The Painted Body Stares Back:
Five Female Artists and the “Mennonite” Spectator

Magdalene Redekop

In the beginning wasthe quilt. PriscillaReimer, the curator of 21990 Winnipeg
exhibition entitled “Mennonite Artist: Insider as Outsider,” noted that “there
is no identifiable tradition of Mennonite art” unless you include “fraktur,
quilting, and other forms of decorative design.”* In Primitivism, Franz Boas
cites an analogous example. Among the Californian Indians, basketry isthe
chief industry. “ Basket-making is an occupation of women and thusit happens
that among the Californian Indians only women are creative artists.”? Quilt-
making isan occupation of women and thusit happensthat among Mennonites
only women are creative artists. This cheerful logicis belied by the fact that
many of the artists in the 1990 exhibition (male and female) told Priscilla
Reimer that they were artists in spite of, not because of, being Mennonite.
We aretaught to begin, of course, with the Word, and the scripture that looms
largeisthewriting on thetablet that M oses brought down from the mountain:
“Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.” The heritage of
contemporary Jewish women artists is similar in many ways, with the
important difference that within Judaism decorative art hasacentral placein
religiousrituals. Reimer notesthat the work of Mennonite artists can be seen
asan attempt “tofill theemptiness|eft by aheritage devoid of visual imagery.”3

| want to ask questions in two inter-related areas. The first concerns
the art itself. When these Mennonite artists do fill the void, are the works
they produce in any way influenced by that nonrepresentational decorative
tradition or, for that matter, by the violent response to representational images
that is a central feature of Anabaptist history? | am acutely aware, when |
pose such questions, of the fact that | am a fish out of my own disciplinary
waters. | also remember Blake' swords of warning: “ To generalizeisto bean
idiot.” It is not my aim here to come up with some kind of ethnic recipe.
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Lured into interdisciplinary waters by my own ethnicity, however, | am
venturing ahead becausethere are questionsthat seem to demand my attention.

While reading an interview with Wanda Koop, for example, | took
notice when she commented on a“figurative undercurrent” in her work that
she didn’t “alow to really happen until 1985.” Until that time, she said, “I
avoided using figurative images . . . | would often paint figuresin and then
paint them out.” Theinterviewer, Robert Enright, asked the obvious question:
“Why would you have suppressed that figurative impulse, even if
unconsciously?’ In reply, Koop speculated only that at the time it wasn't
“cool” to be “hot.” The question was left hanging there and there it till is,
begging to be asked and to be historicized. Other questions follow. When
Koop did begin to break through whatever it was that was suppressing the
figurative, why did she make masks and mask-like faces—African, Chinese,
hockey-masks? When | look at them consciously with “Mennonite” eyes,
the decorative patterns seem to expose what they cover, conveying both desire
and fear.

But what doesit meanto look with “Mennonite” eyes?A second group
of questions relates not to the work of specific artists but to what E.H.
Gombrich called “the beholder’sshare.” Do Mennoniteways of seeing visual
art (or not seeing it) contain any residua influences from those long-ago
iconoclastic scenes of destruction that shaped our identity — statues toppled,
stained glass systematically smashed, icons demolished, cathedrals gutted?
Sincethe socia history of Mennonite attitudes to art has not been written, it
is difficult to trace the historical roots of our way of seeing. My argument
here will be based on my own honest responses to the works in question —
how could it be anything else? Yet | am also trying to imagine a collective
“Mennonite” responsethat isnot identical with my personal way of looking.
To deal with this dilemmal will put on, for purposes of this argument, the
mask of the “Mennonite” spectator.

It is hard to define a negative, but our continuing resistance to visua
art can be madevisibleif we contrast it with the collective M ennonite response
tomusic. Gathie Falk isasfamousin the areaof thevisua artsasBen Heppner
isinthe area of music, but her nameis not known by most Mennonites. The
same community that has no problem with Wagner responds with hostility
or indifference to the powerful images being made by our visua artists. To
be fair, this difference in response and this suspicion of “difficult” abstract
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art is not unique to Mennonites and is partly the result of differencesin the
medium. In music the technology of reproductionis more“in tunewith” the
art; arecording may not be adequate but it is not hostile to what the artist is
doing, and most of us have alarge collection of such recordings.

The sameisnot true in the visual arts. Much recent visual art does not
reproduce well and is prohibitively expensive in the original, yet it has to
survivein a*“culture dominated by pictures, visual simulations, stereotypes,
illusions, copies, reproductions, imitations, and fantasies.” W.J.T. Mitchell
notes that it is “a commonplace of modern cultural criticism that images
have apower in our world undreamed of by the ancient idolaters.” Herefers
to this as a “modern, secular idolatry linked with the ideology of Western
science and rationalism” and comments that the “real miracle has been the
successful resistance of pictoria artists to this idolatry, their insistence on
continuing to show us more than meetsthe eye with whatever resourcesthey
can muster.”4

| like to imagine that our decorative tradition helps our female artists
to do their part in this miracle but if so, then it's a David-and-Goliath
confrontation in which the decorative folk tradition is not even David. It is
just a small stone in the slingshot. The history and technology of western
mimesisis Goliath, but unlikethe Old Testament giant, thisoneisunkillable.
While discussing her set of “five eight-foot square pared down hockey masks’
with Robert Enright, Wanda Koop commented: “It's a mass media culture,
it's a killer culture.” | sometimes wonder if the long history of our own
decorative tradition predisposes me to be attracted to the decorative folk
traditions of other cultures. It makes sense, after al, that for a“ people apart,”
this would be one of the most visible bridges to an “other” culture. When
K oop walked through Toronto’s Chinatown, she chose to buy paper cut-outs
rather than landscape brush paintings.

On the basis of my own, albeit limited, viewing experience, |
hypothesize that the“ decorative” element inthework of our Mennonite artists
hel psthem to work forcefully against the grain of mass mediareproductions.
Nicole Dubreuil-Blondin refers to the metaphysical baggage that has clung
to representation and that hastied the pictorial sign to “atranscendent Real,
or Subject.” It does seem to me that Mennonite women artiststravel light in
this sense. What Dubreuil-Blondin urges that artists do with an emphasison
the painterly, our artists seem to do with the decorative —and they do it asiif
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it'sno sweat. This element of lightness and play combines with a decorative
emphasis on the materiality of the medium to challenge the pretensions of
trangparency and transcendent meaning that can weigh down any work of art.®

If you turn from the decorative element in avant-garde art to the
decorative objectsthemselves, theissuesare further complicated by nostalgia.
Quilts have come to be very highly valued among Mennonites as nostalgic
collectors' items, commanding increasingly high prices. Nostalgia supports
an anti-intellectual view of art. The works | will consider below act instead
as a catalyst for thought, and one of the questions they invite us to ask is,
What is it that is covered up when quilts are used in this fetishistic way?
David Freedberg speaks of the “myth of aniconism,” the myth “that there
can be a culture that has no images of the deity at al.”” Mennonite cultures,
being built on precisely that myth, tend (perhaps more than other groups) to
construct a nostalgic, pseudo-aesthetic with the quilts.

| am not denying the beauty of the quilts, nor do | wish to denigrate
the women who make them. On the contrary: | celebrate their work. Within
alarger feminist perspective, our Mennonite foremothers are seen as part of
a history of art that offers alternatives to the excesses of the mainstream
western tradition. Within the decorative tradition, man is not the measure of
all things. Flowersarejust asimportant. There’sawelcome humility, also, in
the unashamed acknowledgement within the decorative tradition of the way
the art islimited by the need for thrift. Stencils, formulaic patterns, iron-on
transfers, and many other aids are used. Our foremotherswent quietly against
the grain of centuries of western art history, using primitive technology to
make anti-classical designs, working within the often severe economic and
socia conditions of their times. It was not only the restrictions deriving from
theology but also the material conditions of their lives that led them to keep
the decorative tradition alive. While the men were working to recover the
Anabaptist vision, they worked to recover the rocking chair.

If we want to see the work made by the artists among us, however, we
must resist what Susan Stewart has called “the socia disease of nostalgia’
which givesthe past afake authenticity and thuskills the present. Nostalgia,
as Stewart notes, is “a sadness without an object . . . . the past it seeks has
never existed . . . .” Hostile to history, it “threatensto reproduce itself” over
and over again as “a felt lack.”® We need to historicize our response to art
and to interrogate the assumptions that shape our experience of it. It should
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be possible to pay tribute to those thousands of M ennonite women who kept
the decorative tradition alive through the centuries but to do so in away that
would, at the same time, open up connections between that tradition and the
smaller but significant number of contemporary women artists. One way to
do this would be to ask questions concerning power and the making of art
that apply not only to quilts but also to contemporary art. Who makes it?
Who buys it? Who controls the form, the price, the reception? If we pay
attention, the works of our artists have alot to teach us about these issues. |
agree with Elaine Showalter that we must “ deromanticize the art of the quilt,
situate it in its historical contexts, and discard many of the sentimental
stereotypes of anidealized, sisterly, and nonhierarchic women's culture that
clingtoit.”®

In my dide-lectures on thistopic,' | have used the metaphor of textile
to visualize the opposition of the decorative and the mimetic, seeing them as
the warp and woof of a fabric that may be tested by pulling first one way,
then the other. At one stage, after too many nights spent reading martyrs
tales, | convinced myself that | was hearing voices in the quilt.® | had in
mind what Sophoclescalled the“voice of the shuttle,” the story of Philomela,
whose tongue was cut out but who told the story of her rape by weaving a
tapestry.

It was because Philomela was so good at making lifelike renderings
that her sister could read the story inthe tapestry. Such realistic representations
of human figuresare quintessential Hellenic examples of thethread of classic
realism, and reflect the classical reverence for the human body and the value
placed on the individual. Unlike geometric decorative patterns,
representational images have a power to move the spectator. “People are
sexually aroused by pictures,” notes Freedberg, “they break pictures. . . they
mutilate them, kissthem, cry before them, and go on journeys to them; they
are camed by them, stirred by them, and incited to revolt. . . .”*2 Such
responses, despite or because of our history, exist asmuch among Mennonites
asin any other group. You have to have a powerful response to imagesto be
willing to diein an effort to deny their power — or to wish for the death of the
image-maker. Inthebook of comments at one of Koop'sexhibitions, aviewer
wrote: “Wanda Koop should be hanged.” Not a pretty threat, but one
illustrating Mitchell’s point that the various historical instances of iconoclasm
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(including the Anabaptist) reflect an ambivalence which isaconstant feature
of the human response to images.®®

The complex psychology of this response is reduced in the Judaeo-
Christian tradition by atheology which splits off the spirit from the body. St.
Augustine defines idolatry as the “subordination of the true spiritual image
to the false material one.”** We should be safe from the danger of idolatry,
then, if we keep subordinating the material to the spiritual. The illusion of
such safety is apparent in the pictures of martyrs with which most of us are
familiar. Jan Luyken’sengravingsfor The Martyrs Mirror are an example of
the comfort we still find in images of shared suffering. Representations of
earlier Catholic martyrdoms often show atavoletta, the comforting image of
Christ, being held up to a man about to be executed. The stories that
accompany these pictures are an example of what Mitchell calls* ekphrastic
hope.” Ecphrasisisarhetorical figure—meaning averbal representation of a
visual display — that seems to me particularly useful in accounting for
Mennonite responsesto art. Word and Image: it'slike astrugglefor possession
of the Mennonite soul. No wonder we heed to escape into music. Sometimes,
however, we allow ourselves to steal alook at the old engravings.

Mitchell expands the use of the word ekphrastic and this expansion
suits my needs here. “Ekphrastic hope” is that moment when the beholder
hopes to overcome the “otherness of visual representation”?® and it is
exemplified by Luyken’'s engravings even though the martyrs do not hold
tavolettas. This hope, however, is explicitly repudiated by the theology of
the martyrdom. Theology would have us believe that the sacrifice and
suffering that is apotheosized in these pictures results from a rejection of
false material comforts and affirms a spiritual comfort. Anneken Hendriks,
burned at Amsterdam in 1571, is represented by Luyken bound to a ladder
that is about to be thrust into the flames. Her eyes gaze up past the billowing
smoke to heaven and her hands point upwards in prayer. The image has an
extra power because she is awoman. Eve tempted Adam with the things of
this earth and caused the fall but even women — the picture seemsto say —
can on occasion rise to this high spiritual level .

I1se Friesen, noting examples of statues of crucified women, believes
that they testify
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to atremendousreligio-psychological heed on the part of women
for an image of extreme female suffering and ultimate iconic
significance, something that was not met by the official
iconography of the church.?

| would not by any means deny this need but would argue, again, that we
should historicize it by recognizing that such iconophilia coexists with
iconophobia. The Anabaptist in me remains wary of a tendency to idolatry.
Does not the image of the woman suffering for not worshipping an icon,
itself become anicon? If we are urged to imitate this woman’sfaith and she,
inturn, isanimitation of Christ, then how doesthisrelateto Luyken’simitation
or mimesis? In the faces represented by Luyken there is a serenity, a
gelassenheit, that we recognize and honour. Is this our golden calf?

It is atribute to Jan Luyken’s art that he found ways of representing
that allowed him to touch on these issues by showing the limits of
representation. His engraving of the scene following the marytrdom of
Maeyken Wens is an example [illustration on p. 35]. The caption for the
picture reads: “Maeyken Wens was burned at Antwerp with atongue screw
in her mouth. Here her sons search and find the screw to keep in memory of
their mother’s Christian witness, AD 1573.”8 Magyken's son Adriaen, “aged
about fifteen years,” is shown hunting among the ashes for the screw while
his three-year-old brother looks on. Thisisliterally a graven image, but the
engraver has fractured it by trying to represent what cannot be represented.
In so doing, he returns usto an awareness of materiality and of our mortality
that isironically comforting because we are the survivors. In this engraving
Luyken refusesthe representation of the martyr and leavesuswith the orphans.
The resulting image is not like the cross, a transparent sign leading to
transcendental significance, but becomes opague and troubling. Aware of
the mother as a specter that haunts the site, we experience Verfremdung, our
estrangement as spectators at a distance from the picture. The picture opens
up a gap in which the beholder’s experience cannot be contained by
theological dogma.

If you are a Mennonite beholder, you are probably protesting by now.
It only seemsto methat Luyken choosesto be with the children, you may be
saying, because | am a mother. 1, in turn, respond by arguing that just by
making an engraving in copper, Luyken chooses to be a part of the very
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material world that is rejected by that theology. But the powerful subjective
elements unleashed in our responseto visual art have to be acknowledged as
coexisting with our efforts to see objectively. Objectivity is never achieved,
and what we are left with is coexisting and interwoven subjectivities. In
taking up the position of spectator, each of usis distanced from the work of
art. Theact of looking worksto collapse the split between subject and object,
involving me as akind of specter inside the work | am viewing.

Recognition of this self/other drama is crucial for the Mennonite
spectator, | argue, because of our ethnocentric past and our suspicion of
outsiders. James Elkins comments that “we need to believe that vision is a
one-way street and that objects are just the passive recipients of our gaze in
order to maintain the conviction that we are in control of our vision,” and
that we who behold are autonomous, stable selves. We may all “want to be
pictures to some degree” and it “may be that when we look at visual art we
are seeing examples of that desire’!®— a desire resembling what Mitchell
calls “ekphrastic hope.” Since, however, we are hot ordinarily conscious of
that desire, thereis a considerable shock when the picture offers us akind of
reflection that stares back at us.

This shock effect is what happened in Gathie Falk’s 1972 piece of
multi-media performance art, “Red Angel,” which is recorded on video
[illustration on p. 35]. Falk claims to have written this piece because she
found an old white dress and had to think of something to do with it. “Red
Angd” is constructed “like a rondo, with theme A followed by theme B,
followed by themeA.” 2 It beginswith Falk sitting on ared buffet. The body
of the artist (inside that dress) is present in her own “painting,” staring back
a the audience. The white dress resembles a wedding gown to which are
attached enormous white wings (constructed out of foam rubber and chicken
feathers). Five tables are positioned in front of the buffet, and each holds a
turntable on which is ared apple on which is ared parrot. The parrots take
turns singing the round “Row, row, row your boat” as the turntables turn.
Fak isthelast tojoinin and the last to finish. When the song isfinished, the
artist dowly takes off her white dress. Underneath, she is wearing a grey
satin dress. An old-fashioned wringer washer istrundled onto the stage by a
woman who takes the white dress from Falk, washes it, then leaves. After
this the round song is performed again. The last voice heard is that of Falk
herself, singing “Lifeis but a dream.”
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In the multi-mediaart world of the 1960s and ‘ 70s, such experimental
art perhaps seemed less bizarre than it does now, but thereis no question that
Falk’s performanceworksareachallengefor the spectator. “ Ekphrastic hope”
isadream cometruein an absurdly literal way. By her own account, Falk’s
aim in her performance art was to contrast ordinary actions — like eating an
egg or washing clothes — with “slightly exotic events such as shining
someone’s shoes while he iswalking backwards singing an operatic aria. . .
sawing popsiclesin half and using them as weapons of assault and defence.
..."2 The comedy of Monty Python or the poetry of Edward Lear come to
mind, but they are not an adequate context to account for what is happening
here. Not surprisingly, Falk’s bizarre juxtapositions have baffled many
viewers. Does the “Mennonite” historical context help make sense of this?
Falk’s membership in asmall Mennonite church is often cited asif it might,
but Mennonite tradition allowed decoration only when it was useful. Falk’s
objects are not functional: a 1936 Ford coupe stuffed with ceramic
watermelons won't take you anywhere. Neither will a case of eight ceramic
running shoes. Over a hundred bisque cabbbages hovering in the air won't
feed you. Falk’s objects are boldly and gleefully useless. They stand in sharp
contrast to a comment Sandra Birdsell made somewhere that “Mennonites
are engaged in ajoyless search for meaning.”

The heterogeneity of Falk’s celebrated objects has not stopped critics
from trying to label them Mennonite. In 1990, when she came to Toronto to
accept the Gershon Iskowitz Award, John Bentley Mays, referring to the
“unforgettableimage of Gathie Falk sitting behind arow of shiny red parrots,”
labelled her a“Mennonite artangel.” With a cavaier disregard for accuracy
or historical context, Mays describes her “simple theatricals’ as*“bewinged,
bedizened and sentimental as a Sunday School Christmas pageant” and
pictures her asaschool-teacher with “ plain-jane bobbed hair . . . transfigured
at last into the glamorous high-art angel of her dreams.” He then follows up
this grotesque caricature with his own nostalgic idealization of her
“Mennonite” qualities, claiming that “virtually al” her “ quietly joyful works’
were produced with “membersof Falk’s Mennonite community inVancouver,
and performed by them as well.” Asif there were not dance companies in
Vancouver, Toronto, and New York ready and waiting to perform whatever
she wrote during those heady days of multi-media happenings! Marshall



34 The Conrad Grebel Review

McLuhan would dance in his grave for her. Her “Red Angel,” doing a
striptease with awhite dress over agrey dress, isall dressed up and ready to
join in the transformations of Blake's heaven and hell. Who needs
Mennonites? Mays does not allow such factsto get intheway of hisheadlong
rush towards a nostalgic utopiathat really is no place.

In these performances, if only for amoment, there was peace on
earth and freedom from the hungry games of power. There was
the loveliness of cherishing ordinary things—from cabbages and
eggsto old songsand old friends—as an act of religious gratitude
and blessing, and the beauty of dwelling on the earth in the bonds
of kindness.?

This absurd excuse for art criticism dramatizes what happens if the
beholder denies his own ambivalent subjective response while straining for
pseudo-objectivity. Mays, estranged by the technique, assumed that he must
have stumbled into aMennonite church, but Falk’sexperiment in“ Red Angel”
has more profound implicationsthan any Sunday School pageant. Her bodily
entry into the otherness of the work of art isradically transgressive. Perhaps
being Mennonite, one of the “ people apart,” gave her the energy to repudiate
separation.

That is speculation. What is more certain is that the Mennonite
emphasis on music was an advantage, particularly at that time. When Robert
Enright observed that Falk took to the form “like a duck to water during
those Intermedia workshops given by Deborah Hay in 1968,” she pointed
out that her training in “harmony and counterpoint and all that stuff” might
have helped her.z Her funkinessis another story. “Funk art” is a phrase that
was coined to describe the wacky artwork coming out of Californiain the
late 1950s and ' 60s. It is fascinating to specul ate about the reasons why one
of the most courageous examples of funk art in Canada was a Mennonite
woman. Perhaps she is that rare creature: a Mennonite eccentric. Falk's
importance to Canadian art, in any case, now goes far beyond a sixties
phenomenon and she has herself been“ingtalled” in the canon of top Canadian
artists. Thiswould not have happened if her performances had really been a
representation of “peace on earth.” More like the peace that shall destroy
many, her work is of particular interest in relation to the work of younger
artists coming out of Mennonite communities. By shattering boundaries, Falk
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Above:
Lois Klassen, Household
Lamps, 1988.
Used by permission

Below:

Aganetha Dyck, The Glass Dress,
from The Extended Wedding
Party, glass and beeswax, 1998.
Photo by Peter Dyck. Used by
permission of the artist.
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opened up possibilities for ways of making that play, as did “Red Angel,”
with the conflicting emotions of the Mennonite spectator.

Lois Klassen's “Household Lamps’ is like an inside-out version of
“Red Angel” —an uncanny illustration of apoint made by James Elkins. Our
eyes are designed to seek out “complete figures.” Even when faced with a
smear, we automatically look for bodies and “instinctively repair fragments
into wholes and search for continuous contours and closed curves.”? If we
can't see abody, we'll make do with aface or ahand. Using the uniforms of
themedical profession, LoisKlassen’shands, following thework of her eyes,
have shaped the outlines of the human form. The empty uniforms activate a
spectator response that psychoneurologists call “subjective contour
completion.” We prefer to see bodiesand if we can’t have them, “we continue
to see them as afterimages or ghosts.” Klassen has managed to suspend the
viewer in that state of “ekphrastic fascination,” which turns the spectator
into a specter hovering between hope and fear. The spectator’s projection
into this body expresses a longing, a hope for “the transformation of the
dead, passiveimageinto aliving creature.” The moment of fear comeswhen
werecoil, aswe do in Luyken's engraving of Mayken Wens's orphans, from
the possibility of such a unity:

All the goals of ‘ekphrastic hope,” of achieving vision, iconicity,

or a ‘still moment’ of plastic presence . . . become, from this

point of view, sinister and dangerous . . . . All the utopian

aspirations of ekphrasis—that the muteimage be endowed with a

voice . . . all these aspirations begin to look idolatrous and

fetishistic.®
In“Red Angel,” Gathie Falk braved “ekphrastic fear” by entering theimage
and filling it with her own voice. In “Household Lamps,” Lois Klassen
represents the image as empty vessel so that in trying and failing to enter it
we become aware of our desires and fears. Moreover, because the vessel
may befilled with artificial light at the flick of aswitch, Klassen locatesthis
experience in the technological place where we al live.

Unlike “Red Angel,” “Household Lamps’ [illustration on p. 36] also
communicates an awareness of the gender-specific nature of this process.
Florence Nightingale, the lady with the lamp, and other sisters of mercy are
hovering somewhere, but aware of the deviscerated dresses we know better
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than to expect an easy comfort. W.J.T. Mitchell relates “ekphrastic
fascination” to the issue of cultural domination in which the “‘self’ is
understood to be an active, speaking seeing subject, while the ‘other’ is
projected as passive, seen, and (usually) silent object.” % The otherness of art
isoften represented asthe feminine object of agaze or asabody to be entered.
The gender-specific response of the spectator to the otherness of the figure
inart hasimplicationsfor the tension between decoration and mimesiswithin
Mennonite art. Women in Mennonite communities were allowed, within
limits, to make decorative objects. The scene beginsto look morethreatening
when the woman's body or her represented figure is the object being
decorated. Wanda Koop has spoken about “western culture’s search for
beauty” as the “desire for control and perfection” which is “exercised over
the female body.” Her comments on “Paintings for Dimly Lit Rooms’ show
that sheisaware of theimportance of gender-specific looking even when the
paintings are not representations of the female body. Those paintings, she
says, may be“like awoman’s body — something perfected and idealized that
welook at, but what kind of grief has been suffered to make that beauty, and
what was destroyed in the process?’ %

“Household Lamps’ has been described as an installation that uses
uniformsto criticize uniformity, but this seemsto me very inadequate for the
incredible power of this work. | suspect that the power has to do with the
way it is able to contain the powerfully conflicting emotions involved in
“ekphrastic fascination.” James Elkins notes that the viewer of medical
illustrations has to work hard at not seeing, in order to view the schema
instead of the detail. Klassen's representation of these shapes, her
appropriation of these mimic forms as decorative household objects, her
transformation of the “art” into afunctional, technological object, complete
with switches — all thisworksto create a visceral response. Since, however,
there are no viscera present, thisvisceral responseisturned into athoughtful
response.

Klassen's lamps are an example of another point made by Elkins:
“When we do not have bodies in front of us, we hallucinate them.” Susan
Shantz's “ Ancestral Spirits: Bed, 1988" [cover illustration, this journal] on
the other hand, showsusthat “when we do, wetry to control them by covering
them with language.” 2 There seems to be a private Mennonite joke hidden
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inthisingtallation, asif itisdaring usto protest. Like Madonna, the“ Ancestral
Spirits’ wear their underthings on the outside. A family portrait should draw
our eyesimmediately to the faces, but Shantz subverts that focus.
Thedialogue set up here by the counterpoint of decoration and mimesis
resembles the one defined by Barthes in Camera Lucida as a contrast of
studium and punctum. The studium is a “‘good’ photograph: it utters
respectability, family life, conformism, Sunday best . . . .”?° By acting out of
the woman'’s right to decorate, Shantz subverts the ideology of the studium
with cut-outs that act like punctum — like punctuation or like subversive
appligué on a photograph already cut up into quilt-like squares. The
photograph, writes Barthes, is like the Sanskrit tathata: “tat means that in
Sanskrit and suggests the gesture of a child pointing hisfinger at something
and saying: that, thereit is, lo! but says nothing else; a photograph cannot be
transformed . . . .”3° Well, maybe not, but Susan Shantz gives it awhirl.
Any child walking past this installation is not likely to point at the
photograph but rather at the cut-out genitalia. The penis could itself be a
finger pointing upwardsto heaven. A small child, seeing ababy’sfacein the
uterus, would point the finger in self-recognition, thus domesticating the
installation. Speaking of the maternal body, Freud wrote that “there is no
other place of which one can say with so much certainty that one has already
been there.”3! The phallus is another story. A snail shape is clearly discern-
ableinoneball, but | looked in vain for aface or afigure. The reproduction
of “Ancestral Spirits’ in Mennonite Artist: Insider as Outsider is not of very
high quality and my middle-aged eyes are deteriorating, so | resorted to bor-
rowing the magnifying glass my husband uses to look at his stamp collec-
tion. The result was that | saw red and green spots on the black and white
photograph, but no face or figure. You can find aface if you turn the picture
upside-down, making the penis a cartoonish nose and the testes two eyes.
Why not? Freud saw parts of the facial pattern repeated and “strewn across
the body’s surface. The anus, the urethra, and the vagina were once called
‘the other face': an appropriate name for mock eyes, noses, and mouths.” So
powerful is our desire to project ourselves into the otherness of the object,
that even “asimpletriangle can be afaciality machine, with itslowest vertex
for a mouth and the upper ones for eyes.”*> When desire turns into fear,
gender splitsagain. Freud saw the Medusaas “the prototype of all horrifying
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faces. . . the female genitals,” * but Shantz puts phallus and uterus on a flat
playing field. The Judaeo-Christian myth of a father-created world (fabri-
cated by hand) and the older myths of a mother-created world (born from a
womb or an egg) are posed as cultural constructs that could be atered —
amost like improvisations.

Thereissomething very satisfying about Shantz's playful “ Mennonite”
domestication of these symbols. Perhaps the struggle between the decorative
and the mimetic in “Ancestral Spirits’ is what she had to make before she
could move on. One could say of Shantz what Enright says of Koop: her
recent work “looks easy in carrying the weight of all the thinking that led to
its intense simplicity.”3* In “Hibernaculum 1994” four containers stand on
delicate legs. The curved legs ook frail and yet tough because our eye joins
inthe making, constructing imaginary human legs, poised, balancing, dancing.
In this exhibition Shantz worked with “faux surfaces’ like arborite that are
in conversation with “materials near the end-point of disintegration: bark,
ash, petals.” Ann Newdigate points out that preparing her own materialsisa
labor of lovefor Shantz. She breaks up thetwigsinto tiny piecesand thereis

an affinity between thiskind of activity and the repetition of the
quiltmaking process with which she is familiar from her
Mennonite past . . . . Because it has no utilitarian function but is
informed by domestic labour, and because it is located in a
contemporary gallery far from a domestic context, the work
challenges the traditional understanding of value, gender and
labour.®

The image of materials in a state near disintegration points to a dark
thread of continuity that runs through the work of al these women. In
“Ancestral Spirits’ there isthis “terrible thing” that isin every photograph,
and that is the return of the dead. Referring to the “funereal immobility” of
photographs, Barthes claims that photography has its origins in a theater in
which the actors played the role of the Dead. To “make oneself up was to
designate oneself as a body simultaneously living and dead.” Photography,
for Barthes, isa“ primitive theater, akind of Tableau Vivant, afiguration of
the motionless and made-up face beneath which we see the dead.”* The
power of Shantz's “Ancestral Spirits’ comes from much more than an
exploitation of the nostalgia evoked by the typical melancholy of old
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photographs. It activates and neutralizes, in fact, the terror that comes with
the photograph so ubiquitousin Mennonite homes: the photograph of acorpse.
In 1985, the artist they once called Funky Falk, thought by some to be
whimsical, surprised curators of the Vancouver Art Gallery by insisting that
the exhibition catalogue for her retrospective should contain a photograph of
her father’s corpse. Beside the coffin stands her mother, holding Gathie in
her arms. Falk told areporter from The Vancouver Sun:

| really wanted that picture in the catal ogue because that’s when
it all started for me. | have always been forced to look at those
photographs from atiny child because every year or so there'd
be a photograph from Russia with a member of the family like
that, and the other members sitting beside the dead body.¥”

Thiskind of studiumisfamiliar to the Mennonite spectator and the punctum
is aways the same: a dead body. Non-Mennonites, unaware of the drama of
spectator and specter and seeing it only as amorbid spectacle, will shudder.
To make matters worse, the corpse (like the resurrected mother at the end of
Rudy Wiebe's My Lovely Enemy) is not dead for the Mennonite spectator.
“Even in death it's alive,” Gathie Falk insisted to what must have been a
dightly stunned reporter. “Those atoms are still there. It's changing into
something else. .. .”

This dynamic metaphor of transformation is present in the work of al
these artists. The willingness to survive, to escape martyrdom, to change
with the transforming process — all these seem to be a part of the enduring
power of their work. Transformation, asboth metaphor and reality, iscertainly
at the heart of Aganetha Dyck’s art. If you asked Dyck to play the part of the
washer-womanin“Red Angel,” there'sno telling what might happento Falk's
white dress. During the 1970s, Dyck began shrinking woolen sweaters and
“transformed hundreds of garments into miniature forms and set them up in
installations on rocks and marching down a country road. Their shrinking
rendered them both absurd and dense with the implications of former
wearers.”*® Like many another female artist, but with more boldness and no
apology, Dyck “merged home economicswith art” and set out to redeem the
triviality of household objects. Jars of pickled buttonswerefollowed by found
objects covered in beeswax. Transformation now describes not only Dyck’s
themes and methods but al so the methods of the beesthat work in co-operation
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with her. In her installation, “ The Extended Wedding Party,” various objects
from the wedding party are displayed, encrusted with honeycomb. The
centerpiece is the glass wedding dress [illustration on p. 36], located in a
glasscagea ong with the beeswho are busily embroidering it with honeycomb.
Weddings are associated with gifts, the central gift being the “hand”
of thebride. | have not spoken, so far, about the rel ation between the decorative
tradition and the act of giving, but the concept of the gift isat the heart of the
tradition. Perhaps this is why the sale of quilts to collectors seems like a
betrayal. A gift, writes Lewis Hyde, is “not a gift if it isnot in motion . . . .
There are other forms of property that stand still, that mark a boundary or
resist momentum, but the gift keeps going.”* The image of a gift in motion
definesthe life of decorative objects in a Mennonite community, and it also
seems to define Dyck’s approach to creation as transformation. The gifts at
her extended wedding party are as soaked with irony as with beeswax, but
by her own participation in the co-operative process, she setsup an affirmative
gift exchangethat defiestheforces pulling us down to death and disintegration.
When you receive a gift, “giving a return gift is the final act in the

labor of gratitude.”* Appropriately enough, then, Aganetha Dyck’s work
has inspired poems that are themselves a transformation of ekphrasis — a
verbal representation of a visual display. Poet Sarah Klassen's verbal
representations of Dyck’svisual display give anew twist to the ancient trope.
A spectator who has been with me up to this point and who hasfollowed the
spectator/specter dramagoing onin “Red Angel,” “Household Lamps,” and
“Ancestral Spirits’ will not be surprised to find that Dyck’s partly finished
wedding dress activates “ekphrastic fascination.” In response to this
fascination, Klassen creates avoice to contain the conflicting pulls of desire
and fear. Like Falk’s dress and Klassen's uniforms, Dyck’swedding dressis
in need of abody. In her response to the empty dress, Klassen acknowledges
the powerful conflicting emotionsof “ekphrastic fear” and “ ekphrastic hope”
and allowsthem both into her poem. Theresult of thismixtureisanxiety and
that, in fact, isthetitle of her poem about the wedding dress:

She prays the tenuous marriage

garment will gain substance.

Proper texture. She wants the bees

to be industrious. She longsto be

covered. She touches with afingertip
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the dowly growing fabric
probes each tiny waxen cell
and whispers:

heloves me
he loves me not*

The last two lines are a children’s rhyme and, at the same time, become the
disembodied voice of the naked body that isthe “intended” for the wedding
dress. It istempting, if we remember that John sees the church asabridein
Revelation, to see this as a picture of the ambivalent love affair of “apeople
apart” with otherness. The Mennonite spectator longs for union with the
other:

we want the honey-
voiced lover for a bridegroom. We long to hold
in our naked hands the poisonous snake
with its fantastic patterned skin,
its beautiful forked tongue.

But the Mennonite spectator, still trapped in the old binaries, fears that the
naked woman may be the Whore of Babylon and that the decorated body, as
fantastically patterned as a Haida mask, is really the Serpent. Like Falk,
Klassen is stripping away the layers of our ideological and theological
clothing. The figurative language of her poem is itself like a decorative
covering. Because it remains opaque, masked, it refuses to become a
transparent vehicle to transcendental meaning. Instead, it reflects back to us
our own emotional involvement as spectators at “ The Extended Wedding
Party.” Likethewedding guest in Coleridge’s“ Rime,” we become spectators
in adialogue with a specter. If women, especially, become sadder and wiser,
they may learn that the forked tongue is made up of their own desires and
fears.

Dyck’s transformations are ongoing even now as | write. She has
commissioned Di Brandt to write a poem for her bees and plans to have it
transcribed into Braille and then put on atablet which she will install in her
hive. Will the bees be able to read the poem? Will they create new braille
poetry by fabricating new dots? The questions asked are similar to those
expressed by Wanda K oop: “What are we looking at here? Are we looking at
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apainting, arewelooking at objects, arewelooking at theideaof the painting?
Where does the painting begin, where does it end? So it gets thrown right
back to the viewer.”*

When | am the spectator looking at Koop's recent work, | am aware of
the force behind the questions that are thrown at me. Koop is a powerful
artist and therange of her work isbreathtaking: “ Christ crowned with thorns,
aseashell, amaletorso, an exquisite orchid, a cluster of cherries, fireson a
distant riverbank, abstracted buildings, an oil pump on the prairie, a star, a
huge teardrop, a simple screen.”* She is planning a film project with her
mother, based on her Russian Mennonite grandmother’s dream “about an
angel taking her across the Dnieper River to heaven.”* This readiness to
work from inside the technology of this “killer culture” should not be
surprising since she has, for over twenty years, taken “extensive film and
video notes of the natural and built environment to keep herself ‘visually
articulate,” an activity sheanalogizesto playing scaleson apiano.”* | believe
that Koop's strength is based at least in part on her ability to balance the
competing claims of what | have called the decorative and the mimetic, and
to absorb and contain both the desire and fear that this process activates.
Robin Laurence puts it this way:

Far from conforming to the critical conventions of our age the
assumption that photography has displaced painting from its
mimetic function, [and] the subsequent assignment of non-
representational practice to painting . . . Koop confounds
expectations and rearranges parameters. Her practice argues not
displacement but equal and intertwining collaboration between
photo-mechanical and painted media.*

Koop's practice involves the spectator in such a profound and intimate way
that in writing about her work | have difficulty maintaining the pose of
Mennonite spectator. Her recent painting of a gigantic teardrop commands
attention with what Robert Enright has called “aremarkable optical intensity.”
It “vibrates and hovers, and is both in the space of the painting and outside
it.”# Isthisthevisceral fluid absent in Klassen's“Household Lamps’? Koop
herself does not hesitate during interviews to trace the sadness in her work
back to the Russian Mennonite past. “1 had agrandmother,” shetold Enright,
“whose idea of a bedtime story was describing the horrors of the Russian
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Revolution and how her parents were shot.”*® Koop has commented
somewhere that she paints gigantic canvases because it makes painting an
intimate physical experience — like dancing. Even her awareness of thisis
conditioned by her Mennonite experience.

| used to have arecurring dream and in this dream | would have
a choice of becoming a dancer or a painter and then | would
wake up with a start and realize that | would be a painter be-
cause, being a Mennonite, you couldn’'t dance.®®

| never have learned how to dance, but | have found that it is hard to stand
till in front of Koop's teardrop. Her art, like that envisioned by Yeats in
“Among School Children,” isalabor that “is blossoming or dancing where/
Thebody is not bruised to pleasure soul.” Like him sheaimsto arrive at that
place where it is not possible to “know the dancer from the dance.”*

The act of making — of representing an image or decorating abody —is
charged with powerful and conflicting desires, fears, and memories for all
people. Because of our particular history, however, this process may be more
intensefor Mennonites. Robert Enright once noted that a“good deal of Koop's
compulsion to paint arises from her need to drive out personal demons,” and
cited as an example how she neutralized her terror of mountains by painting
them in a stylized way. Perhaps some of these demons are not only personal
but have a collective form aswell. “I'm always afraid the world is ending,”
Koop told Enright, “so what some of these paintings represent is that cold,
isolating fear inmy mind.” ! Oddly enough, despitethisapocalyptic language,
Koop amost invariably speaks of her Mennonite experience as benign. She
told Enright that “the spiritual aspect of being Mennonite is very intense”
and that this “has had a profound effect” on her work. She seemsto have no
experience of what isnow termed spiritual abuse, but looks back “very fondly”
on hights spent cracking peanutsand listening to “Back tothe Bible” programs
on theradio.

How do you neutralize afear that the world is coming to an end? By
making a world. As Elaine Scarry has argued,® almost any horror can be
“made better” by an act of making, and Koop's parentsallowed her an enviable
freedom: “1 knew that | could make whatever | wanted,” Koop says, “and |
could probably makeit better.”% As| remember it, however, even decoration
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was not always benign. It could, for example, take the form of awall motto
with asingle eye gazing out over the words, Thou God seest me.

| think of that motto now as | look at a reproduction of Koop's
“Memoriad” in spite of the fact that “Memoria” has nothing overtly to do
with Mennonite history. Koop conceived it in Japan, where | also lived for a
year, and the pai nting whi spersto me about stone gardensin templesin Kyoto.
It began for Koop in Tokyo, where she saw amemoria “consisting of small,
asymmetrical stones placed into symmetrical hollows carved into a stone
wall.” In Veniceafew months|later thisimage was transformed for her when
she saw “a L ouis Bourgeois scul pture which also consisted of stones placed
inhollowscarvedinastonewall,” but here“the small stoneshad been painted
to resemble eyeballs.”> In “Memoria,” the iris on the left is a gorgeous
shade of green and the one on the right is a brownish hump. When | look at
those painted eyes staring back at me, | can feel the mask of the Mennonite
spectator dipping. And | haven't even seen the original. In my imagination |
hang it beside the decorated eye of the God who sees everything.

If art hasits usesto neutralize terror, then Wanda Koop’'s“Memorial”
might just do the job.
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