


FISSION AND FusION IN PASCHKE's Kiss I 

Debra J. Graham 

Kiss I (1996) was conceived in Ed(ward) Paschke's personal blend of sources, was 
fashioned through his signature style, and was delivered with his cool air of irony. 
Although not the first in the legendary bad-boy artist's repertoire of painted kisses, 
this vision is one of his most provocative expressions. 1 As such, the painter was 
pleased that Kiss I found its mark in the center of the heartland in 1997, when it 
was purchased by the University of Missouri's Museum of Art and Archaeology. 2 

For kissing is not an innate human trait but rather a learned behavior that carries 
diverse cultural meanings dependent on particular time periods, geographical 
regions, and social groups. In some Sub-Saharan African, Asiatic, and Polynesian 
societies, for example, kissing was entirely unknown before being introduced 
by Europeans; and until recent times in most Middle Eastern countries, kissing 
was considered non-sexual and only appropriate between two men, two women, 
or parents kissing their children. The artist, born and bred in Chicago, was 
grounded in Midwestern traditions, wherein the conventional wisdom holds 
kissing as an intimate gesture of union between the self and another and as a 
potent marker of boundaries, dividing the pure from the impure and private from 
public life. Paschke, who famously claimed that if he had not been an artist he 
would have been a criminal, directed much of his career toward questioning such 
established mores. 3 Thus, in keeping with the artist's circumstances and celebrated 
persona of rebelliousness , Kiss I works to disrupt aesthetic, emotional, and social 
standards of contemporary life in middle America. 

Originating from the Old English, "cyssan," kissing is the touching of lips 
to something, usually another person. Paschke's composition frames this 
foundational premise in a strikingly seductive and disconcertingly impersonal 
spectacle (Fig. 1 and front cover). A deep indigo atmosphere studded with 
luminous sapphire and emerald dots forms the backdrop against which two 
standardized heads tilt in profile-view to join from noses to chins. Bathed in a 
bright and even light, the faces are human in scale, homogeneous, and lacking 
defining characteristics of unique individuality. A harmonizing color scheme 
differentiates them; glowing neon yellows distinguish the representation on the 
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Fig. 1. Ed Paschke (American, 1939-2004). Kiss I, 1996, oil on linen, 61.0 cm x 91.5 cm. 
Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund, Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri, 
acc. no. 97.17. 

viewer's left and shades of radiant chartreuse elucidate the form to the right. The 
appearances of the duo are additionally set apart by differing abstract patterns: 
four-armed blossom bursts decorate the profile on the left and stars with six-petal 
crowns adorn the right, all rendered in orange-yellow and green tones, 

The patterned motifs break at the modeled features of the figures' eyes, ears, 
noses, and mouths, Yet even these sensory areas of the face, which typically 
involve the delicate art of portraiture to form an impression of a particularized 
identity, reveal nothing of a personal nature. The ears, for example, are depicted 
as identical mirrored forms, retaining their distinction only by means of the 
reciprocal and repeated color strategy of green on yellow for the left and vice versa 
for the right. The eyes and lips, in contrast to the other facial features, form a pair 
of matching colors that work to anchor the orchestration of greens and yellows. 
Thin strips of lime outlined by broad azurite bands enclose corresponding 
half-closed eyes. The clear-cut hollows, which are darkened and blank, deny the 
old adage that the "eyes are windows to the soul." The mouths consist of basic 
overlapping ovals, with minor variances in scale, Together, they form a simple 
silhouette of a kiss at the core of the composition. Poised on the threshold of 
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contact, the almost-white, cobalt-tinged lips barely open and scarcely touch, yet 
they seem to release enormous energy. Under Paschke's subversive hand the force 
of this kiss seems designed and programmed rather than driven by the joining of 
spirited soul mates. 

The rhythm of the painting's structure suggests an electronic cadence in lieu 
of throbs that emanate from deep heartbeats. Kiss I appears to dematerialize 
at the margins and recompose itself on its inward trajectory, culminating at 
the central connectors: nose-to-nose, lips-to-lips. The ornamental designs 
emerge from the outer dotted fusion of figure and ground, converging toward 
the strong middle axis in a play of concise horizontal pushes and vertical 
thrusts. Although the color, full strength in synthetic hues, allows for little 
tolerance of spatial illusionism, the bulging and swelling of the irregular 
human features rise to the surface and collide with the closed geometric 
shapes. The kissing couple pulsates with implied movement and fluctuations 
between two- and three-dimensional spaces. Equilibrium, nevertheless, 
is securely maintained by a classic grid of visual order. In this complex 
interlocking pictorial plan, the emphasis on separate units provides balance: 
parts counteract parts, and patterns work against patterns in a firm and 
equal dissection of shallow space. In this way, the stability of the twosome is 
sustained by virtue of figural divisions as opposed to human unification. 

The uniform treatment of the figures and reliance on discrete components 
enhance the emotional tenor of Kiss l which abandons expressions of a 
naturalized sensuality in favor of an artificial stylization of strength and invention. 
The calculated precision, repetition, and intense labor of the blossom and star 
designs check the spirit of spontaneity associated with sexual passion. Likewise, 
the smooth, consistent surface texture subverts an ambiance of erotic fervor. 
Visually coming to the fore, the high-keyed and saturated color display evokes 
the sense of detachment that is reminiscent of the modifying effects of electronic 
mass media. In other words, in Kiss I the manifestation of private human feelings 
appears to be displaced into bright and economized public signs of emotion.4 

The juxtaposition of "hot" subject matter and "cool" style in Kiss I stems from 
the artist's fascination with mass media and its relationship to reality. A "true" 
kiss, in accordance with the Western point of view, is a learned behavior-but 
one that is stimulated by physical desire: a corporeal act ensuing from the "heat" 
of the body. Mass media performances and representations of kissing distance 
the gesture from this originating source of biological essence, which results in a 
"cooling" effect. Paschke highlights this detached cool mode in Kiss I through 
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his use of unnatural colors, abstract patterns, and the waving dynamics of the 
compositional space. His representation further suggests the effects of media 
productions on social and personal values-notions that were developed over 
the artist's lifetime of experiences and explorations. For Paschke encountered the 
power of mass media first-hand during the formative years of his art profession 
and continued to investigate and draw on its influential forces throughout his 
long career in a variety of ways: as a basis of income, as a source of imagery, and 
most important, as grounds for commentary on social and cultural practices. 

Paschke's entree and rise in the art world coincided with a sea change in theories 
of representation, which corresponded with the growing proliferation of mass 
media technologies, performances, and products oflate capitalism. Certainly, the 
subject of representation has been discussed and debated at least since the time 
of Plato's ''Allegory of the Caves," but most discussions were conducted largely 
under the Greek's assumption that all representations are a copy of some original, 
true form. During the second half of the twentieth century, however, influential 
figures such as Jean Baudrillard, Guilles Deleuze, and Fredric Jameson turned 
Platonism on its head. They have argued that any original truth that provided 
the anchor for representation has been lost in the reproduction of simulacra 
through mass media. Moreover, these recent theorists contend that mass media 
representations reproduce themselves as "hyperreal" in society by being viewed by 
wide-scale audience members , who potentially forge those images into their own 
self-identity and everyday performances. In the circulation process between media 
productions and social reception, the "hyperreal" exists as a condition in which 
the distinction between the imaginary and the real implodes. 5 The concept of 
hyperreality is manifest, for example, in the persona of Marilyn Monroe. 
Through multiple mass media productions, the fabricated sex icon became 
dislodged from the real Norma Jean Mortenson, and it is the imaginary 
figure of Marilyn Monroe that has long served as a hyperreal cultural referent. 
Paschke's representations are part and parcel of the same system that created and 
disseminated the Marilyn phenomenon. 

Specifically, Playboy, a force in the development and promotion of the Marilyn 
persona, also shaped Paschke's early approach to his art practice. Hugh Hefner, 
a Chicago native and resident, introduced the magazine in 1953 and on page 19 
of the inaugural edition featured a nude Marilyn Monroe simply as "Sweetheart 
of the Month." By December 1960, she was highlighted as the magazine's 
"celebrity" feature. Following on the rise of Marilyn Monroe's status, Paschke 
entered the Playboy scene. In 1961, the same year that he obtained his Bachelor 
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of Fine Ans degree from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, the young 
artist received the first of twenty-eight commissions to illustrate stories for the 
publication. 6 Throughout the decade of the 1960s, Playboy captured the urban 
male's imagination, and its circulation rose to seven million.7 The lessons of the 
burgeoning enterprise were not lost on the young Paschke. 

Playboy demonstrated chat controversial sexual imagery and creative content 
could be compatible with legitimacy and popularity, given the proper attention 
to appearances. The Chicago-produced publication had successfully replaced the 
cheap "girly" rags of earlier times with its full-color formula of quality design 
and high-end photography. Instead of picturing exotic "Jezebels," Playboy's pages 
were graced with sleek airbrushed portrayals of All-American girl-next-door types. 
These "Bunny" photos were interspersed with articles of new fiction by serious 
writers, in-depth interviews with top newsmakers, and graphic artworks by 
upcoming artists, all tied together with a jaunty urbane tone. 

Taking heed of his patron's approach, Paschke began to expand his own 
artistic strategies to emphasize mass media techniques and references. Before 
returning to the School of the Art Institute for graduate studies in 1968, 
the painter tried his hand at filmmaking and spent a brief period in New 
York City, where he came into closer contact with the Pop Art movement. 
Thereafter, he incorporated more imagery taken directly from mass media 
for his paintings and films. 8 From this period onward, his studio was always 
lined with accumulated figurative visuals from popular culture: movie 
posters, tabloid photos, comics, advertisements, postcards, and anything 
else, such as reproductions of ancient art, that captured his imagination. 
In order to achieve the lustrous and smooth surface effects associated with 
slick media productions, he adopted a Renaissance painting technique of 
painstakingly layering vibrant colors on black-and-white base images.9 

Works such as Pink Lady (1970) clearly reflect the artist's early interests and 
inspirations. Certainly aware of Playboy's sexualized photographs of Marilyn 
Monroe and Andy Warhol's famous 1962 silk-screened serial portrait of the 
star, Paschke painted the sex goddess as a goofy accordion player with meaty 
hands and dressed in a masculine sports coat. Literally drawing on print media, 
Paschke grafted the glamorous head of Monroe onto the body of a male musician 
by utilizing an opaque projector to transpose and bring together halves from 
two separate glossy magazine pictures. 10 The fusion, which is obvious, bizarre, 
and rather crude in Pink Lady, eventually culminated in the more subtle and 
sophisticated pairing of heads in Kiss I. Yet, at the core of both paintings is 
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Paschke's effort to express a media-induced encounter of body parts, thereby 
highlighting the hyperreal environment of contemporary culture. 

As Neal Benezra points out in his essay "Ed Paschke: Twenty-Five Years of 
Confrontation," the artist's interests in contemporary culture and mass media 
were not unique, especially during the 1960s. Nevertheless, one of the aspects 
that distinguished Paschke's approach was his adoption of an "outsider" stance. 11 

For Paschke, this stance, in part, meant exploring the darker aspects of the 
intersection between popular figurative forms and American values. Indeed, 
the foundation that supports Paschke's overall oeuvre is a fascination with mass 
media, with an eye toward the shadowy side of life. Recognizing both of these 

Fig, 2. Ed Paschke, American, 1939-2004. 
Ramrod, 1969, oil on linen , 1.116 m. x 0.66 m. 
Private Collection. 

consistent underpinnings in his work is 
crucial for a full appreciation of Kiss I. 

Early in his professional practice, 
Paschke simply looked to the fringes of 
society to define his "outsider" viewpoint. 
Throughout the 1960s, he often depicted 
sexualized and eccentric subjects: pimps, 
prostitutes, transvestites, mutants, street 
hustlers, circus entertainers, and boxers. He 
also incorporated gender-bending devices 
(akin to the masculine/feminine mix of 
Pink Lady) into many of these portrayals. 
Ramrod (l 969) provides one of the most 
renowned examples from this period in the 
artist's career (Fig. 2). 12 The painting features 
a masked wrestler, with robe thrown open 
to reveal his muscle-bound and tattooed 
torso. The influence of mass media can 
be seen in the two caped Mickey Mouse 
figures that project triumphantly from rays 
around the wrestler's head and the wrestler's 
name-"Ramrod"-which is advertised 
vertically down the sides of the poster-like 
composition. With fists on hips, the brute's 
body is shockingly feminized below the 
waist, replete with garter and stockings that 
frame his female genitalia, 

68 



DEBRA J. GRAH AM 

The mockery and grotesqueness of the dissonant figure of Ramrod sabotages 
typical mass media representations of the time with regard to conventional 
sexual identities, gender roles, body adornments, and fashion. In contrast to 
Paschke's view, an advertisement for a Kodak slide projector in the February 
1961 edition of National Geographic supports a more traditional family scene. 
Gathered in a living room around the projector, father and son sit upright 
and together behind the females of the family. The clean-cut men exude 
calm demeanors and share similar styles of slicked-back dark hair, black suits, 
white shirts, and watches. The male figures are offset and complemented by 
the mother and daughter in the foreground, who are pleasantly animated, 
tilting coward each other with long blonde curly tresses, big smiles, dangling 
chain bracelets, and ruffled blouses of pastel hues. The close-up insets present 
a man's hands controlling the projector's remote, zoom, and editing units. 
The Kodak picture offers clear gender identifications and conspicuous 
divisions between the solid authority of masculinity and the soft beauty 
of femininity within a legitimatized social space. Ramrod, on the other 
hand, represents a dark hermaphroditic fantasy within a superficial media
controlled environment. The non-traditional gender orientation, emphasis 
on media conventions, and shallow compositional space of Ramrod comprise 
elements that are also recognizable in more modest terms in Kiss I. 

The threatening overtones in Ramrod, which are carried through but submerged 
as an undercurrent in Kiss I, relate to Paschke's "outsider" position vis-a-vis the 
Chicago school. For Chicago, crown of the interior yet dubbed as "Second City," 
fostered artistic creations between post-World War II and postmodernism, which 
were a little different and often darker than those their counterparts generated in 
New York City, the center of the art world. Paschke, part of the second generation 
of these Chicago artists, acted upon a legacy formed by the first generation of 
artists who became known as "Monster Rosters." 

From the nineteenth century to the postwar period, the activities and prestige 
of the Art Institute of Chicago (AIC) completely dominated the visual culture 
of Chicago. Each year, AIC mounted an exhibition of American art, which 
primarily featured works from Chicago and the surrounding suburbs. In 1947, 
due to pressure by local "Sunday painter" artists, AIC decided to exclude students 
of the undergraduate School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) from jury 
consideration for the annual exhibition. The decision galvanized the students 
at SAIC and their cohons at the Institute of Design (ID) to form their own 
organization, "Momentum," and to protest by establishing a series of "counter-
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salon" exhibitions, beginning in 1948 and continuing through much of the 

1950s. Some of the members of this group, including Leon Golub, Seymour 

Rosofsky, and Cosmo Campoli, were later dubbed the "Monster Roster" because 

of their provocative paintings. 13 

During the postwar period, artists from both New York and Chicago responded 

to the traumas of World War II by looking to the personal as a position from 

which to express themes on the universal human condition. 14 In the East, Jackson 

Pollock and Mark Rothko paved the way in rendering emotive collective truths 

of the personal experience through abstractions. The Monster Rosters responded 

with dark and figurative innovations, For example, Golub painted fallen warriors 

and burnt men; Rosofsky rendered distorted human creatures in ambivalent 

spaces; and Campoli presented swollen bodies of birth and death. Their visions of 

the sublime and tragic often took the form of figures gripped in extreme psychic 

and physical states. 

Like their New York counterparts, the Monster Roster artists looked to 

Surrealist art and Primitive forms for inspiration because of the associations 

with myth and psychic power. More specifically, Chicago artists turned to 

representational Surrealists whose works were collected and displayed by members 

of Chicago's cultural elite. The influential collector Joseph Shapiro recalled that 

"we were attracted to Ernst, Tanguy, Magritte, Delvaux, Brauner, Matta, Klee, 

and early Chagall." 15 The Shapiro family made its works accessible to those 

members of the public who were interested in its collection, In 1954 Roberta 

Matta, the Chilean painter, was given a visiting professorship at SAIC, further 

enhancing the knowledge and appreciation of Surrealist art, Jean Dubuffet, also 

associated with Andre Breton and the Surrealists, had an enormous impact on 

the Chicago scene with his 1951 exhibition and lecture at the Chicago Arts Club, 
''Anticultural Positions." Dubuffet had coined the term ''Art Brut" (outsider 

art) and championed art produced by those working outside the fine art world, 

including mental patients, prisoners, and children. In addition to these influences, 

the Monster Rosters made frequent visits to the Field Museum in order to study 

the vocabularies of African and Oceanic cultures, 

In 195 5 Peter Selz and Patrick Malone wrote an article for ART news, "Is 

There a New Chicago School?" in which they defined the Midwest faction in 

terms of an emphasis on figuration-a figuration that was typically pessimistic, 

graphic, exaggerated, and gruesome. 16 A few years later, in 1959, Selz mounted 

an exhibition in New York called "New Images of Man," which featured the 

works of several Chicago Monster Roster painters. The exhibition was thoroughly 
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drubbed by the New York critics. 17 In short, the postwar generation of Monster 
Rosters embodied an "outsider" identity in terms of their geography (outside New 
York), inspirations (representational Surrealists and those working outside the fine 
art world), and aesthetics (figurative, iconic, and serious). In doing so, they set the 
stage for Paschke and his cohorts of the second generation. 

The second generation from SAIC continued to view and employ the figure 
as a form rich with dark expressive possibilities. Similar to their Monster Roster 
predecessors, they were influenced by the tenets of Surrealism and "outsider" 
art. In addition to the sources identified by the elder colleagues, the emerging 
artists found inspiration in paintings by Chicagoans who had been marginalized, 
including works by the mentally ill Henry Darger, Joseph Yoakum (purportedly 
the son of a slave, born on an Indian reservation, and a performer in circuses), 
and Lee Codie, who lived on the street and sold her productions near the Art 
Institute. Like the Monster Rosters, the new generation showed their art beyond 
the established confines of AIC. Their now famous exhibitions took place under 
various guises and appellations between 1966 and 1969. These second-generation 
artists were never a single group with a formal creed. Nevertheless, they were 
joined together under a name of curatorial invention-the "Chicago Imagists." 18 

The so-called Imagists cannot be fitted into a stylistic box; they did, however, 
share a set of artistic strategies that separated them from the Monster Rosters as 
well as those in the concurrent New York Pop movement. 

During the 1960s, across North America and much of Western Europe, "low" 
mass media forms were being elevated to the realm of the "high" art world 
through the vehicle of irony. Where the postwar generation searched for the 
exalted and universal, the following generation sought out the ordinary matter of 
everyday consumer life. Thus, artists of both the Eastern and Midwestern artistic 
centers looked down-to-earth, but while New Yorkers picked up on the common 
fare of popular culture, the Imagists gravitated to the crassest of the pulp. In New 
York, this resulted in a Pop mode, championed by artists such as Andy Warhol 
and Tom Wesselmann, that was largely tongue-in-cheek, smoothly sardonic, and 
sometimes even embodied a sort of supermarket cheerfulness. The Chicago artists' 
response to the deadly serious and apocalyptic works of the Monster Rosters was 
more akin to a "savage playfulness." 19 The Imagists celebrated the most base and 
regressive of contemporary culture with a relish that reeked of junior high school 
aesthetics. Consequently, their art has been described by a long list of pejorative 
adjectives such as raunchy, crude, riotous, runny-nosed, manic, infantile, campy, 
funky, caustic, prurient, and violent. 
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Fig. 3. Jim Nutt (American, b. 1938). Toot 'n Toe, 1969, acrylic on Plexiglas, reverse painting, 

152.4 cm x 99.06 cm. Madison Museum of Contemporary Art, Madison, Wisconsin. Gift of 

Howard and Judith Tullman, 2003.06. © Jim Nutt. 

lmagist Jim Nutt's Toot 'n Toe (1969), for example, depicts a hairy naked 

man being shot across the sky on the force of the gas he has just passed (Fig. 

3). 20 The flying pig-nosed man's lecherous and evil expression is confirmed by 

a pink thought-balloon, which contains a knife alongside a fragmented female 

form whose arms are crossed over her chest. Violent sexual innuendoes are 

further manifested in the treatment of the male figure's body, which is being 

scratched by red-nailed fingers and lacerated by knives while blood drips from 

lips tattooed on his torso. The sadomasochistic expression is equally reflected 
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throughout the bright blue background, which is filled with caricatured 
clips from pornographic magazines and ladies' feet in high-heeled shoes. 

As seen in Toot 'n Toe and in Ramrod, the Imagists demonstrated a shared taste 
for garish color, a preoccupation with fine overall surface treatment, a concern for 
symmetry, and a linear approach to the figure. The legacy of these Imagist formal 
elements is retained in Kiss I with its florid coloration, fastidiously rendered cover 
of patterns, linear emphasis, and classic construction. Kiss I does not preserve, 
however, the Imagists' blatant sense of impropriety and brash comic horror. 
For in the early 1970s, at the very time when critic Franz Schulze summarized 
Paschke's works as "easily the most murderous images currently being produced 
in Chicago," the artist began to turn away from the melodramatic. 21 Paschke 
later explained to his friend the poet Paul Carroll, "I've always found that I work 
better when I'm hostile about something. That kind of energy gets translated 
into the paintings themselves and they contain it .... The early things were like a 
punch in the face. They made a visually aggressive assault. As the years have gone 
by that has been modified in such a way that the current paintings emphasize 
the theatricality of the gesture, the subtle classical gesture, and that presents the 
essence of the shared experience. "22 Still imbued with a confrontational attitude, 
Paschke shifted from subjects that highlighted the carnivalesque to classic themes 
that held the potential for transgression. One such theme was the kiss, a gesture 
that he explored in paintings beginning with Cho Chan (1978), followed by 
Embrasse (1986), Bonne Annie (1994), Smooch I and Smooch II (1995), and Kiss I 
and Kiss II (1996). 

Some of the most creative spirits in art, past and present, have shared Paschke's 
attraction to the time-honored subject matter of the kiss. Although it has been 
represented most often in this long lineage as a positive force, the gesture also has 
been used as a metaphor for transgression, perversion, or devaluation of the body. 
Therefore, in order to appreciate fully how Paschke's Kiss I takes its place within 
the contemporary cultural frame, it is useful to consider briefly some of the ways 
that the theme has been generated and constructed in the history of Western art. 

The kiss appears early in Western art as a symbol derived from biblical accounts 
and used for religious occasions and purposes. The kiss of peace (osculum pacis) 
is founded on St. Paul's instructions in his epistles to the early Christians that the 
brethren should "Greet ye one another with an holy kiss."23 This public face
to-face kiss was meant to be same-sex: men with men, women with women. By 
the fifth century, the kiss of peace had assumed its place in the sacrament of the 
Eucharist, coming after the Lord's Prayer and as preparation for communion. The 
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practice spread, and by the High Middle Ages, of all the ritual kisses (including 
those performed as part of marriage ceremonies, sealing law contracts and dispute 
settlements, and acts of homage), the kiss of peace was the most common and 
widely experienced. 24 As such, the kiss of peace was represented in official church 
art as the coming together of men and remains on view to the present with such 
icons as The Embrace of the Apostles Peter and Paul (Fig. 4). 

The kiss of peace and its representations kindled a range of reactions. In part 
because of its potential to excite same-sex carnal desires, the clergy found the face
to-face kiss troubling. This eventually led to the development of the Pax board. 
By 1500 in most Catholic churches of the Latin West, the Pax board was passed 
among the laity to be kissed in lieu of personal contact. 25 Another response to the 
kiss of peace was the "kiss of shame" (osculum infome). Turning the osculum pacis 
on its head, the kiss of shame symbolized devil worship. From the High Middle 

Fig. 4. Angelos Akotantos (Greek, active 1436-1450). Icon of The Embrace of the Apostles Peter 
and Paul, oil on canvas on panel, 46.4 cm x 37 cm. Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, 
WA1982.192. 
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Ages into the seventeenth century, the heretics' ritual was graphically illustrated as 
a nocturnal gathering in which participants kissed the feet, tail, or anus of a devil, 
demon, goat, cat, or dragon in order to signify allegiance to the brotherhood of 
Satan. 26 For example, the illustrated manuscript Contra sectam Valdensium (ca. 
1460) depicts men of the Waldensian sect readying to engage in the kiss of shame. 
They kneel behind a goat, whose tail is raised. An additional anxiety with regard 
to the kiss of peace was the prospect of employing the Christian kiss of brotherly 
love in a spirit of deceit or for personal gain. Thus, Judas's kiss of betrayal became 
an important metaphorical and didactic image in Western visual culture. Standing 
out among the masterpieces that portray this ominous and false-hearted kiss is 
Caravaggio's Taking of Christ (ca. 1598). 27 

Beyond the religious references, over the centuries there have been numerous 
renditions from low to high on the theme of the kiss, replete with meanings 
that continue to signal the pure and the impure. With nods toward the naughty, 
for example, Jean Honore Fragonard painted a seductive interpretation of The 
Stolen Kiss (1756-1761), and Thomas Rowlandson created a graphic print of a 
politicized kiss, The [Duchess} Devonshire, or Most Approved Method of Securing 
Votes (12 April 1784). In more positive tones, William Bouguereau presented a 
sentimental version of an innocent kiss in Psyche et !'Amour, enfants (1890), while 
Auguste Rodin's marble Kiss (1886) locks an idealized pair in embrace. 28 

Especially during the past century, the kiss as an art form has captured the 
public's imagination, and its representations have become collectively ubiquitous 
and singularly iconic. From Gustav Klimt's 1907-1908 passionate couple 
engulfed in shimmering mosaic-like robes to the live recording of Madonna 
and Brittany during the 2003 MTV Video Awards, the kiss has been envisioned 
and reproduced in every imaginable style and medium. The well-recognized 
work of Constantin Brancusi, for example, forms a modern retort to Rodin 
with the linear, compact lovers, carved from a single limestone block (1912); 
the lens of Lt. Victor Jorgensen has forever framed the unbridled enthusiasm 
of the Times Square kiss that marks the surrender of the Japanese in 1945; and 
Robert Doisneau's photograph of five years later, Kiss by the Hotel de Ville, has 
become the emblem of Parisian lovers. Walt Disney's 1959 animated production 
of Sleeping Beauty is a standard contemporary icon for the awakening power of a 
true love's kiss. Even the master of modernism, Pablo Picasso, painted a cubistic 
configuration on the theme in The Kiss of 1969. 29 

The kiss was no less a subject for Pop art. Satirizing the romantic myth of 
artistic originality and spirituality, Roy Lichtenstein culled his kisses from the 
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Fig. 5. Roy Lichtenstein (American, 1923-1997) . The Kiss, 1962, oil on canvas, 203.2 cm x I 72.7 
cm. Private Collection of Paul G. Allen. © Estate of Roy Lichtenstein. 

world of mass produced comics. His series of monumental rectangular paintings, 
from The Kiss (1962) to Kiss V(1964), depicts the amorous couplings of blonde 
vixens with dark-haired swains (Fig. 5). Lichtenstein gained fame with these 
"comic strip" works because he translated the fl.at schematic forms and standard 
ink colors of pulp fiction into the domain of high modernist art with an elegance 
of line, purity of color, and simplicity of composition. His reconceptualization 
of cheap printing processes was an ironic commentary on the lofty idealism of 
Abstract Expressionism, and perhaps a gentle parody of the "low" cartoon forms 
as well. 

Produced near the close of the twentieth century, Paschke's rendition of the kiss 
also draws on the techniques of mass media, bur its point of departure and aim 
are different from those framed by the celebrated New York Popster. Kiss I can be 
seen as ironically juxtaposing the antique kiss of peace and a contemporary kiss 
of shame. Its otherworldly disembodied heads mimic the time-honored iconic 
motif of a face-to-face holy greeting between Christian brothers. Yet, the painting 
also exposes the underbelly of contemporary values and social practices. Whereas 
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Lichtenstein's kisses of handsome heterosexuals mime print comic editions and 
mock the ambitions of the artistic elite, Paschke's portrayal of a kiss between 
a same-sex couple exudes an electronic ambiance and draws force from the 
homophobic fears of the "everyman" in the heartlands. 

At the beginning of the 1970s as Paschke turned to more classic subjects, 
including the kiss, he also shifted his attention away from print toward electronic 
media. This change in focus can be traced to 1970-1971 when, immediately 
after completing his master's degree, he obtained a one-year teaching post at 
Meramec Community College, near St. Louis. There, he became engrossed with 
the writings of Marshal McLuhan. Paschke may have been aware of McLuhan's 
views earlier, for Playboy had published an extensive and lucid interview by Eric 
Norden with the usually esoteric Canadian theorist in the March 1969 edition 
of the magazine. Nevertheless, while in Missouri, Paschke is known to have read 
McLuhan's texts, and several times that year he screened the film, This Is Marshall 
McLuhan: The Medium Is the Message. ·30 

In the documentary film, McLuhan discusses his observations on the historical 
developments and implications of the media. McLuhan's work proposes that 
media, not the content they carry, should be the focus of study. His theories 
further advise that technology should be considered in relation to the formation 
of social and personal identity, with specific attention to how it is processed 
through the body, physical senses, and psychic balance. Paschke seems to 
have taken this scholar's recommendations to heart. His own written and oral 
explanations about his work are strongly reminiscent of McLuhan's publications, 
as evidenced by his Internet "Ed Paschke Statement": 

Escalating new technology and its impact on the human spirit 
has [sic] always been central to my work. Layers of information 
accumulate through standardized experiences and form our 
collective identities .... 

It is also ironic that these same factors have increased our sense of 
isolation and detachment. What is personal identity and what is it 
based on? My paintings explore these issues through metaphor and 
the juxtaposition of symbols. 31 

In addition to being inspired by McLuhan's writings, Paschke witnessed the 
rapid expansion and effects of electronic media on the production of popular 
culture during the last decades of the twentieth century. The 1970s in particular 
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opened up new experiences and possibilities in film, video, and television. The 
counter-culture of the time influenced Hollywood to take more risks and loosen 
restrictions on language, sexuality, and violence. Oscar-winning blockbusters, 
for example, included The Godfather (1972) and The Exorcist (1973). The first 
videocasette recorders that could play tapes of the new popular movies were 
introduced in 1972 and had become common fare by the close of the decade. 
In addition, in 1972, Home Box Office (HBO) was founded, and provocative 
and sexual material previously prohibited on American commercial television 
was increasingly aired in the private home environment through cable television. 
The 1980s saw the advent of personal computers and the media explosion of 
movies, television series, and games available on compact discs. By the close of the 
century, the evolution of the Internet and the revolution of the World Wide Web 
came to dominate the forms of correspondence, means of information exchanges, 
and offerings of entertainment in American culture. 

During this period, there was also a growing obsession with taboo-breaking 
kissing (and sex). It can be traced on regular television programming from the 
Bunkers of Queens Borough in All in the Family (1971) to the young, liberal 
Manhattanites of Friends (1994)-all New York urban-dwelling characters. In 
the decade that has become known as "The Gay Nineties," West Coast city life 
entered television scenes with the first homosexual kiss on primetime in 1991 
between characters C. J. (Amanda Donohoe) and Abby (Michele Green) on L.A. 
Law. Perhaps, most astounding, the 1994 season of San Francisco's The Real 
World highlighted the love relationship between HIV-positive Pedro Zamora and 
Sean Sasser, culminating in a commitment ceremony during which the gay couple 
kissed seven times. But, as Paschke succinctly summed it up, "There's life and 
there's TV"32 

Mass media forms can be broadcast globally, but reception is not the same in 
every corner of the world. More specifically, to the conservative Midwest the 
boundaries between pure and impure kissing, between private and public kissing, 
looked to be increasingly blurred in city life as imaged through these television 
programs. For in the heartlands, the very image of the "city" has been nostalgically 
held in suspicion as a center of sin and of productions that lure away the agrarian 
Prodigal sons and daughters. Richard Vine explains that "Much of Chicago art 
implies a view of the metropolis itself as a monster of the subconscious, rising 
threateningly into the light of day. How could such a displacement and perversion 
of nature ... be anything but a menace to the family values of the heartland?" 33 

It is no great surprise, therefore, that Paschke, a Chicagoan who had founded 
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his artistic reputation on disruptions of traditions, took up the theme of chis 

electronic kiss in popular culture during the 1970s and continued with it through 

the mid- l 990s. 

Paschke's content and aesthetics of the kiss in Cho Chan from 1978 are strongly 

related to Kiss I. The earlier painting presents a bust-view of two glamorously 

dressed heterosexual couples; the pair on the viewer's left is posed in a near 

kiss while the pair on the right is in full contact. Boch Cho Chan and Kiss I 
highlight the theme of romance in terms of superficial media-derived electrostatic 

vibrations. The similar horizontal formats, the neon colors that mask the faces, 

and the displays of waves, bands, and flashes underscore the "medium as the 

message." Yet, the forms of Kiss I are more concentrated, and the intensity of 

color and patterning are more heavily saturated. Thus, the suggestions chat began 

with Cho Chan were fully developed in Kiss I, which claims the virtual as the new 

materiality and electronic mass media as the new Nature in personal identities 

and interactions. 

In Paschke's Kiss I, the devil is in the details. The personal identities of the 

figures are subsumed to a screen of quavering colors and abstract tattoos, the 

compatibility of the pair is equated to conformity of style, and the specter of 

reproducibility trumps uniqueness and authenticity of experience. The symbol 

of compaternitas (good brotherhood) is parodied through patterns and colors 

associated with detached television aesthetics. Even while the imagery of 

contemporary same-sex kissing ironically dethrones what was formerly considered 

"natural" and respectable in Christian behavior, the content of true brotherly love 

remains intact and viable. The elements of transgression are located in the form 

itself, which disconnects the gesture from its original "truth" or anchor in the 

naturalized body. In chis way, Kiss I proposes chat our personal connections to and 

through virtual reality can be dehumanizing. 

Interpreting Kiss I as a commentary on the potentially ominous effects of 

mass electronic media is consistent with the artist's oeuvre. The mirror, however, 

has also been an important recurring theme in Western art history, and it is 

tempting to view Kiss I as a figure coming face-to-face with its own narcissistic 

reflection. Celebrated in classic works from Diego Velazquez's The Toilet ofVenus 
(1647-1651) to Pablo Picasso's Girl before a Mirror (1932), the mirror motif has 

usually been employed as a vehicle to display an expanded view of the figure's 

physical appearance and co highlight the viewer as voyeur.34 Traditionally, the 

mirror also indicates a reflection of the inner character of the portrayed. Kiss 
I, however, points in a different direction from these esteemed precursors. The 
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abutted countenances are identical (except for lips, coloration, and the overlaid 
decorative patterning) and therefore do not disclose any additional information 
about their inner qualities. Moreover, the strong central division in the diptych
like format reinforces a sense of psychological and physical separation between 
the two kissing forms. The notion of a generic and reproducible cinematic vision, 
rather than a mirror image, is further upheld in Paschke's works that were created 
before and after this painting. Duplicante (1986) and Vi/lava (1987), which 
prefigure Kiss l present repeated facial configurations in diagrammatic lines 
and complementary colors. Following quickly after the first in the series, Kiss II 
(1996) depicts a similarly composed head-to-head duo, but in terms reminiscent 
of a photographic positive and its negative reverse. The contemporary idols 
that signal love in electronic space have no ground in the real and its possibility 
for physical and personal reflection; instead, they exist only as serial, ethereal 
appearances without substance. The gesture in Kiss I is not an act before a mirror; 
it is a mechanism to highlight the emptiness of hyperreality. 

Paschke appropriated the classic icon of the kiss, split it apart, and exploded it 
in a dazzling vision of Technicolor brilliance. Those bloodless blue lips discharge 
an energetic fission that ruptures the sacred from the osculum pacis, emasculates 
the evil in the osculum infome, and echoes the loss of genuine personal contact 
in late-capitalist society. Paschke's kiss disrupts our belief in a technology that 
guarantees us an intimate connection with each other through cyberspace. Still, 
the creative destruction is beautiful. For Kiss I seduces us to consider the illusions 
of our own making and in so doing asks us to remember the power in the fusion 
of real human love. 

NOTES 

1. Before Kiss I, Paschke produced five paintings on the theme of the kiss : Cho Chan, 
1978; Embrasse, 1986; Bonne Annee, 1994; Smooch I, 1995; and Smooch II, 1995. 
Kiss I was followed by Kiss 11, 1996. Images and basic information for paintings by 
Paschke that are referred to in this text can be viewed at "Ed Paschke," http:/ /www. 
edpaschke.com/gallery (accessed 1 August 2008). 

2. Kiss I was purchased from the Maya Polsky Gallery, Chicago, in 1997 by the 
Museum of Arr and Archaeology, University of Missouri. On 3 April 1998, Paschke 
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presented a lecture at the museum on his work; a reception and dinner followed. 
During the evening's conversation, Paschke cold me that he was particularly 
delighted chat Kiss I had found a home in chis Midwest collection, where it would 
be preserved, studied, and placed on display for debate and discussion by students 
and scholars. 

3. Paschke's claim is quoted in various sources, including Richard Vine, "Where the 
Wild Things Were," Art in America (May 1997) p. 107. 

4. This observation is consistent with Paschke's concerns regarding the relationship 
between reality and mass media experiences. For example, in 1983 during a 
videotaped interview by Kate Horsefield (produced by Lyn Blumentai), the artist 
stated, "My belief is chat these elements [such as television], for better or worse, 
have woven their way into the collective fabric of our lives. For me, the distinction 
between direct experiences and chose modified through mass media is becoming 
smaller and smaller." The videotape, which was filmed in Paschke's studio in 
Evanston, Illinois, is in the collection of the Video Data Bank of the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago. The transcript is published in Profile 3 (September 1983) 
pp. 2-10. A portion of the interview, including chis statement, is also quoted in 
Neal Benezra, "Twenty-Five Years of Confrontation," Ed Paschke (New York, 1990) 
p. 35. 

5. Seminal texts chat address the issues of contemporary representation, simulations, 
and hyperrealicy include Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor, 
1994); Jean Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End (Stanford, 1994); Guy Debord, 
Society of the Spectacle (Detroit, 1977); Guilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense (New 
York, 1990); Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyperreality (New York, 1983); Fredric 
Jameson, Signatures of the Visible (New York, 1990); and Jeffrey T. Nealon, Alterity 
Politics: Ethics and Performative Subjectivity (Durham, 1998). 

6. Benezra, "Twenty-Five Years of Confrontation," p. 15. 

7. Rodger Streitmatter, Sex Sells! The Media's journey from Repression to Obsession 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2004) pp. 15-28. 

8. Benezra, "Twenty-Five Years of Confrontation," p. 24. Paschke obtained footage 
from his parents of old cartoons he had seen as a child, including segments of the 
Three Stooges, Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and Little Black Sambo. In addition 
co these cartoons, the artist also appropriated parts of National Socialist military
training films chat his father had obtained when he served in the Allied occupation 
force after World War II. 
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9. Paschke talked about his processes and practices during his lecture at the Museum 
of Art and Archaeology in April 1998. During that visit, he also became fascinated 
with the nineteenth-century plaster cast reproductions of ancient sculptures in 
the museum's Gallery of Greek and Roman Casts. Paschke requested and received 
photographs of several of the casts to pin on his studio walls. 

10. Benezra, "Twenty-Five Years of Confrontation," p. 15. 

11. Ibid., p. 17. 

12. Paschke discussed Ramrod on many occasions, including during the videotaped 
interview with Kate Horsfield (1983) and in an unrecorded session with Dennis 
Adrian on 19 October 1988. In accordance with the artist's wishes and instructions, 
Adriari recalled their conversation in a text, which is published as "A Conversation 
with Ed Paschke" in Ed Paschke (New York, 1990) pp. 115-122. 

13. Franz Schulze, "The Legacy of lmagism," New Art Examiner 24 (May 1997) pp. 
27-32. Critic Schulze coined the reference "Monster Roster" for this group of artists 
in about 1958. According to Schulze's account, curator Peter Selz, who was then 
putting together "The New Images of Man" exhibit at MoMA, had stated that he 
wanted to show the Chicago "monsters" to the world. Schulze picked up on Selz's 
comment and took the term further, playing on the "Monsters of the Midway" 
label, which referred to the burly Chicago Bears who dominated the National 
Football League in the early 1940s. Nevertheless, the first and second generations 
of SAIC artists were both generally referred to as Chicago "lmagists." When Lynn 
Warren curated Art in Chicago, 1945 to 1995, at the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago, she separated the lmagis t designations in the exhibition and catalogue 
publication, identifying the first generation as "Monster Rosters" and the second 
generation as "Imagists." Schulze, along with several ocher authors, continues 
to consider both groups as two generations of "lmagists." My designations are 
consistent with Warren's terminology, which now seems to be the most common 
way of differentiating the two generations of SAIC artists. 

14. My comparisons between the New York and Chicago art worlds draw on the 
observations and analyses of Richard Vine, "Where Wild Things Were," and those 
of Franz Schulze in "The Legacy oflmagism." 

15. Quoted in Peter Selz, "Surrealism and the Chicago lmagists of the 1950s: A 
Comparison and Contrast," Art journal 45 (Winter 1985) p. 303. 

16. Peter Selz and Patrick Malone, "Is There a New Chicago School?" ARTnews 
54 (October 1955) p. 37. This article is also noted by Schulze, "The Legacy of 
lmagism," p. 30. 
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17. For a sampling of the reviews, see Manny Farber, "New Images of (ugh) Man," 
Artnews 58 (October 1959) p. 58; and Robert M. Coates, review of"New Images of 
Man," New Yorker 35 (17 October 1959) p. 145. 

18. See note 13 above for a brief history of the term. 

19. "Savage playfulness," an apt phrase for the Imagist response, was used by Richard 
Vine, "Where Wild Things Were," p. 105. 

20. The image of Toot 'n Toe and the description, to which I am indebted, are included 
on the Madison Museum of Contemporary Art website, "MMoCA Collects," 
http:/ /www.mmoca.org/ mmocacollects/ artwork_page. php? id= 4 (accessed 15 
March 2008). 

21. Franz Schulze, Chicago Imagist Art, Museum of Contemporary Art (Chicago, 1972) 
p. 7. 

22. Paul Carroll, "There's Life and There's TV," Interview (April 1980) p. 52. Interview 
was a magazine produced by Andy Warhol. 

23. King James, 2 Cor. 13:12. This reference is mentioned by Craig Koslofsky, "The 
Kiss of Peace in the German Reformation," in Karen Harvey, ed., The Kiss in 
History (Manchester, 2005) p. 19. Koslofsky further notes that the holy kiss is also 
mentioned Rom. 16:16, 1 Thess. 5:26, and 1 Pet. 5:14. 

24. Koslofsky, "The Kiss of Peace," p. 19. See also Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy 
(London, 1945) pp. 105-110; and Adrian Fortescue, The Mass: A Study of the 
Roman Liturgy (London, 1922) p. 372. 

25. Koslofsky, "The Kiss of Peace," p. 20. Also see J. Russell Major, '"Bastard 
Feudalism' and the Kiss : Changing Social Mores in Late Medieval and Early 
Modern France," journal of Interdisciplinary History 17 (1987) pp. 509-535. 

26. Jonathan Durrant, "The Osculum Infame: Heresy, Secular Culture and the Image 
of the Witches' Sabbath," in Karen Harvey, ed., The Kiss in History, pp. 36-61. The 
kiss of shame, in image and imagination, was more than just a parody of the kiss 
of peace and symbol of heretic solidarity. Stuart Clark (quoted by Durrant, p. 42) 
explains that a "single ritual act such as the anal kiss perverted religious worship and 
secular fealty, dethroned reason from a sovereign position on which individual well
being and social relations (including political obligation) were thought to depend, 
and symbolized in the most obvious manner the defiant character of demonic 
politics as well as its preposterousness." 
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27. Caravaggio {Italian, b. Michelangelo Merisi, 1573-1610), Taking of Christ, ca. 1598, 
oil on canvas, 133.5 cm x 169.5 cm, National Gallery oflreland, Dublin. 

28. Jean Honore Fragonard (French, 1732-1806) , The Stolen Kiss, 1756-1761, oil on 
canvas, 48.3 cm x 63.5 cm, gift of Jessie Woolworth Donahue, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, acc. no. 56.100.1 ; Thomas Rowlandson (British, 
1756-1827), The [Duchess] Devonshire, or Most Approved Method of Securing Votes, 
12 April 1784, etching on paper, 24.0 cm x 33.2 cm, British Museum, cat. 6520; 
William-Adolphe Bouguereau (French, 1825-1905), Psyche et !'Amour, enfants, 
1890, oil on canvas, private collection; Franc;:ois-Auguste-Rene Rodin (French, 
1840-1917), The Kiss, 1888-1889, marble, 181.5 cm x 112.3 cm x 117 cm, Musee 
Rodin, Paris, S.1002. 

29. Gustav Klimt (Austrian, 1862-1918) , The Kiss, 1907-1908, oil on canvas, 180 
cm x 180 cm, Osterreichisches Galerie Belvedere, Vienna; Constantin Brancusi 
(French, born Romania, 1876-1957), The Kiss, 1908-1916, limestone, 58.4 cm x 

33.7 cm x 25.4 cm, Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter Arensberg 
Collection,1950-134-4. Brancusi produced several versions of The Kiss between 
1908 and 1916. The sculpture in the Philadelphia Museum is his fourth version, 
from 1916. Victor Jorgensen (American, 1910-?), New York City celebrating the 
surrender of japan. They threw anything and kissed anybody in Times Square, 14 
August 1945, gelatin silver print, U.S. Department of Defense, Department of the 
Navy, 80-G-377094; Robert Doisneau (French, 1912-1994), Kiss by the Hotel de 
Ville, 1950, gelatin silver print, 30.5 cm x 40.7 cm, Indianapolis Museum of Art, 
gift of Dr. and Mrs. F. E. McAree, acc. number 1992.215; Pablo Picasso (Spanish, 
1881-1973), The Kiss, 1969, oil on canvas, 97.1 cm x 147.9 cm, private collection. 

30. Benezra, "Twenty-Five Years of Confrontation," pp. 30, 34-35. 

31. Ed Paschke, "Ed Paschke Statement," http://www.gold-pages.com/ paschke/ 
statement.html (accessed 21 May 1997). 

32. Carroll, "There's Life and There's TV," p. 52. 

33. Vine, "Where the Wild Things Were," p. 104. 

34. Diego Velazquez (Spanish, 1599-1660), The Toilet of Venus, 1647-1651, oil on 
canvas, 122.5 cm x 177 cm, National Gallery, London, acc. no. NG2057; Pablo 
Picasso (Spanish, 1881-1973), Girl before a Mirror, 1932, oil on canvas, 162.3 cm x 
130.2 cm, gift of Mrs. Simon Guggenheim, Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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