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WHAT & WHY

WHAT IS ECSTATIC

UNITY?

DOROTHY IANNONE FOUGHT CENSORSHIP AND
CONSERVATISM TO PRESENT HER EXPLICIT VISIONS
OF THE HUMAN SEXUAL UNION, AND HER DESIRE

Perhaps the fact that it can never
properly be defined is what makes
Dorothy Tannone’s art so explosive.
Born in Boston in 1933, she was the
long-term lover of Dieter Roth and
belonged to the Fluxus community
without ever being a Fluxus artist
herself. Her art is naive without be-
ing innocent, corporeal and inti-
mate without being pornographic,

TO “UNNERVE WITH SIMPLICITY”

TEXT — Marie-Sophie Miiller

intelligent but non-academic. It’s
precise, obsessed with detail and at
the same time impulsive, and it
operates across different media.
From 1968 Iannone combined
video and sound recordings with
painting and sculpture for her
“Singing Boxes”. Another mixed-
media work was “Aua, Aua”
(1972), with a song lamenting the

loss of her lover Dieter Roth. Mean-
while a particular strength of her
work is its literary component: the
cool flatness of the two-dimension-
al body is brought to life by tender,
precise and often ambiguous or
humorous language, without the
need for specific facial expressions.
It also often remains unclear who
is actually speaking, even as the

words are virtually “tattooed” on
to the figures.

Equally idiosyncratic and play-
ful is Tannone’s allocation of gender
roles in her often sexually explicit
representations of man and woman.
In most cases, the woman is in the
centre. She is proud, strong, femi-
nine, sensual and decidedly hetero-
sexual. These are erotic heroines:

DOROTHY IANNONE
Brokeback Mount
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notable examples are her 1970s interpreta-
tions of mythological or historical women
figures, such as Cleopatra or the Amazon
queen Penthesilea.

In later years, influenced by her relation-
ship with Buddhism, Iannone assimilated the
idea of the “ecstatic unity” of husband and
wife. But before then the gender of her figures
can be seen to be blurred at the moment of
sexual arousal: the woman’s swollen labia
are like male testes, the nipples transform
into penises (“I begin to feel free”, 1970).
Ten years later she had taken the conjunction
of man and woman so far that both, to a cer-
tain extent, shared the same body (“Let The
Light From My Lighthouse Shine On You™,
1981).

Those looking closely at lannone’s work
soon notice that her primary driver is
affection, rather than the obscene. The unin-
hibited and the ecstatic meet precision and
discipline, the black outlines are drawn
conscientiously and accurately, the chest and
pubic hair carefully arranged and executed,
jewellery and hair draped decoratively.
Among the works that have emerged in recent
years, the colours have become brighter, the
hair more blonde, the lines more delicate and
draughtsman-like.

For lannone it’s never about using obvious
sexuality as a provocation, but rather as a
way of entering into an arena of free artistic
self-expression and unconditional immedi-
acy, with all that this implies. Even before
her painting brought her to the limits of cen-
sorship, she was fighting on other fronts in
the name of artistic freedom: in 1961 she was
arrested on entry to the United States when
she tried to bring in a copy of Henry Miller’s
“Tropic of Cancer” (1934) which was at the
time classified as pornography. Prior to her
embarkation, she had requested the import
of the novel with the declaration, “For my
own pleasure”. In so doing, she laid the foun-
dation for a high-profile court case that the
former literature student won and thereby
ensured that the censorship on Miller’s work
was lifted.

Tannone has consistently pushed her work
to the limits, and there have been conse-
quences to her honesty: in Bern in 1969, the
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Love The Stranger, 1981
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director of the Kunsthalle Harry Szeemann and some of In a letter that was read as part of the 1979 performance

the exhibiting artists in the “Exhibition of Friends” de-
cided to defuse lannone’s works by placing brown tape
over the genitals; in 1972, her artist’s books were con-
fiscated upon her entry to the United Kingdom. She has
always made herself open to attack — as a lover who can
be hurt and and as an ising artist

“lannone’s Yoni” in the Studiogalerie Mike Steiner in
Berlin, she turned to the audience and announced:
“Tonight, I give myself to you. I’ll show you my po-
etry and my passion and unnerve you with the simplic-
lly of my language. Don’t say no. Think it over.

who cannot be sidetracked by either censorship or finan-
cial adversity. Just like her figures, who often wear their
genitals outside of their clothes, as if pinned-on like med-
als, she exposes what is most intimate to the public.

lhough that I was not afraid to say what I
wanted to say.”

DOROTHY IANNONE'S “THIS SWEETNESS OUTSIDE OF TIME"
IS AT THE BERLINISCHE GALERIE UNTIL APRIL 2, 2014
WWW.BERLINISCHEGALERIE.DE
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