
It may seem curious to present an exhibition selected from 
the few films Maria Lassnig has made when her paintings and 
drawings, the main body of the nonagenarian Austrian’s work, 
are themselves so little known outside of Europe. Moreover, 
Lassnig has an acknowledged ambivalence about her films, all 
but one of which were made in a brief period in the early 1970s 
when she was living in New York. Primarily animations that are 
sometimes combined with live action, she has characterized 
them as “technical temptations” of an essentially experimental 
nature. 

Lassnig’s reticence is tied to the nature of the medium itself. 
One objection is its lack of directness. “Technical arts,” she has 
written, “are evasive arts.” The other is that the mechanical means 
by which film is made can be a diversion to mask “lack of 
sensibility.” In an essay on the films, scholar and critic Manuela 
Ammer quotes Lassnig, who, with characteristic wit, has made 
her feelings clear:

Subjecting these drawings, created and understood through 
contemplation, to the fastest of all forms of art, namely film, in 
which every second is significant is as much of a contradiction 
as a Buddhist monk driving a racing car. If a drawing is com-
plete in itself when it is at rest, why make it do gymnastics?

As with all of Lassnig’s statements, while undoubtedly a fair 
expression of what she thinks, it need not necessarily be taken 
at face value. Elsewhere she has indicated she is not altogether 
averse to the possibilities of time-based media and has come to 
value these works both in themselves and, significantly, as part 
of her larger discursive process as an artist. 

If the films therefore have an important relationship with her 
paintings and drawings, for viewers today they are of remark-
able interest for the opportunity they present to enter the unique 
social and psychological space Lassnig has carved out, a 
compound of gesture and symbolism, fury, transformation and 
humour in which the physicality of the body and its perception is 
ever-present. Because of today’s interest in animation as a 
medium for art and the reassessment of feminist art of the 
1960s to 1980s, which informed the films significantly, they also 
have a particular contemporary relevance. 

Lassnig began to make her films while taking a course in 
animation at the School of Visual Arts. In part she thought 
animation might become a way to support herself. At the same 
time, in a period when a strong critique of painting had opened 
up the use of other media by many feminist and other artists, 
she undoubtedly also saw film as a way to lessen her artistic 
isolation in New York where her paintings were little understood 
or appreciated.
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Lassnig uses the term “body association” to describe her 
process as a painter. Referring to her depiction of the body in 
terms of how it is experienced rather than how it is seen from 
the outside, it is somewhat like reversing the traditional gaze 
of Western art and then turning it inside out. The concept of 
body association is essential to a number of concerns that she 
addresses not only in the paintings but in the films as well. 
Notable among these are the self, for better and worse; love 
and relations between the sexes (including its complications 
and absence); and the history of art and art itself. The latter 
involves a resolute commitment, almost an act of faith, which 
she has described alternately as threatening her with madness 
and keeping her young. 
 
Lassnig’s reservations about the medium are reflected in her 
films, which technically are almost wilfully rudimentary. In this 
sense the films would seem to be strongly related to 
the aesthetics and politics of both the counter-culture graphic 
imagery of the era as well as a great deal of experimental film. 
Conceptually and expressively, however, they are a dynamic 
combination of the immediacy of gestural drawing, sharp 
dialogue, the spoken word (English-language narration in her 
distinctively, German-accented voice), the persistent presence 
of music and the insertion of often comic but arresting still 
photographic images and live action. Whatever concern she 
may have about film impeding sensibility, this is not an issue of 
which hers’ could be accused. On the contrary, the addition of 
narrative structure and duration have proved to be a means to 
amplify an already idiomatic take on life and art. 

In 1980 Lassnig returned to Vienna to take up a distinguished 
professorship at what is now the Universität für angewandte 
Kunst. Since then she has made one additional film, Maria 
Lassnig Kantate, 1992, with producer Hubert Sielecki. More 
technically polished than the earlier films, Kantate is nonethe-
less vintage Lassnig. Set to the music of a hurdy-gurdy, in the 
course of fourteen stanzas she acts and sings the story of her 
life. Like much of Lassnig’s art, Kantate is charming, witty and 
spirited. Like all of her work it also has bite, is visceral, psycho-
logically astute and, very clearly, the work of a deeply gifted 
and compellingly committed artist. 
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