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The Sulfurous Nudes of Lisa Yuskavage. (EN translation) 

This American painter, born in 1962, has sparked much criticism, but that hasn’t stopped 
her from selling some of her paintings for over a million dollars. 

Thanks to the line she has never deviated from: painting the overused theme of the female nude 
in a way it had never been seen before. 

She has been painting since the early 90s. Invariably, her work has provoked rather sharp and 
divided reactions, and over the decades, there has been more rejection than admiration. The 
rejection was intense, the admiration was too, and some of her paintings were acquired for 
seven-figure sums. Her exhibition at the David Zwirner Gallery in Los Angeles (until April 12) as 
well as her works created since COVID invite admiration for this painting, which is not as 
outlandish as one might think. 

Lisa Yuskavage was born in Philadelphia in 1962, to a housewife mother and a father who 
delivered pies by truck. She grew up in the working-class neighborhood of Juniata Park, 
convinced as a child that her place was in the arts. "I knew I wanted to go to art school and, 
more importantly, I needed to live surrounded by artists." In 1986, she earned a master’s degree 
in art after studying at Yale. What a year, 1986, when Richard Phillips, Sean Landers, John 
Currin, and Lisa Yuskavage all graduated from Yale, a group of figurative painters ready to 
redefine the very idea of figurative painting—a project that each of them successfully pursued 
afterward. After her studies, 

Yuskavage presented her work in New York and found the exhibition very mediocre: "When I 
saw my paintings on the gallery walls, I lost the connection with them, whereas in my studio, it 
was fully present." She stopped painting for an entire year—during which she became mostly 
interested in cinema and, according to her own words, was "saved" by her psychoanalyst. 

It was after 1995 and an exhibition at the Marianne Boesky Gallery in New York that her 
representations of young girls, almost or completely naked, on nearly monochrome 
backgrounds—curiously painted—began to take hold. 

These characters were exclusively female, and the representations didn’t rely on any 
documentation, memory, or model: her young girls were entirely invented, and one began to 
wonder what it meant to make this figurative painting—these more or less erotic portraits of girls 
who didn’t exist—when she had been a student at Yale under the conceptual artist Mel Bochner. 



"If you’re aiming for figuration, I think it’s very important not to study under figurative painters," 
Yuskavage said on this subject. She remembers: "When I was creating these paintings, I was 
told categorically that no one was doing figurative painting, that women didn’t do figurative 
painting, and that no one was doing interesting nudes. I was going to become a failure." 

Over the years, she emancipated herself from the "100% fictive" and thought that, why not, the 
Penthouse magazine might offer a good reservoir of subjects, positions, and female characters, 
particularly the issues from the era of Bob Guccione in the 70s. Unsurprisingly, she received 
rather poor reception from feminists, but she never bothered to comment on these reproaches, 
explaining: "When I create, I don’t care what someone else thinks is good or bad." Today, her 
characters can be completely invented or based on a series of photos, an image from the 
internet, or sometimes a real model. 

Among the subjects of her paintings, there are sometimes men, and it’s clear that all the things 
that had been projected onto her work in its early stages probably belonged to a false lead. One 
thing seems to drive Yuskavage: creating the possibility of a pictorial relevance for the painting 
of female nudes. That is, producing a painting whose subject is a naked woman, but also 
confronting this subject with its history and relevance, by mixing it with cinema, advertising, or 
representations of women in Penthouse. With one guiding principle: nothing is off-limits. "When I 
enter my studio, I always say to myself, 'Remember that everything is possible. Anything and 
everything. That’s part of your work, to be open to changes and the possibility of change.'" 

Yuskavage does, of course, draw from the history of painting all the techniques, strategies, and 
solutions invented by artists before her, and summons them to aid in the construction of a 
painting. She also invokes personal and universal history and, in truth, everything that helps 
create a strange canvas. This is likely where their strength lies: in the absolute strangeness that 
emanates from them, a strangeness that would make Pierre Huyghe or Maurizio Cattelan look 
like kitsch artists. What we see is frankly without equal elsewhere in life, and it comes close to a 
poster on the walls of an adolescent’s room from the 70s, as well as a masterpiece by 
Fragonard or the style of a 90s music video. "I rely on other media to find my ideas. I’ll adopt 
them wherever they come from, but essentially attitudes," says Yuskavage. Her great mastery of 
color always imprints a special, unprecedented "atmosphere" on the canvas, plunging her 
characters into the limits of a fiction that the viewer will compose themselves—if they can, 
because the narrative elements are plentiful, and their abundance sometimes makes 
constructing a narrative nearly impossible. Because every element of the painting, every 
lighting, every color, every arrangement can invite commentary. 

The Los Angeles exhibition extends the one she had at David Zwirner in Paris two years ago: 
her first solo exhibition in Paris in forty years. Yuskavage had unveiled a collection of 
spectacular paintings, most of which depicted the interior space of an artist’s studio—a clear 
reference to Matisse’s The Red Studio (1911), which represents the interior of the studio built 
next to his family home in 1909. "The things that Matisse paints and brings into his canvas are 
in his studio; he sees them. For me, what I paint never exists in that space at the same time and 
in the same place," Yuskavage had confessed at the time, with her new paintings seeming to 
have pushed aesthetic limits even further. 



Because looking at a Yuskavage painting is an experience in itself! No one, surely, gathers on 
one surface as many narrative and pictorial elements of such variety. 

"I really think what makes me a good painter—if I am one—is not technique. The technique is 
acceptable, of course, but I think it’s the way I build a painting. The things I choose to put in it 
and not put in it." In the incredible Painter Painting (2024), for example, Yuskavage represents 
herself from the back, in work attire with a brush in hand: she seems to be working on a large 
painting that spills over the frame. There are various paintings within the painting. One of them 
refers to the clay figurines Yuskavage made in the 90s from her invented painted characters, 
which then became objects to be represented. Her artist studios all have a monochrome 
dominance disturbed by one or another colorful element; otherwise, the characters sometimes 
resemble cartoon figures evoking the work of Philip Guston or George Condo, and each 
element added to the composition comes with its own narrative. Each painting is thus an 
inexhaustible, extraordinarily talkative machine, and what this chatter conveys is not entirely 
certain. What is certain, however, is the way Yuskavage, by respectfully invoking so many 
elements of art history (the manner of this one, the painting of that one, etc.), doesn’t take 
anything for granted. She confesses: 

"If you paint harmoniously everything that comes your way, you’re doing nothing. If you create 
dissonances, it’s part of your work to put in front of people things they don’t want to see." But 
don’t expect an explanation from her. "I just load the weapon." 

 


