
Hugh Hartigan 

Janine Antoni Artist Lecture 

4/16/12 

 Going to see Janine Antoni I knew I was going to see somewhat of a celebrity.  In every 

contemporary art class I have taken she has always been talked about.  Whether it is “Gnaw” or 

“Mortar and Pestle” one is more familiar with, she is an artist worth knowing in the 

contemporary art scene.  Her presence is very calming and very humbling.  She is a fans‟ 

favorite kind of celebrity: one who does not think they are that famous.  She was introduced as 

„inspirational‟ and a „genius‟ something which almost seemed to take her back (sitting front and 

center I could audibly hear her say “I can‟t believe you called me a genius!”).   

 Antoni‟s first piece was made in 1989, titled “Wean.”  The piece was meant to be a 

conversation between a female breast and a latex nipple, juxtaposing the real with the synthetic.  

She says that this general idea continues throughout all of her work, speaking to stages of 

separation and how objects can replace or define the body in culture.  She then moved on to talk 

about her piece “Gnaw,” a 600 pound block of chocolate (which she melted fifty pounds at a 

time) coupled with a lard cube of the same size.  She then proceeded to chew each cube.  With 

what she chewed off she turned into other objects, making the chocolate into a heart shaped box 

and the lard into lipstick.  Both of these pieces are some of her most well known, but she 

originally had meant it to be a sort of joke as she saw her work as chewing on a minimalist cube.  

Her next piece, “Loving Care,” was described as being in conversation with abstract 

expressionism.  She thought back to Kline and how he painted with his models, but she rather 

wanted to be both the model and the master.  For this piece she mopped the gallery floor with her 

hair, using the same hair dye as her mother used.  She said that this piece reminded her of when 

she was young and her mother would mop the floor.  She said her mother would tell her to leave 

the kitchen and go play outside, transforming the kitchen into a sacred place.  Through “Loving 

Care” she was turning the gallery into a sacred place and slowly mopping people out of the room 

and claiming her space. 

 The last of the pieces she did that focused on chocolate and lard was her “Lick and 

Lather,” which consisted of seven busts cast in both chocolate and lard.  However, instead of 

licking the chocolate and lard, she licked the chocolate and bathed with the lard.  To her this 

symbolized washing one‟s own body with the body.  She also stated that “Lick and Lather” was 



more intimate than “Gnaw.”  Rather than almost viciously biting her piece, she gently licked or 

washed them, slowly erasing her own image.   

 One of the pieces I found most interesting and striking from Janine Antoni was her piece 

simply titled “Mom and Dad.”  In this piece she turned her mom into her dad and her dad into 

her mom and took staged photographs of them.  In one picture there were two of her dad, in 

another two of her mom, and in yet another her mom was her dad and her dad was her mom.  

This piece resonated with me and I went on to do a study of my parents for my own works.  

Antoni described her parents as her best material.  She said the transformation process was 

difficult because there was a sort of resistance in transforming one parent into the other.  She said 

as though she was making some sort of “half-mom, half-dad creature,” which she later came to 

realize was what she is.   

 Antoni then spoke of one of her other more well known pieces, “Mortar and Pestle.”  In 

this piece, Antoni is shown licking her husband‟s eye.  She originally meant for it to be very 

intimate and said she wanted to “taste his vision.”  After seeing the piece at its 4x4‟ size, she 

came to understand why some people thought it was a very unusual work of art.  Despite this, 

she still looked at it as an act of trust that her husband would let her lick his eye.  Another 

intimate piece of hers, titled “If I Die Before I Wake,” was a porcelain pray light fusing together 

he own hand and her mother‟s hand.  This not only brought attention to the morbidity of the 

traditional bed time prayer, but also allowed her to contemplate aging, comparing her younger 

hand to her mother‟s older hand. 

 Antoni‟s  more recent work has still incorporated her body in some way, but has also 

begun to incorporate the environment a bit more.  In one piece she walked across a tightrope at 

the beach of her childhood home, making it seem as though she was walking on the horizon.  She 

also created a lead wrecking ball and synced the sounds of the wrecking ball to her eyes blinking.  

The video was titled “Tear,” but what Antoni said what was most important was the scars shown 

on the softer lead wrecking ball.  Another piece had a hint of satire to it, in which she turned a 

travel mate into a gargoyle and urinated off of the Chrysler building.  This piece to me was the 

most ingenious of all of her pieces because of its symbolism.  The travel mate turned her into a 

man, much like how a griffin is a hybrid animal, which was the animal chosen as the gargoyle 

for the travel mate.  Furthermore, the travel mate was made of copper, which was meant to 

represent the pipes found in plumbing.   



 Janine Antoni is not only an incredible artist, but a very humbling and gracious person.  

She was so approachable, yet stands as a symbol of true artistry and is a near exact definition of 

contemporary art (if there is one).  Her work is meticulously thought out, but almost seems 

natural at the same time.  The meaning behind her work shows hints of genius, but the way she 

explains her work makes it seem as though she is just going through the motions of life, as 

though each piece is just another step in her everyday life. 


