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There are two opposed and seemingly irreconcilable tendencies in the 
critical appraisal of John Chamberlain’s sculpture. The first has been to treat 
the works as if they are simply and purely abstract, attending almost exclu-
sively to their formal traits. The second tack – equally unsatisfying but no 
less persistent – has been to see the works primarily in terms of allusion: 
namely, as crushed automobiles commenting obliquely on a notion of the 
American dream. The critical writing on Chamberlain has been conflicted 
between these opposed camps since the early 1960s,1 and both positions 
emerge as clichés that effectively foreclose the significance of his work at 
the outset. Neither the formalist nor the pseudo-Pop views of Chamberlain 
fit fully with the dynamic and poised play between form and reference in 
his work. The artist himself is often of little help, seeming – as he frequently 
does – to vacillate between the trivial and the vaguely profound in his 
statements and in the interviews that he gleefully sabotages. As Elizabeth 
Baker remarked, “He is, in fact, even as artists go, enigmatic, idiosyncratic, 
uneven, frustratingly difficult to pin down, and extremely resistant to class- 
ification.”2

As a means to move beyond the standard ways in which Chamberlain’s 
work has been discussed, it is imperative to examine those tactics and con-
cerns that have remained consistent within his tendency to be “frustratingly 
difficult to pin down” in both his statements and his work. In particular, 
this chapter pursues the central technical and conceptual operation of 
Chamberlain’s work – fitting. Not just in his sculptures but also in his 
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words, Chamberlain interlocked disparate elements that may have previ-
ously been discrete, differentiated, unrelated, or distant. Debates about 
whether his works are simply abstract compositions or patently signifying 
popular culture, however, often fail to pursue the full implications of what 
he enigmatically, but regularly, characterizes as this “fit.”

In what follows, I focus on the patterns that emerge in the descriptions 
of Chamberlain’s works – by others and, importantly, himself. As I shall 
argue, his statements provide not so much an explication as a parallel mani-
festation of his process of fitting, and an analysis of them allows for a better 
understanding of the material and formal dynamics of the works themselves. 
Evasive and elliptical, Chamberlain’s way of talking about his practice and 
his sculptures was nevertheless consistent in its reliance on an analogy to 
which he repeatedly returned, that of sexual activity. His favorite way of 
discussing fitting was to call it sexual, and he has frequently made such 
statements as, “With my sculpture the sexual decision comes in the fitting 

44 John Chamberlain, Socket, 1977 (cat. rais. 578) and Socket, 1977 (cat. rais. 579). Both 
painted steel, 68.5 × 82.5 × 48.5 cm (27 × 321/2 × 19 in.) and 72.5 × 53.5 × 84 cm (281/2 
× 21 × 33 in.).

45 John Chamberlain, Bouquet, 1960. Painted metal, 40.6 × 33 × 33 cm (16 × 13 × 13 in.). 
Martin Z. Margulies Collection.
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of the parts.”3 Reading through the writing about Chamberlain, one is 
immediately struck by the pervasiveness of this connection. The sexual 
always seemed to be invoked by Chamberlain, but the critical assessments 
of his sculpture often stop short of serious discussion of just what this 
recurring metaphor for his practice might imply.

To draw out these implications, I want to propose a related term that 
has also been used to explain Chamberlain’s tactics – coupling. “Coupling” 
is sometimes used interchangeably with “fitting” in the literature on Cham-
berlain but the former does more than simply offer a substitute for the 
latter. As Michael Auping noted, “The obvious metaphor for sexual cou-
pling in the work is one that has not escaped the artist.”4 In many ways, 
“coupling” is more directly suggestive of the range of possible meanings 
that Chamberlain circulated around his work and, more to the point, it 
registers the metaphor of sex that he was fond of when talking about his 
material practice. An analysis of Chamberlain’s multiple tactics of coupling 
offers a means to bridge the gap between the ostensible abstraction of his 
sculptures and the loaded metaphoric language he and others use to 
explain them. I am not proposing this as a cipher to any hidden iconog-
raphy – far from it. Chamberlain’s practice, I shall argue, is far more inter-
esting for its derailing of any simplistic iconographic searching for symbols 
and signs. However, despite the fact that his sculptures largely repudiate 
any degree of mimetic representation, he has nevertheless insisted on tying 
his works to sexuality, a topic that has been conventionally registered in 
art through images of human bodies. This paradox is important. The analo-
gies of sexuality and of gender to his work are crucial to an understanding 
of his process of generating multiplicity and particularity through fitting, 
conjoining, and intermingling. By examining how these analogies function 
both in his practice and in the critical responses to it, one can get not 
only a better sense of the complexity of Chamberlain’s project but also of 
the capacity of abstract and non-figurative art to propose unforeclosed 
accounts of genders and sexualities. That is, an investigation into Cham-
berlain’s primary metaphor and its role in his work affords a means to 
come to terms with the range of implications of such a statement as, “My 
sculpture is not calculated to do anything other than what it looks like it’s 
doing.”5

So, what does a Chamberlain sculpture look like it’s doing? His works 
have always presented a challenge to description and analysis. They are 
hyper-composed yet chaotic, massive yet delicate, volumetric yet planar, 
multipart yet unitary, clearly sculptural but patently pictorial, sharp yet 
pliable, figural yet abstract, seductive yet demurring, recognizable yet unique, 

and on and on. In short, they are oxymorons. Chamberlain seems to have 
fostered a mode of parataxis, relishing the contradictions and inventions 
that his juxtapositions sometimes engender.6 Discussions of his sculpture 
almost always return to the difficulties of pinning it down, and analyses 
often read like lists of opposed terms, coexisting somehow in the work 
itself. For instance, Donald Judd in 1964 wrote, “Chamberlain’s sculpture is 
simultaneously turbulent, passionate, cool and hard.”7 Barbara Rose remarked 

46 John Chamberlain, M. Junior Love, 1962. Painted metal, 51 × 51 × 35.5 cm (20 × 20 
× 14 in.).
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that same year: “These strange mixtures, of tenderness and violence, of 
elegance and brutality, of patience and recklessness, evoke a complex 
response that for me is part of the unique beauty of a Chamberlain.”8 
Elizabeth Baker, in a 1969 essay on his films, concluded, “But a complex 
sensibility is there: innocent and cynical, squalid and elegant, highly intel-
ligent and deliberately mindless.”9 In a similar vein to these lists of opposites 
is Klaus Kertess’s sensitive later assessment of the work, which points to the 
complex play with meaning that it presents: “[Chamberlain’s] sculptures 
invite and desire endless adjectives, but none of them can stick. His con-
figurations are in a referential state, but their constant re-forming slips out 
of the adjectival grip; ultimately they transcend the language of analysis and 
description. The ravishing opticality must be its own pleasure and reward.”10 
All of these responses are sympathetic to Chamberlain. Nevertheless, they 
also exemplify the circularity and adjectival accumulation that his work 
incites in critics. Consistently, writers on Chamberlain have used such 
descriptive strategies both to evoke but also to evade the oxymoronic mul-
tiplicity of his works.

In other words, it is Chamberlain’s multiple tactics of coupling that such 
critical responses register. It is essential to consider not just the choice of 
adjectives critics use but also the tendency to pile them onto the work 
because Chamberlain’s sculptures resolutely resist straightforward descrip-
tion and analysis. As Gary Indiana astutely confessed, with Chamberlain’s 
sculpture “It’s easier to say what it isn’t.”11 This inability to decide what a 
Chamberlain is seems to me to be one of the most important things about 
it. Is it a crushed car or colored sculpture matter? Is it ironically referential 
or sincerely abstract?12 Is it art or is it refuse?13 Is it sculpture or is it paint-
ing? Any possible answer to questions such as these will be circular and 
slippery, for his coupled works always incorporate a degree of multiple 
options, fitted together. Once fitted, however, they are greater than the sum 
of their parts. As Barbara Rose noted in an early review of Chamberlain’s 
work, “The special charge of his works resides largely, I think, in the tension 
born of contradiction.”14

Despite the major changes in his work over decades, Chamberlain’s 
foundational questions and tactics remained remarkably consistent. In order 
to examine the way in which coupling operates on multiple material and 
conceptual levels for Chamberlain, I will outline below but a few of the 
ways in which this conceptual and material practice was repeatedly put into 
play in the works themselves. In multiple ways, the parataxical tendencies 
of Chamberlain’s way of working result in the blurring of boundaries, the 
conjoining of categories, and the undermining of binaries.

47 John Chamberlain, Fantail, 1961. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 178 × 190.5 × 
152.4 cm (70 × 75 × 60 in.). Collection of Jasper Johns.

For example, a central characteristic of Chamberlain’s work is how 
volume and mass are differentiated yet hinged together. Chamberlain’s 
metallic works are composed of planar elements that eschew mass in the 
traditional sculptural sense. They have no solidity, yet they are not hollow. 
They seem both light and heavy. They enclose and enfold space and thus 
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of critical energy has been spent trying to figure out into which of these 
two categories Chamberlain can be more appropriately placed. The raucous 
use of color arrays combined with a refined understanding of the manipu-
lation of space brings together central criteria for both painting and sculp-
ture. This aspect of Chamberlain’s coupling has been widely discussed, and 
it is generally agreed that Chamberlain is art-historically significant for 
being one of the first sculptors to use bold color effectively as an integral 
structural element. Judd argued that Chamberlain was “the first . . . to use 
color successfully in sculpture.”15 Kertess perhaps said it best when he wrote: 
“[his] ability to make roundness into color and color into roundness, 
pushing the two into an overall unity, is without equal.”16

Color is, of course, one of the most important features of Chamberlain’s 
art. As Kertess also observed, he “transgressed lavishly the prohibition of 
color in sculpture, employing hues that ranged from the virginal to the 
lurid.”17 Beyond praising Chamberlain’s use of it, Kertess rightly emphasized 
that color had traditionally been barred from sculpture proper. When the 
nineteenth-century sculptor John Gibson exhibited a neoclassical nude 
Venus with a light, cosmetic tinting at the 1862 International Exhibition 
in London, its modest polychromy was greeted with accusations of impro-
priety (fig. 49).18 Even though color had emerged by the end of the nine-
teenth century as a viable possibility for sculpture and was used throughout 
the modern era, there remained an anxiety about its appropriateness. This 
is not the place to recount the complex story of color and modern sculp-
ture; suffice it to say that even after the examples of such artists as Pablo 
Picasso and David Smith, color always needed to be justified or explained 
for sculpture. At the heart of this concern was the conception that color 
in sculpture was usually applied to sculptural form, rather then integral to 
it. Since sculpture has been conventionally regarded as an art of space, 
matter, and form, any coat of color added to those forms has been under-
stood to mitigate, or merely decorate, the spatial and three-dimensional 
aspects that are conventionally understood to be modern sculpture’s basis.

The anxiety about colored sculpture that Gibson’s Tinted Venus brought 
to the surface remained implicit into the next century.19 Applied color was 
too much like cosmetics, and its application to sculpture seemed, for many, 
to cheapen it. E. C. Goosen wrote in the 1960s: “The rush to employ 
painting-type color in sculpture, as refreshing as it might momentarily seem, 
has more often than not removed the possibility of the sculptural experi-
ence from the work at hand. Moreover, all the radiant color in the world 
cannot camouflage weak form. And the tendency toward camouflage is 
tantamount to a return to illusionism.”20 A further example of the disdain 

48 John Chamberlain, Toy, 1961. Steel, paint, and plastic, 136 × 98 × 77.5 cm (531/2 × 381/2 
× 301/2 in.). Art Institute of Chicago, gift of William Hokin, 1969.809.

establish volume, yet it is not clear where that volume starts or dissolves. 
They are bodies made up of, only, too much skin.

Another example of coupling often brought up in the literature on 
Chamberlain is the conjoining of sculpture and painting. A large amount 
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for sculptural color can be found in a 1968 essay by Darby Bannard on the 
legacy of Cubism in sculpture, where he flatly stated that “color is usually 
so unfortunate in sculpture.” Chamberlain, however, seemed to find a way 
out of this impasse, according to Bannard, who then dismissively continued: 
“Chamberlain’s crushed auto-part sculptures, although they are not great 
art, use color effectively because his materials are colored to begin with, so 
we are prepared for it.”21

The importance of the colored auto bodies in the earlier sculptures, as 
well as Chamberlain’s later processes of painting before crushing metal, have 
often been marshaled as justifications for the vibrant color central to his 
art. Perhaps it is not that surprising that Chamberlain would be the one 

le ft  49 John Gibson, Tinted Venus, 
c. 1851–6. Tinted marble, h. 175 cm 
(69 in.). National Museums  
Liverpool, Walker Art Gallery.

opposite 50 John Chamberlain, 
Mustang Sally McBright, 1965.  
Automobile metal, 142.2 × 160 × 
111.8 cm (56 × 63 × 44 in.).

to overturn the negative connotations of color and use it “successfully.” In 
the late 1950s, he worked not only as a hairdresser but also as a make-up 
artist – both jobs in which he could also capitalize on his grasp of volume 
and its relation to color.22 Chamberlain, himself, occasionally voiced the 
reading of color in sculpture as cosmetics. For instance, speaking of the 
resin he used in the paper sculptures of the late 1960s, he said: “The color 
on it became flashy like lipstick or eyeshadow or something for a girl. 
Whatever people put on as colors, they put on so that somebody sees it.”23 
In Chamberlain’s work, color is both applied and integral, cosmetic and 
industrial. That is, color itself is a coupled category in his work. As Judd 
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remarked about Chamberlain, “The color is also both neutral and sensi-
tive . . . Color is never unimportant, as it usually is in sculpture.”24

A third example of Chamberlain’s consistent strategy of coupling is the 
shuttling between reference and abstraction mentioned at the outset. 
Throughout his career, Chamberlain and his advocates refuted the reading 
of his sculptures in terms of their source material of automobiles. There is 
little doubt that the interpretations of his sculptures as commentaries on 
car culture or violence are limited in their scope. Such readings largely fail 

52 John Chamberlain, Son of Dudes, 1977. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 182.9 × 
132.1 × 96.5 cm (72 × 52 × 38 in.). Collection Christophe de Menil.

51 John Chamberlain, Miss Lucy Pink, 1962. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 119.4 × 
106.7 × 99 cm (47 × 42 × 39 in.). Private collection.
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to account for the range of traits that makes Chamberlain’s works compel-
ling – from the complexity of their composition to the subtle dynamism 
of their color relations to their quizzical and leading titles. As Robert 
Creeley once put it, with a Chamberlain, the automobile “was there, but 
now you are contained in a thing already changing, bringing you into its 
terms.”25 Or, as Chamberlain more bluntly put it, “people say, ‘Oh, that 
looks like my old Mustang there’ or something. It doesn’t look like their 
old Mustang at all.”26

Some of Chamberlain’s would-be supporters, however, have taken this 
injunction against the car crash interpretation to mean that his sculptures 
are wholly formal constellations without subject matter or referentiality in 
any degree. Such a view, as I claimed earlier, also fails to account for the 
multiple levels on which a Chamberlain sculpture operates. The work is 
often vigorously non-mimetic yet slyly referential. For instance, a color 
often sparks an association and/or makes a reference (Miss Lucy Pink, Velvet 
White, and so on), materials evoke gendered associations (for example, 
Endless Gossip made from cookie tins and other metal components with 
floral prints or the Penthouse series of sculptures made from brown-paper 
magazine wrappers; see fig. 58), or are simply descriptive of content (as 
with perhaps Chamberlain’s only figurative or representational sculpture, 
Endzoneboogie; fig. 53). Despite the patent evidence that the titles evoke 
interpretation of, modify, or connect to the sculptures to which they are 
attached, some of Chamberlain’s advocates have upheld the erroneous belief 
that not only are his sculptures just formalist but that his titles are also 
entirely devoid of meaning.27

Chamberlain’s abstraction emphasized openness and a play with refer-
ence. It achieved this by largely refusing representation or recognizable 
imagery, but Chamberlain nevertheless cultivated generative allusions that 
were produced through his parataxical process of fitting (in both his sculp-
tures and his titles). That is, Chamberlains never signify automobiles, car 
culture, and so on. Nevertheless, they refer to their previous material exist-
ence as industrially manufactured automobile parts, whether recycled or 
new. Even Judd was careful not to discount this level of reference and its 
role in Chamberlain’s work:

The quality of John Chamberlain’s sculpture, in contrast, involves a three-
way polarity of appearance and meaning, successive states of the same form 
and material. A piece may appear neutral, just junk, casually objective; or 
redundant, voluminous beyond its structure, obscured by other chances 
and possibilities; or simply expressive, through its structure and details 

and oblique imagery. The appearance of a mass of colored automobile metal is 
obviously essential.28

While Chamberlain and others rightly resist the reductive reading of the 
sculptures in terms of their material sources (that is, cars), the referential 
vestiges of those materials are nevertheless persistent and crucial, as Judd 
noted. One sees a Chamberlain not just as abstract but, to repeat Judd, in 
“successive states of the same form and material.” At least one of those 
circulating states involves seeing the work as referential – even if to “just 
junk.” That is, the material components of a Chamberlain work to establish 
an extensional reference to a pre-existing thing (an autobody, an oil drum) 
that has been discarded or scrapped (or, in the case of his later use of van 
tops, ordered fresh). Even if this level of reference is subsumed as the viewer 

53 John Chamberlain, 
Endzoneboogie, 1988. Painted 
and chromium-plated steel,  

295 × 122.6 × 123.2 cm  
(116 × 481/4 × 481/2 in.). 

Froehlich Collection, 
Stuttgart.
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cycles through seeing the work’s multiplicity, it is never invisible or incon-
sequential, as Judd was careful to indicate. The engagements produced by 
the visual encounter with a Chamberlain are fueled by the viewer’s recog-
nition of the repurposed nature of his materials that have become delicately 
poised to establish dynamic volumes exceeding their mass.29 In this, the 
referential status of his materials was foundational for they facilitated the 
aim that Chamberlain prized for his own work – the “discovery angle” in 
which art showed us something previously unrecognized.30 Indeed, for 
much of his career, Chamberlain staged the theme of transformation by 
facilitating viewers’ identifications of his source materials, be they automo-
biles, bathroom cabinets, women’s undergarments, or oil drums.

Like it or not, Chamberlain’s materials have never been able to be com-
pletely overlooked because he makes their material specificity central to 

their deployment. That is, his process ensures that we know that the mate-
rials have had a previous history, even if it is just his own acts of making 
his components. Beyond the use of recycled cars, car parts, van tops, oil 
drums, and the like, Chamberlain’s practice of crumpling and cracking of 
colored surfaces calls attention to the fact that these materials have under-
gone transformation – that they once were something else, even if we do 
not know what. We see the present sculpture as the aggregation of the 
multiple prior stages his materials have undergone – manufactured, used, 
acquired by him, sometimes painted, crushed, and then fitted together (fig. 
54). However much Chamberlain and others stress that his sculptures are 
abstract and non-signifying, the sculptures themselves are always permeated 
by and coupled with this level of reference and this intimation of his 
materials’ previous histories. For instance, the subtle yet distinct role play- 
ed by a woman’s slip, ivory colored with black lace trim, in the sculpture 
titled Huzzy is crucial in establishing a relationship between an ostensibly 

54 John Chamberlain, Dolores James, 1962. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 184.2 × 
257.8 × 117.5 cm (721/2 × 1011/2 × 461/4 in.). Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 
70.1925.

opposite 55 Installation view, Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas, with John Chamber-
lain’s Tongue Pictures, 1979, in foreground.
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abstract sculpture and its figural and gendered associations (fig. 57). Cloth-
ing infers the human body more directly than many other materials. 
Combined with a title that is inescapably close to a word for an impudent 
or immoral woman (“hussy”), a particular gender is overlaid on an other-
wise non-figural assemblage. That is, the viewer will probably not experi-
ence any noetic resemblance between Huzzy and the human form. 
Nevertheless, the entire assemblage gains an unmistakably gendered valence 
once the recognition of source materials (women’s lingerie) and title are 
conjoined in the successive states of the viewer’s attention. As I shall argue, 
this emphasis on “successive states” and transformation is a crucial com-
ponent of Chamberlain’s conceptual process and the possibilities for 
meaning that it effects.

For a final, fourth example of the importance of “fit” or coupling as a 
wide-ranging strategy, one could look to the treatment for an unrealized 
film he planned with Viva Auder. In it, he used “fit” to explain how this 

56 John Chamberlain, Socket, 1975. Painted steel, 58.7 × 69.9 × 45.7 cm (23 × 271/2 × 
18 in.).

57 John Chamberlain, Huzzy, 1961. Steel, paint, and chromium plating with fabric, 137.2 
× 83.8 × 53.3 cm (54 × 33 × 21 in.). The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, 
Missouri, gift of Mrs. Charles F. Buckwalter in memory of Charles F. Buckwalter, F64-8.
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film’s narrative structure would be the result of how “magic moments” 
could be spliced together. The Secret Life of William Shakespeare was to have 
been Chamberlain’s second feature-length film, after his sexually explicit 
and freeform The Secret Life of Hernando Cortez from 1968 that featured 
Ultra Violet and Taylor Mead.31 For the Shakespeare film, he and Auder 
devised a dream cast for this anachronistic take on Elizabethan court drama 
that included the trans actress Holly Woodlawn along with the gay men 
Gary Indiana and Truman Capote because, they explained, “it appears that 
only actors of a certain sexual persuasion are adept at repartee, at gossip, at 
picking up the thread of an idea and running with it; in other words only 
those of a certain sexual persuasion would be able today to fit into the 
Elizabethan court. Why this is we don’t know. Suffice to say it exists.”32 
(The character of Queen Elizabeth is, in the film, revealed to be a “her-
maphrodite.”33) Following on this question of Elizabethan fit, they explained 
the process for making their improvisational film:

The film ought to evolve as a piece of sculpture; a Chamberlain sculpture. By 
this we don’t mean the researching, the writing, the casting – we mean 
the actual filming itself – the recording. The job of the director, like the 
job of the sculptor, is first to see the pieces, then to put them together. He 
isn’t going to take each piece and twist it, bend it, direct it, before he 
adds it to the ensemble, he’s going to choose each piece because he 
knows in advance it will fit. . . . Just as a sculpture dictates its own form, 
the movie must be allowed to dictate its own direction. Since the magic 
moments are to be allowed to happen spontaneously, the direction will mainly lie 
in the editing.34

As this description makes clear, Chamberlain understood the process of 
fitting as a general strategy. Derived from parataxis and daily tested in his 
acts of interlocking and balancing autobody parts and other materials, fitting 
was also the core Chamberlain’s attitude toward art and its effects. As he 
once told Creeley, “[I]t’s that fit which really has importance . . . a very crucial 
part of what art is really about.”35

With the four examples of coupling detailed above – volume and mass, 
painting and sculpture, abstraction and referentiality, and spontaneity and 
narrative structure – I have suggested just a few of the ways in which the 
formal and artistic operations of Chamberlain’s work continually return to 
this strategy of conjoining of differentiated elements to produce new 
possibilities. Throughout his career, Chamberlain expanded the concept of 
“fit,” seeing it as a general strategy of undermining binaries and categories 
through conjunction and interpenetration.

Beyond his artistic practice, he also used this strategy relentlessly when 
discussing his work, persistently undermining any positive assertions with 
the incorporation of alternative or counter-propositions. He often stressed 
the ways in which two aspects are distinguished only to be intermingled. 
Referring again to the paper sculptures in 1972, he said “I think what was 
also profound about the paper was that you could see the inside and the 
outside. You couldn’t literally see the inside, but you felt the inside because 
of the nature of the outside. Something like that” (see fig. 58).36 Like the 
sculptures he described, his words divide elements only to argue that they 
are inseparable.

Words were significant for Chamberlain, and his seminal year at Black 
Mountain College (1955–6) taught him an approach to poetry that was 
analogous to collage.37 This, in turn, suggested a new understanding of 
sculptural practice as fitting. He recently recalled with reference to his Black 
Mountain years: “If I have a room full of parts, they are like a lot of words 
and I have to take one piece and put it next to another and find out if it 
really fits. The poet’s influence is there, plus in my titles.”38 Because of this 
emphasis on language, Chamberlain’s own words should never be dismissed, 
despite their performances of difficulty and shallowness. Through his words, 
his performed artistic identity mirrors the parataxical formal and strategic 
operations of his sculpture. He was both forthright and evasive, straight-
talking and word-mincing, and if nothing else he mocked the idea that 
meaning has a single source – in him or elsewhere. That is, beyond being 
an artistic strategy, oxymoronic coupling also characterized the persona he 
presented when discussing his work – what Betsy Baker referred to as his 
“tendency towards evasion and self-camouflage.”39 Chamberlain stated that 
he did not like interviews, but the interview, more than any other critical 
genre, has dominated the literature on Chamberlain since he began doing 
them in the 1970s. Whether he liked them or not – or, rather, because he 
liked to dislike them – the interviews reveal a parallel strategy to the sculp-
tures. When performing his artistic persona in the staged setting of the 
formal interview intended for publication, Chamberlain consistently pro-
posed an idea only to amend it with a contradiction, a tangent, or a 
counter-proposition. For instance, in a telling moment in his widely cited 
interview with Julie Sylvester, she remarked “One of the strongest elements 
of your sculpture is stance and attitude,” to which Chamberlain replied: 
“Well, that’s just what I said. I could have been lying.” Sylvester replied, 
“Were you?” Chamberlain: “I’m not certain. Only time will tell.”40 In such 
exchanges, neither proposition nor counter-proposition prevails. They are 
always neatly fitted together, and it is the on-going dance between them 
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that produces the best window into Chamberlain’s artistic practice. That is, 
Chamberlain never explained his work directly nor pinned down its 
meaning. Instead, he offered his own circular and coupled words as a further 
example of how his sculptures operate. As he remarked in a late interview, 
“And I guess I have difficulty being interviewed because I don’t want to 
talk about my work. Like now, we are talking around the work.”41

Consequently, when one reads about Chamberlain, his many interviews 
seem at first to offer little help. Instead, it has been Judd’s writings that 
have become the key interpretive texts. Judd was a sensitive critic and a 
long-time advocate of Chamberlain’s work. He wrote a great deal about 
Chamberlain, despite the fact that the latter’s art seems, initially, antithetical 

to the austerity that Judd favored in his own. Compared to Chamberlain’s 
evasiveness and circularity, Judd’s writing about the sculptures is strikingly 
direct, and it is no surprise that Judd’s assessments from the 1960s have 
been reprinted again and again in exhibition catalogues of Chamberlain’s 
work. With his characteristic concision, he attempted to give an account 
of the slipperiness of Chamberlain’s work.42 There is one statement of his, 
in particular, that seems to me to summarize Chamberlain’s sculpture in 
all its excess. Discussing some of Chamberlain’s lacquer paintings in 1965, 
Judd wrote, “Another important thing about the reliefs is that they don’t 
have the same kind of generality or objective quality as that in the work 
of the best of older artists. The reliefs are not austere or whatever the 
quality is – it’s usually intrinsic to paint on canvas. They are extreme, snazzy, 
elegant in the wrong way, immoderate.”43 “Immoderate”: that is, going 
beyond proper limits, unrestrained in passions or conduct, excessive, 
wanton.44 There is too much there. A line has been crossed, and that which 
is normally kept out of bounds is welcomed in. Not just in his work, 
Chamberlain seems to relish being immoderate, crossing the line.

I borrow this term from Judd to expose further some of the ways in 
which Chamberlain operates both in his work and in his evasive and obfus-
cating statements about it. Immoderation was a tactic for him, like coupling, 
in which boundaries and distinctions are blurred or folded over each other. 
Beyond his achievement of immoderation in his work, how did he do this 
in his statements? Anyone familiar with his remarks and the persona he 
presented to critics will know that this attitude manifested itself most 
often – and most strategically – in his use of sex to shock and to disrupt 
interviews.45 He relied on sex as a means to break down conventions and 
to disarm others through his unashamed foregrounding of it. For instance, 
Larry Bell affectionately recalled,

When he came into the studio, the first thing he would do was remove 
his clothes, everything except a tank top, and stand around my place like 
a tour guide. His schlong was quite prominent. I would have guests come 
over, and John would just stand there looking at us. I would introduce 
him and he would nod his head but say nothing; his schlong said it all. 
He had a rooster and a pig tattoo, one on each foot.46

Beyond his discomfiting ways of foregrounding the sexual in his personal 
interactions and as a disruptive tactic in his interviews, Chamberlain also 
wove sex and sexual metaphors into his practice and the ways in which he 
characterized it.

58 John Chamberlain, Penthouse #46, 1969. Watercolor and resin on paper, 13.5 × 17.8 × 
11.4 cm (51/4 × 7 × 41/2 in.). Dia Art Foundation.
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One must take seriously – however immoderate it might seem on our 
part – how Chamberlain persistently introduced sex into discussions of his 
work. In addition to the artist’s own statements, bodily metaphors are taken 
up by critics to describe the works, from Judd’s mention of “tumescent 
planes”47 to Kertess’s observation that “The concrete reading of form [in 
Chamberlain’s sculptures] is frustrated, though we are aware of ambiguous 
sexual references in the mounting, plugging, and hugging that takes place 
among the individual components.”48 Remember that Chamberlain was the 
primary origin of this talk. For instance, he said in 1971:

I found that the particular principle of compression and wadding-up or 
manipulating with the fingers, so to speak, whether you use a machine 
or not, has a lot of application to a lot of different materials and I only 
use materials that deal with that. . . . So it all has to do with if it’s sexual, 
it’s squeezing and hugging. And if it’s instinctive, it has to do with fit 
and balance; if it’s emotional, it’s presence, and I don’t know how it gets 
to be intellectual.49

This account of his work deviated little throughout his career. By the 1971 
interview just cited, this explanation of his sculptural process through the 
association with sexuality had become commonplace for him. It continued 
as his main line from that point onward and is evident in interviews over 
the span of three and a half decades. For instance, in his oft-used artist’s 
statement, he repeated a similar account of his practice, saying, “I deal with 
new material as I see fit in terms of my decision making, which has to do 
primarily with sexual and intuitive thinking.”50 Despite Chamberlain’s 
regular frankness and insistence on this analogy, there remains in the critical 
record a prevailing reluctance about taking it seriously and saying too much, 
about being – like Chamberlain – immoderately focused on sex.51

The sexual is not a diversion from Chamberlain’s art nor is it merely a 
smokescreen that he came to use. Rather, the sexual emerged as the privi-
leged metaphor for the range of operations of coupling that circulate in 
Chamberlain’s work and public persona. Chamberlain remarked, “What is 
important for me about this work is what I’ve learned about assembly. The 
assembly is a fit, and the fit is sexual. That’s a mode I’m working.”52 Since 
coupling is the persistent formal and artistic strategy for Chamberlain, then 
it is imperative to investigate why his recurring metaphor for coupling or 
fitting has been sexual intercourse. This is an artist, for instance, who con-
stantly reminded viewers of the centrality of the sexual for his work, as 
when he showed a group of participatory foam couches in a 1972 gallery 
exhibition titled John Chamberlain/F_____g Couches, published a series of 

photographs of Ultra Violet and her genitals, or made his sexually explicit 
improvised films.53 If anything, sex was the one recurring element of 
content in his work. Speaking in general of his practice, he later recalled 
that “Softness and sexiness has much more to do with my work than auto-
mobile crashes” (see fig. 59).54

It is clear from his statements that one must not think of coupling and 
the sexual simply in terms of Chamberlain’s personal erotic disposition, and 
I make no claims about him on this biographical level. While no doubt 
this comes into play, Chamberlain’s work is interesting not because his 
sculptures might be somehow imprinted by it. My interest, rather, is in 
Chamberlain’s recurring deployment of the analogy of the sexual to works 
that seem resolutely to resist figuration. This tells us little about Chamber-
lain the individual, but it points to the ways that his coupling of reference 
and abstraction (and his concomitant commitment to the sexual metaphor) 
has wider implications for how his work evokes and unsettles meanings 
and identifications. That is, if Chamberlain only ever explained his work 

59 Poster for John 
Chamberlain, “Soft and 
Hard”: Recent Sculpture, 

Lo Giudice Gallery, 
Chicago, 1970.  

Photography Archives, 
Solomon R.  

Guggenheim Museum, 
New York.
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and practice by analogy (and this analogy has most often been to the “sexual 
fit”), then a way to understand the operations of his work is to pursue the 
implications of that analogy.

It is significant that Chamberlain himself was careful to emphasize that 
the sexual fit is not necessarily between himself and the sculpture but rather 
that it involves a sexuality of the parts, with each other. For instance, in a 
1986 interview, he said: “Each part is different, and each part can fit to 
some place convenient to itself. In other words, if you have two parts and 
they fit together, not only do they become much stronger because of their 
union, but they tend to develop certain lines in relation to each other that 
suggest a marriage.”55 In other words, what is this marriage if not a coupling 
of two gendered parts? But the parts are not securely identifiable as male 
or female, or even penetrative or receptive. As mentioned above, he refers 
to the sexual fit as “squeezing and hugging,” often leaving his description 
of erotic activity outside of ways that gender might be neatly assigned to 
parts or activities. As he does repeatedly when talking around his works, 
he refuses to pin down a specific signification.

Throughout his career, one of Chamberlain’s primary concerns was to 
maintain possibility and openness in the meaning of his works rather than 
attempt to dictate how a viewer should respond to them. He once explained 
that “art is the only place left where a person can go discover something 
and not have to be told by somebody else whether they discovered it or 
not.”56 This is an important statement, and it reflects Chamberlain’s main 
priorities for his art – transformation and discovery. Accordingly, his refusal 
to prescribe an essential meaning for his works was central to Chamberlain’s 
artistic priorities (and was, as well, reflected in his frequent evasiveness). 
Similarly, when making his repeated statements about the sexual fit, he rarely 
specified its variables through recourse to conventional gender or sexual 
identities. The fit was generative not prescriptive. By and large he preferred 
to keep the “sexual” in “sexual fit” deliberately vague, open, and inclusive. 
Ultimately, it is an unorthodox and unspecified gendered and sexual cou-
pling that emerges from this metaphor that he recurringly conjoined with 
his abstract sculpture. This characterization of gender as multiple and variable 
was largely consistent in his statements on the sexual fit. For instance, in a 
late interview Chamberlain retained such strategic vagueness: “So you have 
a fit, and you have a form and you have a color. And so all of these three 
parts are – . . . They’re having a good time together, if you put them together 
well.”57 When Chamberlain repeatedly invoked sexuality in his work, his 
willful unspecificity about its makeup and parameters was significant and, 
furthermore, entirely in accord with his general avoidance of dictating 

meaning or response for his sculptures. That is, he invoked meaning by 
referring to the sexual as an analogue for his process but willfully diverted 
any attempt simply or singularly to define its contours.

The characterization of fit and coupling as sexual, and consequently of 
his sculptures as summoning multiple but unspecified genders, has been 
seized on as a descriptive strategy by some commentators. Gary Indiana, 
writing about Essex and other related pieces, remarked:

The general impetus of the work is consciously sexual, not just in the 
snug interlocking of parts, but in the repetition of certain allusions, the 
deployment of unusually (and somewhat inexplicably) libidinal objects. 
The emphasis on certain elements throughout a sequence of works will 

60 John Chamberlain, Panna-Normanna, 1972. Painted and 
chromium-plated steel, 170 × 218.5 × 261.5 cm (67 × 86 × 
103 in). Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas.

61 Detail of John Chamberlain, Panna-Normanna, 1972.



124 125a b s t r a c t  b o d i e s i m m o d e r a t e  c o u p l i n g s

stress, say, the erotic lure of crushed door panels, radiator grilles, impacted 
rear-end assemblies. . . . Consider the eroticism of the massive foam couches: 
vast, brooding, carnal invitations designed for one thing and one thing only.58

This persistent invocation of the sexual in accounts offered by Chamberlain 
and others of his process and of his work makes it imperative to pursue 

how gender manifests itself in those proposed relations. Sexuality continues 
to be primarily defined through the genders of its protagonists, and one 
can barely talk about the sexual without at least questioning what genders 
might be at play.59 While gender and sexuality have since the early twentieth 
century been defined as distinct constellations of cultural and individual 
traits, they nevertheless implicate each other and are interdependently 
defined.60 Most simply, the invocation of sexuality necessarily brings with 
it the question of genders (regardless of whether that question is answered 
or deferred). Chamberlain’s deployment of the sexual analogies for his 
fitting is no different. One cannot avoid the fundamental issue of gender 
and its centrality to how the category of sexuality has itself been defined. 
What is significant about Chamberlain’s rhetoric, however, is how this 
mutual implication of gender with sexuality interfaced with his own prac-
tice of raising the open-ended analogy of the sexual to his otherwise non-
figural work.

As the sampling of critical discussions offered earlier attests, the identifica-
tion of gender in the components and in the fit has proven difficult to pin 
down. One becomes easily frustrated if one seeks to assign genders securely 
to the parts, to the sculptures, or to aspects of Chamberlain’s process. There 
is no hidden symbology of sexual organs or body parts.61 Many of Cham-
berlain’s commentators have found it easier to leave gender indiscriminate 
while nevertheless calling for a sexualized reading of the work. Indiana, in 
the passage quoted, calls the parts “libidinal objects,” for instance. Jochen 
Poetter emphasized a similar polymorphous gendering in Chamberlain’s 
process:

In his work, Chamberlain has spoken repeatedly of the motif of sexuality 
and eroticism. How this motif might possibly be reflected in the cold 
metal-works may not be readily apparent. Since the mid-’seventies, 
Chamberlain has been purchasing car metal directly from the manufac-
turer. Molded to fit their function, painted and ready for assembly, ini-
tially the parts still share an anonymous origin. Only after they have been 
caught between the metal jaws of the press in the artist’s workshop do 
they metamorphose into living forms.62

Poetter’s account of the sexual in Chamberlain’s work is careful to leave 
sexes and genders unspecified, even going as far as to consider them emerg-
ing variably from the same raw materials. His metaphor of the primordial 
forging of gendered and sexual forms – always unspecified and new each 
time – is particularly suggestive. When asking about gender in these sculp-

62 John Chamberlain, Chili Terlingua, 1972–74. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 176.5 
× 208 × 264 cm (691/2 × 82 × 104 in.). Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas.
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tures, it is clearly inadequate (and unfruitful) to search for parts that could 
be nominated as male or female. Stable or static assignments or iconogra-
phies are not feasible. Rather, one needs to consider a wider range of pos-
sibilities for how the category of gender might be put into play as a result 
of Chamberlain’s process and the analogy he offers for it. Poetter’s own 

metaphor for this is particularly resonant because Chamberlain’s work and 
practice both rely on transformation as a fundamental priority – from the 
re-use of scrap metal, industrial products, and detritus to the resulting oscil-
lation between abstraction and reference that this recycling fosters (recall 
Judd’s statement about the “successive states of the same form or mate-
rial”).63 The acts of transformation effected through coupling are what 
Chamberlain seeks to allude to with his talk of the “sexual fit.” However, 
in order to explicate how his artistic process can support such an analogy 
to sexuality and, by implication, gender, one needs an account of gender 
that itself emphasizes material transformations. Required is a definition of 
gender that incorporates its mutability, its volitional potential, its temporal-
ity, and, most of all, the multiplicity of ways it is embodied (fig. 64). In 
short, Chamberlain’s work demands that when pursuing gender one thinks 
beyond two given, static categories (and, for that matter, those categories’ 
equation with assumptions of dimorphism).

As discussed in the Introduction, a central aim in the emergence of 
theories and histories of gender in recent decades has been to overturn 
assumptions that the sexed body is simply dimorphic and that genders are 
wholly biologically determined, static, and simply binary in scope. Gender 
identity cannot be assumed to be co-extensive with or deterministically 
arising from the sexed body.64 Indeed, as histories of the medical establish-
ment’s problematic attempts to manage intersex individuals come to light, 
it is clear that the boundaries of the sexed body – beyond the complexities 
of gender at both the personal and the social levels – have never been 
inflexible or absolute.65 Genders are contingent and hard-won modes of 
inhabiting bodies in negotiation with the cultural, historical, and social 
contexts in which they operate. As Judith Butler has remarked, “Terms of 
gender designation are thus never settled one and for all but are constantly 
in the process of being remade.”66 As she has argued, genders may come 
to seem “natural” or inherent for some, but any sense of “being” a gender 
is repeatedly subject to the need for its reinforcement. It is, thus, funda-
mentally temporal rather than static for all individuals, even though many 
may experience and enact gender identity as consistent. It is this temporal 
nature of gender that grounds the always-present potential for trans posi-
tions. To recall Susan Stryker’s definition of trans, it is “the movement across 
a socially imposed boundary away from an unchosen starting place – rather 
than any particular destination or mode of transition.”67 Such a movement 
happens within a temporal register, and all genders are to a degree in 
transformation and changing, even if it is just the conventional narrative of 
childhood to adolescence to adulthood. Such transitions require work, 

63 John Chamberlain, Four Polished Nails, 1979. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 142 
× 124.5 × 53.5 cm (56 × 49 × 21 in.). Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas.
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experimentation, and commitment to be and to inhabit a gender, however 
common or unique.

The understanding of gender as temporally construed is the fundamental 
epistemological shift for which transgender studies demands recognition. 
Central to this position is a critical analysis of the “idealization of dimor-
phism” that underwrites traditional notions of the sexed body.68 By con-
trast, transgender histories place value on those many different types of 
existing genders and bodies that cannot be adequately described through 
binary, dimorphic, and static categories. The lessons of these accounts of 
gender are that any all-encompassing and fundamental binary division of 
humanity into only male and female bodies (and masculine and female 
genders which are assumed to correspond to those bodies) fails to tell us 
much about the complexity of individual lives and histories – let alone 
much about the contingent cultural categories of masculinity and feminin-
ity that only sometimes map onto them. Activist movements around trans-
sexual, transgender, and intersex politics have provided the catalysts for 
such non-dimorphic and temporalized accounts of gender and, impor-
tantly, of human bodies. In turn, this more refined interrogation of gender 
diversity has allowed for the long-standing existences of varieties of trans-
sexual and transgender lives in history to come to light. Ultimately, these 
critical formulations have deep ramifications not just for how one under-
stands all genders but also for how one conceptualizes sexuality without 
privileging dimorphism.

While seemingly far from Chamberlain’s crushed auto parts, I contend 
that these understandings of genders via their temporalities and transforma-
tions are necessary to recognize the complexity he himself encourages for 
his work. After all, Chamberlain made transformation, contingency, and 
synergistic conjunction foundational priorities at both a material and a 
conceptual level. As Thomas Crow has remarked about these acts of making, 
“At the inception of [Chamberlain’s] process, each potential component 
circulates in a state of flux, a continuum which its ultimate sculptural 
destination, if it has one, remains undefined.”69 Chamberlain’s best way of 
characterizing this unforeclosed potential was to make an analogy to the 
sexual, and it is from this analogy that Chamberlain’s work – as he main-
tained – drew its energy. But it is crucial that his particular overlay of 
sexuality onto abstraction denies easy identification, standard roles, binary 

opposite 64 John Chamberlain, F*****g Asterisks, 1988. Painted chromium and plated 
steel, 243.8 × 207.6 × 119.3 cm (96 × 813/4 × 47 in.). Martin Z. Margulies Collection.
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modes, and simple categorizations. His characteristic evocation and frustra-
tion of meaning – present in his titles, his statements, and even in his 
semi-allusive formal constellations – all demand openness rather than fixity. 
His deployment of the sexual analogy requires no less. The perspective 
gained through a recognition of transgender capacities most adequately 
registers the rejection of foreclosure about meaning, identification, and 
recognition that he often urged on behalf of his sculpture.

When talking about his own work, Chamberlain repeatedly gave the 
analogy of the sexual fit to the transformational process that results in each 
work, composed of multitudes of couplings, conjunctions, and fittings that 
aggregately make a cohesive whole – a sculpture. When the ramifications 
of this recurring analogy are pursued in the light of his other concerns 
over the unfixity of meaning, however, this characterization exceeds the 
confines of an understanding of genders and of bodies as being simply and 
irrevocably designated male or female. Most simply put, he always interjects 
the sexual into discussions of his practice and art in a way that leaves open 
and unfixed where and how the sexual coupling is located and between 
whom. In that interjection, gender is offered as a question with an inde-
terminate answer – one that is never either/or and one that can be posed 
again and again. It makes little sense to see only male and female in his 
works when he himself was careful to keep his options from being so 
limited or static. As many have noted when writing about Chamberlain’s 
works and their relationship to the sexual, far more is going on.

However, it is not precise enough to see the gender operating in Cham-
berlain’s work as fluid. Rather, it is directly rooted in the material possibili-
ties offered by the individual parts and, once coupled with another, how 
those possibilities are developed or inflected by that new situation. Despite 
the fact that any assignment of gender to the parts must necessarily be 
contingent, this does not mean that it is random or arbitrary. It is the 
temporal process of his fitting of the parts that is significant, for it is one 
of transforming a material into a particular instance. Just as Judd spoke of 
the importance of recognizing the “successive states” of Chamberlain’s 
materials and their “oblique imagery,” so too must we recognize that the 
genders that he invokes are also the result of successive transforma-
tions – that is, transitioning from one state to another in response to the 
situations and conjunctions in which they are put.

Chamberlain’s statements about ambiguous sexuality could be seen simply 
in terms of an inclusive definition of the sexual – a kind of “free love” 
attitude in which the sexual is available to all and any combinations. Such 
an interpretation of Chamberlain would, itself, be useful, but it would 

nevertheless fail to embrace the full implications of his mapping of the 
sexual and, with it, the gendered onto abstraction. His work also implies a 
multiplication of genders and not just a limitless recombination of conven-
tional or given ones. That is, the generation of semantic openness that 
Chamberlain claims over and over again for the work under the rubric of 
the sexual extends to gender beyond and in addition to sexuality.

It is not that Chamberlain necessarily intended to de-classify gender in 
the terms outlined here, and I am making no claims about any oppositional 
or critical intent on his part. Instead, it is the complexity of his artistic 
practice that prompts a need for an interpretative lens focused on the issues 
he raised for and through his work. While claiming that his sculpture is 
largely non-signifying and un-mimetic, Chamberlain nevertheless often titled 
and explained his works with reference to their manifestation of the sexual. 
Looking back on his career, he remarked, “A lot of my work is very erotic.”70 
He urged viewers to find their own meanings in the work but gave them 
a nudge in the direction of the sexual and the gendered. In short, this is 
another moment of coupling a trait with its contradiction: his rigorously 
non-figurative art is couched in a rhetoric that constantly invokes the pres-
ence and potentiality of gender in it and in his process.71 Consequently, his 
work offers itself as an exemplary theoretical object through which to inter-
rogate the manifestations of genders in a non-figurative register.

We are left to ask how and where genders emerge in Chamberlain’s 
works? Some of his sculptures are, in fact, directly designated as simply 
female or male. This occurs most often with titles, but also can be coded 
through materials or colors, like the early works Miss Lucy Pink (see fig. 
51) or the aforementioned Huzzy (see fig. 57). Equally, there are those that 
are titled as male, like Son of Dudes (fig. 65 and see fig. 52). These assign-
ments, however, are never completely stable or unquestionable. One could 
note, for instance, that Son of Dudes is designated as male and as the product 
of male-male procreation. Titles like these more obvious ones leave little 
doubt that these figures are intended to be somehow understood in relation 
to conventional binary genders, yet it is not always clear how viewers are 
to link up that gender with the formal and artistic elements that are shared, 
across genders, with other work. In addition, the focus of the sexual fit is 
on the parts that make up the work as a whole, so no sculpture can be 
monolithically or simply gendered. Furthermore, when one looks more 
broadly at Chamberlain’s oeuvre, these simply gendered works are only a 
portion of the whole.

Beyond sculpture labeled male or female, what about the works that 
seem to evoke more than one body with indeterminate genders, such as 
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Three Cornered Desire (fig. 66), Crowded Hearts, and the Socket series (see fig. 
44)? Just as with his explanations of his work, Chamberlain’s titles often 
invoke genders and couplings without ever fully pinning them down to a 
color, an iconography, or a formal element. Perhaps this is one of the 
reasons why the titles often go undiscussed (or suppressed) in the literature 
on Chamberlain. They are difficult to match up with the works, but they 
nevertheless can color or direct the viewer’s experience of the work.72 In 
particular, they often key his sculptures to issues of the figure, the bodily, 
and the gendered. This is not superfluous to his work, but central to it. 
Importantly, however, Chamberlain introduces genders in a willfully unde-
fined manner, positing them not as essential traits that simply are or are 
not there. They are, rather, open to contestation and refiguration in a way 
analogous to the critique of gender dimorphism and biological determinism 

le ft 65 John Chamberlain,  
Son of Dudes (see also fig. 52).

opposite 66 John  
Chamberlain, Three Cornered 
Desire, 1979. Painted and  
chromium-plated steel,  
177.8 × 261.6 × 177.8 cm  
(70 × 103 × 70 in.). Dia Art 
Foundation.

made by transgender theory. This is especially evident in the period when 
he reinvested his process in working with metal in the 1970s. This retro-
spective phase coincided with his increasing vocalization of the sexual 
metaphor for his process and his more explicit and complex staging of 
genders in the work. When one looks at his body of work as a whole, one 
can see how this assessment of his own process consistently and repeatedly 
raises the category of gender only to make its manifestation variable. Again, 
when talking about making and viewing these works – even the ones 
identified as a single body – Chamberlain talked about the “sexual fit” 
within them. For instance, in works from the late 1970s such as Folded Nude 
and One Twin, the question of unity and internal division are foregrounded. 
Both titles ostensibly refer to one body, but one that folds in on itself or 
is doubled (fig. 67). They are both coupled unities, identified as a body. In 
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neither, however, do we viewers see a clear identification of gender or any 
noetic resemblance to a human figure, only Chamberlain’s comments about 
the “sexual fit” within ringing in our ears, prompting us to search for 
genders both in and of the work. There is no answer to this puzzle, 
however – no truth of gender there to be recovered once and for all in 
the sculpture or anchored to its individual parts.

For Chamberlain’s most explicit staging of such issues, one could look 
to the Kiss sculptures, also from the late 1970s (figs 68–70; see also figs 72–74). 
Here, Chamberlain cited a long line of famous sculptures of kissing couples, 
such as those by Auguste Rodin and Constantin Brancusi (fig. 71), but he 
left the question open in his works as to who is doing the kissing. The 
coloring of the works demarcates two halves to each sculpture, implying a 
kiss between them. As one looks at the series as a whole, it becomes less 
easy to match up one side with one gender and another side with the 
other – or even with the same. In some, colors with gendered connotations 
(pink and blue) are used, but others use different combinations of colors. 
In all, there is no easy division into halves or segments but, rather, an 
ambiguity in their generally bilateral compositions. What, from one angle, 
might be identified as “male” might from another look “female.” From yet 
another perspective, this same element could look like a little bit of 
both – or neither. Even in Brancusi’s paired-down couple, he made sure 
subtly to indicate sexual difference between the figures with such details 
as the swelling belly and long hair of his female half. Chamberlain’s Kisses, 
however, leave the question willfully open and circulating. The genders, that 
is, are successive transformations emergent from the same material object 
(the oil drum). To put it most bluntly, just as transgender theory argues that 
biology is not deterministic of the infinite variety of genders and the voli-
tion of the individuals who enact them, so too can one see in Chamberlain’s 
evocation of the sexual a framing of gender that demands to be seen not 
as intrinsic or fixed but as the result of particular and unforeclosable 
transformations.

Perhaps only with a full embrace of this open-endedness and – as Cham-
berlain put it – “discovery,” can one understand the ramifications of his 
practice. His headlong formal ballet of poised, crushed metal is nothing less 
than a summary of transformations and metamorphoses. His use of the 
bodily dynamics of sexuality as his primary metaphor has the effect of 

opposite 67 John Chamberlain, Folded Nude, 1978. Painted and chromium-plated steel, 
198 × 193 × 53.5 cm (78 × 76 × 21 in.). The Menil Collection, Houston.
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injecting a sort of free-floating and unspecified anthropomorphism into his 
work. This metaphor never resolves into an iconography or attaches itself 
to the work’s forms no matter how much it suffuses his triumphantly lusty 
accounts of its making. It is this very lack of resolution between the com-
mitted non-referentiality of Chamberlain’s work and his bodily and erotic 
allusions that produces an open-ended account of metamorphosis. The 
work took on a life of its own as Chamberlain adapted to the crushed 
materials and their balances in order to orchestrate its couplings. This was 
what he meant when he said, “The completion of the piece is intuitive.”73 
Or as he described the job of the sculptor: “first to see the pieces, then to 
put them together. He isn’t going to take each piece and twist it, bend it, 
direct it, before he adds it to the ensemble. He’s going to choose each piece 
because he knows in advance it will fit. . . . a sculpture dictates its own 
form.”74 This was the “discovery angle” that Chamberlain understood his 
polymorphous couplings producing for him and for viewers.

My concern in this analysis is to draw out from Chamberlain’s works 
this capacity to allegorize the transformability of gender that is made visible 

and fundamental in transgender theories and histories. It is Chamberlain’s 
long-running insistence on tying the sexual to the non-figural in his par-
ticularly open way that seems to me to offer, on the one hand, a way 
toward a clearer recognition of the conceptual sophistication of his work 
and aims and, on the other, a way of offering an account of gender as 
transformed, temporal, and narrativized. This is useful because it is this 
understanding of gender as narratively construed as a transformation that 
is itself often difficult to represent, to figure, or to allegorize.75

This might all seem far removed from Chamberlain’s no-nonsense per-
sonality and his stated intentions, however vague. In no way did he espouse 
a critique of gender when he talked about his work, but he did rigorously 
attempt to unanchor and multiply meanings in it and in his process. In so 
doing this under the rubric of the sexual, however, he raised questions 
about gender in its traditional characterization as static and determined. 
Sometimes, interviewers posed these questions back to Chamberlain, who 
appropriately reacted with his characteristic dislike for dictating meanings 
and intentions. Rather than specify, he preferred openness when it came 
to his work. This is clearest in a terse but telling response to Henry 
Geldzahler in a 1992 interview. Geldzahler had remarked:

Aesthetically, the most amazing thing about your work is the same thing 
that is amazing about you. In order to do the work, you have to be an 
engineer on the one hand, and a poet on the other. You have to be a 
realist and a romantic at the same time. You have to be masculine and 
not afraid of being feminine all at the same time. Feminine in the sense 
that such an almost “nail polish-lipstick” aestheticizing is going on, which 
could embarrass someone who’s embarrassed by things like that. I don’t 
know, I just admire the fact that the structure is perfect, and at the same 
time, the color works. So tender. I know the idea of being feminine 
doesn’t thrill you, but I think it’s there.

Chamberlain’s reply to him was simple and short: “Well it is. Everybody’s 
both.”76

In this statement, one can see how fundamental the strategy of coupling 
was for Chamberlain’s understanding of his work and his practice. It is not 
surprising that when confronted with a question about gender and his 
work, he would offer an answer that defied the conventional limitations of 
a binary either/or.

One outcome of this analysis of Chamberlain’s deployment of sexuality 
and gender is to suggest connections between his project and larger contexts 

68 John Chamberlain, Kiss #28, 1979. Painted steel, 63.5 × 90 × 53.5 cm (25 × 351/2 × 
21 in.).
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and currents in postwar art history. He is often consigned to the narrow 
framework of a latecomer to Abstract Expressionism, and many have uncriti-
cally disregarded his work as merely formalist abstraction. This labeling of 
Chamberlain as an Abstract Expressionist (late or otherwise) has always been 
inadequate for him, and this taxonomy obscures much of the sophistication 
of his practice.77 It is true that he was influenced by painters such as Willem 
de Kooning and Franz Kline, but what are we to make of an artist who 
was both a fixture at the Cedar Bar and part of the group that filmed Lone-

some Cowboys with Andy Warhol?78 Chamberlain’s tactics are less similar to 
the heroicism of the Abstract Expressionists to which he is often compared 
and more akin to the ambivalent and parataxical approach of a contempo-
rary like Larry Rivers.79 Similarly, Robert Smithson slyly saw in Chamber-
lain’s work a comparison to Kenneth Anger’s groundbreaking 1964 film 
Scorpio Rising with its camp take on motorcycle culture.80 Perhaps the willful 
unfixity of meaning in Chamberlain’s oeuvre is, as well, better compared to 
the critical engagement with silence and the blocking of direct expression 

69 John Chamberlain, Kiss #11, 1979. Painted steel, 62 × 99 × 51 cm (241/2 × 39 × 20 in.). 70 John Chamberlain, Kiss #11, alternative view.
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characteristic of the work of Jasper Johns or Robert Rauschenberg. Cham-
berlain works from a different set of starting points from these other artists, 
with whom he seems to share little stylistic affinity or perspective. Never-
theless, his work – along with Johns, Rauschenberg, Anger, Warhol, and 
other artists such as Lee Bontecou and Sari Dienes – deployed sophisticated 
tactics for subverting readability and multiplying meanings that were devel-
oped, in part, from a reaction to the dominance of Abstract Expressionism 
and, significantly, from questions about how and why identity, sexuality, and 
gender could or should be registered and legible in artwork. In order better 
to consider Chamberlain’s relation to the historical context and art-
theoretical debates of his time, it is necessary to look for such connections 
that may not manifest themselves at the level of stylistic resemblance. One 
need just remember that Chamberlain’s work appealed to a wide variety of 
his contemporaries – among those who owned his sculpture were Judd, 
Frank Stella, Johns, Rauschenberg, Cy Twombly, and Warhol.

What I have attempted to outline in this chapter is a way of discussing 
Chamberlain’s works that departs from the tired debate about whether they 
are about abstraction or about cars. Instead, I have sought to extrapolate 
larger theoretical issues that his practice manifests and that his rhetoric 
engenders. He persistently reminded his viewers that the key to understand-
ing his work is in grasping the implications of his artistic process and its 
sexual fit. At base, gender and sexuality were crucial analogies through 
which he grappled with the full potential of the fitting of elements and 
the polyvalence that coupling generates. When Chamberlain spoke of the 
origins of his attitude, he recalled his time at Black Mountain College:

So I had this collection of words that I liked to look at. It didn’t matter 
what they meant, I liked the way they looked. I would look at these 
words and I would put them together and come up with an image that 
was unlike what you could achieve if you didn’t do it this way. I remem-
ber one line I wrote in which I put together two words: blonde day. I’d 
never thought of a day being blonde. I still haven’t, but I liked the way 
that connection functioned, and it’s a very good example of how I 
work. . . . I guess that’s part of my definition of art. Art is a peculiar 
madness in which you use other means of communication, means that 
are recognizable to other people, to say something they haven’t yet heard, or 
haven’t yet perceived, or had repressed.81

Chamberlain claims that the conjoining of the two terms creates new, as 
yet unimagined meanings. His combination of the words “blonde day” is 
neither meaningless nor nonsense. The unexpected coupling of the terms 
draws out their contingency and demonstrates the ability to create some-
thing wholly new. Even in this example, the body and gender are invoked 
but left ambiguous. A “blonde day” may mean something different to each 
of us, but it nevertheless has different possibilities from a “brunette 
night” – not to mention a “salt and pepper afternoon”. It is openness and 
the capacity for transformation that Chamberlain stresses. The act of fitting 
creates new possibilities for seeing the words differently and for seeing in 
their combination something that could not previously be visualized. One 
of Chamberlain’s own mottos warrants repeating here: “art is the only place 
left where a person can go discover something and not have to be told by 
somebody else whether they discovered it or not.”82

By now, it should be clear that Chamberlain’s work is not about sex in 
any simple or banal way. Rather, to understand why and how the sexual 
operates for Chamberlain as an analogue to his practice is, on the one hand, 
to begin to understand how complex his works are with regard to their 

75 Installation view, Chinati Foundation, Marfa, Texas, with Panna-Normanna, 1972, in 
foreground.
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play with meaning and, on the other, to see formulations of both sexuality 
and gender that are at once both more open and more inclusive. Through-
out his statements about his work, Chamberlain left space and time both 
for coupling and for genders to be imagined otherwise. In this way, Cham-
berlain’s work can be understood to push the long-running issue of abstract 
anthropomorphism beyond its limits – both in his consistent rejection of 
mimetic rendering of the human form and in his work’s concomitant 
opening up of the ways in which the human may be located without 
recourse to resemblance to known bodies. This fostering of potentiality and 
this allegorization of transformation is precisely why his work is compelling, 
both visually and conceptually. By underscoring the strategic play in the 
works and in his words – and specifically the way they persistently call 
forth sexual and gendered possibilities in spite of the apparent abstraction 
of his sculptures – I think we can begin to understand how important it 
is to ask just how Chamberlain fits.

opposite 76 John Chamberlain, Ultrafull Private, 1967. Cor-ten steel and galvanized steel, 
169.2 × 138.4 × 146.1 cm (665/8 × 541/2 × 571/2 in.) Dia Art Foundation.
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pean art in the postwar period offered by Alex 
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that oppositions between abstraction and figura-
tion are not just artificial but have hindered rec-
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engagements; Alex Potts, Experiments in Modern 
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Postwar European and American Art (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 2013).
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237–54.
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X18.
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stein, “100 Women in Touch with Our Time,” 
Harper’s Bazaar, 3110 (January 1971): 104–16 and 
Mary Beth Edelson, “Some Living American 
Women Artists,” Off Our Backs 4, no. 2 (1974): 
10–11.
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