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Martha Wilson Sourcebook:
40 Years of Reconsidering
Performance, Feminism,
Alternative Spaces
edited by Martha Wilson 
Independent Curators International, 2011

Reviewed by Erin Devine

W
hat kinds of questions does an

artist ask herself in the process of

creating new work? To what

visual or written source materials is she

drawn, and do such influences change over

time? Are there writings that she recognizes

as emblematic summaries of her work and

career? 

Martha Wilson Sourcebook serves as an

exegesis of the artist’s collected personal

archives over the last forty years. The

subtitle encapsulates her most prominent

roles: performance artist, feminist, and

director of a long-running alternative space

in New York. Wilson became an artist

around 1971, during the dominance of the

conceptual art movement. Once a doctoral

student of English literature, Wilson’s

performative works, live as well as

documented in photographs and video, have

included textual components. Wilson herself

is an avid archivist who has scrupulously

kept decades of written and visual proof of

the history, exhibitions, and projects of

Franklin Furnace, the alternative space she

founded in 1976. This can, perhaps, attest to

the compulsory breadth of Sourcebook

documents, such as the Franklin Furnace

opening announcement, nostalgically typed

on letterhead. Now the oldest independent,

non-profit visual arts organization in New

York, Wilson is both a respected arts

administrator and artist, although her

performative works—or “body art,” as she

prefers (9)—have been given cursory

critical attention. 

Wilson is recognized as a pioneer of both

second-wave feminism and performance art

during their formative era of the 1970s.

However, as Jayne Wark argues in a 2001

article that Wilson added to Sourcebook, this

recognition has been achieved mostly

through the passing of Wilson’s name in

anthological mentions without the actual

“tedium” of cumulative critiques of her

work. Wark cites that the first real critical

attention given to Wilson’s work was in

Lucy Lippard’s From the Center: Feminist

Essays on Women’s Art (1976), and that not

much was written after to build upon this

originating analysis. Lippard also gave

Wilson her first “break” by including her in

“c. 7,500” (1973–74), a travelling exhibition

of women artists to which Wilson fondly

pays respect with reproductions of all the

included pieces.

Sourcebook is divided by the three

subject headings of the subtitle—

performance, feminism, and alternative

spaces—with brief introductive commentary

by Wilson. But topics often overlap, and

there is also the occasional connection from

one piece of material to the next, like the

arrangement of works in an exhibition by

both visual and ideological similarities.

Following the Wark article, there is a two-

page excerpt from Howardena Pindell’s

discussion of artists’ periodicals as an

alternative space, recalling Wilson’s original

intent for Franklin Furnace to be a bookstore

for artists’ books. With a striking visual

illustration of accumulated periodical covers

spread across the pages like a centerfold, the

reader may become aware of Sourcebook as

a similar text by an artist, the collective

impact of texts on the understanding of an

artist’s oeuvre, and the alternative use of

texts as art. Following the image and text of

Carolee Schneemann’s iconic Interior Scroll

(1974), Wilson’s less known work of 1975,

Truck Muck Fuck, is included in its full

textual format as a chronicle of the artist’s

psychological and physical memory of her

hitchhike and sexual encounter with a truck

driver in Canada. 

Weaving in and out of the artist’s own

statements, articles on her work and that of

women addressing similar issues, copies of

article clippings, and typed letters,

Sourcebook presents its reader with the

unevenness by which artists percolate ideas

and formulate projects. A reader familiar with

the performance piece Nancy Reagan at the

Inauguration (Fig. 1), in which Wilson took

on the identity of the former first lady giving

an imaginary address to the crowd on that

evening in January 1985, will appreciate the

reproduced, carded script of the performance,

laden with the artist’s penciled scribbles and

alterations. However, it is not clear why

Wilson kept a copy of the 1988 Time

magazine cover “Astrology in the White

House” with a floating photographic portrait

of Nancy Reagan in the center, or how the

article/image is related to this earlier piece. 

Yet this can be appreciated as insight into

the process of character formation for a per-

formance work, or a visual reminder of the

era in which it was made. Similarly, there is

a fascinating letter from the late Senator

Jesse Helms, who applied pressure to Wilson

and Franklin Furnace for information on the

artists supported by the space during the

Fig. 1. Martha Wilson, Nancy Reagan at the Inauguration (1985), Original Performance: Exit Art, N.Y.
Originally published in “On the picket-reception line with ladies against women,” by Virginia
Cholesterol (with Mrs. Theodore William Banks), Heresies: a feminist publication on art and politics
(1985). Courtesy Martha Wilson. 
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Culture Wars of the late 1980s and early

1990s. The Sourcebook series proposed by

Independent Curators International, launched

with this volume, has the potential to be a

valuable contribution to researchers and

artists interested in primary texts, although

its intent is predicated upon the subjective

viewpoint of a specific artist rather than an

overarching, topical collection. That this is

the first in the series attests to the high regard

Wilson maintains. Perhaps it also will be an

impetus for more critical analyses of

Wilson’s artistic work, which Wark calls

“embodied performative acts...open to con-

temporary readings of the politically trans-

gressive potential of gender performativity”

long before Judith Butler invented the term

“gender performativity” (87). Wilson has

been undervalued and underrepresented for

work that addressed identity formation at

least a decade before it became the common

theoretical currency of feminist and contem-

porary art. If this first volume of the

Sourcebook series achieves any significant

praise, one hopes it will be for the recovery

of Martha Wilson’s artistic due. •

Erin Devine, PhD, is an artist and indep-

endent scholar based in Washington, D.C.

Lin Emery
by Philip F. Palmedo
introduction by John Berendt 
Hudson Hills Press, 2012

Reviewed by Deborah Frizzell

L
in Emery (b. 1926) is renowned for
her kinetic metal sculptures
activated by nature’s elements,

such as wind and water (aquamobiles),
and man-made elements such as
magnets (magnetmobiles) and motors.
She works primarily in aluminum,
stainless steel, or bronze, and her
sculptures are often polychromed or
polished. Lithe and subtle, her kinetic
structures suggest biomorphic or
anthropomorphic presences in which
several shapes or planes approach one
other, come into close proximity, alight,
and then depart from each another,
repeating the cycle in wave after wave of
syncopated movement. Yet her
sculpture, no matter the scale, retains a
unitary integrity, constituting a cohesive
structural system. Emery calibrates
tension and compression, corresponding
to the muscles and bones of human and
animal bodies, the bending and twisting
combinations of basic push and pull
forces in a classic contrapposto,
implying that matter aspires to
connection. Her sculptures like Pastoral
(2009; Fig. 1) move with grace and
elegance, revealing the purest examples
of elemental structure. Outdoor or
indoor, public and private, these
installations are responsive to
transformations in the light and air
surrounding them; they are about fluid
movement and change, reminding us
that everything is in flux in the micro-
and-macro realms. The tiniest

interactions of shapes moving in various
combinations accrue to create a complex
sculptural entity, materializing the
invisible mechanisms of nature. Emery’s
sculpture captures the essence of
Edward Lorenz’s “Butterfly Effect”—
how the flapping of butterfly wings
affects the atmosphere, so that over time,
it could cause a tornado. It is no wonder
that a physicist, Philip F. Palmedo, has
taken an interest in Emery’s substantial
contributions to the kinetic sculpture
movement.

Since 1998, Palmedo has written three
other monographs on contemporary
sculptors—Richard McDermott Miller,
Bill Barrett, and Joel Perlman—whose
work abstracts form from nature while
addressing the body’s movement in
space.1 This newest effort is a handsome

publication with beautiful color
reproductions of Emery’s oeuvre
spanning six decades, from her early
years working in the modernist sculptor
Ossip Zadkine’s Paris studio, to recent
projects created in her beloved New
Orleans. (This culturally sophisticated
and multi-ethnic city, with gritty roots in
the shipbuilding industry, has supplied
Emery with access to raw materials and
technical expertise.) An ardent admirer
of Emery’s sculpture and an intelligent
reader in the history of art, Palmedo
follows the trajectory of the artist’s life
story in conjunction with the
development of her sculptural language
in a chronological flow. Palmedo offers
schematic historical contexts for Emery’s
modernist influences in the sculpture of
Constantin Brancusi, Naum Gabo, Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy, and Isamu Noguchi. He
reviews Emery’s basic aesthetic links to
as well as her conceptual differences
from the kinetic works of Alexander
Calder and George Rickey. While
Calder’s abstract mobiles have playful,
organic qualities related to Surrealism,
Rickey’s geometric forms and
machinelike engineering hark back to
Constructivism. Emery mingles these
stylistic resonances in her large-scale
kinetic sculpture, embodying lyrical
qualities in sublimated form through
geometric reduction; she concentrates the
quality of movement generated by her
constructions. In addition, Palmedo
examines Emery’s fascination with
learning new technologies and
experimenting with materials as well as
her prescient awareness of the ways in
which technology can transform
subjective perceptual experiences. 

Palmedo emphasizes Emery’s ability
to match such aesthetic sculptural
concerns as proportion, scale, size,

Fig. 1. Lin Emery, Pastoral (2009), polished
aluminum, 135” x 108”. Photo: Courtesy
Arthur Roger Gallery.


