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ART, THE ARTIST AND THE INTERNET
We tend to draw a distinct line between art and life, preferring to engage with each of them
separately; one is usually detached from the other. But where circumstances conspire to join the
two, the result can be an intriguing amalgamation of fact and fantasy. I witnessed the results of this
phenomenon recently, when I became part of a documentary (Imitating Life – The Audacity of
Suzanne Heintz) about the work of photographer Suzanne Heintz.

BETWEEN THE DEVIL AND THE DEEP BLUE SEA

Heintz prepares her shot
The history of art abounds with instances in which practitioners have deliberately broken down the
traditional barriers between real life and its portrayal on page, screen or canvas. Hitchcock
famously appeared in his own films, Cindy Sherman uses her own body to create fantastical
characters in her photographs, self-portraits remain one of the mainstays of fine art and the list of
autobiographical narratives by a plethora of authors both past and present is almost endless.
These examples are the result of conscious choices; deliberate attempts to place the self at the centre
of the artefact. The audience is invited to recognise, not only the artefact as a whole, but the part
played by the artists themselves as active, ongoing contributors to the piece.
However, sometimes things don’t quite go to plan. The artist’s original intention can be hijacked by
the audience’s perceptions… or rather misperceptions… or worse, a series of misinterpretations that
compound the confusion surrounding the primary purpose with each and every retelling.

These tangential, uncontrollable developments can take the piece, and its audience, in a wholly
different direction from that which the artist intended. Add the broadcasting power, and capability
to influence understanding wielded by social media, to the equation and the potential to evoke a
catastrophic backlash is exacerbated. The internet can provide a potent vehicle for the
dissemination of material, but, equally, prove to be a fickle, harsh and unforgiving medium.

Up on the roof of the Hippodrome on 6th Avenue NYC

SUZANNE AND HER MANNEQUIN FAMILY MEET KATE BOLICK
To provide something of a backstory, I’ve written two articles and conducted two interviews with
Heintz who produces extraordinary imagery that incorporates a mannequin family; Chauncey and
Mary Margaret, who provide Suzanne with a husband and daughter respectively.
Heintz’s original intention was to provide a riposte to her mother’s comment that she ought to find
herself a husband, produce a family and settle down. And she did… in part. Heintz purchased a
ready-made family in the form of two representative mannequins, which she has photographed in
scenes of supposed familial and domestic bliss for the past 15 years. These beautifully photographed,
immaculately detailed images encapsulate the American Dream in each and every aspect of its
historic, cultural and consumerist glory.
Intended to demonstrate the pressures placed upon women by a society that seems desperate to
contain them within the confines of accepted norms and approved physical facades, Heintz
th

embarked on a personal crusade. Using the visual language of the mid-20th century and a keen eye
for satire, Heintz employed the techniques favoured by the advertising media of the period to turn
the tables on her targets. Thus many of the myths that surround contemporary understanding of
gender roles, issues of gender equality and the value placed on the traditional family unit were
exposed and exploded in her subsequent work… by those who got the point.

Suzanne Heintz and the documentary film crew
Those who did not appreciate the sensationalist aspects of the work and superimposed their own
skewed interpretations, and thanks to the power of the internet, Heintz rapidly became notorious as
the crazy lady who lives with dolls. Unfair, untrue and unfortunate because this, in turn, led to
spurious accusations that Heintz is anti-men, anti-marriage and anti-family. Once again, this is
untrue on all counts. However, the wave of vitriol that followed created a demand for explanation;
the need to produce statements to counterbalance the misinterpretations and misrepresentations
that spread across social media. This was hugely draining on Heintz personally and, most

importantly, it distracted Heintz from her work.
The extent to which the internet can influence public reaction to an artist’s work wasn’t apparent to
me until I met up with Suzanne Heintz again during filming.

Chauncey and Suzanne
As part of the Imitating Life documentary (by film makers Karen Whitehead and Katherine De
Francis), Heintz was filmed during a question and answer session, interacting with visitors to her
back to back fund raising events in Washington D.C. and New York City. Also attending was the
celebrated author and journalist Kate Bolick whose book, ‘Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own’,
reached number 7 in the New York Times bestseller list recently.
Bolick’s book is essentially an autobiographical memoire interwoven with biographical accounts of
five famous female writers. Bolick charts her journey as a single woman against theirs, to conclude

that the real issue is one of personal choice, of having the freedom to choose a lifestyle that will suit
personal preferences and not societal norms. By extension, life for women, particularly
contemporary women who have considerably more freedom than ever before in history, isn’t about
their marital state, but rather how they choose to live their life in order to most effectively facilitate
their dreams and desires.

Kate Bolick interviewed at the Joanne Artman Gallery NYC
The parallels between Heintz and Bolick’s work are clear. Although one chose the medium of film
and the other an established literary format to express their views, both have a common purpose;
they are promoting the right of women to make their own choices and to have those choices
respected as valid alternatives to what is widely perceived as the “norm”. Additionally, both are
deliberately incorporating versions of themselves and their own experiences in their work, not only
to personalise the result, but to add authenticity through candour. Theirs is most definitely a “warts
and all” approach and we should applaud them accordingly.

Kate Bolick and an uncharacteristically nervous Suzanne Heintz

BUT WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?
When your intentions are misinterpreted, it can provoke unwanted and unwarranted reactions; a
counterattack against you and for what your audience thinks you stand.
By placing themselves at the epicentre of their art, these women are demonstrating an
extraordinary degree of bravery – there can be no hiding place when you choose to incorporate your
name and your face in your work.
And this is where the line between myth and reality becomes blurred; the artist not only becomes an
inextricable part of their own work, but is held personally responsible for any misinterpretation of
their intentions… even if that misinterpretation is attributable to their audience.

In an attempt to communicate with the audience, the artist is presenting an edited version of
themselves to make their point. For example, Heintz puts herself through the tortuous process of
attaining the perfect mid-20th century figure for her photography – as defined by the male
dominated fashion industry of the time. Consequently, the pinched and cinched waist we see is real.
She diets for months and is then corseted and constrained to attain exactly the look she has worked
so hard to debunk. The fantasy we see, and the fantasy of countless people who have gone before us,
is in fact a very strenuous reality for Heintz. Suffering for your art may be a cliché, but, like most
clichés, it contains an element of truth.
Bolick incorporates intensely personal details from her own life in her revelatory book; her reaction
to her mother’s death, her liaisons and assignations, her private thoughts.
During the filming of the live interaction in NYC, what was interesting about the Suzanne
Heintz/Kate Bolick dynamic was that we, the audience, were suddenly aware that we were seeing
two sides of the same coin. Heintz uses a heavily mannered visual language firmly rooted in the
th

mid-20th century, which contrasts to Bolick’s more contemporary, conversational vernacular, but
both are exploring the theme of their culture’s perceptions of women, society’s expectations of
women and how women struggle to fit into, or escape, the mould that has been created for them.

Chauncey and Mary Margaret wait for their call
But although their chosen art forms present a version of womanhood that is separated
chronologically by some 60 years or so, the sobering fact remains that nothing appears to have
changed in the interim. Heintz presents her audience with an image of the epitome of the perfect
female role model in mid-20th century America; couture clad wife, homemaker and mother. Bolick
conducts a compare and contrast exercise with her life, as seen in the context of historic female
writers. Both highlight the need to recognise that women should have the right to determine how
they live their lives, irrespective of their marital state; personal relationships are only one aspect of a
much larger whole.

Both have initially enjoyed the seductive intoxication that comes with the global publicity only the
internet can generate, but this has proven to be both a blessing and a curse.

THE CRITICAL BACKLASH
Criticism has come from all directions. Heintz and Bolick’s work has been viewed as anti-marriage,
anti-children, anti-men and anti “the family unit”. In fact, anti-almost every established religion,
accepted social order and/or chastity, celibacy and monogamy. It isn’t.

The way the reactions to the works of these two women have manifested themselves has been
markedly different. Heintz has chosen a tangential vehicle that incorporates humour and satire,
whereas Bolick elected for a more direct, narrative approach. Heintz has been categorised as crazy
and eccentric, Bolick receives death threats. Heintz is celebrated in the media as a lovable lunatic,
Bolick as a feminist subversive. Two sides of the same coin, but two distinctly different attempts to
emasculate their voice and their work.

Ridicule and mockery can be as effective as threats and intimidation when an audience chooses to
undermine an unpleasant truth.
People do not like to see their version of the status quo, their reality challenged. It’s a slap in the
face, it’s like saying, “Hey, you’ve been duped all these years, I’m smarter than you, look at this and
I’ll show you why”. Rather than take any implied criticism on board, insecure people react badly,
attacking the artist and attempting to undermine their idea.
It’s a question of control. Does the artist release their work for scrutiny by the world at large or
retain ownership by restricting access? Does the artist feel confident enough in their work to risk
their personal credibility by offering it up to be broadcast through the internet?

SOCIAL MEDIA AND AN ALTERNATIVE REALITY
To an extent, we all do this; at least those of us who use social media. In amongst the photographs of
long consumed meals, favoured pets and drunken revelries, we retell stories in which we have
played a part; spinning the tale to turn ourselves into the hero/ villain/ victim as applicable. We
manufacture a persona, imply a lifestyle and cosmetically enhance our appearance for Facebook
and its ilk.
We create our own myth for posterity in the hope that we will be remembered for the legend we
leave behind. The internet is our digital sarcophagus. Freud talks about the id versus the ego where
we are shaped by the perceptions of others. Today we can manufacture our own image, and then
broadcast, maintain and reinforce it online. Nothing needs to be real. And this is why it is important
that artists and writers like Heintz and Bolick are prepared to put themselves through their work on
the line; they demonstrate the power that the individual has to shape perceptions of our generation.

Tudor Street Bridge: on location at NYC
But our society has ways of dealing with subversion; by subsuming it into the broader culture. And
that’s when Reality Television enters. Car crash TV, in all its sensationalist glory, is capable of
consuming the most unpalatable of ideologies and turning it into mass entertainment before
burning it out and discarding it. But the artist will gradually lose control and the art will lose its
impact in direct proportion to the producer’s ability to mould the work into something it was never
intended to be.
Both Heintz and Bolick have been approached by television executives desperate to obtain
permission to use their work. Watch this space.
But do we really need a faked reality version of something that generates its own audience?

THE HEINTZ FAMILY CHRISTMAS CARD SHOOT
Out on location in NYC, Heintz draws, not a crowd, but a steady stream of observers who populate
the periphery of the scene. Ladies with dogs, idling taxi drivers, pausing joggers fooling only
themselves and a whole cast of random characters drift in and out of focus across the day.
Invariably they stop, they chat, they gawp and they glare, always curious, always friendly. This is art
being brought to them. They live here, these are their streets, this is their reality and Heintz has
chosen it as a backdrop for her fantastical scenes.

A cabbie calls out, “That’s what a professional women looks like!” as he drives through our location.
You can’t invent stuff like that. An elegantly coiffured lady explains what is happening to her twin
dogs. Preschool children loosely roped together snake past, less in awe of Heintz’s character than
their goggle eyed supervisors. This is New York. It’s difficult to draw attention to yourself here;
Heintz manages it.
That’s the problem with great art – it just sucks you in.

The result: image by Suzanne Heintz
‘Imitating Life: The Audacity of Suzanne Heintz’ is being made by filmmakers Karen Whitehead and
Katherine Wilkins De Francis. Read more about the project here.
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