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Nan Goldin, Kathleen at the Bowery Bar, NYC, 1995. Courtesy of the artist and Pioneer Works. 
Copyright: Nan Goldin. Photo: Dan Bradica. 
 
Pioneer Works curator David Everitt Howe takes a deeply personal look back at two 
former exhibitions he organized by Nan Goldin and Kathleen White in 2017, finding in 
both important lessons for navigating loss, sustaining communities, and caring for those 
whom you love. 



09.08.20 ² ART 
Nan Goldin called me out of the blue one Sunday afternoon²on November 26, 2017, to be 
e[acW. IW ZaV like geWWing a call from JeVXV ChriVW; or I don¶W knoZ, Rob\n, being all, ³He\ DaYid, 
iW¶V Rob\n, from SZeden!´ IW ZaV 2pm, and m\ beVW ga\V and I had each had a feZ roXndV of 
³brXnch´ drinkV and I ZaV WipV\. Ma\be eYen a liWWle drXnk. I had a cla\ face maVk on VloZl\ 
hardening, pulling my gaping pores shut while we watched SchiWW¶V CUeek, or maybe it was a 
flXrr\ of old Madonna YideoV (I¶m proXd and aVhamed Wo admiW I¶m a liYing clichp of a 
homoVe[Xal male). I didn¶W anVZer Whe phone Whinking iW ZaV a debW collecWor or a robocall Wr\ing 
to sell me insurance for the car I don¶W haYe. BXW no, iW ZaV Nan Goldin, one of Whe moVW noWed, 
phoWographic chroniclerV of NeZ York CiW\¶V XndergroXnd qXeer cXlWXre in Whe 80V and 90V. I 
liVWened Wo Whe Yoicemail: ³Sorr\ WhiV iV laVW minXWe, iW¶V Nan«´ 
 
I had a mini meltdown, looking like a green raccoon ZiWh ³reYiWali]ing´ goo all oYer m\ face, 
and tried to pull myself together, to meet someone I revered in art school, in the flesh. I had been 
planning an exhibition of her work at Pioneer Works for a few months at that point. The show 
was going to exclusively feature big, glossy new prints of one of her recurring muses, the artist 
Kathleen White. Kathleen was also²in a story full of coincidences²my first neighbor in New 
York CiW\ Zhen I ZaV \oXng, dXmb, and« I ZaV alVo planning a concXrrent, posthumous 
e[hibiWion of KaWhleen¶V Zork aW Pioneer WorkV (Vhe died of cancer in 2014). CapiWali]ing on 
Nan¶V fame Wo leYerage aWWenWion WoZardV KaWhleen, iW ZaV going Wo be a pairing of eqXalV WhaW 
also would shed some much-needed lighW on KaWhleen¶V output, which tended to be over-
VhadoZed b\ ³WhaW face.´ UnVXrpriVingl\, I remember Zell Whe Wime I firVW VaZ one of Nan¶V 
photos of Kathleen, Kathleen at the Bowery Bar, NYC (1995), in which Kathleen, wearing a 
pretty, revealing blue dress, has a drink and smoke at the bar, eyes downcast as if deep in 
melanchol\ WhoXghW, Whe alabaVWer darkneVV of Whe eVWabliVhmenW¶V inWerior VXrroXnding her aV if 
closing in. It has all the pathos of that famous Edward Hopper diner painting, Nighthawks 
(1942), in which three people grab a bite to eat late at night, surrounded by an empty city. At the 
Wime, I WhoXghW ³Hol\ VhiW, WhaW¶V KaWhleen!´ 
 
In any case, the call became one of those I-remember-when moments you regale guests with at 
dinner parWieV, ³WhaW Wime Nan Goldin called me and I ZaV ZaVWed,´ folloZed b\ maniacal 
laughter since it was so fitting, in a way, considering her work is all about dependency. 
 
IT¶S a little difficult to pin down what Nan is perhaps most known for now, since recently 
photos of her VhoXWing "Shame on Sackler" and ³FXnd Rehab,´ and WhroZing pill boWWleV inWo Whe 
moaW aroXnd Whe Temple of DendXr aW Whe MeW, in Whe mXVeXm¶V Sackler Wing, haYe 
emblazoned The New York Times. Or Where¶V anoWher indelible image of her in Artforum²
argXabl\ Whe arW Zorld¶V moVW high-profile periodical²lying next to the same moat, surrounded 
by families as part of a die-in, OxyContin bottles floating beside her like little clinical floaties.  
 
The founder and lead organizer of P.A.I.N. (Prescription Addiction Intervention Now), 
Nan founded the loose group to protest the Sackler family, who amassed a great fortune 
marketing the opioid OxyContin while simultaneously burying or ignoring the 
overwhelming evidence of how truly addictive the medication was. 
 

https://nyti.ms/2DhxlhJ
https://www.artforum.com/slant/christopher-glazek-on-nan-goldin-and-the-sacklers-79542


The Sackler family almost single-handedly launched the opioid epidemic in the United States, 
which continues unabated, manifesting all around New York and countless towns across 
America. For Nan, the epidemic is personal, as she herself was addicted from 2014-2017 before 
kicking it after nearly overdosing on fentanyl-laced heroin. It was one of the most excruciating 
experienceV Vhe¶V eYer dealW ZiWh. ³YoXr oZn Vkin reYolWV againVW \oX,´ Vhe noted to the Times in 
2018. ³EYer\ parW of \oXrVelf iV in Werrible pain.´ 
 
This was, of course, a continuing battle dating back to her youth in suburban Boston, where she 
chafed againVW Whe confineV of her more or leVV ³normal´ Xpbringing. AV Vhe noted, ³I ZanWed Wo 
get high from a really early age. I wanted to be a junkie. That's what intrigues me. Part was the 
Velvet Underground and the Beats and all that stuff. But, really, I wanted to be as different from 
my mother as I could and define myself as far as possible from the suburban life I was brought 
up in." Taking up heroin as a teenager, she used it briefly in art school in Boston, and then 
afterwards in New York City, where she moved to in 1977. There, she settled into a lower east 
side scene of drag queens, nightlife types, writers, and artists who shared in her spirit of rebellion 
and living alternatively²including its attendant drug use. 
 
IW¶V WhiV parW of her life WhaW informV Whe oWher Zork Vhe¶V moVW famoXV for: Whe VlideVhoZ and 
book of photographs The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1985 and 1986, respectively), which 
WakeV iWV name from Whe WiWle of a Vong in BerWolW BrechW and KXrW Weill¶V The Threepenny 
Opera (1928) (in Whe Vong a Zoman VingV of her Za\Zard loYer: ³Ve[Xal obVeVVion haV him in iWV 
Whrall«a mighW\ geniXV VWXck on proVWiWXWion, bXW Zhen Whe\ died Zho paid Whe fXneral? WhoreV 
did.´).1 Brecht is a very cunning reference: a playwright, poet, and revolutionary Marxist 
Zorking in Whe 1920V, he promoWed a neZ kind of ³epic WheaWer´ WhaW ZoXld breach Whe foXrWh 
Zall ZiWh cerWain ³alienaWion effecW´ WacWicV WhaW made Whe aXdience Velf-aware of their 
position as audience. These included actors playing multiple roles and directly addressing 
viewers, placards that didactically emphasized key points of the plot, and even leaving stage 
lights and other behind-the-scenes objects on the stage,2 all Wo ³VhoZ WhaW \oX are VhoZing«Whe 
audience identifies with the actor as being an observer, and accordingly develops his attitude of 
looking on.´3 

 

https://nyti.ms/2F5aqrd
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/mar/23/nan-goldin-photographer-wanted-get-high-early-age%23:~:text=To%20Goldin's%20delight,%20it%20startles,third-floor%20window%20in%20Brooklyn


 
Nan Goldin, Nan on Brian¶V lap, Nan¶V birWhda\, NYC, 1981. CoXrWeV\ of Whe arWiVW and Marian 
Goodman Gallery. Copyright: Nan Goldin. 
 
With The Ballad of Sexual Dependency this idea of looking becomes especially fraught, as we 
witness scenes so intensely personal²so private²WhaW iW¶V almost as if a corollary fourth wall in 
phoWograph\ beWZeen ZhaW¶V pXblic and ZhaW VhoXld be oXW-of-view has been irrevocably 
washed away. We see Nan herself smiling coyly in Nan Rn BUian¶V laS, Nan¶V biUWhda\, NeZ 
York City (1981)her arms draped around her bo\friend¶V WorVo and her neck feVWooned in WaVWefXl 
pearls. Expressionless, with his eyes looking at the camera and his mouth slightly agape, he 
looks like a deer caught in headlights, surprised by the click of the shutter. In Nan after being 
battered (1984), however, we see her with both eyes encircled by brown bruises, glassy with 
moisture from trauma. Staring at the camera defiantly, her lips are impeccably coated in deep, 
red lipstick, and she wears the same pearls, as if both were a badge of normalcy she refuses to 
relinquish.4 IW¶V imageV like WheVe WhaW haYe led man\ commenWaWorV Wo describe her work as 
³confeVVional,´ WhoXgh What word seems like something of a misnomer. Confessional presupposes 
WhaW Vome degree of gXilW iV inYolYed Zhen iW¶V clear a VenVe of almoVW gleefXl pride rXnV 
throughout the work, even in its darkest moments. 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/jun/05/larry-clark-tulsa-teenage-lust-photography-controversy


 
Nan Goldin, Getting high, NYC, 1979. Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery. 
Copyright: Nan Goldin. 
 
In Getting high, New York City (1979) a man heaWV Xp heroin in a Vpoon, a Zoman¶V red belW 
tightened around his left arm. The scene is notable for its otherwise relative normalcy: a high-
heel shoe lays next to a phone, while a glass of water rests on the floor in the foreground. Greer 
and Robert on the bed, New York City (1982) blurrily documents a quiet moment in which artist 
Greer Lankton²who was born Greg Lankton and underwent sexual reassignment surgery in 
1979²lies on a bed, probably very high. She was known for making papier-mâché dolls in 
which bodies were stretched thin and genitals were crossed between genders, implying all bodies 
are transitional. Next to her sits her ex, gay artist Robert Vitale, who runs his hand through his 
hair while he looks away. He broke up with her years before over her new gender, though they 
remained friendV. Greer ZrapV her hand aroXnd her ZriVW, aV if meaVXring iWV maVV, ³looking 
inZard, fXll of longing, WhZarWed deVire and her eVVenWial lonelineVV,´ aV Nan haV described the 
moment. This is darkness of another sort, not of the graphic, drug-paraphernalia kind WhaW¶V 
eYocaWiYe of Whe Zork of one of Nan¶V moVW formaWiYe, VWaWed inflXenceV, Larr\ Clark. 
His Tulsa and Teenage Lust photo series became notorious for their chronicling of youths toting 
guns, fucking, and doing drugs, caught in the act; in Jack and Lynn Johnson, Oklahoma 
City (1973) a woman grins while licking her lips, forcing a thin stream of heroin out of a 
hypodermic needle just before injecting it into the arm of the man before her.5 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/22/arts/a-rebel-whose-dolls-embodied-her-demons.html


 
Nan Goldin, Greer and Robert on the Bed, NYC, 1982. Courtesy of the artist and Marian 
Goodman Gallery. Copyright: Nan Goldin. 
 
Rather, Greer and Robert on the bed, New York City (1982) points to a kind of tone or 
atmosphere of existential reckoning more than any specific, graphic act²quiet, peripheral edges 
of an eYenW more Whan Whe eYenW iWVelf. Nan¶V camera chronicleV fleeWing momenWV in Wime, 
WhroXgh Whe highV and loZV, Whe parWieV and nighWV oXW, Whe loYeV fallen in and oXW of. ³I XVed Wo 
think that I could never lose anyone if I photographed them enough. In fact, my pictures show 
me hoZ mXch I¶Ye loVW.´6 Greer died of an overdose in 1986, while Robert died of AIDS in 
1989, four years and seven years after the picture was taken, respectively.7 

 
The photograph then is ³the liYing image of a dead thing,´ as Roland Barthes Zould sa\. 
It¶s that thing that pulls \our heart strings, the thing that makes Nan¶s photographs so 
moving and yet so hard to put your finger on. 
 
The phoWograph When iV ³Whe liYing image of a dead Whing,´ aV Roland BarWheV ZoXld Va\. While 
I¶m loaWhe Wo inYoke a WheoriVW Vo oYerl\-referenced and grad school-textbook as Barthes, 
noneWheleVV hiV mXVingV on a phoWograph¶V punctum²which came out around the same time Nan 
was photographing these subjects²ring WrXe here; iW¶V WhaW thing that pulls your heart strings, the 
Whing WhaW makeV Nan¶V phoWographV Vo moYing and \eW Vo hard Wo pXW \oXr finger on. The 
punctum is, for Barthes²writing about the picture of a man, Lewis Payne, in his jail cell waiting 
to be hanged²³he is going to die. I read at the same time, this will be and this has been; I 
observe with horror an anterior future of which death is the stake. Whether or not the subject is 
already dead, every photograph is this catastrophe.´8 



IT¶S weird personally going through something you read about in grad school, in a canonical 
text of postmodernist theory²a We[W WhaW¶V VXppoVed Wo be abVWracW, and VomehoZ noW real, Zhen 
iW¶V all premiVed on a Yer\ real eYenW Ze all haYe or Zill go through: the death of a parent. 
Before, I ZaV like, ³\eah, \eah, I geW iW.´ NoZ, iW feelV XrgenW. AV lore goeV, in Camera 
Lucida BarWheV VorWV WhroXgh phoWographV of hiV recenWl\ deceaVed moWher, Wr\ing Wo ³find´ her, 
as if that was even possible in old photographs. Nonetheless he comes upon one, all dog-eared, 
Zhich becomeV Whe Zhole premiVe of Whe pXncWXm, Zhich liWerall\ WranVlaWeV aV a ³poinW,´ like a 
prick or being struck, or cut. I found myself doing the same thing this past March, sifting through 
bo[eV of famil\ phoWographV afWer m\ Dad died of cancer, feeling dpjj YX from VomeWhing I¶d 
read at Columbia, in my mid-twenties. 

 
For Vome people, Whe\ liWerall\ can¶W look aW phoWographV of Whe recenWl\ deceaVed. IW¶V Woo 
painful. For me, it became a kind of out-of-body experience, just sifting through photos the day 
afWer hiV corpVe ZaV Zheeled oXW of m\ childhood hoXVe. I ZaV Wr\ing Wo find Whe ³beVW´ imageV²
him marrying my Mom; holding me up on one of those fucked-up, massive guns on a Navy 
destroyer; giYing a WhXmbV Xp afWer proWeVWing WellV Fargo¶V fXnding of priYaWe priVonV and 
immigrant detention facilities; mimicking the pose of a mannequin in that tacky Pierre Cardin 
e[hibiWion aW Brookl\n MXVeXm, Zhich he loYed (³DaYid, \oX VhoXld make an e[hibition that 
XVeV lighWing effecWV like WhaW faVhion VhoZ. So cool!´). 
 
There¶V anoWher phoWograph of him I Wook on m\ phone WhaW I¶ll probabl\ neYer VhoZ an\one, of 
hiV bod\ in Whe hoVpice bed righW afWer he died. I¶m noW e[acWl\ VXre ZhaW compelled me Wo take it, 
except maybe I needed it to mark the event as real when at the time it seemed so the opposite. I 
ZaV Whe onl\ one in Whe room Zhen iW happened. I ZaVn¶W eYen VXre hiV laVW breaWh ZaV hiV laVW; no 
one tells you these things in school. Death seems like a taboo topic, or something no one cares 
aboXW becaXVe iW¶V Vo Xn-sexy and so un-marketable, unlike births or weddings. After he stopped 
moYing for a Zhile, I Googled ³hoZ Wo Well if Vomeone iV dead,´ Zhich iV comical deVpiWe Whe 
circumstances. I really had no idea how to tell if it was the end. After the hospice nurse came by 
and called it, my family and I went into the other room to build a fire; he loved those. In between 
tending to it I would go to him in the other room, despite there being no reason to. I would touch 
hiV face and iW didn¶W feel like him. Nor did he look like himVelf. He Veemed like an alien being. I 
wonder what Barthes would call that kind of photograph. 
 
I still have a few of his voicemails on my iPhone, which I play now and then to hear his voice. 
For me, Whe\ fXncWion like phoWographV, aV Whe\ are an inde[ of VorWV eYen if Whe\¶re noW Whe liWeral 
impreVVion of lighW on paper, Whe ³Whing of Whe paVW, [WhaW] b\ iWV immediaWe radiaWionV (iWV 
luminances), has really touched the surface Zhich in WXrn m\ ga]e Zill WoXch.´ So Woo iV WhaW 
voicemail from Nan I have saved, which is in its own way a kind of this-has-been, even though it 
haVn¶W happened \eW. 
 
NAN met Kathleen in 1988, most likely through their mutual friend, the photographer 
Shellburne Thurber, who also shot Kathleen. But Nan and Kathleen became closer when Nan 
was getting clean at McLean Hospital, outside Boston. Kathleen needed an apartment in the city, 
and Nan met some dude in her detox program who was looking for a tenant. Organizing the 
transaction, Nan later found out the guy was a scam artist; the landlord ran into Kathleen one 
da\, and ZaV like, ³Zh\ are \oX here?´ FriendVhip enVXed,10 but Kathleen had to find someplace 



else to live. After several ensuing apartments, such as one notable storefront on Elizabeth Street, 
Vhe eYenWXall\ VeWWled in ZiWh Cookie MXeller¶V parWner, Vinger and acWreVV Sharon NieVp, in her 
aparWmenW on EaVW Si[Wh SWreeW. Sharon and Cookie Zere alVo Nan¶V mXVeV (moVW of her friendV 
were), and both became famous for recurring roles in John Waters movies, like Pink Flamingo. 
While Kathleen lived with Sharon, she started to make small, Sculptamold cars due to the sudden 
death of her sister at the hands of a drunk driver, in January 1999. 
 
I¶d sa\ Kathleen¶s Zork is marked b\ an almost elemental simplicit\. Often, her canYases 
and sculptures are nothing more than a kind of crude mark made in paint, or an object 
kind of placed just-so. 
 
I¶d Va\ KaWhleen¶V Zork iV marked b\ an almoVW elemenWal VimpliciW\. Often, her canvases and 
sculptures are nothing more than a kind of crude mark made in paint, or an object kind of placed 
just-so. The cars, despite being modeled after (fairly) intricate objects, were brusquely molded by 
hand, and have the appearance of a blobb\ child¶V Wo\, or ma\be of Vome kind of inchoaWe, 
indestructible rock²something that could survive anything. They were literally fashioned like 
out of play-doh, then set by heat. She would then paint them a solid color, like green or red. In 
her posthumoXV e[hibiWion aW MarWoV Galler\, ³Year of FirVWV´²which ran concurrently with her 
e[hibiWion I organi]ed aW Pioneer WorkV, ³SpiriWV of ManhaWWan´²two of the cars were placed 
neatly on small, white shelves, a far cry from how I initially viewed them with her surviving 
partner, artist Rafael Sánchez, in her old studio in Chelsea, where there were literally heaps of 
them in boxes, as well as countless flat, unstretched, and unprimed canvases onto which she 
inscribed bright, almost chipper renderings of car afWer car in painW, one or WZo per canYaV. IW¶V 
hard to overstate how gorgeous they are, and to my knowledge, these specific car works have 
neYer been VhoZn pXblicl\. Seen Vpla\ed on Wop of each oWher, Whe\¶re hard Wo focXV on, bXW like 
everything else of hers in the studio, if you were to frame one or two and hang them up alone on 
a wall, they would command the whole space and still take your breath away. Seen on a perfectly 
white shelf at eye level, Car (1999-2001) looks like a sacred object. 



 
Kathleen White, Car (1999-2001), Sculptamold and oil paint, 1 ½ × 2 ¼ × 4 inches. Courtesy of 
The Sánchez-White Archive and Martos Gallery. 
 
Kathleen made hundreds and hundreds of these little vehicles and would give them to friends as 
gifts. According to Rafael, she made them almost compulsively for two years, as if she was 
Wr\ing Wo proceVV her ViVWer¶V paVVing b\ making the object that killed her over and over again11²
aV if, in Whe ³compXlVion Wo repeaW,´ aV LXcien FreXd ZoXld Va\, Vhe ZaV Wr\ing Wo come Wo gripV 
ZiWh a realiW\ Vhe coXldn¶W face. Riffing off of FreXd, JacqXeV Lacan called WhiV ³encoXnWer ZiWh 
the real´ a WraXmaWic rXpWXre WhaW breakV WhroXgh Wo Whe VXrface, Zhich he Wermed tuché²
inWereVWingl\, BarWheV¶ pXncWXm ZaV modeled on Lacan¶V Werm: ³iW¶V Whe OccaVion, Whe EncoXnWer, 
Whe Real, in iWV indefaWigable e[preVVion.´12 Looking at the work of Andy Warhol, 
particularly White Burning Car III (1963), art historian Hal Foster thought the smears, 
inconsistencies, and mistakes in the screen printed image repeated ad nauseum was an example 
of WhaW Wraged\¶V ³realiW\´²its tuché or punctum²coming through; Warhol himself once said, 
³Whe more \oX look aW Whe Vame e[acW Whing, Whe more Whe meaning goeV aZa\, and Whe beWWer and 
empWier \oX feel.´13 On WhaW Vame noWe, Zhile Warhol and KaWhleen¶V pracWiceV are Zildl\ 
diVparaWe, ma\be Where¶V a Vimilar operaWion happening ZiWh KaWhleen¶V carV. PerhapV Wheir 
handmade irregularities, which varies between each sculpted object, functions like indexes of an 
event too harsh to fully grasp. 



In any case, Kathleen gave up making cars after she broke the oven in the process, precipitating 
an eventual move in 2001 to 151 Ludlow Street in the heart of the lower east side, aided by 
Sharon and Lia Gangitano, the founder of Participant Inc, whose landlord also managed the 
LXdloZ SWreeW addreVV. The\ filled a Vhopping carW ZiWh KaWhleen¶V WhingV and rolled iW doZn Whe 
street.14 I moved to that same address roughly five years afterwards, when I relocated to the city 
from Atlanta as a wide-e\ed ³innocenW,´ VeWWling in an aparWmenW direcWl\ adjacenW Wo KaWhleen 
and Rafael¶V (Whe\ liYed WogeWher). IW ZaV a qXinWeVVenWial NeZ York VeW-up, a grungy yet 
charming old tenement building crisscrossed by fire escapes. Its front door was covered in 
graffiti, and my Dad joked that when he helped me move in, he pulled up to a homeless man 
sleeping in front of it. In wintertime I would be jolted awake by the clanging of radiators, and I 
could hear pigeons cooing outside my bedroom window at all times, like a kind of calming, 
urban soundtrack of filth. In classic fashion my window faced a brick wall two feet in front of it; 
that little interstitial black hole of a space was like a wind tunnel of pigeon feathers and weird 
smells. I never opened it. Every few nights, mountains of rat-infested trash piled up along the 
narrow streets, and occasionally one of the vermin would run across my feet on the way home 
while wasted, at 2 A.M.. It was hopelessly romantic. 
 
Kathleen and Rafael were also a stereotype all their own²of the seasoned, urban hippie variety. 
Coming from AWlanWa Zhere ³Xrban´ doeVn¶W eYen reall\ e[iVW, WhiV ZaV neZ Wo me. Rafael had a 
long, grey beard and looked a little bit like Father Time, while Kathleen would check the mail in 
a glamorous, floor-length fur coat, which I professed envy of. Once Rafael asked me what my 
plans were for the summer solstice, to which I jokingly asked in return if he was going to dance 
naked in the backyard under the full moon. He probably did. He and Kathleen made a nearly 
eleven-foot-high dolmen out of foamcore and painted it to resemble Stonehenge. Gazing at it 
while sitting in a lawn chair, contesting overdraft fees from Chase bank on the phone, I looked 
up and thought, who the fuck are these people, and what is that? 
 
The ³what is that´ ZaV e[acWl\ Whe poinW; Rafael ZaV primaril\ knoZn aV a performance arWiVW, 
and Kathleen was associated with paintings and sculptures. They wanted to meet in the middle to 
create something that was collaborative and defied explanation. The dolmen could be taken apart 
and driven to any location, where it could be rebuilt and function as a locus of performances and 
poetry readings, or even just a social gathering; its very contingency as an artwork only 
underlined the contingency of art as such. It was a DXchampian read\made WhaW ZaVn¶W 
readymade, but crafted by two people, together. Its significance went over my head at the time, 
but to be fair, I was twenty-four and not really keyed in yet. 



 
Installation view of Kathleen White, "A Year of Firsts," Martos Gallery, New York, December 
14, 2017 - January 28, 2018. Courtesy of The Sánchez-White Archive and Martos Gallery. 



 
Kathleen White, A Year of Firsts (2001), 40 works on paper, 12 × 16 ½ inches each. Courtesy of 
The Sánchez-White Archive and Martos Gallery. 
 
While she was still living with Sharon and continuing at 151 Ludlow, Kathleen had also started 
her series of drawings A Year of Firsts (2001), Zhich ZaV prompWed b\ her faWher¶V deaWh from 
cancer in March of that year but continued in earnest cataloging significant events during that 
time and from the recent past. One drawing from April, 2001, features only white tally marks²
sixty-four to be exact²on Whe paper¶V Xnadorned, beige backgroXnd, aV if Vhe Zere counting 
down the days from some unknown event; or from May of that year in a work with a simple 
black brXVh VWroke forming an ink\ hori]on line, labeled in her handZriWing, ³Whe firVW Wime I 
forgoW and When remembered he ZaV gone, K. WhiWe, Ma\, 2001.´ A drawing made on September 
11, 2001 consists of black darkness hovering over a swath of ocean-like blue. A Year of 
Firsts speaks to the almost suffocating inexorability of time passing, inevitably bearing out 
losses as it unfolds. These took a heavy toll on her.15 



 
Kathleen White, A Year of Firsts (2001), 40 works on paper, 12 × 16 ½ inches each. Courtesy of 
The Sánchez-White Archive and Martos Gallery. 
 
Yet another loss²WhiV Wime her WZin broWher ChriV¶V VXicide in 200716²prompted another group 
of ZorkV WhaW laWer formed Whe 2014 e[hibiWion ³(A) Rake¶V ProgreVV,´ cXraWed b\ Rafael Zhile 
Kathleen was more or less immobilized by cancer. Just after Chris's death, she started observing 
Whe VeaVonal, VhifWing colorV in oXr bXilding¶V back\ard²which together her and Rafael had 
turned from kind of a dump into a hardscrabble garden²as a basis for seventy-one layered, 
pastel monochromes created in remembrance of Chris, all arranged in a neat row around the 
perimeWer of MomenWa ArW¶V galler\ Vpace. Pinned Wo Whe Zall aW Wheir Wop cornerV, Whe\ Zere lefW 
to flutter like delicate yet blank diary entries, subject to the whims of an errant breeze. They were 
arranged in the order they were made. In the middle of the space, a garden rake and a plumb 
hanging from a thread formed Rake & Plumb ( #1 ) (2014),17 and spoke to the precariousness of 
hXman life and Whe ³life´ of 151 LXdloZ SWreet. A soundtrack of Kathleen typing on the 
typewriter, titled Sound Texts, and a video she made with Rafael of pastel-stained snow from the 
monochromes hanging to dry were another gesture to the space outside, a site they wanted to 
inhabit while it lasted; in Whe preVV maWerialV KaWhleen noWed, ³knoZing alVo WhaW Whe garden 
ZoXld Voon be loVW Wo Whe high renWV plagXing oXr ciW\«WhiV ph\Vical e[ploraWion of color WhroXgh 
its endless grinding, its proliferating combinations and intense contact onto the page is at once a 
VWance of grace and defiance againVW all Whe Zorld¶V inVXlWV.´ 



 
Installation view of Kathleen White and Rafael Sánchez, "(A) Rakes Progress," Momenta Art, 
Brooklyn, August 08 - August 31, 2014. Courtesy of The Sánchez-White Archive and Martos 
Gallery. Photo: Kikuko Tanaka 
 
A live performance of readings by Jim Fletcher, Joey Gabriel, Rafael, and Kate Valk²all 
aVVociaWeV and friendV of KaWhleen¶V²closed out the exhibition on its last night, on August 31st 
of that year.18 KaWhleen coXldn¶W aWWend aV Vhe ZaV in Whe WhroeV of her oZn deaWh and largel\ 
unconscious, though Rafael was in bed with her with the event on speakerphone; a friend at 
Momenta held a phone close up to the performers to establish a kind of private and rudimentary 
liYe VWream. ThoXgh Vhe ZaVn¶W ³preVenW´ in man\ Za\V, Rafael VWill WhinkV Vhe coXld hear 
everything.19 It was all ultimately a score of her. 



 
Nan Goldin, Kathleen laughing NYC, 1994. Courtesy of the artist and Pioneer Works. 
Copyright: Nan Goldin. Photo: Dan Bradica. 
 
THE VeYen prinWV in Nan Goldin¶V e[hibiWion of ZorkV feaWXring KaWhleen (\oX gXeVVed iW, WiWled 
³KaWhleen´) feaWXred her in man\ guises, a conscious decision made by Rafael, Nan, and I. Most 
had never been printed before and were taken from a large selection of slides, numbering in the 
hXndredV. There¶V KaWhleen cr\ing in bed; KaWhleen grinning miVchieYoXVl\ in laWe-afternoon 
light; Kathleen looking like a badass bitch at Wigstock, dressed in a blue unitard in full make-up, 
Vmoking a cigareWWe; and Nan¶V faYoriWe, Kathleen laughing NYC (1994). Nan noted in a recent 
phone call, ³She coXld be reall\ fXnn\. I miVV her. She had a genWleness about her, but also sharp 
edgeV. She WaXghW me Wo alZa\V aVk people firVW: µhoZ are \oX?¶´ 
 
Nan noted in a recent phone call, ³She could be reall\ funn\. I miss her. She had a 
gentleness about her, but also sharp edges. She taught me to always ask people first: µhoZ 
are \ou?¶´ 
 
This is probably why when Nan picked up the phone she asked how I ZaV, and hoZ I¶d been. I 
reVponded dr\l\, ³Do \oX reall\ ZanW Wo knoZ?´ ³YeV,´ Vhe Vaid.20 



 
Installation view of Kathleen White, "Spirits of Manhattan," Pioneer Works, December 1, 2017 - 
February 11, 2018. Courtesy of The Sánchez-White Archive and Pioneer Works. Photo: Dan 
Bradica. 
 
In another new print, Kathleen in her studio, NYC (1995) we see her in a moment of 
conversation or perhaps distracted, surrounded by boughs of wigs and other hair works hanging 
from the ceiling. Nan would curate this installation, Spirits of Manhattan (1996), in ³Sh\´ aW 
Artists Space in 1999, in something of a follow-Xp e[hibiWion Wo Whe noZ VWoried ³WiWneVVeV: 
AgainVW oXr VaniVhing´ aW Whe Vame Vpace a decade earlier, Zhich ZaV one of Whe firVW e[hibiWionV 
to feature work exclusively about AIDS. Probably not incidentally, Spirits of Manhattan was 
also about AIDS, and how it decimated the drag queen community in New York City of which 
Kathleen was intimately involved; she made costumes for many of them, including Lady Bunny 
and JoJo Americo (you can see Kathleen as a background dancer in many Wigstock videos from 
the 90s). During that time in the lower east side, the possessions of drag queens who had 
VXccXmbed Wo Whe ³ga\ diVeaVe´ Zere ofWen lefW on Whe VWreeWV, Wheir wigs heaped in piles. Spirits 
of Manhattan was a tribute to all of them. When Rafael and I were deciding what work of 
KaWhleen¶V Wo VhoZ, Ze decided on WhaW inVWallaWion aV Whe e[hibiWion¶V bedrock and alVo aV iWV 
title, as a tribute to the social scene she and Nan shared and as a way to connect the two shows. 



 
Installation view of Kathleen White, "Spirits of Manhattan," Pioneer Works, December 1, 2017 - 
February 11, 2018. Courtesy of The Sánchez-White Archive and Pioneer Works. Photo: Dan 
Bradica. 



 
Installation view of Kathleen White, "Spirits of Manhattan," Pioneer Works, December 1, 2017 - 
February 11, 2018. Courtesy of The Sánchez-White Archive and Pioneer Works. Photo: Dan 
Bradica. 



When Rafael and I were mounting Spirits, we did a careful inventory of every hair piece, which 
took hours. Then we enlisted some of the drag queens featured in the work to hang the piece as 
they did when it originally went up at Artists Space. Rafael filmed the whole thing, as if it was a 
private performance of remembrance. Talking to me a few weeks ago, he said something very 
poignant: 
 
"As a curator, you're actually helping things not disappear. It becomes part of the work, but 
ultimately that's the most beautiful part, as challenging as it is²to integrate people and make 
sure that conversations start to cross over between one show to the next. Part of what Kathleen 
was doing was curating in that sense, of caring for these things. Curating comes from the word 
care [from the Latin curare, ³Wo Wake care of´]; Vhe cared for these people, you know? And the 
tools that she had at her disposal were her art. That's how her care manifests, so that her brother 
is remembered; so that her father is remembered; her sister; so that the losses of AIDS are 
remembered. ThaW¶V ZhaW Vhe belieYed in."21 Ƈ22 
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