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In 1967, artist Emmett Williams, a close friend, invited 
Iannone and Upham on a freighter trip to Iceland to 
meet up with the artist Dieter Roth. They accepted the 
invitation, but as soon as Iannone and Roth met, what 
began as intense physical attraction quickly developed 
into profound love. When it was time for Iannone to fly 
back to New York with her husband, Roth told her that 
she was his favorite person in the world. In return, she 
promised she would come back to Reykjavik. Immediately 
after she arrived home on West 12th Street in Manhattan, 
Iannone informed her husband she was leaving him. She 
spent that night with a friend and was on a plane back to 
Iceland the next day. In doing so, Iannone began her life as 
an expatriate, choosing her great love over her upper-class 
existence with Upham. Eleven years later, some time after 
Iannone and Roth’s love affair had ended, she began 
An Icelandic Saga (1978), on view here, which, through 
pictures and words, documents her first voyage to 
Reykjavik and how she and Roth fell in love.
 
While Iannone and Roth were together, they lived in 
Düsseldorf, Reykjavik, Basel, and London. It was in 
Basel that Iannone first began to make work about her 
own experiences. In her 1979 A Fluxus Essay, Iannone 
writes: “So these were the Basel days. She almost got 
pneumonia, she crawled up the stairs with her bare ass 
in her lover’s face, he left her alone in this dismal 
Austrasse, in this town where she had no friends, but 
she began her Dialogues, she began to use the man as 
her muse, she found the way to find herself. And their 
love survived even Switzerland.” Iannone, who had 
previously been fascinated by Shakespeare’s Antony 
and Cleopatra as well as other great romances 
throughout literature, found herself inspired above 
all by her own love story. Her Dialogues (1967)—which, 
formatted like storyboards, document the couple’s 
intimate conversations—were the first pieces to 
emerge out of her newly realized self-reflection. 

For a time, Roth became Iannone’s muse and it was 
during the following years, while they were settled in 
Düsseldorf, that she had the space to make large-scale 
paintings. She painted Roth like a king, recognizable 
by his opulent jewelry and almond-shaped eyes. 
Her paintings of Roth demonstrate their great love and 
spiritual connection.  For example, in Your Names Are 
Love Father God (1969–70), Iannone lays on her back 
while Roth touches her breasts and clitoris. The title 
indicates Iannone’s reverence for Roth: She names him 
“love,” as well as “father” and “God,” conveying his erotic 
and spiritual power over her.  She worships him while—
and because—he worships her body.

 

The blurring of love and idolatry intensifies in I Am 
Whoever You Want Me To Be (1970). Iannone paints 
herself bent over while Roth’s hand wraps around her 
throat. She surrenders of her own volition, offering up 
both her body and her identity to her lover. When this 
work is compared to the painting I Love To Beat You 
(1969–70), also on view, the two pieces capture the 
fluid dynamic that characterizes Iannone’s complex 
understanding of sexuality. In the latter work, Iannone 
sits enthroned by sinuous decorations, receiving oral sex 
from a partner that is not Roth. The man’s back is to the 
viewer and her face reads like a mask, with solid oval 
eyes, painted features, and a head of hair resembling 
patchwork fabric. Her labia are swollen in pleasure; 
across her stomach is written “I Love To Beat You.” 
Iannone’s dominant position and the simultaneously 
amorous and aggressive text indicate her control; she 
easily transitions from acquiescent lover to goddess. 

Abandon and sexual ecstasy are iconic of Iannone’s work, 
and she explores both in her video box I Was Thinking Of 
You (1975/2006), also on view. While a new version of the 
wooden box was painted in 2006, the video was made in 
1975 when Iannone was alone in her apartment. As she 
masturbated, she taped her face in order to capture her 
orgasm—the moment when, according to the artist, a 
person’s soul passes over his or her face. By inserting 
the video into her painting, she brings the tableau to life. 
The work was unprecedented at that time, especially 
created by a woman. It could be compared to Vito Acconci’s 
Seedbed (1971) performance, in which he lay hidden 
underneath a ramp in a gallery and masturbated while 
fantasizing about the  visitors. Iannone’s piece, however, 
leaves herself exposed. It is reminiscent of Bernini’s 
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, (1647–52) a Baroque marble 
sculpture that portrays Saint Teresa d’Avila in an intense 
state of pleasure when struck by an angel’s arrow. 
I Was Thinking of You bravely shows Iannone’s moment 
of utmost vulnerability in her own effort to catch a 
portrait of her soul. 

Iannone’s radical sensibility is apparent both in her 
artwork and her long struggle with censorship. In one 
incident in 1969 at a museum in Bern, the board of directors 
demanded that the genitals in Iannone’s paintings be 
covered with black cloth. In protest, Dieter Roth, also 
featured in the exhibition, removed his work from the 
show and director Harald Szeemann resigned from his 
position. Iannone’s work, even forty years later, retains the 
sincerity and power to inspire people to the extremes. 
“Lioness,” the title of this exhibition, is borrowed from 
Dieter Roth’s pet name for the artist.

—Jarrett Gregory, Curatorial Assistant and exhibition curator
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