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MATTHEW BARNEY :New Work

MAT T HEW BARNEY

The Expense ofEnergy

n the combination of �archew Barney\ "facilities"

I Transexualis

and REPRESSJA and video related to each,

unexpected new terrain in sculpture, performance, and video
art is encountered. The material, '>Ource mythologies, and
television that comprise Barney's multiplex installation create
parallel contexts for sexual beha\'ior, athletic prowess,
and ambition in art.

point, a proximity so intimate as to make sports programming
not only about the game but about rhe physical and psycho
logical states of the players themselves.
Matthew Barner identifies the physicality of sculpture, the
gallery space itself, and the dynamic focus of television as art
materials of similar metaphr.,ical and narrative potential. His
sense of material and media is fluid and is invested with inten

Art movements in the latter half of the century set traditions

tional ambiguities. He casts objects such as barbells and hand

and generational precedents for Barney's work, including the

weights in wax or sucrose and coats them with petroleum jelly.

use of the body as a vehicle in art, a fascination with text and

He exploits the phenomenon of TV transmission, distribution,

transactional objects by artists in Fluxus, and the introduction

and reception of sports and stages rigorous actions for video

of performance and visceral materials as expressive media in the

using his own body. In Barney's hands, objects and video image

work of Joseph Beuys, Vito Acconci, and Carolee Schneemann.

ry articulate a sense of the body and express human traits such

More recently, the directions taken in the art of Chris Burden,

as anticipation, fatigue, willpower, and sexuality. Once specta

John Sturgeon, and Marina Abramovic and Ulay, which deal

tors note Barney's formal devices of division and symmetry, his

with artists' heroic actions, their connections to the autosug

interest in the expenditure and recovery of energy,

gestive nature of video, and the use of the body as a vessel of

of incline and decline, in sex and play, the artist's forms and

perseverance and transcendence, are directly related to Bar

linguistic correlatives can be meaningfully deciphered.

ney's art. The horror movie genre in modern cinema, with its
themes of transformation and threatening amalgamations of
man and machine, provides other comparisons, as does an
innovation of television that began in 1937-telecast sports.
Broadcast TV revolutionized sports by framing the field and

111

notions

In the San Francisco exhibition, two video monitors, posi
tioned in anatomical reference to the head, occupy a cerebral
space adjacent to the Joell'> of the in'>tallation -the refriger
ated aluminum enclosure and yellow foam mat. These moni
tors, which begin and conclude with efflorescent, \'ideo-white

delivering the stadium to the viewer. Televised sports were

fields, feature dual performances: a strenuous interior climb

visually reduced at first but, following advam.:es in the manu

is shown opposite an edited sequence of repression and its

facture of the portable action-camera, and the instant-replay

destructive consequence. On one monitor, MILE HIGH

and freeze-frame technologies of videotape, spectators were

Threshold: FLIGHT with the ANAL SADISTIC WARRIOR,

brought closer to the field as well as to the athletes, introduc

Barney's body is shown, banded with hooks and taped to sus

ing intimate visual advantages to their leisure-time activity.

tain muscle strain. Through the use of a climbing apparatus,

Television's dynamic focus framed and magnified the body in

he ascends and descends the gallery and refrigerated space by

action, in both triumph and defeat. Generations of mechanical

shifting his body-and his center of balance-from one hang

improvements now afford the viewer an even closer vantage

ing device to the next. At irregular intervals, vertical shots arc

inrercut with perspective views to establish the arena for a

much as the appearance of monsters in film and television,

body struggling in the space it inhabits.

while part of the entertainment culture, abo objectify the

The opposite monitor features DFLAY OF CAM£, in which a

subconscious.

sequence of images "dissolves" from clo-.c-up details to long

Through the externali1ed expression of his inner dialogue,

rangc action shots. Appearing in cross-dress, as a woman in a

Barney's climb and ultimate escape become aesthetic and

white turban, bathing suit and wrap, in high heels, Barney

ecstatic, themes that arc abo the elevated territory of contem

drops inro the frame to pantomime gestures associated with

porary American horror movies. Monsters arc no longer

football-field strategies and penalties. This visual representa

zombies from other worlds, but supernatural phenomena that

tion of the feminine aspect of Barney's "faciliry"-the config

assume human form, or beings with mechanical features

uration of the installation-contrasts with hb references ro

robots, "replicants," or "scissorhands" for instance-visible

masculinity, his boyhood idols Harry Houdini and Jim Otto,

representations of functional technologies run amok. It could

former Oakland Raiders center from 1960 to 1975. Recurrent

be argued that the development of most machines, including

themes of force, sublimation, and transmutation combine

the video camera, film projector, and mechanical exercise

here with the societal rigors of training, dress, and a touch of

devices, has monstrous consequences. Through them the dia

autocroticism. Images of athletic action such as the center's

logue between the self and the externally perceived world

"snap" -a distillation of repressed or propelled energy that

expands, but grows discontinuous at the same time.

may or may not put the ball in play-and coy gestures such as
the placement of a pearl in an orifice in rhc mar as iris cast
off from the artist's elbow, question received assumptions
about physical strength and gender. Barney's fluid substances,
video as well as materials transformed through hot and cold,
become metaphorical devotions to sex and penetration. Con
cepts of slippage, surrender, daredevil escape, and inrernal
rcflexibility turn obsessive and polymorphou'>.

Barney's relationship to the mechanical world as it intercepts
the entertainment culture of sports, film, and sexual antago
nism is legible in his reccnr installations. While the compre
hension of his work relies on such concerns, it also bears the
weight of other interpretations. The unyielding prosthetic
appendages and prophylactics typically found in the arena of
the laboratory, sports, and sex, and the starch and sugar of
catalytic exchange, arc avenues for transformation. The asso

The original page layout of this publication reflects the exhibi

ciation of Barney's sculpture anJ video with the horror and

tion's variable relationships of sire and scale. Through the use

suspense film genres, and with a mechanical world where sim

of video stills and documentary photographs of his previous

ilar dichotomies frighten and inhibit, fosters a tension and

installations, Barney constructs a "third facility": an arena of

exhilaration that are at the core of creation in his art.

both detailed and full-field represenrarions in a storyboard
format, suspended action and emblematic contortions that
render pictorially the syllogistic forms of the full installations.
Action, flashback, and hallucination in Barney's electronic
imagery engage the video screen as a psychotropic enclosure,

Robert R. Riley
Curator of Media Arts
With appreciation to Matthew Barney far his generous and candid conversation.

Several of the works seen in Matthew Barney's San Francisco
installation

-

REPRESSJA, Transexualis, and the video

action MILE HIGH Threshold: FTIGHT with the ANAL
SADISTIC WARRIOR paired with DELAY OF GAME
wcre exhibited in June of this year in Los Angeles. A related,
but often very different, installation, which served to com
plete, in a metaphorical sense, the action Barney had begun in
Los Angeles, was shown in October in New York. The video
actions MILE HIGH Threshold and DF.LAY OF GAMF.. arc
shown here as recorded in Los Angeles. Although two new,
purely sculptural works are included in San Francisco, the
artist conceives of the exhibition as, in essence, a document of
the Los Angeles show. The catalogue, however, includes visual
material from both the New York and Los Angeles presenta
tions of Barney's work, and he secs it as existing on yet
another level. It constitutes a narrative of both exhibitions

and is, in a certain sense, more complete than either. The
images in the catalogue roughly follow the sequence of the
Project Index.

This catalogue has been made possible through the generous support of the
San Francisca Museum of Modern Art's Collectors Forum, John Bransten, and
Norah and Narman Stone.

PROJECT INDEX

8. unit BOLUS, 1988

1. The Jim Otto Suite, 1991
-OlTOblow

-Houdini. October .2.'?, 1916 - Oaol1�r .JI, 1916
-The \t'hopper

-AUTOblow
-G/11coj.ick

-Cle.J11 .i11d Jerk

1Jck
Hdeo, hght-reflecll\c •inyl, pro\lhe111.: pb,11< lo<ker, !'o:fl.1chc\,
. hvdraulic
.
wuh glucose syrup, i><troleum 1ell�. '•·•n•h '1dco
mstallanon d1mens1ons •·anable

-JIM BLIND (m.)

hypothemwl pent·tr.i111r

walk-in cooler, formed and cast pc1rolcu111 icily Jed1ne bench, human chorionic
gonadotropm, ;peculum
12x 14 x gv, ft. (366 x 427 x 259 cm)

3. (action) MILE HIGH Threshold: FLIGHT with the ANAL SADISTIC WARRIOR, 1991
-Elevated Heavy Pe11111g CON�� Fomu,1111111 w11h the f,1brrc 11{Space [2',)/
internally lubricmed ;elf-1hread111g flight bltllk\, 111.1111u111 1<c \Crew,, c.Habmer>,
full-body harness, '·'•-inch video (color, 4 1:42 n11n,.)

OTTO shJ(t
reemry tile

10. CONS TIPATOR BLOCK: shim BOLUS, 1991
-OTTO \haft - (rranwcr"') IH \lJU.H

-HEMORRHOIDAl Dl�TRA(IOR (2)

case large-pearl tapioca, Teflon, sock>, thermal gel pack
s•1, x 14 4' h)' 24 Ill. (22.2' 366 "61 cm)

11. (action) RADIAL DRILL, 1991
·•engorged iris
-square l11p
-SUBl.IMATOR (reentry):
:

>stroke
•

J;

-HEMORRHOIDAl DISTRA('TOR (2.)

• l.p. TAP

sucrose, 1'..mch video (color , black .1nd wh11c, 4: �9 mm,.)

(swutlo.if)

12. REPRESSJA (decline), 1991

-JIM BLIND (andro.) -rec. ma1ora

-r�c. 111inoriJ
cast petroleum wax and petroleum 1ell) O lymr•< \\c1�ht, and 8-lb. dumbcll\,
speculum, mouthguards, glas- ca•e, CJ\! 'u"o'c, foam and n)Jon pad,,
binding belts
mstallanon dimensions •·ariablc

S. REPRESSIA, 1991
-prc->nap >itc

•DELAY 01 GA.\lc

•mot1011 -->audible

(HEMORRHOTDAl DISTRACTOR ;

-J1�1 BL IND Jem. - u·Jrm douw'<i1111 mer Collectio11 '91
w restling mat, Pyrex, cast petroleum '"" <lnd perrolc um jdl> O l>·mp" curl
bar, cotton socks, �ternal retractor, �keet , �ah w;1tcr pearl, petro leum 1d h··
14x18 x121 1? ft. (4i- x 549 x 381 cm)
diagram: double Ut'trse:

•motion

>

a11d1 b le

>Dl:.LAY Or GAME

... (HF..MORRHOTDAl. OISTRAGTOR)

wardrobe, sucrose, �keet, Y•·inch viucn (wlor, blJck .rnu wh it e, 2:59 min�.)

7. Anabol [A]: PACE CAR FOR THE HUBRIS PILL, 1991
•00
-A.P.8.

intern ally lubricated pla�tic, c:i>t \ucrow c.lp\ulc

48 x 56x40 in. ( 122 x 142 x 102 cm)

�

llD.fOR RHOl AL

ke _,
• e11gorgrd ms _,stro
OlTOgatc squ.Jre /11p
DISTRACTOR 2)
fem.1 u•Jrm doll't1 / /lo/rdJ)' C.:Ollewon -91
• Jl �t BLIND
w restl ing mat, P)nx, ca\r pcrrolcum \\JX and petroleum ici ly Olympic
curl bar, couon sod.,, 'rernal rerracror,, ,keet\, largc·re3rl tapioca, and

•

petroleum 1elly

16 x 18 x 14 1, ft. '488 x 549 >. 450 cm)

13. {action) BLIND PERINEUM, 1991
I'• for111c.1/1nn 11·1th tht• l-..1brrc ofSp.Ju/111:/
ON\#-N
-Ele1·;iud Hea1·y PeltmJI (
DE!i(f,\'1
held l>ress11111
mrernally lubricated �elf-threading ll1gh1 blo•ks. manium ice screw;.
carahme._, full hody harne", "'"<h ndco (color, 87:05 mm\.)

14. Transexualis (decline), 1991
-HYPERTROPHY (pectorJ/1s m.1jor.iJ 11.C.G.
-Jl�I Bl l'-:D (m.)

6. (action) DELAY Of GAME, 1991
cadence

-i•eer opt1011

cultured co�tumc pearl, ,kccr, brgc·pc.irl t•1p1oca, Teflon, Pyrex, c.i�t

4. case BOLUS, 1989-91
-A value : 0 value

- c.idl'llu

9. Anabol [A]: PACE CAR FOR THE HUBRIS PILL ('qulpt), 1991
> 00
-A.P.B.

thermal gel pack
43x46 x 96 in. ( 109 x 11"' x 244 rn1)

(pector.Jl1s m11111r,1} H.C.G.
OTTO: Body Jemp. 77

(swt'.Jtloaf)

{d1scrp/111Jry· {111111e/)

casr petroleum 1dl)' N-lh. dumhdl, >l�inl..-" \led, clc.:rron1c lrrenng dcnce
28xl8xl0m. �J.lx45�x254cm.

internal!) lubricared plarnc , .:.nt \UaO\e cap,ule, ca•t •uc rosc ,

2. Transexualis, 1991
-HYPERTROPHY

- \tJd Ill, (.QSDITIO:'>:, \t�i./ 0111.

hyp<>thl'Tm.1/ pe11etr.11or

0110: Rody lc•mp. 1>11'

walk-in cooler, formed and c.1'1 pcrroll'um icily md111e oench, human chorion1c
gonadotropin, 5peculum, silicon gel pectoral form
12 x 14x81/i ft. (366 x 427 x 2$9 cm)
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IS. Awoy Gown: JIM BLIND (le•.), 1991
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hc.u forrnnJ rro,thrCll pl.1,tu.:
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(.r.amcrgnu. Jumbdl. tnJ.mum 1t..c
'1...fCW't. l.lf.lblOcr... ftH.>'lhCth.. pl.UIU..
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17. DELAY Of GAME (•oouol A), 1991

J:eLum 1r,1ht·r rrmt, mtt·rn;l11) luhru;ared
rl.-11. tumr. rctrokmn ttlly

ed.

212

rhmo unl11· M1d1;wl J0Jqum (.rcy
II x 1l' 1 m. (1�.I ' H • 2.1 t:m)

18. HYPOTHERMAL PENETRATOR, 1991

off>ct pho1011r.1plm print, 1n1crnally

lubricJlcd plJ>ll< cJ. 112
17 x IS x I''• m. (4.l.2 x 38.1 x 3.2 cm)

19.

STADIUM, 1991

mrernnlly luhri
t:.1tcd pl.l\lll, 1ht'<lnJI 111•1 pa1.k, vekro

gr.1ph1tt on p.lptr.

11'11 x l'l\t; • 2 m. (W.4 x 49,Ix 5.1 cm)
The cxhibll1on prncntct.I at the San franc1st:o
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following wurk; from PROJECT INDEX
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TrooHuolls, 1991. \.n fr>nci<co
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Comm11t« rund, '11 9�

3.

(oclioo} MIU HIGH nreshold: FLIGHT

wllh the ANAL SADISTIC WARRIOR, 1991.

S. REPRESS IA, 1991. ('oil«lion of \:orman
lnJ 'ouh \mn•• \Jn h.tn..:1,<.:o.
6. (octlo•} DELAY Of GAME, 1991.

IS. Awoy Gowo: JIM ILIND (lo•.), 1991.
(
ourtc11o ) 8Jrh.u.1 ( ,IJJ,wne (,J.llcry,

'\;c" York, anJ C..tu.trt Rc�c:n (,aller)',
Io' Ant:dc...

16. DRILL TUM: screw BOLUS, 1991.
Collrcuon or the •mn
17. DELAY Of GAME (•oouol A), 1991.

Colleuoon ol Alan I
l <rKoll Jnu Curt
ShcpJru, Lo' Ani;clc\,

18. HYPOTHERMAL PENETRATOR, 1991.
Private "-·ollt<.:tmn, courle\y

Then

Wt"reich, New Yor�.

19. STADIUM, 1991. Courtc�y llarbara
GIJd>tonc G•llcry, New York.

l'ht 1wo al1 1on,, MIU HIGH ThrHhold:

HIGHT with the

ANAL SADISTIC WARRIOR

•1ttl DELAY OF GAME •re p.m ol hoch
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