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Kent Anderson Butler's Videos and Performances Provide Pain and Pleasure 
by Christopher Michno 

 
Kent Anderson Butler, My Body Is Not My Own, 2002 
 
I MET KENT ANDERSON BUTLER ON A BLUSTERY November morning to discuss his 
upcoming 10- year retrospective, which opens at Cal Poly Pomona in January. Our conversation 
began without ceremony. I took a look around the crowded coffee shop—too crowded, for my 
taste, to conduct the kind of lengthy inquiry I was hoping for—and suggested we find a different 
spot. He nodded his agreement, and we ventured onto the adjoining outdoor plaza, searching for a 
couple of chairs dry enough to sit on. Anderson Butler is a soft-spoken, reserved man, even shy. 
This quality gets telegraphed in his videos, in the manner in which he—or, perhaps more 
accurately, the persona he adopts for video—peers at his audience with a questioning, vulnerable 
gaze. His videos, which are recordings of scripted performances enacted without an audience, 
leaving him room for improvisation, typically involve Anderson Butler and one or two other 
performers. His work explores territory that is familiar to contemporary art audiences: the body as 
medium. 
There is a sense in Anderson Butler's videos of a fascination with suffering and the tension it 
creates. Virginal Wound, which is a close-up of the artist's thumb as he picks at his cuticles until 
he draws blood, generates surprising feelings of revulsion; I cringe whenever I watch it. He 
almost howls with delight and disgust when I mention this. "I can't even watch that piece," he 
exclaims, and he begins to laugh hysterically. Anderson Butler's preoccupation with suffering 
may originate from his early experiences with surgery. He was born prematurely and, as a result, 
endured 20 different surgeries until he was about 16 years old. "Most of what I remember about 
being in the hospital is being in the operating room, being on the table and going under 
anesthesia," he says. "So I have this love-hate relationship with hospitals, doctors and medicine. 
All that stuff happened to my body, physically, and a lot of it happened when I was so young. So 
I think that comes out in the work." 
Many of Anderson Butler's videos are similarly difficult to watch; the videos become records of 
his mortification, torture and discomfort as he seeks to find some transcendence through 
suffering. "It definitely creates tension for the viewer," he acknowledges as we discuss this aspect 
of his work, "and there is a big part of me that likes that. I find humor in making the audience 
uneasy." Then he adds, "I think it keeps the viewer interested, because video is tough." Anderson 
Butler owes a lot to previous generations of artists, and he talked about the influence of Chris 
Burden's early performances. "When I was in college, I saw the video of Burden's Shoot. I was 



fascinated by the idea of creating something with your body and inviting the viewer to experience 
this activity and to possibly, maybe, know what it is like to experience that same sensation. I saw 
that with the work of other artists, and I began to think about how I engage with people." 
One of the most significant developments in Anderson Butler's work is his exploration of 
spirituality and faith. "That [topic] came up in the catalog interview with [UCR Sweeney Art 
Gallery art director] Tyler Stallings," Anderson Butler tells me. "He asked about it as well. It is a 
way for me to wrestle with my thoughts about my faith. My junior year in college, I began to 
question things, like, 'Why do I really believe this stuff?' and 'Is this relevant in my life, and, if it 
is, how?'" One of Anderson Butler's early works, Lament (2004) is based on a story from the 
Gospels in which a woman, traditionally held to be Mary Magdalene, interrupts a dinner party 
and washes the feet of Jesus with her tears, dries his feet with her hair and anoints him with oil. 
This scene typically has been interpreted as a preparation for burial. Anderson Butler's video both 
decontextualizes this gesture and re-enacts it. In reimagining the vignette, Anderson Butler 
depicts the intimacy and sensuality of the exchange, but audiences are likely to recoil at the 
apparent gender inequality portrayed in this video. In the closely cropped scene, revealing a man's 
legs about mid-thigh down, the woman carries out the ritual anointing crouched on her hands and 
knees before retreating from the frame. 
"What is interesting about Lament for me," Anderson Butler explains, "has nothing to do with the 
story. What struck me were the visual implications." I ask him to elaborate, and he says, "The 
idea of a woman kneeling at a man's feet, a lot of things could be questioned." I asked him to 
explain further, and he indicated he was interested in questioning presumed gender roles, 
subservience and dominance. The piece is as breathtaking as it is disturbing, and it is hard to 
determine how to consider it. Anderson Butler could easily be recasting the relationship between 
Jesus and Mary Magdalene. 
When Anderson Butler is not directly inflicting suffering upon himself, he does so indirectly by 
employing other performers to do so. This becomes particularly sticky when that role is played by 
women rather than men. A more recent piece, Embodied Fusion, which he shot in 2010, shows 
two women dragging him across gravel-encrusted ground. I ask what he thinks about the role of 
women in his videos. "I became a lot more aware of it after Lament," he says. "Since then, I think 
about 'So if I use two women in this particular piece, or if I use a man, or if I mix it up, what 
kinds of connections and correlations come up?' Sometimes I think about that a lot: how different 
people might take this. Other times, it's more of a visual thing." 
The theme of purification rite and ritual sacrifice repeatedly occur in Anderson Butler's work, 
sometimes in the same piece. "In Offering," he reminds me, "there are two guys," who carry him 
away to a presumed demise. "I've always been fascinated with Rembrandt," he continues. "I was 
doing some research on his paintings of the big sides of beef. I've been extremely attracted to 
those pieces for a long time. Some scholars believe that those pieces were meditations on the 
crucifixion. So the idea of gender gets played out in that piece too, because you have the two 
men, and then you have the woman who comes in with this kiss." 
Stallings, who contributed to the catalog for Anderson Butler's retrospective exhibit, says what 
interests him about Anderson Butler's work is that it is not didactic; it is challenging and 
ambiguous. "He is one of a number of artists who, by revealing important things about 
themselves through their work, risk becoming marginalized the more they reveal, because the 
nature of their work is so personal." 
Anderson Butler and I briefly discuss his "Embodied" series of videos, which he shot last year at 
the Salton Sea. He expresses his interest in the environment and fears that it will be irreversibly 
damaged. When I ask him how that meshes with the themes of his other work, he shrugs. "I don't 
know," he replies. "If I had all the answers, I probably wouldn't be making much work. A lot of 
the work, I'm asking questions for myself." 
 


