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The Problem of the Indian:  
Revoking Myths and Creating Oppositional Gazes through Pop Art 

 
By Alison J. Leedy 

 
It is no surprise now that the influence of popular culture has succeeded in 

blending high and low art in America. From before and beyond Warhol, artists have 

utilized countless pop cultural references from Coca-Cola to Michael Jackson and 

Bubbles, however, one area that needs further evaluation is how art can critique the 

stereotypes and prejudices that common representation creates. Moreover, what 

does the definition of pop signify to those who are left outside of popular culture? 

Do the underdogs have to masquerade as the ruling class, race, gender, religion or 

sexual orientation to vanquish the attention of the leaders? In Bell Hooks’ 

controversial critique on how black women have been portrayed in film culture she 

posits that un-just narratives of power can be revoked through the “oppositional 

gaze” i.e. the minority control of looking.  Hooks states that “…. the ability to 

manipulate one’s gaze in the face of structures of domination that would contain it, 

opens up the possibility of agency.”  A question then is how to create this freedom of 
1

agency in American art when it has been standardized by centuries of Caucasian 

tastes and ideologies? Furthermore, how are we, as artists, to find new standards of 

popularity that not only recognize the false and shameful myths surrounding race in 

our country in the past but also represent the cultural heritage of minority people 

groups in American art today. 

1 Bel Hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze,” in Black Looks: Race and Representation  
(New York: South End Press, 1992), 115. 
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My resettlement last year to Denver, CO brought to mind many dichotomies 

of what exactly constitutes historical and cultural “American Heritage.” As I 

pondered what it would have been like to move out west in a rickety wagon two 

hundred years ago, I thought about the call for In hoc signo vinces (with this sign you 

will conquer) in Thomas Moran’s and William Henry Jackson’s images of Mt. of the 

Holy Cross (figs. 1&2). These late 19th century examples of art burgeoned a dream in 

the minds of many Americans not only of wide-open space and the sublimity of 

nature but also of manifest destiny.  In a recent trip to Santa Fe, I came across Julie 
2

Buffalohead’s work at an exhibition at the Santa Fe Museum of Contemporary Indian 

Art. Buffalohead paints narratives that appear jovial but also blend fact and fiction in 

a satirical look at the past and present “problem of the Indian” in America. Her work 

also provokes deeper questions that extend beyond stories of Native American 

genocide.  They also beckon whether old histories can be erased and replaced in the 

present through creating art that turns the scrutinizing gaze towards the status quo. 

Buffalohead is an enrolled member of the Ponca Tribe of Oklahoma and 

comments on her heritage in saying, "My imagery is so personal it's hard to think 

about the viewer, but I try to be provocative. I use stereotypes because Indians didn't 

have a hand in creating them. It's my way of saying, this is not who we are. This is 

your invention.”  Native American artist David P. Bradley, who spent most of his 
3

childhood on the White Earth Oijbwe Reservation in Chippewa, Minnesota, also 

2 Boyer, Paul S. “Manifest Destiny.” In The Oxford Companion to United States History.  
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 

3 Bockley Gallery, “Julie Buffalohead,” Accessed November 1st , 2015, 
http://bockleygallery.com/artist_buffalohead/index.html 
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utilizes Pop parody motifs to draw attention to false understandings of his cultural 

heritage in his Mona Lisa-esque example Pow-Wow Princess in the Process of 

Acculturation (fig 3). Bradley echoes Buffalohead’s earnestness in saying “ We have 

an opportunity as artists to promote Indian truths and at the time help dispel the 

myths and stereotypes that are projected upon us.”  The connections between 
4

storytelling and xenophobia are unequivocally intertwined with pop cultural trends, 

being that the definition of the word popular means a “widely held but fixed and 

oversimplified image or idea…”  Incongruously the concept of “fixed” in culture 
5

rarely equates to infallibility. 

In a masquerade of satirized stereotypes of Cowboy vs. Indian Buffalohead 

also critiques this juxtaposition through what hypoallergenic magazine refers to as 

her “theater of animals.”  In her work  Seems You have to Play Indian to be Indian (fig. 
6

4) she depicts references to pop-cultural understandings of Native American 

identity with little girls wearing headdresses and a teepee pitched next to a 

playhouse and a child’s tent that looks like a zebra. One child “playing Indian” is 

drawing a little red figure on an easel as the other carries a sheave of bow and 

arrows and stands frozen facing a western cowboy’s pistol. Meanwhile, the “theater 

of animals” looks on, as they stand exiled from the excitement by a “keep out” sign. 

The eerie reality of this painting references the land occupation and exile not only of 

wildlife but also of Native American tribes who dwelled in the Northwest centuries 

4 Plains Art Museum, “David P. Bradley,” Accessed November 1st , 2015, 
http://plainsart.org/collections/david-p-bradley/ 

5 “Julie Buffalohead” 
6  Ibid. 
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prior to the White man’s arrival and critiques the playful “Cowboy v.s. Indian” 

romanticism that was projected in hollywood western films of the 20th century. 

The portrayal of Native American stereotypes in Buffalohead’s paintings not 

only satirize the exotic myth of the “wild Indian” but also create parodies of reverse 

pigeonholes hinting at the absurdity of manifest destiny and the “myth of the white 

man savior.” In her work Christian Falling on a Stick 2014 (fig. 5) Buffalohead depicts 

a scene where a blonde decapitated Barbie-esque visage wearing a headdress 

perches atop what looks like a Popsicle stick as a squirrel triumphantly displays his 

prize to a cowering chipmunk. The inverse positioning of who should be feared in 

this narrative creates confusion to the viewer as Buffalohead presents the irony of a 

gentle side of nature that is violently objecting to being tamed. 

Not only does Buffalohead reverse stereotypes of Native Americans in her 

work but she also rejects Western principles of classical design. By focusing on 

reduced forms and colors in a composition rendered with little depth-perspective 

her work echoes late-19th century examples of Native American Ledger drawings. 

Ledger paper was given to Native Americans imprisoned at Ft. Marion to occupy 

their time in internment camps.  In the example of Kiowa Indian Ledger Drawing of 
7

a Battle with U.S. Soldiers (fig. 6) a lone warrior stands with bow and arrows in hand 

momentarily victorious over a fallen soldier only to see in the background a 

blockade of enemy forces. The isolation of the Native American warrior in this image 

7 Hana Layson and Patricia Marroquin Norby, “Art of Conflict: Portraying American  
Indians 1850-1900,” The Newberry Library Digital Collection, Accessed November 1 st , 1015, 
http://dcc.newberry.org/collections/art-of-conflict-portraying-american-indians 
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comes from real-life experiences many Kiowa prisoners faced while living in 

captivity watching their families and tribal culture vanish. The control of Western 

military forces on the creative and cultural expressions of the Native Americans is 

present throughout Ledger art and Buffalohead revisits styles and themes from 

these drawings that successively imparts an “oppositional gaze”  for her culture in 
8

the present. 

Not unlike Buffalohead, performance artist Gregg Deal asks similar questions 

regarding contemporary Native American stereotypes in his piece called Last 

American Indian on Earth (fig. 7). Deal, who is part Native American, literally “plays 

Indian” in public spaces to draw attention to the contradictions in belief systems 

about his cultural heritage. Deal often poses in front of popular tourist attractions in 

Washington D.C.  wearing a headdress and holding signs with sayings like “My Spirit 

Animal is White Guilt” as passer-byes ask to take their picture with a “Real-life 

Indian.”  Standing in front of sites such as the Lincoln Memorial, Deal presents the 
9

inherent contradictions that monuments like these on the Washington Mall can 

represent. For many Americans, wrongs done in the past to African Americans and 

Native American Indians have been made right and stone sculptures laid out in front 

of reflecting pools by day and dazzling colored lights at night are there giving 

8 Bell Hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze,” 115. 
9 Kris Cornado, “Last American Indian’ finds challenges in performance art,” The  

Washington Post, February 14, 2014. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/last-american- indian-finds-
challenges-in-performance-art/2014/02/13/08b88100-82ba- 11e3-8099-
9181471f7aaf_story.html 
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fortified proof of freedom for all. Deal’s work presents another side to this story that 

asks whether these monuments really take the place of lives lost or are they just 

token symbols of a guilty nationalist conscience? The physical presence of Deal next 

to a monument representing freedom and justice for all echoes the words of Native 

American activist Jimme Durham “They didn’t see that we lost because they never 

see us at all.”  Moreover, not only does this work revisit the missing pieces of Native 10

American traumatic history but it directly applies to their forgottenness as people 

living in the present. 

Bell Hooks’ idea of  the “oppositional gaze” presents an answer to the 

problem of forgottenness of  black women in White cinema, and not unlike Hooks, 

Buffalohead uses art to satirize the roles of Native Americans created in western 

novels and films. Critiquing these stereotypes also creates an opportunity to pivot 

towards more authentic images of Native Americans living and creating art in the 

present. Only when the art world allows for styles of those outside the dominant 

western art historical cannon to exist as they are, and not as imitations of western 

art, will narratives of injustice be re-written and a diverse counter-culture co-exist 

beside popular cultural trends. Consequently, creating socio-political and cultural 

space for individuals to live beyond acculturation and retain linage to their 

“outsider” beliefs is when an understanding of American Heritage is no longer 

unilateral. 

 
 

10 Nikos Papastergiadis and Laura Turney. On Becoming Authentic: Interview with Jimmie Durham.  
(Cambridge: Prickly Pear Press, 1996). 
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(Fig. 1) Thomas Moran, The Mountain of the Holy Cross, 1875, oil on canvas, 7'x5', 
National Gallery of Art, D.C.  
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(Fig. 2) William Henry Jackson, The Mountain of the Holy Cross, 1873, stereoscope.  
 

 
(Fig. 3) David P. Bradley, Pow-Wow Princess in the Process of Acculturation, 1990, 
acrylic on canvas, 48 x 36″ Plains Art Museum, Fargo, ND.  
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(Fig. 4) Julie Buffalohead, Christian Falling on a Stick, 2014, acrylic, ink and graphite 
on lokta paper, 12 3/8 x 15 ½, Bockley Gallery, Minneapolis, MN. 
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(Fig. 5) Kiowa Prisoner, Kiowa Indian Ledger Drawing: Battle with U.S. Soldiers, 1880, 
pencil on paper, Newberry Library, Chicago. 
 

 
(Fig. 6) Julie Buffalohead, Seems You have to Play Indian to be Indian, 2010, missed 
media on paper, 50.8 x 81.3 cm, Bockley Gallery. 
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(Fig. 7) Gregg Deal, Last American Indian on Earth, 2014, performance piece, 
Washington Mall, D.C. http://greggdeal.com/The-Last-American-Indian-On-Earth 
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In The Hour of The Wolf: A conversation with artist Chris Edwards  

A conversation with artist Chris Edwards  
 
 
 
"Popular culture notwithstanding there is such as thing as right and wrong… In my investigating murders I 
have seen some terrible things. So many of them would take the wind out of any body's sails. But because I 
am a romantic, I still believe that we have the potential to be nobler than we know and better than we think. 
That the darkness I’ve seen is only a shadow on the potential of the Human heart. I urge you to keep your 
heart’s compass on the true north of your dreams. Be free to be romantics   to reject cynicism....Because 
when the hour of the wolf comes  as comes to all of us sooner or later  those are the things that sustain us. 
Thank you and goodnight ." 
 
 J.B. Fletcher from the 2001 T.V. special Murder She Wrote: A Story to Die For. 
 
Chris Edwards is an artist based in Chicago. I was introduced to his work several years ago while taking a 
break from waiting tables at Kraftwork. I sat with Zach Rawe (editor of this issue) and the Chicago based 
artist and curator Matt Morris who was in town for To Fade and Spill Out (and Look at another's whole) at 
Fjord. We were discussing clothing, research and meaning and Matt told me about Chris Edwards’ work.  
I called chris recently to ask him about the images and objects that he makes. We talked about the things 
that inspire us and how to carry out investigations with care. Here is a part of our conversation in the typical 
interview format.  
 



 
 
___________________________ 
SLS: Your work often dialogs with characters simultaneously outside of popular memory and somehow 
formative, foundational, archetypal even like the protagonists from films such as Parker Posey Party 
Girl which I saw in the theater as a teenager or Rosalind Russell's Auntie Mame which a VHS staple at my 
grandmother’s house growing up.  
 

While I recognize these characters, they are also not the obvious set. I find myself referencing things like 
Party Girl to my peers and getting crickets in return. For me there is a web of recognition between the 
characters you've chosen to represent in your work. Your Nylons are a good example of what I'm thinking 
of. What  if any  is the thread in your thinking between people like Posey, Mame, Sandra Bernhard and 
Oscar Wilde?   

CE:  

I asked my boyfriend this question because he gets tired of the pop culture references that I assume 
everyone shares but they don’t.  His answer: they are queer, they are not accessible, and their 
weirdness is not intentional. They set out to live their lives, and are told they are weird without them 
signing on to it. 

I would add that they are fancy, they are kind, and their comedy is gentle. They were not things I sought 
out, it was always either just there in my house or stumbled upon. They share a cultural specificity. 



They revel in artifice. It is a queer pop culture canon that definitely formed my ideas about how the 
world existed outside of small town Iowa. Camp was a refuge before I knew what it was.   

Sandra Bernhard was on David Letterman in 1991 and quoted Paris Is Burning. He asked “Does anyone 
have any idea what the hell she is talking about?” Her response was “Yes.”  

 
Q 
Sandra Bernhard is a great example. In her many appearances on Letterman she consistently shows him 
up. It’s always in a loving way but she continuously dismisses his performances of normativity and his 
attempts to make her seems strange. Her clothing is central to this. Is this related to the attention you pay to 
clothing? What is the significance of clothing and pattern for you? How do clothes and pattern operate 
in your in your work?   

Focusing on clothing is an attempt to pull away from the reference and toward a representation of my 
love of the pop culture object. I don’t expect people to care about the deep, stupid love I have for 
Brittany Murphy in Uptown Girls, but I can diligently catalog and document all of the outfits that she 
wore in the movie, and I can put them through the filter of my brain and my hands. The clothing is 
specific to the source, and was intentionally chosen in the world of the thing. I think maybe work/labor 
is a way to love something correctly, and in giving time to go through the layers of translation, I give 
myself time to process my relationship to the thing I love.  
 
Q 
This idea of labor in relation to clothing and communication is so real. It’s about maintenance and 
consistency too. This reminds me of how I came to know about your work through Matt Morris. He told me 
about your cataloging work specifically about your 2011 series One of Jessica Fletcher's outfits from every 
episode How did your interest in the life and work of Angela Lansbury come about?  
 
In 2009, I found photo albums from the 1940’s that my elderly gay neighbor Bob threw away. I held onto 
them until he died right before Christmas in 2010. I had to figure out how to illustrate his impact on me 
without exploiting him.  I started working on replicating the patterns and visual detail from his photos. 
This process led me to the realization that I am allowed to choose things to love and to dig deep to 
show I love them, and that process will help me love things well.  
 
I had access to all twelve seasons of Murder, She Wrote, which is a massive object, 12 years, 263 
episodes. Like Bob’s albums I had it was a complete document of a certain thing. I wanted to pay close 
attention, and slow down. It was a process of watching, screencapping, and picking the best shot or 
crop of an outfit.  
 
People were skeptical until I got close to illustrating the whole thing. About 150 collages in someone 
who had seen the project progress said, “Oh, I get it now”. It is easy to say you love something as 
culturally disposable as Murder, She Wrote  as this kind of campy cultural object. So, I had to prove it 
by building that love. 
 
Q 
After our last conversation, I started watching  Murder, She Wrote from the beginning and now I can't stop. 
What do you think it is about this series that takes such a hold and how is it different from more recent or 
current habit forming mystery shows like Law and Order or How To Get Away With Murder? 
 
In an interview, Angela Lansbury described Murder, She Wrote as simple, like doing a crossword 
puzzle. The stakes are low, if there is something you don’t understand it is a closed circuit that doesn’t 
ask you to think beyond itself, and you can look forward to the next installment. Murder, She Wrote is 
comfortable, it isn’t asking much from you, and it will give you exactly what you expect. 
 
Murder, She Wrote was built as a family show to pair with 60 Minutes on CBS in the 80’s. The network 
viewed as something to keep the lead in on Sunday nights and for people over 50 even though its 
popularity was much more widespread.  It was in the top 15 rated shows until it was put against Friends 



on Thursdays in 1995. It was gentle, the violence was only implied, and most episodes end with a 
freeze frame of Angela Lansbury laughing at a friend’s joke. It is kind and comfortable. It aspired to be 
somewhat sophisticated. The theme of the show is that plucky curiosity and a drive toward justice will 
win in the day.  
 
Murder, She Wrote was turning away from depictions of violence and sexuality that they saw on 
television in 1984. In 1998’s Mature Audiences: Television in the Lives of Elders Karen E. Riggs 
interviewed older women about their long term interest in Murder, She Wrote. Her interviewees 
identified Murder, She Wrote as a “salve to relieve their anxieties about the decaying morality in 
entertainment television”. They also identified it as a pleasant way to mark the time and said it 
represented a set of ideals that they enjoyed seeing celebrated in each episode.   
 
Television mysteries have progressed, the story telling is more complicated, season arcs are the norm, 
and writers are pushing the medium forward. Show like Damages or How to Get Away with Murder that 
use this freedom to create nuanced, complicated female characters that Jessica Fletcher couldn’t and 
wasn’t trying to be. The idyllic Cabot Cove and Jessica Fletcher are simple in a way that television isn’t 
any more, but it is nice to go back there.  
 
Q 
In the second half of the very first episode of Murder She Wrote (a two parter with a ToBeContinued 
ending between) there is a scene in which Jessica takes a bus in New York City and is subsequently 
followed off of that bus by a young black man. The music and camerawork conspire to play up our 
expectations in terms of television representations of young black men. Closeups of the mysterious young 
man's seriouslooking face and intensified music foreshadow his involvement in an upcoming scenario of 
violence against J.B. Moments later, (just as we are suspecting the worst of the show's writers) Jessica is 
attacked and pulled into an ally by a pair of middleaged white male muggers. The young black man from 
the bus moves in, defends her and then reveals himself to be a fan of her writing who has followed her out of 
concern for her safety. At the end of the scene they fall into one another in a friendly, casual yet supportive 
embrace. Then they laugh together as the scene ends. This reminded me of your description of the show’s 
focus on care and attention. Even in its heavy handedness this gesture feels genuine in its intentionality and 
there seems to be a clear politic here. Do you think this focus on care and representation was a part of the 
agenda of this show from its outset? 

That sort of heavyhanded messaging is a symptom of the time and TV landscape that the show was 
made in, and the show’s focus on safe, cozy entertainment. Angela Lansbury described Jessica as an 
everywoman who viewers could identify with and as liberal, fair, honest, and just. I think they wanted to 
insert a progressive ideology into the show in a palatable way using the framework that they had. 
Murder, She Wrote presented diversity in an easily digestible and non threatening way; minority 
characters were still firmly middle class and even when Jessica travelled to faraway places things were 
never outside the reference level of middle America. 

They were trying to tell the viewer that you can trust the world, and also softly nudge viewers toward a 
more open mind. In Mature Audiences, the respondents talked about how they identified with a woman 
who could go out into the world and have new experiences and learn new things. One interviewee 
talked about how Jessica learned how to use a computer in her 60’s and that it showed that you can 
always change. I think that was important to the show and to Angela Lansbury especially after she 
became a producer in the early 90’s. Jessica was resistant to switch from her typewriter to computer, 
but adapted, and also adapted to moving from Maine to New York City. It is a very gentle nudge, but in 
a progressive direction.  

Angela Lansbury brought a level of control and kindness that made the show what it was. My favorite 
story about Murder, She Wrote is that there was an actress, Madlyn Rhue, who was confined to a 
wheelchair due to MS. Angela Lansbury was a producer on the show and made sure she appeared as 
the town librarian each season so that she could continue receiving SAG insurance. 
 
Q 
The series is full of scenarios that seem designed to test expectations in terms of representation and 



relationships. This holds true for Jessica Fletcher's love life as well. Brushes with romance come and go for 
J.B. but these never become the focus of the show's plot or narrative. I know that you have read quite a bit 
about Lansbury. Why was it so important to for her to make sure that J.B. remain relatively uninvolved in this 
way?  

Jessica’s only romantic kiss in the show was in the pilot episode, and the man she kisses turns out to 
be the killer. In interviews people who worked on the show discuss wanting to not have a woman who 
was bailed out by a man in every episode. They wanted the show to be simple and romance 
complicates things, especially in a show that is basically an anthology with only one central character 
who appears in every episode. She would either go through a new hunk every week, or introduce a love 
interest they would have to work into the weekly disconnected plots.   

Jessica is a spiritual descendant of Agatha Christie’s Jane Marple who was similarly uninterested in 
romance. Jessica is a woman in her 60s whose husband has died. There was a conscious turning away 
from sex in the same way the show avoided explicit violence or car chases. Angela Lansbury talks 
about not wanting the show to evolve in a soapy direction.  

The loves in Jessica’s life were friends and family. She had a different cousin or niece or fashion 
designer friend or friend who owned a coal mine every week. Her closest relationship was with Seth 
Hazlitt, which seemed like companionship but never romantic. There were other recurring good friends 
Amos Tupper, Mort Metzger, or Eve Simpson who live in Cabot Cove and pop up other places if the 
story needs them. There was a romantic throughline in her nephew, Grady who only appears in 12 of 
the 255 episodes. He ends up marrying Donna Mayberry who is the killer in one episode.  Don’t worry, it 
was selfdefense. The actors who played Grady and Donna are still married in real life’; of course they 
are.  

 
 
Q 
It seems like one of the things you share in common with Angela Lansbury is an attitude of attention and 
support. It seems like this approach shapes all of your work. What are you working on recently? 

I have a few bodies of work that are coming together at the same time. I recently started living with 
someone, which shifted my focus even closer to me. I have never reached far to find starting places, 
and now I am working with making work about relationships and domesticity and the right way to 
process that.  I am finishing a series of foam/papiermâché/wood/acrylic cactuses that are a sloppy 
metaphor for my boyfriend. I had to work through actually making something for/about someone I love 
who can actually respond to it, and develop a nuanced way of thinking about the work about that 
allows me to show that love without damaging it. We have also been doing household science 
experiments, and making borax crystal sculptures together. And sewing stuffed objects and stuffed 
paintings, trying to cobble together an understanding of where I am right now in terms of domesticity 
and family and junk.  

Q  
When we last spoke you said something along the lines of "not everything that is disposable is garbage". I 
really like this idea but I wonder if you would mind explaining what you mean by this in terms of your work or 
the work of other artists.  
 
I mean that there’s something valuable in taking the time to love something when it doesn’t matter. The 
world is flatter than ever, there is so much content, it is all disposable. Learn something by loving 
stupid things.  
 
I think it goes back to Bob, he threw away this record of his life in the 40’s and 50’s of himself and his 
boyfriend Bob and their gay friends. Totally disposable, was literally disposed of, but also totally worth 
caring about and learning from.   
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Falling in Love with the Idea of Her 
A Review of Kim Kardashian West’s “Selfish” 

 
The other day someone I’ve never met sent me a text that read ‘How do you fend off all of the 
guys that fall in love with you’... ‘or fall in love with the idea of you?’. I blew right past the 
question as the typical kind of thing someone says when they’re trying to flirt or be 
complementary. Later that night I was having a gin and tonic getting ready to go meet a guy I 
met through tinder a few weeks back, and simultaneously flipping through Kim Kardashian’s 
book “Selfish”. I wanted to try to do a smokey eye, although I don’t usually wear eye makeup, 
and was hoping for some inspiration. I poured over selfie after selfie, like I usually would when 
I’m scrolling one of the many social media feeds I participate in, looking for the perfect 
photograph to replicate. I started to think a little deeper about that phrase that I feel I’ve heard 
countless times since I was 16 or 17, “falling in love with the idea of someone”. Kim 
Kardashian's “Selfish” is such a permanent form of self representation although it is heavily 
steeped in the aesthetics of a culture based on constantly changing and morphing the way 
one represents themselves to their peers. 
 
I would venture to guess for most people in my demographic, the phrase “falling in love with 
the idea of her” means falling in love with someone before you really know them. Falling in 
love with a stream of photographs, one liners, playlists, and other curated ways in which a 
person can present themselves to the world. As we constantly intake these pseudo 
personalities, judge them, fall for them, wish we were them, we turn back around and create 
our own version of ourselves; a well curated “idea” of a person we want to be, or a person that 
we believe will receive positive feedback. I read an article recently that said when we see the 
badges from notifications on facebook and instagram they cause our brain to release 
dopamine. That means that not only are people falling in love with the idea of us, but we are 
feeling that love full circle. Peering into the shiny black screens that seem to dominate our 
lives nowadays we become the ultimate narcissists staring at our own reflections. Now more 
than ever that reflection doesn’t resemble who we are. 
 
In contrast with the infinite abyss that is the internet, a sprawling web of ideas and images, is 
Selfish. A book which is contradictory in so many ways even down to its size. The dimensions 
are seemingly small and transportable (somewhere in between your phone and your ipad), 
but when flipped on its side is found to be incredibly thick and heavy, mimicking a brick. I find 
this fact to be indicative of the contradictory and controversial content which it contains. At 
first glance it may seem just as streamlined as any electronic device, but turned on its side 
you find it has much more depth. The book is a stream of photos and captions similar to what 
you may see on Instagram of all selfies of Kim Kardashian. Although this content may strike 
you as one dimensional, I wholeheartedly disagree.  
 
I initially became a fan of Kim Kardashian because I love playing devil's advocate. It seems 
an obvious and easy point to argue that someone who , with each day becomes exceedingly 
more relevant within pop culture, has an affect on subcultures and artistic and intellectual 



conversations as well. The more that I took her side, the more I realized that I believed what I 
was saying. I harbored a lot of animosity about the fact that no matter who you brought Kim 
up to, it seemed everyone agreed she was a talentless, superficial celebrity that lacked any 
sort of intelligence or relevance to intellectual conversation, save for being an example of 
what's wrong with the world. I saw them scoff and write me off as just another fan girl with 
male dominated culture’s wool being pulled over my eyes. Something about the fact that 
Kim’s celebrity wasn’t masked by some half assed attempt at a music career, or second rate 
acting gig really rubbed people the wrong way. For me, however, it was in many ways more 
honest than the careers of celebrities like Megan Fox, Blake Lively, Katy Perry. A vast majority 
of young female celebrities I see presented to me first as sex symbols filling roles in movies or 
on stages for the male gaze, but who do not have any particularly astonishing talent or allure 
from my point of view. They bore me and strike me as empty replicas of one another filled to 
the brim with other’s ideas of what they should sing, act, say.  
 
Stemming from this is another aspect of Kim Kardashian which drew me in. Kim first entered 
into my realm of thinking not as a sex object intended for male consumption, but rather as a 
single woman building a brand around herself. Kim owns her celebrity by being unapologetic 
and forthright about being a sex symbol and self promoter. In some writings by Robert Irwin, 
made for his 1977 retrospective at The Whitney Museum of American Art, he describes 
different levels of defining objects or ideas and how these levels impact our society. The level 
that interests me most is the perception  during which a person, place, or thing is yet to have a 
name or be defined by the mind, or even acknowledged by it, but yet it has a stance and a 
perceived feeling that comes with it. For whatever reason when Kim Kardashian began to 
seep her way into my subconscious it was clear that she was a female celebrity presenting 
herself for the consumption of women. Admired by women, as well as hated, but overall her 
fandom felt like a girls club. There are countless factors that make this true, but a lot of it has 
to do with just the thing that makes her so controversial, which is the fact that she is not an 
actress and she is not a singer. We do not have to see her placed in these roles or age old 
stereotypes; oversexualized by an incredibly large team of writers, and costume designers. 
She is presented to us on her own accord. The platform in which she expresses herself are 
her own self-managed, albeit often highly sexualized, social media accounts. Kim is a woman 
taking a visual culture at face value, and turning what was originally an invasion of her privacy 
[the leak of her sex tape] into an empire she has built around being transparent and 
unashamed. 
 

I have read recently some articles such as, Vice magazine’s “Kim Kardashian West is the 
Outsider Artist America Deserves” and an article in i-D “ Jerry Saltz Thinks Kim Kardashian is 
Our Generation's Andy Warhol”  comparing “Selfish” to artistic, predominately male, self 
portraiture of the past. When someone creates images of oneself and compiles them into a 
collection to be published, leaning heavily on aesthetics, and presented as simply images with 
little to no text, comparisons will be made to artists compiling self portraits. Countless 



important artists have participated in some form of self portraiture throughout history. One can 
also look at an artist like Cindy Sherman, who made a name for herself, through self portraits 
that place her in the exact movie scenes created for women that Kim Kardashian has 
avoided. What is much more interesting is the way in which our society finds so many 
negative things to say about a woman who has essentially created her own self image and 
been astonishingly successful rather than having her fame appointed to her by a vastly male 
culture that decided her looks make her worthy. 
 
I can’t deny that it’s clear Kim Kardashian has used her looks to advance her career. She is 
beautiful by today's standards, which have in many ways become defined by her. If anything I 
feel that at worst she is another celebrity utilizing her image as self-promotion, and at best a 
woman who has proclaimed herself as a beautiful and relevant figure, and will use this 
confidence to become increasingly more relevant within the discussion of feminism. With 
events such as a talk  Kim did recently in Oakland, intended to cover a few topics, one being 
the objectification of women, it seems plausible that this woman, who proudly proclaims on 
NPR that out of all of the photographers that she has been photographed by she has 
photographed herself the most, could be a valid candidate to help shift the discussion. 
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Accepting the Spoilers 
 
Katie Rapheal 
 
October 2015 
 
In contemporary Internet culture warnings are more and more becoming plastered on the 
content we take in. They are a defense mechanism against the ruthlessness of the Internet  
and our inability to control what is presented to us. Trigger and content warnings have 
become commonplace in articles, podcasts, and Facebook posts. We use these phrases to 
say, “Hey, before you click this link, or watch this video, or listen to this podcast, just know 
there might be discussions of things that you don’t like, or things that offend you, or remind 
you of things you’d rather not be reminded of.” These warnings show courtesy, but are a way 
to prevent criticism from people who felt things they did not expect to feel. Another type of 
warning we see is the extremely important spoiler alert. When writing or posting about current 
shows it is imperative to write SPOILER ALERT as a disclaimer. If that spoiler alert is not 
there, someone who is not up the most recent episode of the series could make the 
horrendous mistake of clicking the link, only to have their entire world shattered. Although 
possibly lighter in nature than the other types of content warnings, it can feel the most like an 
attack when this particular type of alert is not used. But what about everything that has been 
written about television before spoiler alerts were the standard? What about the shows that 
premiered before the Internet was as booming and full of endless information as it is today? 
How can one combat the possibility of a spoiler when watching a show that everyone else 
saw 15 years ago? This is an issue I’ve encountered over and over again while watching 
Dawson’s Creek over the past few months. Anytime I look up articles about the show, or try to 
find certain clips on YouTube or Google image search, I find out more information that I didn’t 
want to know. Before finishing the first season, I already knew every major character that, 
eventually, dies. I also knew which main characters would end up together. You might be 
saying to yourself, “well why didn’t you just be more careful? Why didn't you just avoid looking 
up anything about the show?” The problem is, as an artist who often turns to television and 
pop culture as source material for my art practice, it is nearly impossible to not set myself up 
to stumble upon this kind of information.  
 
Even if I didn't generate work about television, I would still be inclined to learn as much as 
possible about the television show that i am currently binge watching. I will admit that at first, 
each unsolicited spoiler felt like a jab in the gut; unexpected and painful. But as I continued to 
realize these instances could not be avoided, I learned to accept the things I could not 
change. What I’ve concluded is this: if a show is good, a spoiler will not make a difference in 
how it is experienced. As I am nearing the final seasons of Dawson’s Creek, some of the 
spoilers are now in my past, and some are still in the future. Just as someone can never really 
prepare for the death of a loved one, one cannot prepare for a serious change in the plot of a 
show. Defining moments in a great television show hold their weight no matter what, and 
should affect their viewers in the same way every time the show is watched. I’ve learned to 
recognize that a show’s strength is in the emotional depth it creates, and it’s ability to make 
viewers feel as though they are really living in the universe that the show exists in. If a show is 
able to successfully draw a viewer in emotionally, a spoiler should not affect our emotional 
reaction to what has happened. 
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The Moment I Finally Fell for Dawson’s Creek 
Katie Rapheal 
September 2015 
 
I didn't cry while watching Dawson’s Creek until the Season One finale. This surprised 
me because I cry a lot during television and movies, and it usually doesn't take me 13 
episodes to do so. But when I did finally cry, I cried two separate times throughout the last half 
of the episode. I didn't jump into Dawson’s Creek as fast as I thought I would. I didn't feel the 
initial spark, I didn't have to stop myself from binge watching the entire first season in one day, 
when it came down to watching an episode of Dawson’s, or an episode of something else, I 
would often pick the other show. 
 
That is until I got to the finale, “Decisions”. I finally felt the spark, and was relieved to “get” the 
hype. Falling in love with a TV show is not so different from falling in love with a person. At 
first you are excited to see the person, but you constantly remind yourself that there are more 
important things than seeing them. You know that it probably won’t work out in the end, just 
like you know that a TV show can’t stay that good throughout an entire series.You’re hopeful, 
but stay grounded. You don't want to set yourself up for disappointment. But slowly, you begin 
seeing that person more and more, and it’s what you look forward to most during the day. I 
could go on to type out all of the clichés about falling in love and how it is directly applicable to 
television, but I know anyone who has ever watched a TV show from start to finish knows 
what I am trying to say.  
 
During the season finale, Joey goes to work and her sister informs her that tomorrow is their 
father’s birthday, and it is Joey’s turn to go visit him in prison. Joey’s father got caught selling 
drugs when Joey was very young, shortly after Joey’s mother had died of cancer. That meant 
that when her father was thrown in jail, Joey was left parentless for much of her childhood and 
teen years. Joey initially protests but ultimately has no choice. Dawson comes along with her 
on the four-hour bus ride to the prison. By the time they get there, visiting hours are over. 
Joey is livid, there’s no way she’s getting back on that bus just to come back tomorrow. 
Dawson suggests that they just stay overnight, so they book a room at a crappy motel. The 
next day they go visit Joey’s dad. About 1 minute into this scene is where I started to cry. 
Joey’s dad explains that he was hoping she would come visit for his birthday, but he didn't get 
his hopes up. He’s so happy that Joey is there. Joey is steadfastly cold to her father. It is 
obvious that Dawson is pained by the situation. This might have been Katie Holmes’ (the 
actress who plays Joey) best acting in the series so far. She is  scarred by her father’s 
abandonment, lies, and infidelity. Joey is bitter; she can barely look at her father. 
 
She is battling a lot right now. Her feelings for Dawson, her unstable home life, and whether or 
not she should take a scholarship she was just offered to go study in France for a semester. 
Joey’s father has so much wonderment and love for Joey. We can all feel it. He tells Joey how 
beautiful she is, he can’t believe how grown up she is. His warmth is heart breaking. I cried. 
The whole scene is painful. Joey’s father says he misses the family, and Joey really goes off. 



She yells, “What Family!?” Her life is in shambles, and it’s partially her father’s fault. This is a 
tough moment for the audience. We want to be on Joey’s side, we know how much pain she’s 
experienced in life, and much of it is her father’s fault. But it’s hard to not feel angry towards 
Joey for lashing out this way; her father is incredibly sweet. I don't think he ever actually says 
“sorry,” however,we can all feel how regretful he is. Heartbreaking. Joey storms out and 
Dawson is left sitting and staring at Joey’s father.  
 
Next something really cheesy happens, but once I start crying I am extremely vulnerable to 
the rest of an episode. Joey’s father asks Dawson to tell him about his daughter. Dawson gets 
really passionate. He starts and ends strong. He says Joey is “funny and smart, a big ol’ 
scaredy cat, honest, she calls them just like she sees them. She’s stubborn, but she’s a really 
really good friend. Loyal to a fault. She believes in me, and I’m a dreamer so it’s really good to 
have someone like that in my life. If she goes away [to France] I don’t know what I’m going to 
do. She’s my best friend, she’s more than that…she’s everything”.  
This scene is particularly beautiful because the audience is presented with these two men that 
love Joey, however, in totally different ways. They both are fighting to understand their place 
in her life. I cried a lot.  
 
I don't remember how exactly, but back in Capeside Joey ends up chatting with Pacey and at 
some point during the conversation she realizes she needs to get back to the prison and visit 
her father again. Pacey agrees to drive her. When they get to the prison it’s dark, and Joey 
has once again missed visiting hours. Pacey bribes the guard with twenty bucks and the 
guard leads them to a fence that separates the prison’s outdoor area to the outside world. 
Joey’s father walks up. I could feel that I was going to cry again. Joey touches her father’s 
hand through the fence. She tells him he messed up really badly by not knowing her. You can 
feel the emotion radiating off of both of them. Finally, Joey asks her father if he loves her. It 
can be assumed she feels desperately alone in the world . He says  “of course I love you…. 
and so does Dawson”. Me, Joey, and Joey’s father all cried. 
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Angela’s Ashes / Willie Filkowski 

for The St. Claire 

November 2, 2015 

  

Angela’s Casual Ashes™ 

Angela’s Cozy Ashes™ 

Angela’s Dorothy Ashes™ 

Angela’s Rose Ashes™ 

Angela’s Blanche Ashes™ 

Angela’s Sophia Ashes™ 

Angela’s Tenderloin Ashes™ 

Angela’s Avocado Ashes™ 

Angela’s Deadline Ashes™ 

Angela’s Scraping Ashes™ 

Angela’s Second String Wish Ashes™ 

Angela’s More More More Ashes™ 

Angela’s Play Ashes™ 

Angela’s Arrhythmic Ashes™ 

Angela’s First Gay President Ashes™ 

Angela’s New Mexico Ashes™ 

Angela’s Gas Pump Ashes™ 

Angela’s Vintage Ashes™ 

Angela’s Snap Snap Ashes™ 

Angela’s Sour Cardboard Ashes™ 

Angela’s You Suck Ashes™ 

Angela’s I’m Scared Ashes™ 

Angela’s Stop Calling Ashes™ 

Angela’s Kill Me Ashes™ 

Angela’s Fox Pelt Ashes™ 



Angela’s Baby Crying Ashes™ 

Angela’s Phone Booth Ashes™ 

Angela’s Neon Green Relish Ashes™ 

Angela’s JanSport Ashes™ 

Angela’s Ron Howard Ashes™ 

Angela’s Death to Fascists Ashes™ 

Angela’s Work Study Ashes™ 

Angela’s Salt-N-Pepa Ashes™ 

Angela’s Season’s Greetings! Ashes™ 

Angela’s Edible Self Loathing Ashes™ 

Angela’s Express Ashes™ 

Angela’s Tequila Sunrise Ashes™ 

Angela’s Fast Ashes™ 

Angela’s Alice Neel Ashes™ 

Angela’s Mother’s Ashes™ 

Angela’s Cotillion Ashes™ 

Angela’s Trapped Fog Ashes™ 

Angela’s Big Wet Ashes™ 

Angela’s Beige Ashes™ 

Angela’s Ave Maria Ashes™ 

Angela’s Bike Messenger Ashes™ 

Angela’s Midnight Train to Georgia Ashes™ 

Angela’s Basket Ashes™ 

Angela’s Tomorrow Ashes™ 

Angela’s Where the Wind Comes Sweeping Down the Plain Ashes™ 

Angela’s Unzipped Beekeeper Ashes™ 

Angela’s Yesterday Ashes™ 

Angela’s Quiet Private Song Ashes™ 

Angela’s Apple Cider Ashes™ 



Angela’s House Slipper Ashes™ 

Angela’s Silver Lining Ashes™ 

Angela’s Sleep in a Hurry Ashes™ 

Angela’s Relational Aesthetics Ashes™ 

Angela’s Air Travel Disaster Ashes™ 

Angela’s Fish Are Jumpin’ Ashes™ 

Angela’s Back Up Ashes™ 

Angela’s Hungry Morning Bed Ashes™ 

Angela’s Sadie Hawkins Ashes™ 

Angela’s Dried Out Ashes™ 

Angela’s Brown Butter Ashes™ 

Angela’s Speaking in Tongues Ashes™ 

Angela’s Drip Ashes™ 

Angela’s Crab Cake Benedict Ashes™ 

Angela’s Remember the Alamo Ashes™ 

Angela’s Mookie Wilson Ashes™ 

Angela’s Ack! Ashes™ 

Angela’s I Can’t Help Myself Ashes™ 

Angela’s Grass Fed Ashes™ 

Angela’s 3 Martini Lunch Ashes™ 

Angela’s Class Action Ashes™ 

Angela’s Mythical Ashes™ 

Angela’s Glutinous Ashes™ 

Angela’s Endangered Ashes™ 

Angela’s Subtle Ashes™ 

Angela’s Hail Satan Ashes™ 

Angela’s This Must Be the Place Ashes™ 

Angela’s Weird & Small Ashes™ 

Angela’s Time Immemorial Ashes™ 



Angela’s Fish House Ashes™ 

Angela’s 18% Gratuity Ashes™ 

Angela’s The Sublime Ashes™ 

Angela’s Myth of the Cowboy Ashes™ 

Angela’s Girl Group Ashes™ 

Angela’s Buzz Aldrin Ashes™ 

Angela’s Witch Baby Ashes™ 

Angela’s Are You There Ashes™ 

Angela’s Are You There Ashes™ 

Angela’s Are You There Ashes™ 

Angela’s Hangman Ashes™ 

Angela’s Name in Lights Ashes™ 

Angela’s Hamburger Helper Ashes™ 

Angela’s Out of Breath Ashes™ 

Angela’s Silence Ashes™ 

Angela’s Gunfight at the O.K. Corral Ashes™ 

Angela’s Snapping Ashes™ 

Angela’s Black Velvet Ashes™ 

Angela’s Gateway to the West Ashes™ 

Angela’s Halfway House Ashes™ 

Angela’s Dandruff Ashes™ 

Angela’s Gimme a Jiggle, Baby Ashes™ 

Angela’s Vegetables (by the Beach Boys) Ashes™ 

Angela’s By the Slice Ashes™ 

Angela’s Small Wet Apostles Ashes™ 

Angela’s Pale Food Ashes™ 

Angela’s Scenario Ashes™ 

Angela’s Good Accomplice Ashes™ 

Angela’s I Think About You Too Much Ashes™ 



Angela’s Fuck Me Like George Gershwin Ashes™ 

Angela’s Strawberry Banana Ashes™ 

Angela’s Got a Brand New Bag of Ashes™ 
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Redressing Showgirls 
by Mansour Chow 
mrmansourchow@gmail.com 

 
 

Redressing Showgirls 
 
On IMDB, Showgirls has a rating of 4.5 out of 10 , based on scores from 47,213 users (or at 
least that was the case when I wrote this). 
  
If you haven’t seen Showgirls  and someone were to recommend it to you today, you would 
most likely check the score on IMDB and decide against it. If you still had any doubts, you 
would probably check the Rotten Tomatoes page  and conclude there was little point to 
watching what critics have described as: 
  

“A film of thunderous oafishness that gives adult subject matter the kind of bad name it 
does not need or deserve.” 
Kenneth Turan 
Los Angeles Times 
  
“A waste of a perfectly good NC-17 rating.” 
Roger Ebert  
Chicago Sun-Times 
  
“An overcoat movie for men who don't want to be seen going into a porno theater.” 
Rita Kempley  
Washington Post 

  
The premise of the film seems fairly simple -- a look at the competitive, cutthroat nature of 
making it as a dancer in Las Vegas. It concludes that even with good intentions, most people 
with drive will let the path of ambition poison them in order to succeed, regardless of what that 
success really means. 
 
It is a less than subtle attack on Hollywood as much as it is a story about making it as a 
dancer in Las Vegas. Director, Paul Verhoeven, cynically suggests to us that it’s not so much 
about how hard we’re willing to try or how talented we are, but how low we’re willing to go 
and, in fact, who we’re willing to blow. Evidently less poetic and nuanced, it still tells us just as 
much about the world as Citizen Kane  does (minus relatively elusive references to Rosebud 
and Kubla Khan). However, unlike Citizen Kane , it’s clearly no masterpiece, which is partly 
why I like it so much. 
 



The film also resonates with me on a more personal level. When I first saw Showgirls, I was 
fourteen. My Dad had gone to bed, and I stayed up late, pretending to be interested in 
watching a Sumo Wrestling competition on TV. This was just a ploy so I could scour the 
satellite channels for a glimpse of naked female flesh. 
 
The German Satellite channels were usually the places to search, with, among others, their 
frequent late night dubbed incarnations of the Emmanuel films. On that particular Saturday 
night, there must have been a disappointing level of nudity available, so I channel-hopped my 
way to one of the Sky Movie Channels only to be blown away by the glorious mess that 
greeted me. 
 
This, shockingly for younger readers, was prior to the time when everyone had broadband - 
most people didn’t even have dial-up internet at that time. It was prior to the time that 
everyone had a mobile phone. It was, in a sense, a time when the world was a little simpler 
and a little more innocent. It was certainly a time when I was a little more innocent.  
 
In F Scott Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise , the protagonist, Amory, in a period of existential 
angst and financial quandary says: 
  

“Youth is like having a big plate of candy. Sentimentalists think they want to be in the 
pure, simple state they were in before they ate the candy. They don't. They just want 
the fun of eating it all over again. The matron doesn't want to repeat her girlhood—she 
wants to repeat her honeymoon. I don't want to repeat my innocence. I want the 
pleasure of losing it again.” 

 
  
Thus, I associate Showgirls  with the glorious memories of a time when I was losing my 
innocence. It is a way for me to sample the candy again. It lingers on the top of my tongue, 
and if I try hard enough, I can just about taste it. I can go back, just for a moment, and only in 
the vaguest of ways, to that splendid time. 
 
But regardless of my personal inclinations, Showgirls  has many merits for the Everyman. For 
example, it contains, in my opinion, one of the greatest lines in cinematic history - a remark 
made by a stereotypical Japanese businessman watching a dance whilst in Vegas, which is 
duly and incredulously translated by the, seemingly multilingual, sleazy strip club owner 
around twenty-five minutes into the movie: :“In America, everyone’s a gynaecologist.”  
You could say that the line is ridiculous, and you would certainly be right. But that’s partly what 
makes the line so brilliant. It almost matches the ludicrousness of a line in Tommy Wiseau’s 
The Room  when the flower shop owner doesn’t recognise her favourite customer because 
he’s wearing sunglasses, and, when he pulls them up, she says, “Oh, hi, Johnny. I didn’t know 
it was you.”  That could only make sense if sunglasses were like motorcycle helmets. 



 
The other reason why the line is brilliant is because it’s an epiphany dressed as a jester. 
There is actually a hell of a lot of truth to it. 
 
Around five years ago, I decided to try out open-mic comedy in London, but I hadn’t realised 
that the open-mic comedy scene was already so saturated. It was sometimes impossible to 
get a gig, let alone stand out. It turned out everyone’s a comedian in London just like 
everyone’s a gynaecologist in America. 
 
Aside from a short-lived feeling of validation, having my writing submissions accepted is no 
longer that exciting, because it turns out that every fucker these days is a writer and the 
likelihood of it being read by a bigger audience is reduced by the increased amount of 
magazines, journals and websites that are out there. It turns out everyone’s an editor too. 
  
And, maybe, just maybe, screenwriter, Joe Esztherhas, wrote the line as a genius, 
pre-emptive fuck-you  strike against the anticipated backlash the film would receive, akin to the 
meaning of “Everyone’s a critic” 
 
There’s a lot more to that line, though. It also turned out to be a pre-internet age prophecy. 
  
Before internet pornography became common fare, sex and nudity were already obsessions 
enough to at least suggest people were overly interested in examining vaginas.  But if the 
internet porn era, which really took hold about five years after Showgirls, is anything to show 
by, we’re all getting very close to being gynaecologists. 
 
Of course, that’s looking at it on very crude, basic terms. What else can it tell you about the 
internet age? The internet has been brilliant at knocking people off their pedestals, but it’s 
been so successful, there is hardly a pedestal for anyone to stand on!To put it another way: 
it’s impossible to stand out as a gynaecologist when so many people out there are tinkering 
with vaginas. 
  
Showgirls is also an important comment, albeit in a bizarre vessel, on how hollow and soul 
destroying the nature of making it can be. And not only does it hold personal resonance with 
me because of the memories I associate with the time I first saw it, the content of the film 
represents the same ideas: the loss of innocence. 
 
The lead character, Nomi, is a naïve, sometimes childlike (at times, dummy-spitting tantrum 
annoying) girl caught up in the swirling reality of her dream, and it’s not long before she loses 
her innocence on the screen in front of us. It’s an ugly thing once innocence is lost, but the 
innocence is not much better looking. It’s only the process of its loss that is beautiful, and we 
get to see it, in its grotesque glory. 



 
Critics who do not rate the film highly seem to believe the film is accidentally bad. Aficionados 
critics, on the other hand, are split. Some think it is deliberately tongue-in-cheek, savvy satire 
with purposively corny dialogue, using stereotypically warped caricatures as the main 
characters. Some think the magic of the film is based on the fact that Verhoeven was 
attempting to make a serious, hard-hitting, adult-themed drama, and, paradoxically, succeed 
and failed spectacularly. . Personally, I think it’s somewhere magically in between. Like a good 
cocktail, I can tell roughly what ingredients are contained but not in what quantities. I’d rather 
just enjoy the drink. 
 
But, as much as I love Showgirls , I have to admit it’s much harder to enjoy it with the current 
background noise of sycophantic critics giving Verhoeven way too much credit as an 
intellectual and an artist of intent. It’s like overhearing someone in a pub waxing lyrical about 
how great Denzel Washington was in The Matrix.  
 
Of the positive reviews from critics, most tend to be in retrospective articles. Dawn Taylor in 
her retrospective review  in DVD Journal  suggests: “Of course audiences hated the movie. 
They were supposed to hate it. And that's what makes Showgirls  a work of art.” 
 
I find the claim that Showgirls was an intentional disaster hard to believe. Frankly, it is 
inconceivable that Verhoeven made an entire film on an estimated budget of $45m for 
audiences to hate. With respect to a solid filmmaker, he’s still the guy who made Basic 
Instinct, Total Recall  and Robocop ; he’s not making the cinematic equivalent of Finnegans 
Wake . 
 
Calum Marsh said in a  discussion with Jordan Cronk on Pop Matters  in November 2011: “I 
genuinely think that Showgirls  has value in a way that was entirely deliberate, and I think it’s 
possible to redeem it as an authentically great film without sinking to the level of ironic 
re-appropriation.” 
 
And Eric Henderson in a review on Slant in 2004: “ Showgirls  is one of the most honest satires 
of recent years.” 
 
In a 2004  article in Salon , Charles Taylor said: “ For a certain type of educated audience, the 
ones for whom Las Vegas and strip clubs and the desire for fame are indicative of nothing 
more than the shallowness of contemporary culture, Showgirls is camp precisely because it 
takes seriously something that they don’t.” 
 
Whilst Showgirls may have ended up as a wonderful blend of the camp, the satirical and the 
serious; it’s in no way due to Verhoeven’s auteurist vision. It seems incongruous at best for a 
film to take the subject matter seriously, whilst at the same time offering a satirical message 



and camping up the characters and dialogue - making Las Vegas ultimately even more 
vacuously spectacular. For almost any director, it’s akin to suddenly juggling four knives when 
you’ve previously only learnt to juggle two balls. 
 
If this did all happen, I think it has as much to do with  infinite monkey theorem than directorial 
vision. Put a monkey at a typewriter and give that monkey an infinite amount of time; 
eventually they’ll come up with Shakespeare (or, in this case, a camp epic) . 
 
In yet another positive Showgirls retrospective from 2010, Dennis Lim  argues in the Los 
Angeles Times: “There seems to be very little about Showgirls  that could be called accidental. 
Verhoeven is hardly a subtle filmmaker but he's a purposeful one: an instinctive provocateur 
and a connoisseur of excess who remains in control of his material even — or perhaps 
especially — when it goes way over the top.” 
  
It’s one of the best efforts of any aficionado critic, and it’s almost convincing, but I just can’t 
buy it. I’m not intending to denigrate Verhoeven as a director. He’s an acclaimed director, and 
he’s made some very good films. I’m not suggesting that the vulgar over-the-top take on Las 
Vegas wasn’t deliberate. I’m not suggesting that the movie wasn’t a critical comment on a 
culture that desires status and commodities beyond happiness. I’m not suggesting that the 
dialogue wasn’t intended to be funny. I’m not suggesting that Verhoeven didn’t attempt to 
satirise mainstream Hollywood. I’m not suggesting that Verhoeven didn’t intend for us to take 
the overall story and message seriously. I’m not suggesting that he wasn’t attempting to make 
a serious adult drama. 
 
However, I can’t for a second believe that he intended (or was capable enough) for all of 
these aspects to be deliberate and work harmoniously in some perfect factory conveyor belt, 
with the ultimate objective being the production of a work of art. 
 
The only directors capable of putting together a film with all these directly intentional aspects 
would have to have already forged a reputation for meticulousness. Verhoeven is not one of 
those directors. It’s well documented that he changes scenes on the fly, coming onto set with 
heavily annotated scripts. Even the most famous scene in any of his movies (the leg crossing 
scene in Basic Instinct) was  an unscripted  short-notice addition. 
 
If you feel I was being unkind in saying Verhoeven wasn’t capable of putting all these things 
into the film as directly intended, then you can at least see that it’s clearly not his style to do 
so. On the other hand, directors like Jean Pierre Jeunet, Wes Anderson or Stanley Kubrick 
might have given it a good bash, and they may have made a wonderful film, but in no way 
would it have been the wonderful film that Verhoeven created. 
 



You could, of course, argue that intent doesn’t matter; all that matters is end result. A monkey 
has produced Shakespeare. Shouldn’t we just read Shakespeare and be happy? Well, 
perhaps if Verhoeven had produced Shakespeare then I could agree with this more readily. 
But in the end, the swirling mix of intended and unintended is what makes it so special; it’s 
also what separates it from making onto the pedestal of art (and even if it made that pedestal, 
it would soon be knocked down by some renegade gynaecologist!). 
 
Ultimately, when we consider artistic merit, intent matters a lot. This is often why the 
background explanations to an artwork enrich the work itself and its meaning to us. 
Cinematically, it is the difference between being Tommy Wiseau or Akira Kurasawa. In law, it’s 
the difference between serving ten years in jail or serving life. 
 
Some fans of Showgirls may still feel that I’m treating Verhoeven too harshly. After all, he 
gives the impression of having strong artistic integrity, especially when you learn that he was 
upset that his vision for Basic Instinct was compromised by the demands of the studio that 
made it, so he had it placed in his next studio contract that Showgirls would have an NC-17 
release (the only film certificate in US for which a film can still be widely distributed at most 
cinemas, but with heavy restrictions on who can actually see the film for which studios usually 
do all they can to bring down – e.g. censorship). However, if you also consider that he allowed 
(or didn’t account for) the studios  ludicrously censoring the film  in order for it to be shown as a 
daytime TV Movie, resulting in dancers wearing digital bras and risqué dialogue dubbed over 
to be beyond the already farcical, it is additionally difficult to argue that Showgirls is something 
that we can consider of particularly high artistic merit. 
 
If you’re still unsure on what Verhoeven and Eszterhas envisioned, I doubt you’ll be able to 
work out the true objectives from the interviews. Many of the  original interviews at the time of 
release allude to the film being a serious drama about Las Vegas and the use of sex and 
sexuality in society to get what we want. In fact, Eszterhas wrote an open letter to Variety 
shortly after its poor box office opening, claiming that the movie highlighted the genuine plight 
and exploitation of Las Vegas dancers, and imploring people to not let the “fast-buck” studio 
marketing distort the viewer’s perception of the movie. However, in later interviews, 
Verhoeven stressed that the film was also satirical. Take what you want from that, but, 
unfortunately, it’s left me none the wiser. 
 
Then again, can you really trust half the things you hear in an interview? Andy Warhol is said 
to have reprimanded  Lou Reid for a response he gave to a journalist, with: “You’re not telling 
the truth are you? Why would you do that? Aren’t you bored with that yet? You really shouldn’t 
do that.”.  
 
For me, the last words on Verheoven’s intent must surely go to the filmmaker and critic, John 
Waters, who, in a brief introduction to a roundtable discussion in Film Quarterly in 2003 said, 



"Showgirls is funny, stupid, dirty, and filled with cinematic clichés; in other words, perfect… 
Even better, the writer and director, no matter what they say today, don't seem to be in on the 
joke." 
 
Recent critics have attempted to dress Showgirls  in an unbecoming designer frock. I think it’s 
now time to put her back into the glittering clown-suit she deserves.  



UNPOPULAR  
 
 
 
 
 
The Problem of the Indian 
ALISON J. LEEDY  
 
 

In The Hour of The Wolf 
SUZANNE SEESMAN & CHRIS EDWARDS  
 
 

Falling in Love with the Idea of Her 
STACEY HOLDER & CASEY POEHLEIN  
 
 

Accepting the Spoilers 
KATIE RAPHEAL  
 
 

The Moment I Finally Fell for Dawson’s Creek 
KATIE RAPHEAL  
 
 

Angela’s Ashes 
WILLIE FILKOWSKI  
 
 

Redressing Showgirls 
MANSOUR CHOW  
 
 

MONSTER JAM™ / MILK JUG 
SCOTT COOPER  
 
 

Images for Earth Day 
KRISTEN NEVILLE TAYLOR 
 
 

Riding with Lana Del Rey and Courtney Love 
NIKE DESIS  
 
 

The Greatest Artist of the 20th Century 
RICKY YANAS 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Issue XVII / June 2016 
the-st-claire.com 
 
Issue Edited By: 
SUZANNE SEESMAN & ZACH 
RAWE 
 
Issue Design By: 
MATT KALASKY  



 
MONSTER JAM ™ / MILK JUG 
by Scott Cooper 
 
 

   
AUTHORS NOTE: 

I do indulge in the the McDonald's® fast food franchise when I am: 
A) Broke. 
B) Sad. 
C) Nostalgic. 

 
 
 

Imagine waking up on a Saturday afternoon, sprawled out, dried out next to a new 
acquaintance, both half-dreaming of eggs and cheese. Rising slowly from the comfortable comforter, 
you drag each other towards the front door. Stumbling onto the street, the sun blinds your eyes as you 
mope towards that popular farm-to-table brunch spot. 

 
The line is always insufferable at that popular farm-to-table brunch spot on Saturday 

afternoons, and as you arrive, the hostess explains that it might be an hour wait. Feeling withdrawn at 
this news, staring at the hostess with blank eyes, you slowly proceed into the waiting area. After a few 
hours waiting, small talk becomes intolerable, and inquiry into hobby, work, and family dissolves into 
contemplation of the floorboards. Then, of course, your partner pulls out a cell phone. 
 

And as you reach for your cell own phone, you experience a hazy out of body experience. You 
see yourself from above, staring at the floorboards below, criticizing your choices, wondering whether 
you are even living up to your full potentiality. Hypnotized by the woodgrain in the floorboards, you 
are questioning how anything can be so confident.  
 

Concentration is broken, and everyone’s neck snaps as the hostess yells out some name; 
Michael, or Michelle. Of course, it’s not your name. 
 

Luckily, you can now avoid this whole messy farm-to-table situation, and head over to 
McDonald's ®, because they now serve breakfast all day! Such iconic items such as the Egg McMuffin® 
and melt-in-your-mouth Hotcakes can be enjoyed anytime! You can even customize your meal with 
healthy alternatives, such as apples, yogurt-tubes, and milk-jugs! 

 
You both knew that McDonald's ® now served breakfast all day because it has been advertised 

everywhere; on billboards, on busses, and on discarded McDonald's ® trash flowing through the streets 
of your neighborhood. Co-workers probably discuss this next to the water cooler, “Did you know 
McDonald's ® now served breakfast all day?” When you think about it, this advertising campaign has 
extended to those who don’t even own a television, radio, or a perhaps even a home. The billboards, 



busses, and trash flowing through the streets form a strong triad of the unavoidable advertisement 
epoch. 
 
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 
 

Recently, I started hanging out with Emanuela. We met two years ago, but it was at my 
previous job as a bar-back. While she was drinking at the bar with friends, I was restocking the beer 
cooler. We kept catching glances, and I think we both felt something that could possibly be explained 
through astral color analyzation, but who knows. Reconnecting with her two years later, the feeling of 
cosmic matching remained. She asked me on a date to see Monster Jam™ at the sport stadium in South 
Philly. 
 

Obviously I was interested because: 
A) I was probably in love. 
B) I had never seen Gravedigger in person. 
C) I usually did chores on Sundays, but my roommates had been slacking on their 

chores, so, whatever, I'll do them later. 
 
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---  
 

Monster Jam™ is a live motor-sport event which highlights monster trucks jumping off ramps, 
spinning in circles, and occasionally flipping upside down. It appeared Gravedigger was the most 
popular monster truck since I saw t-shirts, posters, and miniature toys being sold by all the vendors. 
The two biggest crowd pleasing moments were intervals of sustained engine revving, and the undiluted 
destruction of vehicles. 
 

As if fans of Monster Jam™ were unfamiliar with the McDonald's ® franchise, the event was 
fully decked out with flashing logos, commercials, and even scripted McDonald's ® related monologues 
from the Monster Jam™  athletes. But the most amusing plug came during the intermission; a poorly 
executed CGI video of an apple, a yogurt tube, and a milk jug racing around the Monster Jam™ arena. 1 
The animated race was very close, but at the last turn, the milk jug pulled ahead and won. Emanuela 
and I were both enthusiastically cheering and shouting, “MILK JUG!” with the rest of crowd. I 
honestly think I've never been so enraptured by an advertisement. Actually, I’m fairly certain that if this 
CGI animation were framed in the confines of the white cube, there would be some lengthy didactic 
text accompanying it.  
 

This McDonald's ® advertisement possessed an unearthly presence that was akin to most current 
contemporary visual artworks. It was abject, it was social commentary, it was a strange narrative, 
possessing both dissonance and accord that simultaneously could both repel and seduce a viewer. This 
particular McDonald's ® advertisement managed to crudely personify their food products in the 
wierdest way. It was hilarious. 
 

“Hey Emanuela. Is this inducing deep rooted cannibalistic desires in you? Cool, me too.” 



 
The technical execution was extremely poor, which somehow made it even more attractive. It 

was as if it was created unintentionally by a student learning basic animation, or, with willful ignorance 
by some trending artist with an MFA degree from a prestigious university. It was beautiful and 
unsettling, much like the CGI work of Wendy Vanity 2. While hypnotising in its absurdity, it was not a 
Disney® Pixar production, and I embraced every shortcoming of this unexpected McDonald's ® 
advertisement. 
 

I still question why this CGI work affected me as much as my favorite Matisse painting. I think 
that Generation Y, with access to images of beauty and perfection within seconds, prefer disillusion. We 
search for self-confidence through someone else's failure and defeat. We prefer the non-sensical and the 
banal over the sensible and the timeless. Rather than celebration of successes, we thrive on our 
celebrity's downfall. All of my peers produce interesting things. We throw our trash onto our streets. 
 
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---  
 

When the event was over, Emanuela and I kissed, and I hopped on my bike. At some 
intersection in South Philly, I stopped at a red light, right next to a McDonald's ®. I thought it would be 
cute to go purchase a milk jug from McDonald's ® and send her a picture of myself drinking it. 
Unfortunately, the light turned green and a car behind me leaned on their horn aggressively. 
 

 
1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dXr_q_jSeVc 
2. http://hyperallergic.com/56334/3d-video-artist-wendy-vainity-is-the-henry-darger-of-the-intern

et 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dXr_q_jSeVc 
http://hyperallergic.com/56334/3d-video-artist-wendy-vainity-is-the-henry-darger-of-the-internet 
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Riding with Lana Del Rey and Courtney Love 

 

The headlights from passing cars 

They illuminate my face then leave me in the dark 

The voice of Nirvana says, “Come as you are” 

And I will 

The night time is almost ours  1

 

When I heard Courtney Love was scheduled to open for Lana Del Rey on 

her Endless Summer tour (2015), I was excited. I don’t know much about Love or 

her band Hole. But, it seemed as if some aesthetic statement could be made of 

the two of them sharing a stage, even if it was merely a business relationship. 

What kind of coincidence is it that Courtney Love seems to actually be one of 

the tragic, dramatic, iconic, rock star, infamous, bad girls that Lana Del Rey often 

sings about? And what can this pairing offer to the puzzle of Lana Del Rey? 

 

---------------------- 

 

Some of our more established feminist rock icons, such as Kathleen 

Hanna, Kim Gordon, and Ani Difranco, emerged as role models in a different 

time, a time of Riot Grrrl and “girl power”; the 1990s. Catherine Vigier, in a piece 

discussing Lana Del Rey and post- feminism, describes the atmosphere of the 

‘90s: “Women’s liberation seemingly came down to a series of choices about 

image, lifestyle, and sexual expression. The important thing was to ... abandon 

any image that suggested victimhood.”   2

1 Lana Del Rey, Oh Say Can You See, Lana Del Rey AKA Lizzy Grant, 5Points Records, 2010. 
2 Catherine Vigier, “The Meaning of Lana Del Rey,” Zeteo Journal, November 15, 2012, 
http://zeteojournal.com/2012/11/15/the-meaning-of-lana-del-rey/ 



 

In 2016, in popular culture especially, there’s still the idea that feminism is 

like this and only this: self-actualized, optimistic, smiling, empowered, go get 

‘em. Del Rey doesn’t fit this model and has been harshly criticized as a result. 

However, we should not be misled.  There are other modes of subversion 

available even to commercially successful pop stars. In that feminism is a way of 

relating to the world and making sense of that relation, Lana Del Rey’s music is 

compelling. 

 

---------------------- 

 

Critics’ reception to Lana Del Rey’s work has been dismissive. Perhaps it's 

because she’s awkward and for some reason they don’t believe her when she 

tells us how she sees herself and they can’t believe her lyrics to be true fictions. 

Criticisms of Del Rey include the perceived fakeness of her lips, having gone to 

private school, being shy, having changed her stage name, and the fact that she 

is signed to a major label. Criticisms of the work itself focus on what can be read 

as submissiveness or self-destruction, the use of stereotypical tropes of 

femininity, and generally being indecisive. If you like her music, you have to be 

prepared to defend it, or her, or merely concede that she’s allowed to be lame if 

that’s what she really is.  As she herself says in the first line of her most recent 

album, “We both know that it’s unfashionable to love me.”  So, being a Lana fan 3

is like being her bridesmaid at a wedding ceremony. You’ve got to toast to her 

strengths, all of her virtues, proving her worth as a bride  (while the groom is 

unquestionably deserving and expectant), just so she can go and marry a jerk in 

a misogynistic ceremony / make her pop music. 

 

The altar is but one of the stages Lana unhappily sings from.  In Del Rey’s 

view, coming out from under is not easy, everything is hard -- the booze, the 

men, the fame, the summer. Even true love is disappointing. And, indeed, 

feminism is a reckoning with disappointment. Theorist Sarah Ahmed explores 

this position potently in her essay Feminist Killjoys (And Other Willful Subjects): 
3 Lana Del Rey & Rick Knowles, Honeymoon, Honeymoon, Interscope, 2015. 



 

Becoming a feminist can be an alienation from happiness (though          
not just that, not only that: oh the joy of being able to leave the place you                 
were given!). When we feel happiness in proximity to the right objects, we             
are aligned; we are facing the right way. You become alienated—out of            
line with an affective community—when you do not experience happiness          
from the right things. The gap between the affective value of an object             
and how we experience an object can involve a range of affects, which are              
directed by the modes of explanation we offer to fill this gap.  4

 

This past summer, Beyonce gave a performance in Central Park where the 

words “boss” and “hustler” flashed on screens behind her, along with footage of 

the singer smashing a sewing machine and a vacuum.  There was at least one 5

other performance, as part of a televised awards show, where large lit letters 

spelling out the word “feminist” was the entire set. Is Beyonce sending the 

message that these terms are interchangeable? For Del Rey, they don’t seem to 

be. 

 

For one, Del Rey, unfortunately, has said on record “feminism is just not an 

interesting concept.”  And her depiction of hustling is not working extra hard, 6

but the more vulgar meaning, slowly singing “I fucked my way up to the top.”  7

She consistently chooses a laconic gauzy floating loner aesthetic, instead of the 

typical defiance almost required of pop songs sung by women today. Katy Perry’s 

“Roar” and  Beyonce’s “Who Runs the World” are but two of many such 

uptempo battle cries.  Lana’s lyrical visions do not celebrate independent 

ambitions. She’s got white middle-class privilege to protect her from urgency, 

but her cynicism also runs deep. In the song “Flipside” she is icy and expectant: 

“Are you going to hurt me now, or are you going to hurt me later.”   8

 

4Sara Ahmed, “Feminist Killjoys (and Other Willful Subjects),” The Scholar and Feminist Online 8, no. 3 (2010): 
http://sfonline.barnard.edu/polyphonic/ahmed_01.htm.  
5 Vanessa Grigiordis, “The Passion of Nicki Minaj,” The New York Times Magazine, October 11, 2015, 59. 
6 Duncan Cooper, “Lana Del Rey Is Anyone She Wants to Be,” Fader , June/July 2015, 
http://www.thefader.com/2014/06/04/cover-story-lana-del-rey-is-anyone-she-wants-to-be 
7 Lana Del Rey and Dan Heath, Fucked My Way Up To The Top, Ultraviolence, Interscope, 2014. 
8 Lana Del Rey and Blake Stranathan, Flipside, Ultraviolence [Target exclusive], Interscope, 2014. 



Her cynicism also prevents her work from suggesting that striving for the 

position of white men, i.e. a CEO, is feminism or freedom. There is no sense that 

honest hard work could free a woman, nor is it possible to self-actualize above 

society’s constricting expectations.  Her work revels in alienation, victimhood, 

and gloom --  these modalities not only de-emphasize but actively negate the 

commercial success she has achieved. Again, unlike most popular performers, 

Lana declines to appear triumphant at all costs. The music industry is especially 

cutthroat, but on the subject of being a boss or a bitch or a feminist or 

self-aware or an artist, she leaves us doubtful.  

 

This presentation rings true to me. Empowerment  should mean more 

than the equal opportunity to completely submit to capitalism. Besides, as 

scholar Treva B. Lindsay asks, “Do we even know what an autonomous female 

looks like in pop culture? What does control even mean in such a corporatized 

mass-media space?”  The unmoved pessimism that is characteristic of Del Rey’s 9

work is a very appropriate response to this question and the world we live in. 

 

The lack of urgency, her polished lonesomeness, and her seductive scowl 

are well established traits in her work. These traits can be read as apathy or 

submission, and not obviously as resistance. However, becoming a feminist, in 

name or not, is a distancing from the things that are supposed to make us happy.

 Refusing to be happy with those things is a refusal to justify social norms as 10

social good.  That her refusal and struggle is obscured with lush sounds, 11

overwrought symbols, and consumable beauty adds complications, because it 

allows us to readily accept any suffering she can dish out.  

 

As a public figure, Lana knows acutely our banal expectations of her.  She 

is working within these constructs, and it is without pleasure. As evidence, she 

often seems uncomfortable or annoyed on stage. I saw Lana in concert during 

the Endless Summer tour in 2015. (It was the East Coast leg of the tour and the 

9 Grigiordis, 59. 
10 Nina Powers,”Run, Boy, Run,” in the Ms. America supplement, The New Inquiry, July 17, 2014: 
http://thenewinquiry.com/essays/run-boy-run/ 
11 Ahmed. 



artist Grimes was the opening act. Courtney Love had opened at the West Coast 

concerts). She was wearing a short but decidedly un-trendy white dress and 

wedges that were too high to easily move around in. As a result, or perhaps it 

was the intention, she hardly moved at all.  Additionally, while she looks the part 

of a beautiful woman, she hardly ever smiles, and when deployed it is a smile 

almost of mania.  Not only was she ungenerous in her movements, but she did 

not thank either her band or her fans. There is a sense that Del Rey intends to 

illuminate the narrow space of our progress, she wants to know for what should 

she be grateful?  

 

---------------------- 

 

I don’t come to Lana to get ragey, nor do I listen to her to escape into a 

boozy dream. I come for music and for the smoke and mirrors she 

simultaneously erects and sharply exposes. When I was a teen, Gwen Stefani 

sang to me: 

 

 I'm just a girl, I'm just a girl in the world. That's all that you'll let me 
be... I'm just a girl, what's my destiny? What I've succumbed to is making 
me numb. Oh I'm just a girl, my apologies. What I've become is so 
burdensome.  12

 

Stefani’s sarcasm is overt and her obvious coolness and talent signaled to 

me that she had not yet succumbed and that she was expressing the power to 

rise above her destiny as “just” a girl. The music video shows Stefani’s male 

bandmates rocking out together with their instruments in a grungy garage-like 

space, the other half of the screen shows her frowny, angst-ridden, and alone in 

an orderly and confined domestic room. This sarcastic, frustrated Gwen is what I 

imagine when Del Rey sings “I got that summertime sadness”  and “This is what 13

makes us girls”  and “They judge me like a picture book by the colors, like they 14

12 Gwen Stefani and Tom Dumont, Just a Girl, Tragic Kingdom , Interscope, 1993. 
13 Lana Del Rey, Kieran Du Jour, and Rick Nowles, Summertime Sadness, Born to Die, Interscope,  2012. 
14 Lana Del Rey, Jim Larcombe, and Jim Irvin, This Is What Makes Us Girls, Born to Die,  Interscope, 2012. 



forgot to read”  and “I like you a lot” , where her own layered voice mocks the 15 16

phrase as she says it. Lana is also obsessed with a forever love, but anyone 

actually dreaming of a forever is in denial. Either they aren’t reckoning with 

climate change or can’t understand institutionalized racism or see no connection 

between acts of terror at home and abroad. There will be no honeymoon. 

Personally, every time I hear Lana singing about “forever”, which is a lot, I hear 

sarcasm. Ahmed describes this space in her discussion of “feminist killjoys”: “You 

cannot always close the gap between how you do feel and how you should feel. 

Behind the sharpness of this ‘cannot’ is a world of possibility. Does activism act 

out of this gap, opening it up, loosening it up? Not to close the gap between 

what you do feel and what you should feel might begin as or with a sense of 

disappointment.”  Lana’s sarcasm is indicative of a disconnect, of a rift between 17

what she is supposed to do, think, say, or feel, and her frustration with those 

expectations.  

 

Del Rey is not a boss and she doesn’t think of herself as feminist. Instead 

she croons about drugs and domestic violence, portrays women as victims, 

revels in the crass and vague search for glory and “having it all”. It’s possible that 

both Lana Del Rey’s strength and her weakness is that she remains “just” a girl in 

this world, in the sense that she has “succumbed” and it is making her “numb.” 

As evidenced in her album titles alone -- Born to Die, Ultraviolence, Honeymoon- 
Del Rey’s work generally echoes Stefani’s sentiment of entrapment expressed in 

the song “Just a Girl”.  However, while Stefani has “had it up to here”, there isn’t 

the sense that Del Rey is planning an escape. But, being a dissident is exhausting. 

Being ambitious is exhausting. Instead, Lana will appear to stay the course and, 

for example, abide by the rules of conventional femininity. She’ll also be the first 

to tell you that all it gets her is one step closer to the grave.  

 

---------------------- 

 

15 Lana Del Rey and Barrie James O’Neill, Brooklyn Baby, Ultraviolence, Interscope, 2014. 
16 Lana Del Rey and Rick Nowles, Music To Watch Boys To, Honeymoon,  Interscope, 2015. 
17 Ahmed. 



To shift our gaze to another West Coast, drug filled, rock and roll scene, we 

can turn to the documentary Kurt Cobain: Montage of Heck: 
 

In one eye-popping 1992 home video included in the film, Cobain and 
[Courtney] Love are seen blissfully living in druggie squalor in Los Angeles. 
Standing in a towel in the bathroom with shaving cream on his face, 
Cobain teases Ms. Love about her tabloid image as a man-eating monster. 
‘You and Roseanne,’ he says playfully, referring to Roseanne Barr. ‘You’re 
tied for the most-hated women in America.’ She pretend-pouts.  18

 

This could be a scene, down to the pout, from a Lana Del Rey music video- 

if only it weren’t real. The events of Courtney’s life may be more extreme than 

Lana’s: the use of substances, the death/ suicide of a husband, peripheral status 

as an artist, estrangement from family. And, unlike the icy distance Lana Del Rey 

has cultivated in her work, the music of Hole is overtly angsty and  immediate. A 

home video clip is not the same as a music video.... Unless the music video is a 

kind of home video. Which is the case for the song “Video Games;” arguably the 

launch of Lana Del Rey’s career. Whatever the facts of their lives, there is an 

audience, and not only do they know it’s there, they’ve invited it, making us 

wonder what is scripted and what is not.  

 

However, it is not up to us to decide which of Courtney’s or Lana’s stories 

are real.  They are adept, consciously and not, at maintaining opaqueness with 

their audiences. It seems as if they both share the ability to shun our 

expectations, being out of control or daft, while simultaneously fulfilling our 

expectations, playing drama queen or girly girl. They are well aware of the 

artifice of fame and femininity.  If they act manic or icy, isn’t it only appropriate, 

necessary for survival? If they seem vulgar or trapped, are we not rendered 

sympathetic? Or do we forgo our sympathy because, unlike most of us, they are 

unafraid of the consequences of seeming vulgar and trapped? 

 

18 Brooks Barnes. “Coming Back as He Was ,” The New York Times , April 19, 2015, AR1. 



The coincidence of their pairing on tour is not that Courtney Love appears 

to live a life Lana Del Rey sings about. The coincidence is that they present the 

same foil to popular feminism as well as misogyny. Hole’s career defining album 

is called Live Through This, claiming life as something to be endured. It isn’t easy 

and it isn’t pretty, and for all their perceived posturing, exaggeration, or 

submission Lana and Courtney don’t pretend otherwise. Alienation is a part of 

feminism and their work represents this concept well. The suggestive 

contradictions and masterly indifference they each employ are very compelling 

approaches to self- expression and self-preservation. Also, whether they rage or 

mope, they act out from a place of disappointment with the status quo, which 

can threaten the status quo. Their work reflects a misalignment between 

normalizing structures of happiness and not feeling happy. This is part of my 

experience when I try to make sense of the world and it is what I find so 

comforting when I listen to Lana.  
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Ricky Yanas 
“The Greatest Artist of the 20th Century” 
 
 
“From now on…”, (Guy) Debord said, “The art of the future will be the creation of situations or 
nothing.” 
 
 
My interest in the work of Edward Bernays, the “Father of Public Relations”, comes from a deep 
connection with art and an ethical concern with it as a means of communication. There is power 
in the work of art, setting sensory traps for a viewer to be immersed in an experience and ideas.  
With this power comes a moral component. An artist can set the mind free, offer keys to 
exploration, break down perceptual walls, or build them. Two thousand years ago, Roman poet, 
Virgil wrote the Aeneid, a masterful piece of literature, legitimizing rule of Julius Caesar and 
affirming the governmental shift from Republic to Empire, proving art’s seductive provocations, to 
rearrange signs, symbols, history, and time. Art can also be an apparatus of oppression.  
  
At the beginning, of the 20th Century, Sigmund Freud’s nephew, Edward Bernays, took his uncle’s 
research along with the work of other important psychologists, sociologists, journalists, and 
intellectual elites and applied it towards remolding the American psyche. He utilized scientific 
research of the collective mind and his own intuitive sense of symbolic power to create elaborate 
“news-worthy” events that would effectively link his clients’ products to specific ideas. He invented 
the commercial “tie-in”; with the right amount of money and connections, one could synthesize 
complex ideas with simplified images in the public mind towards profitable results. In the 20s, his 
campaign for American Tobacco (1890-1994), effectively linked cigarette smoking with Women’s 
Suffrage, simultaneously removing the stigma of the “female smoker” and promoting progressive 
ideals. He also created “Bacon and Eggs” (Beech-Nut Packing Company) and soap sculptures 
(Ivory Soap). 
  
In his writings on public relations (a term he used interchangeably with “propaganda”), Bernays 
articulated the coming revolution in the marketplace and government. He offered methodologies 
and tools for controlling the hearts and minds of the public, the consumer. This would allow those 
in power, or those with enough money to retain him as their PR counsel, to quietly govern a mass 
population, without overt violence. Andy Warhol, his contemporaries and disciples read the 
surface of this revolution and exploited it for its tactile qualities. Edward Bernays helped build the 
mechanism and its more elusive ideological core. What I have done is place his own words (not 
simply displace) onto their image/object consequences (Athropologie ads, cir. 2012) a century 
after he began refining his strategy. I hope to find a point of entry through which to see the the 
ramifications of his discoveries and resist their entirely un-banal consequences. 
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