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Romanticism inaugurated a lasting, 
if embattled, understanding of artistic 
subjectivity as a singular voice. Night Thoughts 
coaxes this paradigm out of the shadows 
of contemporary discourse by locating its 
critical potential in a metaphorical night, 
itself inherited from Romanticism. This is 
a night eternally verging on day, in which 
distinctions between interiority and exposure, 
passivity and productivity, scribe and author, 
are dissolved, and the figures of the dreamer 
and critic circle each other, moving ever 
closer. Artistic subjectivity is displaced even as 
it proclaims itself, its waking contours faded.



In the 1740s, the British “Graveyard” poet Edward Young 
published The Complaint: or Night Thoughts on Life, Death, and 
Immortality, a proto-Romantic poem that reflects upon his 
mortality over the course of nine nights caught between 
dreaming and sleeplessness. Due to the poem’s popularity, 
the poet and artist William Blake was commissioned to 
illustrate Young’s Night Thoughts fifty years after its initial 
publication, surreptitiously inserting his own idiosyncratic 
mysticism into the images accompanying the Christian text. 
Young’s poem, as illustrated by Blake, reveals two significant 
and at times contradictory aspects of Romanticism: the 
willful projection of an expressive voice, and its location 
within a metaphorical night that erodes the contours 
of its individuality. Here, the poem serves as a historical 
cipher through which to approach works by contemporary 
artists Sadie Benning, Win McCarthy, and Josef Strau. 

Romanticism emerged in the mid-eighteenth century 
in Germany,  in the writings of authors such as Novalis,  
Friedrich Hölderlin, and the Schlegel brothers; it also 
surfaced slightly later in England, in the work of poets 
and artists William Blake, William Wordsworth, and 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, among others. Countless and 
often contradictory accounts of Romanticism abound, 
but one can locate several fundamental tendencies: 
a resistance to Enlightenment rationality in favor of 
the poetic and relative; a penchant for the imagined 
rather than the materially evident; an emphasis on flux 
and fragmentation rather than fixity or tranquility; a 
newfound self-reflexivity, in which creativity itself becomes 
an object of inquiry; and, perhaps most significantly, the 
introduction of a worldview fixated on and grounded 
in the unit of the unique and creative individual.1

This nascent egoism extended far beyond the poetic–the 
French Revolution is contemporaneous with Romanticism, 
as is the onset of modern capitalism. Yet, a specific aesthetic 
paradigm based upon the proclivities of the creative subject 



did arise, from which the artist or poet was elevated to 
the position of a genius, visionary, or rebel, rather than a 
laborer or chronicler of an inherited reality. The work of 
art became, in turn, the autobiographical imprint of this 
inspired spirit–always the expression of someone, and 
always, in the words of historian Jerome McGann, “a voice 
speaking.”2 In this sense, artistic voice was rendered in the 
first-person, no matter how abstracted its incarnation. 

This Romantic paradigm remains with us today, if in 
practice more than theory, and despite much recent 
artistic and philosophic thought seeking to dethrone 
the willful and expressive Romantic subject and replace 
it with one belatedly and collectively authored, who 
emerges through the conditioning of social or economic 
forces. The exhibition speaks to and from this intellectual 
unraveling of artistic voice–from the dissonance between 
the experience of individuality (the voice in one’s head), the 
critical histories that challenge it, and the contemporary 
forces that, by posing voice as commodity, usher it towards 
exchange. The included works by Benning, McCarthy and 
Strau—here understood as condensations of voice made 
material—reprise a Romantic first-person trope by drawing 
it out of the depths and inscribing it (at times quite literally) 
on the surface, to in turn perform it as a problematic. 

Sadie Benning’s Living Inside (1989) begins with a close-up 
shot of one eye, open and unblinking, before panning to 
the upper half of the artist’s face, lit in a sharp chiaroscuro; 
a diaristic monologue narrates this disjointed portrait 
throughout. Living Inside is one of Benning’s earliest 
works, filmed on a toy Fisher-Price PXL-2000 camera in 
the artist’s darkened teenage bedroom while skipping 
school. As critic Faye Hirsch notes, this setting is one 
of “transitional states and off-hour activities: coming 
of age, coming out; boredom; the do-nothing period 
between waking and heading out to some low-level job.” 
We might see this physical and psychological interior—



in which Benning’s voice finds initial expression—as a 
metaphorical night brought in and out of illumination. 
Benning is not beheld to Romanticism, but rather seizes 
its confessional voice to render it both increasingly 
confrontational and fragmented–suggesting the stakes 
involved in who exactly is allowed to speak, or listen.

This fragmentation echoes across Win McCarthy’s 
Hard Enough and To Contort Itself (both 2015), which pair 
malleable materials such as Plasticine and resin with 
poetic text to form splintered self-portraits addressing the 
tenuousness of artistic subjectivity. In these–as in much 
of McCarthy’s practice–a singular voice coagulates, at 
times assertively, even while disclosing its own fragility 
and dislocation. In Hard Enough the artist’s own name 
is typed out, only to be overwritten by a succession of 
question marks. In this sense, subjectivity is distended 
to the brink of transparency, its illumination resulting 
in an over-exposure that is itself a form of obscurity. 
Two freestanding scrims stretched with plastic sheeting 
paradoxically solidify this transparency. Subjectivity 
becomes a filter or sieve–inescapable, but barely there. 

In the work of Josef Strau, the productive fervor of 
accumulation–culling, scribbling, taping, piling–is 
tempered by a cool insouciance of construction and 
presentation that is haphazard, drifting, and lyrical. 
As evidenced in Blueprint for Chapter 4 Lamp (2006), Strau 
constructs a precarious symbiosis between object and 
language in which the dual notions of “reading lamp” 
and “illuminated text” take on new meaning. His texts 
are grounded in a poetic, confessional, and unedited 
first-person voice that for these reasons promises a 
sincere expression of self that is profoundly Romantic. 

Yet, Strau locates this surplus of voice within reverie, 
at the intersection of dreams and reality, night and day–
much like how the lamp exists always in anticipation of 



either darkness or light. Harkening back to the trope of the 
Romantic night and the dreamers or poet-prophets, such 
as Young or Blake, who inhabit it, Strau scrambles divisions 
between productivity and non-productivity, a centered 
subjectivity and one that acts as a medium or assistant for 
the transmission of outside voices—be they unconscious, 
divine, or even that of an ego cleaved from itself. In this sense, 
Strau’s work, like McCarthy’s and Benning’s, amplifies 
a destabilization of artistic subjectivity already latent, 
though perhaps under recognized, in the Romantic night. 
Strau expands on these connections in a new sculptural 
work and text poster, which respond to Young’s poem. 

This Romantic night is uncoupled from actual darkness. 
Rather, it exists as a mercurial flux between illumination 
and obscurity that extends to the creative subject and 
its productivity. Authorial voice is concentrated while 
simultaneously untethered from the individual, rerouted 
through dreams or visited upon the author from afar. 
Production is at once fervent and dilatory, almost 
unconscious. In light of contemporary imperatives 
towards constant activity and exposure on the one 
hand, and critical withdrawal on the other, this night 
offers a final bastion of the interior self whose resistance 
is premised not on the wholesale passivity of sleep or 
silence, but rather, paradoxically, on its elision with artistic 
production. Here, the coordinates of accepted ‘criticality’ 
become harder to locate and its binary (and diurnal) logic 
scrambled. It is from this liminal position that Night Thoughts 
suggests that the projection, rather than abstention, 
of voice can perform defiantly, and in reverie, at once. 
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Sadie Benning was born in Madison, Wisconsin in 1973 and 
currently lives in Brooklyn. Benning received an MFA from 
Bard College and served as co-chair of the film and video 
department there. Benning’s work was included in Painting 
2.0: Expression in the Information Age, Museum Brandhorst, 
Munich (2016); The Carnegie International, Carnegie Museum of 
Art, Pittsburgh (2013); NYC 1993: Experimental Jet Set, Trash and 
No Star, New Museum, New York (2013); Annual Report: 7th 
Gwangju Biennale (2008); Whitney Biennial, New York (2000 
and 1993); and the Venice Biennale (1993). Solo exhibitions 
include Callicoon Fine Arts, New York; Susanne Vielmetter 
Projects Los Angeles; Participant, INC., New York; Wexner 
Center for the Arts, Columbus; Orchard Gallery, New York; 
Dia: Chelsea, New York; and The Power Plant, Toronto.

William Blake (1757-1827) was born and lived in London. 
Blake made his living as a commercial engraver and 
printer, but also produced numerous poems, illuminated 
texts and works on paper. Blake was largely unrecognized 
during his lifetime, but is now considered a seminal 
figure in the development of Romantic poetry and 
visual arts. His works include Songs of Innocence (1789), 
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), Songs of Experience 
(1794), and Milton (c.1804 – c.1811), among others. 

Win McCarthy was born in 1986 in Brooklyn, New York and 
received his BA from Bard College. He has held two solo 
exhibitions at Off  Vendome, New York (2015) and Düsseldorf 
(2013), and participated in exhibitions at SculptureCenter, 
Long Island City; White Flag Projects, St. Louis; and Murray 
Guy, New York; among others. He will be featured in Mirror 
Cells at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 
in May 2016. He currently lives and works in Brooklyn.

Josef Strau was born in Vienna, Austria in 1957, and lives and 
works in Berlin and New York.  His recent solo exhibitions 
include Secession, Vienna (2015); The Renaissance Society, 
University of Chicago, Chicago (2014); Greene Naftali, 



New York (2012); and the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam 
(2007). Select group exhibitions include the Liverpool 
Biennial, Liverpool (2014); MoMA PS1, Long Island City 
(2010); and Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 
(2009). He recently released the publication, Dreaming 
Turtle, which accompanied his exhibition at Secession, 
Vienna (2015); as well as The New World I and The New 
World II which were published in conjunction with his 
exhibition at The Renaissance Society, Chicago (2015).

Edward Young (1683-1765) was a British poet, playwright, 
and chaplain. In addition to The Complaint: or Night Thoughts 
on Life, Death and Immortality (1742-45) his writings include The 
Force of Religion: or Vanquished Love (1714), Revenge (1721), Love 
of Fame, the Universal Passion (1728), and Conjectures on Original 
Composition (1759). In their attention to the melancholic, 
spiritual, and sublime, his works were influential to 
the Romantic poets of the late eighteenth century. 

Night Thoughts is curated by Jody Graf as part of the 
requirements for the masters of arts degree at the Center 
for Curatorial Studies, Bard College. 
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