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Never say Andra Ursuta didn’t pay homage to her forerunners. Ten feet tall and coated in black rubber like some improb-
able sex toy, Ass to Mouth (2010) is a double tribute: a scale model of Constatin Brancusi’s Endless Column (1918/1935) 
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who defended Christian lands through the indiscriminate slaughter of Turks, and Brancusi, peasant-steward of modern-
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by absorbing the pedestal into the sculpture, thus eradicating the boundary between viewer and artwork, and by fusing an 
abstract, industrial aesthetic to a craftsman’s ethic. Ursuta, who was born in Salonta, Romania, in 1979 and moved to the 
United States in 1997, comes out of this tradition. Her work insists on handmade production, even as it readily incorpo-
rates cardboard, concrete, resin, tape and trash. Yet if her background enters her work, and it often does, it is not by way 
of folk artistry, but through bleak childhood memories or through media imagery of Central Europeans, which alternates 
between exoticizing the old world and decrying its archaic practices. And though her work is equally committed to an-
nihilating sculpture’s distance from our world, it does so uncompromisingly, without a trace of Brancusi’s transcendent 
impulses.





Consider Brancusi’s gleaming and sexless Torso of a Young Man (1917-1922), whose polished bronze cylinders, joined in 
the form of an inverted Y, transpose the phallus onto the whole structure: torso as phallus, erected on its pedestal. Ursuta’s 
riff, Dumb Belles (2013), is a series of tall, stainless steel poles, crooked and jointed to suggest a crude geometry of sex 
parts. A sister series, presented at Art Basel Miami Beach, includes discreet coin slots with very explicit placements. For-
get blithe cynicism about the “cheap tricks” of an art fair; the severe economy of these works collapses the sale of sex and 
the act of penetration in one bathetic gesture, and leaves no remainder. So much for the dazzle of Torso, and all the fervid 
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“Magical Terrorism,” Ursuta showed cast concrete torsos wearing neckpieces composed of several strands of coins. The 
SULPLWLYL]LQJ�IRUPV�RI�WKHVH�WRUVRV��ZLWK�WKHLU�VLPSOLÀHG�WUXQNV�DQG�GRZQZDUG�SRLQWLQJ�EUHDVWV��JHVWXUH�WRZDUG�PRG-
ernism’s enthusiasm for non-Western statuary, while the neckpieces suggest millennia-old practices of using jewelry to 
collect and transport wealth. Yet their title, Conversion Table, insists on the works’ topicality. The three currencies on the 
QHFNSLHFHV³HXURV��86�GROODUV��DQG�5RPDQLDQ�EDQL³SUHVHQW�FRQYHUVLRQ�UDWHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VSHFLH��WXUQLQJ�WKH�IHPDOH�
torsos into tools for a transnational market. The trade of women, after all, lies at the foundation of a general theory of 



exchange, as Claude Lévi-Strauss observed half a century ago, and results in a power asymmetry that has never been recti-
ÀHG�

Near these torsos stood imposing marble statues, wearing nylon vests festooned with pennies and coins, which were mod-
eled after a news photograph of a Romanian gypsy woman awaiting deportation. Titled Commerce Exterieur Mondial 
Sentimental (2012), like a series of tags below a news brief, they pointedly telescope the exchange of women’s bodies 
over borders into the oldest forms of woman-swapping. Their proud posture, however, recalls another news story, one that 
provided the exhibition’s title: the protest, in the form of a curse, cast by Gypsy women on the Romanian government fol-
ORZLQJ�LWV�GHFLVLRQ�WR�PDNH�ZLWFKFUDIW�D�WD[DEOH�SURIHVVLRQ��'HVSLWH�WKH�HYLGHQFH�RI�GHVWUXFWLYH�PLJKW�LQ�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ³
WKH�JDOOHU\·V�ZLQGRZV�KDG�EHHQ�EORZQ�RXW��DQG�D�ZDOO�GULYHQ�GRZQ�E\�D�FUXVW\�VLOYHU�WDQN³WKH�LQVLVWHQW�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKH�
YHVWV�VHHPHG�WR�FDOO�RXW�WKH�IXWLOLW\�RI�UHVLVWLQJ�WKH�PRQHWL]DWLRQ�RI�WKLV�ÀQDO�EDVWLRQ�RI�IHPDOH�SRZHU�

Given statements like these, it may seem mystifying that the artist’s work has been called anti-feminist. The artwork such 
detractors have in mind is probably “Waiting Room,” a large series of resin stools that Ursuta has been producing for a 
couple years, cast in the form of her backside. When installed as a group, they proffer themselves to the viewer like a 
gaggle of Callipgyes. Though identical in form, each has been swashed or sprayed with colors that run down its sides like 
VR�PDQ\�XQLTXH�GHÀOHPHQWV��8UVXWD·V�XVH�RI�KHU�RZQ�ERG\�SODFHV�KHU�LQ�D�OLQHDJH�RI�DUWLVWV�OLNH�+DQQDK�:LONH�DQG�/\QGD�
%HQJOLV�LQ�KHU�LQIDPRXV�$UWIRUXP�DG��ZKRVH�VHOI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�KDV�QRW�VDW�HDVLO\�ZLWK�IHPLQLVW�FULWLFV��7KH�TXHVWLRQ�
SRVHG�E\�WKHVH�ZRUNV�LV�VWLOO�D�OLYH�RQH��DV�8UVXWD·V�DVV�VWRROV�PDNH�DEXQGDQWO\�FOHDU��FDQ�VHOI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�ZRUN�DSR-
tropaically, can it achieve power by seizing the conventions used to subdue it? Or will it merely reproduce the structures 
of subjugation, thus making itself over as an illustration of failure, one of Ursuta’s choice motifs? The image-as-capital is 
above all the pornographic image; it is hardly surprising that its apotheosis should occur on women’s bodies.
,Q�D�VFXOSWXUDO�WUDGLWLRQ�WKDW�SURGXFHV�ZRUNV�QR�OHVV�DEVXUG�WKDQ�%UDQFXVL·V�3ULQFHVVH�;������²�������WKH�PRVW�SKDOOLF�
bust to have ever been dreamt, Ursuta’s ass-stools are forceful dissenters. They do not seek to raise the female body to the 
VWDWXV�RI�WKH�SKDOOLF�XU�VLJQLÀHU��5DWKHU��WKH\�SXW�WKH�DVV�ZKHUH�WKH�DVV�JRHV��7KH\�ZLOO�QHLWKHU�UHMHFW�WKH�IRUPDO�SOHDVXUHV�
of color and texture, nor use form to transcend the body. That messy, socially and economically implicated body.

Yet this is not where Ursuta leaves us, with a refusal to transcend and an acerbic adherence to a feminist lesson still not 
OHDUQHG��7KH�FHQWHUSLHFH�RI�KHU�PRVW�UHFHQW�H[KLELWLRQ�´6ROLWDU\�)LWQHVVµ�DW�9HQXV�2YHU�0DQKDWWDQ�LV�D�EDVHEDOO�SLWFKLQJ�
machine that rockets resin stones at a tiled wall forty feet away. Locks of hair spill out between the bruise-colored and 
EDGO\�SXPPHOHG�WLOHV��/LNH�´0DJLFDO�7HUURULVP�µ�WKH�ZRUN�KDV�RQH�IRRW�LQ�PHGLD�SRUWUD\DOV�RI�D�SULPLWLYH�´QRQ�:HVWµ³D�
<RX7XEH�YLGHR�RI�WKH�EDUEDULF�VWRQLQJ�RI�D�ZRPDQ³DQG�DQRWKHU�LQ�V\VWHPDWLF�IRUPV�RI�FRQWURO³LQ�WKLV�FDVH��WKH�SULVRQ�
system evoked by the eponymous publication, a fanatical manual on body conditioning written by the notorious British 
LQPDWH�&KDUOHV�%URQVRQ��,W�PD\�EH�8UVXWD·V�PRVW�XQDPELJXRXV�ZRUN��LW�LV�FHUWDLQO\�KHU�PRVW�YLROHQW��+RZHYHU�DORQJVLGH�
D�UHFHQW�VSDWH�RI�PDFKR�DUW�VSHFWDFOH³VXFK�DV�$UFDQJHOR�6DVVROLQR·V�QLWURJHQ�SRZHUHG�ERWWOH�ODXQFKHU�$IDVLD�����������
ZKLFK�SXOYHUL]HG�WKH�ERWWOHV�RQ�D�IDU�IUHH�VWDQGLQJ�ZDOO³8UVXWD·V�XQFRQFHDOHG�PHVVDJH�FRPHV�DV�D�QHFHVVDU\�FRUUHFWLYH�
that extends beyond the developments of western sculpture: where both exchange and violence go unregulated, women 
are still the ones to pay for it. (Joanna Fiduccia)


