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IN
 STITC

H
E

S
(Th

e H
ero’s B

ody, R
evisited) 

Tara H
eff

ernan

“A
nyone w

ho speaks of heroes and the heroic”, B
oris 

G
roys explains, “can hardly help but think of F

ascism
”. 1  

F
or G

roys, tw
entieth century im

age culture fostered a 
new

 age of hero-w
orship. In this age, the hero’s body 

becam
e a com

m
odity: a readily recognised (and idealised) 

sign. Th
ough there existed artistic renderings of heroic 

bodies from
 antiquity onw

ard, the particular theatricality 
of the everyday and the om

nipresence of screens has 
renew

ed and reshaped the public’s hunger for heroes 
and “heroic” acts, turning the body into a m

edium
 w

ith 
heightened aesthetic expectations. 2 A

dolf H
itler him

self 
w

as invested in classicism
. F

ascist figures throughout the 
tw

entieth century idealised robust m
ale youths, athletes, 

soldiers and fighters. Th
e online m

asc coded obsession 
w

ith bodybuilding, the R
om

an E
m

pire, and the veneration 
of perverse dandies like P

atrick B
atem

an, exem
plify the 

continuation of this tendency.  

Lillian M
orrissey’s H

eroes (2022-2024) feature a series 
of em

broidered tapestries confronting this m
acho-cultural 

m
ire. Th

e scenes depicted riff
 on historical and culturally 

codified archetypes of m
ale heroism

: m
ilitary, im

perial, 
m

ythic or otherw
ise. C

ow
boys, knights, w

arriors, kings, 
and term

inator-like figures co-exist in playful and parodic 
patterns. E

ra-specificity is m
uted, w

hile tales of heroism
 are 

jum
bled on pleasingly flattened—

though gently textured—
planes.    

Th
ere is obvious joviality in the blocky, com

ical figures 
populating 

H
eroes. 

In 
part, 

they 
resem

ble 
nostalgic 

children’s cartoons of the 90s and early 2000s. 3 Th
ese 

styles developed in tandem
 w

ith m
odern art; just think 

of the reduced anatom
y of hum

anoid beings populating 
avant-garde canvases. B

oth w
ere exercises in testing the 

austere lim
its of visual econom

y. M
orrissey plays upon 

this tension, too. 

R
ecently, 

there 
has 

been 
a 

renew
ed 

artw
orld 

condem
nation of craft. Th

e m
ost w

ell-know
n w

as levelled 
by the plum

 m
outhed, aging trend vam

pire D
ean K

issick. 4 
H

is criticism
, targeting the over-institutionalisation of 

“fem
inine” or “outsider art” clichés, ignores the reality 

that no m
edium

 is inherently bad, just as no m
edium

 is 
inherently good. 5 

B
etraying 

a 
faith 

in 
the 

significance 
of 

im
age-m

aking 
beyond 

m
edium

-based 
hierarchies, 

M
orrissey’s visual vocabulary is inform

ed by a range of 
reference points including history painting, w

ar tapestry 
and popular culture. C

rucially, how
ever, M

orrissey’s w
ork 

responds directly to the w
ays in w

hich these archetypes 
and aesthetics have filtered through m

em
e and gam

ing 

 1 B
oris G

roys, “Th
e H

ero’s B
ody: A

dolf H
itler’s A

rt Th
eory”, in A

rt P
ow

er (M
IT 

P
ress, 2008), 131.

2 “F
ascism

 introduced the age of the body”, G
roys explains, “and w

e continue to 
live in that age”. G

roys, “Th
e H

ero’s B
ody”, 132.

 3  like those of D
ick B

runa, M
artin B

row
n or the studio A

stley B
aker D

avies.
 

4 To 
be 

fair, 
this 

backlash 
w

as 
inspired 

by 
w

eak 
curation 

of 
show

y 
and 

uncom
plicated artw

ork. H
ow

ever, the critical lens does not dig deep enough into the 
causes and structural m

otivations behind such exhibitions. R
ather, it instead rests on 

venerating the earlier iteration of the sam
e kind of w

ork w
ith zero reflection on the 

author’s ow
n participation in gim

m
icky, identity-based art-m

aking (in the author’s 
case, via em

pty and opportunistic focus on personal anecdotes). D
ean K

issick, “Th
e 

P
ainted P

rotest: H
ow

 politics destroyed contem
porary art”, H

arper’s M
agazine, 

D
ecem

ber 
2024, 

https://harpers.org/archive/2024/12/the-painted-protest-dean-
kissick-contem

porary-art/. 
  5 N

or is any artform
 or m

edium
 inherently political by virtue of its history or the 

identity of its m
aker. W

e see a sim
ilar tendency in the condem

nation of auto-fiction 
in the past five years (often by w

riters w
ho have indulged in auto-fictional prose 

them
selves). A

gain, how
ever, the reality is that auto-fiction itself is not inherently 

bad but has been superficially poisoned by m
asses of trend-follow

ing, disingenuous 
w

riters producing form
ulaic, trite w

ork under its nam
e. B

ut, for the likes of w
riters 

like K
issick, it’s easier to dism

iss a “tainted” category based on changing fashions 
than have the confidence in one’s ow

n instincts and sensibilities to discern quality 
regardless of the fickle tides of m

iddle-brow
 taste. P

erhaps ironically, the innovative 
nature of craft w

as acknow
ledged by one of the great conservative critics, H

ilton 
K

ram
er, in the early stages of its institutional acceptance. “[I]t is the kind of 

exhibition” he w
rote on a W

hitney M
useum

 exhibition of quilts, “that prom
pts us to 

rethink the relation of high art to w
hat are custom

arily regarded as the lesser form
s 

of visual expression”. 
6 R

egarding high art, he w
ondered “the question rem

ains w
hether or not the native 

genius for visual expression found its m
ost pow

erful expression in such form
s.” 

H
ilton K

ram
er, “A

rt: Q
uilts F

ind a P
lace at the W

hitney”, T
he N

ew
 Y

ork T
im

es, 3 
July 1971, https://w

w
w

.nytim
es.com

/1971/07/03/archives/art-quilts-find-a-place-at-
the-w

hitney.htm
l. 

7   Indeed, the internet has been a generative place for cultural innovation. M
any 

com
m

entators love to tout the w
ell-w

orn factoid that “language has been innovated 
by teenage girls!” H

ow
ever, m

any of the latest cultural changes in language have been 
innovated by 4chan adjacent, term

inally online m
asc types. Th

is isn’t to say that the 
teen-girl-as-language-innovator line is irrelevant or unw

orthy of consideration, but 
that the w

idespread acceptance of this story corresponds w
ith a yet to be grasped shift 

in cultural creation. Th
e story is presently sanitised to align w

ith the contem
porary 

faux-celebration of youth and adolescent creativity, rather than acknow
ledging the 

nastier undercurrents of culture, and the reality that its innovators aren’t alw
ays 

ideologically pure, sw
eet souls.

 8 Shaun Tougher, “H
oly E

unuchs! M
asculinity and E

unuch Saints in B
yzantium

”, 
in H

oliness and M
asculinity in the M

iddle-A
ges, edited by K

atherine J. Lew
is, P

atricia 

C
ullum

 (U
niversity of Toronto P

ress, 2005), 154.

caricature the juvenilely of the pleasures off
ered by 

these grotesque scenes, w
hich play out indefinitely in the 

unreality of role-player gam
ing, action film

s and fantasy 
genres: vicarious conquests that assuage underlying fears 
of sexual im

potence and castration.    

In Sulla (w
ith the severed heads of his critics) (2022), 

M
orrissey depicts the R

om
an G

eneral and Statesm
an, 

Lucius C
ornelius Sulla F

elix, clutching the head of a foe 
in one hand w

hile brandishing a blood-tipped sw
ord in 

the other. It is a com
ical portrait lam

pooning the m
acho 

pride 
in 

“the 
sim

ple 
physical 

potency 
of 

subjugating 
others.”

7  B
ut there’s m

ore going on here. It’s w
orth briefly 

considering one chapter in Sulla’s sordid history. F
ollow

ing 
his victory at the B

attle of C
olline G

ate, he published tw
o 

lists of “enem
ies” (am

ounting to over 500 individuals) 
and generously rew

arded follow
ers w

ho assassinated or 
tortured those nam

ed. M
orrissey’s tapestry seem

s to note 
the m

ethodological quality of such tyranny. To Sulla’s left, 
several decapitated heads settle into a grid bordered by 
cartoonish sw

ords (obvious phallic sym
bols). Th

e geom
etric 

non-space 
they 

float 
upon 

m
ight 

resem
ble 

panelled 
headshots 

on 
dating 

apps 
or 

professional 
netw

orking 
platform

s, or the character selection m
enu in a video gam

e. 
Th

eir subordination to Sulla reflects a ruthless trium
ph of 

one over all others, a desire that resounds in m
anosphere 

rhetoric (consider the obsession w
ith denigrating rivals as 

N
P

C
s, betas, cucks or sim

ps). 

M
irroring the kidult antics of the m

em
eosphere, or the 

hom
oerotic theatricality of figures like A

ndrew
 Tate, M

or-
rissey’s gam

ified heroes em
phasise the carnivalesque na-

ture of the hero in the neoliberal hellscape of the present. 
Th

eir IR
L spiritual im

potence is palpable. M
en w

ill not be 
saved by the m

anosphere, and m
any of their “heroes” are 

aestheticised sym
ptom

s of the sam
e atom

ised neoliberal 
culture they claim

 to reject.   

B
roligarchy, an exhibition of w

orks by Lillian M
orrissey 

(B
erlin/Sydney) runs from

 7 F
ebruary to 1 M

arch, at O
rdi-

nance.  
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ith the severed heads of his critics), 2022 
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culture in the m
urkier depths of the internet. 6  H

eroes 
w

eds know
ledge of these highly ideological spaces (and 

their particularised m
acho iconographies) w

ith skill in, 
and reverence for, a traditional form

 of expression often 
denigrated as “fem

inine” or unserious. 

D
ecapitation is a recurrent them

e in H
eroes. It features in 

R
am

bo C
aesar (2022) and D

addy (K
ing E

dw
ard V

I) (2023) 
am

ong others. Th
ough this visceral spectacle is the subject 

of m
any m

oving baroque paintings, it seem
s reprobate and 

adolescent in M
orrissey’s renderings. It’s crucial to note 

that beheading has a sym
bolic association w

ith m
asculine 

anxiety. Th
e cartoon-like characters of H

eroes seem
 to 
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IN STITCHES
(The Hero’s Body, Revisited) 

Tara Heffernan

“Anyone who speaks of heroes and the heroic”, Boris 
Groys explains, “can hardly help but think of Fascism”.1  
For Groys, twentieth century image culture fostered a 
new age of hero-worship. In this age, the hero’s body 
became a commodity: a readily recognised (and idealised) 
sign. Though there existed artistic renderings of heroic 
bodies from antiquity onward, the particular theatricality 
of the everyday and the omnipresence of screens has 
renewed and reshaped the public’s hunger for heroes 
and “heroic” acts, turning the body into a medium with 
heightened aesthetic expectations.2 Adolf Hitler himself 
was invested in classicism. Fascist figures throughout the 
twentieth century idealised robust male youths, athletes, 
soldiers and fighters. The online masc coded obsession 
with bodybuilding, the Roman Empire, and the veneration 
of perverse dandies like Patrick Bateman, exemplify the 
continuation of this tendency.  

Lillian Morrissey’s Heroes (2022-2024) feature a series 
of embroidered tapestries confronting this macho-cultural 
mire. The scenes depicted riff on historical and culturally 
codified archetypes of male heroism: military, imperial, 
mythic or otherwise. Cowboys, knights, warriors, kings, 
and terminator-like figures co-exist in playful and parodic 
patterns. Era-specificity is muted, while tales of heroism are 
jumbled on pleasingly flattened—though gently textured—
planes.    

There is obvious joviality in the blocky, comical figures 
populating Heroes. In part, they resemble nostalgic 
children’s cartoons of the 90s and early 2000s.3 These 
styles developed in tandem with modern art; just think 
of the reduced anatomy of humanoid beings populating 
avant-garde canvases. Both were exercises in testing the 
austere limits of visual economy. Morrissey plays upon 
this tension, too. 

Recently, there has been a renewed artworld 
condemnation of craft. The most well-known was levelled 
by the plum mouthed, aging trend vampire Dean Kissick.4 
His criticism, targeting the over-institutionalisation of 
“feminine” or “outsider art” clichés, ignores the reality 
that no medium is inherently bad, just as no medium is 
inherently good.5 Betraying a faith in the significance 
of image-making beyond medium-based hierarchies, 
Morrissey’s visual vocabulary is informed by a range of 
reference points including history painting, war tapestry 
and popular culture. Crucially, however, Morrissey’s work 
responds directly to the ways in which these archetypes 
and aesthetics have filtered through meme and gaming 

 1 Boris Groys, “The Hero’s Body: Adolf Hitler’s Art Theory”, in Art Power (MIT 
Press, 2008), 131.

2 “Fascism introduced the age of the body”, Groys explains, “and we continue to 
live in that age”. Groys, “The Hero’s Body”, 132.

 3  like those of Dick Bruna, Martin Brown or the studio Astley Baker Davies.
 4 To be fair, this backlash was inspired by weak curation of showy and 

uncomplicated artwork. However, the critical lens does not dig deep enough into the 
causes and structural motivations behind such exhibitions. Rather, it instead rests on 
venerating the earlier iteration of the same kind of work with zero reflection on the 
author’s own participation in gimmicky, identity-based art-making (in the author’s 
case, via empty and opportunistic focus on personal anecdotes). Dean Kissick, “The 
Painted Protest: How politics destroyed contemporary art”, Harper’s Magazine, 
December 2024, https://harpers.org/archive/2024/12/the-painted-protest-dean-
kissick-contemporary-art/. 

  5 Nor is any artform or medium inherently political by virtue of its history or the 
identity of its maker. We see a similar tendency in the condemnation of auto-fiction 
in the past five years (often by writers who have indulged in auto-fictional prose 
themselves). Again, however, the reality is that auto-fiction itself is not inherently 
bad but has been superficially poisoned by masses of trend-following, disingenuous 
writers producing formulaic, trite work under its name. But, for the likes of writers 
like Kissick, it’s easier to dismiss a “tainted” category based on changing fashions 
than have the confidence in one’s own instincts and sensibilities to discern quality 
regardless of the fickle tides of middle-brow taste. Perhaps ironically, the innovative 
nature of craft was acknowledged by one of the great conservative critics, Hilton 
Kramer, in the early stages of its institutional acceptance. “[I]t is the kind of 
exhibition” he wrote on a Whitney Museum exhibition of quilts, “that prompts us to 
rethink the relation of high art to what are customarily regarded as the lesser forms 
of visual expression”. 

6 Regarding high art, he wondered “the question remains whether or not the native 
genius for visual expression found its most powerful expression in such forms.” 
Hilton Kramer, “Art: Quilts Find a Place at the Whitney”, The New York Times, 3 
July 1971, https://www.nytimes.com/1971/07/03/archives/art-quilts-find-a-place-at-
the-whitney.html. 

7   Indeed, the internet has been a generative place for cultural innovation. Many 
commentators love to tout the well-worn factoid that “language has been innovated 
by teenage girls!” However, many of the latest cultural changes in language have been 
innovated by 4chan adjacent, terminally online masc types. This isn’t to say that the 
teen-girl-as-language-innovator line is irrelevant or unworthy of consideration, but 
that the widespread acceptance of this story corresponds with a yet to be grasped shift 
in cultural creation. The story is presently sanitised to align with the contemporary 
faux-celebration of youth and adolescent creativity, rather than acknowledging the 
nastier undercurrents of culture, and the reality that its innovators aren’t always 
ideologically pure, sweet souls.

 8 Shaun Tougher, “Holy Eunuchs! Masculinity and Eunuch Saints in Byzantium”, 
in Holiness and Masculinity in the Middle-Ages, edited by Katherine J. Lewis, Patricia 

Cullum (University of Toronto Press, 2005), 154.

caricature the juvenilely of the pleasures offered by 
these grotesque scenes, which play out indefinitely in the 
unreality of role-player gaming, action films and fantasy 
genres: vicarious conquests that assuage underlying fears 
of sexual impotence and castration.    

In Sulla (with the severed heads of his critics) (2022), 
Morrissey depicts the Roman General and Statesman, 
Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix, clutching the head of a foe 
in one hand while brandishing a blood-tipped sword in 
the other. It is a comical portrait lampooning the macho 
pride in “the simple physical potency of subjugating 
others.”7  But there’s more going on here. It’s worth briefly 
considering one chapter in Sulla’s sordid history. Following 
his victory at the Battle of Colline Gate, he published two 
lists of “enemies” (amounting to over 500 individuals) 
and generously rewarded followers who assassinated or 
tortured those named. Morrissey’s tapestry seems to note 
the methodological quality of such tyranny. To Sulla’s left, 
several decapitated heads settle into a grid bordered by 
cartoonish swords (obvious phallic symbols). The geometric 
non-space they float upon might resemble panelled 
headshots on dating apps or professional networking 
platforms, or the character selection menu in a video game. 
Their subordination to Sulla reflects a ruthless triumph of 
one over all others, a desire that resounds in manosphere 
rhetoric (consider the obsession with denigrating rivals as 
NPCs, betas, cucks or simps). 

Mirroring the kidult antics of the memeosphere, or the 
homoerotic theatricality of figures like Andrew Tate, Mor-
rissey’s gamified heroes emphasise the carnivalesque na-
ture of the hero in the neoliberal hellscape of the present. 
Their IRL spiritual impotence is palpable. Men will not be 
saved by the manosphere, and many of their “heroes” are 
aestheticised symptoms of the same atomised neoliberal 
culture they claim to reject.   

Broligarchy, an exhibition of works by Lillian Morrissey 
(Berlin/Sydney) runs from 7 February to 1 March, at Ordi-
nance.  
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culture in the murkier depths of the internet.6  Heroes 
weds knowledge of these highly ideological spaces (and 
their particularised macho iconographies) with skill in, 
and reverence for, a traditional form of expression often 
denigrated as “feminine” or unserious. 

Decapitation is a recurrent theme in Heroes. It features in 
Rambo Caesar (2022) and Daddy (King Edward VI) (2023) 
among others. Though this visceral spectacle is the subject 
of many moving baroque paintings, it seems reprobate and 
adolescent in Morrissey’s renderings. It’s crucial to note 
that beheading has a symbolic association with masculine 
anxiety. The cartoon-like characters of Heroes seem to 


