Bt

William De Lottie

Roman ds

Maxwell L. Anderson, Michael Auping, Valerie Cassel, Hugh M. Davies
Jane Farver, Andrea Miller-Keller, Lawrence R. Rinder

?




166

MANDY MORRISON

In Desperado, video artist Mandy Morrison, garbed in cowboy

boots and hat and wearing a gun belt, a John Wayne mask,

and a gender-bending prosthesis that is both penile and clitoral,
rides a mechanical bull and prowls, stalks, and dances in a highly
artificial Western landscape. Desperado simultaneously engages
and resists its objects of investigation: gender, pop culture,
consumerism, and the uniquely American ideology of Manifest
Destiny. The audiovisual vocabulary is that of the Western movie
and country music—arguably two of the most iconically American
cultural signifiers. The sometimes defiantly low-tech aesthetic—
noticeable, occasionally even awkward superimpositions, the
clearly fake film set, the editing together of several country

songs with audible cuts—takes the elements out of their familiar
contexts to reveal their ideological content. Furthermore,

the polygendered protagonist, whose face is obscured but whose
indeterminate sex is declaratively confrontational, cannot embody
the heroism and masculinity of the cowboy code. The implicit
critique is not about insufficiency but about excess—Morrison’s
gender desperado is too much, rather than not enough.

As with the installation pieces Padded Room (1999, addressing
the ideological value of John Wayne’s iconicity) and Os (1996,
using The Wizard of Oz and Mickey Mouse as intertexts), Morrison
is concerned here with the way America defines itself in terms
of conquest—as she puts it, “a ceaseless quest of territory,” both
geographical and cultural.

Desperado is dedicated to Marion Morrison, John Wayne’s
original name. Morrison was drawn to the figure of Wayne not
only because they share a surname, but even more because
Wayne’s macho image depended in part on the disavowal of his
ambiguously gendered first name.

Still from Desperado, 1997.
Video, color, sound; 4 minutes
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