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row of bright potted plants decorates the nearest balcony. Only women and children 
are present—the men are o!  working, so we know these are not lazy people. " ere is 
no regret that the houses at the top of the hill have been crowded out. Change is the 
natural order of the day.

Tenement Flats plays o!  another painting of Bunker Hill, this one by Sheets himself, 
which hangs with the Bellows at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Angel’s Flight 
depicts two women (Sheets’s wife posed for both), standing at the top of the stairs that 
ran parallel to the cable car and looking down. " ey are mysteriously inactive, entirely 
nonnarrative in their function. " ey have not just climbed up, nor do they look as if 
they are about to walk down. " is blankness or sense of disconnect between the surface 
and what is really going on underneath, between the sunlight of Los Angeles and its 
shadows, is the heart of noir, and Sheets clearly captures this other side of Los Angeles. 

Tenement Flats, then, is half of a deliberate e! ort to map Los Angeles, created in a 
challenge to the best painting Sheets had ever lived with. Even in a town as young and 
unformed as Los Angeles, with as slight an art world, it is impossible to escape the grasp 
of art institutions. In his response to Bellows, Sheets no doubt shu#  ed the topography 
and some of the buildings in his picture. Yet it is with some irony that the Victorian 
turret and porches in the top left corner can be identifi ed as the Melrose, a prominent 
boardinghouse located on Grand Avenue and Second—the site where the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, fondly known as L.A. MOCA, stands today.

Woman Eating is among the earliest of more than one hundred fi gurative sculptures 
that superrealist artist Duane Hanson (1925–1996) produced during a thirty-year span 
that began in the mid-1960s. Most were rendered in polyvinyl resins and fi berglass, 
synthetic materials that mimic the look and feel of the human body and, especially, the 
translucence of human skin. Hanson 
carefully posed his fi gures, often fi xing 
them in resting states intimating 
benumbed exhaustion. He fastidi-
ously orchestrated their coloring and 
costuming, personally selecting outfi ts 
and accessories that he deemed most 
authentic, most “real.” His familiar 
yet completely fabricated fi gures—so 
believable we mumble “excuse me” when 
we accidentally bump into them in art 
museums—were more than mimetic ex-
ercises, however. " ey were deliberately 
crafted social portraits.

In the 1960s Hanson generated 
seething indictments of America’s “Great 
Society” in large-scale installations such 
as War (1967), Race Riot (1968), and 
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Bowery Derelicts (1969–70), all aimed, he said, at “depict[ing] some of the latent and 
explicit terrors in our social environment.”1 In the 1970s he reduced his social panoramas 
to single subjects such as Housewife (1970), Janitor (1973), and Old Lady in Folding Chair 
(1976) after discovering “that you don’t have to hit the viewer over the head every time, 
you can come in rather sneaky or underhanded and get the message across.”2 " roughout 
his career, Hanson remained preoccupied with the a! ective terms of the American body 
politic.

Woman Eating, for example, depicts an overweight, middle-aged woman sitting 
alone at a small restaurant table, spooning mouthfuls of a three-scoop, three-toppings 
ice cream sundae. Her gaze is downward at her dessert and at copies of TV Guide and 

Side view, Duane Hanson, 
Woman Eating, 1971
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the National Enquirer; her thick arms rest heavily on the linoleum-topped table, along 
with an already consumed cup of chocolate ice cream, bottle of 7-Up, crumpled paper 
napkin, glass of milk, and typical diner accessories. Her thin rayon housedress, one of 
its missing buttons replaced by a safety pin, scu! ed brown lace-ups, green ankle socks, 
cheap watch, broken eyeglasses missing their right temple piece, and frizzed-out brown 
wig convey her dreary, impoverished circumstances. " e soiled cloth purse on the fl oor, 
the crumpled red, white, and blue Grand Union Supermarkets bag under the table, 
and the National Enquirer headline, “How Retailers Cheat You When You Buy on 
Credit,” reiterate her lower-class status and the deliberately “American” dimensions of 
this tableau. As Hanson remarked about a similar body project in 1972: “[T]here was 
a sort of sadness about it, as all my work has. . . . I mean the world is not getting any 
better.”3

Comfort foods, bargain sales, plus-sized bodies: the economy of superabundance 
and superconsumption that Americans of all classes embrace as their constitutional 
birthright is, Hanson suggests, fundamental to the nation’s deep unhappiness. Sculpted 
bodies such as Woman Eating—fi rst purchased in 1971 by Chicago-based art collectors 
Robert B. Mayer and Beatrice Cummings Mayer (she the heir to the Sara Lee fortune), 
placed on temporary loan to SAAM from 1975 to 1981, and now a permanent acquisi-
tion of the museum—exemplify the subjects and sentiments that Americans prefer to 
overlook: the facts of class, the dissatisfying truths of consumerism. Hanson sculpted 
such trompe l’oeil fi gures to hook viewers with questions about craftsmanship and 
realism, and to lead them to queries about lived experience on both personal and 
social terms.

Hanson understood the body as an agent of social and class consciousness. His 
sculptures were solidly physical resources for melancholy portraits of ordinary and often 
undervalued lower-class Americans, painstakingly crafted investigations into the psychic 
dissonance of the modern human condition. “I’m mostly interested in the human form 
as subject matter and means of expression for my sculpture,” he wrote in 1981. “What 
can generate more interest, fascination, beauty, ugliness, joy, shock, or contempt than a 
human being?” His ideas echoed those of French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(1908–1961), who argued that the body, inseparable from consciousness and context, 
is a permanent constituent of perceptual awareness, an “implicatory structure” whose 
corporeal presence in time and space grounded experience and refl ection. “" e body is 
our general means of having a world,” Merleau-Ponty asserted in his Phenomenology of 
Perception (1962), basically suggesting that consciousness was situated in the body and 
equating the perceptual subject with the “lived body.” Refusing mind/body, subject/
object divisions, Merleau-Ponty emphasized perception’s crucial a! ective interdepen-
dencies. As he wrote: “[W]henever I try to understand myself, the whole fabric of the 
perceptible world comes too, and with it comes the others who are caught up in it.”4

Both Hanson’s and Merleau-Ponty’s body projects, similarly pursued in the de-
humanizing climate of the Cold War, shared certain fundamental convictions: that 
perception was embodied and that consciousness was an unending and perhaps 
irresolvable endeavor beholden to the complexities and contradictions of lived experi-
ence. No matter how insensible or uncomfortable those experiences, both Hanson and 
Merleau-Ponty insisted on foregrounding them, on making them visible and exposing 
the critical intersections between our understandings of ourselves, our perceptions of 
others, and our sense of the world.

Woman Eating exemplifi es these concerns. Highlighting issues of modern American 
class, obesity, and consumerism, it also fi gures those of American citizenship, of who 
“counts” in the national narrative. Elderly, overweight, and underclass Americans are 
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generally excluded in an idealized national imaginary fi xated on youth, thinness, and 
wealth. Indeed, they are repeatedly demonized as social “problems” in a collective 
vision (or fantasy) of an “o$  cial” national body still defi ned on white, male, middle-
class, and heteronormative terms.5 Hanson’s body projects articulate such perceptions, 
reminding us that how we see ourselves and how we see others are inextricably linked. 
Art museum audiences may view bodies such as Woman Eating with detached distaste: 
critic Peter Schjeldahl observes that “encountering” Hanson’s sculptures sharpens per-
ceptions of the “permanent drama of social caste” in America, adding, “In the company 
of fellow-members of a lucky class, I stroll amid likenesses of dramatically less privi-
leged citizens.”6 Yet as Hanson remarked in 1978:

People, workers, the elderly, all these people I see with sympathy and a! ection. " ese are the 
people who have fought the battle of life and who now and then show the hard work and 
the frustration. " e clothes they wear describe the life they lead. " ere is grubbiness and 
sweat, and there are old people with the lines in their faces and the wrinkles. It’s all about 
human activity, it’s truth, and we all get there.7
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