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Taxi Ride to Ganguin: An Interview with Amy Sillman & Nicole Eisenman

Introduction by William J. Simmons

Identity, it seems, only operates at the level of subject matter in a realm untouched
by the specificities of the medium. One is hard-pressed to find an analysis of the
photographic process, for instance, in discussions of Laurie Simmons’ interiors
or Richard Prince’s cowboys, two hallmarks of an era thought to be central in
finally attending to the importance of gender and sexuality in mass media imagery.
One certainly does not talk about the materials or composition of Judy Chicago’s
work either. No matter the route an artist takes to express the diversity of human
experience, the materiality of his or her work fades away lest it not be “postmod-
ern” enough. I wanted to know how sexuality can operate within and throughout,
without being contained by, the medium, because, for many artists, the medium is

as dear to them as their sexual or gendered identity.

When Amy Sillman said the words “queer formalism” to me, the possibility of rec-
onciliation between sexuality and the artistic process finally seemed possible. The
term, however, is fraught with paradoxes and productive impossibilities, which 1
attempted to address in an exploratory piece called “Notes on Queer Formalism.”?
Queer formalism represents a tentative process of joining identity with the medi-
um; like a Mébius strip, the two are different, yet ultimately in the same plane and
united for a brief moment by the body. Their intersections and diversions are, of
course, difficult to pinpoint with surety. The medium requires the fixity of some
point, a nucleus from which a work emanates and finds its material supports — be
it a canvas or a body. Queerness operates in a similar manner as the medium;
though it resists categorization and is ever-expansive, there is nevertheless an ori-
gin in an individualized bodily or gendered experience. Yet the limits of focusing
on medium specificity as a criterion for the evaluation of a work of art makes a

coexistence with more subjective forces tenuous at best.

l Simmons, William J. "Notes on Queer Formalism." Big, Red & Shiny 2, no. 15 (2014)
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As Amy Sillman, Nicole Eisenman, and I were preparing this interview based on
queer formalism, I made a happy discovery — Jennifer Doyle and David Getsy
worked through similar issues in a recent issue of the College Art Association’s Art
Journal.® Itis clear that there is a widespread urge to consider exactly how gender
and sexuality can be represented visually, a process that is more complicated than
the simplistic, generalized readings that abound in today’s art historical discourse.
This interview is another step in what I hope will be a wholesale reevaluation of

the relationship between gender, sexuality, and the materiality of the art object.

2Doyle, Jennifer and Getsy, David. "Queer Formalisms: Jennifer Doyle and David Getsy

in Conversation." Art Journal 72, no. 4: 58
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T Amy Sillman is an artist based in New York City. A retrospective of her work enti-
tled "one lump or two" opened at the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, and
traveled to the Aspen Art Museum, with a final stop at the Hessel Museum of Art
at Bard College’s Center for Curatorial Studies opening in late June, 2014. Sillman
also contributed to the 2014 Whitney Biennial.

F Nicole Eisenman is an artist based in Brooklyn. Her work is the subject of
"Dear Nemesis," a retrospective originating at the Contemporary Art Museum,
St. Louis, and traveling to the Institute of Contemporary Art at the University of
Pennsylvania and the Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego. Her work was also
included in the 2013 Carnegie International and the 2014 Manifesta at the Hermitage,

St. Petersburg.

1 William J. Simmons is a Ph.D. candidate in art history at the Graduate Center, City
University of New York. His recent work includes "Of Vulvas and Car Hoods:
William J. Simmons Interviews Judy Chicago" and "DESIRE" for the exhibition
"Jimmy DeSana: Party Picks" at Salon 94.
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