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Sculptor, visual, and film artist Matthew Barney has taken his talents and has made multimedia projects and 
performances. Barney is a Yale graduate that explores the limits of the body. Born in 1967 in San Francisco, later 
moved to Boise, Idaho. When his parents got divorced, his mother moved to New York City. She was an artist, 
and he had visited her frequently. These visits became the catalyst to his vision for art. A lot of his art also shows 
parts of his past. A big showing of this in his work was during his younger years when he was an athlete 1. He 
also makes his performances, and exhibition’s talk about art, historical reenactments, and archetypal imagery.  
A big subject in all of Matthew Barney’s works is that it has a lot of emotion, and meaning in his works. In most 
of them, he includes sexuality, as well as his love for physical fitness. In almost all of his works, Barney tries to 
connect them together through some type of idea; most of his works to athletics or sexuality, and, history, and 
culture.  These three “ideas” are also in other works of his. 
 One of his works is called The Cremaster Cycle, which is a series of five films. In these films, Barney is 
featured on many occasions, with the exception of Cremaster 1(In that particular film, he isn’t seen at all.) The 
films talk in an unconventional narrative that explores into male sexuality, and intertwining history motifs, 
and human biology. With each film, they start and finish off on the same location. The films were not made in 
chronological order. The orders of making them are 4,1,5,2 and 3. The name The Cremaster series is based on the 
muscle that lifts and lowers the testicles. If watched in chronological order the films they represent the Cremaster 
lowering the organ. The films have many ideas within each story. Take Cremaster 2 for example, takes ideas such 
as fetal development and puts them into the film, and at the same time talks about escaping one’s destiny. Though 
most of the series talks more about sexuality it also shows many cultures throughout the series such as Celtic, 
and Israelian, Mormonism, and masonic rites2 . 

the Drawing Restraint series is an ongoing work of his since 1987. The first six of these were completed when he 
was an undergraduate at Yale (there are 19 drawing restraints in total). Barney, being an athlete in high school 
and college, used these activities as inspiration for these projects. A lot of Drawing Restraint focuses on physical 
body and studio practice, but when talking about body, most of it refers to athletics. He thinks that for the body 
to grow, there needs to be restraints to help it do so. Development of these works also came from restraints from 
where the projects are. By this, it means of the hold up on the projects from being finished helps create more of 
his work. Other types of restraints seen in these are self-imposed obstacles. All of them are technically film. The 
ninth one was a feature length film and dives into a plethora of eastern culture, and some of the issues with it, 
such as whaling. 
 Another one of his films called River of Fundament(2014) was the biggest project he had ever done after 
his Cremaster Series. The film was six hours long while the Cremaster cycle was seven.  Ancient Evening, a short 
novel by Norman Mailer was the basis for the film 3. The book was said by many to be awful. It consisted of over 
eighty-five of his works, ranging from giant sculptures to tiny drawings. One of his works in the film, 
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“Boat of Ra”, is a sculpture is based off of Norman Mailer’s roof. The roof was Mailer’s workspace. In many of 
Barney’s artworks many times there can be a reference to Norman mailer. Going back to ‘Boat of Ra” piece shows 
that Barney includes different types of culture in his work with this particular piece being ancient Egypt. With 
it looking like a roof, it was also supposed to be a mix between a boat and a burial chamber with the sculpture 
having a mysterious feeling to it. It was constructed in a very organized manner, giving it said feeling. The focal 
point of the piece would be the coffin that is represented there, but it is not easy to tell what gives it such a pecu-
liar vibe. A substantial amount of the film was worked around with live performances. Many ideas in society ran 
through the film, like sex, violence and power. These are said to be what has driven most societies since mankind 
started to form governments. 

Another one of his installations is Transexu-
alis(1991). This is another work that reflects 
his physical past, in the sense that it is a bench 
press covered in petroleum jelly and placed in a 
freezer. It is intended to represent how the bench 
opposes the person trying to lift weights and 
the freezer represents how cold can oppose a 
person’s movement or health. That with the jelly 
adds to the freezing of the bar. The piece is very 
unbalanced when looking into the concept of it. 
It makes it seem as if it is very biased in the way 
that all the force is on one side.This is like many 
of Barneys other works. He uses jelly alot to get 
hi sidea across, and uses an altheic perpective 
for this. For many of his pieces that utilize sports 
and how he is sometimes in his own works. He is 
isnt in thus one but exhibtion that this piece was 
in, Barney was shown in many of art pieces like 
the cremaster series and drawing restraint. 



 Deportment of the Host is an installation. It makes it 
debut in Drawing Restraint 9. Its essence in Drawing Restraint 
9 is that the ship gets flooded and the installation is then cov-
ered in petroleum jelly like Transexualis. The scene is supposed 
to represent issues with whaling and drilling oil in the water 
in Asia. The piece is supposed to be a destroyed tearoom with 
a lack of balance. In the scene that this piece is in, it’s a tragic 
love scene with the teahouse being destroyed and it sinking 
into the ocean. The two characters in the scene transform into 
whales, which the film is highly based off about. Barney takes a 
lot of the culture of Japan for this movie. Most of the lore based 
off this movie is from Centuries old Japan1 . A viewer looking 
at this scene or the entire film and be very confused to what 
the meaning of it all is.
 

 De Lama Lamina, a short movie of Barney’s that was 
released in 2007 was an exhibit that lasted from 2004 through 
2009. The exhibit shows a bulldozer holding an artificial tree. 
At the base of the tree are weapons that are destroying the tree, 
and a glass dome surrounds the piece. The installation is very 
organic, and has a lot of movement. The branches of the tree 
seem to be moving very sporadically, and making detailed 
shapes inside its of branches, and bringing it to life. The roots 
seem to stop short, implying that the bulldozer and weapons 
have killed the tree. This piece could be talking about defor-
estation and that the more it happens, the deeper of a hole that 
humanity is digging itself into2. The bulldozer is made of the 
same material as the tree, signifying that the trees are being 
used to destroy themselves. With most of Barney’s works, they 
talk about sexuality, and physical well-being, but this isn’t the 
case in the piece. Looking at it, it says that it talks about the 
problem with deforestation . In different terms, it could repre-
sent how as a society, we need change what we’re doing. 
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Another one of his sculptures is Oonagh Macumhail:The 
Case of the Entered Novitate(2002) which was shown in his 
movie Cremaster 3. The piece seems to be a very symbolic 
film. It was shown in a showcase, and seems to show differ-
ent layers in the piece. The artwork has movement with how 
the artwork keeps rising with more on it. The piece has a 
formal presence with the colors of the objects. Some of the 
colors are contrasting, and some have different textures than 
others that contrast each other. The piece is asymmetrical, 
but the differences on the different sides of the pieces are 
very subtle.  The piece goes back into what Barney typically 
means in his pieces, with it having themes of physical fit-
ness. The piece also shows what could be on a body, and as 
an example, it shows glass shoes. 
Cabinet of Baby Fay la Foe was completed in 2000, but was 
used in Barney’s Cremaster 2, which came out in 1999. 
All parts of the sculpture were in the film except for the 
barbells. The piece is an séance table with various objects 
around it, with everything being behind a display case. The 
objects around the table are what he has used in his life be-
fore, or what he has found valuable in his life. For example, 
the barbells are his likeness for physical fitness and exercise. 
The piece also talks about the instance of becoming alive. 
The object in the center of the image below the table is in 
between becoming and unbecoming, as if it was about to 
transform into a living animal. The last object in the picture 
is a top hat, which to this day, many have difficulty finding 
what it truly represents. The whole sculpture in general 
is very unified. Since it is located in a Cremaster film, its 
purpose is to help the film progress, but the meaning of the 
sculpture standing alone begs to differ. In this, it seems like 
it ties in more with the past of his athletic career.
The last piece shown is Chrysler Imperial was also the 
last sculpture shown in Cremaster 3. These sculptures are 
supposed to represent the five films of Cremaster, and show 
the conflict of the entire cycle and how it deals with it. There 
are also destroyed car parts from a demolition derby, with 
wooden frames supporting some parts of the cars. In the 
scene, they are shown to be on fire and used as battering 
rams. This shows what Barney usually shows by having the 
bodily features within the piece.  The piece has balance and 
repetition with the four sculptures looking very similar 
to each other. This is similar to his previous works with it 
being covered with his notorious Vaseline that is on many 
of his pieces. The pieces he portrays continue to give an 
ominous feeling. This educates the viewer how not all of his 
works give the same presence as other works.



Matthew Barney connects a lot of his works through different types of cultures, nationalities, and different 
communities in society. His work has an uncanny and bizarre fashion to it that has many people either loving 
or hating is installations. Many of Barneys works have many people thinking that his films are in a distasteful or 
vulgar manner and, sometimes flat out bad. Others seem to think that his work is the same exact thing, but find 
that Barney doing these art works in this fashion is what gets his points across. Many of his works are said to be 
the worst things in history, but looking at history many artworks were hated for there current time periods.


