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Nancy Spero (b. 1926) has been an active and controversial figure in American art world since the 1960’s. She has created an impressive and influential body of work; largely existing in a state of opposition and disregard to the art establishment. This is her first retrospective exhibition in Europe.

Earliest works such as the Black Paintings (1959 – 64) are oils on canvas. In these works the artist adopts mythical, classical and archaic prototypes. She envelops these timeless and monumental images in an earthy darkness. The later War Paintings abandon the use of canvas and allow this dark cocoon to recede. These angry works show Spero’s developing political awareness focussed by opposition to the war in Vietnam. They create a pantheon of modern war-gods from a combination of images of military hardware, sexualised violence and destruction. In a work such as Female Bomb (1966) an image of female power is introduced in the form of a many-breasted, many-headed bomb which lashes out with obscenely extended tongues. Indeed, the tongue is one of the recurring images of Spero’s work. Its appearance is sometimes an ugly gesture of resistance and at other times a joyous symbol of freedom and abandon. 

The later works in the exhibition take the form of paper scrolls, which the artist has hand-printed and collaged. Paper as a medium allows Spero freedom to expand her works to any size and in any direction. It reacts against any notion of grandeur of materials and gives the works a surprising combination of strength and fragility. This combination is often echoed in the content of works such as The Codex Artaud (1970 – 71) a major piece which describes he persecution of the artist by society and the self explanatory Torture of Women (1974 - 76). In these works descriptions of extremes of misery and oppression are blended with images of women not simply as helpless victims but as contrasting symbols of anger, defiance and ultimately freedom and victory. The later scrolls develop a range of exclusively female images which refer to many different sources: Egyptian hieroglyphs, classical sculpture, mediaeval manuscripts, non-western and pre-Christian images. In works such as Sky Goddess (1985) we see the artist’s replacement of geometric space and narrative content with an unruly marching, dancing cavalcade of women. The scrolls increasingly celebrate a sense of womankind’s potential and actual progress. Aware of obstacles but unyielding, Spero’s women celebrate the very instance of being. 

This exhibition is curated by Jon Bird. It has been co-organised with the ICA, London and the Orchard Gallery, Derry. 
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