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I had to get that nude off the canvas, 
frozen flesh to art history’s con- 
junction of perceptual erotics and 
an immobilizing social position.1

Because I am really a painter— 
a media artist—there must be some 
compelling material that can only 
be enacted live, so I become an in- 
strument of real time.2

Self-portrait, 1955
Oil on canvas
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In the following pages, I will try to outline the devel-
opment of Carolee Schneemann’s art, highlighting  
her employment of different media, disciplines,  
and genres, from her early portraits and landscapes 
through her assemblages and the use of fire as a 
painterly material to her groundbreaking perfor-
mances, experimental films, and large-scale installa-
tions in which electronic media play a prominent  
part. Art historians have primarily taken note  
of Schneemann as a pioneer of performance art  
and in the 1960s, as an assertive woman artist address-
ing issues of (female) sexuality and lust in provoc- 
ative works which inevitably courted controversy.  
Schneemann’s vital contributions to the establishment 
of a feminist art practice, her «painting construc-
tions,» her choreography and performances, and her 
experimental films, whose full significance has not  
yet been recognized: these are only some facets of her 
oeuvre, and a thorough review of her prodigious 
output, which now spans six decades and reflects the period’s social and technological 
changes in its extraordinary diversity, has long been overdue. The central idea, how-
ever, that has driven the evolution of Schneemann’s creative expression has been a 
steadily expanding conception of painting; despite or, rather, because of the interdisci-
plinary nature of her process, it is aptly characterized by the notion of painting in 
motion—kinetic painting.

 From Childhood Drawings to the (Self ) Portrait

Carolee Schneemann was born in Fox Chase, a neighborhood in northeastern Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania, in 1939. Her father was a country doctor, and her mother took care 
of the family; as the oldest child (a brother and a sister followed), Carolee was respon- 
sible for the problems and activities of the younger children and had domestic house-
hold duties. She later chose one of the numerous drawings she created at the age of  
four or five for the cover of her feminist artist’s book Cézanne, She Was a Great Painter 
(1974). As a high school student, Schneemann ran away and traveled to Pueblo, Mexico, 
on a fellowship from the organization Experiments in International Living. She also 
attended the Putney School in Vermont, but her family took her out after a short time 
because it seemed too progressive. 3 After high school, she was awarded a full scholar-
ship to study art at Bard College in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York. In 1954, the year 
before she enrolled at Bard, she painted a self-portrait that shows her self-confidently 
looking straight at the beholder. Schneemann’s recollections suggest that at the time,  
a young woman of her potential met with little support for her interests at the school. 4 
Louis Schanker was the only teacher there to appreciate her determination as an artist, 
but instead of nurturing her talent in painting he showed her how to prepare garlic for 
salad. 5 Her philosophy professor discouraged her from working on Simone de Beauvoir 

 1 Carolee Schneemann, «Interview 
with Kate Haug,» Wide Angle 20, no. 1 
(1977): 1 – 19. Reprinted in Carolee 
Schneemann: Imaging Her Erotics 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2003), 28.
 2 Carolee Schneemann, «Interview 
with Carl Heyward,» Art Papers 17, 
no. 1 (January – February 1993): 9 – 16. 
Reprinted in Carolee Schneemann: 
Imaging Her Erotics, 196.
 3 Carolee Schneemann in e-mails 
to the author, June 2015.
 4 Bard College now ranks among 
the United States’ leading and most 
innovative institutions of higher 
education.
 5 Carolee Schneemann in e-mails 
to the author, June and September 
2015: «He showed me how to use 
garlic properly for a salad, and he 
showed me the first example of an 
artist living in a New York City loft, 
filled with paintings, art materials.»

Sabine Breitwieser

Kinetic Painting:  
Carolee Schneemann’s 

Media 

Girl on the stage, on her knees, 1940s
Childhood drawing

Pencil, pen, and crayon on paper
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Sabine Breitwieser

and recommended that she devote herself to «mas-
ters» like Jean-Paul Sartre instead. When, for lack  
of access to professional models for nude studies, she 
painted several nude self-portraits, she was sent  
on a leave of absence. (No objections were raised to 
her posing nude for her fellow male painting students.) 
She continued her studies on another scholarship at 
Columbia University’s School of Painting and Sculp-
ture in New York, where, in 1955, she met James  
(Jim) Tenney, an aspiring composer in training at the 
Juilliard School to whom she was subsequently 
married for thirteen years. Tenney also introduced  
her to the experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage, 
who became a close friend but was—according to 
Schneemann—deeply conflicted as to how he shared 
his intellectual friendship with Jim with her and  
how she would fulfill his expected female provider 
role. In 1958 Schneemann chose to paint not the later well-known filmmaker but his 
wife, Jane, an early anticipation of the probing examination of women’s role in the  
arts that would be a major theme in her oeuvre. Despite several setbacks, she finished 
her studies at Columbia University, 6 returned to Bard College, and graduated in 1960.

 From the Figure in the Landscape to Painting Constructions  
 in the Orbit of Abstract Expressionism and Experimental Music

From the mid-1950s to the early 1960s, Schneemann devoted most of her energy  
to landscape painting, a demanding genre of representational art. «A teacher with  
a superficial eye for my temperament advised me to study the Expressionists. … 
Kokoschka in particular. But it was Cézanne who immediately drew my attention; the 
precision of the act of painting as space was incomparable,» the artist wrote in a state-
ment in 1963. 7 The brief essay also notes another character who deeply influenced  
her at the time: the mathematical biologist D’Arcy Thompson, 8 in whose writings she 
found encouragement as she began to devise a lexicon of forms derived from her in- 
dividual perception and interpretation of natural phenomena. Schneemann felt herself 
to be «a part of nature; it was a living, expressive, animated world that sometimes  
responded to my wishes.» 9 Summer I (Honey Suckle) (1958), which renders a natural 
scene in expressive and rhythmical brushstrokes, illustrates her pictorial idea of human 
existence in an «intoxicating natural world.» At the time, Schneemann was working 
beside Tenney’s studio, so she frequently overheard him practicing his etudes, whose 
defining qualities were dissonance and fragmentation; he was immersing himself in the 
piano music of Charles Ives, who worked with aleatory elements and used polytonality 
and polyrhythm to make something new out of the historical configuration of tradi-
tional American music being fractured into cacophony, simultaneous sound layers and 
nontraditional instrumentality. Influenced by Paul Cézanne’s painterly textures, in 
which visible traces of the brushwork allow the beholder to witness the creative pro-
cess, and the aleatory patterns of Tenney’s music, Schneemann’s work from this period 
evinces the earliest contours of her kinetic painting, which her subsequent encounter 
with the New York School would throw into sharper relief.
 By the mid-1950s, Abstract Expressionism in its American varieties had conquered 
the world. 10 In 1949 Life magazine had celebrated Jackson Pollock as the «greatest 

 6 Recalling her time at Columbia 
University, Schneemann emphasizes 
the influence of Professor Andre Racz 
(Cluj, Romania, 1916 – Englewood, NJ, 
2008), who taught her nude drawing 
class.
 7 «Statement by C. S.» [1963], in 
Carolee Schneemann: Early & Recent 
Work, exh. cat. (New York: Max 
Hutchinson Gallery; New Paltz, NY: 
Documentext, 1982), n. p.
 8 Sir D’Arcy Wentworth Thomp-
son (1860 – 1948) was a Scottish bio- 
logist and mathematician.
 9 Schneemann: Early & Recent 
Work, n. p. (see note 7).
 10 For the political dimensions of 
Abstract Expressionism, see Serge 
Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea 
of Modern Art (Chicago: University  
of Chicago Press, 1983).

Jackson Pollock and 
Lee Krasner, 1950

Photograph by Hans Namuth

Willem de Kooning, Excavation, 1950
Oil on canvas

The Art Institute of Chicago.  
Mr. And Ms. Frank G. Logan Purchase  

Prize Fund; restricted gifts of  
Edgar J. Kauffmann, Jr., and  

Mr. And Ms. Noah Goldowsky, Jr.
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Kinetic Painting

Portrait of J. T., 1955
Oil on canvas

Portrait of Jane Brakhage, 1958
Oil on canvas
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Pin Wheel, 1957
Oil on canvas, wood, mounted on 

turning steel potter’s wheel

Early Landscapes, Portraits, and Still Lifes
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Three Figures 
after Pontormo, 1957

Oil on canvas

1955 – 1961
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Tenebration, 1961
Oil paint on canvas, paper, wood strips, 

cloth and photographs (Wanda 
Landowska, Johannes Brahms,  

and Ludwig van Beethoven) mounted  
on wooden board

Assemblages
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Sir Henry Francis Taylor, 1961
Oil paint, photographs (gelatin silver prints, 

e. g., Sir Henry Francis Taylor 
by Julia Margaret Cameron), 

underpants, plaster, swing glass, 
on Masonite panel

1960 – 1966
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Fur Wheel, 1962
Lamp shade base, oil paint, fur, 

tin cans, mirrors, glass, mounted 
on turning wheel (motor)

Generali Foundation Collection—Permanent 
Loan to the Museum der Moderne Salzburg

Inv. No. GF0031750.00.0-2015

Assemblages
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Glass Environment for Sound and Motion

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works



109

Glass Environment  
for Sound and Motion

Performance
Photos: Steve Schapiro

Top, from the left: unknown, 
Yvonne Rainer, 

Malcolm Goldstein
Bottom, front: Yvonne Rainer, 

back: Arlene Rothlein

1962 – 1977
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Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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1962 – 1977
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Performance
—
3rd Annual Festival of 
the Avant Garde, Judson 
Hall, New York, NY, US
28 August 1965

Performers: 
Carolee Schneemann
James Tenney

Noise Bodies 
 

 

« » -

« » 
« »

 

 

« »  

Noise Bodies
1965

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Photos top left, right, 
bottom right:

Peter Moore, Performance 
views of Carolee Schneemann’s 

Noise Bodies, 28 August 1965, 
Judson Hall, New York, NY

Noise Bodies,  
Performance flyer
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Top left, right, center 
left: CS with Four 

Fur Cutting Boards
Center right: CS in the 
broken mirrors on the 

back of Four Fur 
Cutting Boards

Bottom left, right: 
CS with Nude Painting

Carolee Schneemann 
and Alex V. Sobolewski
1965

Photographs
—
Photo series taken  
in Schneemann’s studio 
122 West 29th Street, 
New York, NY, US
December 1965

Photos: 
Alex V. Sobolewski

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Top left, right
CS with Radiator

Collection of Jeff and 
Leslie Fischer, Alexander 

Gray Associates
Center left: 

CS with Gloves (Radiator)
Center right: CS with Skull
Bottom left: CS with Glass 
Construction (Hat Stand)

Bottom right: 
CS with Candle

1962 – 1977
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Snows Drawings

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Snows Drawings, 1966
9 drawings

Watercolor, crayon, 
and ink on paper

1962 – 1977
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Illinois Central,  
January 1968

Score, performance, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 

Chicago, IL, US

Illinois Central Transposed, 1968 – 1969
Film stills, film by Robert D’Arcy
Courtesy Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI), 

New York
Generali Foundation Collection— Permanent 

Loan to the Museum der Moderne Salzburg
Inv. No. GF031746.00.0-2015

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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1962 – 1977
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Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Life Book 3, 1970 – 1990s
Sketchbook, pp. 17, 36, 64, 91
M1892 Carolee Schneemann papers, 

circa 1954 – 2012, courtesy of the 
Department of Special Collections 

and University Archives, 
Stanford University Libraries

Life Book 2, 1970 – 1990s
Sketchbook, pp. 106 – 107

M1892 Carolee Schneemann papers, 
circa 1954 – 2012, courtesy of the 

Department of Special Collections 
and University Archives, 

Stanford University Libraries

1962 – 1977
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Parts of a Body House: 
Guerilla Gut Room I, 1966

Watercolor on paper

Parts of a Body House

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Parts of a Body House: 
Guerilla Gut Room II / Wall 

Section Genitals Playroom, 1966
Watercolor on paper

Parts of a Body House: Genitals 
Playroom I / Genital Wall, 1966

Watercolor on paper

1962 – 1977
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Exercise for Couples
1972

Exercise for Couples, 1972
10 gelatin silver prints 

with paint wash
Photos: Felipe Ehrenberg

Performers: Carolee 
Schneemann, Anthony McCall

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works



225

Aggression for Couples
1972

Aggression for Couples, 1972
8 gelatin silver prints, 
handwritten text, and 

paint wash
Photos: Felipe Ehrenberg

Performers: Carolee 
Schneemann, Anthony McCall

1962 – 1977
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What Lies Behind:

Early Performances, Films, and 
Photographic and Graphic Works
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Trackings, 
9 December 1973

Performance
10th Annual Avant 

Garde Festival, Grand 
Central Terminal, 
New York, NY, US

Photo: Tal Streeter

1962 – 1977


