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The Beauty of Donna Huanca’s Body Art Is More Than
Skin Deep
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Amid the cosmopolitan chaos of London this fall, the New York

artist Donna Huanca is creating space for meditarive cnntcmplation. As
Fricze Week scts in, the Zabludowicz Collecrion in London will be raken
over by Huanca's army of nearly-nude, pastel-painted models, who will be
enshrined in a three-floor Perspex structure the artist has buile. As they
press and rub their bodies against the transparent walls, they'll create a
painting, which will evolve over the course of the exhibition with the

gradua] build up of their imprints.

They'll move “glacially,” Huanca tells me, as they move through the
structure and drape articles of clothing on sculptures that resemble rocks
and minerals. For those who witness Huanca's hypnotic, hybrid works,
you can expect to experience something between the aftermath of an acid
rave and rhe spiritua] ceremaony of an ancient rirual. “T am Creating seven
points of entry that will deepen as you infiltrace the space—as in the layers
of the skin,” the artdst tells me. As th{:}r pass thrnugh the exhibition, visitors
will be guidcd hy a sound installation thar rr:spnnds to the presence of

bodies.



Huanca has been holed upina studio in Berlin all summer, wnrking on

this major new project, as well as a Seprember solo show at Peres Projects
in Berlin. The London show will be Huanca's first solo show in the UK,
and the first performance-led work the Zabludowicz Collection has ever
commissioned. Whereas in previous productions—Ilike her 2015
"Pnl}rstrcnc Braces” at Riga's kim? Contemporary Art Centre, or “Echo
Implant” at the now-defunct Joe Sheftel Gallery in New York—she
inccrpﬂmtcd live models into the creation of her staric painrings and
sculptures, in a manner that recalls the “Anthropometries” of Yves Klein,
these new exhibitions represent fresh terrain for the American artise, both
in terms of duration and execution. For the Zabludowicz show, for
cxamplc, she's worked clnscly with the pcrﬁ:rmcrs who will enliven the
exhibition and bring her new “Skin Paintings” to life. She's raught them o
paint themselves for the duration of the the exhibition, and althnugh their
movements have been choreographed, they have a certain autonomy that

represents an evolution in the artist’s work.

In her solo show that opened at Peres Projects earlier this month, ritled
“Surrogate Painteen,” Huanca's models, somewhart cybnrg-likc with their
impassive gazes, confront |argd:-sca|r: paintings and .u:ulp[urcs maore
dircctly, sitting and lying on op of them, Facing them and tnuching them
—activating them. And althe ugh the bcd}' is suprcmcly central to both
shows, Huanca is less concerned with budy pnlilics than with the idea of
the body as another surface or material. In the same way she reworks
textiles and fabrics thar make up her sculptun:s, or |.'aj,rcrs of printmaking
and acry'lics in her paintings, Huanca deconstructs and Fragmcnts the
b-ad}r. to dismantle and rcq.rclc it into a gcndcrﬂuid. pmtrhuman device
thar is no longcr limired by Interpretations of idcntity.



This appruach may also cxplains the arrist's ongoing interest in the

synthctic substances she cmplnj.rs in her paintings and sculprurcs—highhr
textural and s],rmbolica"}r rich substances like panr}rhus:, velver, metal,
silicon, and leather. In a number of her exhibitions, Huanca has referenced
the lyrics of a song by British punk band X-Ray Spex, The Day The World
Turned Day-Glo, which alludes to many of the materials Huanca favors—
latex, rubber, rayon, nylon, and Perspex, also among them. And yet, color
is equally central to Huanca's experiential exhibitions. “The DNA of the
carth; gems, minerals, meteorites, desert land.scapcs; and hallucinatur:.-r
states have all taughr me about color and its effects on mood,” Huanca
:xplain.s. These intense studies have led her to :mpln}r a psychutmpic
pa|cttc of purph:, blue, pink, and green hues, which she app|i|:s across her

new paintings, scu|ptun:s, and the bodies ufp:rfnrm:rs.

Huanca's works prompt us to reflect on the n:|ation5|1ip berween visual
aesthetics and idcntity. It's one of the oldest conundrums of the |'|ist1:lr:,r of
art, burt it's as relevant as ever namday.s, when idcntir_‘,r 15 dup]icimus.
Huanca asks the viewer to challenge what Amelia Jones refers to as the
“politics of visuality” in her seminal book Body Art/Performing the

Subject (1998).
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Throughout her shows, skin has been an overarching motif for Huanca.
The hody's |argcst argan, skin contains a whole hiﬂ|ﬂgic3| and cultural
histnt‘)" within its la:ﬂ:rs—[n a way, similar ro the pigments of paint in an
artwork, fibers in clothes, or the archirecrural makcup of a hu[lding. It's
apt thar the Zabludowicz space inhabirs a historic ]?]lhrccntur}-' huild[ng
thar pn:'\rinu.d}r housed a Methodist Church and a drama school. Site is
another key element that remains consistent for Huanca. “All my works
are sensitive to their cnvirnnmcnt—pcrhaps an attempt to take possession
of a space. [t is impms[Hc for me to ignore the context the works are born

in,” Huanca explains.

While the effect of the work has so much to do with the impact of the
ph}'sica| cxpcricncc—rhc sounds, smells, morion, and color she
orchestrates—I wonder how Huanca feels abour audiences viewing her
exhibirions online? “Documentarion is the Wway most pcoplc experience art
nowadays, flattened and immediate,” she concedes. “1 am aware of this and
consider the documenration an important part, giving the virtual audience
a separate |a}'cr of cxpericncing the work.” However, while Huanca offers
us the notion of a realm hcynnc[ the hnd}r, her |i\ring. bn:&l:hing. moving
artwork dcpcncls on cxchang-:, a communal coming togcthc: of ph}rsical

bodics, objects, and materials. In the words of X-ray Specs, *1 live off you/
And you live off me/ And the whole world/Lives off of everybody.”

—Charlotte Jansen
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