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THE POLITICS 
 OF FUN FOR ALL! 

The Feminist Pleasure of annette hollywood

Nina Power

Is anyone having any fun anymore?! Seriousness seems to 
operate as currency everywhere, with the art world perhaps 
the worst offender. Egos are stroked and smashed, names 
made and unmade, the money flows, the champagne flows. 
But nowhere might we find the kind of joy we might expect or 
want from art and life and the production of free ideas, images, 
and objects. The art world in particular seems beholden to 
a kind of transcendental miserablism, where certain people, 
usually male, white, and heterosexual—or as annette holly
wood puts it in her great satirical film Hit (By Great Art) in 
other words, “the pale male fairy tale”—get rewarded, lauded, 
and applauded for their supposed gravitas, their weight, their 
meaning. The romantic artist never died, he just got a galler
ist, some great connections, and fawning writeups in top art 
magazines.
 What I want to discuss here with reference to some works 
of annette hollywood made between 1997–2014 is the ques
tion of strategies for operating within and without the art world 
as it currently functions. I want in particular to address the 
relationship between feminist ways of seeing the world, partic
ularly a feminism of joy, desire, humor and a certain kind of 
interventionist irony, and how these feminist strategies relate to 
culture. The culture of annette hollywood’s universe is popular, 
“low,” detourned at the level of the everyday, a pop song turned 
karaokesilly, a rap track flipped on its head, a romance with a 
big budget sexy movie with glitzy lesbian sex.
 We are immediately confronted in hollywood’s work with 
the question of desire, the desire for bodies that populate our 
pop imaginary, the luminous, lithe bodies of television and 
cinematic romance, the lusty invitations and badly acted sex 
scenes that hint at the promise of culture itself. Are we not 
invited to participate in these images and gazes? In Melting 
Away (1997) and again in Snowworld (1998), hollywood 
romances a series of breaking down images, grainy found 
footage, we might say, trying to make good on the promise 
of desire that popular culture promotes but can never fully 
satisfy—such sweet surrender, though! Taking scenes from 
Basic Instinct (1992), hollywood attempts with Melting Away to 
repeatedly enter into the film itself, treating passive spectator
ship, and, indeed passive arousal of the kind Basic Instinct tries 
to elicit through its many softcore erotic scenes, as something 
to be overcome rather than merely accepted. While the screen 
is vast, and hollywood on the outside looking in, albeit getting 
so caught up in the action, here something happens that is 

both funny and exciting, a new possibility of relating to flatness, 
to female desire, to culture itself.
 The lesbian scenes of Basic Instinct and other “hidden” 
lesbian narratives (that lie sometimes at the heart of a hetero
sexual film product) are typical of the mainstream represen
tation of female sexuality. The women gaze outwards, alluringly 
towards the viewer, presumed male, before the door is closed, 
indicating some secret sexual power of women that must 
stay hidden. Only this time hollywood gets in the way, liter
ally blocking the gaze and trying to get in on the action! And 
why not? The stereotype of the humorless feminist exists 
perhaps because women are actually much more funny than 
they are supposed to be. Desire itself is funny, absurd, lead
ing to all manner of daft behavior and wacky obsessions. But 
there is so little art that explores the link between humor and 
lust, between the longing gaze and the culture that produces 
it. holly wood’s video work is an exercise in breaking down 
the high/low culture divide by paradoxically taking seriously 
the absurd promise of culture itself—that you can be part 
of this culture and not just a passive consumer or viewer. What 
if we took seriously the idea that culture really is “for every
one,” and that everyone can take part by taking it apart and 
recombining it? hollywood’s work is not just about the image, 
the screen, the video, but is equally also about pop culture 
in the sonic sense, so we have the pleasure of hearing her take 
apart with great glee “classic” pop and hip hop, of rewriting 
lyrics, of rewriting the promise of culture. In Melting Away, holly
wood’s lyrics take over the popbisexualism and make it into a 
love (or at least a sex) story: “I break the hearts of the proudest 
girls.” The lesbian aspect is extracted out of its heterosexual 
kernel to make a new tale. Sorry Michael Douglas, no room for 
you!
 But hollywood does not just attempt to enter into the 
screen, to make the active passive, alone. Some of her installa
tion work, such as You Are the Star (2001) creates an interac
tive experience for the participants, who can place their head 
within a little cut out circle, like the ones on seaside piers, with 
the words “You are a star,” the head forming the “o.” The face 
is then filmed and projected into a bubble TV, and alongside 
there is footage of crowds screaming for an unknown Holly
wood star. This is not the pofaced participatory or relational 
aesthetics that attempts to force us to confront the meaning of 
the social or our own mortality, thank God, but rather an 
attempt to answer the question: Who gets excited for who? 
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Who screams at whom? Does the celebrity economy mean that 
everyone can be a star, if only for fifteen minutes, and by doing 
so, do we highlight the absurdity of the construction of the 
“star” as such?
 We see this joyful, funny strategy at work in other instal
lations such as Art Karaoke (2005), where participants sing 
into gigantic paintbrush microphones and all the lyrics have 
subtly changed and love becomes art: “art is in the air,” “saving 
all my art for you,” “can’t hurry art,” “power of art,” “lessons in 
art,” “art hurts,” “I want to know what art is.” It is so rare to see 
people laugh in the gallery, to take pleasure in their own per
formance, their own silliness as well as enjoy the humor of the 
artist. Karaoke is in fact an excellent strategy for running wild 
with pop culture, of making it one’s own, with all the awkward
ness, rhythmic errors, illtimed entries, awful pitch, and general 
enjoyment that comes with singing in public. To do this in an 
art gallery, where all the songs have been tweaked for the 
context, is also to open up the question of who gets to enjoy 
culture, and where, and in what mood. To enter into the songs 
that used to be about love and are now about art is to also ask 
of the gallery itself and the art world as a whole, well, what 
does art have to do with love? Most of the time, the art world 
seems to go out of its way to be about anything other than the 
“love of art”—it’s always about something else: power, money, 
recognition, big names, egos, collectability. But with works like 
Art Karaoke and The Art Song Collection (2013) which includes 
a jukebox edition of Art Songs, hollywood puts into focus the 
other side of exclusive collecting, namely pop collecting and 
pop experiencing—the single, the gig, the singing along—true 
fandom, pure enjoyment, proper love. 
 In the 2008 video Sorry Curator, hollywood plays 
herself—the artist—and the curator, complete with creepy 
moustache. Over a version of Eminem’s Cleanin’ Out My Closet, 
the artist and the curator do battle. The artist is passionate, 
open, “Art is my life, comes from my heart,” and the curator is 
cynical and careerist: “But in the market plays that the small
est part.” The truth of the situation is revealed in funny lines, 
such as the curator’s: “You’re over 35 and don’t take drugs. 
Not helpful that you think the system sucks.” The artist, then, is 
left to defend art as a mode of living, and instead of cleaning 
out her closet, she’s cleaning up her concept. hollywood’s 
defense of “art as life” here is much funnier than the art world’s 
own current selfimage: of course curators won’t deal with 
you if you have “no name,” are “too old,” don’t have a gallery, but 
it doesn’t mean you can’t still make art! And in fact, you might 
be freer if a lot poorer to make exactly the sort of work that 
has a “vision” and not just generates “recognition,” as the lyrics 
here have it.
 The politics of fun explored in these pieces is at once 
critical—attacking the system for its obsession with money, 
privilege, and esteem—but funny at the same time. It is caught 
up in the absurdity of it all, even as it takes this absurdity and 
turns it into a game of its own. But the game is a generous one, 
it doesn’t position the artist as some kind of allknowing figure, 
but rather as the one who also enjoys, as we might hope to do 
as audience members, visitors to art galleries, those who might 
sing along if the mood takes us. Everything is so pofaced and 
miserable most of the time, but it is not clear that this mood 

helps us to make things better, or to improve our politics. Femi
nism in hollywood’s work should be understood as a strategy, 
one that revels in taking an oblique look onto a system that 
is otherwise impersonal and pretends to neutrality, and uses a 
knowing kind of humor to shed light on what is really an absurd 
enterprise in many ways. What makes her strategies specifi
cally feminist? Well, I think it is the mocking of power, but also 
the recognizing of power in the first place, and understanding 
what role you play (or don’t play) in the construction of the 
edifice, of the whole.
 Everything is constantly competing for our attention. In a 
way, we are nothing other than these economies of attention, 
and we often do not give ourselves time to enjoy or even really 
“like” something properly. We are ground down by horrible 
employment, violent government policies, anxieties about the 
future and a constant distracted feeling of “busyness.” It is 
not just the amount of attention we feel compelled to give, but 
also the quality of it. How little do we laugh, experience nuance 
and ambiguity, enjoy our power, feel naughty, feel delightful. 
Everything is “unfun,” unkind, predetermined by what we 
should say rather than what we want to say—the “right line.” We 
panic about how we should receive things because we do 
not want to get it wrong, and we feel like we have no time to 
work out how or what to think, what position to take. But art 
is a space of moral ambiguity and contradictory emotions, 
thoughts, and desires. What role can and does art play in our 
lives then, we who are not artists, or might be parttime artists, 
or just those who see art sometimes? Art can rouse us pre
cisely because it allows for a kind of freedom for all. Humor is 
a form of aggression, but it is also an opportunity for thinking: 
to think that all art must be serious in order to be taken seri
ously is to fundamentally misunderstand what art and desire 
are, or could be. 
 Contemporary art sometimes tries to position itself as 
outside of culture, if the latter is understood as “popular,” 
“low,” “common.” Art often taps into a certain kind of empti
ness, of “purity” that attempts to construct another sphere, 
one “more suited” for the middle class. Yet the art world 
undoes its own pretensions by virtue of its constant entangle
ment in dubious politics and economics of its own. When we 
ask question such as “Are artists rich?,” the playful name of 
a 2012 conference organized by hollywood and Moira Zoitl for 
the International Society of Fine Arts (IGBK), following Hans 
Abbing’s book Why Are Artists Poor?, the whole unquestioned 
premise of the way in which the art world works is brought 
into focus. Here the politics of hollywood’s work is even more 
explicitly laid out, although it is everywhere in her work all 
the time. 
 So, are artists rich? By the narrow standards of the domi
nant economic and capitalist standards, the answer would 
have to be “no,” although some are very rich, as are some 
of the galleries and curators that champion these “top” artists. 
In another way, though, we could ask “well, but what do we 
mean by rich?” Life and art is very impoverished if it simply 
exists to generate hype, make names and money (this claim is 
amusingly dealt with in hollywood’s persiflagevideonarrative 
Hit (By Great Art), in which a young white man pretends to 
be the artist because he is the “acceptable” face of what the 
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contemporary, wellconnected artist should be. Behind every 
“great” male artist is an actual female artist!). 
 So, the money goes where it always goes. But there are 
spaces inbetween, and strategies and routes that are still 
available to the funny, sardonic, refusenik female artist. There 
is pop music, and karaoke, and graffiti, and mockery, and DIY, 
and found footage, and trash culture. In the 2014 work Bigasso 
Baby, an example of what hollywood describes, with a smile 
on her face, as “hip hop performance art,” the artist takes 
apart the white cube, the contemporary loveaffair between 
successful artists, collectors, and galleries. Riding around 
on her gold bike, “performing” not for the public that “per
forms itself” as she critiques in her introduction. Her version 
of JayZ’s Picasso Baby, all inside, all art world, takes place 
outside, on the streets, as she puts up posters, spraypaints, 
gets into a strange encounter with a tall woman in a funny 
reenact ment of JayZ’s encounter with Marina Abramović in 
the original, and talks truth to the art world: “every work should 
be paid by a fair rate.” Bigasso Baby punctures art’s attempt 
to consume and devour pop culture by reminding us that there 
is another way pop culture can be taken up and used for posi
tive feeling, critique, and enjoyment. Art is a free space, art 
is a place for politics, for pricking pretentions, for demanding 
justice.
 hollywood’s work operates in a zone that falls outside 
of the current earnest but cynical contemporary art scene. 
It is low budget, feminist, DIY, popular, interactive and not very 
marketable! But it also reveals what artists can do and be, 
once they are pushed by principle and passion to not “play the 
game.” Her work asks the question of the relation between 
high and low culture and gives a different answer than the one 
that thinks that art and culture are the same thing, or imagines 
that art can simply take up pop culture and subsume it, as it 
does everything else. Art is also a feminist question, not just at 
the level of representation—Who gets to be an artist? Who gets 
to be seen? Who gets paid?—but also at the level of strategy: 
how can art overturn the male gaze, the dull fakeneutrality 
of humorless “male” art? How can humor operate to overturn 
our assumptions about how and when we should be having 
fun? We are desiring beings, and amusing and amused beings. 
We watch culture and it watches us. hollywood’s works ask 
us to overturn this opposition between passivity and activity, 
and we find ourselves playing outside, but making serious 
points, but we are smiling, and it doesn’t undermine what we 
have to say at all, but only recognizes this possible space 
where we can do all these things at once, and with joy.


