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This article on the Brazilian artist, Lygia Clark, is part of a larger study of expression 

and emotion in neo-avantgarde art practices of the 1960s and 70s. To focus on expres

sion and emotion may seem a little perverse given that the art of this period is generally 

characterised as anti-aesthetic, affectless, anti-subjective and anti-expressive.' This 

characterisation of late modern art is certainly very prevalent, if not the dominant 

account of art in this period, and one that is often used to judge postmodern and 

contemporaiy practices. It is used, in other words, as a critical touchstone for the con

struction of a particular history of significant post-war art. The artists I am examining 

in this study—Theresa Hak Kyiing Cha, Lygia Clark, Eva Hesse and Ana Mendieta— 

share many of the premises and principles of the neo-avantgarde practices of their 

time, and indeed they are included in that history, but crucially they do not reject 

expression and affect. They are, then, anomalous inclusions in the late modern canon. 

Focusing on this anomalous positioning brings to the fore a neglected thread in the 

history of late modern art, a thread that once seen can trace a different history 

through to the present, and one that might better serve our understanding of many 

contemporary practices.^ 

Here, my focus is the work of Lygia Clark, and in particular I will be examining 

the various ways in which she conceived of creative expression as a kind of body-to-

body communion or dialogue. Unlikely as it may seem, this aim is initially pursued 

through rethinking the language of geometric abstraction. In the first section of this 

article, I examine how Clark, along with other participants in the Brazilian Neo-

Concrete Movement, posited the abstract work of art as a "quasi-body." The second 

section considers Clark's participatory works where the actual body of the beholder is 
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required to produce the work of art. Unlike much body art of the 1960s and 70s, 

which also used the body as a medium of expression (usually the artist's body), these 

interactive works are usually deeply private, involving just the participant and the 

object or objects with which they interact. The illusory vitality of these objects further 

develops the idea of aesthedc experience as a body-to-body encounter. 

The third section examines the further involvement or envelopment of the body 

by various kinds of clothes or stimulating skins, as well as the group activities devised 

by Clark, which connected paiticipants to each other to form what she called collec

tive bodies. Clark's final works are extremely hard to analyse within an art-historical 

context. They employ many of her previous materials, objects, and interactions. 

However, they are explicidy therapeudc and are situated in a clinical context. Her 

pracdce at this time is best described as a variety ofpsychoanalytically-informed body 

therapy, hi retrospect, one might argue Clark's work as a whole was always already 

psychoanalytically oriented, whether intuidvely or through specific influences; later in 

her career she certainly read and cited psychoanalydc thinkers. While the literature 

on Clark's work is now growing, this crucial aspect of her work is only beginning to be 

examined.'' hi this aiticle, I pay pardcular attendon to her specific philosophical and 

psychoanalydc influences as well as employing other psychoanalydc concepts that fur

ther illuminate the affective dimension of her work. 

Quasi-Bodies: From Geometric Abstraction to Moveable 
Beasts 

We do not conceive of a work of art as a "machine" or as an "object" but as 

a "quasi-corpus" (quasi-body)...which can only be understood phenomeno-

logically.'' 

This declaradon appeared in the Rio de Janeiro newspaper,yoma/ do Brasil, 22 March 

1959. It is a small fragment from the "Neo-concretist Manifesto", a statement of prin

ciples written by the poet and critic Ferriera Gullar and signed by him and a group of 

ardsts whose inaugural exhibidon opened the same day at the Museum of Modern Art 

in Rio de Janeiro. Yve-Alain Bois has argued that the manifesto primarily represents 

the views of Lygia Clark, who was one of the seven signatories.'^' Certainly, the state

ment I have excerpted here seems perfectly to represent the future trajectory of her 

practice. Indeed, the statement seems astonishingly prescient rather than descripdve: 

her pracdce, as we will see, would come to embody i t 
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The manifesto was intended to signal the group's break with the history of abstrac

tion; the opening paragraph reads as follows: 

The term "Neo-concretism" marks a position taken relative to non-figurative, 

"geometric" art (Neoplasticism, Constructivism, Suprematism, the School of 

Ulm) and above all relative to art concret, which has succumbed to a dangerous 

hypertrophy of rationalism. Working as painters, sculptors, printmakers, and 

writers, the artists joined in the inaugural Neo-concredst exhibition have been 

led, through their personal experience, to reevaluate the theoretical positions 

adopted by arl, concrel up to now—in the sense that none of these allow for a 

satisfying response to the expressive possibilities onto which our experiences 

open.'' 

Cidng Suzanne Langer, whose Feeling and Form WAS first published in 1953, the signa

tories of the manifesto refer to the equivalent for the work of art as being found in 

"living organisms."' They criticise concrete works for being merely an instrument for 

the eye, "not as a human way of grasping the world and of giving oneself to it."* Such 

works, they say, merely address themselves to "the eye-machine and not to the eye-

body."-' 

So how is the abstract work of art rendered like a living organism? If we turn to 

the writings of Lygia Clark the emergence of this idea can be traced. She recalls that 

around 1956 she became interested in what she called an "organic" line.'" For Clark, 

an organic line is real, not drawn. In her painting of this period, such as her Breaking 

the Frame and Modulated Surface series, an organic line is produced by bringing together 

planes of wood, or wood and canvas; the planes create the line rather than the artist 

drawing it. The line, as it were, has a life of its own which then operates as a kind of 

liminal space, a hinge which joins and separates two planes. In a sense, Clark's whole 

practice inhabits this hinge space created by the interaction of two or more entities. 

Expression and experience will be what occius in this interaction, this contact between 

living or lively surfaces. 

In July 1959, \n Jornal do Brasil, Clark emphasises the temporal aspect of this hinge 

space, calling the duration opened up "line-time."" Clark indicates that she began to 

deploy this idea in her Modulated Space series. These works have what she called an 

external-line: white lines edging, and sometimes penetrating, completely black sur

faces. The edging lines waver between belonging to the picture place and dissolving 

into the real space. In other words, the line flips between being inside and outside 
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the picture plane. In this oscillating movement, time breaks open the stasis of the 

image. 

In Unidades (Unils) of 1958, shown here in an installation shot from the inaugural 

Neo-concretist exhibition, the line transmutes again becoming a "light line", whicli 

distorts the squares (Fig. I).'"^ Clark describes the action of this distortion as some

thing that emerges automatically once the outer line penetrates inner space. It creates. 

Fig. 1. Lygia Clark at the Miiseu de Arle Moderna do Rio de jaiieiio in 19.')9 with liei' woi'k.s Unidiides 

(Unils), 19,58, indii.strial paiiii on wood, 30 x 30cni eacli. © l.,ygiaClai-k/ADAGP. Licensed by Viscopy, 

Sydney, 2006. 
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she says, an oblique tension: the rectangles start to seem as if they are pushing into 

our space.''' She concludes that the space becomes revealed as a moment of the sur

rounding space. Or as Robert Morris would put it eight years later: "The better new 

work takes relationships out of the work and makes them a function of space, light 

and the viewer's field of vision. The object is but one of the terms in the newer 

aesthetic."''* 

Clark later declared: "I began with geometry, but I was looking for an organic 

space where one could enter the painting."'" Her stated aim, to create a space where 

beholder and painting meet, was articulated in broader, and perhaps more familiar 

terms as early as 1956. She said: "I firmly believe in the search for the fusion between 

'art and life'.""' In this aim, of course, she is revivifying the project that Peter Burger 

identifies with the historical avant-garde of the 1920s and 30s, and she is exactly con

sonant with other neo-avantgarde practices of the 1960s such as Fluxus, arte povera 

and land ar t . " These early concerns with participation and real space and time antici

pate the concerns of minimalism, as they also prefigure the central concerns of her 

practice.'" 

From this brief prehistory of Clark's concerns leading up to the "Neo-concretist 

Manifesto", it would indeed seem that the manifesto represents her views about the 

way in which liveliness can be introduced into the work of art. Bois is quite adamant 

that the manifesto represents Clark's ideas. He met Clark in 1968 and knew her per

sonally, as indeed did many of her key critics: Guy Brett, Mario Pedrosa, and Suely 

Rolnik. Bois argues that the manifesto: 

Was entirely based on Lygia's reinterpretation of the tradition of geometric 

abstraction through the lens of the phenomenology of perception, quoting 

Merleau-Ponty's philosophical work, which she had recently discovered and 

which would remain a lifelong interest.''^ 

This engagement with the history of abstraction can certainly be seen in her titles, 

such as Conlra-relevos {Counterreliefs) (which pays homage toTatlin). Her further devel

opment of the relief form, her metal Casulos (Cocoons) of 1959, begins to use geometric 

abstraction to represent an organic form (Fig. 2). The Cocoons are "specific objects" 

before the fact, neither paintings nor sculptures. '̂ " In Brazil, as early as 1959, a term 

had already been coined for this convergence of painting and sculpture, Ferreira 

Gullar called such works ndo-objelo (no-objects or non-objects).^' Clark disagreed with 

this term, which confused genres. She returns to the terms of the manifesto indicating 
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Fig. 2. Lygia Clark, Cnsufih (Cocoon), 1959, iron, 30 x .SO x .5cm. © 
LygiaClaik/ADAGl'. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2006. 

that what was important for her was that the surface should be an organic body, like a 

living entity, and the reconceptualisation of expression. She wrote: "The new expres

sive sense that our time proposes.. .is a new concept of the beautiful: That of the living 

thing."^''^ 

Conceptualising art as a kind of living thing, and expression as what occurs between 

it and the participant/beholder, opens the way for expression to be variously figured its 

dialogue, contact or mutual communion. Here we see a dramatic departure from the 

usual tinderstanding of expression in art history; rather than art being an expression of 

the artist's thoughts and feelings, it is what occurs between work and participant. Clark's 

work occurs in this zone of contact. 

The following year, I960, Clark made her break with the wall altogether and 

began her series Bichos (Beasls), works that are commonly seen as the decisive shift in 
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her careen'^'' This series of works comprises miiltifaceted articulated forms created by 

the use of hinges to join together metal plates (Fig. 3). The Beasts are not static optical 

works; they must be handled—in fact, they require our participation. Clark stresses, 

however, that the beasts are not simply passive objects that we can totally control. A 

beast has its own logic and limits: "Its parts are functionally related, like those of a true 

organism, and the movement of these parts is interdependent."'^'' We must initiate move

ment, but our action is caught in the reaction of the beast. In other words, action and 

reaction are inseparable, making the outcome of any gesture unpredictable or, as Clark 

puts it "your gesture with the immediate response by the Bicho creates a new relation

ship."'•'•'' Both participant and beast are thus active. In these works the desire for an art 

that is like an organism is realised. The work, then, is not just a quasi-body, our interac

tion with it takes on the form of what Clark calls a "body-to-body relationship."^'' 

It is interesting to compare the minimalist artist Donald Judd's review of the exhi

bition of these works at Alexander Gallery in New York in 1963 with David Medalla's 

recollection of his first encounter with them. While Judd notes the reworking of the 

language of geometric abstraction, Medalla's chance encounter brought to the fore 

Fig. 3. Lygia Clark, liicho (Cnrangiiejo) Beast (Crab), 1960-63 aluminium. © LygiaClark/ADAGR 

Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2006. 
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the Beasts' organic qualities. Judd's review appears in Arts Magazine; it is a veiy brief, 

somewhat terse account. He says: "This sheet-metal sculpture is made of hinged seg

ments and rectangles which adjust to various positions. The idea is clever. The style is 

ordinary capable constructivism."'-^' David Medalla, a Philipino artist, recalls unpacking 

Clark's works for a show at Signals Gallery in London in 1964. He reports: 

When removing one of her sculptures from the Bedford van, one end which 

1 was holding[,] accidentally slipped from my grasp. To my astonishment, the 

sculpture, instead of falling completely to the ground as I had expected, began 

to unfold itself in the air. The sculpture unfolded itself swiftly until, almost by 

magic, from a flat two-dimensional piece it transformed itself into a spatial 

construction shaped like an abstract bird.''*' 

Each artist interprets her work through his own concerns. Medalla the kinetic artist 

describes the independent movement of the beast after he accidentally propelled it 

into night. He would later use the term "participatoi^y propulsions" to describe Clark's 

and his own work, but the sense of force and speed suggested by the term propulsion, 

while highly pertinent to the flight Medalla induced here, is slightly foreign to the 

gentler rhythm and tempo of Clark's works.'''-' 

In Judd's account, movement almost disappears and the position of the sculpture 

in space is emphasised. By using the term position, he stresses the moment following 

rearrangement, not the act of rearrangement. The beast's flexibility is thereby ren

dered as a kind of serial proposition: one position after another. The focus on changed 

positions in space tends to occlude the dialogue between participant and beast, just as 

Medalla's propulsion privileges the pyrotechnics of movement over the precise instant 

when gesture and reaction allow a new relationship to emerge. 

It could be argued that the two artist-reviewers are not so much looking at the 

wrong thing—fluttering bird or construcdvist sculpture—but that they are looking at 

the wrong time. It is instructive to tease out the different temporal emphases here as 

they help us to grasp what Clark meant by incorporating life into art. Surprisingly 

perhaps, Judd's emphasis on the instant rather than Medalla's emphasis on move

ment is the salient comparison to make. We could say that judd was right to focus on 

the instant, simply that he picks the wrong instant—the snapshot alier the act, the 

dead instant where nothing happens, where the act has already died away into the 

past—whereas the instant that interests Clark is the live instance, the instant linked to 

the act. 
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Clark had not yet read Gaston Bachelard when she made this work, but once she 

had, his account of the instant would allow her to more precisely figure how she wanted 

to suffuse art with life or life with art. Writing several years later, she describes how she 

wanted to underscore the instant—"the present-now oi the act"—which she argued was 

the only living reality in us.'" Bachelard's work which she is paraphrasing here, opposed 

Henri Bergson's idea that time is experienced as continuous duration and only artifi

cially divided up by science. For Bachelard, it is duration that we have to construct, and 

reconstruct, whereas the instance is the lived experience of time.' ' Lived time, then, is 

not correlated with the flow of time but with the more sharply focused instants in 

which something happens. To grasp this elusive instant Clark temporarily left object-

making behind and began her propositions, a term she would hereafter frequently use 

to refer to her work. Starting with Caminhando (Trailings) in 1963, her work increas

ingly requires not just the interaction of the participant, but also the support of the 

participant's body. If the Beasts could be mistaken for constructivist sculptures, her later 

works increasingly depart from any established visual vocabulary. 

The Eclipse of the Artist: Participation 
For Clark, Trailings represented the dissolution of artist and work.'"' If we wanted to 

translate Clark's practice into the language of conceptual art, this dissolution could 

be understood as akin to the dematerialisadon of the work of art. Some of Clark's 

concerns are certainly similar to the aims of conceptual art, for example she wanted 

to question the autonomy of the work of art, its elite nature, and the focus on the 

artist's experience or subjectivity. This questioning was intended, however, to under

score the new centrality of the participant and the meaning of his or her actions. 

hi Trailings, the participant is now solely responsible for constructing the act. 

Clark provides written instructions for the work's realisation: 

Make yourself a Trailing, yoti take the band of paper wrapped around a book, 

you cut it open, twist it, and you glue it back together so as to produce a 

mobius strip. Then take a pair of scissors, suck one point into the surface and 

cut continuously along the length of the strip...When you have gone the cir

cuit of the strip, it's up to you whether you cut to the left or the right of the 

cut you've already made. This idea of choice is capital. The special meaning is 

in the act of doing it. The work is your act alone. To the extent that you cut 

the strip, it refines and redoubles itself into interlacings. At the end the path 

is so narrow that you can't open it further. It's the end of the trail.'" 
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Signilicandy, this proposition uses the mobius strip, a favourite form of the Swiss con

crete artist Max Bill. Bill had a strong influence on Brazilian art from the early 1950s 

and, according to Maria Alice Milliet, his work contributed to the reception of the 

Constructivist tradition.'''' If the mobius strip retains a link to geometric abstraction, it 

is nonetheless a form that confounds the usual understandings of space. Clark noted 

that it "breaks luil.h our .spatial, habils: right/left; fmni/hack, etc."^^ It fbrces us, she says, to 

experience limidess time and condnuous space. While Bill's sculptures used precious 

materials such as granite and bronze, Clark renders this form in the ordinary material 

of paper. One is led, through cutting the paper, to experience more direcdy these 

breaks with one's spatial habits. 

If you fbllow the trail of the mobius strip by cutdng along the outside left-hand 

part of the strip, at some point you will find yourself inside the loop and cutdng the 

other side of the paper. Even though we might expect this to happen, it is still slighdy 

disorienting and jarring when it does. It is as if something has invisibly shifted and we 

find ourselves suddenly in another place. Such a change in position reladve to the 

paper would normally be attributed to movement—of the pardcipant or of the paper 

Despite the absence of real movement, the sensation persists. The work is thus cini-

ously animated, as if the paper magically twists in our hands, and we, just as strangely, 

seem to trail along with this virtual movement. 

Merleau-Ponty calls this peculiar phenomenon the intertwining of the body and 

the world, a phrase he uses to underscore the fact, as he sees it, that we are more inti

mately connected to things than we know.'^" Things he says have an inner equivalent 

in us; we contain a carnal formula of their presence, so that what we grasp in the out

side world will affect our inner sense.^^ It follows, then, that a thing which suddenly 

breaks with our spadal habits is not seen as a strange spadal object—it impacts on us 

bodily and we have an inner sense of disorientation. This intertwining of body and 

world, subject and object is one of the lessons Clark takes from Merleau-Ponty. The 

result of our cutdng actions, the strange interlacings of the separate circuits of paper, 

is like a residue or relic of this momentaiy intense imbricadon with the work. This 

work calls forth the strange capacides of bodies to imagine, to go with and into a task, 

to be, as it were, in the instant. 

This state of "being in the instant" is well served by the startle response provoked 

by this magical virtual movement. According to the American psychologist Silvan 

Tomkins the hard-wired afTecdve response of surprise or starde serves to reset percep

tion; it clears away whatever feelings or perceptions may be in the p,sychic apparatus 

to enable full attention to the starding phenomena.'^" When we are surprised we invol-
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untarily stop what we are doing, we are suspended between the old action and any 

further action. This momentary suspense cuts up the flow of time, and thereby allows 

more intense focus on the action that follows. This renewed intensity of focus, fol

lowing surprise, is an aspect of almost all of Clark's works. Surprise cuts tis off from 

familiar reality as it plunges us more deeply into Clark's propositions. 

After Trailings, she returned to object making one last time, with her matchbox 

works and her soft rubber animals or grubs. The Brazilian critic Mario Pedrosa greeted 

the grubs with great enthusiasm: "At last a sculpture one can kick."'̂ '̂  This regression 

to object making, she said, andcipated her sensory experiments. The sensuality of the 

grub's elasticity heralded what was to follow: the next series Nostalgia do corpo (Nostalgia 

of the Body). In this series, the animation of the object is more sustained; rhythm is 

crticial. 

Like Trailings, works such as PeAra e ar (Air and Stone, 1966) and Respire comingo 

{Breathe with me, 1966), can be constructed anywhere. Air and Stone only requires a 

plastic bag and a suitable stone. The participant fills the bag with air, seals it, and then 

balances the stone in one corner of the bag alternatively squeezing the bag to make 

the stone rise, and then relaxing the pressure to allow the stone to be engulfed by the 

bag. The rhythm that results seems to charge the elements with a strange vitality. Clark 

said the up and down movement made her think it was a living thing, it seemed like 

the body. The process reminded her of an extremely disturbing birth. 

The associations with this movement, however, would be multiple as this simple 

action can be figured in so many ways—in and out, up and down, pressure and release, 

engulfment and emergence—depending on where your attention drifts or focuses. 

These movements in turn call up the basic rhythms of the body: autonomic functions 

such as breathing, peristalsis; voluntary actions such as sucking, defecating, sexual 

activity. There is a degree of precariousness built into this action with the stone only 

balanced on the bag; part of the parficipant's role is to care for the stone as well as to 

regulate its rhythm. 

Air and Stone is strangely moving in both senses of the word—feeling and move

ment are conjoined. This peculiar conjimction can be understood by considering 

Daniel Stern's account of vitality affects. For Stern, vitality affects are non-categorical 

affects; they form the unnoticed background pattern of life.'"' The elusive qualities of 

these feelings are best captured, he says, by dynamic, kinetic terms such as surging, 

fading away, fleeting, explosive, decrescendo etc. Following Suzanne Langer, he sug

gests vitality affects are forms of feelings intimately connected to the vital processes of 

life: breathing, sleeping, waking, etc.."*' 
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Clark's work brings this affective background into the foreground, and we dis

cover an absorbing pleasure in rhythm. Indeed as Freud noted in passing, thinking 

about rhythm may be the key to thinking about the qualitative aspect of pleasure.''^ 

Clark's work may also be informed by Bachelard's notion of rhythmanalysis, the idea 

that vitality involves vibration and that all exchanges both physical and psychological 

involve rhythm.'*'' Refinding the rhythm of repose, he suggests, may be the key to psy

chic and physical health.'''' 

lirealhe luilh me is another rhythmical work and similarly it is simply constructed: a 

corrugated rubber tube made into a ring. It is held to the ear and manipulated like a 

bellows. This work issues an invitation to breathe with it, to regulate one's breathing 

with the movement of the hands and the sound that results. This complex synchroni

sation of diaphragm, lungs, hands and sound has the efTect of fusing together the 

tube and one's own breath. The boundary between inside and outside is disrupted 

as participants appear to be tuned into or listening to themselves, as if their lung is 

outside, or alternatively the tube becomes a prosthetic extension of the body, an aux

iliary lung in space. 

The work has the kind of peculiar liveness or animation that Donald Winnicott 

idendf'ies as a quality of transitional objects: that is, an illusory "kind of vitality or 

reality of its own.'"''' It is situated in the liminal space of experience Winnicott calls the 

realm of transitional objects and transitional phenomena—an intermediate zone 

between subjective experience and what is objectively perceived; a zone where illusion 

is not challenged.'"' That Clark intuitively located her work in this intermediate zone 

is confirmed by Yve-Alain Bois. He notes that when Clark later read Winnicott, she 

had her intuitions confirmed.'' ' 

For Winnicott, art is always located in this intermediate zone. He kindly tells us 

"that no human being is free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality, and 

that relief from this strain is provided by an intermediate area of experience that is 

not challenged (arts, religion, etc.).'""* Clark's work addresses this same strain between 

inner and outer, but relief is provided not by leaving the opposition unchallenged, 

rather she creates an intense and proximate mirroring between them. This mirroring 

is at once real and an illusion, but it is an illusion spun out of the peculiar proclivities 

of the body. 

Participation, Envelopment, Therapy 
In the next phase of her work, which she called A casa e o corpo (The. House is the Body), 

Clark's objects become a kind of encasing for the body, either wholly enveloping the 
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body or needing to be worn like clothing. On the one hand, the tide points to the 

new zone of sensitisation or enlivening: this housing is a kind of second skin for pro

voking new experience. On the other, the title underscores the intention of this cycle 

of work to make the participant find their home in the body, and to fully inhabit it. 

The new skin seems to use the body as a kind of medium or resounding chamber for 

registering its presence and innovations. Certainly any residual sense of the subject 

manipulating the quasi-body object gives way in these works to a much more pro

nounced mutual interference. 

For example, Mascaras sensorials (Sensorial Hoods) of 1967 stimulate different 

senses or "'clusters' of sense impressions" to use Guy Brett's terms (Fig. 4).'''' Hearing 

and sight are altered by earpieces and eyepieces incorporated into the hoods, while 

smell is stimulated by various substances such as herbs or seeds in the nosepieces. 

Clark's intention here was to stimulate a rich inner experience by cutdng the person 

off from the world. As she put it, "he loses contact with reality and finds within himself 

a whole range of fantastic experiences."''" Brett describes the constellation of sub

stances as often incongruous, and this may add to the sense of a fantastic inner 

experience provoked by the new skin."' 

Clark stated that the masks succeeded in capturing "the infrasensorial or the 

Fig. 4. Lygia Clark, Mascaras sensorials (Sensorial Hoods), 1967. © LygiaClark/ADAGP. Licensed by 

Viscopy, Sydney, 2006. 

94 



LYGIA CLARK (1920-1988) BODILY SENSATION AND AFFECT 

mental-sensorial."•''''' In other words, an inner imagining and feeling is made possible 

along the lines of Goethe's afterimage: these inner sensations, although provoked by 

the mediation of the second skin, seem more like peculiar artefacts of the body 

because they no longer correlate with something in the outer world. By this means, 

Clark wanted the participant to reach his or her self In a letter to Helio Oiticica, she 

explained: "He, man, is now the 'animal' [bicho] and the dialogue is now with himself 

according to his own 'organicness' and also in the sense of the magic he can draw out 

of himself."'''^ In a sense, although the body is doubled by the second skin, the use of 

the body's own sensorium to register iLs effects reduces the sense of mediation, in the 

instant the sensations are simply present. Without the reality test of the outside world, 

the participant—or "man-helmet" as Clark calls him—has "the tendency to disinte

grate at the time of the experience."'"'' Disintegration, she suggests, may be a necessary 

element of a new maturing. 

This description of the action of the hood can be illuminated by another idea 

drawn from Winnicott. For him, however, the key term is not disintegration but unin-

tegration. He argues that unintegration is a featiu-e of all adult life; every human 

being he says has an innate capacity "to become unintegrated, depersonalised, and to 

feel that the world is unreal."'''' He goes even further in his praise for adult unintegra

tion: it is what allows intensity of feeling. He states: "Through artistic expression we 

can hope to keep in touch with our primitive selves whence the most intense feelings 

and even fearfully acute sensations derive, and we are poor indeed if we are only 

sane."'''' Winnicott's description of a kind of regressive dimension of art perfectly 

matches Clark's aims. Her propositions explicitly stimulate the sensory and affective 

recollections of the preverbal body. This inner dialogue with the corporeal past is in 

the service of recapturing vitality, as it is in Winnicott's therapeutic method. 

Another work in this series, O en o tu {The I and the You, 1967), complicates this 

inner dialogue by adding another person (Fig. 5). A man and a woman encased in 

separate hooded boiler suits are joined together by a tube which is positioned like an 

umbilical cord. Blinded and bound together, the participants are clearly restrained 

and restricted, yet they are simultaneously licensed to make intimate contact with 

each others' bodies.''^ In the lining of each suit are textured substances suggestive of 

the surfaces of the body: in the woman's suit the textures are masculine, in the man's 

suit the textures are feminine. To explore these textures the participant must first undo 

the zips that give access to the lining, a kind of mutual undressing followed by caressing 

is thus implied. Each participant is then simultaneously touching and touched by the 

other, feeling and felt, active and passive, subject and object. Through the gradual 
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Fig. 5. Lygia Clark, 0 eu o lu (The. I and the. You) 1967. © LygiaClark/ 
ADAGP. Licensed by Viscopy, Sydney, 2006. 

process of finding and exploring the other's cavities, each participant finds in the other 

its own sexed features. This conjoined caress then puts the I in the You, the You in the 

I. Finding one's features outside, while the other finds their's inside you, fulfils the 

kind of reversible mutuality Meiieau-Ponty describes: "It is as if the other person's 

intention inhabited my body and mine his.'"''^ It is not fused horizons that emerge 

here, but rather the intertwining of one person in another. Silvan Tomkins describes 

this form of mutuality as "claustral joy."'''-' The pleasures of binding and bonding are 

well captured in this phrase as they are in Clark's work.'"' 

Clark said of these works "I use clothing only to denude the body."''' Paradoxically, 

addition facilitates a kind of subtraction. The body's bare being is experienced 

through clothing. The enigmatic nature of the body is uncovered through a double. 
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The next phase of work, O corpo e a casa {The Body is the House), announces a 

reversal of the terms of the previous cycle. These works and the next series A fanlas-

mdlicu do corpo {Phanlasmagoria of the Body) are collective actions. If in The House is the 

Body the self was both subject and object of the action, in these works the body is con

nected to others in a common body, or a community experience. The body turns 

outwards towards others and the world. It becomes a vital building block, what Clark 

describes as "the living structure of cellular architecture, the mesh of an infinite 

Ussue."''''̂  The participant becomes what Merleau-Ponty calls a fold in the flesh of the 

world, that is, the body is continuous with the world, part of its tissue, and yet indi

viduated—a cell or fold within it."'̂  This model of the reladonship between bodies and 

world emphasises reciprocity and interdependence rather than the customary sover

eignty of the self over the world or others. 

In these group works, the object now virtually disappears as Clark notes: 

"what remains of the object (some elastic bands, plasdc sheets, jute sacks and 

thread) are quite empty of meaning and can only be brought to life by human 

support."'''' The further reduction of artisdc means (if such tradidonal terms 

are at all appropriate for Clark's work) serves to intensify the importance of 

human action and interaction. Works, or (brms of architecture, are now liter

ally constructed from bodies and these meagre materials. 

For example, works, such as Arquileluras biologicas: Nascivienlo (Biological Architecture 

Birth, 1969), require six people to build a human tunnel. Two people put their legs 

into net bags sewn into the ends of a rectangular plastic sheet and lie on their backs 

with legs in the air. Four people then function as organic buttresses, two at each end, 

offering a shoulder each to hold up the legs, creating what Clark calls "poetic shelter 

in which inhabiting is equivalent to communicating."'''' Bodily gestures both construct 

the environment and serve as a kind of communication: "legs apart" is at once a 

structure and an invitation, a tunnel and a passageway for someone else to pass 

through. An environment is elaborated from bodies in contact, in touch with one 

another. 

The next series, Phanlasmagoria of the Body, was developed when Clark worked with 

a group of students at the Sorbonne. Combining the group acdons of the previous 

suite of works with the regressive mode of some of the earlier works, this series returns 

to the enigmadc nature of the body: its capacity to generate or embrace illusions. 

Two works are pardculaiiy suggestive of the strange imaginings of the body. 
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Canihalismo (Cannibalism) and Baba anlropofdgica (Cannibalistic Slobber), both of 1973. 

In each group action, one participant lies on the ground surrounded by the group. In 

Cannibalism, the blindfolded students take and eat food from a pouch located over 

the belly of the reclining student. In Cannibalistic Slobber, the action is reversed. Thread 

is drawn from a cotton reel in the mouth and placed on the body of the reclining 

student. If the acdon of Cannibalism can be described as linking the other's body to 

hand to mouth, then Cannibalism Slobber reverses the sequence: from mouth to hand 

to other's body. If the first action generates a fantasy of eating the other, then the 

reverse is something like giving one's inner substance to the other, and indeed this is 

what Clark reports. The participants felt as if they were taking out their own insides. 

These fantasies of the body take Clark's practice into more dangerous territoiy 

and, indeed, in a diary entry from 1973 she refers to a series of "counter-transfers" 

that depressed her.'''' Her counter-transferences are not described in any detail, how

ever she does report that one student referred to Cannibalistic Slobber as showing him 

how women ensnare men in their spiders' webs—his transferential response to the 

situation, no doubt. However, his perception—transferential or otherwise—seemed 

absolutely right to her. She describes her response in that strange mode of knowing 

and unknowing that Christopher Bollas calls the unthought known: she felt she 

already knew that she was the cannibalistic spider catching people up in her proposi

tions, but the clear formulation of it came as a shock."' 

This pair of works perhaps follows too closely the typical oral phantasies of infancy 

described by Melanie Klein, such as devouring the other, eadng the contents of the 

mother's stomach, or taking out the mother's insides. The repeddon of typical aggres

sive infant phantasies would make transferential reacdons more likely than in any 

other of her works.''^ In sum, this pair of works intersects with typical phantasies rather 

than promulgating a kind of recovery of the wild imaginings, feelings and sensations 

of a pre-individual body. While the reference to cannibalism in art production has a 

particular history in Brazil—it served as a metaphor for early twentieth-century 

Brazilian responses to Western modernism—significantly in these works cannibalism 

is figured as a mutual or reversible relation. ''•' 

Clark's final series of works, if we can still call them that, Estruclnragdo do self {The 

Structuring of the Self) from 1976 to 1982, move wholly into the therapeutic context 

addressing severe psychotic fantasies about the body. As early as 1971, when contem

plating a shift in this direction, she argued such work would continue the trajectory of 

The Body is the f-louse, and move her practice wholly into the world."' In this last phase 

of her work, many of the familiar textural substances Clark used in her art practice— 
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the nets, hoses and bags—are redeployed to augment the damaged body image of the 

patient. 

In light of these last works, we can see that her work always had a therapeutic 

function; the aim of art, she said in the early 1960s, is to combat depersonalisadon 

and to offer modern man "the chance to find himself."" The self one finds in these 

works is not the modern radonalist subject, the "eye-machine", which was the point of 

departure in the "Neo-concredst Manifesto." Rather, it is a precarious subject: a sul> 

ject whose enigmadc body is at once its own and yet inhabited by wild imaginings; a 

subject who grasps but is also grasped by the world, thus active, open and vulnerable 

at one and the same time; and a subject deeply dependent on the bodies of others. If, 

as Thierry de Duve argues, one of the tasks of contemporary art "is to construct models 

of the contemporary subject", then Clark gives us a model of the subject proper to 

our own time.'^ 

Susan Best, School of Art History and llieoiy, College of Fine Arts, Universily of Nau South 

Wales, Sydney 

NOTES 
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Angelalii 10.3 (2005) 1.57-70. 
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