
Elizabeth Orr: A Gorgeous Profile 

 In his 1967 essay “Art and Objecthood,” Michael Fried argues that it is the duty—a 

spiritual vocation, even—of art to oppose theatre. Truly modern art is meant to present itself 

wholly and autonomously and require no audience for its completion. Minimalism, with its 

durationality and intersubjective call to the viewer, is, for Fried, a debased exemplar of 

theatricality. Cinema gets the rawest deal of all, I think, when Fried dismisses it as barely worthy 

of mention, since it is not adequately critical of the theatre/art divide: 

Because cinema escapes theatre—automatically, as it were—it provides a welcome and 
absorbing refuge to sensibilities at war with theatre and theatricality. At the same time, 
the automatic, guaranteed character of the refuge—more accurately, the fact that what is 
provided is a refuge from theatre and not a triumph over it, absorption not conviction—
means that the cinema, even at its most experimental, is not a modernist art.  1

Though he does not fully contend with Fried’s assertion that cinema is complicit and escapist, 

Douglas Crimp famously takes apart “Art and Objecthood” in his theorization of Pictures, 

insisting that art should conversely be unafraid to intersect with the theatrical (though he does 

not deconstruct the latent homophobia of Fried’s use of that word, which Fried describes as a 

“faggot sensibility” ) and the durational and the contextual and even the melodramatic or 2

autobiographical.  

Crimp’s intervention became the standard by which we understand vanguard art to be 

liminal and performative, so it would be a cliché and limiting indeed to say that Elizabeth Orr’s 

show at La Kaje illustrates or becomes an example of the dispute surrounding Minimalism that I 
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have outlined. We could say, for example, that Orr’s transformation of the gallery floor into a 

photographic sculpture, an impenetrable but loving refuge of architecture and image, could be 

seen as a combination of the photo-conceptualist discourse of the Pictures Generation with 

institutional critique, despite, or exactly because, those discourses are largely kept apart (I think, 

in part, because we associate women with the former and men with the latter and gays with 

neither). Since Crimp neglects to theorize the queerness that doubtless informed his reaction to 

Fried, we could say that Orr enacts a comical queering of the argument about what kind of affect 

and what kind of presence “good” art should maintain. It would be equally interesting to consider 

how Orr’s tactile presentation of a concentrated and out-of-place projected image affords the 

chance to resist absorption and instead understand film as a material, mappable, intimate, and 

critical entity, as is also the case in Orr’s MT RUSH (2016).  

These potential dissertations on Orr’s work can and should be written, but what I want to 

foreground here is everything that is not-always-critical (but not post-critical), because that is 

what the Fried-Crimp argument is really about. It is about to what degree criticism and history 

and aesthetics are affective and emotional phenomena, to what degree they all boil down to 

autobiography. Orr writes in the show’s press release: “A gorgeous profile hidden: the well-lit 

front, and the backstage. Denial and illumination operating together. Asking—If we really felt 

like the spaces we lived in were slightly moving all the time, could we cope?” A gorgeous 

profile, like Sherrie Levine’s silhouettes of famous men that would inspire Crimp to write his 

Pictures essays. A gorgeous profile, like the things that art critics write about artists in T: The 

New York Times Magazine or Vogue. A gorgeous profile, like a coin, or a not-so-gorgeous profile, 

like anti-Semitic propaganda. A gorgeous profile, like somebody’s face we have touched in a 



manner that is both sentimental and highly self-aware (Fried and Crimp are both in equal 

measure and in not-so-different ways).  

That skin we have seen and touched becomes a monument (albeit one that is neither 

nostalgic nor resistant to deflation) in the form of Orr’s wall-as-screen, which lives before (or 

maybe “for,” in the relational sense despised by Fried and fetishized by Crimp) the projected 

image and not behind it. Its function is not to present or frame the image, therefore, but rather to 

exist lovingly in proximity to it, as we might with characters onscreen or in memes. We might 

imagine then who or what resides in Orr’s closed-off tent that seems contiguous with us, 

inasmuch as it is the floor we walk on, and abjectly and painfully distant, like a cancerous lump 

that is divided from our bodies by a line of hardened flesh or polluting plastic. Above all, we 

could wonder whose profile has been hidden, according to Orr, and whose floor, whose history 

we would like to transform into something that might potentially swaddle us or irk us so greatly 

that we create an academic or aesthetic rebuttal. 


