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Faith Wilding, I, Hildegard, Saw, 2020, watercolor, colored pencil, ink, gold leaf on paper, 18 58 x 14 58".

“Faith Wilding: Inside, outside, alive in the shell” was a small and deftly selected survey
featuring sculptures, texts, artist’s books, photographs, videos, archival materials, and
exquisitely rendered works on paper made over the course of fifty years by this key originator
and historian of West Coast feminist art. The earliest drawings on view, full of ovoid cellular
forms in settings both pastoral and corporeal, exalted in those forces—cosmic, primeval,
generative, cyclical—that run in strict opposition to patriarchy, greed, exploitation, and
capitalism.
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From the get-go, the artist achieved a high level of formal and conceptual coherence with her
brilliant performance Waiting, 1972, which premiered at Womanhouse, a groundbreaking group
installation organized by Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro, founders of the Feminist Art
Program at the California Institute of the Arts in Santa Clarita, where Wilding was a student. At
Anat Ebgi, a color video recording of the piece played on an old CRT monitor. The artist, as
though in a prolonged state of suspended animation, gently rocks back and forth, gathering
forces never to be released. In a plaintive, incantatory voice—the sound of which permeated the
gallery—she tells the story of a woman’s life from birth to death. The work’s tension is explosive.
Like the video, Wilding’s art finds its power in compression.

With a deliberate avoidance of thematic groupings or chronological development, the show
emphasized the artist’s stylistically diverse approaches to depicting the human figure via
illustrational patterns and motifs. Wilding’s polymorphous and often erotic renderings of organic
structures—bones, shells, ribbons, horns, leaves, and stems—venture into the surrealistic. The
most fascinating examples portray vegetal shapes that fold in on themselves to create enclosed
spaces, like pea pods or curled-up leaves. We saw this in the fifty-by-seventy-inch drawing Bird
of Paradise: Virgin Goddess, 1978, which features the titular flower (calling to mind one of
Georgia O’Keeffe’s supernatural skulls) rendered in graphite and colored pencil and set against
a Pattern and Decoration background executed in gold leaf. The cutout oil-on-unstretched-
canvas Leaf Series: The Comforter, 1976—78, mounted directly to the wall, embraced the
architecture of the gallery and succinctly articulated Wilding's ongoing interests in ecology and
natural life cycles. An enticing sense of mystery in the inner space of these baroquely twisting
and realistic forms distinguished them from the artist's more conventionally flat renderings of
animal and botanical subjects in pieces ranging from Species Scroll, 1987, to Tree at My
Window, 2024.

Other works, however, departed from the precision and interiority of Leaf Series with a furious
expressionism. A pair of harrowing drawings powerfully conveyed grief at violence perpetrated
against women. At more than six feet high, Forced Pregnancy, 1993, and Raped Dress, 1993—
94, depict full-length frocks, rendered in watercolor and ink on vellum. In both pieces, the soft
cream color of the vellum is agitated by applications of brown and ocher scumbled with gum
arabic. The images, while sickening, are captivating.

Frequently incorporating text in her work, Wilding draws inspiration from illuminated
manuscripts, the eschatological poetry of William Blake, and mediations on goddess mythology
by authors such as Jane Harrison. Wilding has previously exhibited her explorations into the life
and legacy of Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179), a Christian mystic and polymath. Artist's books
such as Hildegard Book, 1983, and the mixed-media drawing /, Hildegard, Saw, 2020, though
well-executed, are perhaps a bit too literalist in their attempt to convey the visionary philosophy
of the Benedictine abbess. | prefer the uninhibited rawness of watercolors such as When
Thinking of Breasts, 1987, which pairs an aqueous rendering of a figure with a text by the artist.
While not featured here, an impressive group of related works, her watercolor series “Tears,”
2004—, made an impression on me in the two-person show “Arrows of Desire” (2021)—an
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homage to Blake—with sculptor Harry Gould Harvey IV at David Winton Bell Gallery at Brown
University in Providence, Rhode Island. The pungent interplay between image and thought
animates Wilding’s multifarious approach to the lived experiences of historical women through
the connective tissue of shared embodiment and cultural resistance.
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