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   Tavares Strachan, artist proposal cover letter to Grand Arts, 2007. 
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   Emily Roysdon, Ecstatic Resistance (schema), designed in collaboration 
with Carl Williamson, 2009. Silkscreen and chine collé on paper, 34 ! x 25 
in. (print: 10 Grand Press, Brooklyn, New York)

   Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, it’s not me, it’s you, 2008.  
Inkjet print on paper with watercolor and pastels, A4. 

   Untitled photograph, 2009. (photo: Emily Roysdon)

<   Ecstatic Resistance 
postcard invitation. 
Image: Jeanine Oleson, 
The Greater New York 
Smudge Cleanse, 2008. 
Documentation of 
performance, Federal 
Hall, New York. (photo: 
Khaela Maricich)

   Roysdon visits the set of Broke People’s Baroque Peoples’ 
Theater prior to performance, La Esquina, Kansas City, 
Missouri, 2009. (photo: Martin Diggs)

   Content warning sign, annotated by 
Ecstatic Resistance artists, 2009.

Ecstatic Resistance was a set of experiments to test the 
limits of the impossible, a set of strategies for transgressing 
the unthinkable, the unspeakable, the taboo. Conceived 
and developed by artist and writer Emily Roysdon, the 
philosophy/practice operated by motivating desire to give 
political protest a new look. “It wants to talk about pleasure 
in the domain of resistance,” Roysdon writes in the essay 
accompanying the group exhibition. “It is about waiting, and 
the temporality of change.” 
  !

<   Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, documentation, BACKSANDEDBYLUTZKINOY, 2009. Black and white acrylic 
yarn, paper, soundtrack, and live dance performance. (photos: Martin Diggs)

ECSTATIC RESISTANCE 
a project and group show curated 
by Emily Roysdon, featuring:

Yael Bartana
Sharon Hayes
Matthew Lutz-Kinoy
My Barbarian
Jeanine Oleson
Ulrike Ottinger
Adrian Piper
Dean Spade and Craig Willse
A.L. Steiner
Ian White

EMILY ROYSDON, 
EARLY PROJECT 
CORRESPONDENCE, 2009

I am in the early stages of 
organizing an exhibition around 
the ideas of “Ecstatic Resistance” 
and I am writing to request 
information about your recent 
and/or relevant projects. Ecstatic 
Resistance is a term I have been 
using for the last few years and 

many artists’ work. As an artist 
it is important to me to engage 
my peers’ practices and organize 
ideas publicly. This project is an 
opportunity to think through 
these ideas with other artists and 
to set up experiments in ecstatic 
resistance. My plans include an 
exhibition, performance event(s) 

take place in November 2009 at 
Grand Arts in Kansas City, MO.
 
Ecstatic Resistance wants 
to think about all that is 
unthinkable and unspeakable in 
the Eurocentric, phallocentric 
world order. Within the echo of 
Ecstatic Resistance are questions 
about temporality, the self/
subject, universality, sexuality, 
boundaries, the unconscious, 
truth, transformation, 
technology, humor, excess, risk 
and ethics. 
 
I have broken the idea down 

is to develop a positionality of 
the impossible and to think 
about all that is unthinkable/
unspeakable. The realm of the 
impossible is political, never 
naive, and always shifting. Asking 
what is ‘impossible’ is about 
the boundaries of humanness, 
intelligibility, and power. I think 
about the limits of respectability, 
to directly confront what is 
forbidden. 
 
Second, I think about the 
possibility of creating of a 
new Imaginary. Projects that 
both deconstruct historical 
categories and history itself and 
projects that build new systems, 
structures, perspectives from 
the ruins. Works that build 
an opportunity for us to move 
forward from a new place. I'm 
also interested in returning to 
the primal scene of language and 
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The ten artists Roysdon selected for the project’s first install-
ment knew something about the want and wait for change. They 
represented in their works lived experience in rejecting the status 
quo; in the same breath, they also produced forces of wonder. Some 
gave the project historical grounding (Adrian Piper, Ulrike Ottinger); 
others created space, in Roysdon’s words, “for the impossible to 
thrive” (A.L. Steiner, Yael Bartana, Sharon Hayes). Jeanine Oleson 
and the collective My Barbarian realized new projects with Grand 
Arts’s support, and performances by Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, Ian White, 
and Dean Spade and Craig Willse took place throughout the opening 
weekend. 
 !

sexual difference—to go all the 
way back—and to cultivate the 
ability to think outside restrictive 
oppositions that affect our 
understanding of subjectivity, 
belonging and difference. New 
ways to think about language 
and the limits of representation. 
A New Imaginary, bring me to 
the place where this becomes 
possible. 
 
And lastly, I want to think 
about the sets of strategies that 
create ecstatic resistance—
confrontational, excessive, 
humorous, generous, loving, 
unstable, impossible things. The 
strategies of ecstatic resistance 

feminist political and aesthetic 
histories. Originating no place 
in particular, but showing 
themselves throughout time, the 
works I’m interested in exceed 
themselves in form—form as 
strategy. The ecstatic is taking 
a leap and doing something 
beyond logic and reason. It is an 
investigation into the mobilizing 
force of desire. Refusing claims of 
mastery and wholeness, ecstatic 
resistance develops new ways of 
being in the world. 
 
This project places itself at a 
crux between new intellectual 
and aesthetic work and 
political activism. It addresses 
the shifting boundaries of 
individuals, citizenship and all 

interested in the temporality of the 
ecstatic. What is communication 
in an ecstatic state? How can 
ecstatic boundary-shattering 
be articulated and mobilized—
built upon? How does ecstatic 
resistance accumulate beyond the 
individual? Can we develop new 
ways of thinking about language 
and the limits of representation 
with a new non-biologically 
determined imaginary?
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[ALS] Bodies are of a 
paramount concern 
and a primary tool 
from which to begin 
a transformation. 
In the truest sense 
of ownership, the 
body is the only 
commodity.!
A.L. Steiner, excerpt from notes on 
Positive Reinforcement, 2009
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   Ecstatic 
Resistance 
artists’ meeting 
in Grand Arts’s 
loft, 2009. 
(photo: Emily 
Roysdon)

Ulrike Ottinger, Narcissistic 
Hermaphrodite with Entourage, 1981. 
Production photograph taken during 

Ottinger’s Freak Orlando (35 mm,  
126 min.); dimensions variable.  

Yael Bartana, video still, Mary Koszmary, 
2007. One-channel Super 16 mm film 

transferred to video, 10:50 min. 

>

>

   Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, documentation, 
BACKSANDEDBYLUTZKINOY, 2009. Black 
and white acrylic yarn, paper, soundtrack, 
and live dance performance. (photo: 
Martin Diggs) 
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“The potential of this new imaginary,” Roysdon writes, “is to move 
forward from a place that is unrestricted by patriarchal rationality and 
historical oppositions that serve only the man who is a man and looks 
like a man and wants to be a man.” She also quotes Kathy Acker: “I 
am looking for the body, my body, which exists outside its patriarchal 
definitions. Of course that is not possible. But who is any longer 
interested in the possible?” 

The show employed image, text, movement, and speech, and a 
component of what Roysdon calls “the telling” was asserted in 
each work. Her intention was to highlight a tension inherent in 
“communicability”—an interplay between the urgent need to share 
one’s story and the gratification (delayed) in both sharing and being 
heard. Additionally, by searching to identify and push beyond presup-
posed limits, Ecstatic Resistance also insisted on “the centrality of 
plasticity”—the adaptability of our brains, bodies, and cultures to 
environmental change. As Roysdon tells us:

Plasticity is the subterranean quake to the caked shell of 
modernity. It’s the cross-dressing, cell-splitting, boundary-
shifting, apology-giving, friend-making mirror. Getting ready 
for an evening when the plasticity principle pushes up on the 
pleasure principle and says, “Think again. Think again. Your 
mind has changed as quickly as the clock.”
[AF]

[ALS] There are nuggets of wisdom embedded 
in such terms as visibility and invisibility. Being 
able to be either, one or the other, is a privileged 
invocation of a contextual conscription. The 
human, as a being, has claimed spaces for the 
notions, limits, and expansion of: 
 
justice
social justice
rights
human rights
freedom
political freedom
expression
artistic expression
liberation
gender liberation

The body—the thing we all share—is our only 
salvation, but it has warning signs and hot 
lights placed all around it rendering its public-
private partnership. Ecstatic Resistance helped 

!
A.L. Steiner, December 2015

“ I was enjoying my second 
breakfast in the gallery the 
morning after the show opened, 
sat on a staircase next to a 
wall orgiastically covered in 
photographs by A.L. Steiner. 
Here are friends, lovers, 
sometimes semi-strangers in 
various states of expression, 
undress, abandon—absolutely, 
incontrovertibly whole, 

present without always knowing 

moments. Real sexy and full. 
Full of love/I love them.” !
!
Ian White, “Ecstatic Resistance, Jingle Bells,”  
Lux.co.uk blog, Dec. 18, 2009

A.L. Steiner, with Donnie Cervantes (pictured) 
and Dane Zahorsky, installation process view, 

Positive Reinforcement, 2009.  
(photo: Emily Roysdon)

>

<   A.L. Steiner, with Donnie Cervantes and Dane Zahorsky, details, Positive 
Reinforcement, 2009. Photo collage, three-channel digital slideshow, 
chicken wire, rocks, leaves, twine, grass, moss, and orchids. Soundtrack by 
Chicks on Speed, Cody Critcheloe/Peggy Noland/Jaimie Warren, MEN, J. 
Ashley Miller, Motherland, Nguzunguzu, and Brock Potucek/Fortuning.
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   My Barbarian, installation view, Broke People’s Baroque Peoples’ Theater, 
2009. Sculpture and single-channel video, dimensions variable. 

My Barbarian, installation view, 
Broke People’s Baroque Peoples’ 

Theater, 2009. Sculpture and 
single-channel video, dimensions 

variable. 

My Barbarian, research image 
for Broke People’s Baroque 

Peoples’ Theater, 2009. 

>

>

<   My Barbarian, Broke People’s 
Baroque Peoples’ Theater, 2009. 
Documentation of performance, 
La Esquina, Kansas City, Missouri. 
(photo: Martin Diggs)

   My Barbarian, Broke People’s Baroque 
Peoples’ Theater, 2009. Documentation 
of performance, La Esquina, Kansas City, 
Missouri. (photo: Martin Diggs)
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[SH] Le 
 begins with a voiceover. 

It is a female voice. She says:

“This, the most beautiful city 
in the world. One would like to 

without having seen it before, 
without memories, without habits. 
One would like to track it like a 
detective with a telescope and a 
microphone.”

[Not yet titled] is a multiple-
channel video installation that is 
composed of semi-autonomous 
video “scenes” that compose 
a non-linear narrative about 
voice, body and desire. Focusing 

position who moves through the 
piece recording sound but never 
speaking, [Not yet titled] attempts 
to tease out a relationship 
between politics and desire, 
intimacy and estrangement, and 
speaking and listening. 
!
Sharon Hayes, excerpt from artist proposal to Grand Arts, 
2009    Sharon Hayes, installation view, Parole: 3 of 7, 

2009. HD video, sound; dimensions variable. 

   Jeanine Oleson, preliminary materials for 
Building and empire and other things of no 
consequence …, 2009. 

Jeanine Oleson, installation view, Building and 
empire and other things of no consequence …,  

2009. Clay, foam, plexiglass, beaver sticks, 
cathode lights, speaker components, audio; 
dimensions variable. (photo: E.G. Schempf)

Jeanine Oleson, 
preliminary 

materials for 
Building and 
empire and 

other things of no 
consequence …, 

2009. 

>

>

<   Jeanine Oleson, detail, Building and empire and 
other things of no consequence …, 2009. Clay, 
foam, plexiglass, beaver sticks, cathode lights, 
speaker components, audio; dimensions variable. 
(photo: E.G. Schempf)

   Sharon Hayes, detail, Parole: 3 of 7, 2009.
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PROVOCATIONS

Dear artists of Ecstatic Resistance,
 
On Saturday afternoon we have put aside 
some time, after Ian and Dean and Craig’s 
performances, to have a group discussion.  
I would like to invite everyone to participate.  
I apologize for the late notice, but do take that 
as a sign of the tone of the meeting. I hope 
to keep it as a loosely structured discussion 
about the themes and vocabulary provoked 
by the exhibition. I simply didn’t want the 
occasion of this great gathering of people to 
go by without a marked time to talk.
 
It could be good if you all have the time to 
read the text I put together for the brochure 
for the show (I will paste it below or of course 
grab the publication) so that we can share this 
as a base. As well, I propose these ideas for 
discussion—
 
- How do you understand the idea of “ecstatic 
resistance”?

-Do you relate to it as a strategy or practice?
-impossible as a model of politics

- critique of representation, specifically of the 
vernacular of political images—what “the 
political” looks like to risk unrecognizability

-What is communication in an ecstatic state?

- How can ecstatic boundary shattering be 
articulated and mobilized—built upon?

- How does ecstatic resistance accumulate 
beyond the individual?

- Can we develop new ways of thinking about 
language and the limits of representation 
with a new non-biologically determined 
imaginary?

 
If you could please reply to me saying whether 
you will be willing to participate I would 
appreciate it.
 
I’m very excited about the show.

My best to you all,
Emily

WHAT HAPPENED NEXT

A second version of Ecstatic Resistance 
opened at X Initiative, in New York, four days 
after the opening at Grand Arts. For that 
show (Nov. 21, 2009–Feb. 6, 2010), Roysdon 
included additional works by Rosa Barba, 
Juan Davila, Xylor Jane, Ulrike Muller, and 
Joyce Weiland, and performances by PIG/
Politically Involved Girls (Zackary Drucker, 
Mariana Marroquin, and Wu Ingrid Tsang) 
and Leah Gilliam. Reviews followed in the 
New York Times, New Yorker, and Art in 
America.
 
Roysdon’s Ecstatic Resistance essay—used 
by curators Francesco Bonami and Gary 
Carrion-Murayari to frame the 2010 Whitney 
Biennial catalog essay—has been translated 
into German, Spanish, and Czech, and 
published here (an abbreviated list):
•  Abstraction, ed. Maria Lind, Documents of 

Contemporary Art (London: Whitechapel 
Gallery and Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
MIT Press, 2013)

•  Art & Queer Culture, ed. Richard Meyer and 
Catherine Lord (London: Phaidon Press, 
2013)

•  Reading/Feeling, ed. Frederique 
Bergholtz, Tanja Baudoin, and Vivian Ziherl 
(Amsterdam: If I Can’t Dance Press, 2013)

 
An Ecstatic Resistance poster, with texts by 
Roysdon, Dean Spade and Craig Willse, and 
Catherine Lord, was later developed by the 
artist for Manifesta 8, in Murcia, Spain, and 
also included in these exhibitions, among 
others:
•  Abstract Possible, Museo Tamayo (Mexico 

City), Mar. 26–Aug. 7, 2011, and Tensta 
Konsthall (Stockholm), Jan. 12–Apr. 22, 
2012

•  Nothing Is Forgotten, Some Things 
Considered, UKS (Oslo), Oct. 19–Dec. 2, 
2012

•  Skeptical Thoughts on Love, Künstlerhaus 
Stuttgart (Stuttgart, Germany), Feb. 14–
Mar. 30, 2014

 
Lastly, Ecstatic Resistance kicked off an 
incredibly productive year for Roysdon. 
Following inclusion in the 2009 New 
Museum triennial, The Generational, she 
completed the NY trifecta with exhibits in 
the 2010 Whitney Biennial and MoMA/PS1’s 
Greater New York—and celebrated both her 
first solo show and her first solo museum 
show.

[ER] I think the performance events and 
screening should be organized like a 
festival, packed into a long weekend. I love 
the energy of so many people experiencing 
something sustained together. I love 

that lasts long after it’s all over. Inspiring 
people, getting them excited, changing what 
is possible. It’s the root of the exhibition as 
experience. I feel passionately about this, 

considerations or preferences on your part. 
Excerpt from early project correspondence, Emily Roysdon to Stacy 
Switzer, Dec. 15, 2008

[MLK] It is impossible to 
know what could have been 
running through my mind 
when performing this work. 
I almost feel like I would 
have to re-perform it to 
understand how to speak 
clearly about it.
 
It deals with exhaustion, the 
body, endurance, and the 
performance of pleasure.

Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, December 2015

<   Ian White (left) 
and Emily 
Roysdon, prior 
to White’s 
Democracy 
performance, 
2009. 

   Matthew Lutz-Kinoy, 
documentation, 
BACKSANDEDBY-
LUTZKINOY, 2009. 
Black and white 
acrylic yarn, paper, 
soundtrack, and live 
dance performance. 
(photo: Martin Diggs) 

   The audience at Grand 
Arts for Democracy and 
Free State Epitaph, Nov. 
14, 2009. 

   Ian White, Democracy, 2009. Documentation of 
performance with radio and powerpoint presentation, 
Grand Arts, Kansas City, Missouri (photo: Megan Mantia)  
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<   Dean Spade 
and Craig 
Willse, Free 
State Epitaph 
(broadside), 
2009. Inkjet 
on paper.


