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Introduction (Troubling Generosity) 

 

In 2006, Carlos Basualdo suggested that the characterisation of ‘generosity’ 

has been ‘overused in referring to the work of [Felix] Gonzalez-Torres, by connecting 

it mostly uncritically to the artist’s biography.’1 Despite this assertion, the trend has 

continued; for example, the press release for an exhibition of Gonzalez-Torres’s work 

at David Zwirner Gallery, New York City, 27 April – July 14, 2017, made the 

overarching claim that ‘the artist’s work resonates with meaning that is at once 

specific and mutable; rigorous and generous; poetic and political.’2 The term is 

frequently used to describe the artist’s participatory pieces, his paper stacks and candy 

piles, which I believe obscures some of the more challenging aspects of the encounter 

with these works.3 This was apparent in the artist’s recent exhibition Felix Gonzalez-

Torres: This Place, at the Metropolitan Arts Centre (MAC) in Belfast, Northern 

Ireland (October 2015-January 2016), which forms the focus for this essay. Included 

in this show was “Untitled” (1989/1990), a paper stack work made up of two piles of 
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large white sheets, one printed with ‘Somewhere Better Than This Place’ and the 

other ‘Nowhere Better Than This Place’, the viewer free to take from either (Fig. 1). 

In the exhibition pamphlet, curator Eoin Dara wrote of the ramifications of this 

decision, ‘it remains to be seen how the people of Belfast will change this work over 

the course of the exhibition, which (if any) statement each individual will choose to 

align themselves with and take ownership of,’ so connecting the work to subjective 

positioning and (dis)satisfaction in this particular place, Northern Ireland.4 This 

display, then, and the ‘generosity’ of its participatory aspect, has the potential to make 

conflict and discontent apparent. These are, of course, not necessarily ungenerous 

phenomena, and one of my propositions here is that the artistic provocation of 

violence can be a form of generosity, though certainly not without serious 

complications and consequences. 

 

The viewer’s embodied interaction with Gonzalez-Torres’s candy pile works, 

specifically the oral invocation to take a sweet and eat it, seems especially ambivalent 

in this regard. This aspect of participation is, oddly, an under-researched area in the 

scholarship on Gonzalez-Torres; even the sensitive accounts of his work by Nancy 

Spector, Simon Watney, Rainer Fuchs and Miwon Kwon that discuss viewer 

destruction of the candy piles have not attended to the embodied oral experience of 

those viewers.5 In his canonical account of Relational Aesthetics (1998), Nicolas 

Bourriaud cites Gonzalez-Torres’s practice as foundational to the contemporary 

renewal of the ‘aura’ in art, which is rediscovered in the communal experience of 

participation, in ‘the joint presence of beholders in front of the work,’ which 

foregrounds ‘harmony and cohabitation’ as key concerns of relational art.6 

Bourriaud’s suggestive but vague observation that ‘the beholder contributes his whole 
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body, complete with its history and behaviour’ to Gonzalez-Torres’s work can be 

productively pressurised by Claire Bishop’s attention to ‘the meaning of what 

[participatory art] produces, rather than attending solely to process,’ in particular her 

call, following Jacques Lacan’s seminar on The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, for 

consideration of how participation ‘causes disruption by suspending and disarming 

desire’, provoking ‘painful pleasure’ to engender reimaginings of the relations 

‘between the individual and the collective.’7 Psychoanalytic accounts of orality by 

Sigmund Freud and Melanie Klein offer understanding of how desire and destruction, 

and pleasure and disgust, intermingle in the oral participation with Gonzalez-Torres’s 

candy piles. This theoretical framework opens analysis of the ‘painful pleasure’ of 

eating from the candy piles, foregrounding the aggression at play in the enjoyment of 

interacting with Gonzalez-Torres’s work. 

 

Two candy pile works, “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys), 

both made by the artist in 1991, were on display in Felix Gonzalez-Torres: This 

Place. As is well known, these works are constituted by ‘guidelines for 

manifestation’, written by the artist and Andrea Rosen that are open for interpretation 

by individual institutions and curators. The guidelines state an ‘ideal weight’ for each 

work of 355 pounds, however one pile, created first by the artist, uses candies 

wrapped in silver cellophane. Viewers are free to take from them, and it is at the 

institution’s discretion whether to replenish the piles to maintain their ‘ideal weight’; 

the curator also has the right and responsibility to choose to manifest these works 

using either more or less candy than the ‘ideal weight’, and it is even possible to 

manifest them without using any candy at all. I focus on these two works in their 

particular display in Northern Ireland to explore the ambivalence of the embodied 
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interaction that the candy piles demand when in manifestation as heaps of sweets, and 

to consider the contemporary importance of this work to the ongoing HIV/AIDS 

epidemic. As many have noted, oral consumption of a taken sweet is hardly 

obligatory – one may, in John Paul Ricco’s words, ‘accept it, eat it, keep it, or give it 

to someone else’, or indeed not take one at all – but here I focus on the “oral option”, 

and consider why the artist might have specified candies, things made to be eaten, to 

manifest these works.8 The craggy blocks of lard and chocolate in Janine Antoni’s 

Gnaw (1992) foreground the pleasure and aggression of orality in a useful parallel to 

the candy piles (Fig. 2).9 In contrast to Gonzalez-Torres’s provocation of participant 

orality, Antoni’s biting into the blocks, and chewing and spitting out the chunks of 

chocolate and lard to be recast into heart-shaped boxes for chocolate candies and 

lipsticks, creates a display of the fruits of the artist’s mouth. Nonetheless, Antoni’s 

incised, scarred blocks make the tension of violence and pleasure in orality vividly 

apparent, and beg us to read the candy piles psychoanalytically, as implicating 

infantile dynamics and the drives, to consider the significance of the embodied, 

pleasurable destruction of two works that, in their subtitles, gesture toward queer 

desire.  

 

In questioning the understanding of Gonzalez-Torres’s generosity, I run 

counter to a vast amount of critical literature, much of which turns upon un-critical 

interpretations of the artist’s statements. In the catalogue for the 2015 opening of Art 

AIDS America at the Tacoma Art Museum, Washington, Jonathan David Katz quotes 

Robert Storr’s interpretation of a participatory encounter with “Untitled” (Placebo) in 

its installation at the Hirschhorn Museum, Washington D.C., in 1994: 
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When I was at the Hirschhorn and saw the show, there was one particular 

guard who was standing with the big candy floor piece “Untitled” (Placebo), 

and she was amazing. There was this suburban white, middle-class mother, 

with two sons who came in the room and in thirty seconds, this woman – who 

was a black, maybe church-going civil servant in Washington [D.C.], in the 

middle of all this reactionary pressure about the arts – there she was 

explaining to this mother and kids about AIDS and what this piece 

represented, what a placebo was, and how there was no cure and so on. Then 

the boys started to fill their pockets with candies and she sort of looked at 

them like a school mistress and said, “You’re only supposed to take one.” Just 

as their faces fell and they tossed back all but a few she suddenly smiled again 

and said, “Well maybe two.” And she won them over completely! The whole 

thing worked because then they got piece, they got the interaction, they got the 

generosity and they got her. It was great.10 

 

For Katz, this narrative tells of the ‘undifferentiated’ enmeshment of the contexts of 

‘AIDS, social interaction, generosity, forms of class and race inversion, and the sheer 

force of a guard’s personality’ in the experience of a work of art.11 He argues that 

children ‘were the artist’s models in talking about the work’ because this lack of 

contextual hierarchy is germane to the innocence of childhood.12 Yet in interview 

with Robert Storr, Gonzalez-Torres suggested that the candy piles are ‘about excess, 

about the excess of pleasure. It’s like a child who wants a landscape of candies.’13 

This emphasis on pleasure in excess suggests a more troubling relationship between 

participant and art object than Katz suggests (and one more reflective of the 

aggressive demands children can exhibit on a daily basis) that points toward the 
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drives, given that excessiveness is one of the key pieces of evidence for the repetitive 

pulsions of the death drive in waking life. 

 

In a different recounting of the same episode, Storr describes how two boys 

enter the space housing “Untitled” (Placebo) at the Hirshhorn, running away from 

their mother toward the ‘shimmering carpet’ of silver wrapped sweets and ‘frantically 

fill[ing] their pockets’ with as many pieces as possible, before an attendant intervenes 

to limit such excess (Fig. 3).14 In these narratives, the infantile impulse to take is 

primary to the participatory act and needs checking by an external authority; even if 

the children are ‘won over’ by the guard, there is still discipline at stake, necessary to 

curb the excessiveness of their desire. Perhaps psychic and social conflicts are, then, 

constitutive of the generosity of the candy piles, pointing to a more complex 

understanding of our participation with these works. My recourse to psychoanalysis to 

texture the perceived simplicity, or ‘blankness’, of a work takes inspiration from the 

pages of this journal, specifically Briony Fer’s important essay, ‘Bordering on Blank: 

Eva Hesse and Minimalism’, first published in Art History in 1994, whilst Gonzalez-

Torres was still working. Fer mobilises Melanie Klein’s attention to the closeness of 

apparent opposites – of fullness and emptiness, of rage and creativity – to argue that 

the ‘apparently restrained surfaces’ of abstract and Minimalist art ‘can harbour violent 

fantasy.’15 

 

Klein’s work, described by Mignon Nixon as ‘a theory of fantasy produced by 

bodily drives’, is especially useful in attending to the incitement of the drives through 

embodiment, an avenue of the psychoanalysis of participation not explored by 

Bishop.16 I read the bodily consumption of a sweets from “Untitled” (Lover Boys) 
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and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) as aesthetic incitements of sexuality and violence 

through oral participation, so rendering the phobic fantasies informing the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic, racism and homophobia, both when Gonzalez-Torres was working, and in 

our contemporary moment. In 2007, Douglas Crimp suggested that Gonzalez-Torres 

was ‘now being chosen as the most representative and important artist’ of the AIDS 

crisis, a trend apparent in his representation of the USA at the Venice Biennale that 

year, in a display curated by Nancy Spector and subsequently critiqued as ‘sadly 

dequeered’ by Adair Rounthwaite.17 The artist and his practice have long been subject 

to idealisation, which we need to put under pressure; it is a key insight of 

psychoanalysis that idealisation disavows ambivalence and hence sanctions violence. 

Bishop’s insistence that we attend to participation as a practice of aesthetics, however 

enmeshed any particular project might be with the social, is useful.18 This claim is 

prefigured in Gonzalez-Torres’s description of the Brechtian aspect of his candy piles, 

‘I like that a lot: this is not life, this is just an artwork’, and is crucial to these works’ 

ability to render violent, bodily fantasies against queer bodies, bodies of colour, and 

bodies of people with AIDS.19 

 

This is a game of two halves: first, a close psychoanalytic reading of these two 

candy piles, based upon my encounter in Northern Ireland, considering oral 

participation as provocative of sexuality and violence in relation to compromised 

bodies during the AIDS crisis, both in 1991 and now. Second, an exploration of the 

wider significance of orality, both in relation to political conservatism in Northern 

Ireland, and the structural ambivalence underpinning the psychosocial crises of 

racism, homophobia, and violence against people with HIV/AIDS. Miwon Kwon’s 

argument that the certificates radically subvert the conventions of artist guidelines for 
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the presentation of ‘fixed’ works has been highly influential on subsequent 

interpretations of Gonzalez-Torres, notably Elena Filipovic’s 2010 exhibition Specific 

Objects Without Specific Form, co-curated with Danh Vō, Carol Bove and Tino 

Seghal, which featured six different displays in Filipovic’s effort to reflect how 

‘fixedness’ is ‘anathema’ to the artist’s work.20 Conversely, in 2017, Darren Jones 

accused David Zwirner Gallery, Andrea Rosen Gallery and the Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Foundation of ‘a shameful act of redaction’ in their emphasis on the ‘formalist 

tendencies’ and ‘minimalist qualities’ of the artist’s work over any ‘troublesome 

biographical information’ connecting it to the AIDS crisis.21 By reading aggression in 

Gonzalez-Torres’s work against the critical grain, and by shifting focus to the 

participatory embodiment of orality, I suggest that oral ambivalence might be more of 

a constant in González-Torres’s art than currently supposed, as a process that informs 

multiple, interlocking injustices. This is, then, a challenge to art historical readings 

that claim the ‘openness’ of art objects, without attending to how the parameters of 

viewer consumption of and participation with specific objects might implicate a rather 

more narrow, and productively troubling, set of behaviours and meanings than first 

appears. 

 

 

Queer Bodies (sex and violence) 

 

Alone in the Sunken Gallery of the MAC was a cornered heap of sweets 

wrapped in silver cellophane, spreading out from the apex along two walls of the 

room, one of which was painted baby blue (Fig. 4). Taking several, I unwrapped one 

to find a boiled white sweet with a central swirl of blue toffee, which I promptly put 
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in my mouth (Fig. 5). I sucked it with my tongue and clattered it around my teeth, 

taking pleasure in its minty taste, becoming frustrated with its diminishing 

persistence. This was a durational encounter: I bent down and took the sweets quickly 

(perhaps fearing an attendant’s admonishment of my excess), yet this one lingered on 

as I sucked on it, biting and chewing as I walked through the exhibition until I had 

consumed it all. Upstairs, on the second floor, a strip of the same blue-and-white 

candies wrapped in clear cellophane was laid out flat along the length of a wall, one 

of several works in the room (Fig. 6). I took numerous from this piece as well. Dara 

recalls the discovery that there were two near-identical works by Gonzalez-Torres 

from the same year, 1991, and that it was an important decision to include both, but 

undermine the difference between them by using the same type of sweet in each.22 

Variation in sweet treats is exciting – think of the selection in a box of chocolates – 

and the fact that each work was composed of the same type of hard, boiled sweet was, 

frankly, disappointing. 

 

The MAC originally tried to secure local manufacture of the sweets, before eventually 

procuring them from a confectioner in Bristol, England, home to much of the UK’s 

sugar industry due to the historic importation of cane produced by slaves into the 

dockyards of the River Avon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a bitter 

history of sweetness. Initially the two works were to take up the Sunken Gallery 

together, yet Dara later decided to separate them, feeling that the doubling should 

unfold more subtly across the exhibition. Dara’s pamphlet describes how Gonzalez-

Torres specifies an ideal weight of 355 pounds for each pile, frequently referred to 

‘the total mass of two bodies combined, the artist’s and that of his lover, Ross 

Laycock’, yet he insists this understanding is offset by the possibility of multiple, 
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contradictory readings of the piles as signifiers ‘producing gentle resonances, always 

allowing interpretation to oscillate and shift.’23 This discussion, confined to the 

pamphlet, rather than expansive text panels, allowed the enigmatic signification of 

“Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) to remain central to their 

effects. The MAC opted not to replenish the piles, to ‘allow them to change, dwindle 

and possibly disappear’ over the course of the exhibition, although in projections of 

footfall it was deemed unlikely that all 355 pounds of each would disappear 

altogether.24  

 

Gonzalez-Torres supplied a heap of interpretations that implicate the candy 

piles in an interplay of sexuality and violence in his ‘personal’ strife. He accounts for 

the two works concerning us, ‘the pieces called Lover Boys are piles of candy based 

on body weights. I use my own weight or mine and Ross’s together. If I do a portrait 

of someone, I use their weight.’25 He explains the potentially perpetual refill of the 

piles through Ross’s death from AIDS-related complications in 1991: ‘the idea of 

pieces being endless happened because at that moment I was losing someone very 

important.’26 He links these metaphors of loss and mourning in the repetitive creation 

and destruction of the candy piles to Freud’s theory of the mastery of anxiety in 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), elaborating that “Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in 

L.A.) (1991), a heap of multi-coloured candies with an ‘ideal weight’ of 175 pounds, 

‘was an attempt on my part to rehearse my fears of having Ross disappear day by day 

right in front of my eyes’ (Fig. 7).27 He describes “Untitled” (Placebo) as ‘a 

metaphor for when Ross was dying’ in an affective struggle for survival, ‘it was a 

metaphor that I would abandon this work before it abandoned me. I’m going to 

destroy it before it destroys me’ before suggesting the importance of pleasure in 
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excess, ‘first and foremost its about Ross. Then I wanted to please myself and 

everybody.’28 He specifies this pleasure as evocative of oral sex: ‘I’m giving you this 

sugary thing; you put it in your mouth and you suck on someone else’s body. And in 

this way, my work becomes part of so many other people’s bodies. […] For just a few 

seconds, I have put something sweet in someone’s mouth, and that is very sexy.’29 

 

It is striking that in this pile of quotations the artist makes hardly any 

concession to viewer agency and experience, instead foregrounding his own pleasure, 

anxiety and aggression: he gives the sugary treat, he finds it sexy, he destroys the art 

object for his own survival. In moments when Gonzalez-Torres does consider the 

viewer the effects of oral participation appear rather more sinister and manipulative; 

he describes “Untitled” (USA Today) (1990), a pile of candies wrapped in red, white 

and blue cellophane with an ‘ideal weight’ of 300 pounds, as a ‘“sugar rush”’, 

continuing, ‘with patriotism, you get really high, really euphoric. But then you come 

down’ (Fig. 8).30 Here the taking and eating of sweets, the heightening of blood sugar, 

creates the frenzied energy necessary for the excited disavowal that empowers 

patriotic group fantasies, a thrill that inevitably spikes and crashes upon digestion. 

This is hardly a benign generosity, but one that impresses itself upon the viewer’s 

body, making the effects of encountering a work of art explicitly metabolic. We can 

shift focus from the artist to the viewer by considering embodied participation 

through a psychoanalytic account of oral eroticism and sadism, to open understanding 

of the oral encounter with two candy piles that (in)directly reference queer sex in their 

subtitles. 

 



 

 

12 

In his initial accounts of orality, Freud describes the oral phase as the primary 

manifestation of infantile sexuality. The infant’s oral cavity is first stimulated by the 

‘warm flow of milk’ from the breast, and it subsequently places parts of its own body 

(‘even the big toe’) in its mouth to suck on and reprovoke that pleasure.31 Freud 

argues that this process causes ‘the child’s lips’ to ‘behave like an erotogenic zone’, 

inaugurating sexual pleasure in kissing and sucking in later life.32 Crucially, infantile 

oral sexuality is auto-erotic, ‘it has as yet no sexual object’, as the child gains 

satisfaction from sucking on itself.33 Oral pleasure is, then, evidence of the 

fundamental indifference of infantile sexuality to its objects, further corroborating 

Freud’s key claim in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905) that in adult life 

‘the sexual instinct [drive] and the sexual object are merely soldered together’ and so 

‘it seems probable that the sexual instinct is in the first instance independent of its 

object.’34 Freud comes to this conclusion through discussion of ‘inversion’ 

(homosexuality), showing there is no fixed sexual object, and of the ‘perversions’ 

(e.g. anal sex, fetishism, scopophilia, sadism and masochism), showing there is no 

monolithic sexual aim. Pleasure in sucking for the adult thus evidences some 

persistence of the primarily fractured and polymorphously perverse sexual drive of 

infantile orality.  

 

Freud’s observations corroborate the artist’s claim that sucking on a sweet 

from the candy piles is evocative of a sexual act. There are, however, many intricacies 

of this suggestion that require teasing out. The fact that the two piles in This Place 

were both titled “Untitled” (Lover Boys), suggesting two coded representations of 

gay boys in carnal embrace, makes the sexuality of the participatory act of sucking on 

queer bodies explicit. Yet both piles are enigmatic signifiers, unable to be collapsed 
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into any irrevocable referent in their appearance as heaps of sweets; as such, the 

participant might have no awareness of the explicitly queer, sexual implications of 

taking and sucking on a sweet. Does this mean that this participation only has a queer 

politics once the subtitle ‘lover boys’ has been acknowledged and signification has 

taken hold? The Freudian account suggests that any sexual pleasure in sucking on a 

sweet from Gonzalez-Torres’s works would evoke infantile oral sexuality, troubling 

the soldering of the drive in genital object choice and thereby undermining the 

primacy of heterosexuality. It seems reasonable to argue that oral participation has the 

potential to evoke sexual pleasure that is perverse in its non-attachment to any 

specific object. I do not, however, consider this an intrinsically queer act or a 

fundamentally queer experience (which is, perhaps, another way of saying that I do 

not consider (infantile) sexuality as queer in itself).35 The sexuality of oral 

participation becomes queer sex under the signifiers, ‘lover boys’, as the viewer 

realises they are sucking on representations of queer bodies. Attention to the signifier 

is crucial, for while the artist suggested these works as metaphors of his and Ross’s 

bodies, the pluralising of ‘boys’ suggests a potentially endless number of gay bodies 

for the viewer to encounter through the sucking and biting of orality. In 1991, in the 

pervasive context of the AIDS crisis and its overdetermination by psychotic 

homophobia that condemned “promiscuity”, and which took Ross’s, and eventually 

the artist’s own, life, the ambiguity of ‘lover boys’ takes on profound significance, as 

it does in 2015 in the context of religious political moralism in Northern Ireland.36 It 

is, then, the title that inaugurates queerness in these works, and which implicates the 

participant’s sexuality in a political scene. 
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Yet if many critics have noted the echoes of oral eroticism in this encounter, 

then few have commented on its sadism. For to enjoy sucking on a sweet is also to 

destroy it, as the erotic merging with the metaphorical body enacts that body’s 

destruction; a fact that points to a significant undertow of guilt and enjoyment in this 

participation. The entirety of Kleinian psychoanalysis is, arguably, an extended 

meditation on the paradoxical indissociability of communion and destruction in 

orality. In contrast to Freud, Klein observes oral sadism from the beginning of life, 

arguing that the infant’s management of anxiety, caused by its insatiable ability to bite 

the breast that feeds it, is crucial to subjective development. Prompted by Sándor 

Ferenczi and Karl Abraham (both analysts of Klein), the later Freud had begun to 

couple orality to subject formation, defining ‘introjection’ as the psychic 

incorporation of lost objects that finds its prototype in the oral phase. In ‘Negation’ 

(1925), Freud argues that the ego’s capacity for judgment echoes infantile orality, as 

the child’s assessment (‘I should like to eat that, or I should like to spit it out’) 

prefigures that of the adult (‘I should like to take this into me and keep that out of 

me’).37 Klein takes up introjection as a violent, bodily process central to psychic life. 

Her notion of phantasy, defined by Julia Kristeva as ‘metaphor incarnate’, is crucial, 

as under the sway of the mind’s capacity for phantasy, from the beginning of life the 

bodily psyche feels literally that objects are taken into it through the maw.38 The 

infant, who initially can only perceive part-objects (breast, penis), dreads the 

aggression of this process, paranoically and phantastically splitting its part-objects 

into persecutory and idealised aspects that it can separately hate (destroy) and love 

(enjoy). For Klein, subjective maturity depends on the decrease of this splitting, in the 

infant’s ability to recognise ambivalence in object relations, to perceive whole objects 

(prototypically, the mother) that it loves and destroys at once, and hence take 
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responsibility for the violence of introjection in what she terms the ‘depressive 

position.’39 

 

Whilst Lacan derided her inability to recognise the signifier, and (fairly) 

denounced ‘phantasy’ as a crude theoretical construct, Klein’s literalisation of 

metaphor is precisely what is of interest to unpacking the ambivalence of somatic 

participation with “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys). In order to 

argue this, I need first to clarify the relation between the part (one sweet) and the 

whole (the work of art). Miwon Kwon quotes from the guidelines for “Untitled” 

(Lover Boys), which explicitly state that any candies taken by the viewer are not in 

themselves the work: 

 

…a part of the intention of the work is that third parties may take individual 

candies from the pile. These individual candies and all individual candies 

taken from a pile collectively do not constitute the piece. […] The nature of 

this work is that it its uniqueness is defined by its ownership, verified by a 

certificate of authenticity/ownership.40 

 

It appears, then, that the art object is not its part-objects (any individual candy), or 

rather, is not the sum of its parts (all the candies in the pile), but rather is assured only 

in its certificate as its conceptual apparatus. Kwon argues that Gonzalez-Torres’s 

certificates ensure his work ‘could be infinite, always particular in its phenomenal 

presence, always dying but never dead, always becoming new again’, thereby 

avoiding the interpretative finitude of any specific manifestation.41 This attention to 

the certificates, also prompted by David Deitcher, informs John Paul Ricco’s 
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suggestion that due to the radical ‘in-finishing’ of the candy piles, each individual’s 

decision to take a sweet enacts the singularity of being as a ‘shared exposure’ to 

‘infinite finitude’, a reminder of the incommensurate commonality of decision as 

always solitary, and hence of the shared singularity of death and the ethical realisation 

that ‘no one’s death is granted more privilege than another’s.’42 

 

Whilst I agree with Ricco’s ethics, I find this reading unsatisfactory, as it 

seems to me that the candy piles – at least, the two at issue here – are concerned with 

how with certain lives and deaths are more privileged, do matter more, than others. 

Similarly, when in manifestation as a heap of sweets, the candy piles’ materiality 

somehow exceeds their conceptual parameters. In attending to embodiment, I am left 

wondering over the significance of the excess matter of the participation, the sweet(s) 

in the hand and mouth of the participant. Whilst, as the certificates make clear, each 

piece is not the work, nevertheless each piece is of the work, a physical remainder of 

the participatory act that persists even if sucked on immediately, or stored, lost, or 

thrown away. The participatory act de-sublimates its prize, neutralising each sweet’s 

ability to participate in the collective effort of manifesting the work. By being taken, a 

sweet falls out of its signifying position as one of many candies constituting the 

manifestation; in a sense, it becomes post-symbolic, a residual echo that ghosts its 

former in-situ self, whilst categorically refusing any synecdochal connection to the 

pile. Each taken piece cannot represent “Untitled” (Lover Boys), but in their 

materiality they do retain a fantasy connection to each work. Klein, of course, was the 

analyst of the pre-symbolic and pre-Oedipal, of the overexcessive imaginings of the 

infant’s phantasy. We might characterise this “post-symbolic” object, open to the 

excessive imaginings of the participant, in similar terms – that which is not the 
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artwork, yet remains open to its fantastical associations as either a part-object (a body 

part to suck on), a partial figure for two ‘lover boys’, or as one whole ‘lover boy’, 

coveted adrift from the heaps of others.43 

 

Here in the participant’s somatic fantasies, conceptually denied by the 

certificates, yet provoked by the ‘lover boys’ of the titles and indulged by the artist 

(‘you suck on somebody else’s body’), the violence of orality – the simple fact that 

sucking on a sweet, pleasurably biting into it, is also to destroy it – takes on full 

significance. The enactment of oral eroticism and sadism becomes, through “post-

symbolic” fantasy, profoundly political intersubjective ambivalence. How do we react 

to our embodied, pleasurable destruction of these queer bodies? Klein’s 

psychoanalysis is built, as she remarks in Envy and Gratitude (1957), on the 

management of ‘the innate conflict between love and hate’ that structurally 

determines all object relations; her work proceeds from the conception that the subject 

is a danger to its loved objects, and hence to itself.44 The admittance of aggression 

against the loved object is thus the foundation of that object’s care, and allows its 

psychic introjection. For Klein, introjection in the depressive position is the basis of 

mourning, as the admission of guilt and responsibility to the lost. Following this logic, 

the ambivalence of oral participation with “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” 

(Lover Boys) somatises the violent introjection of these imaginary queer bodies. There 

is poignancy and moralism here, depending on interpretation of the signifiers, ‘lover 

boys’. To fantasise sucking and biting on the bodies of Gonzalez-Torres and Ross in 

carnal embrace, is to commune with their bodies sexually and to destroy them 

sensually, enacting a mournful introjection of these queer bodies lost to AIDS, 

opening to collective responsibility for the socio-political cataclysm of AIDS as 
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grounded in our capacity to destroy each other in blind fury. To suck and bite on 

several sweets in turn, to enjoy and destroy a string of ‘lover boys’, associates 

multiple sexual partners (“promiscuity”) with their destruction, which, in the result of 

physical sickness if too many sweets are eaten, rebounds back on the participant.45  

 

Writing in AIDS: Cultural Analysis, Cultural Activism (1987), in the midst of 

a backlash against multiple sexual partners during the AIDS crisis, both within and 

without the gay community, Douglas Crimp argued for ‘How to Have Promiscuity in 

an Epidemic’ through the promotion of safer sex practices, and the shedding of the 

destructive connotations of gay sex propounded by the media, politicians, and writers 

such as Randy Shilts.46 In the same volume, Leo Bersani famously proposed that 

denunciations of sex are founded on fear of the masochistic constitution of sexuality 

itself, its painful, orgasmic ‘self-shattering’ of the coherent and phallic subject, 

especially for the penetrated.47 For Bersani, whilst gay men delight in this assault on 

masculinity, conservatives disavow it, and hence shore up ‘the sacrosanct value of 

selfhood’ as ‘a sanction for violence.’48 If Crimp argues against phobic 

condemnations of (anal) sex as destructive, then Bersani interrogates why (anal) sex 

might be the locus of such anxiety, suggesting that sexuality’s manifestation as the 

momentary psychic destruction of the subject is at root, and arguing that AIDS has 

‘tragically’ overlayed this psychic shattering with ‘the certainty of biological death.’49 

Gonzalez-Torres’s heap of sexual encounters, and the easy possibility of feeling 

queasy as a result of sucking on too many, perhaps being sick, forms a marked 

constrast to the subtlety of these debates. The saccharine invocation of sexuality 

renders excess as metabolically disturbing in a distinctly moralistic tone. 
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The decision not to replenish the piles in This Place tied each more closely to 

the form of two diminishing bodies, rather than an endless excess of sweets, perhaps 

privileging the poignant violence of mourning for two lover boys. Dara recalled his 

initial desire to make queerness an explicit theme in This Place, but this was 

rethought during discussion with the Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation in the context 

of the artist’s subtlety and his eschewing of the labels of ‘political’ or ‘gay’ art. The 

Foundation’s authoring of González-Torres’s work is a controversial issue, with 

Darren Jones and Joe Scanlan amongst those setting out recent critiques; here, Dara 

was thinking of a particular narrative told by the artist: 

 

When I had a show at the Hirschhorn, Senator Stevens, who is one of the most 

homophobic anti-art senators, said he was going to come to the opening and I 

thought he’s going to have a really hard time explaining to his constituency 

how pornographic and homoerotic two clocks side-by-side are. He came there 

looking for dicks and asses. There was nothing like that.50 

 

González-Torres’s aim was, famously, to infiltrate by not courting the new right’s 

religious fervour. Given the status of The MAC as a cultural centre in Belfast, Dara 

was drawn to the likely scenario of a Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) minister 

coming to the gallery and taking and eating a sweet from either pile, only to discover 

their titles in the exhibition pamphlet: “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover 

Boys). Given that in 2008, Iris Robinson, then DUP Member of Parliament (MP) and 

Member of the Northern Ireland Assembly (MLA) for Strangford, described 

homosexuality as ‘disgusting, loathsome, nauseating’, or that in 2007, Ian Paisley Jr., 

then MLA (now MP) for North Antrim, remarked, ‘I am pretty repulsed by gay and 
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lesbianism. I think it is wrong’, one can imagine how the oral fantasies of 

participation might hit home, causing a homophobic politician to gag, having ingested 

a queer body (part), even more sickening because unintentional.51 This moment would 

enact Freud’s expression of the ego’s function of judgement in orality, ‘I should like 

to eat that, or I should like to spit it out.’ Oral expulsion, spitting out a sweet, thus 

renders negation as a physical process, somatising the abjection faced by queers and 

people with AIDS during the crisis that was negated and ignored by governments and 

hegemonic culture alike. Klein differentiates between paranoid and depressive 

anxieties during eating, in which ‘the anxiety of absorbing dangerous substances 

destructive to one’s inside will thus be paranoiac’, whilst conversely, ‘the anxiety of 

destroying the external good objects by biting and chewing […] will be depressive.’52 

Paranoid anxiety so prevents oral introjection, thereby blocking depressive anxiety 

and the possibility of mourning, and spitting out people with AIDS. 

 

Yet Kleinian ambivalence extends beyond politicians, implicating all who 

indulge in orality. In Crimp’s important essay, ‘Mourning and Militancy’ (1989), he 

describes the difficulties for AIDS activists, mourning the ‘unthinkable’ number of 

dead ‘lovers, friends, acquaintances, and community members’ whose loss, especially 

as ignored and erased by hegemonic culture, is a spur to activism: ‘because this 

violence also desecrates the memories of our dead, we rise in anger to vindicate them. 

For many of us, mourning becomes militancy.’53 Crimp points out the ambivalences 

of this position, in which ‘our memories and our resolve also entail the more painful 

feelings of survivor’s guilt’, compounded by ‘our secret wishes, during our lovers’ 

and friends’ protracted illnesses, that they would just die and let us get on with our 

lives.’54 Crimp identifies a certain melancholia, particularly in the generation of post-
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Stonewall, pre-AIDS gay men, for a ‘culture of sexual possibility’, curtailed due to 

the necessity of safe-sex practices, a world of, 

 

…back rooms, tea rooms, bookstores, movie houses, and baths; the trucks, the 

pier, the ramble, the dunes. Sex was everywhere for us, and everything we 

wanted to venture: golden showers and water sports, cocksucking and 

rimming, fucking and fist fucking. Now our untamed impulses are either 

proscribed once again or shielded from us by latex.55 

 

Interestingly, Crimp describes his realisation of the generational difference between 

those melancholic for a pre-AIDS sexual freedom, and those that did not experience 

it, in terms of orality: a younger man mentions to Crimp, ‘I’d give anything to know 

what cum tastes like, somebody else’s that is’, which breaks Crimp’s heart, ‘for him 

because he didn’t know, for me because I do.’56 Crimp suggests that this gay 

melancholia is a source of the ‘quietism’ of that hinders the involvement of many of 

his generation in AIDS activism.57 

 

Orality in “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) touches upon 

Crimp’s concerns, as participation, the fantasised communion and destruction of 

queer bodies in the enjoyment of a sexual suck on a sweet whilst biting and chewing 

it to pieces, enacts the violent introjection of those bodies, somatising the process of 

mourning and our responsibility to the lost. As well as dramatising homophobic 

violence, these works also invoke the rage of mourning, in which fantasies of 

destruction are not confined to conservatives alone, but, differently, also structure 

ambivalences within the queer community. Gonzalez-Torres and Crimp remind us 
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that there is something destructive internal to the system to be reckoned with. Yet 

whilst Crimp is careful to avoid moralism, I wonder if Gonzalez-Torres is less so. 

Crimp devoted much of his work to reimagining pleasure in the time of safer sex, 

whilst in Gonzalez-Torres’s candy piles, sex is coterminous with violence, both as 

introjective aggression against the fantasised object, and against the self, as syrupy 

saliva becomes sickening to swallow. Obscuring the troublesome aspects of the candy 

piles does a great disservice to the historical and ongoing HIV/AIDS epidemic, as 

well as to queer cultures, histories and politics. The interest of Gonzalez-Torres’s 

work is its ability, in its generosity, to make these ambivalences apparent and to allow 

us to consider how they inform socio-political struggle, both historically and now. 

 

 

Orality and the Everyday (Homophobia, AIDS, Racism) 

 

In the final part of this essay, then, I want to consider the wider implications of 

the embodied intersubjective violence of orality, in the context of the urgent, ongoing 

task of rethinking the historiography of art of the AIDS crisis. Felix Gonzalez-Torres: 

This Place offers us a chance to explore the political significance of sexuality and 

violence in the candy piles because of the exhibition’s foregrounding of its fraught 

social context in Belfast. Dara describes Gonzalez-Torres’s art as ‘carving out a place 

for underrepresented voices in society,’ those ‘routinely denied agency within the 

socio-political climate of America in the late 1980s and early 1990s,’ and who 

continue to be marginalised in many countries around the world, ‘Northern Ireland 

included.’58 The curator references the repressive atmosphere of the United States 

when Gonzalez-Torres was working, notably the pervasive homophobia, moralism 
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and stigma informing government inaction over the spiralling AIDS crisis that by 

January 1991 had killed 120,453 Americans.59 Meanwhile in the ‘Culture Wars’ right-

wing politicians attempted to censor and financially choke art and artists directly 

addressing sexuality and queerness in their work, most famously witnessed in 

Christina Orr-Cahall’s pre-emptive cancellation of an impending Robert 

Mapplethorpe retrospective, The Perfect Moment, at the Corcoran Gallery in 

Washington D.C. in June 1989, and the rescinding of federal grants for Karen Finley, 

Tim Miller, John Fleck and Holly Hughes from the National Endowment for the Arts 

in June 1990.60 As frequently noted, the political suppression of Mapplethorpe’s 

photographs led by Republican Senator Jesse Helms’s charges of obscenity, was 

crucial to Gonzalez-Torres turning away from figurative representation of bodies in 

his work, and informs his above-quoted pleasure in evading censorship at the 

Hirschhorn in 1994. Dara’s suggestion of similarly ‘quietened, ignored, or quelled’ 

voices that This Place spoke to, requires attention to the specific political context of 

the experiences of queerness and of living with HIV, and the significance of The 

MAC as an art institution, in Belfast.61 

 

A striking similarity to the USA at the turn of the 1990s in contemporary 

Northern Ireland is the outspoken homophobia of politicians, as the most legislatively 

conservative country in the UK, in which almost all abortions are punishable by the 

woman’s imprisonment and legislation for same-sex marriage has been repeatedly 

blocked by the majority DUP in the Northern Ireland Assembly. Citing the influence 

of feminism, González-Torres insisted that the ‘personal’ and ‘political’, the ‘public’ 

and ‘private’, are ideologically regressive, constructed dichotomies that he critiques in 

his work.62 The sexuality and violence of orality enacts this critique, as the ‘personal’ 
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decision to consume a sweet implicates the participant in a deeply ‘political’ field. 

Dara deliberately framed This Place as an exploration of ‘social awareness’ and 

‘private disclosure’, mobilising González-Torres’s view that ‘the personal is political’ 

as ‘a critical position’ which remains ‘more relevant than ever in Northern Ireland.’63 

The embeddedness of Christian theology on both Catholic and Protestant sides of the 

ethno-political conflict in Northern Ireland between 1969 and 1998, ‘the Troubles’, is 

significant here, as legislation for LGBT+ rights in Northern Ireland has all been 

implemented by direct rule from the UK Parliament, whilst local political parties have 

been outspoken in their objection to homosexuality, most notably Ian Paisley’s DUP 

and their 1970s campaign to ‘Save Ulster from Sodomy’. This meant a lack of 

domestic political consensus on sexuality that has continued, for example in the 

lowering of the age of sexual consent to 16 in 2008, which was enacted through the 

UK Parliament despite being opposed by a majority of MLAs in the Northern Ireland 

Assembly.64 Marian Duggan argues that this has created a ‘well placed, powerful 

moral minority’ of representatives who air homophobic sentiment without fear of 

reprisal, and it was this difference between political hegemony and lived experience 

that was the target of oral participation in This Place.65 

 

The correlation between views of politicians and their electorates on LGBT+ 

rights is difficult to establish in a situation overdetermined by unionist or nationalist 

affiliations. Whilst a 2014 report commissioned by the Economic & Social Research 

Council of Northern Ireland found a dramatic decline in public condemnation of 

homosexuality since 1989, a continued belief in the pernicious notion of queerness as 

a ‘life-style choice’, a Protestant faith, as well as older age and regular church 

attendance, all remain key determinants of disapproval.66 Across the 2000s, Duggan 
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observes a proportionally high prevalence of homophobic crime recorded in Northern 

Ireland with a low level of prosecution, hinting at institutional homophobia and 

discrimination in the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI).67 In November 2015 

at Queen’s University Belfast, I heard testimony at the ‘Queer at Queen’s’ 

conference, ‘HIV and AIDS: Politics, Memory, Performance’, by a former police 

officer who had left the PSNI due to bullying following diagnosis as HIV positive. 

According to the Public Health Agency, 2015 witnessed a record 117 new reported 

cases of HIV diagnosis in Northern Ireland, a number which fell slightly to 98 in 

2016, making a total of 1,002 people living with HIV in the country at the end of that 

calendar year.68 Of those 98 new cases, 55% occurred through men having sex with 

men and 37% through heterosexual transmission, indicating the lived variation of the 

epidemic in Northern Ireland. The fact that participation with “Untitled” (Lover 

Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) implies the embodied act of placing an object in 

the oral cavity is especially significant in these contexts. These works expose the 

impossibility of always knowing exactly what enters one’s body, making a mockery 

of those political systems that circumscribe women’s bodies, queer bodies, bodies of 

people living with HIV, as the ‘religiously-informed morality often shaping the 

decisions of those in power’ in Northern Ireland resonates with the socio-political 

atmosphere of the Culture Wars in the United States when Gonzalez-Torres was 

working.69 

 

A number of works in This Place highlighted the impact of geographical and 

socio-political context on meaning. Gonzalez-Torres’s ‘date-line’ and portrait pieces, 

which present an interwoven chronology of ‘public’ and ‘private’ events, are the 

classic example of this situational strategy, such as his billboard “Untitled” (1989) 
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(Fig. 9). From 4 – 30 June 2019, the Public Art Fund installed this work in its original 

location at Sheridan Square, near to the Stonewall Inn in New York City, to celebrate 

the fiftieth anniversary of the riots in 1969 that are commonly held as the beginning of 

modern gay liberation movements; yet given the persecutory evocations of many of 

the events listed, this work provokes far more ambivalence than this celebratory 

framing might suggest.70 “Untitled” (For Jeff) (1992), one of the artist’s billboard 

pieces, was displayed in the gallery and in twenty-four locations across the city over 

the course of This Place (Fig. 10). As Dara points out, this enigmatic photograph of 

an outstretched palm contrasts with the ‘community artworks and murals, replete with 

social and political signifiers and slogans’ that characterise Belfast’s urban landscape, 

variously created by unionist and nationalist groups over the course of ‘the 

Troubles’.71 The MAC is located in the ‘Cathedral Quarter’ of Belfast city centre, a 

former industrial area that has been subject to substantial redevelopment following the 

1998 Good Friday Agreement. The language of the gallery’s website suggests its role 

in gentrification, ‘The MAC is a cultural hub and since opening in 2012 has quickly 

become a beacon for the ongoing regeneration of Belfast’ [my emphasis], whilst 

Richard West, a co-editor of satirical magazine The Vacuum, has suggested that the 

Cathedral Quarter ‘was supposedly developed as the city’s cultural district but 

ironically ended up forcing galleries to close.’72 The MAC’s ambivalent status as a 

site of cultural regeneration in post-conflict Belfast implicates it in the urban and 

national political scene, whilst the display of candy piles that invoke the participant’s 

body and reference same-sex desire in their subtitles pressurises local divisions 

between the ‘personal’ and ‘political’. 
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The siting of orality as an intervention in socio-political structures in Northern 

Ireland prompts recognition of the significance of oral ambivalence in the art 

institution at the intersections of racism and homophobia. The controversies 

surrounding the opening of Art AIDS America at the Tacoma Art Museum (3 October 

2015 – 10 January 2016) centred on the paucity of representation of African-

American artists, as the Tacoma Action Collective staged a ‘die-in’ on 17 December 

in protest that only five of the 107 artists featured in the exhibition were black: 

Nayland Blake, Derek Jackson, Kia LaBeija, Kalup Linzy and Glenn Ligon.73 The 

Collective argued that this representation did not reflect the disproportionate effects of 

HIV/AIDS on black communities, as in 2014 black people accounted for 44% of all 

new HIV infections in the USA whilst at the end of that year 471,500 black people 

were living with HIV, counting 43% of total cases despite African-Americans making 

only 12% of the population.74 It is important to note that the staging of the exhibition 

itself was an achievement, as Art AIDS America was rejected by over 100 museums in 

the USA before its opening in Tacoma.75 It did also feature some artists of colour, 

such as Luis Cruz Azaceta, Thomas Haukaas, Tino Rodriguez, Masami Teraoka, Julie 

Tolentino, Martin Wong, Carrie Yamaoka and, of course, Felix Gonzalez-Torres. The 

Collective’s action sparked a widespread debate that led to the inclusion of more 

artists of colour as the exhibition moved to the Bernard A. Zuckerman Museum of Art 

(Kenneshaw, GA; 20 February – 22 May), the Bronx Museum of the Arts (Bronx, 

NY; 23 June – 11 September), and finally the Alphawood Gallery (Chicago, IL; 1 

December 2016 – 2 April 2017) by which point works by Willie Cole, William 

Downs, Ronald Lockett, Whitfield Lovell, Patrick McCoy, Howardena Pindell, 

Marlon Riggs and Frederick Weston had been added.76 This exhibition, in its original 

display, its challenge by activists, and reconfigurations in subsequent cities, was the 
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site of multiple interventions against the silencing of art of the HIV/AIDS epidemic 

and of artists of colour. However, we should not be content only to expand the roster 

of artists relevant to the crisis; we need to rethink our accepted understanding of the 

work of those most ‘canonical’ artists, such as Gonzalez-Torres. 

 

As the sexuality and violence of consuming a sweet from “Untitled” (Lover 

Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) implicates the participant in the ambivalence 

underpinning the socio-political violence of homophobia and the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic, so these same bodily drives are implicated in racism as well. Writing in 

Artforum in 1994 in the wake of the acquittal of the white police officers for the 

beating of the unarmed Rodney King in Los Angeles on Sunday 3 March 1991, 

Kobena Mercer observed ‘a death-bearing fusion of erotic and aggressive desires’ in 

the attack and its white justification as a defence against King’s supposedly ‘sexually 

suggestive’ advances on a white female officer.77 The sexual aggression against 

King’s body is emphasised by Judith Butler and Ruth Wilson Gilmore, who 

comments, ‘the long-dong batons of the LAPD gangstas who beat Rodney King as he 

writhed on the ground are too obviously priapic to withstand much discussion.’78 

Pointing out the hypocrisy of white upholders of the law erupting into excessively 

violent lawlessness against the phantasised threat of the black ‘other’, Mercer argues 

for critical attention not to ‘the ideological subject positions that reproduce relations 

of oppression.’79 Significantly, Mercer proposes Klein’s work as a key tool in the 

analysis of the ‘violent and sexy phantasia’ of race that ‘haunts America daily’, in her 

attention to phantasy as ‘the way we organize, perceive, and give form to our feelings, 

which are always ambivalent and conflicted by the coexistence of love and hate.’80 

The sucking and biting of oral participation with the candy piles, and the fantasies of 
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sexuality and aggression therein, are similarly structured by this fundamental 

ambivalence, which in the context of bodily intersubjectivity at this moment in the 

United States, necessarily implicates the overlapping violences of racism, 

homophobia and the AIDS crisis. For the degree to which the oral incorporation of a 

sweet is fantasised as a sexual threat depends on the subject’s own violence against 

the fantasised body in the maw, as the phobic participant might erupt into the abject 

violence of spitting out the sweet, an aesthetic enactment of social violence. 

 

In Gonzalez-Torres’s date-line self-portrait from 1994, later augmented by 

Julie Ault after his death, he lists events of significance in 1991, including the death 

of Ross and his father three weeks later, Clarence Thomas’s nomination to the 

Supreme Court despite Anita Hill’s accusations of sexual harassment against him, the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, and ‘A videotape of black motorist Rodney King 

being beaten by four white Los Angeles police officers makes national headlines.’81 

In the candy piles, Gonzalez-Torres’s understanding of the coterminity of the personal 

and the political centres around the participatory act of taking a sweet, an everyday 

object of exchange and consumption. There is a persistent emphasis on the everyday 

nature of racism in critical attention to the beating of Rodney King. In contrast to the 

rapaciousness of the media’s consumption of the story, which suggested the video 

footage was of an extra-ordinary incident, Robert Gooding-Williams insists on racial 

violence as one of the ‘uneventful and ordinary realities’ of ‘being stuck’ in a system 

of profound structural racism in the United States.82 He quotes James Baldwin, who 

argued that recognition of being stuck was crucial to coming to consciousness, as it 

‘could be the beginning of an effort to take the world into our own hands – to assume 

responsibility for it.’83 Wilson Gilmore reminds us that realisation that ‘how we act is 
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our politics’ is the basis for change.84 In his call for analysis of ‘pain and hatred as 

everyday structures of feeling’ alongside desire and pleasure, Mercer recalls ‘Juliet 

Mitchell’s insistence that “the unconscious is ordinary”’, for, 

 

Against the tendency to personalize and psychologize the political, 

psychoanalysis enables us paradoxically to depersonalize and depsychologize 

the analysis of power relations by demanding the recognition of the 

ambivalence on which all social and psychic relations depend.85 

 

Gonzalez-Torres’s turn to the bodily drives provokes this powerfully mundane 

structuring ambivalence, evoking sexuality and violence in oral embodiment and the 

messy, somatic fantasies of communion and destruction through the bathetic, 

everyday aesthetics of a pile of sweets, staking aggression in the register of the 

ordinary. 

 

Mercer argues that only through attention to the diurnal influence of 

destructiveness across the psychic and social can we hope to intervene in injustice. It 

is here that, for me, the issues start with Art AIDS America: I run into trouble with 

Katz’s introductory essay to the first exhibition catalogue, in which he differentiates 

two main strands of artistic response to the AIDS crisis, ‘poetic postmodernism’ and 

‘activist art’, describing Gonzalez-Torres’s practice as ‘paradigmatic’ and 

‘emblematic’ of the former.86 Identifying abstraction as key to ‘poetic 

postmodernism’, he argues this art is, 
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…entirely voluntarist – it invites us to participate, and it allows us to do so on 

our own terms. It thus asks very little of us, and what it does ask is phrased in 

language we know, in terms we understand. In fact, our own comfort and 

sense of being in control are central to its success, for it is in fact designed to 

meet us on our home turf, rewarding our sense of our own subjectivity as 

ground zero of all intuitive understanding. [my emphasis]87 

 

Conversely, ‘activist art’ is ‘primarily involuntary’, ‘it works to take us someplace 

else, to confront us, to teach us’, thereby challenging ‘the ground of our subjectivity’, 

‘in fact, activist art may even seek to wound us with an accusation of our own 

inadequacy.’88 I appreciate that Katz’s argument is built in his own experiences of 

activism in Chicago and San Francisco, and on the distinction set out by Douglas 

Crimp in 1987 between elegiac and activist art, one that informed something of a 

dialectic between ‘covert’ (abstract) and ‘overt’ (figurative, textual) critical responses 

to the AIDS crisis.89 However I find the schematisation of ‘poetic postmodernism’ as 

undemanding or rewarding, and of a fundamental difference in the effects of ‘poetic 

postmodernism’ and ‘activist art’, highly unsatisfactory. As I have argued, the 

embodied subject-position of the participant will determine their oral fantasies in the 

eating of a sweet, as a challenge to subjectivity with potentially dramatic 

repercussions, such as the violent expulsion of spitting out. Moreover, these 

difficulties cannot be confined to the “outside”. All participants that consume a sweet 

are implicated in the ambivalence of orality. To negate our own capacities within 

queer communities to ignore and damage each other, to be subject to the mobility of 

the drives, to anger and rage against our own blindness, is to do a profound disservice 

to the complex enmeshments that make up our histories and socio-political strength. 
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To be clear, I say this not in a condemnatory or moralistic tone, the tone sensed in the 

candy piles at times, nor to chide Katz, but rather in an effort to maintain our 

vigilance as a constitutive part of our critical power. 

 

We can further appreciate the importance of the artist’s challenge to 

participant subjectivity by considering the display of the silver cellophane “Untitled” 

(Lover Boys) in context at the 1991 Whitney Biennial. Orality in Gonzalez-Torres’s 

work came at a moment in which, at least in the federally funded and fearful art 

institution that was the artist’s target, figurative representation of the queer body was 

in jeopardy. Yet even in the Biennial, which made a point of exploring, in Lisa 

Phillips’s words, ‘culture under siege’ in defiance of conservative censorship of the 

arts, and hence included several works directly representing sexuality and the AIDS 

crisis, Gonzalez-Torres’s provocation of somatic ambivalence is singular.90 Whilst 

Robert Gober’s Untitled (1990) registered the humiliated anality of a bare-bottomed 

body, a musical score tattooed across its cheeks, gently extending into the gallery wall 

that severs it into a part-figure at the waist, the work’s suffocating affect remains an 

effect of bodily identification rather than participation.91 Glenn Ligon’s Untitled (I Do 

Not Always Feel Colored) (1991) compels the viewer to share in dizzying subjective 

collapse through reading textual disintegration, as the Zora Neale Hurston phrase 

becomes increasingly difficult to read in its repeated stenciling that descends the 

picture plane of the wooden door (Fig. 11). Rona Pondick’s Double Bed (1989) 

induces the ambivalence of infantile orality as the excessive profusion of baby bottles 

of milk, bound with cord to elongated and twinned mattresses and pillows, both 

satisfies and threatens in its arch fecundity (Fig. 12).92 In Separate but Equal 

Genocide: AIDS (1991-92), not featured in the Biennial but a key addition to the 
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expanded roster of Art AIDS America in Chicago, Howardena Pindell makes uncanny 

the stars and stripes of the United States flag by tilting it ninety degrees, doubling it 

into white and black panels of roughly stitched strips of canvas, and vertically 

stenciling the first names of children of colour died of AIDS onto those strips (Fig. 

13).93 Adjacent to these fields of letters that coalesce into names with concentration, 

Pindell includes a final strip of red fabric on each flag listing historical biomedical 

experiments on African-Americans by the US government in connection with the 

devastation of black communities by HIV/AIDS. 

 

Gonzalez-Torres’s contribution to this contemporary interest in visceral 

disorientation was to introduce the sexuality and violence of fantastical embodied 

orality. In Katz’s essay in Art AIDS America Chicago he describes the curatorial 

impulse behind the initial show to explore the significance of the AIDS crisis to art 

history and ‘why so much art about AIDS didn’t seem to look like or suggest AIDS in 

any but the most encoded and indirect ways.’94 He explains that this focus expanded 

in the exhibition’s development, and due to its critique by the Tacoma Action 

Collective, to include works that addressed HIV/AIDS in America in multiple 

different ways, and by artists not necessarily considered art historically “significant”. 

For artists working outside the censorious atmosphere of mainstream gallery spaces at 

this moment, figurative representation of the body was key to the documentation of 

subcultural scenes. Luna Luis Ortiz’s series of intimate portraits from the uptown 

Ballroom scene in New York are a case in point, with his Kissing David (1994), as an 

absorbing scene of queer carnal embrace, making a revealing counterpoint to the 

ambivalent embodiment demanded by Gonzalez-Torres’s “Untitled” (Lover Boys) as 

coded representations of an analogous scene (Fig. 14). The inclusion of photographs 
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by Gerard Gaskin, Nan Goldin, Doug Ischar and Israel Wright in Art AIDS America 

Chicago testifies to the continued efficacy of community-based documentary work in 

the 1990s, even in spite of the conservative overdetermination of figurative signifiers 

during the Culture Wars. Artists not necessarily addressing the hegemonic art 

institution continued to represent the queer body, forming an art historical 

counterpoint to our understanding of orality as invoking the ambivalence that 

underpins multiple, overlapping injustices. 

 

I place “Untitled” (Lover Boys) and “Untitled” (Lover Boys) in these contexts 

to emphasise the singularity of Gonzalez-Torres’s institutional intervention in 

engaging orality in his work. The artist’s appeal to collective responsibility through 

provocation of structural ambivalence in oral participation took aim at everyone’s 

potential complicity in socio-political crisis, and especially those politicians that 

would negate and spit out the lives of queers, people of colour and people with AIDS. 

To idealise Gonzalez-Torres’s practice now is to ignore its ability to illuminate the 

ongoing HIV/AIDS epidemic; we must instead maintain critical pressure on his work. 

In 1994 Helen Molesworth argued that the AIDS crisis was central to the prevalence 

of specific bodily referents, such as blood, shit and piss, in art in the United States, as 

the enormity of the epidemic put pressure on the signifier somehow to represent it.95 It 

is the tragedy and brilliance of Gonzalez-Torres’s candy piles that, in their ambivalent 

and messy signification, they render the necessity and inability of art to succumb to 

that pressure. The refusal of an immediately recognisable representation of AIDS 

anticipates the renewal of this pressure as we historicise this moment: the candy piles 

seem to ask if we can introject the AIDS crisis at all. Yet this is a project that can, and 

must, continue, and I suggest we would do well to attend to art practices that render 
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the persistence of violence to trouble any attempt to obscure the brutality of 

interlocking injustices that make up this ongoing history. And just as Klein supposed 

introjection to be a hotly ambivalent process requiring constant repetition, so the 

candy piles invite consideration of how recurrences of ‘painful pleasure’ might cause 

us to rethink the stakes and boundaries of our discipline as we consider this period of 

art history again. 

 

 

* 

 

 

Postscript (19 April 2019) 

 

On Good Friday I wake to two news articles from Northern Ireland. First, the 

young lesbian journalist Lyra McKee has died after being shot during rioting in the 

Creggan in Derry/Londonderry, whilst the police were carrying out a raid on 

suspected stockpiling of weapons by the ‘New IRA’. Second, the DUP is running its 

first openly gay candidate, Alison Bennington, for local election on Antrim and 

Newtownabbey Borough Council. Since the UK electorate voted to leave the 

European Union on 23 June 2016, the Irish border has been central to UK-EU 

negotiations for a ‘Brexit’ deal. A majority in Northern Ireland voted to remain in the 

EU, whilst the DUP supported ‘Brexit’ in the referendum. On 9 January 2017, the 

power-sharing arrangement in the Northern Ireland Assembly collapsed, as Sinn 

Féin’s Martin McGuinness resigned as Deputy First Minister over the handling of a 

‘botched energy scheme’ by the DUP.96 On 26 June 2017, UK Prime Minister 
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Theresa May took the unprecedented step of agreeing a ‘confidence-and-supply’ 

arrangement with the DUP to support her minority Conservative government. Whilst 

this brushes up against the ‘rigorous impartiality’ demanded of both British and Irish 

governments in the political affairs of Northern Ireland as set out in the 1998 Good 

Friday and British-Irish Agreements, the ‘Brexit’ process is eroding this impartiality 

on both UK and EU sides, as Northern Ireland has become strategically significant in 

negotiations for an exit deal.97 Many English politicians pushing for the UK’s exit 

without a deal have displayed an appalling contempt for the Peace Process and the 

imperative to maintain a frictionless Irish border. 

 

Widespread anger and condemnation of McKee’s shooting notionally 

reinvigorated negotiations to restore power sharing, which since 2017 have 

floundered over Sinn Féin’s support for an Irish Language Act and for same-sex 

marriage, both of which are opposed by the DUP. Arlene Foster, the leader of the 

party, has voiced her support for the LGBT+ community in Northern Ireland, whilst 

asking for the DUP’s viewpoint on marriage to be respected; Alison Bennington was 

elected to council on 3 May.98 On 9 July, two amendments were tabled to an 

‘otherwise technical’ bill monitoring budgets and efforts to reform the Assembly that 

was passing through the UK Parliament.99 These amendments extended same-sex 

marriage and abortion rights to Northern Ireland, bringing the region in line with the 

rest of the UK, with the caveat that a future Assembly could revoke or amend these 

laws. The amendments were overwhelmingly backed by MPs, and in the continued 

absence of a functioning executive, became law on 22 October 2019. I recount these 

events not to suggest any simple narrative of socio-political progression or regression, 

rather to point out the complex enmeshment of queerness and bodily autonomy within 
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the wider geopolitical tensions of our present moment. We need to practice scholarly 

vigilance, rather than idealisation, as we attend to the roles of art and art history in a 

time of resurgent nationalism and fascism in many areas of the world. I remind art 

historians, and queer art history in particular, to pay close attention to the persistence 

of difficulty and destructiveness as a critical practice of love and care. 

 

[10,507 words] 
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Fig. 1.  

 

Left: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled", 1989/1990. Print on paper, endless 

copies. 26 inches at ideal height x 29 x 56 in. overall. (Original paper size: 29 

x 23 inches) 

Rear Wall: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (For Jeff), 1992. Billboard, 

dimensions vary with installation. 

Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres: This Place. Metropolitan Arts 

Centre, Belfast, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom. 30 Oct. 2015 – 24 Jan. 

2016. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 
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Fig. 2.  

 

Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992. 600 lbs chocolate cube and 600 lbs lard cube 

gnawed by the artist, 45 heart-shaped packages of chocolate made from 

chewed chocolate removed from chocolate cube and 150 lipsticks made with 

pigment, beeswax, and chewed lard removed from lard cube. Overall 

dimensions vary with installation, each cube: 60.96 x 60.96 x 60.96 cm. 

Installation view: The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 

© Janine Antoni 

Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York. 
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Fig. 3.  
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (Placebo), 1991. Candies individually 

wrapped in silver cellophane, endless supply. Overall dimensions vary with 

installation. Ideal weight: 1,000 - 1,200 lb. 

Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres: Traveling. Hirshhorn Museum and 

Sculpture Garden, The Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 16 Jun. – 11 

Sep. 1994. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. 

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (Lover Boys), 1991. 

Candies individually wrapped in silver cellophane, endless supply 

Overall dimensions vary with installation. Ideal weight: 355 lb. 

Installation view:  Felix Gonzalez-Torres: This Place. Metropolitan Arts 

Centre, Belfast, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom. 30 Oct. 2015 – 24 Jan. 

2016. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 
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Fig. 5. 

 

An individual, unwrapped candy from Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” 

(Lover Boys), 1991. My photograph. 
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Fig. 6.   

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (Lover Boys), 1991. Candies individually 

wrapped in clear wrapping, endless supply. Overall dimensions vary with 

installation. Ideal weight: 355 lb. 

Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres: This Place. Metropolitan Arts 

Centre, Belfast, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom. 30 Oct. 2015 – 24 Jan. 

2016. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 
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Fig. 7.  

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (Portrait of Ross in L.A.), 1991. Candies 

individually wrapped in multi-coloured cellophane, endless supply. Overall 

dimensions vary with installation. Ideal weight: 175 lb. 

Installation view: Could Not Bear the Sight of It: Contemporary Art 

Interventions on Critical Whiteness. Jane Adams Hull House-Museum, 

Chicago, IL. 23 Oct. – 21 Nov. 2012. Image courtesy of Jane Adams Hull 

House-Museum. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
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Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 8.  

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (USA Today), 1990. Candies individually 

wrapped in red, silver, and blue cellophane, endless supply. Overall 

dimensions vary with installation. Ideal weight: 300 lb. 

Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres: Specific Objects without Specific 

Form. MMK Museum für Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt, Germany. 28 Jan – 14 

Mar. 2011. Photo: Axel Schneider, Frankfurt-am-Main. Image courtesy of 

MMK Museum für Moderne Kunst. 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 
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Fig. 9.  

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled", 1989. Billboard. Dimensions vary with 

installation. 

Installation view: Sheridan Square, New York, NY. 4 Jun. – 29 Jul. 2019. 

Photo: Nicholas Knight. Image courtesy of the Public Art Fund, New York, 

NY 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

57 

                                                                                                                                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

58 

                                                                                                                                            

Fig. 10. 

 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, "Untitled" (For Jeff), 1992. Billboard. Dimensions 

vary with installation. 

Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres: This Place. Metropolitan Arts 

Centre, Belfast, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom. 30 Oct. 2015 – 24 Jan. 

2016. 

Installation location: 327 Woodstock Road 

© Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. 
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Fig. 11. 

 

Glenn Ligon, Untitled (I Do Not Always Feel Colored), 1990. Oil and gesso 

on wood, 203.2 x 76.2 cm. Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, 

NY. 

© Glenn Ligon 

Courtesy of the artist, Hauser & Wirth, New York, Regen Projects, Los 

Angeles, Thomas Dane Gallery, London and Chantal Crousel, Paris.  



 

 

60 

                                                                                                                                            

 
 

 

Fig. 12: 

 

Rona Pondick, Double Bed, 1989. Unique. Plastic, rope, pillows, baby 

bottles, and wax, 22.86 x 411.48 x 28.74 cm. 

Collection of the artist. 

Courtesy of Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac London/Paris/Salzburg and the 

artist. 
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Fig. 13: 

 

Howardena Pindell, Separate but Equal Genocide: AIDS, 1991-92. Mixed 

media on canvas, 191.77 x 231.14cm. 

Courtesy of the artist and Garth Greenan Gallery, New York. 
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Fig. 14: 

 

Luna Luis Ortiz, Kissing David, 1994. Gelatin silver print, dimensions 

unknown. 

Courtesy of Luna Luis Ortiz. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


