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Whitney Claflin at MoMA PS1 (Part 1)

Whitney Claflin has a way with words that rivals her ability to select distinctive objects from 
all corners of the culture, letting them speak for themselves. She gave her first solo museum 
show a rather enigmatic title: I was wearing this when you met me. Can we say that the artist 
herself is speaking here? The first-person singular seems unambiguous if not insistent—but 
what of the rest of the sentence: the “this.” Wearing what? Objects can’t speak—not in the 
literal sense—and the title is a quotation of sorts, something someone else said that Claflin 
has adopted as her own, freely using its context and occasion, simply because it came to her 
mind—treating life like a library or, better, the internet (a reservoir of “information” much 
more likely to mirror a mind caught in the throes of modern day delirium). In the same 
way, Claflin has put the world she inhabits on display with a decade and a half of artistic 
output—paintings, collage, drawing, sculptural installations, a video piece, and even a 
few “interventions” into the institutional “site”1—all of which condense disparate cultural 
materials, each with their own distinct “personas,” into an extemporary murmur all her own.

Whitney Claflin, Installation view of Chelsea (2021-2025). Video (color, no sound), infinite loop. Image courtesy of Derosia, 
NewYork. Photo: Steven Paneccasio.

Turning Point
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In fact, as Claflin tells it, the title is a derivation of her own construction, based on something 
fashion model Kate Moss said in a nearly thirty-year-old commercial for the Calvin Klein 
fragrance CK Be. According to Claflin, therein, Moss recounts an instance in which she was 
ridiculed by a man for length of her skirt supposedly being too short:

. . . she’s saying, “When I met you I was wearing a skirt on up to here,” you know, 
gestures pretty high up. “You didn’t have a problem with that then.” And he’s like, “Oh, 
well, that’s ’cause I didn’t know you then.” So it kind of goes back to these ideas of 
control and a little bit of feminism. And then also just the idea of hearing my idol speak 
for the first time, this model who existed purely two-dimensionally. I make a lot of my 
work out of my own clothing and old jewelry and other things. So, it’s sort of like this 
idea of looping and folding back where it’s like, “Oh yeah. I’ve been wearing this for like 
eight years. You totally have seen me in it before, and now it’s a painting.”2

The last part of Claflin’s statement helps us understand the multi-layered way in which she 
constructs meaning in her work: by blurring the natural legibility that comes from a well-
formed metaphor and instead choosing to build upon the circuitous, oftentimes subjective 
mobility of something more like metonym, or just happenstance, to create meaning(s) by 
associative proximity as she cycles between references and materials. As she mentions 
elsewhere, regarding a different painting, S. Garden (2019):

S. Garden, which stands for Secret Garden, is made exclusively out of stuff I’ve found 
in thrift stores. . . . [A]nd I kind of liked that it’s this vintage prefab thing. I can have my 
own little, like lexicon of shapes, and things travel across works, the same way I can use 
Mars Black in three different paintings or Faoh glue or something like that. . . . I was 
like, “This is cool. It’s kind of like I have another ready-made material that feels my 
language.”3

The painting in question, in regard to the Kate Moss anecdote and the dress, might be 
Yogurt the Color of Night (2012), where Claflin has pasted small pieces of text clipped from 
a magazine to a piece of found, zebra-printed fabric. The fabric has been stretched like a 
conventional painting on a rectangular support—there’s even an old red wine stain on it. 
The snippets are placed seemingly at random within the fabric’s contorted strata of black-
and-white stripes. What from afar looks like a tired, ugly shirt or dress that was put out of its 
misery and given a second—better—life as a painting, becomes an absurdist poem when seen 
up close.

The show served as an occasion for the republication of Claflin’s 2022 book of poems 
Food & Spirits—poems about every conceivable form of sustenance, where New York City 
itself (with its many bars, restaurants, and other haunts) serves as the setting for so many 
listless days and unremarkable nights out and as an oblique synonym for a life composed 
of an endless string of as much. Although the poems in the book at times read like “free 
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associations” of the artist’s disparate thoughts and internal chatter, they were composed with 
a pen and paper, or perhaps a word processor, rather than an X-Acto knife. In a talk4 Claflin 
gave at the museum’s bookstore to mark the book’s re-release, she described how she makes 
her word-collage paintings: she spends hours mincing small lines of text, or sometimes single 
words from various magazines and then places them in small plastic bags for later use in the 
collages. It seems almost culinary; a literal word salad of sorts. The specific flavor of her 
results are determined, in part, by the original article—whatever printed matter she happened 
to be hashing up at the time—and the later, chance arrangement of such snippets on an 
otherwise exclusively visual substrate.

Claflin’s transferences-of-meaning as transfers-between-media are not limited to the interplay 
of printed text, poetry, printed textile, and painting alone. The show contains one video piece, 
Chelsea (2021-25), which plays on a small, boxy monitor—a relative “antique” compared to 
today’s thin, high-definition, wall-mounted units. The micro-looping reel playing there upon 
(sans sound) shows one such “flatscreen” airing a part of the music video for the band Pulp’s 
1995 hit song “Common People.” Jarvis Cocker, the British band’s lithe lead singer, twists 
about on an illuminated disco stage in front his more affectless bandmates. They all perform 
in front of a shimmering purple backdrop while an unforgettable neon sign that spells out 
the band’s four-letter name in curving baby blue script. It’s a thirty-year-old image—iconic. 
However, it is more than just a video of a video, or a screen on a screen. It’s actually a 
video, one shot by Claflin, of Pulp’s music video playing on a wall-mounted TV in a Dallas 
Barbeque restaurant, one of the fast-casual chain’s many regional locations (actually . . . it’s 
the one in Chelsea, as per the piece’s title—duh!). The giveaway? The restaurant chain’s 
(equally?) iconic neon sign spells out “BBQ” in “burning” blue letters to the right of the 
screen playing Pulp.

Two equally blue neon namesakes culled from two very distant ends of the culture appearing 
in one happenstance instant-cum-moving-image. It’s these kinds of odd, cultural collisions 
that Claflin seems to go for, just like in her makeshift, “zebra” poem piece where one 
nonsensical sentence may read just like the arbitrary mongrel-child of The New Yorker 
and Rolling Stone that it is. Both artworks are indebted to devices derived from avant-
gardist movements that followed in the wake of cubism and World War I, namely Dada and 
surrealism. Both of these movements were united in their use of “chance” as a means of 
making art. And though it was the Dadaists who were the first to “find” in happenstance a 
useful means of anarchically un-making a post-war world that seemed to make little sense at 
all, and all with art, it was André Breton and his compatriots who first fixated on the fixed-
form of culture, collision, and coincidence in the magically privileged image. They took such 
an image as a means of crisscrossing waking life with dreaming life—an open invitation, 
allowing our psychic identification with the object world around us—and thus psycho-
productively irrationalizing a society that had grown an all too rational exterior.

Marcel Duchamp’s earliest ready-made sculptures might be the prototypical, if not the most 
succinct, example of arbitrariness in an artwork, deployed as a strategic assault against artistic 
and social conventions—or, more precisely, an attack against art as a social convention. The 
ready-made was something of an incendiary device meant to severely damage the reigning 
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notions of what artistic “authorship” was by virtue of the fact that it revealed to be simply 
that: a notion, a convention. Claflin’s subjective shifts between media and meanings do not 
seem so anarchically direct or destructive. Instead, her work seems bound up in—or, better 
yet, productively obsessed with—a stream of contemporary culture, commodities, and 
established modes of art-making as a naturally hospitable, even unconscious, system. And 
one worthy of wandering in—as Louis Argon did in exploring the dilapidated nineteenth 
century Parisian arcades in the 1920s, half-asleep or, better, more awake, extra-rationally (or, 
rather, affectively) attuned to the social and historical subtext of such a site—a “mythology of 
the modern,” a mythology of social and historical dynamism and flux—with its signals and 
singing, its “mystery,” or “the gods in the street.”5

With the painting Die Eisdealer (2024), Claflin comes closest to working in “conventional” 
abstraction a la Polke, utilizing elements like the mechanically assisted application of 
pattern, diaphanous “screens” of color (mauves), and the well-reified language of gesture-
as-mark. In this painting Claflin shows that she is an adept when it comes to understanding 
the metaphysics of the medium (as Polke did, with a high dose of irony or sarcasm): 
The “space” established by the painting’s rectangular shape still extends only into two-
dimensions. Everything that “happens” (with the painting), happens therein (in flat “space”) 
as a juxtaposition of layers—a few of which hover on the surface, ready to punch forward 
into the third dimension. Yet, her thoughts on the work never get weighed by this trite type 
of discourse, one which she seems to have left behind the day she left grad school; she’s still 
ready to play to any professor’s preferred hobbyhorse with aplomb though.

The Ice Dealer is taken from an advertisement from . . . the seventies or eighties, on 
the side of a big building in the main shopping plots in Mönchengladbach. Ice cream 
is a very big thing in Germany, which I didn’t really realize before going there for ten 
months. . . .

But that painting kind of came around in a very roundabout way. It started as a large, 
all-over abstraction. When I don’t exactly know what to do, I’ll say, “What if it was just 
about color?” And so I start just with color, and the premise for that was neon orange, 
burgundy, and black. I think they’re kind of like a perfect, putrid combo, and so I was 
like, “Alright. We’ll just start there.”

And then the painting just kind of kept going in different directions. And finally, this sort 
of figure emerged that reminded me of the figure on the exterior of this building, this 
mural advertising an ice cafe. So, I just sort of leaned into that and that’s where the ice 
cream sundae comes from. It’s part of this mural in Mönchengladbach.6

There is at least one discernible “figure,” a black ice cream sundae, in the painting; it appears 
to be printed or stenciled or traced directly from a found image, though, as per above, it 
ultimately got there, in a sense, by chance.

Apparent citations of surrealism proper seem to appear in Claflin’s work when one goes 
looking for them: like the “modern” mannequins in a painting like Untitled (For Janelle) 
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(2025)—an interior scene from one of today’s down-market, fast fashion retailers. Or the 
“romantic” ruins of beloved but shuttered bars and restaurants, and other haunts represented 
in Food & Spirits—in the poems themselves as well as in the illustrations Claflin has 
illuminated them with.7 Yet Claflin never mentions the movement; maybe the similarities 
between Claflin and Bréton et al. are mere coincidence. Then again, would that not make 
surrealism’s apparition in her oeuvre all the more affective, a recherché vibe—maybe even an 
uncanny return? It starts to feel like déjà vu. Either way—it’s effective.

Potential hauntings—or mere coincidences—aside, surrealism offers an apt and enlightening 
precedent here because the supreme difficulty that its interpreters have encountered in 
trying to understand its many enigmatic practices and revolutionary aspirations comes from 
the fact that this movement sought to bind up the psychic with the social, to contest social 
order with the relative disorder of the human psyche in their commitment to a socially 
liberating conception of the subjective unconscious as an immediate apparition of sorts. The 
intermediary cognitive, or just plain mental, processes involved—in understanding why this 
might be revolutionary or not—were not often their concern.8 This has offered the best among 
the movement’s many annotators the opportunity to produce new understandings of and 
refined insights into art’s not only liberatory but also affective potential—that is, ironically 
enough, its registration and reflection of human finitude.

The memento mori, with its imagery of lived transience, has traditionally served as the 
conventionally allegorical “reminder” of as much. However, the implication of the human 
psyche, or psychic processes, in art—through the gamut of surrealist devices, from the 
“automatic text” through to their take on the objet trouvé—opened new dimensions for 
understanding how the psyche (oblique as it is) “responds” to certain imagery, how it 
“participates” in certain kinds of aesthetic experience. For each of our psyches ultimately 
operate à la Freud: un- or sub- consciously, “unbeknownst” to us, in order to preserve life 
in a zero-sum economy with a foreordained outcome. This inexorable situation produces 
defenses and self-protective behaviors—all kinds of neurotic effects—as well as the sexual 
drives, which ultimately function to create and continue new life. The surrealists sought to 
make these effects operative in their art in as much as their art was an attempt to exceed the 
overbearing constraints of “real life” and/or realism in art with its memetic presentation—or, 
figuration—of the intelligible, “waking” world. Here, they brought to bear all those “strange” 
objects in the world, those which activate our psychogenic sensibilities—à la Bréton9—and 
incorporated them into their work as thoroughly and as immaculately as possible through 
allegorical citation. Hence Fredric Jameson’s beautiful summation of the surrealists’ creative 
impulse, their brand of psychic investment in the object world:

So it is that some chance contact with an external object may “remind” us of ourselves 
more profoundly than anything that takes place in the impoverished life of our conscious 
will. For unbeknownst to us, the objects around us lead lives of their own in our 
unconscious fantasies, where, vibrant with mana or taboo, with symbolic fascination or 
repulsion, they stand as the words or hieroglyphs of the immense rebus of desire.10

The quote comes from a 1971 essay in which Jameson positions the Brétonian-wing of the 
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surrealist movement between the thought of Friedrich Schiller and Herbert Marcuse as the 
narrative (or, if you like, textual) instantiation of “hermeneutic” action which—as Jameson 
asserts—all three share. The action here concerns freedom, which is, according to Jameson, 
often only “understood,” sensed, in its absence, with “the awakening of dissatisfaction in the 
midst of all that is—at one, in that, with the birth of the negative itself: never a state that is 
enjoyed, or a mental structure that is contemplated, but rather an ontological impatience in 
which the constraining situation itself is for the first time perceived in the very moment it is 
refused.”11 Or rather, when the “idea” of freedom—what does it, the idea, actually mean to 
begin with12—needs to be recuperated or regained (but from where . . . or better when?13). 
As was the case with the surrealists, a longing or feeling for freedom became urgent when 
the domineering realities of “waking” life, as our “conscious” social experience—all of the 
“rational” impositions economic life, “common sense,” and “ultimately the reality principle 
itself,” distilled into the “commodity forms of the objective universe,”14 and thrown back at 
us—came to be perceived as denaturing the richness of our being, or at least our experience 
of such in some more “original” sense.

Jameson’s reading of surrealism in particular involves a kind of kindred parallelism shared 
between his understanding of the Freudian psyche—its “essentially figurative quality,” i.e., 
the dream scene—and his take on the, in essence, narrative procedures-cum-products of 
Brétonian automatism. That is, for Jameson, the surrealists found a special kind of narrative 
value in this subconscious scene-play—a drama replete with imagery and objects of 
psychogenic significance—and used it to great effect. As Jameson says, “[i]t is this object-
language of the unconscious which the surrealists aim at bringing to the surface.”15

How close does Claflin’s “object language,” come to resemble—or “stand as”—the “words 
or hieroglyphs of the immense rebus of desire”? Do the objects she paints, or the objects 
she places in her paintings, not to mention the objects she places on her paintings—all 
that sutured, taped and/or glued bric-a-brac, magazine clippings included, the objects she 
paints on (those scraps of “found” fabric)—come to have any purchase on our unconscious 
imagination? What about all the other stuff that isn’t painting? Can the arrested coincidence 
of a more-or-less iconic image borne by a thirty-year-old British disco-rock hit and a 
regionally ubiquitous fast-casual restaurant chain’s neon signage reveal something more, 
something more important, about the world or even ourselves? Or do two rather dulled 
realities—a music video, an example of the once thoroughly ubiquitous and most completely 
commercial form of culture, now an antiquated form and a chain restaurant, uniform and 
(regionally) accessible if not slightly impoverished cuisine—produce an increased sum of the 
same? Worse, do they both, independently, merely offer the cheap, short-lived—that is, soon 
to become dull—thrills of nostalgia and kitsch in a convenient twofer package? The answer to 
this question hinges on another: What does Jameson mean when he uses a term like “desire”?

To be continued. . . .
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