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G ay Gothamites are no strangers to the work of Karen Finley. The art world legend has kept fans enthralled since the

% '80s through her live performances (The Constant State of Desire, We Keep Our Victims Ready) multimedia installa-
tions, books, web sites, dance singles (“Lick It”), plays...what, you might ask, has she not tackled. As if literally exhaust-
ing all artistic possibilities on the physical plane, Finley is now working in a new medium: the psychic realm. e Finley is
perhaps best known as one of four artists to lose NEA grants in 1990. The controversy sparked a Senatorial and Supreme
Court debate, leading to the government's right to place restrictions on arts funding based on “decency standards.” Now,
she’s back in New York. During her current show at Fez, titled Make Love, she channels Liza Minnelli. October 30 at The
Kitchen, for a performance called
Séance: Unsolved Mysteries of the
Art World, she and her psychic
friends will summon famous spirits
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opposite: Psychic portrait
“Michael”

following suggestions from the audi-
ence. And she'll be painting psychic
portraits during a series of half-hour
sittings. The portraits will be on dis-
play through November 15, also at
The Kitchen. We suspected this
whole psychic thing was a form of
performance art, perhaps comment-
ing on how easily people are fooled or
how desperately they want to believe
in something. But after speaking with
the artist, we believe in Karen Finley.
You will too.

First off, how do you make a psychic portrait?
| enter an altered state, or a trance. | let infor-
mation come to me. | get images or text. You
look at the drawings as symbols, it's more
Jungian in that symbolic kinda way. It's not a
prophetic device, not fortune telling. It's a
portrait of psyches.

You also make portraits of pets, or of someone
who has died. You can bring me an image,
and | can pick up an energy [from it).

And relationship portraits? | get an image of
how the people relate. And it can be a rela-
tionship with the departed. There's so much
we do feel, a connection to things we can't
see—imagination, creation—you feel there's
something larger going on. And now [with the
portrait] you have a visual.

What's the response been? I've been doing
this for more than two years. Most of [the
people who sat for me}—about a hundred—
have been moved. It's cathartic. | don't
remember much, it's like waking after a
dream.

How does this connect with your earlier work?
On an academic level, you can look at trance
as a process of performing. In my earlier
works, | would go into a trance, use different
voices—the only thing missing is the ecstasy!
[Laughs.]

And you use Liza Minnelli’s voice in your show
at Fez. There’s a sense of me becoming Liza.
I'm seen as—or, people project on me—a vic-
tim or a Joan of Arc. This show isn't about vic-
timization. It's about New York, carrying on,

the neurotic impulses we have after being in
a trauma [September 11]. And Liza is a quin-
tessential New Yorker. She still gets up and
performs—even from a wheelchair—the show
must go on!

I read that you experienced a psychic occur-
rences on September 11? The day was so
beautiful, as you remember, but with a
change, like fall. So | decided I'll wear some-
thing a bit more fallish. | went to the closet and
remembered my black jacket. But a liquid had
spilled on it, it looked red like blood.

Was this a vision? This was something that
actually happened. It looked like drippings on
it. | realized these words came to my mind:

written the word penis. And the word vagina.
You'll also channel spirits for your séance per-
formance at The Kitchen. How did you dis-
cover this talent? About 10 years ago, | would
perform pieces about friends who died of
AIDS, and | would feel their presence on
stage. | would have to save seats for these
friends, and they would want to speak through
me. And phenomena would happen—sound-
boards or lights would go out, and only with
this particular performance. When [the spirits
are] speaking, you get a burst of energy and
then it dissipates. The [deceased] person
could usually get out three sentences, or give
you a clue, like by describing an object, to let

{ “Art 18 mom than seeing what’s in front of you.”

“This'is how accidents happen.” On my way
to work—an area near the World Trade Center
—I decided to go slow, | changed my plans to
be down there. I'm sure lots of people had dif-
ferent phenomena happen to them that day.
Yet the show must go on! Have you always been
popular with the gays? | love gay men. | can
relate to them. We share emotionally. Gay
men, as an audience, have always been sup-
portive, and my work has been about sexuality,
freedom, choice, abuse and equality.

Does a person's—or a spirit's—sexual prefer-
ence come across during your psychic por-
traits? It's just something that | could pick up
on—but not something to be a distinctive
issue—and that in itself is fascinating. | have

you know that the person is there. Since |
could do that, | thought I'd like to do a serv-
ice, a healing art. Art is more than seeing
what's in front of you.

Séance: Unsolved Mysteries of the Art World, 8pm, Oct
30, $25, and Psychic Portraits, on view Oct 31-Nov
15, 2-6pm Tue-Sat, free, with a gallery talk and clos-
ing reception 5:30-8pm, Nov 15, both at The Kitchen
(512 W 19th St), thekitchen.org, 212-255-5793. To
schedule a psychic portrait sitting, call Michael
Chagnon at ext 25, $100/gouache and $150/irides-
cent. Make Love, Sun through Nov 16 at Fez, Under
Time Café (380 Lafayette St @ Great Jones Street),
212-533-2680, feznyc.com.
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