IN 1966, MANCY SPERO concluded that the language
of painting was “too conventional, too establishment,”
and she decided that from then on she would work
exclusively on paper—Himsy, valnerable, insignificans
Paper meant to e pln:wd o oa wall, Having ra,';'cud:.'
rerurned fo the United States afrer a number of years
in Enrops, Spere was deeply disturbed by the amrocitices
the US military was committing in Viemam, and over
the course of the next four vears, she created her firse
significant works on paper, the scores of gouache-and-
ink picrures char make up her *War Series.™ As she later
described them ro curator Barbara Flynn, these works
express “the obscenity of war” via imagery of “angry
screaming heads in clouds of bombs [thar] spew and
vomir poison onto the victims below. Phallic tongues
emerge from human heads ar the vips of the penile
extensions of the bomb or helicoprer blades, Making
these extreme images, | worried thar [my] children
might be embareassed with the content of my are, . .”
For Spero, who died in October at the age of eighry-
three, choices of material, form, method, and subject
mareer were always political. Born in Cleveland in
1926, Spero graduated from the School of the Are

“1 decided to view women and men
by representing women,” Spero said,
“not just to reverse history, but to
see what it means to view the world
through the depiction of women.”

Institute of Chicago in 1949, Before sertling with their
three sons in Mew York m 19684, she and her hushand,
th pamnter Leon Golub (192220045, Lved in |I:.||.5.'
and then in Pans, where she created her first mature
waorks, the “Black Pamtings,” 1959-684: Agurative
compositions that seem to brood over existential ques-
tioms of selfhood and otherness, several depicting sex-
val parmers who appear remote and estranged from
each other. She received little recognition for these
powerful paintings.
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JULIE AULT ON MANCY SPERO (1926-2009)

Throwghout the 19505 and “60s .":pq.'rn
experienced imtense isolanion, discontent,
and anger because of the invisibiliny
aceorded a female arvist making figura-
tive, aggressive work, Moreover, the
lien's share of child-rearing duties fell o
her, leaving lirtde time for arrmaking, Bue
Spero was resolute: 1 never stopped
waorking and always lare ar night, prov-
ing if only 1o myself thar I was an artiss,”
she wrote years larer. Her fury over
being persona nom grava in the arm world
moanted, Spero regarded her Viemam
works as broadsides—manifestos o be
given away freely. Bur no one wanted
them. She had no asdience 1o speak of
beyvond Golubs; ne opportunity e exhibic
her work excepr ar “a few anti-war
ahows and '|'-|.'|'|l:ﬁts." Mo one looked ar,
engaged with, or discussed her work.
The =War Series™ was not exhibived in
the U5 uneil years laver.

Feeling like an ouwsider, in 1969
Spero began an intense four-vear engage-
mient with that brallant outeast Antonin
Artaud. “He lashed our ar everything, thae is just
what appealed o me,” she said in an interview with
Flynn. On discovering Artauds wrinng, she inimedi-
ately began to incorposate it into her practice, tran-
seribing his rexts into notebooks so thar his words
would pass bodily through her. The frst fully realized
works that emerged from these explorations were
the “Artaud Paintings,™ 1969-70, which juxtapose
text fragments redolent of the writers “desperation,
humar, misogyny, and violent lainguage™ with painted
images of androgynoos figures, disembodied heads,
and, as i the “War Senes,” phallic tongues, In one
painting, a fgure in profle Aoats imply, tethered o a
cord with an unseen end, the words ME, AnTONIN

ARTALUD, BORN SEFTEMEBER 4, 1896 OUT OF A UTERLS 1
HAD MOTHING TO DO wiTH scrawled abowve, Spero

Maney Spero in M sludis, Hew Yok, 1980, Photo: Abe Frandish,

laver reflected that her identificartion with Artaod had
to o with her awareness of being silenced: “The
anger in the “Artand Painnngs came from feeling that
I didn’t have a vosce, an arema i which o conduct
a dialogue; that | didn't have an identiey,™ she wold
Flynn, “That's exactly why [ choose to use Artaod
writing, because he screams and vells and ranes and
raves abour his tongue being cut off, castrared.”
Juoining herself to Artaud, Spero activated his words
to articulate her own experience—women's experi-
ence—of negation. She found that she “could take
a stance in forcing a “collaboration” ™ with the notorn-
ously musogymistie writer, and she experienced an
intense psvehological connection with him i spite
of sensing what she would describe (to curator
Catherine de Zegher) as “his disapproval,” This
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Nmscy Spare, Codar Artaud XVIL, 19T, Lypawriting and
painted collage on paper. 4% K LE",

oatenstbly perverse dulogue was a stand-in for the
absent exchange between Spero and the art world.
Upem completing the “ Artaud Paintings,™ she made

an even more decisive break wath pninh.‘.ﬂ}' COMven-

tiom: Having already abandoned the canvas support,
she now exploded the spatial parameters that gowv-
erned portraits, landscapes, and modernist abstraction
alike. She gathered 2 mixture of papers from around
her studio and glued them ingo a scroll-like formarion,
an action that evolved into Codex Artand, 1971=72:
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an immense work, spanning thirty-four twentv-inch-
hy-tﬂl-l'm:lt paper '|'.|.'|11|c|;., that combined more “rim
typewritten smippets of Artand's writing—uUN GRAND
FEOID, UME ATROCE ARSTINENCE (a great cold, an
excruciating abstinence)=—with collaged and painted
images: snakes with human visagess strange amimal
forms and human fragments; the severed heads with
extended rongues thar had become a recurring moef.

Alluding to Egyprian hicroglyphics, papyrus scrolls,
tomb paintings, and books, Codex Artand was the
formal and methodological model for Spero’s future
waork, From that point on, she intensified her use of
collage rechniques and rhythmic image/texe juxtapo-
sitigns o create decentralized composivions up to two
hundred fecr long, These monumental works require
formidable efforr; viewers must move across the work
as well as roward and away from it v visually accom-
modare the play of scales. For an artist who had no
audience, the decision o creare such sparially and
physically demanding pieces was a bold one. (In later
vears, Spero, who suffered from rheumaroid arthritis
thar debilitared her hands, would endure considerable
physical pain in the creation of these works. )

Beyond the soudio, she was fighting alienation in
other wavs. In search of community and collective
political agency, Spero joined the Are Workers'
Coalitions campaign for museum reform in 1969,
and then signed up for a subgroup, Women Artists in
Revolution, that fought for women's rights in the ant
waorld. Soon she was active i the Ad Hoe Women
Arnists' Committee, which for months picketed the
Whitney Museuwm of American Art, protesting the
extreme gender disparity in its exhibitions and collec-
taomns, amnd which started the Women's Art Registry to
disseminate information aboue art made by women,
.A.h SI'IE “I.Il'kﬂl an :I'II.' Clﬂi(’r., a TJ..'IHI.II.RI'II 5'1]‘[' Wias
under way, In 1972 six women, including Spt.-n:b,
founded the Arst independent women's art venue n
the country, ALK, Gallery, A LR, transformed Spero's
soctal landseape: In addition to having a place o
exhibit her waork consistenily, she become an active
participant in the discourse of art, and she found the
chialogue and consntuency she so desperately needed,

Spero exhibited Codex Arfaed at ALR. in 197 3—her
frst Mew York 5;,.1”::'}' show=—and mounted five solo
exhibitions there over the following decade,

Spera’s decision, made in 1974, thar women would
be the subjects of all her future works was a natural
outgrowth of her feminist activigies, 1 decided 1o view
women and men by representing women,” she said,
“mast just to reverse history, bat to see whar it means o
view the waorld through the depiction of women,”
Drawing on an Amnesty [nternational report, she
created Torture of Womew, 1974=76, & 125-foot-long
piece composed of collaged elements  including
painted curour female figures, severed heads, mytho-
logical monsters, goddesses, and cxcerpts from the
ancient Sumerian myth of Tiamacs brutal dismems-
berment by Marduk; all this shares space with eve-
witness accounts of state-sanctioned vorture, written
on a bullevin ypewriter or printed wvia lerrerpress.
These stonies of women being bamered, burned, cur,
clecrrocured, raped, split open, and murdered are
wrenching to read, their sheer geographic and histori-
cal reach shocking.

Around this time, a chance remark by the propri-
etar of a print shop inspired Spero 1o begin transfer-
ring hee painted figures o zine plates, which permired
her 1o reproduce, repear, and recyele images frecly and
infinitely; previously, she had always painted her Ag-
ures by hand. In the ensuing vears, she frequently
spoke of “cannibalizing™ her work, a methodological
by-product of the printing technigue she adopred. “1
was like a direcror of a stock company and these char-
acters would appear, disappear, and reappear,™ she
told Benjamin H. D). Buchloh in 2008, “They would
coane in and take their roles with other characters, and
then some would subsome other rodes.™ In a disens-
siom with enie Abessandra Mammi, she elaboraced:

The r:pmli-:-n ahesent m the pEvidnig prodess echors
the irrepressible presence of women in hastory | seck
1o caprure by combaning and recombining images of
women frem very different hastorical periods and gul-
mral comexrs, Yer my imtervention is nog nearral his-
tory, is not fixed, it mutable, open wo imenpretation,
it keeps on living by accumulbaring new mssanings,
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Above, lnft: Nancy Spero, D.OW. M.URD.ER.E.R. 1968, gouache amd ink on pager, 38 % 2347, From ihe "War Sares,” 1805-70
gz Mancy Speia, Costes Nul (Setail), 1989, Fand-prnting and collage o Dagssr, Sesen pafeis, overall 9° 7" u 11" 8%,

Mow this s a very subversive idea, becawse it means
histary can be changed, power relations reversed., ..

Mechanical reproducrion, in other words, gave
birth vo Spero’s dynamic collaboration with history.
From this point on, she increasingly de-emphasized
rext in her work in favor of imagery; she raided diverse
cultures, historical periods, and disciplines—mythaol-
opy, folklore, arr history, lirerature, and media—ior
representations of women as rragic and eriomphant,
degraded and powerful, victimized and liberared.
MWetes i Time on Womern, 1979, for example, which
she rescarched and assembled over three vears, i a
compendium of references to woman as protagonist—
including the Greek goddess Artermis, who heals
womens pam—ijuxtaposed with a quote translated
from Mahuwatl: “Certainly childbarth 15 our mortalivy,
wie who are women, for it i our barele.™

During this period, Spero was showing her waork 2
griat deal, of et in the centers of art-world power;
through the "70% and early "80s she exhibited not only
at ALR. bue at other nonprofit spaces, women's
spaces, and umiversity galleries. Then, in the mid-"80s,
in the context of consideranons of pluralism and
attention o polincized practices, her work garnered
;l;kn::wl::[ﬁrncnt from micre prumincnt institutions
and galleries, A retrospective was held ac the Everson
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Muscum of Artin Syracuse in 1987, and a waveling
rerrospective originated at London’s Institure of Con-
remporary Arts the same year,

Shortly thereafter, Spero began using cast rubber o
print directly on walls, crearing site-specific insealla-
tions for a variety of museums and art instiurions, As
her methods evolved, so did her subject marrer: Far
from limgering in a stare of victimage, much of her
waork of the 805 and "90s expresses exuberance and
sexual avdacity (Sheela and the Dildo Dawncer, 1987,
fearures the famous sheela-na-gig—rthe folk goddess
figure, incongruwously carved onto the facades of medi-
evil churches throughout the British lsbes, who cheer-
fully displays her oversize valva) and the delight of
movement and liberation {the Agures thar populate
Croddless Naet, 1989, walk, crawl, dance, run, and
jumip acros its vertical panels). “The new waork has
this buoyant look which worries me sometimes,” the
artist conhded to Micole Jolwoeur and Mell Tenhaaf in
1985, A.lfh:nuﬁh Spcrn continued fo 1.:|1;|||¢r.|g\¢ sadism
toward women and the brutality of war her whole
life, explecit depictions of viclence grew rare in her
later work, whech progressively portrayed women as
empowered creators of their own narratives,

I met Mancy i 1982, when Group Matenial, the
collaborative | cofoamded, began including her work
m our mstallations, She enthustassically participared

s hifeeen of the g‘rl:nlp's [u'ni_-n:l;x n the Fﬂ”rm-ing decade.
A deep fellowship extended from her open, supportive
nature and collaborative spirt, When | visited her in
20K03 im the Greenwich Village loft where she lived and
worked with Leon Golub, her hands were so hampered
by arthritis that she strained for several minutes o hife
a paper plate, She didn’t want assistance—she regarded
the struggle as exercise, Throughoor the visit she talked
excitedly about the new works she wanted o make,
Leon shoured from the adjacent room, = Aging sucks.”
Mancy rolled her eves, smiled, and keprt talking about
all the work she was preparing,

Her installation Maypole/Take No Prisoners, cre-
ated for the 2007 Yenice Biennale, fuses the *festive
and the frightening,” in Spero’s words. Severed heads
hand-printed on aluminum are arrached 1o satin rib-
boms and chains thar hang from a all pole. The heads
are "cannibalized™ from her * Araud Series,” and the
comoept is derived from the =War Series™ paincing Kill
Commies!Maypole, 1967, which fearures an American
flag arop a pole from which heads dangle. Speaking
abour the political contexe of the Venice installation,
Spero lamented, *Ics the same, its no different. .. . 1
did the "War Series” about Viernam and now here we
are again in the Irag debacle, warching the same damn
thing. . . . | find it really so unbearable,”

By then, she had unquestionably acquired a stature
thar precluded her ever being silenced again. And she
continued, as always, to pull no punches, The political
commitments that animated her work throughout the
course of her career are overtly reflected in her content
and choace of subject, of course, but they are also sulbaly
embedded in the sequence of production shifts she
instigated, which coalesced into a cogent politics of
form i.|l|!=|:;r:|| w0 the indelible work she created. SFN.::rl:r'x
half century of extraordinary art chares her complex
path to emancipation via existential mguiry, formal
inmvatron, communal comviceron, and aesthetic ecstasy.
Her work remains wnflinching, avdacions, exemplary,
and ubilant. O

JULIE AULT I5 AN ARTIST, CLIRATOR, AND
ECITOR 1M NEW YORM. (50E CONTRIBUTORS. |
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!;\ylﬁle\i(iY SPERO

IN 1966, NANCY SPERO concluded that the language of painting was “too
conventional, too establishment,” and she decided that from then on she would work
exclusively on paper—flimsy, vulnerable, insignificant paper meant to be pinned to a
wall. Having recently returned to the United States after a number of years in Europe,
Spero was deeply disturbed by the atrocities the US military was committing in Viet-
nam, and over the course of the next four years, she created her first significant works
on paper, the scores of gouache-and-ink pictures that make up her “War Series.” As
she later described them to curator Barbara Flynn, these works express “the obscen-
ity of war” via imagery of “angry screaming heads in clouds of bombs [that] spew and
vomit poison onto the victims below. Phallic tongues emerge from human heads at
the tips of the penile extensions of the bomb or helicopter blades. Making these ex-
treme images, | worried that [my] children might be embarrassed with the content of
myart...”

For Spero, who died in October at the age of eighty-three, choices of material, form,
method, and subject matter were always political. Born in Cleveland in 1926, Spero
graduated from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 1949. Before settling with
their three sons in New York in 1964, she and her husband, the painter Leon Golub
(1922-2004), lived in Italy and then in Paris, where she created her first mature works,
the “Black Paintings,” 1959-64: figurative compositions that seem to brood over
existential questions of selfhood and otherness, several depicting sexual partners
who appear remote and estranged from each other. She received little recognition for
these powerful paintings.

Throughout the 1950s and ’60s Spero experienced intense isolation, discontent, and
anger because of the invisibility accorded a female artist making figurative, aggres-
sive work. Moreover, the lion’s share of child-rearing duties fell to her, leaving little
time for artmaking. But Spero was resolute: “I never stopped working and always late
at night, proving if only to myself that | was an artist,” she wrote years later. Her fury
over being persona non grata in the art world mounted. Spero regarded her Vietnam
works as broadsides—manifestos to be given away freely. But no one wanted them.
She had no audience to speak of beyond Golub; no opportunity to exhibit her work
except at “a few anti-war shows and benefits.” No one looked at, engaged with, or dis-
cussed her work. The “War Series” was not exhibited in the US until years later.
Feeling like an outsider, in 1969 Spero began an intense four-year engagement with
that brilliant outcast Antonin Artaud. “He lashed out at everything, that is just what


https://www.artforum.com/t/passages/
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appealed to me,” she said in an interview with Flynn. On discovering Artaud’s writing,
she immediately began to incorporate it into her practice, transcribing his texts into
notebooks so that his words would pass bodily through her. The first fully realized
works that emerged from these explorations were the “Artaud Paintings,” 1969-70,
which juxtapose text fragments redolent of the writer’s “desperation, humor, misog-
yny, and violent language” with painted images of androgynous figures, disembod-
ied heads, and, as in the “War Series,” phallic tongues. In one painting, a figure in
profile floats limply, tethered to a cord with an unseen end, the words ME, ANTONIN
ARTAUD, BORN SEPTEMBER 4,1896 OUT OF AUTERUS | HAD NOTHING TO DO
WITH scrawled above. Spero later reflected that her identification with Artaud had to
do with her awareness of being silenced: “The anger in the ‘Artaud Paintings’ came
from feeling that | didn’t have a voice, an arena in which to conduct a dialogue; that |
didn’t have an identity,” she told Flynn. “That’s exactly why | choose to use Artaud’s
writing, because he screams and yells and rants and raves about his tongue being cut
off, castrated.” Joining herself to Artaud, Spero activated his words to articulate her
own experience—women’s experience—of negation. She found that she “could take
a stance in forcing a ‘collaboration’” with the notoriously misogynistic writer, and she
experienced an intense psychological connection with him in spite of sensing what
she would describe (to curator Catherine de Zegher) as “his disapproval.” This osten-
sibly perverse dialogue was a stand-in for the absent exchange between Spero and
the art world.

Upon completing the “Artaud Paintings,” she made an even more decisive break with
painterly convention: Having already abandoned the canvas support, she now ex-
ploded the spatial parameters that governed portraits, landscapes, and modernist
abstraction alike. She gathered a mixture of papers from around her studio and glued
them into a scroll-like formation, an action that evolved into Codex Artaud, 1971-72:
an immense work, spanning thirty-four twenty-inch-by-ten-foot paper panels, that
combined more grim typewritten snippets of Artaud’s writing—UN GRAND FROID,
UNE ATROCE ABSTINENCE (a great cold, an excruciating abstinence)—with collaged
and painted images: snakes with human visages; strange animal forms and human
fragments; the severed heads with extended tongues that had become a recurring
motif.

Alluding to Egyptian hieroglyphics, papyrus scrolls, tomb paintings, and books, Co-
dex Artaud was the formal and methodological model for Spero’s future work. From
that point on, she intensified her use of collage techniques and rhythmic image/

text juxtapositions to create decentralized compositions up to two hundred feet

long. These monumental works require formidable effort; viewers must move across



the work as well as toward and away from it to visually accommodate the play of
scales. For an artist who had no audience, the decision to create such spatially and
physically demanding pieces was a bold one. (In later years, Spero, who suffered from
rheumatoid arthritis that debilitated her hands, would endure considerable physical
pain in the creation of these works.)

Beyond the studio, she was fighting alienation in other ways. In search of community
and collective political agency, Spero joined the Art Workers’ Coalition’s campaign for
museum reform in 1969, and then signed up for a subgroup, Women Artists in Revo-
lution, that fought for women’s rights in the art world. Soon she was active in the Ad
Hoc Women Artists’ Committee, which for months picketed the Whitney Museum of
American Art, protesting the extreme gender disparity in its exhibitions and collec-
tions, and which started the Women’s Art Registry to disseminate information about
art made by women. As she worked on the Codex, a paradigm shift was under way. In
1972 six women, including Spero, founded the first independent women’s art venue

in the country, A.l.R. Gallery. A.l.R. transformed Spero’s social landscape: In addition
to having a place to exhibit her work consistently, she become an active participant in
the discourse of art, and she found the dialogue and constituency she so desperately
needed. Spero exhibited Codex Artaud at A.l.R. in1973—her first New York gallery
show—and mounted five solo exhibitions there over the following decade.

Spero’s decision, made in 1974, that women would be the subjects of all her future
works was a natural outgrowth of her feminist activities. “l decided to view women and
men by representing women,” she said, “not just to reverse history, but to see what

it means to view the world through the depiction of women.” Drawing on an Amnesty
International report, she created Torture of Women, 1974-76, a 125-foot-long piece
composed of collaged elements including painted cutout female figures, severed
heads, mythological monsters, goddesses, and excerpts from the ancient Sumerian
myth of Tiamat’s brutal dismemberment by Marduk; all this shares space with eyewit-
ness accounts of state-sanctioned torture, written on a bulletin typewriter or printed
via letterpress. These stories of women being battered, burned, cut, electrocuted,
raped, split open, and murdered are wrenching to read, their sheer geographic and
historical reach shocking.

Around this time, a chance remark by the proprietor of a print shop inspired Spero

to begin transferring her painted figures to zinc plates, which permitted her to re-
produce, repeat, and recycle images freely and infinitely; previously, she had always
painted her figures by hand. In the ensuing years, she frequently spoke of “cannibaliz-
ing” her work, a methodological by-product of the printing technique she adopted. “I
was like a director of a stock company and these characters would appear, disappear,



and reappear,” she told Benjamin H. D. Buchloh in 2008. “They would come in and
take their roles with other characters, and then some would subsume other roles.” In a
discussion with critic Alessandra Mammi, she elaborated:

The repetition inherent in the printing process echoes the irrepressible presence of
women in history | seek to capture by combining and recombining images of women
from very different historical periods and cultural contexts. Yet my intervention is not
neutral history, is not fixed, it’s mutable, open to interpretation, it keeps on living by
accumulating new meanings. Now this is a very subversive idea, because it means
history can be changed, power relations reversed. . . .

Mechanical reproduction, in other words, gave birth to Spero’s dynamic collaboration
with history. From this point on, she increasingly de-emphasized text in her work in
favor of imagery; she raided diverse cultures, historical periods, and disciplines—my-
thology, folklore, art history, literature, and media—for representations of women

as tragic and triumphant, degraded and powerful, victimized and liberated. Notes in
Time on Women, 1979, for example, which she researched and assembled over three
years, is a compendium of references to woman as protagonist—including the Greek
goddess Artemis, who heals women’s pain—juxtaposed with a quote translated from
Nahuatl: “Certainly childbirth is our mortality, we who are women, for it is our battle.”
During this period, Spero was showing her work a great deal, if not in the centers of
art-world power; through the ’70s and early ’80s she exhibited not only at A.l.R. but
at other nonprofit spaces, women’s spaces, and university galleries. Then, in the
mid-"80s, in the context of considerations of pluralism and attention to politicized
practices, her work garnered acknowledgment from more prominent institutions and
galleries. A retrospective was held at the Everson Museum of Art in Syracuse in 1987,
and a traveling retrospective originated at London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts
the same year.

Shortly thereafter, Spero began using cast rubber to print directly on walls, creating
site-specific installations for a variety of museums and art institutions. As her meth-
ods evolved, so did her subject matter: Far from lingering in a state of victimage,
much of her work of the ’80s and ’90s expresses exuberance and sexual audacity
(Sheela and the Dildo Dancer, 1987, features the famous sheela-na-gig—the folk god-
dess figure, incongruously carved onto the facades of medieval churches throughout
the British Isles, who cheerfully displays her oversize vulva) and the delight of move-
ment and liberation (the figures that populate Goddess Nut, 1989, walk, crawl, dance,
run, and jump across its vertical panels). “The new work has this buoyant look which
worries me sometimes,” the artist confided to Nicole Jolicoeur and Nell Tenhaafin
1985. Although Spero continued to challenge sadism toward women and the brutality



of war her whole life, explicit depictions of violence grew rare in her later work, which
progressively portrayed women as empowered creators of their own narratives.

| met Nancy in 1982, when Group Material, the collaborative | cofounded, began in-
cluding her work in our installations. She enthusiastically participated in fifteen of the
group’s projects in the following decade. A deep fellowship extended from her open,
supportive nature and collaborative spirit. When | visited her in 2003 in the Greenwich
Village loft where she lived and worked with Leon Golub, her hands were so hampered
by arthritis that she strained for several minutes to lift a paper plate. She didn’t want
assistance—she regarded the struggle as exercise. Throughout the visit she talked
excitedly about the new works she wanted to make. Leon shouted from the adjacent
room, “Aging sucks.” Nancy rolled her eyes, smiled, and kept talking about all the
work she was preparing.

Her installation Maypole/Take No Prisoners, created for the 2007 Venice Biennale,
fuses the “festive and the frightening,” in Spero’s words. Severed heads hand-printed
on aluminum are attached to satin ribbons and chains that hang from a tall pole. The
heads are “cannibalized” from her “Artaud Series,” and the concept is derived from
the “War Series” painting Kill Commies/Maypole, 1967, which features an American
flag atop a pole from which heads dangle. Speaking about the political context of the
Venice installation, Spero lamented, “It’s the same, it’s no different. ... | did the ‘War
Series’ about Vietnam and now here we are again in the Iraq debacle, watching the
same damn thing. ... | find it really so unbearable.”

By then, she had unquestionably acquired a stature that precluded her ever being si-
lenced again. And she continued, as always, to pull no punches. The political commit-
ments that animated her work throughout the course of her career are overtly reflect-
ed in her content and choice of subject, of course, but they are also subtly embedded
in the sequence of production shifts she instigated, which coalesced into a cogent
politics of form integral to the indelible work she created. Spero’s half century of ex-
traordinary art charts her complex path to emancipation via existential inquiry, formal
innovation, communal conviction, and aesthetic ecstasy. Her work remains unflinch-
ing, audacious, exemplary, and jubilant.

Julie Ault is an artist, curator, and editor in New York.



