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In much the same way that the art of the Middle Ages drew a landscape of spiritual inference
from the body of Christ, so Matthew Barney has used his own body as well as those of others
to draw out a secular theology of artistic creation. Matthew Barney: Prayer Sheet with the
Wound and the Nail brings together these two traditions separated as they are by the
iconography and belief systems of half a millenium. By placing the masters of the early
Northern Renaissance in dialogue with the sculpture, video and drawing that constitute the
Drawing Restraint archive the exhibition proposes a view of the body, along with the
narratives of restraint and suffering imposed upon it, as the wellspring of all attempts –
secular as well as religious - to overcome the limitations of our being.
Begun while still a student at Yale, the drawing restraint works were initially conceived as
‘facilities designed to defeat the facility of drawing’. Early works consisted of environments of
ramps, inclines, elastic tethers and restraints designed specifically to hinder the artist’s
proficiency. Reaching against the resistance of gravity and restraint each mark represented
the physical effort of its making along with the cycles of exertion, exhaustion and recovery
that characterize our very existence as physical beings. As the work progressed so the
apparatus that brought it into being become more elaborate and the narrative of the drawn
form increasingly allegorical. A feature length film, DR9 is constructed against the cultural
gravitas of post-war Japan. Here the tensions straining and restraining the occupied cultural
body are recounted through the whaling industry’s bloody harvest. In a denouement, which
has the guests stripping themselves of the flesh in order to become at one with the body of
the hunted cetacean, Barney’s interest in extreme corporeality comes closest to the
narratives of penitence and transubstantiation underpinning the Christian Passion. Against
those historic and religious depictions of great sacrifice and barbarism are set the
ascensions of contemporary hubris and Barney’s own engagement with comedic failure.

Prayer Sheet with the Wound and the Nail follows the intersection of different eras and their
approach to the sacred and profane body. The predicament of religious art - not to say of
religion itself - has always been how to give form to an internal, moral or spiritual, condition.
Where Judaism has responded to this predicament with injunctions against the graven
image, Christian iconography has developed around a visual language for which the trails of
the spirit are inscribed upon mortal flesh. Best known are the narrative cycles of the
Passion, here represented by the woodcuts and engravings of Albrecht Durer and Martin

Schongauer. Along with these are lesser-known works of the period by Baldung-Grien,
Cranach, Graf, Goltzius, Wierix, and others for whom allegorical and religious impulses of
stand side by side with the drawn cut or engraved form. By placing works that represent this
tradition alongside the Drawing Restraint series the intention is less to draw parallels
between the secular and religious, sacred and profane than it is to create a dialogue between
the internal and external inscriptions of the flesh and our struggles to project these onto the
world.

