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Some comment in advance of the exhibition, as 
plain and bare as we can make it: In some circles, 
Marianne Wex is famous for not being famous 
enough, in other circles she’s a sociological 
footnote, and in still other circles, she does not 
exist. Historical snack food is no more acceptable 
here than anywhere else, but every so often, some 
less-known work comes speaking to us so loudly 
that we take ourselves out of the narrow confines 
of our own time and motion into the past tense. 

The show is a single visual polemic. From 
1972 to 1977, Wex rolled the stone of her 
commitment uphill and compiled an archive. 
She took thousands of banal and clandestine 
photographs of women and men in the streets 
of Hamburg.§ She re-photographed magazines 
and newspapers, advertisements, art-historical 
reproductions, her television. She took whatever 
was in reach. She arranged the results on her 
dotted line and collaged them into large paste-up 
panels and a book, a kind of expanded sibling 
entitled Let’s Take Back Our Space: “Female” 
and “Male” Body Language as a Result of 
Patriarchal Structures (1979). At the center of 
both the panels and the book is a wide disputation 
about how we create and present ourselves, and 
the degree to which gender-specific conditioning 
and hierarchies are reflected through everyday 
pose, gesture, and pre-verbal communication. 

Her insistency on meaning has been a stumbling 
block for some viewers who would prefer to think 
the work single-minded. But to judge it solely 
by its frozen message of second-wave feminism 
is to ignore one’s own ambition as a viewer. It is 
also to ignore the way that works of art naturally 
progress from intention to elsewhere. Artists, 

try as they might, can’t nail meaning in place, so 
thirty-five years later, we’re left with the work’s 
frontal voice and everything it has come to say 
in spite of itself. We might then think of it non-
exhaustively as an encyclopedia of gesture; an 
anthropological portrait of Hamburg in the 
1970s; a monomaniacal tract on art history; a 
neglected classic of appropriation aesthetics; a 
treatise on photography and editing; an 
autobiography; an exorcism.*

Marianne Wex was born in 1937 in Hamburg, 
Germany. She now lives in Höhr-Grenzhausen. 
She studied at the University of Fine Arts in 
Hamburg and taught there from 1963 to 1980. 
The photo panels were originally shown at NGBK 
in West Berlin in 1977. Soon after, Wex stopped 
practicing as a visual artist, and the panels were 
not shown again until 2009 at Focal Point 
Gallery in London. This is her first exhibition in 
the United States. 

§Wex took the street photographs with a medium format camera. She 
shot the newspaper and magazine clippings in her apartment on a copy 
stand and processed all the photographs in her bathtub. She pasted the 
photos onto cardboard panels and housed them in plastic sleeves. 
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The book’s sheer exhaustiveness is offset by 
its idiosyncratic categorizations, the exuber-
ant subjectivity of its taxonomies. This last 
characteristic was something Wex was very 
conscious of, and understood as an attempt 
to overcome the separation between the 

sciences and everyday existence: “knowledge 
is gathered in single fields without checking 
the relationships between the individual fields. 
And all of this happens while bracketing out 
the so-called personal feelings...”†

Abandoning art, importantly, is not the same 
as apostasy. Wex has not taken the well-
established anti-career path of the wayward 
poète maudit, glorifying renunciation; we are 
a long way from Rimbaud giving up poetry 
for gun-running. Wex seems to have felt voca-
tions (‘the signals that came from inside,’ as 
Chauncey Hare puts it) that called her through 
and then beyond art, at a moment when ‘so-
cially-engaged’ or ‘research-based’ practices 
were not on the career menu for artists—while 
at the same time more contingent factors (her 
illness) affected her choice. Her subsequent 
abandonment of art practice, and of any stage-
managing of her erstwhile art career, helped 
to condemn her considerable body of work to 
relative obscurity... 

If individual artworks or bodies of work are 
‘orphaned’ by artists’ later life choices, then 
they pass down to us with a set of perplex-
ingly familiar but intractable questions: about 
life and work, intention and history. What, for 
example, would Wex’s images look like con-
sidered instead as part of a life practice, a 
continuum with what she chose to do since 
she stopped making them? Are artists really, 
ultimately, responsible for their own reputa-
tions? And are we any better equipped now 
than thirty years ago to answer what it really 
means to have a career in art—or, for that mat-
ter, to abandon one?

† Marianne Wex, Let’s Take Back Our 
Space: “Female” and “Male” Body 
Language as a Result of Patriarchal 
Structures. Trans. Johanna Albert 
with Susan Schultz. Hamburg: 
Frauenliteraturverlag Hermine Fees, 1979, 
p.10.
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The circulation of the archive as a book and 
as a portable exhibition format meant that 
Wex never really considered her work to be 
beholden to the legitimation of art sites or 
discourse; considering all art to be research, 
she did not care whether her research was 
considered as art. But the knowledge it 
produces is not always programmatic, nor 
recuperable as a sort of artisanal social 
science. Let’s Take Back Our Space, in 
its vertiginous extent and proliferation of 
typologies, is wild and bureaucratic in the 
same breath. The logic of the categories 
veers from whim to rigor, though it never feels 
second-order or mimetic like much “austere 
art” of the time, but more like the determination 
to follow through on a vagrant impulse.
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A particularly important function is ascribed 
to the so-called exceptions [on the panels]. 
They obscure the regularity of the processes, 
serve as an alibi and thereby serve the fur-
ther solidification of the foundational principle. 
Additionally, the mechanism used by the sys-
tem demands the illusion of exceptions, of the 
struggles of the individual, a very important 
aspect, because we are easier to manipulate 
when we remain alone and separate from one 
another. This doesn’t mean that the struggle 
for each individual is unimportant. I just want 
to point out the danger that ensues when we 
do not fight as a collective conscious, instead 
believing that we can escape the societal forc-
es alone. We can only achieve changes that go 
above and beyond the moment when we start 
from the basis of our commonality.

Through our study of women’s art and men’s 
art, I have become more uncertain of my own 
artistic work. Due to newly gained knowledge, 
I must now call into question everything that 
I have worked on up until now. That does not 
mean that I view my earlier work as mean-
ingless. On the contrary, I see all my previ-
ous work as a sign for certain conditions and 
situations that cannot lose their value through 
insights gained later on. It is clear to me that I 
would not have been able to realize this proj-
ect and my work on body language without 
the support and engagement of the feminist 
movement.
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