arnhem, NL.

In these older works made in 2007 or s_o, I was interested
in the site of painting as a space in which assembla.ge
takes place: real documents come together,.they sit (&n
an imaginary surface, which resembles a crime b?ar ,1 '
in this image, the surface has an upper and lower ‘poo
that references a subliminal id-like area under water.

Melissa Gordon, I'm too structured to scream, Acrylic on canvas,
80 = 160 em, 2007. Courtesy the artist.
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[ return to these works out of an interest in the implicitness
that, within the idea of a locale is a body - a participant
perhaps - but also a body on which things happen, a body
as locale, or intertwined with locale. I gave birth to twins
a few years ago, and as I get older, my entire understanding of
my body has changed. It is not just an agent of transformation,
but also a site or place of activity: other people’s needs,
the fact of time, an increasing awareness of gravity, an
accumulation of knowledge and fat. This understanding
of a site has historically been understood in feminist art.
Gestures are not just enacted upon a site, there is also
a supportive system at play between gesture and place.

In 2013 I began a series of paintings titled Material
Evidence, which took as their subject matter the surfaces
of the studio, and the unconscious marks made as the
by-product of a painterly practice: spills, wipes, drips were
photographed, cropped, and turned back into tongue
in cheek ‘abstract’ paintings.

Melissa Gordon, Material Evidence,
Acrylic on canvas, 50 x 50 cm, 2013. Courtesy the artist.

In short, these came out of a number of years of turning
painting ‘onto itself”. I worked into the surface of paintings,
such as this series, which I'll briefly touch upon, titled Blow
Up Modernists. 1 would take extremely detailed, cropped
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photographs of damaged or cracked Modernist paintings in
catalogues, and blow them up very large, to the point where
the image is obscured by the raster or rosette of the printed
page as well as the deterioration of the surface. I wanted these
to be dead-as-a-doorknob kind of works, perhaps to the point of
being ridiculous, but where they were also read as very serious.

Melissa Gordon, Blow Up Modernists (Mondrian),
Silkscreen on canvas, 110 = 160 cm, 2013, Courtesy the artist.

This way of looking, this photographic impulse to catalogue,

or look through the camera as a tool that can flatten but also

reveal something, turned into the Material Evidence paintings.
Early in this series, I worked with the writer Marina

Vishmidt, and she came up with a beautiful analogy, in which

she described the idea of moving from index to icon and back

again. This takes an ‘indexical’ mark, turns it into an ‘icon’

or an image with meaning, which is then turned back into

an indexical sign for abstraction in the painting.
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Left: Melissa Gordon, Material Fvidence (Zoom out Table),

Acrylic on canvas, 85 x 90 cm, 20186, Courtesy the artist and Deweer Gallery, Otegem.
Right: Melissa Gordon, Material Evidence (Zoom in Table),

Acrylic on canvas, 85 x 90 cm, 2016. Courtesy the artist and Deweer Gallery, Otegem.

Marina wrote: ‘The work offers some pictorial and productive
frames for thinking through seeing and history, representation
and re-presentation, the whole array an anatomy-theatre of
Modernism’s afterlives. Core to these demonstrations is the

movement, both light and rather schematic, from index to icon:

In the paintings Material Evidence, paint splotches on studio
surfaces inject the old punchline of the abject un-meaning of
the abstract expressionist canvas with a homely, gendered wit.
It is the performance of an interior, but not a performance

of interiority. A blunter play with the index to icon transit

can be observed here: the mark of paint (index) is turned into

a painting (icon), compressing in that transfer a whole history
of canvas as index of gesture which becomes the icon of artistic
genius’.!'® What of the site of production? What of the site

of exhibition? Looking back on these works, I wonder if my
impulse was in fact to turn the canvases into Readymades, to
turn the attention to the actions and places of painting, rather
than the ‘quality’ or the ‘message’, as these concerns are for me
more wrapped up in advertising than in painting. In thinking
about gesture, I became increasingly interested in the space
between the paintings. As the paintings developed, I realised
that it was the jump or gap between the paintings that was

in fact more interesting than what was being ‘depicted’.

16. Vishmidt, M. and Gordon, M. Material Evidence, Sternberg Press, 2014, p. 39.
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In the essay ‘Notes on Gesture’, which I previously
quoted, Agamben tells us that ‘cinema leads images back to
the homeland of gesture’. ‘What is a gesture?’ asks Agamben.
Itis something that is ‘inscribed’ into the sphere of action,
but is neither acting or making, it is neither production nor
performance. Not the mark or the act that makes the mark.

‘A remark of Varra contains a valuable indication.

He inscribes the gesture into the sphere of action, but he
clearly sets it apart from acting (agere) and from making
(acere).’'” Here Agamben makes the distinction between the
Latin facere, or making something, and agere, which is acting.
He then points to the verb gerere, which is to carry on, or

to support. He uses the example that a poet ‘makes’ a play
but does not act it, that the actor acts but does not make it.
These distinctions point to an understanding that gesture

in fact arises in the transition between these two actions.

So, in reading Agamben, I began to understand gesture
as the flickering of firelight animating a cave painting of
Jjumping animals, the stills of film juddering together to make
movement. I am understanding gesture as the imaginative
jump in our heads, which believes in the action that created
the physical trace of the event.

This jjump’ is cinematic and bodily, which Esther Leslie
talks about so well in her book Liguid Crystals when she says
that the human eye does not pan smoothly, but rather jumps
from one frame to another. And more and more, I've come
to understand that a body carries this understanding of
a gesture, a body ignites gesture.

‘Itis asif a silent invocation calling for the liberation of
the image into gesture arose from the entire history of art.
This is what in ancient Greece was expressed by the legends in
which statues break the ties holding them and begin to move’.18
The environment in which we encounter paintings is also
a conductor. I've seen some great bad surfaces on my travels:
half-built walls, with a gestural ‘fixing’. First, in 2014 at WIELS,
I built free-floating architecture.

17. Agamben, G. Means Without End, Notes on Politics, University of Minnesota Press,
1990, p. 56.

18. Ibid, p. 56.
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.Melissa Gordon, Material Evidence in ‘During the Exhibition the Studi
Will Be Close’, 14 June to 17 August 2014, WIELS Contemporary Ar;Ct; [tu
Brussels, Acrylic on canvas on unfinished plasterboard, 60 = 60 em 23[-;8.
Photo: Kristien Daem. Courtesy the artist. : -

1’2‘11(13 icfl'ftj:a ii that the shapes are cut out of the architecture
Olf-cuts, similar to how the paintin - )

a studio surface, X e et

. Around the sqme time I also made a show in New York

t z;: ‘.;ras only going to be up for three weeks: why finish the

;Va s? Shows go up, shows come down. I wanted that careless

ast economy to somehow be present in the show, :

P?::gziz:.}(;;d (r)mt, A;aa‘er&: Evidence (Floor) and Material Evidence Table) in ‘Mimetic
8", Clober to 9 November 2014 Marianne B y G
: - oesky Gallery, both ic
canvas on unfinished plasterboard, 70 = 90 ¢m each, 2014. C{)urte'sy l;w a!:tcl;!t{g::jm
Marianne Boesky Gallery.
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I also began wanting to include a linear movement between

the works, and started making pairs and groupings of paintings
that had cinematic relationships: pans across surfaces, zooms,
crops, turns, time-lapses. Thinking about gesture as the space
between the works, the jump-cut in your head between images.

ATEATERCA 1.
-

Melissa Gordon, Material Evidence (Floor), in ‘Routine Pleasures’,
10 April to 19 June 2016, Vleeshal, Acrylic on canvas on unfinished
plasterboard, 80 = 100 cm, 2014. Courtesy the artist.

In an exhibition at the Vleeshal, I tried to underscore this
cinematic interest by building a set design for the paintings
that would enact certain moves between the works: walking
around a wall and seeing the same painting in rotation, seeing
a painting accumulate marks on a surface as if walking through
the show, seeing a long wall with a long pan across. I titled the
show ‘Routine Pleasures’, which is in homage to a film by Jean
Pierre Gorin, a movie about a painting of studio surfaces by the
Marxist painter and film critic Manny Farber and a group of
model train enthusiasts cleaning and maintaining their studio.
I'became increasingly interested in how the notion of gesture
could be levelled between different actions, how very different
‘acts’ might have similar gestural intentions.

Around this time, I had an exhibition at a gallery in Belgium.
I decided to import the architecture of my apartment and
studio, tiny spaces in London, overlap them and build metal
stud-architecture that was unfinished.
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Melissa Gordon, Material Evidence (Table Pan) in *“The Gesture is a Joke’,
I June to 3 July 2016, Deweer Gallery, Otegem, each Acrylic on canvas on unfinished
plasterboard, 75 « 90 em, 2016. Courtesy the artist and Deweer Gallery, Otegem.

As I previously mentioned, I had recently had twins, and

I'was at home cleaning almost constantly, wiping surfaces.
When I went to my studio, I was also cleaning and reproducing
mess as artworks, and I started thinking: ‘If gesture is the
embodiment of something that is being supported, what
happens when someone’s gestures are not supported?

What are gestures that exist away from a support?”

Melissa Gordon, Joke Gestures in ‘The Gesture is a Joke’, | June to 3 July 2018,
Deweer Gallery, Otegem, each Silkscreen on canvas on unfinished plasterboard,
70 x 90 cm, 2016. Courtesy the artist and Deweer Gallery, Otegem.
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‘How can I show gestures going off the support, not just talk
about dropouts, for example’. Increasingly, I became interested
in enacting a liquidity in paint; in the works, in the moves
between the works, in the hanging of the works.

Melissa Gordon, Joke Gesture, Silkscreen on canvas, 70 = 90 em, 2016.
Courtesy the artist and Deweer Gallery, Otegem.

My body is a furnace for oxygen and organic material. [ am
also an ocean, in that systems of liquids are forced around
the container of my limbs and skin. It’s barely held together.
[ am pushing out of myself at all moments. Gravity plays

a part in my function.

In Formless: A User’s Guide (1997), Yve-Alain Bois states:
‘Even if one no longer speaks of painting as a “window opened
onto the world” the modernist picture is still conceived as a
vertical section that presupposes the viewer having forgotten
that his or her feet are in the dirt. Art, according to this view,
is a sublimatory activity that separates the perceiver from
his or her body’. What if you're stuck in the mud? My interest
in enacting liquidity is to upset the hierarchy of gestures that
might be considered ‘above all that’ daily shit.

51




Bodies are funny. They are full of comedic failures,
especially as you get older and less insecure. It is these
embarrassing episodes with fluids and gases that make us
human to others: as Amy describes in her essay ‘Shit Happens’
from 2015: ‘this laughable casement that is the body below,
as ankles swell, farts are emitted, rolls of fat jut out, the penis
does its own thing. Shit happens and then you die’,

The gesture is liquid. It IS a liquid, adjective and noun.
Lately I've been thinking that a painting happens all over
the fucking place. And what if a canvas is Jjust in the way?
Americans call it the support. But nothing is goddamn solid
anymore. EVERYTHING a liquid touches is a CONTAINER.
The form is defined by what it touches, pushes up against,
presses. Liquids are hot or cold, sticky or slick, and they
are pushed around by objects, walls, pipes: repressed by the
architecture of form. Shored up. Harnessed, but ready to burst
through at any time. In this way, surfaces are also containers.

Melissa Gordon, Make a mess and clean it up,
Silkscreen on raw canvas, 120 = 350 cm, 2017. Courtesy the artist.

Okay, back to the body, back to the locale. In this exhibition,
where my flat and studio overlapped inside this massive gallery
space, I started producing a body of work, which I called

Joke Gestures. 1 developed a technique in my studio, where

I have professional silkscreen equipment, to try to capture

a sense of cleaning. So I laid down plastic, poured on thick

oil floor paint, and cleaned the surface with asponge or a
broom or a mop. I then exposed this directly onto silkscreen,
with the light pushing through the paint to reveal gestures.
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[ began cleaning specific surfaces, like my kitchen counter,
my bathroom floor. Then I cleaned a room in an exhibition of
Rita McBride’s at WIELS, hung this back up as a part of the
architecture, and let her work and the work of others be hung
in front and around it.

‘Something Stronger Than Me’, Installation view, 15 September 2017 to 7 January
2018, WIELS Contemporary Art Centre, Brussels. Melissa Gordon, Make a mess and
clean it up (Rita’s exhibition), Silkscreen on raw canvas, 300 = 1200 e¢m, 2017, with
works by Rita McBride. Courtesy the artist and WIELS Contemporary Art Centre.

Some notes on liquids: liquids are abstract un-forms,
rushing to fill space, existing not specifically here or there,
but homogenously across any expanse. They spread out,
slide down, drip, seep, feel WET. They push uncontrollably
outwards, are messy and immeasurable; liquids are materials
that behave. They can be measured through their speed,
conductibility and viscosity as much as by volume. Their
meaning is to move. What is this flow?

‘Itis already getting around, at what rate? In what contexts?
In spite of what resistances?’ Irigaray, in her chapter ‘The
Mechanics of Fluids’, in the book The Sex Which is Not One,
outlines the idea of the female as a liquid as ‘women diffuse
themselves according to modalities scarcely compatible
with the framework of the ruling symbolics”.! Irigaray speaks

19, Irigaray, L. The Sex Which is Not One, Cornell University Press, 1985, p. 106.
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