
In Memory of Carolee Schneemann 

 

This first quote is not by Carolee. It's by Lou Andreas-Salomé, from a piece called "The Dual 
Orientation of Narcissism," published in The Psychoanalytic Quarterly in 1962. Carolee gave me this 
piece in 1998, and made it clear that this text had a tremendous effect on her. Actually, all of Andreas-
Salomé's writings did. And I think they had an effect on Carolee's own discursive, highly personal style 
of writing. She made a major painting, titled "Letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé," in 1965. 

This is Lou Andreas-Salomé: 

One might say that artistic production strips away the husk of corporeality from the 
fruitful seed, which then reaches full growth in the work itself. In Ernest Jones' words: 
'in the artist's striving for beauty, the fundamental part played by these primitive 
infantile interests—is not to be ignored; the reaction against them lies behind the forms 
that the striving takes.' Desire and reaction must both play a forceful role. 

When people accused her of narcissism in her performance works, Carolee was already way ahead of 
them. She was steeped in the literature of psychoanalysis (Andreas-Salomé was the first female 
psychoanalyst, a student, and teacher, of Freud's), as well as that of aesthetics and politics. Carolee read 
deeply, and was always looking for new sources.  

I first knew about Carolee from the poets in San Francisco, and I was lucky enough to be able to see all 
of her magnificent films at the SF Cinematheque, thanks to Steve Anker who was running the 
Cinematheque then, in the 80s, and who showed Carolee's films often. Carolee and I first met in 
person in Berkeley in the late 80s, when I gave a talk on Charles Olson and memory, and Carolee 
introduced herself afterwards.  

When we moved from San Francisco to the Hudson Valley in 1993, Carolee was a neighbor and 
frequent late-night phone link. I was new to New York, and Carolee became my Baedeker, an 
indispensable guide and source of information on any artist or writer I met. Whoever I asked her about, 
she invariably knew her or his entire history, including amorous encounters and psychic proclivities. In 
those late-night conversations—I can hear her voice in my ear now—we also talked about philosophy 
and politics and whatever we were reading. She always wanted to read drafts of whatever I was writing 
at the time. She was one of the most insightful readers and interlocutors I've ever had.  

When Carolee had her first retrospective, at the New Museum (then on Broadway) in 1996, she asked 
me to write the essay for the book, and I wrote "Love Rides Aristotle Through the Audience: Body, 
Image, and Idea in the Work of Carolee Schneemann," which began this way, with an epigraph by East 
German playwright Heiner Müller: 



[I should say that "Love Rides Aristotle Through the Audience" is a stage direction of Carolee's, and it 
derived from the Medieval tale of Phyllis and Aristotle that so many artists took as their subject. That 
photo you've all seen of Carolee, naked, riding on Robert Rauschenberg's shoulders, is in this line. And 
Carolee would have been thinking about that famous picture of Lou Andreas-Salomé "riding" 
Nietzsche in a cart, with a whip.] 

Heiner Müller: 

A critic saw in my last plays an attack on history, the linear concept of history. He read 
in them the rebellion of the body against ideas, or more precisely, the impact of ideas, 
and of the idea of history, on human bodies . . . As long as there are ideas, there are 
wounds. Ideas are inflicting wounds on the body. 

and I begin: 

Carolee Schneemann has been putting her body on the line for over thirty years in art. 
The line is that “threshold of consciousness” where, as Heiner Müller says, “desires and 
fears reside,” making “laughter and crying equally subversive.” It is the last line of 
resistance in the rebellion of the body against disembodied ideas of history, whether 
political or aesthetic. Working always at this line—this broken line, border, and 
threshold—has put Schneemann's work as an artist in continuous conflict with history, 
defined by Müller as “the arrangement of bodies according to a law.” Schneemann's 
work has always involved the arrangement of bodies against the law, toward justice. 

This is the deep meaning of much of Carolee's work, and that's why it will last. 

It is also why it drew so much vitriol from the public, over time. I have to admit that when I first got to 
know Carolee, I thought she was overstating these abreactions, but as time went on, and I knew Carolee 
better and collaborated on things and was with her in more public situations, I realized how very 
vulnerable she was and how often she was in real physical danger when she performed, and how much 
courage it took to do what she did, over and over again (and the toll that took on her body and mind). 

That courage served her well in the last 20 years or so, when she faced the ultimate attacker.  

My most cherished recent memories of Carolee include our frequent dinners over the past decade or so 
at Mick Taussig's place on the banks of the Rondout Creek in High Falls. These gatherings almost 
always included Carolee, Mick, Peter Lamborn Wilson, and me, with occasional other guests. We 
would catch up on recent projects, publications, and travels, and discuss pressing issues of art, politics, 
and life. Mick once called this "the Shawangunks School of Art and Philosophy, Anarchy and 
Mysticism." Carolee was an enthusiastic participant, right to the end. 



When Carolee came to our last Winter Solstice gathering (the 25th), she was high and hallucinating, 
and wanted to talk about Lebanon with my former student, Hakim Bishara, and I wanted to read 
something she wrote about that, because I can hear her voice there. 

This is from Imaging Her Erotics,  

The Lebanon Series began as a series of dreams in 1981. The conceptual work is 
activated through my body—a sense of physiological invasion, impaction. The political 
information that's coming to me—which anyone else might have access to—
physicalizes itself as dreams, hallucinations, sensations of being in a place I have never 
seen literally or actually been. With the increasing bombardments of Lebanon after the 
Israeli invasion in 1982, I began to see imagery—on the threshold of sleeping—of very 
specific buildings blowing up, being bombed: an old stone library blasted by rocket fire 
and imploding. I pursue these chimera back into the world where they are located, to 
deepen what that world might be. In the case of Lebanon—as in Vietnam—my research 
begins with the poetry of the place, what the writing was like, who was writing it, its 
characteristics. With poetry I enter into a kind of ethos, the topographical power of 
language: where the political takes its voice, in a culturally specific way, and where the 
feminine aspects of the culture are situated. 

I have to say something here about what's happening right now in Northern Syria, because I know 
Carolee would have wanted me to. She much very much a part of this conversation when Mick Taussig, 
Peter Lamborn Wilson, Dilar Dirik and I put together our book To Dare Imagining: Rojava Revolution, 
in 2016. She knew that the Rojava Revolution was a feminist revolution, mainly carried out by women, 
which is probably why the U.S. news media and almost everyone else in the U.S. has ignored it and is 
currently pretending like it never happened. 

But it did happen, in 2013, and it is happening—a feminist, ecological, social justice, democratic 
revolution based on the anarchist principle of democratic confederalism—and it is this revolutionary 
society that is about to be destroyed, and its people massacred by Erdogan's army (the second largest 
army in NATO, after the U.S.) and the military technology provided to them by the U.S. Hundreds of 
thousands of civilians are now in harm's way. When Trump gave Erdogan the green light to invade 
Rojava, he was turning his back on all the brave fighters of the YPG and the YPJ, including thousands 
of women, who defeated ISIS when no one else could.  

Right before the invasion began, I received an email from Dilar Dirik: 

As you know, the last days have been a state of emergency for the Kurdish people due to 
the Turkish state's plans to attach and invade Rojava. We are expecting an operation at 
any time. If you remember the invasion of Afrin last year, you will know that the 
Turkish State will not shy away from indiscriminate targeting of civilians, demographic 
change, and the destruction of historical sites to erase the region's people and meaning 



for its aggressive agenda. But beyond an attack on the Kurdish people's right to live, any 
attack on Rojava should also be understood as an attack on democracy, peoples' 
solidarity, and women's liberation. Rojava became a hope for women around the world. 
Now is the time for women to defend Rojava. . . . Together, we can protect what 
women in Rojava have built up with their sacrifices. It's time to defend women's 
history. An attack on Rojava is an attack on women's autonomy and freedom. 

Carolee understood this, and would have responded. Now it's up to us. 

[Presented as part of "The Writing of Carolee Schneemann," at The Poetry Project at St. Mark's 
Church in New York, October 10, 2019.] 


