Close to the Knives
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YOU MIGHT NOT BE famil‘i.ar w1th the:Amer‘ican artist and activ-
ist David Wojnarowici’é"tiéme“bﬁt if yOu’re of a certain age,
you've probably seen at least one. 1mage by him. His photo-
graph of buffalo tumblmg off a chff was used as the cover of
Uz2’s One, taking hls art to a global audlence a few months
before his death 1n 1992 of A1ds-related comphcatlons
Wojnarowicz was only 37 when he d1ed but he left behind an
extraordinary body of Work partlcularly considering the
uncongenial circumstances of much of hls short life. A refugee
from a violent famlly, a former street k1d and teen hustler, he
grew up to become one of the stars of the febrile 1980s East
Village art scene, along51de Kiki Smith, Nan Goldin, Keith
Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat.

His paintings were what made him famous — livid, densely

symbolic visions, a kind of twentieth-century American
Dreamtime. But paint was by no means his only medium. His
first serious work of art, made in the early 1970s, was a compel-

ling series of black and white photographs of a man wearing a

paper mask of the poet Arthur Rimbaud. This enigmatic,
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ARTISTS’ LIVES

Knives opens with a visceral essay about Wojnarowicy’s homeless
years: & boy if gLt selling his skinny body to the paedophiles
and creeps who hung around Times Square. He recalls clajfs on
8 Manhattan blocks when he was so exhausted and mal

d he began to hallucinate that rats were carryin
g

broilill

nourishe
hildren’s arms and legs in their mouths. Ag 4 young man
Wojnarowicz had been ipspired by the Beats, and that rangy:
jagged tone is eve'r}.{‘whe"rq in his work, conjuring the strident
world of the stréets.;wi;tlh.- aﬁ_energy that recalls John Rechy’s
City of Night or G¢n'¢f’$;_.1jh_e,_;‘l"hief _’s Journal.

Being homelesswasamghtmare that took years to emerge

VoL

also a place of wildness and freedom,

from, but the streetswer
sourcE of attrgc;'ﬁié n throughout W@jharowicz’s life. Much of
the most beautlﬁllw tlngherec(mcer n . "?ruising Lt
Chelsea piers, IOOkmg for cx1n thc vast decaying rooms that

Hudson River. ‘So simple,” he

extended out over the filthy

writes, ‘the appeal'anCCOfnlghtlnaroomfull of strangers, the
maze of hallwayswanderedasmﬁlms, the fracturing of bodies
from darkness 1ntohght,soundsofplane engines easing into the
distance.’ . .' b i &

What does it meah.--if_' What ydix_ desire is illegal? Fear, frustra-
tion, fury, yes, but oo o kindiof pplitical-awakening, a fertile
Paranoia, ‘My queerness,” he once wrote, ‘was 2 wedge that was
slowly separating me from a sick society.’ In an essay entitled ‘In
the Shadow of the American Dream’, he describes what it’s like
to live Jike this, with the knowledge that ‘some of us are born
With the cross-hairs of a rifle scope printed on our backs or
skully Oy on the road, driving across the deserts of Ar
"e picks up a stranger in the restroom at Meteor Crater. T

izona,
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And then death did come, in “th‘ey most‘-‘br'ut?l WaY imaginable.
The blind terror of life in theplague Y?a?S\: “the people Waking
up with the diseases of small bll'dSOI' ‘5@gmmals; the people
s EEl nt_i\relY;bl'a\”ckWith:Caﬁcer '@:gting\ health salads i,
the lonely seats of fi:‘és‘téit'i;fa‘nt's.;" Ohe =b)._rn.'0ne,ffriends die: ‘piece
by piece, the landsc:'ap‘eés_. eroding and in its place I am building
a monument made of fééling'S‘of love and hate, sadness and feel-
ings of murder” Sk A ‘

The heart of Knives is the title essay, which deals with the
sickness and death of the photographer Peter Hujar,
Wojnarowicz’s one-timeilovef, hiS.bcs‘tfriend and mentor, ‘my
brother my father my emotiona] ]
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ARTISTS’ LIVES

(wenty-three photographs of ‘his amazing feet, his head,
open €Y again’, before raising his hands ip helplessness
breaking down. Ragged with grief, he was plunged into a con.
(rontation with mortality, especially after his own diagnosis 2
few months later, As a young man, he’d often engaged in self-
Jestructive behaviour, dabbhng with heroin, treating himself

with reckless disregard. Now he wanted to grapple with those
Jark impulses, to understand the1r cause,

In the final, gargantuan essay, The Suicide of a Guy Who
Once Built an Elaborate Shrlne Over a Mouse Hole’, he investi-

gates the su1c1de of a frlend mlxmg his own reflections with

that

and

interviews w1th members of the1r shared c1rcle Again, the writ-
ing is remarkable a full—bore h1gh-stakes confrontation with
mortality. It closes W1th an unsparmg descr1pt1on of a bullfight
in Merida, Mex1co An 1ncantat1on repeats like a tolling bell:
‘Smell the ﬂowers Wh1le you can It sounds s1mple until you
remember the many forces geared agalnst health and love, the

courage it took to comm1t to pleasure

Of all the many voices from the margms WOJnarowmz is among
the most commandmg, wr1t1ng ata p1tch of whlte—hot urgency.
And yet Close to the Kmves is not s1mply a dlatrlbe, let alone any-
thing resembling dry political analysis. Instead, it’s a kind of
intensely alive hybrid: a work of radical honesty that uses the
most intimate of experiences, partlcularly sexual, as a way of
Prying open the devastating way in ‘which political s

work to exclude and silence the unwanted.
ulation where people don’t

ystems

It is exhausting, living in a pop
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or with marrlage:(ina deca des But thdforcés he spoke oyt
:;zsstoai::: li}i)r:yh and malevolentas 'ev'er..';. Even_-h'is old enemie
In ci ation.; i o
are ;szplrl;;::::ial C?ﬁ di dateTed ‘,_Cruz is on record p;z‘dsingfi t}tle
late Senator Jesse Hélfr‘l_s_,; a Cfvil-'r_ights QPP.OSCI' de llcate icz
fighting federal fundin'g foﬁ.;'work by gay artists (Wo_]naro;:d a
was 2 particular target). As ,for;Hillary Clinton, she’ provo B
furore by celebrating the Rc':ag‘ans'qt Nancy Reagan’s funerz; d
starting a national conversation on Aids, ‘when, before, r.lo 0 YS
would talk about it’, As if, In fact the Reagan administrano.n W&‘6
notable for its long refusal to mention the issue of Aids, 2 silenc
that had appalling consequences. ]
As the rallying cry of Aids activists made clear, ‘Si?enC}:d
Death’. From the very beginning of his life Wojnarowicz han
been subject to an enforced silencing, first by his father and t ;C
by the society he inhabited: the media that erased him, ° '
Lcourts that legislated against him and the politicians whoe Gor
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ARTISTS’ LIVES

sidered his life and the lives of those he loved expendable.
In Knives he repeatedly explains his motivation |

art as an acute desire to produce objects that could s

il A
for making

. peak, testi-
fying to his presence when he no longer could, “To place an

object or piece of writing that contains what is invisible because

of 1cgislation or social taboo i,nt‘o-ein- éﬁvironment outside myself

e
el

makes me feel not so alone,’ h.é'Wr.it‘esjj’.‘It"i‘s eind of T 4 ven.
triloquist’s dummy — the Only-:‘c;ll_‘iff:'e'ijér‘ice'is that thé work can
speak by itself or act like thatmagnetto '_attrdt:t others who
carried this enforced sﬂence’ A e s

Clinton apologised for her statementatNancy -Reagan’s'
funeral, but that didn’t entirely quell the furore. Within hours
of her comment, a"'\phbtograph ‘bega'hj t_o-',c‘i‘r"ctlllatgz on social
media. It showed a lanky'-mah from behind, {zvéafiﬁg a denim
jacket hand-painted with é pink triang‘lé 'and\thévv\'rbrds IF I DIE
OF AIDS — FORGET BURIAL — JUST DROP MY BODY ON THE STEPS
OF THE F.D.A. (the Food and Drug.'Admipis'trati'o'_rl, then drag-
ging its feet over Aids research). L

It was Wojnarowicz, of course: still finding novel ways to be‘
heard, to counter untruths. Not long before he died, he made a
photograph in the desert of his own face, eyes closed, teefh.
bared, almost buried beneath the dirt, an image of defiance In

h
the face of extinction. If silence equals death, he taught us, then

art equals language equals life.
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