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D
espite the critical acclaim

 Eleanor A
ntin has received 

over the decades, her w
ork has often existed in an am

bivalent
space w

ithin fem
inist art history. Fem

inist artists w
ho em

erged 
after the 1970s engaged in a com

plex relationship w
ith the 

fem
  inist art of that decade —

 at once indebted to its innovations 
and eager to m

ove beyond its perceived essentialism
s. A

ntin’s 
practice resists the sim

plifications and binaries of conventional 
1970s identity politics w

hile sim
ultaneously rejecting the notion 

that w
e are “beyond” identity —

 a claim
 that risks overlooking the 

continued structural violence enacted upon individuals based 
on visible m

arkers and the stereotypes attached to them
. R

ather
than aligning herself w

ith essentialist fem
inist aesthetics, 

A
ntin consistently explored them

es of identity, autobiography, 
m

as querade, and the construction of history w
ith an often-

subversive sense of hum
or. 1 H

er w
ork resists fixed categories, 

foregrounding the com
plexities of identity, particularly in 

relation to Jew
ishness, diaspora and the intersections of race, 

class and gender. 2

W
hen I began w

riting about A
ntin’s w

ork in the m
id-1990s, 

discussions of Jew
ishness in fem

inist and perform
ance art w

ere 
still lim

ited, despite a grow
ing interest in intersectionality. The 

N
ew

 York art w
orld, shaped by a w

hite, heterosexual m
ale 

pow
er structure, often sidelined these conversations. A

s historian 
Sander G

ilm
an has noted, anti-Sem

itic discourses historically 
cast Jew

ishness as pathological, contributing to anxieties am
ong 

secular Jew
ish artists about engaging openly w

ith their heritage. 
These tensions, heightened in the post-Shoah period, shaped how

 
A

ntin’s w
ork w

as understood at the tim
e. M

y approach, like that 
of m

any contem
porary thinkers such as Judith B

utler and R
achel 

G
arfield, am

ongst others, does not seek to recover an essential-
ist or celebratory vision of Jew

ish identity. R
ather, it engages w

ith 
identity as a continually negotiated articulation of lived relations, 
em

phasizing the constructed nature of subjectivity and the broader 
social conditions that shape it. 3 Jew

ishness in this context 
should not be conflated w

ith Judaism
 or Z

ionism
, nor should it 

be understood solely through a fram
ew

ork of victim
hood.

U
nlike in m

any European contexts, w
here Jew

ish identity 
is often fram

ed prim
arily through religion or H

olocaust m
em

ory, 
in the U

S, identity is largely shaped by the dom
inant narrative 

of hyphenated ethnicity —
 such as A

frican-A
m

erican, Italian-
A

m
erican, or Irish-A

m
erican —

 w
hich assum

es both assim
ilation 

and an enduring connection to origin. Yet the ability of Jew
ish 

A
m

ericans to be fully integrated into w
hiteness has been histor-

ically unstable. A
s historian M

atthew
 Frye Jacobson has show

n, 
Jew

s w
ere gradually incorporated into w

hiteness in the postw
ar 

era, but this process w
as neither uniform

 nor com
plete. The 

legacies of slavery and the racial exclusion of the Jim
 C

row
 era 

continue to this day w
ith Trum

p’s election, such that Jew
s now

 
appear w

hite, but only conditionally so, as they are threatened 
once again by the sam

e far-right w
hite nationalist violence that 

threatens other m
inorities. A

ll this illustrates how
 w

hiteness for 
Jew

s continues to be contested and a shifting category rather 
than a fixed racial status. 4 This instability w

as not m
erely theo-

retical; it also shaped A
ntin’s lived experience and her artistic 

practice in profound w
ays.

1 
 O

n cam
p as an aesthetic 

strategy, see Susan Sontag’s “N
otes on 

C
am

p” (1964). Sontag’s defi
nition of 

cam
p enriches A

ntin’s use of hum
or, 

exaggeration and incongruity to critique 
societal norm

s. 

2 
Eleanor A

ntin’s participation in 
From the Inside O

ut: Eight Contem
porary Artists, 

curated by Susan T. G
oodm

an at the Jew-
ish M

useum
 in N

ew
 York in 1993, 

helped secure her position w
ithin the 

discourse of Jew
ish contem

porary art 
in the U

S during the 1990
s. T

his exhibi-
tion w

as am
ong the first m

ajor efforts 
to align Jew

ish artistic identity w
ith other 

contem
porary identity-based practices. 

A
s G

oodm
an noted, the m

useum
’s con-

tem
porary art program

 aim
ed to 

articulate a distinctively Jew
ish response 

to the era’s “rising ethnic consciousness”. 
For further discussions on the curatorial 
"

am
ing of Jew

ish identity in contem
po -

rary art, see Susan T. G
oodm

an, From the 
Inside O

ut: Eight Contem
porary Artists, w

hich 
included A

ntin’s Vilna N
ights. A

lso, see 
N

orm
an K

leeblatt’s ground-breaking 
exhibition Too Jewish? Challenging Traditional 
Identities at the Jew

ish M
useum

 in 1996. 
T

he field of Jew
ish contem

porary art has 
since expanded, spurred in part by 
G

oodm
an’s and K

leeblatt’s catalogues 
and exhibitions. For m

ore context on 
the developm

ent of Jew
ish art history, see 

Sam
antha B

askind and L
arry Silver, 

“A
rt H

istory”, in The Routledge H
andbook of 

Contem
porary Jewish Cultures, Laurence R

oth 
and N

adia Valm
an, eds., N

ew
 York and 

L
ondon: R

outledge, 2014, pp. 95–107.

3 
Judith B

utler has argued that 
our sense of self is not fi

xed or stable but 
instead shaped by the social and cultural 
norm

s around us. In G
ender Trouble: 

Fem
inism and the Subversion of Identity (1990), 

B
utler introduced the concept of per-

form
ativity, suggesting that identity is 

not som
ething w

e inherently possess 
but som

ething w
e continuously perform

 
and reshape through our actions and 
interactions w

ith the w
orld. A

lso see 
R

achel G
arfield, “Playing w

ith H
istory: 

Jew
ish Subjectivity in C

ontem
porary 

L
ens-B

ased A
rt”, in R

oth and Valm
an, 

eds., The Routledge H
andbook of Contem

porary 
Jewish Cultures, pp. 20

0
–212. G

arfield 
exam

ines how Jew
ish artists in the U

K
 

use lens-based m
edia to navigate his-

torical narratives and cultural identity, 
a perspective that resonates w

ith A
ntin’s 

interrogation of diaspora, m
em

ory and 
sel#

ood in w
orks like 100 Boots and her 

constructed persona. For a broader 
exploration of the intersection of Jew

ish-
ness, fem

ininity and art in the U
K

, 
see Rubies and Rebels: Jewish Fem

ale Identity in 
Contem

porary British Art, M
onica B

ohm
-

D
uchen and Vera G

rodzinski, eds., 
L

ondon: Lund H
um

phries, 1996. T
his 

edited volum
e highlights the com

plexities 
of m

odern and postm
odern Jew

ish 
identities, particularly their entangle -
m

ent w
ith them

es of diaspora, and the 
instability of fi

xed m
eanings. 
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B
y the late 1970s, shifts w

ithin fem
inism

, especially those 
driven by the exclusion of m

inoritarian fem
inists from

 m
ajoritarian 

fem
inist practice, further enabled A

ntin to focus her art on dy-
nam

ically layered experiences of identity. In Southern C
alifornia, 

w
here racially restrictive housing covenants had excluded Jew

s, 
M

exicans, A
sian and B

lack people from
 living in the university tow

n
of La Jolla until 1968, such barriers shaped A

ntin’s aw
areness 

of social exclusion and the interconnectedness of racial discrim
-

ination. These restrictions persisted inform
ally w

ell into the 
1970s, despite being legally outlaw

ed by the Fair H
ousing A

ct 
of 1968. A

s professors at the U
niversity of C

alifornia, San D
iego, 

A
ntin and her husband, poet D

avid A
ntin, navigated these dynam

-
ics of inclusion and exclusion, w

hich becam
e central to her 

artistic practices.
M

y book Jew
ish Identities in A

m
erican Fem

inist A
rt: G

hosts 
of Ethnicity (2006) explored these com

plexities, w
ith A

ntin’s w
ork 

playing a central role. 5 The title’s reference to “ghosts” underscores 
the unspoken issues and silences em

bedded in fem
inist art 

histo ry. M
any Jew

ish fem
inist artists of the 1970s —

 am
ong them

 
A

ntin, K
athy A

cker, Judy C
hicago, Joyce Kozloff, Lynn H

ershm
an 

Leeson, M
artha R

osler and M
iriam

 Schapiro —
 cam

e from
 urban 

com
m

unities deeply m
arked by ethnicity, religion, race and class. 

Their m
igration to C

alifornia in the 1960s brought these inflections 
into an em

erging fem
inist art scene, shaping the m

ovem
ent in 

w
ays that rem

ain underexam
ined.

For A
ntin, the condition of diaspora —

 the perpetual negoti-
ation of identity and belonging —

 becam
e a central fram

ew
ork 

for her art. 6 H
er exploration of m

igration, borders and exclusion 
is not only personal but political, critiquing broader structures 
of racial and cultural belonging in A

m
erica. A

s the daughter of 
a form

er Yiddish theatre actress and a com
m

unist father, she 
explored them

es of displacem
ent and assim

ilation, w
hile also 

challenging the m
oral trium

phalism
 of C

old W
ar A

m
ericanism

 
w

ith a deep skepticism
 about the nation’s ideological narratives.

This critical stance is particularly evident in 100 B
oots 

(1971–73), one of A
ntin’s m

ost w
ell-know

n w
orks [See figure 1, 

p. X
X

]. 7 A
 conceptual m

ail-art piece, 100 B
oots follow

s the 
journey of a group of em

pty rubber boots as they traverse sub-
urban Southern C

alifornia landscapes before m
aking their w

ay 
to N

ew
 York’s M

useum
 of M

odern A
rt. W

hile hum
orously m

im
-

icking the visual tropes of an all-A
m

erican road trip, the w
ork 

sim
ultaneously offers a fem

inist and anti-w
ar critique. C

reated at 
the height of the V

ietnam
 W

ar, 100 B
oots engages w

ith the anxi-
eties of the era, using the boots as anonym

ous stand-ins for both 
faceless soldiers and the displaced. The im

agery evokes a m
ass 

exodus, an invisible m
arch of those uprooted by w

ar and political
violence, im

plicitly connecting U
S m

ilitarism
 abroad w

ith struc-
tural exclusion and m

arginalization at hom
e. The boots’ final arrival

at M
oM

A
 —

 the bastion of institutional artistic legitim
acy —

 m
arks 

both an infiltration and an ironic com
m

entary on the art w
orld’s 

detachm
ent from

 pressing political realities, reinforcing A
ntin’s 

broader interrogation of pow
er, identity and historical m

yth-m
aking. 

A
ntin’s w

ork stands as a rare exam
ple of a Jew

ish fem
i-

nist artist w
ho, rather than sim

ply inserting herself into dom
inant 

historical fram
ew

orks, interrogates and destabilizes the very 

4 
Jew

ish identity in the U
S has 

been shaped by shi$
ing defi

nitions of 
w

hiteness. W
hile postw

ar narratives 
em

phasized Jew
ish assim

ilation, M
atthew 

Frye Jacobson has show
n that Jew

s w
ere 

not alw
ays considered “fully w

hite’. 
See Jacobson, W

hiteness of a Different Color: 
European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race, 
C

am
bridge, M

A
: H

arvard U
niversity 

Press, 1998.

5 
T

his article builds "
om

 m
y 

earlier w
ritings on A

ntin, including 
B

loom
, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 20

0
6, 

20
09 and 2024.

6 
N

ick M
irzoeff

’s Diaspora and 
Visual Culture: Representing A"icans and Jews, 
L

ondon and N
ew York: R

outledge, 
20

0
0, explores how

 diasporic identities 
disrupt and redefine traditional cultural 
narratives. M

irzoeff argues that diaspora
is not just a condition of displacem

ent but 
also a lens through w

hich cultural iden-
tity is constructed and contested. H

is 
discussion of Jew

ish identity as a para-
digm

 of m
odernity and postm

odernity 
resonates w

ith A
ntin’s interrogation of 

displacem
ent, assim

ilation and the un-
stable m

eanings of identity in her w
ork.

Figure 1 100 Boots (1971–73)

7 
H

enry Sayre, “Introduction”, 
in E

leanor A
ntin, 100 Boots, N

ew
 York: 

R
unning Press, 1999, p. 1–7. Sayre 

highlights the subversive hum
or and con-

ceptual rigor of 100 Boots, em
phasizing 

how A
ntin’s use of ordinary objects 

critiques suburban conform
ity, consum

er
culture, and the m

ilitarization of the 
A

m
erican landscape during the Vietnam

 
W

ar era. H
is analysis situates the w

ork 
w

ithin broader trends of 1970
s concep-

tual art w
hile underscoring its fem

inist 
and anti-w

ar underpinnings.

E
lean

o
r A

n
tin

’s Su
b

versive Fem
in

ist A
rt 

  
 Lisa E

. B
lo

o
m

structures that produce and sustain them
. Through an interplay of               

hum
or, m

asquerade and conceptual rigor, she exposes the ten-
sions betw

een personal and collective m
em

ory, challenging rigid 
narratives of identity, history and belonging. B

y subverting estab-
lished artistic and social conventions, A

ntin expands the boundaries 
of fem

inist and conceptual art, positioning herself as one of the 
m

ore incisive and innovative artists of her generation.

R
evisitin

g C
arvin

g T
h

ro
u

gh
 an

 In
tersectio

n
al Len

s

Like m
any progressive fem

inist perform
ance artists of diverse 

backgrounds —
 including Lorraine O

’G
rady, A

drian Piper, C
indy 

Sherm
an, C

arolee Schneem
ann and H

annah W
ilke —

 A
ntin uses 

her ow
n body and personal experiences as the foundation for m

uch 
of her w

ork. A
ntin’s C

arving: A
 Traditional Sculpture (1972) 

rem
ains one of her m

ost iconic pieces. For this w
ork, A

ntin pho- 
   tographed herself every m

orning over a thirty-six-day period, 
docum

enting her body’s transform
ation during a rigorous dieting 

regim
e [see figure 2, p. X

X
]. A

rranged as a horizontal grid of 148 
black-and-w

hite photographs, C
arving has often been interpreted 

as a critique of the oppressive beauty standards im
posed on 

w
om

en by both classical art and contem
porary society. Scholar 

Joanna Frueh em
phasizes this point, stating, “Just as the C

lassical 
G

reek nude occludes w
om

en’s bodies in this kind of aesthetically
rigid form

, so the socially correct beautiful body disciplines and 
punishes w

om
en, through frustration, guilt, and com

petitiveness 
w

ith other w
om

en.”
8                                                                       

H
ow

ever, view
ing C

arving solely as a fem
inist critique of 

beauty standards overlooks its engagem
ent w

ith w
hite ethnicity and 

visibility. A
ntin’s self-portraits present not a “universal” or generic 

fem
ale body but depict an attractive, short Jew

ish w
om

an w
ho de-

viates from
 this norm

. 9 In this sense, C
arving challenges the racial 

and ethnic assum
ptions underpinning Kenneth C

lark’s influential 
study The N

ude: A
 Study in Ideal Form

. 10 A
ntin herself acknow

l-
edged her engagem

ent w
ith C

lark’s fram
ew

ork, particularly his 
distinction betw

een the ‘naked’ and the “nude.” In C
arving, she 

reverses C
lark’s hierarchy, elevating the “naked”as a site of resis-

tance and identity. H
er w

ork critiques the idealized classical 
nude —

 rooted in W
estern, w

hite, m
ale aesthetics —

 w
hile reclaim

-
ing the m

arginalized and racialized body as a source of pow
er 

and self-definition.
A

ntin’s deliberate invocation of early-tw
entieth-century 

police and m
edical photographic practices further com

plicates 
C

arving’s critique. These practices, often used to catalogue racial 
and ethnic “others,” rendered m

arginalized bodies hypervisible 
yet dehum

anized. B
y em

ploying a sim
ilar visual gram

m
ar, A

ntin 
foregrounds the vulnerability and resilience of her body as it un-
dergoes transform

ation. The repetitive, film
-strip-like arrangem

ent 
of her photographs underscores the relentlessness of societal 
pressures w

hile confronting view
ers w

ith the constructed nature 
of ideal body types.

A
s historian Sander G

ilm
an observes, nineteenth-century

m
edical theories frequently em

phasized the adaptability of Jew
-

ish bodies, portraying Jew
s as sim

ultaneously assim
ilable and 

Figure 2 Carving: A Traditional Sculpture (1972)

8 
Joanna Frueh, “T

he B
ody 

T
hrough W

om
en’s Eyes,” in The Power of 

Feminist Art, N
orm

a B
roude and M

ary 
G

arrard, eds., N
ew

 York: H
arry N

. 
A

bram
s, 1995, highlights the disciplin -

ing of w
om

en’s bodies in art history, 
a central them

e in A
ntin’s Carving: 

A Traditional Sculpture. A
lso see how A

ntin’s 
use of her body in w

orks like Carving 
exem

plifies the fem
inist critique of iden-

tity and the self as explored in A
m

elia 
Jones’s Body Art/Performing the Subject, London
and N

ew York: R
outledge, 1998. 

9 
Sander G

ilm
an, The Jew’s Body, 

L
ondon and N

ew York: R
outledge, 1991, 

explores racialized Jew
ish identity 

relevant to A
ntin’s interrogation of 

ethnic invisibility.

10 
K

enneth C
lark’s The N

ude: A Study 
in Ideal Form, 1956; reprinted Princeton, 
N

J: Princeton U
niversity Press, 1972, dis-

cusses W
estern ideals of the nude, w

hich 
A

ntin subverts in Carving, particularly its 
racial and aesthetic assum

ptions.
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perpetually distinct. 11 A
ntin’s project, in contrast, resists such adapt- 

 ability. B
y foregrounding her outsiderness and rejecting the 

“neutrality” of the classical nude, she defies both assim
ilationist 

pressures and the hom
ogenizing gaze of art history. Through 

C
arving, A

ntin invites us to reconsider how
 bodies —

 particularly 
racialized and gendered bodies —

 are both inscribed by and resist 
the constraints of cultural narratives. 12

T
h

e H
u

m
o

r an
d

 Su
b

versio
n

 o
f D

o
m

estic P
eace

A
ntin’s D

om
estic Peace (1971–72) sim

ilarly interrogates identity, 
albeit through the lens of fam

ily dynam
ics. This lesser-know

n 
w

ork consists of a w
ritten record docum

enting A
ntin’s w

eek-long 
visit w

ith her m
other, com

plete w
ith oscillation graphs that chart 

their interactions [see figure 3, p. X
X

]. W
hile D

om
estic Peace lacks 

the visual im
m

ediacy of C
arving, it w

ields hum
or and conceptual 

rigor to challenge idealized narratives surrounding m
other-daughter

relationships, particularly w
ithin Jew

ish fam
ilies. In contrast to 

w
orks that situate w

om
en solely w

ithin dom
inant aesthetic and 

cultural fram
ew

orks, D
om

estic Peace exposes the conflicts and 
hypocrisies em

bedded in the dom
estic sphere. A

ntin’s pseudo-
scientific approach —

 m
eticulously docum

enting argum
ents and 

silences —
 both satirizes and hum

anizes the fraught terrain of fam
il- 

ial relationships. C
indy N

em
ser captured this tension w

hen she 
observed, “The art w

orld did not like it because it disrupted the 
w

hole rom
antic m

yth of the artist as som
eone w

ho doesn’t have 
the sam

e everyday fam
ily connections as everyone else.”

13

For avant-garde artists of the tim
e, D

om
estic Peace w

as 
unsettling not only because it addressed the taboo of an artist’s 
fam

ily life but also because it highlighted the w
ays fem

inism
 

could com
plicate, rather than harm

onize, these relationships. 
A

ntin portrays her m
other as a form

idable presence, em
bodying 

generational tensions and unspoken cultural expectations. The 
independence fem

inism
 offered to w

om
en artists, A

ntin suggests, 
often cam

e at the cost of intergenerational understanding. R
eflect- 

ing on this dynam
ic, A

ntin later w
rote that w

hile staying w
ith her 

m
other in N

ew
 York, she carefully curated their conversations, of- 

fering stories designed to produce in her m
other “a feeling of 

closeness.” Yet, she noted w
ryly, “this closeness w

as a closeness 
to her theory rather than to her life.” C

arefully strategizing her 
conversational “gam

bits,” she aim
ed to “ensure the dom

estic peace
necessary to free m

e for m
y ow

n affairs.”
14 B

y fram
ing fam

ilial 
interactions as an act of perform

ance, A
ntin reveals the tensions 

betw
een self-presentation and authenticity, com

plicating ideal-
ized notions of m

other-daughter bonds.
Through staged conversations about seem

ingly innocuous 
topics —

 such as the purchase of a green velvet loveseat —
 A

ntin 
reveals the perform

ative nature of dom
estic harm

ony [see figure
4, p. X

X
]. These conversations w

ere short and peaceful in com
-

parison w
ith others that deviated from

 her m
other’s notion of 

m
iddle-class success. The latter type is exem

plified by an agitated
seven-hour interaction betw

een m
other and daughter: A

ntin dis-
courages her m

other from
 shopping at G

oodw
ill stores because the

 “stuff is low
 class. Trying to gain her m

other’s acceptance, she 

11 
G

ilm
an, The Jew’s Body.

12 
For an exploration of the 

“corporeal turn” in Jew
ish studies and its 

im
plications for the arts, see B

arbara 
K

irschenblatt-G
im

blett, “B
odies,” in R

oth 
and Valm

an, eds., The Routledge H
and-

book of Contem
porary Jewish Cultures, pp. 172–

182. T
his “corporeal turn” extends 

beyond the focus on gender and sexuality, 
em

bracing the broader cultural turn 
w

ithin literary and cultural studies in the 
U

S and U
K

, the incorporation of visual 
culture as a central them

e in contem
po -

rary Jew
ish scholarship.

Figure 3  Dom
estic Peace (1971–72)

13 
 See C

indy N
em

ser, “E
leanor 

A
ntin,” in Art Talk, N

ew
 York: Scribner, 

1975, p. 281. N
em

ser provides an 
early and significant perspective on 
A

ntin’s w
ork.

14 
 Text "

om
 the artist’s archives. 

Figure 4  Dom
estic Peace (1971–72)

ventures, “Even if they had bargains you w
ouldn’t w

ant them
.” 

The conversations that incite the strongest disagreem
ents 

betw
een m

other and daughter, how
ever, explore ideological 

conflicts in the w
orkplace betw

een m
iddle-class Eastern 

European Jew
s and A

frican A
m

ericans or delve into class and 
even racial tensions w

ithin the Jew
ish com

m
unity [see figures 

4 and 5, pp. X
X

 and X
X

]. 
Ironically, D

om
estic Peace dem

onstrates that harm
ony, 

w
hen achieved, often dem

ands silence and conform
ity. A

ntin’s 
com

edic fram
ing, w

ith its pseudo-scientific graphs and m
eticu-

lous record-keeping, lightens the em
otional w

eight of the subject 
m

atter w
hile em

phasizing its underlying tension. In doing so, 
A

ntin critiques both the rom
anticization of fam

ilial unity and the 
broader societal pressures that dem

and w
om

en “keep the peace” 
at the expense of their ow

n voices. 

A
n

tin
’s Scu

lp
tu

ral Series: Eigh
t N

ew
 Yo

rk W
o

m
en

 (1970)

Eight N
ew

 York W
om

en (1970), a sculptural series com
bining 

text and objects to construct biographies of eight N
ew

 Yorkers, 
addresses the profound tension in w

om
en’s relationships w

ith 
oneanother: the com

plications that arise w
hen a w

om
an artist 

uses other w
om

en as subjects of portraiture. A
ntin exam

ines 
how

 w
om

en’s identities are shaped by conflicting allegiances 
and societal expectations. To engage m

eaningfully w
ith fem

i-
nism

, she argues, w
om

en artists m
ust adopt transform

ative m
odes

 of representation. A
t the sam

e tim
e, A

ntin navigated the m
ale-

dom
inated N

ew
 York art w

orld of the 1970s, w
hich shaped both 

the opportunities and constraints of her practice.
W

hen Eight N
ew

 York W
om

en w
as first exhibited in 1971, 

A
ntin explained her artistic intentions. She deliberately avoided 

narratives of sisterhood grounded solely in shared oppression. 
Instead, she explored the m

ultifaceted activities and individual 
choices that shaped w

om
en’s lives. She w

rote:
I am

 determ
ined to present w

om
en w

ithout pathos or helplessness. 
M

y w
om

en had all chosen lifestyles independent of m
en’s. 

It is true that som
e lifestyles proved m

ore successful in practice than 
others, but they w

ere all interesting and com
plex enough to be 

w
orth the try. Finally, I deliberately chose styles w

hose linguistic structure 
w

ere am
biguous, because a puzzle is harder to love than a fact. 15

In the sam
e issue of A

rtnew
s that featured Linda N

ochlin’s 
ground-breaking essay, “W

hy H
ave There B

een N
o G

reat W
om

en 
A

rtists?” A
ntin aligned herself w

ith N
ochlin’s critique of patriar-

chal art history. She stated:
I agree w

ith Linda N
ochlin that the question “W

hy have there been 
no great w

om
en artists?” is a useless one and that there are very 

real questions to be considered about the relation of w
om

en to the arts. 
Just now

 I consider m
yself som

ething of an authority on the position 
of w

om
en as subject m

atter, having just m
ounted a show

 of biographies 
called Eight N

ew
 York W

om
en. It has been part of w

om
an’s glam

our 
as an artistic subject that she w

as seen as pathetic, passive, 
in short —

 the superb victim
. 16

Figure 5  Dom
estic Peace (1971–72)

15 
 For A

ntin’s ow
n w

ords on her 
approach to portraying w

om
en, see 

Eleanor A
ntin, “W

om
en w

ithout Pathos,”
Artnews, January 1971, pp. 3–4; reprinted 
in T. H

ess and E. B
aker, eds., Art and 

Sexual Politics: W
om

en’s Liberation, W
om

en Artists, 
and Art H

istory, N
ew York: M

acm
illan, 

1973, pp. 86–87.

16 
 A

ntin, “W
om

en w
ithout Pathos”,

pp. 3–4. 
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Like m
any w

om
en artists of her tim

e, A
ntin grappled w

ith the 
challenge of disrupting conventional representations of w

om
en in 

art. W
hat distinguished her approach, how

ever, w
as her refusal to 

depict w
om

en as passive or pitiable. H
er insistence on portraying 

w
om

en “w
ithout pathos or helplessness” m

arked a radical de-  
parture from

 prevailing artistic norm
s.

In Eight N
ew

 York W
om

en, A
ntin sought to tell a different 

story about w
om

en in the 1970s —
 artists, dancers and w

riters —
 

one that directly addressed the influence of A
m

erican m
edia 

on questions of assim
ilation, glam

our, A
m

ericanness, and m
iddle-

class ideals of fem
ininity. Eschew

ing traditional portraits, she 
constructed representations of these w

om
en through assem

blages
of “m

anufactured proxies.” A
ntin explained her m

ethod:
I deliberately chose expensive, shiny, glam

orous objects. 
I chose bright colors, reds, and pinks. A

nd as m
uch chrom

e as possible. 
I didn’t w

ant the view
er to com

e too close. W
e w

om
en have had 

enough love. Frank O
’H

ara said once that he loved M
arilyn M

onroe. 
Protect us from

 such love! 17

A
ntin’s reference to M

arilyn M
onroe highlights the ethnic 

dim
ensions of her project. M

onroe, the quintessential A
m

erican 
sex sym

bol of the 1950s, is juxtaposed w
ith the m

ore m
arginal, 

predom
inantly non-m

iddle-class and w
hite ethnic w

om
en A

ntin 
portrayed. By using carefully selected consum

er goods —
 such as 

an exercise bicycle or elegant hom
e furnishings —

 A
ntin critiqued 

the postw
ar m

arketing of m
iddle-class values, assim

ilation and 
gender roles through consum

er culture. 18 
The series underscores how

 m
undane objects like toiletries 

and furniture can serve as signifiers of national identity, fem
ininity 

and m
iddle-class belonging. W

hile the w
om

en depicted in Eight 
N

ew
 York W

om
en w

ere single, urban, w
hite, non-m

iddle-class 
w

om
en pursuing artistic careers and living in m

odest conditions, 
A

ntin used these consum
er surrogates to evoke the com

plexity 
of their lives. H

er portrait of Yvonne R
ainer —

 a renow
ned post-

m
odern choreographer w

ith Judson D
ance Theater —

 features a 
chrom

e exercise bicycle [see figure 6, p. X
X

]. This object, typically 
associated w

ith suburban dom
esticity, takes on a different reso-

nance w
hen linked to R

ainer, w
ho w

as know
n for breaking dow

n 
traditional m

odern dance vocabularies using everyday m
ovem

ents. 
The bicycle becom

es a sym
bol of the tension betw

een the m
undane 

and the revolutionary.
A

ntin’s approach diverged sharply from
 the dom

inant artistic 
trends of her tim

e. H
er portraits neither dw

ell on w
om

en’s op-
pression nor idealize them

 as heroic figures. Instead, she highlights 
the everyday idiosyncrasies and vulnerabilities that define her 
subjects. In one striking portrait, lingerie designer and poet H

annah 
W

einer is represented by a m
eticulously arranged breakfast nook 

w
ith striped upholstery chairs, and a teapot. H

ow
ever, a large ham

-
m

er placed incongruously on the dainty breakfast table disrupts 
the idyllic scene, hinting at repressed anger and fragility beneath 
the surface [see figure 7, p. X

X
]. 19

In certain w
ays, A

ntin’s w
ork reveals her interest in ad-

dressing the discourse of m
odernism

, even if only to critique or 
occasionally reference it, as she does in her late-1970s invented 
autobiography of Eleanora A

ntinova, a fictional Black ballerina in 

17 
 Ibid.

18 
 Ibid.

Figure 6  Eight N
ew York W

om
en (1970)

Figure 7  Eight N
ew York W

om
en (1970)

19 
 In som

e w
ays, A

ntin’s project 
resem

bles E
laine R

eichek’s Postcolonial 
Kinderhood, displayed in 1994 as part of 
an exhibition at the Jew

ish M
useum

 
in N

ew York. B
oth w

orks are ironic por-
traits that use consum

er objects to deal 
sim

ultaneously w
ith questions of assim

i-
lation, dom

estic interiors, and Jew
ish 

wom
en’s lives. See: Robin C

em
balest, ‘M

ust-
See M

useum
 Show

s to M
ake You T

hink, 
or C

ry’, ArtN
ews, 22 A

ugust 2013, https://
w

w
w.artnew

s.com
/art-new

s/new
s/

identity-rem
ix-in-m

ust-see-m
useum

-
show

s-2292/.

Sergei D
iaghilev’s Ballets Russes. M

oreover, there is a tendency in 
A

ntin’s w
ork to m

im
e and parody w

hiteness, as in the bright, per-
fectly im

m
aculate but em

pty spaces of her portrait of W
einer. This

 tendency com
plicates the relationship betw

een the universalizing 
discourses of fem

inism
 w

ithin m
odernism

 and postm
odernism

, 
discourses w

ithin w
hich she is situated. 20

Spareness and coolness in A
ntin’s conceptual w

ork distance 
it from

 the stereotypically cluttered interiors and expressive gestures 
often associated w

ith Eastern European Jew
ish im

m
igrant culture, 

particularly as represented in the theatre and popular visual culture. 
C

onflict, anger and disagreem
ent am

ong w
om

en are literally 
m

apped by codes and graphs or sym
bolized by perfectly staged 

interiors and objects. 
O

fficial docum
ents and stereotypical dom

estic interiors 
stand in for the pressure to assim

ilate and adopt the relatively m
ore 

controlled body language of urban A
nglo-A

m
erican and N

orthern 
European culture, w

hich frequently stigm
atized expressive gestures 

and clutter as signs of backw
ardness. A

ntin’s projects satirize the 
dom

inant bourgeois codes of A
m

erican etiquette, privacy, polite-
ness and good m

anners, reducing these conventions to their 
hypocritical core. H

er sharp w
it and m

eticulous attention to visual 
detail reveal the tensions underlying these constructed ideals.

T
h

e P
erfo

rm
an

ce o
f M

u
ltip

le Id
en

tities 
in

 A
n

tin
’s Later W

o
rk

W
hile A

ntin’s earlier w
orks explore gender and ethnicity indi-

rectly, her later invented autobiographies delve deeply into the 
fluidity of identity, constructing characters that challenge fixed 
racial, ethnic, class and gendered boundaries. A

m
ong her m

ost 
notable personas is the seventeenth-century English K

ing C
harles I, 

reim
agined as the K

ing of Solana B
each in 1974, referencing a 

beach com
m

unity north of San D
iego w

here A
ntin resided. 

In contrast to A
nthony V

an D
yck’s depictions of C

harles I as the 
epitom

e of w
hiteness, entitlem

ent and aristocratic privilege, 
A

ntin’s king is deliberately sexually am
biguous and unkem

pt. H
er 

version w
ears a m

ix of facial hair and visible breasts and is dressed 
in a shabby costum

e that includes jeans typical of C
alifornia 

popular culture, a cape, and a ruffled shirt —
 far rem

oved from
 

the regalia of w
ealth and pow

er. Im
ages of her perform

ance depict 
the king sharing beers w

ith com
m

oners on park benches [see 
figure 8, p. X

X
].

A
ntin does not aim

 to “pass” as C
harles I but instead draw

s 
on cam

p as an aesthetic strategy, using hum
or, exaggeration and 

incongruity to critique societal norm
s. B

y em
ploying drag, A

ntin 
exaggerates and parodies stereotypes, destabilizing assum

ed 
hierarchies and exposing their artificiality. H

er perform
ances re-

w
rite historical scripts by juxtaposing and inverting signs and 

narratives, disrupting discrim
inatory and separatist status quos.  

A
ntin further develops her interrogation of identity in her 

portrayal of Eleanora A
ntinova (1979), the fictional Black ballerina 

w
ho choreographed and danced for the B

allets Russes in the 
1920s. A

ntin described A
ntinova as “Black, glam

orous, and of an 
uncertain but advanced age, [and] very m

uch the grande dam
e.”

20 
 T

he anxiety about m
aking 

Jew
ishness visible w

as w
idely felt am

ong 
secular Jew

s in the second half of the 
twentieth century and continues to create 
a generational fault line am

ong Jew
ish 

artists and critics. T
his tension w

as exac-
erbated by pressures to assim

ilate into 
A

m
erican m

iddle-class norm
s, which o$en 

coded Eastern European Jew
ish expres-

siveness—
particularly in speech, gesture 

and dom
estic aesthetics—

as excessive or 
unrefined. T

hese anxieties played out in 
cultural and artistic discourse as w

ell; 
for exam

ple, C
lem

ent G
reenberg’s em

-
phasis on form

alist abstraction and 
the universal in m

odernist art w
as o$

en 
interpreted as a rejection of overtly 
ethnic, narrative or fi

gurative w
ork. For 

m
ore on the m

echanism
s through w

hich 
the A

m
erican art establishm

ent privileged
abstraction and banished specificity 
w

ith claim
s to the universal, see discus-

sions of G
reenberg’s influence, see 

“C
lem

ent G
reenberg’s M

odernist Shadow,” 
the first chapter of m

y book Jewish Identi-
ties in Am

erican Fem
inist Art: G

hosts of Ethnicity, 
L

ondon and N
ew

 York: R
outledge, 

20
0

6, pp. 14-31.

Figure 8  The King of Solana Beach (1974)

E
lean

o
r A

n
tin

’s Su
b

versive Fem
in

ist A
rt 

  
 Lisa E

. B
lo

o
m

74
75



She w
rites: “W

hat of m
e and A

ntinova? I borrow
 her dark skin, 

her reputation, her nam
e w

hich is very m
uch like m

ine anyw
ay. 

She borrow
ed the nam

e from
 the R

ussians, from
 D

iaghilev. 
I borrow

 her aspirations to be a classical ballerina…
. She w

ill dance 
the w

hite queen M
arie-A

ntoinette. She invests the space betw
een 

herself and the w
hite queen w

ith faith-that they w
ill com

e together. 
B

ut w
ho is M

arie A
ntoinette…

. W
hat can the little A

ustrian give 
A

ntinova?”
21 A

ntin slips from
 “she” to “I” to describe her and her 

character’s interchange w
ith them

selves and the w
orld. 

Som
etim

es this w
orld is fram

ed as a stage or art gallery to lend it 
context; at other tim

es, A
ntin herself becom

es an artw
ork that 

slips into the w
orld as an experience.

 In 1981, A
ntin staged a tw

enty-day perform
ance in N

ew
 

York C
ity, during w

hich she lived as A
ntinova, em

bodying her 
through vintage dresses, flow

ing shirts, high-heeled shoes, long 
painted nails, and dram

atic m
akeup that darkened her skin. 

The perform
ance w

as later docum
ented in B

eing A
ntinova (1983), 

a book that gathers A
ntin’s reflections on inhabiting this identity, 

along w
ith staged ‘publicity’ shots and draw

ings of A
ntinova and 

other dancers in ballet poses [see figure 9, p. x]. 22

A
ntinova’s invented persona critiques European cultural 

history, particularly the B
allets Russes of the 1920s, w

hich A
ntin 

called a “w
hite m

achine.” H
istorically, a Black ballerina and 

choreographer could not have existed w
ithin D

iaghilev’s com
pa-

ny, w
here the ballerina sym

bolized w
hiteness, ethereality and 

virtue, even though Black perform
ers and dancers like Josephine 

B
aker w

ere w
ell-know

n and popular in Paris. B
y em

bodying 
A

ntinova, A
ntin highlights the racial exclusivity of European high 

culture w
hile also draw

ing parallels to the m
arginalization of 

Jew
s in Eastern Europe. H

er use of blackface forces a confronta-
tion w

ith these overlapping dynam
ic histories of exclusion, as 

w
ell as the regrettable legacy of Jew

ish perform
ers engaging in 

blackface in late nineteenth- and early tw
entieth-century 

A
m

erican theatre and early cinem
a. 23

A
ntinova’s “m

em
oirs,” w

ritten by A
ntin, parody the 

exoticized roles im
posed on Jew

ish, Black and N
ative A

m
erican 

perform
ers in European m

odernist traditions. A
ntinova’s reper -

toire includes playing a stationary slave girl, Pocahontas, the dancer 
of ‘The H

ebrew
s’, and M

arie A
ntoinette m

asquerading as a black 
shepherdess w

hich she sees as a transform
ative act that allow

s her 
to enter the consciousness of the perform

er [see figures 10 and 
11, p. X

X
 and X

X
]. These satirical roles expose the m

echanism
s of 

cultural and racial othering that pervade these artistic traditions, 
reducing m

arginalized identities to stereotypes.
Through A

ntinova, A
ntin interrogates not only the racial 

and class hierarchies that define high culture but also the broader 
system

s that perpetuate exclusion. The A
ntinova persona be-

com
es a vehicle for exam

ining the intersections of identity, 
perform

ance and pow
er, highlighting how

 artistic traditions both 
reflect and reinforce societal inequities. B

y juxtaposing historical 
exclusion w

ith her perform
ative possibilities, A

ntin invites us to 
reconsider the lim

its of representation and the constructed nature 
of identity itself.

21 
  E

leanora A
ntinova, Before the 

Revolution: A Ballet, Santa Barbara, C
alifornia: 

M
useum

 of A
rt, 1979.

Figure 9   E
leanora A

ntinova at R
ussian 

Tea R
oom

 w
ith A

nna C
anepa, N

ew York 
C

ity (O
ctober 1980)

22 
  See Eleanor A

ntin, Eleanora 
Antinova Plays, 1994.

23 
  O

n A
ntin’s A

ntinova charac-
ter and identity politics, see C

herise 
Sm

ith, Enacting O
thers: Politics of Identity in 

Eleanor Antin, N
ikki S. Lee, Adrian Piper, and 

Anna Deavere Sm
ith, D

urham
, N

C
: D

uke 
U

niversity Press, 2011 p., 88. Sm
ith 

critiques A
ntinova’s portrayal, em

pha -
sising the ethical com

plexities of 
em

bodying racialized identities w
hile 

recognzsing A
ntin’s extensive research 

on D
iaghlev’s B

allets R
usses. She also 

discusses at length how A
ntin is one of 

several Jew
ish perform

ers w
ho used the 

signs of blackness in the service of 
personal transform

ation and identity.

Figure 10 A
ntinova as The H

ebrews (1980)

T
h

e V
an

ish
in

g Sh
tetl: T

h
eatricality, M

em
o

ry an
d

 Fem
in

ist
Su

b
versio

n
 in

 V
iln

a N
igh

ts an
d

 Th
e M

an
 W

ith
o

u
t a W

o
rld

A
ntin’s w

ork is deeply rooted in personal and historical m
em

ory, 
navigating the intricate interplay of identity across generations. 24 
H

er upbringing shaped her unique artistic approach, w
hich 

frequently displaces itself, referencing both Southern C
alifornia’s 

cultural m
ilieu and the vanishing w

orlds of earlier generations of 
Jew

ish im
m

igrants. This them
e of relocation —

 both geographical 
and cultural —

 underpins her exam
ination of w

hat is lost, trans-
form

ed or reim
agined in these transitions, becom

ing a central 
m

otif in her later w
orks.

A
ntin’s exploration of Jew

ish heritage reaches a com
pelling 

apex in V
ilna N

ights (1993) and The M
an W

ithout a W
orld (1991). 25 

The latter, a m
eticulously constructed sim

ulation of a silent-era 
Y

iddish film
, revisits her Jew

ish heritage and the vibrancy of shtetl 
life in Poland. 26 H

ow
ever, rather than rom

anticizing this so-called 
‘vanishing w

orld’, A
ntin uses satire to critique its lim

itations, par-
ticularly for w

om
en, w

hile interrogating the com
m

odification 
of Jew

ish nostalgia. She directly targets the diasporic nostalgia 
m

arket, w
hich often obscures the annihilation of the real w

orld 
and people it seeks to m

em
orialize.

In The M
an W

ithout a W
orld, archetypal roles such as the 

virgin, m
other, and w

hore are destabilized through playful and 
irreverent portrayals of fem

ale characters. C
onventional scenes, 

such as a bride being fitted for her w
edding dress or undergoing 

a ritual m
ikvah cleansing, are juxtaposed w

ith unexpected 
m

om
ents —

 like a Jew
ish w

om
an torm

enting a pig w
ith sticks in 

a bustling m
arketplace —

 am
plifying the tension betw

een tradi-
tion and subversion. The shtetl itself becom

es an artw
ork, as do 

all its elem
ents, from

 the bagels in the opening scene to the 
pig —

 an anim
al that w

ould never be seen there [see figure 12, 
p. x]. 27 Sim

ilarly, A
ntin subverts the m

ikvah ritual by depicting 
the lead fem

ale character rising from
 purification, only to have 

her head shaved bald —
 a practice rarely required even in the 

m
ost orthodox H

asidic sects [see figure 13, p. x]. 
A

ntin fram
es the film

 as a lost m
asterpiece by a fictional 

m
ale Jew

ish director, Yevgeny A
ntinov, a supposed Russian 

avant-garde film
m

aker of the early Stalinist period. A
ccording to 

A
ntin, A

ntinov w
as com

m
issioned by A

m
erican businessm

en 
to create a nostalgic film

 about shtetl life for Jew
ish audiences 

in the diaspora. Frustrated by their insistence on reinforcing 
sentim

ental stereotypes, A
ntinov instead produced a critique of 

these values. The backers ultim
ately rejected the film

, refusing 
to distribute it, w

hile A
ntinov w

as driven out of Russia by Stalin’s 
totalitarian regim

e. Through this fictional fram
ing, A

ntin plays 
w

ith the blurred boundaries betw
een history and m

yth, exposing 
the m

echanism
s that dictate w

hich narratives are preserved and 
w

hich are erased.
H

er w
ork functions as a layered critique —

 of nostalgic 
falsifications of shtetl life, of totalitarianism

 in art and politics and 
of the pow

er structures that distort history. B
y presenting The 

M
an W

ithout a W
orld as the ‘last rem

aining print’ of A
ntinov’s 

suppressed m
asterpiece, A

ntin m
etaphorically rescues it from

 
obscurity w

hile dism
antling its clichés. The film

’s conclusion, in 

Figure 11 A
ntinova as L'Esclave (1980)

24 
 O

n generational m
em

ory 
and Jew

ish identity, see M
arianne H

irsch, 
Fam

ily Fram
es: Photography, N

arrative, and 
Postm

em
ory, C

am
bridge, M

A
: H

arvard 
U

niversity Press, 1997. T
hough not 

specific to A
ntin, H

irsch’s concept of 
postm

em
ory clarifies how

 second-
generation Jew

ish artists address them
es 

of displacem
ent and loss. 

25 
 O

n A
ntin’s film

 The M
an W

ithout a 
W

orld, see the transcript of the screenplay 
published by G

reen Integer, L
os A

ngeles, 
20

02. For a review, see Je%
ey Skoller, 

“T
he Shadow

s of C
atastrophe: E

leanor 
A

ntin’s T
he M

an w
ithout a W

orld,” Film 
Q

uarterly, Vol. 49, N
o. 2, Fall 1995, pp. 28–

32. A
lso see E

len Zw
eig, “C

onstruction 
L

oss: Film
 and Presence in the W

ork of 
E

leanor A
ntin,” M

illennium
 Film

 Journal, 
Vol. 29, Fall 1996, pp. 34–41. 

26 
 The M

an W
ithout a W

orld, directed 
by E

leanor A
ntin (M

ilestone Film
s, 

1991), 0
0:33.

Figure 12 The M
an W

ithout a W
orld (1991)

27 
 For m

ore on the interpreta-
tion of the anom

alies in shtetl life in 
A

ntin’s A M
an without a W

orld, see H
arris 

L
enow

itz, “T
he Pig in the M

arket, the 
B

raid in the M
ikveh: W

hat’s w
rong 

w
ith this Picture?’, Visions, Spring 1993, 

pp. 38–39.
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w
hich anarchists destroy the shtetl, serves as both a literal and 

sym
bolic obliteration of reductive narratives, m

aking w
ay for a m

ore
critical engagem

ent w
ith history.

A
ntin’s sustained engagem

ent w
ith Yiddish theatre and shtetl

culture highlights her personal and artistic ties to second-generation 
Jew

ish im
m

igrant narratives. D
raw

ing on her m
other’s experience 

as a Y
iddish theatre actress, she reim

agines these histories through 
a lens of irony, hum

or and fem
inist critique. R

ather than indulging 
in nostalgia, her w

ork exposes the oppressive lim
itations w

ithin these 
cultural traditions, particularly for w

om
en.

In V
ilna N

ights, A
ntin extends her exploration of Jew

ish 
history through a theatrical lens. She describes the piece as “a 
life-size stage set,” foregrounding the collapse of w

hat w
as once 

a m
ajor center of Jew

ish culture and learning in V
ilna (now

 
V

ilnius, Lithuania). 28 Since its founding in the tenth century, V
ilna 

has been one of the m
ost contested and devastated cities in 

Europe. B
efore W

orld W
ar II, it w

as hom
e to the largest Jew

ish 
population in Europe, but during the w

ar, it suffered severe 
destruction under G

erm
an occupation, and its Jew

ish com
m

unity 
w

as alm
ost entirely exterm

inated.
U

nlike traditional rom
anticized shtetl im

agery, A
ntin pres-

ents a w
orld in ruins: w

alls in decay, an open courtyard filled w
ith 

rubble, m
aking physical entry im

possible [see figure 14, p. X
X

]. 
Three film

s, projected onto the installation’s w
indow

s, construct a 
fictionalized com

m
unity suffused w

ith loss and sorrow
. Each 

of the three vignettes is a fragm
ent of shtetl life captured w

ithin 
a private interior. In one scene, a w

om
an throw

s all her love 
letters into a stove; in another, a tailor cries as he m

ends children’s 
clothes. The final w

indow
 reveals tw

o children huddling together, 
sharing a crust of bread. In this third scene, the young boy and girl, 
presum

ably siblings, appear cold and hungry as they share a 
sm

all piece of bread. M
agically, a lit m

enorah appears in m
id-air, 

follow
ed by chairs and a table set w

ith food and drink. The 
children, overcom

e w
ith joy, sit dow

n to enjoy the unexpected feast. 
H

ow
ever, just as they are about to begin eating, the m

agical 
objects disappear one by one, leaving them

 once again alone and 
hungry, as they first began. This m

om
ent of ephem

eral abundance 
heightens the poignancy of their suffering, evoking both the fragility 
of hope and the cruel, recurring cycles of loss. 29 

The haunting soundtrack intensifies the installation’s ghostly 
presence, filled w

ith “screeching trains’ and ‘w
histling w

inds.” 
A

ntin describes the figures in her film
 as “vanishing,” yet their fate 

rem
ains am

biguous. 30 R
ather than presenting a linear narrative of 

destruction, she resists closure. A
s she w

rites of The M
an W

ithout 
a W

orld, the piece is “about people on the edge, a w
orld on 

the edge about to go under, but still inhabited by living, cranky, 
unhappy, am

using, aspiring, passionate, sexy people.”
31

A
s H

ow
ard Fox w

rote in the catalogue for the 1999 
retrospective at the Los A

ngeles C
ounty M

useum
 of A

rt (LA
C

M
A

), 
V

ilna N
ights affirm

s ‘the dem
ise of a culture, a w

ay of life, and 
the m

illions w
ho had lived it’. 32 Yet A

ntin’s approach is not m
erely 

an elegy. R
ather, she uses theatricality as a tool not only to 

m
ourn but also to interrogate history —

 both the circum
stances 

of these lives’ endings and the vibrancy of their lived experiences 
before catastrophe. 

Figure 13 The M
an W

ithout a W
orld (1991)

28 
 Vilna N

ights w
as com

m
issioned 

by the Jew
ish M

useum
 for the 1993 

exhibition From
 the Inside O

ut: Eight Contem -
porary Artists to inaugurate the m

useum
’s 

new exhibition space. T
he m

ixed m
edia 

installation appears as a ruined shell 
w

ith a bom
bed-out courtyard. A

ntin quot-
ed in G

oodm
an, “From

 the Inside O
ut: 

Eight C
ontem

porary A
rtists,” p. 24. 

Figure 14 Vilna N
ights (1993)

29 
 For a m

ore detailed description 
of Vilna N

ights, see M
aurice B

erger, et al. 
M

asterworks of the Jewish M
useum. N

ew
 York: 

T
he Jew

ish M
useum

, 20
04, pp. 76–77.

30 
 A

ntin quoted in G
oodm

an, 
“From

 the Inside O
ut: Eight C

ontem
po -

rary A
rtists,” p. 24.

31 
 A

ntin quoted in “A
 D

ialogue 
w

ith A
ntin,” in Fox., ed., Eleanor Antin, 

p. 222.

32 
 H

ow
ard Fox, “D

esire and 
D

estiny in the A
rt of E

leanor A
ntin” in 

Eleanor Antin, H
ow

ard Fox, ed., exhibition 
catalogue, Los A

ngeles: Los A
ngeles C

ounty 
M

useum
 of A

rt, 1999, p. 145.

B
oth V

ilna N
ights and The M

an W
ithout a W

orld grapple 
w

ith the precarious balance betw
een historical accuracy and 

im
aginative invention. B

y em
ploying theatricality as both a them

e 
and a m

ethod, A
ntin exam

ines how
 Jew

ish histories are rem
em

-
bered, perform

ed and distorted. H
er fem

inist critique adds another 
layer of com

plexity, challenging the gendered hierarchies em
-

bedded w
ithin these cultural traditions. Though firm

ly rooted in 
Jew

ish history, these w
orks transcend their im

m
ediate context 

to address broader questions about how
 identities are preserved, 

erased or transform
ed through cultural m

em
ory. 

A
ntin’s theatrical approach to historical constructs invites 

view
ers to question the boundaries betw

een history and fiction. 
By fram

ing her narratives through the lens of fem
inist perform

ance, 
she reclaim

s silenced histories w
hile exposing the exclusions

and biases inherent in dom
inant cultural narratives. Situated at the 

intersection of personal m
em

ory, collective history, and fem
inist 

critique, her w
ork offers a pow

erful m
editation on the politics of 

identity and representation.

C
o

n
tin

u
in

g Legacies: E
lean

o
r A

n
tin

 an
d

 
th

e E
vo

lvin
g D

isco
u

rse o
f Id

en
tity

A
ntin’s body of w

ork offers a profound exam
ination of identity 

through the intersecting lenses of fem
inism

, ethnicity and history. 
B

y foregrounding Jew
ishness alongside other m

arkers of identity, 
A

ntin challenges assum
ptions of neutrality w

ithin fem
inist art and 

interrogates the exclusions em
bedded in dom

inant art historical 
narratives. H

er w
ork not only expands the boundaries of conceptual 

and perform
ance art but also exem

plifies the w
ays in w

hich art 
can critique societal structures w

hile rem
aining deeply personal. 

Through her m
ultifaceted w

orks, A
ntin dism

antles bound-
aries betw

een the personal and the political, hum
or and critique, 

and history and m
yth. W

hether reim
agining herself as a Jew

ish 
w

om
an navigating assim

ilation or as a fictional B
lack ballerina 

critiquing w
hiteness in high culture, A

ntin’s perform
ances and 

narratives serve as incisive critiques of pow
er, privilege, and rep-

resentation. H
er ability to inhabit shifting identities —

 through 
historical reconstructions, invented autobiographies, and concep-
tual m

asquerades —
 foregrounds the fluidity of selfhood and its 

negotiation w
ithin dom

inant cultural fram
ew

orks.
A

ntin’s engagem
ent w

ith hum
or, cam

p and perform
ance

creates a space for exam
ining identity as fluid, m

ultifaceted and 
oftencontradictory. H

er m
ethod of using hum

or as a critical tool 
not only disrupts but also exposes the lim

its of identity categories. 
H

er w
ork bridges historical displacem

ent and contem
porary 

struggles, offering a platform
 for m

arginalized voices and histories. 
By em

bodying characters such as Eleanora A
ntinova or the K

ing 
of Solana B

each, A
ntin interrogates the w

ays in w
hich identity is 

constructed, perform
ed and constrained by societal expectations.

H
er legacy also rem

inds us of the transform
ative potential 

of fem
inist activism

 in the 1970s, particularly in C
alifornia, w

here 
fem

inist artists sought to m
erge art and activism

 to address per-
sonal and political struggles. A

ntin’s pioneering explorations of 
identity, diaspora and fem

inist critique have helped shape the
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evolving field of Jew
ish fem

inist art —
 a rich and interdisciplinary 

area that continues to be explored by a w
ide range of international 

scholars. 33 W
hile her w

ork has been w
idely recognized w

ithin 
fem

inist art history and conceptual art, it rem
ains underexam

ined 
in discussions of Jew

ish identity and perform
ance, despite its 

significant contributions to both fields.
A

ntin’s influence continues to resonate w
ith contem

porary 
Jew

ish fem
inist artists such as Judit H

ersko, w
ho sim

ilarly em
ploys 

fictional narratives to critique historical exclusion. 34 In her perfor-
m

ance Pages from
 the B

ook of the U
nknow

n Explorer (2008
–17), 

H
ersko im

agines a Jew
ish w

om
an w

ho poses as a m
an to join an 

A
ntarctic scientific exploration during the Second W

orld W
ar to 

escape persecution from
 the N

azis. H
ersko’s narrative reflects 

on the speculative histories of w
om

en’s contributions to polar ex -
ploration and science, draw

ing attention to the intersections of 
im

agination, identity and exclusion. Like A
ntin, H

ersko challenges 
the lim

its of historical narratives and questions w
hose stories 

are recorded and w
hose are erased. B

y situating figures like the 
“U

nknow
n Explorer” in im

probable historical scenarios, H
ersko’s 

w
ork, inspired by A

ntin, opens new
 possibilities for rethinking 

cultural m
em

ory and representation. 
M

oreover, A
ntin is part of a longer lineage of Jew

ish w
om

en 
artists in the U

S and the U
K

 w
ho have interrogated identity through 

invented histories and alternate personas. From
 C

laude C
ahun 

and M
arcel M

oore to D
anielle A

bram
s, O

reet A
shery, A

nne B
ean, 

Z
oe B

eloff, C
andice B

reitz, Rosalyn D
rexler, Lynn H

ershm
an 

Leeson, Suzanne Treister, and H
annah W

ilke, am
ong others, these 

artists have engaged w
ith them

es of perform
ance, m

asquerade 
and critique, em

ploying hum
or and irony to disrupt conventional 

narratives. Their practices share A
ntin’s com

m
itm

ent to breaking 
traditional barriers of identity and representation, underscoring her 
enduring relevance w

ithin the broader discourse of fem
inist and 

conceptual art. 35

A
ntin’s w

ork, though rooted in the historical context of the 
1970s, resonates w

ith contem
porary debates around representation,

m
arginalization and identity. By engaging deeply w

ith them
es of 

exclusion and transform
ation, she reclaim

s silenced histories and 
voices, affirm

ing her legacy as a visionary artist w
hose influence 

continues to inspire across generations. H
er w

ork rem
ains a critical 

intervention in how
 history is constructed, rem

em
bered and per-

form
ed —

 one that insists on the im
portance of revisiting the past 

to understand the present. H
er art invites us to consider how

 
personal m

em
ory and collective history intersect, offering a pow

-
erful m

editation on identity’s com
plexities in a constantly shifting 

cultural landscape. 

33 
 T

he evolving field of Jew
ish 

fem
inist art since the late 1990

s has 
been taken up by a w

ide range of inter-
national scholars, including Sam

antha 
B

askind, Paula B
irnbaum

, A
lla Efim

ova, 
Tam

ar G
arb, R

achel G
arfield, M

arianne
H

irsch, N
orm

an K
leeblatt, Laura K

ruger, 
C

assandra L
anger, G

ail L
evin, L

aura 
L

evitt, Eunice L
ipton, R

ichard M
eyer, 

M
argaret O

lin, M
or Presiado, G

riselda 
Pollock, L

isa Saltzm
an, E"

aim
 Sicher, 

C
atherine Soussloff, D

avid Sperber, R
oni 

Tzoreff, E
dw

ard Van Voolen, D
iane 

W
ol$

hal, and Tanya Zion-W
aldoks, 

am
ong others.

34 
 For m

ore on Judit H
ersko’s 

perform
ance w

ork, see L
isa E

. B
loom

, 
“Jew

ish “G
hosts”: Judit H

ersko and 
Susan H

iller and the Fem
inist Intersec -

tional A
rt of Post-H

olocaust M
em

ory’, 
Arts, Vol. 13, N

o. 2, 2024, p. 50. Available
at: https://w

w
w.m

dpi.com
/2076-0752/

13/2/50.

35 
 It is notew

orthy that the subject 
of E

leanor A
ntin’s legacy, particularly 

her place w
ithin a longer lineage of Jew

ish
w

om
en artists interrogating identity,

w
ill be addressed in a panel at the C

ollege 
A

rt A
ssociation conference in N

ew York 
C

ity, February 12–15, 2025. T
itled “T

he 
Slippery N

ature of the Self: G
ender, 

M
asquerade, C

ounterfactual H
istory, 

and Jew
ish W

om
en A

rtists,” the panel 
explores w

orks by Jew
ish w

om
en artists 

w
ho use personas to challenge and de-

stabilize conventional identity "
am

eworks. 
Presentations include R

achel G
arfield, 

‘Jew
ishness U

nder Erasure: Persona W
ork 

in the U
K

’ (R
oyal C

ollege of A
rt); B

eni 
M

uhl, “R
osalyn D

rexler and the Flatness 
of Self” (U

niversity of Fribourg); 
Philom

ena Epps, “Like a M
otion Picture, 

L
ike a L

iving D
ance: Persona and 

Perform
ativity” in H

annah W
ilke’s So 

H
elp M

e H
annah (1978–85)’ (U

niversity 
C

ollege L
ondon); and Paula B

urleigh, 
“Lynn H

ershm
an Leeson: A

 Posthum
an 

Fem
inist C

ounternarrative” (A
llegheny 

C
ollege). T

he panel is chaired by Susan 
Fellem

an, U
niversity of South C

arolina.
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