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ft Tttin Line
Jennifer Doyle

The neo-expressionism that took the 1980s
US art market by storm was a seemingly neu-
tral one-abstractly heroic, pigment and plates
flung at canvas in a sculptural re-enactment
of painterly machismo. The post-modernism
that caught the attention of crit ics was
marked by a different neutrality-blank irony
defined as what the art historian Hal Foster
called the "cynical reason" of artists like Jeff
Koons as they positioned themselves outside
the very art historical traditions they appropri-
ated (Foster, 99-1,24). David Wojnarowicz's
work responds poorly to the presumptions
that shape most takes on art of the 1980s-
largely because his work is never neutral or
detached, even when it is most selfconscious.
Wojnarowicz's work is no less expressive, no
less physical (in seeming to corne directly
from the artist 's body) than Julian Schnabel's,
but we never talk about him in relation to the
return of expressionism in the 1980s because
his expressiveness is unavoidably local ,
embodied, historical, and precise. lt is personal
and polit ical-loaded with the qualit ies evacu-
ated from much of the work of Wojnarowicz's
blue-chip contemporar ies.  And so, f rom
some cr i t ical  perspect ives Wojnarowicz's
work represents more of a l ife (cut short)
than a movement.

Acknowledged as "one of the most influen-
tial and one of the least recognized artists to
ernerge from New York in the 1980s,"
(Cameron, 1) his legacy is estranged from art
historical theories of postmodernism or from
crit ical attention to what Foster calls the
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"return of the real" in conternporary art
(Foster, 145-153). This is partly because
Wojnarowicz worked across so many mediums,
in collaboration with a range of artists, and
contested the flow of art towards the commer-
cial gallery system. These aspects of his output
work against the grain of the disciplining
machineries of art historical and art crit ical
writ ing. lt 's easier, for example, to place an
artist's paintings into a story about the devel-
opment of painting if i t visibly borrows from
and comments on the work of other painters-
but an artist who visibly cites the work of
poets? Of novelists? And it is easy to dismiss
the affective charge of the work if it appears
as autobiographical, and as therefore not
representative of anything other than the
artist himself-isn't this his emotional l i fe on
display, and not ours?

lf Wojnarowicz remains one of the most
stubbornly under-analyzed artists of his period
(given the volume and visibility of his output,
and the extended reach of his circle), it is
because his contexts are so little understood.
The expressive and seemingly personal
aspect of his work as a visual artist make it
hard to appropriate in the service of large,
sweeping statements about work produced in
the late 198Os and early 1990s-as long as
the aim of those statements is to name and
tag forms so that we might properly catalogue
them for some art historical archive. But open
out the aperture, and we see him participating
in a broad and long tradition in American art
of using every medium at our disposal to raise



the public's consciousness of the material
suffering of the enslaved, the sick, the exploited,
and the poor. As an artist he shares much
with the work of a novelist like Upton Sinclair
(who tried to raise national consciousness
about the horrifying treatment of workers in
Chicago's meatpacking industry with The
Jungle [1906]), or with the African-American
writers l ike Fredrick Douglas and Harriet
Jacobs, who used their own stories to craft
literary attacks on racism and its institutions
(slavery, mass disenfrachisement, lynching),
or with the artists and writers of the 196Os
and 197Os who reshaped their  work in
response to US involvement in Vietnam.

The desire for immediacy that courses
through Wojnarowicz's work resonates power-
fully with art produced in response to political
violence-with art designed not only to repre
sent feeling, but to provoke it. "Untitled (Hujar
Dead) [1988-1989], for example, is a com-
plex portrait of the corpse of Wojnarowicz's
friend and collaborator, the artist Peter Hujar.
At the heart of this irnage is a collage of
Hujar's face, his hands and his feet, produced
from photographs taken moments after Hujar
had died from AIDS. Framed by moneycoated
sperm, dollar bil ls, and the chopped up graph-
ics of supermarket posters, Hujar's body is
buried under a furious rant, a cri de g,uerre
near ly impossible to read without being
moved to tears or outrage, or both-if you are
open to having an emotional response to art,
i f  the subject-homophobia,  homophobic
indifference to the suffering of those with HIV
despair at the lock-stepped coordination of
corporate greed and hate-then, here, you
probably will have a feeling. The urgency that
animated Wojnarowicz's work then, at its
moment of production, is warped by the
knowledge that it was composed by an artist
who would himself die of AIDS barely five
years later. Thus the work has been trans-
formed by time into, as Douglas Crimp writes,
"the self-representation of our demoralization"
(Crimp, 267). lt forecasts the toll paid by a
generation overwhelmed by not only loss, but
by cumulative despair-today we see devastating
and amplified versions of everything wrong with
the initial responses to the AIDS crisis in the
subordination of life itself to corporate welfare,
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to the sensibil i t ies of imperialism, and to the
logics of racism, sexism, and hornophobia.
Where once we felt it as crisis, now we feel it
as business as usual.

I f ind it helpful when thinking about Wojna-
rowicz's work to remember that the writing
that appears in his visual art is his writ ing, in
order to acknowledge the struggle in much of
his work, but especially this one, between
different modes of representation and per-
ception+t issue in much of his most affecting
work is the difficulty of expression, and the
ridiculousness of saddling one's work-be it
l i terary or visual-with the hope that it might
transforrn the world-and yet, of course, he
does invest this work with exactly that kind of
weight. His work paradoxically layers despair
with a sense of commitment to offer us a cat-
achresis-a gesture towards the impossibility
of representing what it is he represents.
Because, how do you make art about the
death of a friend? A death which is not only
slow, brutal, and humiliating, but a manifesta-
tion of a national culture of hate and fear,
focused on the bodies of everyone, it seems,
you ever loved? How do you make art at a
moment when art feels impossible? How do
we make art about grinding povertf The
realities of war?

This is a question asked and answered by
artists across a range of periods and places-
but in the US, it was perhaps most important
to those writing before, during, and after the
CivilWar, as this country moved from supporting
the institution of slavery, to supporting the
institution of terror that became known as
"Jim Crow." This tradition of art-making-
which is more than African-American art and
literature, it is abolit ionist, but also anti-
racist, and anti-imperialist, stretching from
Herman Melvil le's Benito Cerino (1856) and
Harriet Jacobs's lncidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl (1861) to, most powerfully, W.E.E.
DuBois's history, Black Reconstruction (1935)
(to sketch one arc). This tradition of politi-
cized writ ing has, as far as I can tell, never
been tapped as a resource for thinking about
contemporary art except by people writing
about African-American art. Which is to say,
by a small minority in the margins of (if not



completely outside) the field of art history
(by, for instance, Fred Moten).

The importance of the tension between the
impossible and the necessary to polit ical art,
to the affective space of polit ical art, to the
formal practices which call that affect into
being-runs from abolit ion to ACT-UP and con-
temporary art about globalization's impact on
the very poor. This is merely a proposal-but it
is a proposal I make as one answer to why
some of the most powerful voices in art history
either ignore work l ike this (another artist
frorn the period who is also radically under-
theorized: Carrie Mae Weems), or theorizes it
badly (offering cursory at best portraits of
work about polit ics that reduce such work to
questions of identity).

Much art writ ing is preoccupied with ques-
tions of genealogr-with the relationship of
artists of one generation to another, with one
movement to another, and is dedicated to the
crit ical enterprise of tracking Art's direction
and projecting Art's future. Weirdly enough,
that same preoccupation with generational
progression often erases from the record the
f leshy and compl icated fr iendships,  col labora-
tions, and romances between artists-this is
an art history focused on the vertical, rather
than the horizontal. Crit ics l ike Hal Foster and
Rosalind Kraus (two influential art historians
who founded the journal October and co-
authored the recent ly pu bl ished sel f -pro-
claimed definit ive survey of 20th century art,
Art Since 7900) ground their thinking in mod-
ernism-they have a lot of trouble seeing art
that  isn ' t  def ined by modernist  anxiet ies
about the pur i ty of  paint ing or sculpture,
about the perfection of the relationship of
content and form. The (post-)modernist crit ical
tradition is especially marked by an allergy to
narrative, to any trace of the l iterary. This aver-
s ion begins wi th cr i t ic  Clement Greenberg's
ear ly statements against  the pol lut ion of
painting by bourgeois forms like the novel-
"pure" paint ing must.  he argued in a range of
essays, rid itself of all traces of narrative, of
the figure, of the story, as it moves towards
the most essential forrn-the canvas itself
(rather than the picture painted on it) as the
object of our contemplation. The art historical
allergy to narrative is supported by a series of

assumptions about the narrative aspect of
visual art-in which narrative, when it appears
on a canvas, is assumed to be not only corrupt
(as not only alien to the medium of the visual,
but as capitalism's favorite medium for its
dependency on the story of subject and
object). The visual deployment of narrative is
furthermore dismissed as naiVe-as a will to
transparency, as an investment in the integrity
of the figure of the author, in language as
communicat ion,  as a k ind of  l i terary supple-
ment or caption.

In literary criticism, interestingly, we don't
talk about narrative itself-or even the
impulse realism-this way. Even the text which
on its surface appears to want you to forget
that you are reading at all, depends upon
effect-it is not actually transparent, and writers
will often tell you so. In her anti-war poem
"The Burning of  Paper Instead of  Chi ldren",
Adrienne Rich reminds us, "this is the lan-
guage of the oppressor/yet I need it to talk to
you" (Rich, 42), even as that language breaks
apart  in her mouth,  turning her tongue into a
"slab of limestone/or reinforced concrete"
(Rich, 41). In many ways, the impulse to real-
ism-whether we encounter it in visual art or
in l i terature-expresses this deep ambiva-
lence about the idea that art could either
transform or transcend our material world.
Rather than bury anxiety about the status of
the art object in anxious revolutions in experi-
ments in formalism, some artists wear that
ambivalence about form and content openly-
building it directly into their practice as perhaps
the only ethical way to draw out the polit ical
geometries of art-making and art-consumption,
in order to recast the encounter with art as an
encounter with l ife.

And so Wojnarowicz overtly places a story at
the center of his work, often as writing over
and around image. "Untit led (Hujar Dead)" is
formally interesting because the l iterary, or
the writerly, intervenes in the structure of
spectatorshiphere the artist deploys his writing
in order to force the spectator to become a
reader. An excerpted passage from the rant
helps us experience its simultaneously alien-
ating and affecting tone:



I 've been looking all my life at the signs surrounding us in the nredia or on peoples l ips; the
religious types outside St. Patrick's Cathedral shouting to men and wornen in the gay parade:
"You won't be here next year-you'l l get Aids and die ha h4..." ... there's a thin l ine a very
thin l ine and as each T-eell disappears frorn my body it 's replaeed by ten pounds of prcs-
sure ten pouncls of rage and I foclrs that rage into ncn-vialent resistance but that focus is
starting to slip my hands are beginning to move independent of self-restraint and the egg
is stafting to crack America seems to understand and accept murder as a self-defense
against those whc would murder other people and its been murder on a daily basis for eight
count them eight long years and we're expected to pfiy taxes to support this public and
social murder but I say there's certain polit icians tlrat lrad better increase their security
forces and there's religious leaders and healthcare officials that had better get bigger dogs
and higher fences and more complex security alarms for their homes and queer bashers
better start doing their work from inside howitzer tanks because the thin l ine between the
inside and the outside is beginning to erode and at the nrament I 'm a thirty-seven foot tall
one thot"rsand one hundred and seventy-two pound man inside this six foot frame and all I
can feel is the pressure all I can feel is the pressure and the need for release.

Standing in front of this work, it can take
almost five minutes to read the text (the above
is, again, only an excerpt). Reading it forces us
to keep company with the image of Hujar,
dead, just as it forces the viewer to inhabit
Wojnarowicz's rage, and despair.

But, at the same tirne, it also pushes us
away. lt is a veil over Hujar's body-it is, in fact,
a substitution for Hujar's body+ wall of words
that asserts a fundamental distance between
the event of Hujar's death, and our encounter
with Wojnarowicz's representation of it.

It furthermore works against the grain of
the spectator's habits toward the visual-we
want to move over the image, to take it in at a
glance, to step back and appreciate i t .
Instead, we are asked to read-to step closer
than is comfortable, and inside Wojnarowicz's
writ ing-and to turn our gaze away from
Hujar's body even as our eyes pass over the
space that contains it.

Wojnarowicz's writing is difficult-it is difficult
because it seems to pour out of him in a
stream, it seems so very unmediated that, for
the critic, there at first is little for us to grab
onteto treat it formally would seem to do it a
kind of violence, to reduce the urgency of his
writing to a question of tone, rather than a
question of history, or crisis. This is perhaps
why perhaps people like Hal Foster rarely
approach Wojnarowicz: They are, I irnagine, put
off by, scared of the work's "realness," of the
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accusation embedded within it for the spectator
who refuses to engage it-who cannot walk
away without feeling the shame of their desire
to irnagine "this is not my problem."

But of course, as "unmediated" as his rant
may feel as we read it, it appears to us as
mediation. Laced throughout the text that
veils Hujar's body is a line-Wojnarowicz draws
attention to the "thin l ine" between inside
and out, between thought and action, "that
l ine," he writes, "is made of blood, muscle, and
bone." In drawing our attention to that l ine, in
insisting on that line which mediates between
art and the material, Wojnarowicz signals the
processes that renders a body into a thing,
into a corpse-rail ing against the formation of
corporate capital from the body. Here
Wojnarowicz grounds his art in an attention
not to what Art stands for, but to that towards
which it wil l always gesture, but never
become-the real is, in these instances,
History with a capital H, in the sense that
Fredric Jameson (in lhe Political Unconscious)
defines it-"History," he writes, "is what hurts,
it is what refuses desire and sets inexorable
limits to the individual as well as collective
praxis, which its ruses turn into grisly and
ironic reversals of their overt intentions"
(Jameson, IO2).lt is a story we can't narrate
as progress, a lesson we can't grasp by fi l l ing
in the gaps. We experience it instead as an
unholy collection of wounds and failures.



In this sense, the irnpulse to realism in
Wojnarowicz's work is not to be found in its
portrait of loss, in its representation of Hujar's
corpse, but in its attention to absence and to
representation as mediation. The effect of
realism here gives us a terrible impression of
an absence-of a gap between the reader/
viewer and the "something" behind the text. In
order to create this effect, however, the artist
must draw your attention to the pane of glass
that both separates us from and binds us to
his subject.

This is,  in essence, how that text  in
"Untit led (Hujar Dead)" functions, as a sur-
face which on the one hand gives us an
impression of depth (of the artist 's interior
that at the end of the rant becomes much
much larger in volume than the body) and
which, on the other hand, te l ls  us we can go
no further than this.
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