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that i may somehow take on the weiglzt o][your sadness. 2005, Qil on panel. 6' x &'

THRUST AND ACHE:
THE PAINTINGS OF
ANGELA FRALEIGH

She can’t touch his arm in innocence again.
Tlley have to give that up and Zaegin
as male and ][ema/e, thrust and ache.

—Louise Glucle, “Palais des Arts”

On the surface, the umpteenth reissue
of King Kong may seem totaHy unrelated
to Angela Fraleigh’s paintings. And yet,
as one pub]icity image after another
descends upon us, one migl'lt argue that
there is a connection. In nearly every
still, a large black figure embraces an
nearly obscures a woman, her skin pale
and luminous. Sometimes she appears
to figkt him off, other times she seems
sympathetic, even submissive. This ambi-
guity is what has lzept the story fresh after
so many retellings. “I am your mirror,
Beauty,” said the Beast, in Jean Cocteau’s
Beauty and the Beast. “You reflect me.
I shall reflect you.”!

A far more sophisticate(l and complicated
version of the relationship between Beauty
and the Beast is an important element in
Fraleigh’s paintings. In her recent worlz,
two styles seem to be figllting one another:
abstraction and figuration. In there i still
my thirst (2005), a green eye, l)rigll’c as
an emerald, glares at us. The rest of the
face Lelonging to the eye is almost all
there: there is a jaw 1ine, an eyel)row, a
nose. Any other Lody part is blocked Ly
a goopy mass of paint swirls in ja(le,
cream, and taupe, although in the lower
left quadrant, peering out from a gap in
the veil of paint, is the head of a pre(la-
tory bird. The angle of the bird’s head
echoes that of the woman, as though tlley
are both on the hunt. In the painting
slow (2005), a woman’s head is tilted
at a backward angle that leaves her neck
exposed, and she gazes out at the viewer
with a calm, studied expression. This is
surprising, since a masculine hand is

clampecl firmly down on her neck. And

yet the viewer has no way of 1enowing if

the hand is place(l there for malicious
purposes or as a gesture of affection
or erotic play, for just as one ljegins to
question the nature of the situation, and
look for clues, a sumptuous, Luttery
yeuow 1ayer of paint oozes over the scene,
preventing the viewer from figuring out
what is happening, mischievously reveal-
ing only the most tan’calizing of clues,
such as an eye.

Incleecl, eyes are featured prominently

in Fraleigh’s work. This raises several

interesting issues related to women in
art, as well as the act of loolzing at art.
What happens when the woman, who

has long been ol)jectifietl in Western art,
reverses the gaze, and looks back at the
viewer? Barthes once described Garbo’s
eyes as “two fain’cly tremulous wounds.”
In a sense, the eyes in Fraleigh’s paint-
ings have a similar quality, altllougll they
also have more life and soul than the

empty gaze of the movie star. They stare
directly out at the au(lience, sometimes



with an air of Confrontation, other times
merely curious, and other times Letraying
a feeling of apprehension.

“To be born a woman has been to be

]Jorn,” Jol'ln Berger wrote, “within an
allotted and confined space, into the

leeeping of men.” Women are associated
with Beauty because women are thougl'l’c
of as ol)jec’cs. They are to be aclmire(l, or,
better yet, to be possessed. Sul)jecting
women to voyeurism—a controlled and
unreturne(l gaze—was a way of owning

them, of neutralizing the threat tl'ley

posecl to male power (for, in Preudian
terms, women are sym})ols of castration,
since small })oys who see them naked

assume that tl'ley have done something
wrong to have lost their penises).

Yet the role of the woman and the male
gaze was not a.lwa.ys one of passive ol)ject
]Jeing possessed lay the man observing
her. “Melancl’loly anguis}l caused Ly
love for a woman,” or Amor Hereos,
was a common proHem among men in
’c}lirteenth-century Europe. Symptoms
included insomnia and lack of appetite.
“The whole ]30(1}7 Wea.lzens," wrote Doctor
Bernard de Gordon (ca. 1258-1318)
“except the eyes.”? The eyes of the
’chirteen’ch-cen’cury nobleman who suffers
from Amor Hereos are wounds, having
been wounded lay the sigh’c of a woman.
But, in a twisted (and somewhat iuogical)
paradox, once a man has been struclz,
the wounds enhance his vision, because
that is the only way the man can watch
his beloved. Eyes are apertures to the
spirit, which has been con’camina’ted, as
it were, })y the woman. The woman is the
source of his agony and also his only
source of succor, since even though his
eyes are woun(].s, tl'ley are also the only
way that he can find relief from what is
ailing him: by reestablishing contact with
the cause of the inflammation, the ol)ject

of his obsession—the woman. Al’cl’loug}l
there is something sweetly absurd about
this idea (one possible cure was to hire
an “old shrew” to taunt the man and turn
him off young women forever), it also
posits the woman as penetrator, a role
typica]ly reserved, of course, for the male.

This is 12ey to unders’cancling Fraleigh’s
work, since it consciously plays on
ambiguities, on })eing at once vulnerable
and fierce, concealed and exposecl. The
artist often references historical painting,
but without directly appropriating from
any one painting or artist in particular.
One exception to this rule is all conse-
quence as soon forgotten, 2005. A large
painting, twelve })y eigl'lt feet, it shows a
shapely woman 1ying on her sicle, proppe(l
up l)y one elbow. The viewer sces her pro-
file, a head crowned lay silken strands
of platinum blonde hair puued up into
an elabora’ce, eighteenth-century-style
hairdo. The woman is loolzing slightly
askance. She seems to be focused on the
full 1ips and distinctive jawline of what
appears to bea man, who is much larger
than she. A hand, possibly his (alt}lough
1ayers of paint again prevent one from
l)eing sure), reaches toward the woman.
The gesture of the hand and the reclining
figure of the woman evoke Michelangelo’s
Sistine Cl’lapel. Fraleigh seems to have
a nagging preoccupation with historical
Western painting—it is nagging because
she takes issue with the way it furthers
gen(ler stereotypes, but it is a preoccu-
pation because it is a passion. Her love
for historical painting, and indeed, the
act of painting itself, is palpal)le.

Which Lrings us to the theme that has
been nipping at the heels of this essay
from the })eginning: Leau’cy. For how does
one wrestle with the 1egacy of figura’cive
painting and produce an image of a

woman that somehow undoes years of

sul)jugation? The answer lies in l)eing
honest, in creating an image that is both
beautiful in the tracli’cional, conventional
sense of the worcl, and beautiful for ]jeing
chauenging, for l)eing ]:pold, for being
angry. The answer is that Beauty need
not equate with passivity. In conclusion,
it is useful to quote Elaine Scarry, who
is quoting Simone Weil:

“At the moment we see something
]Jeau’ciful, we unclergo a radical
decentering. Beauty, according to
Weil, requires us ‘to give up our
imaginary position as the center...
A transformation then takes place
at the very roots of our sensi]:»ility,
in our immediate reception of
sense impressions and psycho—
logical impressions’...It is not
that we cease to stand at the
center of the world, for we never
stood there. It is that we cease to
stand even at the center of our
own world. We wiHineg cede our
grouncl to the thing that stands
before us.”™

Claire Barliant

Associate Editor, Artforum

! Quoted l)y David Levi Strauss, “Beauty and the
Beast, Right Between the Eyes,” Between the

Eyes: Essays on p]wtogmplfly and Politics
(New York: Aperture, 2003), 106.

2 Roland Barthes, “The Face of Garbo,”
Myt/zo/agies, trans. Annette Lavers
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), 56.

3loan P. Couliano, Eros and Magic in the
Renaissance, trans. Margaret Cook

(Cl’licago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1987), 20-21. All further references to
Dr. Bernard de Gordon and Amor Hereos are

Lased on tl’llS source.

4 Elaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press),
111-112.
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