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ON a recent afternoon the artist Lucas Samaras welcomed two 
visitors to his Midtown apartment to give them a preview of his 
new show at PaceWildenstein. But just as he was about to start up 
an iMovie on his Macintosh, the telephone rang. It was his 
longtime dealer, Arne Glimcher, calling from a yacht docked off 
the coast of Greece, Mr. Samaras’s homeland. 
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Mr. Samaras reacted somewhat theatrically. “I can’t talk,” he said 
into the receiver, mentioning the visitors’ presence. “And I’m ready 



now to shock them.” He hung up. “All I ask of you is compassion,” 
he told his guests, as if giving direction. And so the performance 
began. 
 
For those familiar with Mr. Samaras’s AutoPolaroid and Photo-
Transformation self-portraits (1969-71 and 1973-76), which 
present his face and naked body, often in a highly distorted 
fashion, his latest work will not seem especially shocking: to the 
strains of Liszt he steps out of his shoes, removes his pants, 
sweater and underwear, and moves through a series of poses while 
sitting in a chair. 
 
In the earlier photographs Mr. Samaras achieved his 
metamorphoses by donning wigs and costumes, or by 
manipulating the Polaroid film emulsion before it had developed, a 
radical technological innovation at the time. In this piece the 
mutations are provided by iMovie’s Bump Distortion filter — 
technology that Mr. Samaras happily described as “extremely 
banal” and “available to everyone” — which creates a lump that 
distends his face and body as he moves within the frame. 
 
For five and a half minutes this puckish, gray-bearded artist seems 
to travel through different shapes, identities, sexes and even art 
history. His forearms bulge like Popeye’s; his chest swells as he 
lounges like an odalisque; his belly balloons, as if in pregnancy. 
Toward the end he regarbs himself and hunches over, head in 
hands, as if aping Rodin’s “Thinker” pose. 
 
The video is called “Ecdysiast,” a term said to have been coined by 
H. L. Mencken to describe Gypsy Rose Lee. (Providentially enough 
for Mr. Samaras, who is fond of invoking his heritage, it is derived 
from the Greek “ekdusis,” to molt.) 
 
But though Mr. Samaras is the stripper in his piece, he is not 
exactly the sole performer. Since he shot the video in March, he 
has been screening it for friends and associates, including Chuck 
Close, Jasper Johns, Claes Oldenburg and Mr. Glimcher, and 
filming their reactions with a Sony HD camcorder. The full work 
consists of those videos — 24 in total — screened simultaneously 
with “Ecdysiast.” The new show, which opens Sept. 12, will also 
present five projected compilations of iMovies, all made within the 
last year and a half. 
 



In a sense this project, which conflates exhibitionism and 
voyeurism, recapitulates Mr. Samaras’s notorious “Sittings” of 
1978-80, when he lured friends and associates into his studio and 
wheedled them into stripping and striking a wacky pose. In every 
photograph he lurks creepily in a corner of the frame, his hand on 
the shutter auto-release. 
 
Though many of the same people participated in both events, 
including Mr. Johns and Mr. Glimcher, it took Mr. Samaras a while 
to recognize the relationship between the two series. “Most of the 
time things that I do, I just do them, and then later it dawns on 
me,” he said. 
 
Mr. Samaras intends the 24 “Viewer” videos to offer evidence of 
how people look at his artwork, and the reactions he captured do 
run the gamut. While some viewers, like Mr. Johns and Mr. 
Oldenburg, remain fairly deadpan, a few laugh heartily, including 
Mr. Glimcher and the curator Marla Prather, who organized Mr. 
Samaras’s 2003 Whitney Museum retrospective. Frequently, as the 
video ends, the viewer looks up, as if seeking the artist’s approval. 
 
“This is a strange thing I notice,’’ Mr. Samaras said. “When I show 
people something, they avert their gaze to see my reaction.” 
 
Coosje van Bruggen, Mr. Oldenburg’s wife and collaborator, ends 
her participation by applauding. (“You are definitely aware of the 
fact that he would like you to react in a certain way,” she said later 
in an interview.) 
 
To Mr. Close, who also participated in “Sittings,” the new work 
resonates as “the ultimate example of Duchamp in action.” 
 
“One of the things that every artist sort of secretly wishes is that 
they could be behind their painting, to see how people are reacting 
to the work,” Mr. Close said. “Duchamp says the artist has 50 
percent of the responsibility, but it’s not complete until it’s 
returned by the viewer. This is a textbook example of that in 
action: Lucas’s work and your work go together to make the 
piece.” 
 
 


