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How does Paul Thek explore themes of identity, value and taste within his
sculptures?

Paul Thek (1933-1988)  was an american artist who is most often remembered for his sculptures, which

were unlike anything else being created at the time. This essay will explore the complex relationship that

Thek had with the art culture that was developing in 60’s America, and explore how he deviated from

what was expected of him, both as an creative and as a citizen. By looking at the way that Thek explores

his identity as an artist in his earlier work in the first paragraph, and how this affected his later work and

artistic practices. I will also explore the way Thek felt the americans value art should change, a subject

that he passionately parodied and scruitized over the length of his career.

Figure 1 ‘Untitled’ (1996) Paul Thek (Whitney.org, n.d.)

Thek’s largest body of still surviving work is his series of meat sculptures, collectively known as his

‘Technological Reliquaries’. The sculptures envisioned futuristic depictions of flesh, kept in stasis within a

coffin of plexiglass. ‘Untitled’ (1966) was the personification of the sentiment that Thek wanted to portray

“inside the glittery, swanky cases… Formica and glass and plastic—was something very unpleasant, very

frightening, and looking absolutely real” (Whitney.org, n.d.). The trepidation the viewer  feels when looking

at these vitrines is due to how out of place they look in a gallery. The wax, contorted into fleshy lumps and
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bristled with hair, were so different to everything being exhibited at the time, and this contrast demanded

attention.

Figure 2 ‘Hippopotamus Poison’ (1965) Paul Thek (The Museum of Modern Art, n.d.)

‘Hippopotamus Poison’ (1965) is the most  famous sculpture from Thek’s ‘Technological Reliquaries’. Like

other sculptures in the collection, Thek was inspired by the Catholic reliquaries he saw while visiting Italy,

a religious process that seals the body parts of revered saints in ornate glass boxes. However, instead of

the ornate gold and precious stones that traditional reliquaries make use of, the slabs of wax meat are

housed within simple plexiglass and steel frames. Situated atop a plinth, the realistically carved wax

makes for an imposing sculpture, forcing the viewer to make eye contact and read the inscription. While

other pieces

within the collection were a take on the decorative nature of the reliquaries, ‘Hippopotamus poison’ was a

clear exploration at the political and artistic landscape at the time. The inscription is a call to action, a

confession, a mantra, depending on how it is looked at. Thek’s decision to include such a bold declaration

came after he reflected on what he believed to be happening to art in the 60s. Thek “did not see Pop Art

and Minimalism as addressing the anxieties of a generation” (Anon, n.d.). Thek saw the popular artists of

the time as creating work that wasn’t challenging audiences, playing it safe and not exploring anything

new. Rather than creating art that was meant to inspire the onlooker, minimalist artists “created objects

that were as impersonal and neutral as possible” (Tate, n.d.).  ‘Hippopotamus Poison’ was the opposite,

as Thek mused that "I was a wreck, the block was a wreck, the city was a wreck; and I’d go to a gallery
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and there would be a lot of fancy people looking at a lot of stuff that didn’t say anything about anything to

anyone.” (The Museum of Modern Art, n.d.).

‘Hippopotamus poison’ was a fictional invention, and wasn’t tied to a particular event, but Thek’s work

spoke about the insidious nature of production under capitalism. This uncaring attitude has been

demonstrated by the recent increase in recalled contaminated food in America, after the  FDA laws were

relaxed. The most pertinent being romaine lettuce carrying e-coli after coming into contact with

contaminated water sources, after “responding to pressure from the farm industry and Trump’s order to

eliminate regulations – (the FDA) shelved the water-testing rules for at least four years.” (Darby, 2018).

Another, more deadly example is the lawsuits against Johnson & Johnson, in which 22 women are suing

the company because they developed ovarian cancer after using talcum powder for years. This may

sound implausible, but the mineral talc and the substance asbestos naturally form together, and must be

separated mechanically to obtain pure talc. While J&J denied that their products contained anything

harmful, the defence lawyers “alleged the company knew its talc was contaminated with asbestos since

the 1970s” (Anon, 2018) and had never made this public knowledge for consumers. Both of these

examples show that large corporations will knowingly put the consumer at risk to increase profit margins,

which echoes the sentiment that Thek expressed down to some of the listed symptoms.

Figure 3 ‘The Tomb’ (1967) Paul Thek (Anon, 2012)
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Thek’s most famous piece is ‘The Tomb’ (1967), a looming  pink pyramid, a concept that became a

running trope within his later installation work. The ‘tomb’ itself is a pale pink ziggurat, inspired by the

buildings of ancient Mesopotamia. Inside, a wax casting of Thek lays ornamented with jewellery made of

human hair and gold. The installation is arranged with everything neatly laid out, which evokes the way an

archaeological dig would be catalogued. In fact, Thek was critiquing the way that galleries arranged works

of art, leading to an almost clinical feel, which he attributed to the popularity of minimalism at the time. He

would explore the concept of a living gallery further in his installation pieces like ‘Ark, Pyramid, Christmas’

(1972), which created spaces within purpose-picked buildings, filling entire rooms with structures and

found objects. These works often had a maze like structure, with interlinking elements that are still unlike

any galleries in the world today.

The wax casting of the artist is also rife with symbolism related to the then current American art

movements. Thek’s face is emotionless, like that of a death mask, except that the figure’s tongue is stuck

out in an act of defiance against his critics. “He lay flat with his tongue protruding, a not-so-subtle scathing

message: The artist and his idealism were dead in this country and in its cultural institutions.”

(Venkatasubban, 2011). The fingers on Thek’s right hand, his ‘sculpting hand’, have been severed at the

knuckle, showing he felt unable to create art under the current pressures of American galleries. Thek’s

ornaments should also be noted, as they mirror a victorian trend known as mourning jewellery “Hair

jewelry was common, too [… ] It could be a brooch, or a pendant with hair woven in the middle, or even a

bracelet of hair” (Little, 2016). Victorians routinely cut locks of hair from loved ones to keep as a token

after they had passed away, and the style and grandeur of the presentation was a way to show the love

that still existed for a deceased person. The mourning jewellery the wax casting is wearing was placed

there by the living Thek, who is mourning his own death as an artist.

Figure 4 Interior of ‘The Tomb’ (1967) Paul Thek (Pate, 2011)
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While ‘The Tomb’ remains one of Thek’s most prominent works, the physical work itself no longer exists

“It's a work that's hugely influential on the art of today, despite the fact that it does not exist: it vanished

because

Thek did not bother to look after it. He just let it go.” (Jones, 2012). All of the original components of the

work cannot be found in any private collection or storage warehouse, the artist simply believed that art

should be allowed to deteriorate, and as the work was moved around and exhibited, it slowly lost more of

the pieces. Due to this, the work only survives through the documentation and photographs that were

captured at the time, and even these are scarce due to Thek’s limited fame being mostly posthumous.

Many of Thek’s later large scale installation rooms were also allowed to decay like this, being made of

material like newspaper and branches, and laid out with a specific intricacy that was hard to replicate.

It’s hard to say if losing ‘The Tomb’ made the work more influential than it would have been if it was

allowed to live past it’s lifespan, or if Thek knew that it would have uncomfortable parallels with his own

death, but the loss of the sculpture allows it to live untouched in the pocket of time it was conceived. ‘The

Tomb’ is free from anything that threatened it, being immortalised by its own non-existence.

Thek’s career is only now starting to be examined in an academic capacity. After returning to America he

found that he had lost what small amounts of notoriety he had gained, and the few years before his death

were spent working menial odd jobs, struggling to find galleries that would display his work. It’s possible

that Thek fell into obscurity because of how he criticized american culture, but he was also known for

being reserved when it came to letting critics review his work. One critic recounts being invited to an

island by the artist to conduct an interview, but was left “stranded on rocks in the middle of the ocean

when they tried to interview him.” (Venkatasubban, 2011). Thek was an artist who trusted and connected

with other artists, which is what made him such a compelling figure within art history. The way he

distrusted minimalism made sense, as it created sterile galleries that displayed aesthetic objects that

spoke of nothing and connected to nobody. Thek’s installations like ‘Ark, Pyramid, Christmas’ were all

collaborations between him and many other artists, working together for days at a time to overtake

spaces with multi-sensory experiences and fostering a sense of community. Thek’s art will always remain

lost, decaying and elusive, but the impact that he created with sculpted wax and newsprint is something

that is worth preserving.
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