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Full-Blown Yuskavage

Lisa Yuskavage’s work has been criticized as too overtly sexual, and the artist
herself as a "bad feminist.” But she sees the critical reception as a nuisance on
her journey from working-class Philly to a Morgan Library & Museum show,
which puts her works on paper alongside Thoreau’s journals and Bach'’s sheet
music.

Yuskavage's show at the Morgan places her work alongside titans of Western cultural history—the Gutenberg Bible, Thoreau’s journals, and Bach’s sheet
music. Photo: EJ Camp/Courtesy of David Zwirner

isa Yuskavage was sitting in the café at the Morgan Library & Museum eating a
L smashburger, when two well-heeled women tucking into their dainty salads at the next
table asked what she was doing there. Yuskavage, who was dressed down for the
workday, told them she was on lunch break while installing her current show of about 40 career-
spanning drawings. The women, clearly surprised by her answer, then asked what qualified her
to have a show at the Morgan. Most artists of her stature might have crinkled up their greasy
burger wrapper and tossed it at the interlocutors, but Yuskavage just laughed as she recounted

the story at the press preview. “I loved it,” she said.

The 63-year-old artist, who grew up in working-class Philadelphia, has often been discounted. A
lot has been written about the overt sexuality of her bubble gum—colored paintings of female
figures with voluptuous breasts and cherubic faces—much of it negative, accusing her of being a
pornographer and a “bad feminist.” And the museum doesn’t shy away from the controversy in
the exhibition, even quoting some of her critics in the wall text. But speaking at the Morgan this
week, she likened the critical response to her work to a “flat tire”—in other words, just a small

nuisance in her larger journey.
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One key aspect of Yuskavage'’s work that hasn’t been discussed as much, said Hanna
Schouwink, a partner at David Zwirner gallery who has worked with the artist for the past 20
years, is class. Her paintings reference high-low culture: She draws inspiration from Renaissance
masters but depicts everyday characters, like her undergraduate roommate who liked to walk
around bottomless. (Yuskavage went to the Tyler School of Art at Temple University before
earning her M.F.A. from Yale.) Indeed, the show at the Morgan places her work alongside titans
of Western cultural history—the Gutenberg Bible, Thoreau's journals, and Bach’s sheet music. In
its way, it's not only a middle finger to the ladies in the café, but to the philistines who dismissed

her risqué subject matter and childlike visual language.

The show came together relatively quickly. A little over a year ago, Yuskavage's digital
archivist asked her about the contents of the flat file drawers in her studio, but the artist
had no idea what was in them. It turned out that they held more than three decades’
worth of drawings—about 500 in total. Schouwink came over to see them, and they both
agreed the drawings deserved a museum show. The result marks the first time
Yuskavage’s works on paper have ever been displayed together, about half from the
artist’s own archive and half loaned from private collections. “When you see these, you
get a sense of the range of media,” Schouwink told me. “It's remarkable to understand

the breadth of her practice.”

On view until January, the show opened alongside exhibitions of works by Victorian
photographer Julia Margaret Cameron and about Jane Austen—also feminists in their
time at the top of their respective fields. Curated by Claire Gilman, the Morgan’s head of
modern and contemporary drawings, it’s hung salon style in an intimate gallery,
organized thematically and roughly chronologically, and features drawings made as
studies as well as finished works. “This room is a journey through my life,” Yuskavage

said.

Sketches & Experiments

The exhibition also showcases the artist's sense of experimentation, beginning with a
series of watercolors from the early 1990s, Tit Heaven. Yuskavage taught herself the
medium in order to lead a class, and these works were done as demonstrations for her
students. They depict breasts as imagined landscapes in the form of clouds or
mountains. The next grouping comprises graphite sketches for her most well-known
series of paintings, Bad Babies, also from the early 1990s, each of which depicts a
(bottom) half-nude girl against a brightly saturated background. The wall text at the
Morgan explains that “the girls, while fictional, are distinctly working-class, like those

with whom the artist grew up in North Philadelphia.”



Lisa Yuskavage, Still Life Wearing a Wig (1998) Photo: Courtesy of David Zwirner

In the mid-1990s, Yuskavage began her other most famous series, Bad Habits, inspired
by Italian Renaissance artist Tintoretto, who made wax figures to help him compose and
light his scenes. Yuskavage created maquettes out of Sculpey clay, arranging them in
different combinations and depicting them in various mediums, most dramatically in
gouache on black paper. A cluster of about 10 works from the next decade or so
highlights Yuskavage's use of live models, as well as her continued exploration of
different materials, from charcoal to distemper to ink, using more watery ones for
dreamlike compositions and more finite ones to draw from life. Asschecker, from 1999, is
a gouache version of the 1999-2000 painting Night that set her auction record in 2007
when it sold for $1.4 million. The show ends with her most recent series of works, set in
an artist’s studio, which was the subject of her recent show at David Zwirner in Los

Angeles.



Across town, at David Zwirner's 20th Street gallery, the show Circa 1995: New Figuration
in New York features four paintings by Yuskavage from the mid-1990s, including two
from her Bad Babies series. There is also one of her most iconic and oft-referenced
paintings, Faucet. It's a coincidence the two shows are up at the same time, but it's

worth taking advantage before the Zwirner show closes on July 17.

Schouwink said the gallery’s shows of her work have all been successful, but institutional
exhibition support has been somewhat lagging. Though her works have been placed in
museum collections—including the Art Institute of Chicago, the Whitney, and MoMA—
and the Rose Art Museum organized a traveling survey of about 25 works a few years
ago, there is no career retrospective in process. With the upcoming publication of her
monograph from Phaidon, and this intimate drawings exhibition at the Morgan, it will be
easier for curators to see what a career retrospective could look like. “It’s just a matter of

time,” said Schouwink.





