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In her piece, Flounce, from 1978, Lynda Benglis presents a large-scale 
confection: a shape resembling a bow is vertically oriented on the wall. 
At once stiff and dignified with its gold gilt shine and also wonky 
and imperfect with its bulging center and crooked edges, the piece is 
estranged from being securely readable as either hair-bow (coded as 
feminine) or bow-tie (coded as masculine). Crafted out of chicken 
wire, cotton bunting, plaster, and gold leaf, Flounce emblematizes 
how Benglis’s early works from 1967 through 1979 transgress several 
categorizations at once. Made with materials that range across the high/
low spectrum—including beeswax, latex, foam, and bronze—these 
objects refuse to be constrained by conventional codes around the 
ostensibly discrete genres of painting and sculpture; they also violate, or 
queer, norms around any presumed gender binary. 

Flounce
lynda benglis’s queer femme forms

Julia Bryan-Wilson



Flounce is part of a larger group of Benglis’s gold leaf torso works from 
the late 1970s that reference decorative fabric flourishes, including 
Figure 1 (another bow-shaped form), Current, and Fan Bird, with 
their elaborate folds and pleats. (In fact, this body of work derives 
from the artist seeing the caryatids with their pleated garments at the 
Erechtheion on the Acropolis.) The word “flounce” can signify several 
things: as a noun, it is strip of surplus cloth, a frill, a trim, a ruffle, 
an embellishment of a skirt or dress. As a verb, it means to act with 
exaggerated and theatrical motions, particularly ones that impart a sense 
of impatience or petulance. It is often utilized when someone exits a 
situation dramatically, in an attention-seeking manner, as in: “after he 
refused to dance with her, she flounced out of the room.” Feminine 
ciswomen, female-presenting transwomen, and swishy gay men are 
accused of “flouncing out” far more than are cismen, butch dykes, 
studs, butch queer men, and other male-presenting people (who are 
characterized as storming out rather than flouncing).   

I would venture that when used both as textile noun and as action 
verb, flounce is femme—that is, implicitly associated with femme (not 
necessarily female) stylings, surfaces, and behaviors. Queer theorist 
Elisabeth Lebovici has acutely noted how Benglis’s works were produced 
using feminist procedures and display a muscular eroticism, flirting with 
the vulgar and the abject.1 Many of Benglis’s works also flounce—they 
amplify and exaggerate the voluptuous pleasures found in femme self-
fashioning of all kinds, and revel in its outrageous and lewd aspects. I 
am not just referring to Benglis’s literal femme moments—such as the 
artist bravely posing naked with a made-up face, an oiled-up body, and 
a double-headed dildo in the pages of ARTFORUM in 1974, or her 
lipstick lesbian video Female Sensibility, 1973, which brought together 
an experiment with technology and same-sex experimentation—I am 

1 Elisabeth Lebovici, Lynda Benglis: All that Matters…, in Lynda Benglis, ed.  
 Franck Gautherot, Caroline Hancock, Seungduk Kim (Dijon: Les Presses du  
 Réel, 2010), 78-100.



also talking about the femme finesse with which she applies layers of 
glaze on her ceramic works, the way she twists wire mesh, the way she 
makes knots out of what looks like solid metal, the way she maneuvers 
with a delicate touch when she creates her scatological pours, the way 
she uses mylar and sparkles and glitter with precision and also with 
abandon.

As this exhibition demonstrates, Benglis’s early works are defiantly 
feminist, and they are something more specific than that—they are 
queerly, cheekily, forcefully femme. Though femme can be stereotyped 
as a fascination with the girly, I deploy it here to refer to a strident, 
unapologetic inhabitation of excessive and risky femininity, that is, 
femme is an aesthetic, an identity, and a method of relating marked 
by acts of care (of the self and towards others). After generating a 
scandal with the Artforum ad, Benglis refused to decorously abandon 
the controversy, instead casting the dildo into a series of cast metal 
sculptures made from bronze, bronze d’ore, lead, tin, and aluminum—
one is on view here, coyly titled Smile—that further underlined the 
gesture’s massive fuck-you. (Femmes are often told to smile when we 
feel like scowling.) Benglis had the ad made into a t-shirt that she herself 
wore, in a winkingly self-referential photograph, for a spread in New 
York Magazine; in it, she wears her signature cats-eye sunglasses and also 
wields a sequined Mardi-Gras mask festooned with a feather. Femmes 
are experts in owning the power of adornment, and strategically marshal 
the accoutrements of masquerade.2

In her art, too, Benglis grasps the joy of the fake-out, the hard that 
looks soft, the industrial that becomes pliable and hand-worked. She is 
a superb colorist, a skill amply on display in the subtle pastel gradations 
of pigment in her wax paintings, the burnished glinting hues of the 

2 See the photograph in Dorothy Seiberling, The New Sexual Frankness: Good-by to  
 Hearts and Flowers, New York (February 17, 1975).



metallized knots, as well as in the contrasting tones of the poured 
polyurethane floorworks with their vivid oranges and reds. Across 
Benglis’s oeuvre, there is no such thing as “merely” cosmetic—her 
exteriors, her understanding of the differences between intrinsic and 
extrinsic color, her rigorous attentions to the faces and finishes of her 
objects—these are not superficial considerations but rather integral to 
their form and meaning.

“Femmes goddamn well know how to strap it on, change the oil in the 
car and put up shelves,” proclaims queer femme of color writer Leah 
Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinh in her 2008 “Femme Shark Manifesto!”3  
Piepzna-Samarasinh also notes the radical role played by the likes 
of Black femme drag queen Marsha P. Johnson within the US gay 
liberation movement, a movement that was importantly catalyzed by 
trans people of color fighting back against police brutality: “We used 
our stilettos as weapons at Stonewall.” Piepzna-Samarasinh’s manifesto 
underscores that when the femme flounces out, that might not be a self-
serving dramatic act but rather a polemic gesture of refusal to engage 
when conditions become impossible. 

In this very short provocation, I claim that Benglis’s formative practice 
pivots on the queer and feminist potential of the femme flounce. 
Not only that, in the face of sexist criticism against her gorgeously 
messy, genre-bending work—which was called “extravagant” and 
“capricious”—Benglis flounced right out of the white, male-dominated 
debates about High Minimalism.4 She can be fruitfully placed alongside 
a loose network of artists in the 1970s who were interested in gravity, 
physical resistance, and tension as fundamental, political principles 
in their three-dimensional work, like Senga Nengudi, whose use of 
pantyhose reads as a dissident femme flounce. And Benglis’s outsized 

3 Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinh, “Femme Shark Manifesto!”, 
 https://brownstargirl.org/femme-shark-manifesto/
4 Robert Pincus-Witten, “Lynda Benglis: The Frozen Gesture,” ARTFORUM  
 (November 1974).



exploration of the performative body and the raced, gendered, classed 
associations of the artist-as-persona through her advertisements and 
videos can be placed alongside later interventions, such as Lorraine 
O’Grady’s performance, Mlle Bourgeoise Noire, 1980-83, in which the 
artist wore a dress dripping with excess fabric (white gloves). Nengudi 
and O’Grady are Black feminist artists who use the femme flounce—in 
the form of pantyhose and gloves, distinctly racialized, classed, and 
feminized “fine” accessories—as a weapon to fight back against an 
art world that undervalued their labors. As with Benglis, their femme 
flounces revel in “extravagance,” rejecting the logic of ruthless efficiency 
by dwelling in excessive fringes and swirling amid the outskirts to 
trespass against masculinist art history. 



These sexually suggestive bodies of work both arise out of highly 
liquid processes. Made at the cusp of the 1960s and ’70s, these lushly 
colored, sculptural build-ups of pigmented wax transform their wood 
and masonite supports into ambisexual totems, alternately reveling 
in buttery sensuality and bristling with coral-like encrustations. 
Simultaneously phallic (vertical and columnar) and vulval (symmetrical 
and slit across the middle), the artist likened the making of them to 
masturbation, during which she repetitively applied coats of molten 
wax.

In contrast, the latex and foam pours, from 1968 and 1969, sit on 
the floor with impudent humor, jarring shapes, and provocative color. 
Benglis created them by consciously lampooning the macho Abstract 
Expressionist myth of the genius alone in his studio, attempting to force 
art history in a single direction while ignoring the  multifarious visions 
that actually existed. The works in this show display Benglis’s insistence, 
as Catherine J. Morris writes in the catalogue for the exhibition 
WOMAN. FEMINIST AVANT-GARDE of the 1970s, that “culturally 
and politically determined labels should be understood as fluid and 
responsive positions rather than as static identifications.”

Wax & Pours 





Lynda Benglis
Tu-Lip, 1967
Purified and pigmented beeswax, damar resin, and gesso on masonite and wood
30 1/8 x 5 1/4 x 1 3/4 inches
76.5 x 13.3 x 4.4 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Untitled, 1969
Pigmented polyurethane foam
6 1/4 x 56 5/8 x 57 5/8 inches
15.9 x 143.8 x 146.4 centimeters













Lynda Benglis
Night Sherbert B, 1969
Pigmented polyurethane foam
5 x 25 1/2 x 42 1/2 inches
12.7 x 64.8 x 108 centimeters









Lynda Benglis
Shape Shifter, 1969
Poured pigmented latex
21 x 33 inches
53.3 x 83.8 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Chalk-Wax III, 1968-70
Pigmented purified beeswax, damar resin on masonite
36 x 5 x 1 inches
91.4 x 12.7 x 2.5 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Untitled, 1970
Pigmented beeswax, damar resin and gesso on masonite
36 x 5 x 3 inches
91.4 x 12.7 x 7.6 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Karen, 1972
Purified pigmented beeswax, damar resin and gesso on masonite
36 x 5 x 3 inches
91.4 x 12.7 x 7.6 centimeters













Lynda Benglis
Untitled, 1971
Purified pigmented beeswax, damar resin and gesso on masonite
36 1/4 x 5 1/2 x 2 1/2 inches





When she was a girl, Benglis’s grandmother took her on a trip to 
the Greek island of Megiste, also known as Kastellorizo, her family’s 
ancestral home. It was there that she encountered the gilded icons of the 
Greek Orthodox Church, which made a deep and lasting impression 
on her. Benglis’s use of gold is conflicted and complex, playing on its 
perceived preciousness as well as the ways it can be cheap and deceptive, 
a referential range encompassing both Byzantine treasure and Mardi 
Gras glitter. In her catalogue essay, Bryan-Wilson singles out the 
bulging, bow-like Flounce (1978).

Gold









Lynda Benglis
Flouce, 1978
Chicken wire, cotton, plaster, gesso, oil based size, gold leaf
48 x 16 x 8 inches
121.9 x 40.6 x 20.3 centimeters









Lynda Benglis
Figure I, 1978
Chicken wire, cotton, plaster, gesso, oil based size, gold leaf
34 3/4 x 20 x 7 3/4 inches
88.3 x 50.8 x 19.7 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Current, 1979
Brass wire mesh, plaster, gesso, oil based size, and gold leaf
17 1/2 x 14 1/2 x 2 3/4 inches
44.5 x 36.8 x 7 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Fan Bird, 1979
Brass wire screen, plaster, gesso, oil based size, gold leaf
35 x 22 x 4 1/2 inches
88.9 x 55.9 x 11.4 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Pankaj, 1979
Bronze wire mesh, plaster, gesso, oil based size, gold leaf
27 1/2 x 12 x 10 inches
69.9 x 30.5 x 25.4 centimeters









Lynda Benglis
Skowhegan Torso, 1979
Chicken wire, cotton, plaster, gesso, oil based size, gold leaf
27 1/8 x 27 3/8 x 11 3/8 inches
68.9 x 69.5 x 28.9 centimeters





Knot sculptures made out of cotton bunting treated with glitter, paint, 
or sprayed metals create an interior and an exterior, like a body, and 
reference the long limbs of a figure. The four elements, sprayed in zinc, 
steel, and tin that make up North South East West (1976) explode in an 
ecstatically choreographed configuration across the wall. In these works, 
Benglis exhibits a surface restraint, employing mostly monochrome, 
while ratcheting up the complexity of the forms. These are Minimalist 
sculptures gone haywire, looping into and around themselves, 
evoking the convolutions of lived experience rather than the purity of 
theoretical thought. The show also includes Smile (1974), a bronze cast 
of the double-headed dildo that Benglis brandished in her notorious 
ARTFORUM ad of November 1974, which launched the artist as an 
icon of defiance against the powers that be.

Knots





Lynda Benglis
ETA, 1972
Aluminum screen, cotton bunting, plaster, paint, glitter
40 x 18 x 14 inches
101.6 x 45.7 x 35.6 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Sparkle Knot VIII, 1972
Aluminum screen, bunting, plaster, paint and sparkles
15 x 36 x 8 inches
38.1 x 91.4 x 20.3 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Untitled (Totem), 1972
Plaster, fabric, glitter, mica
101 x 5 x 3 1/2 inches
256.5 x 12.7 x 8.9 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Charlie, 1973
Aluminum wire mesh, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, copper
30 7/8 x 18 1/8 x 13 1/4 inches
77.2 x 48.3 x 33 centimeters









Lynda Benglis
Kilo, 1973-1974
Aluminum wire mesh, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, aluminum
18 x 25 x 17 inches
45.7 x 63.5 x 43.2 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Bravo, 1973-1974
Aluminum wire mesh, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, bronze, copper
27 x 10 x 10 inches
68.6 x 25.4 x 25.4 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Alpha I, 1973-74
Aluminum screen, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, aluminum, tin
32 x 14 x 12 inches
81.3 x 35.6 x 30.5 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
X-Ray, 1973-74
Aluminum wire mesh, cotton bunting, plaster, gesso, sprayed zinc, aluminum
20 x 55 1/2 x 14 inches
50.8 x 141 x 35.6 centimeters





Lynda Benglis
Quebec, 1974
Aluminum wire screen, cotton bunting, sprayed zinc, copper, aluminum
39 x 28 x 8 inches
99.1 x 71.1 x 20.3 centimeters





Detail (right), spread (next page)

Lynda Benglis
North South East West, 1976
Aluminum wire screen, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, steel, tin
North: 40 x 23 x 15 1/2 inches
South: 51 x 27 x 14 inches
East: 37 x 29 x 19 inches
West: 60 x 24 x 17 inches









Lynda Benglis
Smile, 1974
Cast bronze
15 1/2 x 6 1/2 x 2 1/4 inches
39.4 x 16.5 x 5.7 centimeters





LYNDA BENGLIS (born 1941, Lake Charles, Louisiana) lives and works 
in New York and Santa Fe. Her work is the subject of a forthcoming 
exhibition at the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (2020-2021) 
and the Nasher Sculpture Center, Dallas (2021). Her work was recently 
on view at the Museum of Cycladic Art, Athens, presented by NEON 
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Yorkshire (2015); and the Van Abbe Museum, Eindhoven, Irish Museum of 
Modern Art, Dublin, Le Consortium, Dijon, RISD Museum, Providence, 
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of Modern Art, New York; the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; 
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