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NIKI DE SAINT PHALLE 
FEBRUARY 3 – MAY 21, 2023 
 
WALL PANELS OF THE EXHIBITION 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

“I became an artist because I had no choice, so I didn’t need to make a decision. It was my 

fate… I embraced art as my deliverance and as a necessity.” (Niki de Saint Phalle) 
 

For Niki de Saint Phalle (1930–2002), creating art is more than a means of expression: it is a 

personal necessity. Considered in light of her role as a woman in the postwar period, Saint 

Phalle’s art sought to challenge and break away from social conventions of the 1960s. While 

the now world-famous Nana sculptures have earned Saint Phalle enormous popularity as an 

artist, her multifaceted oeuvre goes far beyond these works.  

 

As a visionary autodidact, she continually shifted between techniques, themes, and working 

approaches and employed a broad artistic spectrum. Her early paintings were followed by 

material assemblages, groups of so-called shooting pictures, drawings, writings, large-scale 

sculptures, theater pieces, films, and installations —culminating in her architectural life’s 

work, the Tarot Garden in Tuscany. 

 

At the very beginning of her career, Saint Phalle caused provocation by shooting at her 

paintings and sculptures in front of an audience. By giving a visually tangible form to the then 

current notions of art reception, she embraced an idea of art as happening and performance. 

Her rejection of painting also constituted a rejection of patriarchy. She created a body of work 

brimming with humor and originality that had already begun to articulate feminist principles of 

collectivity in the 1960s. Saint Phalle’s work celebrates the female body, its fertility and 

freedom, with reference to the struggles and transformations that women have undergone in 

the last century both in Europe and in America, where the artist primarily lived and worked. 

Saint Phalle's material permeation of the surface seeks out solutions for gender and religious 

equality. The ambiguity of good and evil, of joyful and macabre, runs through her entire 

oeuvre. The extensive exhibition at the Schirn is dedicated to her life and artistic 

development, from her early paintings to her monumental sculptures. 

 
REJECTION OF PAINTING 

Although she was a genre-defying artist, Niki de Saint Phalle is considered one of the main 

representatives of European Pop Art and one of the originators of the happening. The French-

American artist became known in the 1960s for her “shooting paintings.” In early February 1961, 

she was invited to take part in the exhibition Comparaisons, Peinture – Sculpture at the Musée 

d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris—coordinated by Daniel Spoerri, whom she had met along with 

Jean Tinguely in her studio on Impasse Ronsin in Paris. One of the few women to be exhibited, 

she showed her work Saint Sebastian or Portrait of My Lover (1961)—a wall panel at which the 

visitors were invited to throw darts, depicting a man with a target as a head and a shirt as a body. 

In this exhibition, Saint Phalle’s Saint Sebastian hung next to a white relief by Belgian artist Bram 

Bogart, giving her the idea for her series Shooting Paintings (Tirs). Under a layer of white plaster, 

she attached packets of paint that she—and later her fellow artists and the public—shot at with a 

0.22 rifle. She had discovered a way to make her own reliefs bleed.  
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“I was ready to kill. I chose my own paintings for my victims. … Then I asked the viewers to shoot 

at my paintings. I became a witness to my own massacre. … The paintings bled.” (Niki de Saint 

Phalle) 

 

On the basis of this radical action, she was accepted to be the only woman in the Nouveaux 

Réalistes group, which was chaired by Pierre Restany. Restany arranged her first solo exhibition 

in Paris at the Galerie J., Feu à volonté (Fire Away). She showed the series Old Masters, a row of 

reliefs that comment on the art scene through their status as paintings in baroque frames. The act 

of shooting was a means to vent aggression, while also challenging prevailing conceptions of 

painting. The Shooting Paintings series ended three years later in 1963. 

 

 “There came a point when I had to stop … . But I didn’t want to be addicted, not to this, not to 

any man, not to anything. It was very difficult. I lived for those moments, I was like an addict.” 

(Niki de Saint Phalle) 

 
Participatory Art 
An essential element of the series Shooting Paintings (Tirs) is the involvement of the public in 
each work’s completion. At openings and during select times, visitors to the gallery were free to 
shoot at the works on display. Numbering among the shooters were fellow artists such as Pierre 
Restany, Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, and Edward Kienholz. Niki de Saint Phalle’s 
actions are considered to be “audience participation art,” entering into dialogue with the audience 
and breaking down the strict separation of artist, artwork, and viewer. The viewers became 
coproducers of the work and inscribed themselves into it. During a stay in the United States 
during spring 1962, a strong ritualistic component of the performances crystallized when Saint 
Phalle wore a white shooting suit for the first time. During this shooting action, which was also 
recorded, the artist took center stage, with the audience only attending the action. The act of 
shooting turned into a spectacular and brutal event.  
 
“Instead of becoming a terrorist, I became a terrorist in art.” (Niki de Saint Phalle) 

 

ASSEMBLAGES 
Before gaining fame through the Shooting Paintings (Tirs), Niki de Saint Phalle’s artistic career 
began with paintings made in 1953 after a stay in a psychiatric ward. Although she soon turned 
away from painting, the pictorial language of these early works already explored themes that she 
would later incorporate into her large sculptures. Saint Phalle made her first assemblages and 
landscapes in 1958 in Lans-en-Vercors, near Grenoble. Despite the fact that she did not receive 
a formal education at an art academy, it is apparent in these works that her artistic language has 
been influenced by visits to museums. In Nightscape (1959) and similar works, she employed the 
“dripping technique” pioneered by Jackson Pollock to paint imaginary landscapes. These works 
also feature influences from Jean Dubuffet, surrealist collages, Neo-Dada, and naïve painting. At 
the same time, she also experimented with the technique of trencadís, the breaking and 
rearranging of ceramic pieces into mosaics, which was used by Antoni Gaudí in the construction 
of Park Güell (1900–1914). By incorporating found objects into her paintings, she took a step into 
the three-dimensional. In 1960, after separating from her husband, Harry Mathews, and two 
children, Saint Phalle continued to work alone in her studio in Paris on rue Alfred Durand-Claye. 
Small assemblages from this period are marked by anger and bear names such as Tu es moi 
(Paysage de la mort) (You Are Me (Landscape of Death)) (1960), a play on words that can be 
read as “you are me” and pronounced as as “tuez-moi” (“kill me”). Parmesan Grater (1959/60) 
and Wheel of Fortune (ca. 1960/61) were also created during this time. In the assemblages, she 
used found elements, such as broken crockery; everyday objects, such as razors and gloves; and 
products of the incipient mass production of plastics, such as toy guns. 
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Small Assemblages 
In the 1950s, Niki de Saint Phalle coped with the intensity of her life and work by creating rapidly 
made assemblages, frequently incorporating objects associated with violence. At this time, she 
lived separately from her family in Paris, before later moving with Jean Tinguely in the 1960s to 
the artists’ quarter on Impasse Ronsin. In her letters and interviews, Saint Phalle often talked 
about how art saved her life. Her artistic work helped her by being an outlet after her release from 
psychiatric treatment and served as a means of expressing herself. She decided early on in favor 
of art and against her family, and by extension against social expectations placed on women in 
the 1960s. Artistically, she continued to explore the collective status of women whose prescribed 
role was to be married, have children, and manage the household. Very late in her artistic career, 
at the age of sixty-four, she published the book My Secret, which takes the form of a letter to her 
daughter Laura. In it, she described the sexual abuse that she suffered at the hands of her father 
in the 1940s, which she had never discussed before then. 
 
MISE-EN-SCÈNE OF THE FEMININE 

After completing the Shooting Paintings (Tirs) series in 1963, Niki de Saint Phalle turned her 

attention to figurative representation. From 1962 onwards, she began to depict figurative 

elements in her assemblages, in contrast to her earlier works, which more closely resemble 

landscapes. These assemblages quite emphatically demonstrate the enormous significance that 

the theme of female identity held for the artist. They originated in the early years of secondwave 

feminism, a movement critiquing prevailing ideas of femininity. The roles of housewife and 

mother, the nuclear family, physical autonomy, and sexuality were especially important themes in 

the feminist discourse of the 1960s. Feminist literature became more popular, so-called women’s 

spaces emerged, and alternative models of life and relationships developed. Even though the 

“women’s movement” is often retrospectively portrayed as cohesive, there were various currents 

interacting—or rather, in conflict—with each other. In the United States, for example, Black 

feminist activists clashed with white feminists who failed to question their own racism. Although 

Saint Phalle never called herself a feminist or actively participated in the feminist movements of 

the 1960s and ’70s, her art pioneered themes that emerged in the feminist art movement. Saint 

Phalle’s treatment of the figures of the bride, the prostitute, and the mother is deeply ambiguous: 

on the one hand, they appear as stunning women with voluptuous feminine forms due to their 

size and mass, but on the other hand, their bodies transform into a creepy spectacle through their 

almost-crusty surfaces, which are littered with plastic toys and handmade animals. Popular 

notions of love are interrogated by Saint Phalle in her heart assemblages, which feature macabre 

children’s toys and found objects.  

 

“I was a person filled with rage against patriarchal society, against what roles I was told to 

assume. I was brought up for the marriage market, … I was supposed to marry a specific kind of 

person, … and I rebelled against all this. I wanted to be me.” (Niki de Saint Phalle) 

 

This group of works reflects the artist’s preoccupation with the socially prescribed roles of women 

and their representation in the popular culture of postwar Western societies. These figurative 

works have often been assessed favorably and interpreted as affirmative experiments with the 

“possibilities of womanhood.” However, they can also be seen as a social critique of forms of the 

female subject, questioning the widespread role of women. 

 

NANA POWER! 

In her exhibition at Galerie Iolas in Paris in 1965, Niki de Saint Phalle surprised the public with a 

completely new series of sculptures made of fabric, yarn, and papier-mâché, titled Nanas. She 

subsequently became widely known for her Nanas, which can be seen in numerous cities. While 
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the use of polyester, at the time a new material, allowed the figures to be weatherproof and 

robust, Saint Phalle’s inhaling of the toxic material during production left her with a lung abscess, 

requiring several stays in hospitals and convalescent homes from 1974 onwards. The idea for the 

Nanas was inspired by a “four-handed drawing” she made with Larry Rivers. Saint Phalle added 

drawings and collages to Rivers’s drawing of the body of his pregnant wife, Clarice. In reference 

to her Nanas, the artist spoke of a “jubilant celebration of women”: figures who are not oppressed 

by men nor by their lives. The brilliantly colored, gigantic sculptures have shed the ambiguity of 

her earlier assemblages. These are voluptuous, often pregnant women who express joie de vivre 

and strength, embodying matriarchy. These archetypal female figures with large bosoms, round 

bellies, and big butts—as well as small heads—became Saint Phalle’s new weapon in the battle 

against male wishful thinking that reduces the female body to a sexual object. Compared to 

earlier works, she increasingly addressed the role of women through 

the oversized Nanas: “Personally, I love my Nanas. I find them joyous, funny. They are happy 

because they are free; they do as they wish. They have no need of men, nor do they ever think 

about them.” In the years that followed, Niki Saint Phalle presented the Nanas in a multitude of 

ways, such as the walk-in cathedral Hon or in the form of Nana Houses. Although their skin color 

is not fixed and the Nanas are created in a wide variety of colors, their titles—like Black Rosie 

(1965) or Black Venus (1965–67)—evoke solidarity with the Black Power movement. 

 
The Devouring Mothers 
Following the first brightly colored Nanas was a series of figures in the 1970s that continued to 
center around women. However, these are aging women presented in their (unliberated) 
conventional roles, such as doing their makeup at the dressing table or having afternoon tea. Tea 
Party, or Tea at Angelina’s (1971) depicts two grotesquely deformed women—mother and aunt—
eating ghastly food. The artist saw this series as a kind of exorcism intended to rid herself of the 
fear of being devoured by her mother or of becoming a “devouring mother” herself. Niki de Saint 
Phalle’s relationship with her mother was characterized by her strictness and absence during 
Saint Phalle’s childhood and her silence about her husband’s sexual abuse. The Grooming 
(1978), the final work in the series of The Devouring Mothers, recalls Saint Phalle’s own mother 
and her fondness for fashion and makeup—an image that, in contrast to centuries of idealization, 
articulates a dark side of motherhood. 
 
Hon – a Cathedral 
Hon (Swedish for “she”) was a walk-in work exhibited for three months in 1966 at the Moderna 
Museet in Stockholm. Visitors entered the interior of the figure through the vagina, where they 
encountered a kind of amusement park for adults: The right breast housed a milk bar complete 
with a bottle crusher by Jean Tinguely. A cinema in one arm screened a short film starring Greta 
Garbo. In one of the legs, one could see an exhibition of forged paintings. The reclining Nana 
was pregnant, which was symbolically represented by a goldfish tank located in the womb. A 
staircase led to a terrace on her belly, which offered a view of the exhibition’s visitors. 
 
Chocolate Nana 
Chocolate Nana (1968) is an original title chosen by the artist. Despite her solidarity with the 
Black Power movement, she here used insensitive and racist language. Regardless of their 
original intention, such comparisons of Black people’s skin to food are based on a fetishization 
rooted in the enslavement of Black people.  
 

DREAM HOUSE 
Niki de Saint Phalle was concerned with architectural sculptures from the outset of her artistic 
career. Very early on, in 1955 and 1958, she visited two structures that would remain with her 
throughout her life: Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell (1900–1914) in Barcelona and Ferdinand Cheval’s 
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Palais idéal (1879–1912) in Hauterives in France. Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers (1921–1954) in 
Los Angeles left an equally lasting impression. Since the late 1950s, Saint Phalle’s dream in life 
was to build her own great monuments and to compete with these buildings. It was especially 
important to her to use such public buildings as a means of addressing people who do not have 
access to museums and exhibitions. These two notions—to realize large architectural forms and 
to address a broad audience—run through her entire oeuvre in various ways: from her early 
paintings—in which gardens and landscapes were already featured—and her experiments with 
materials in her assemblages, to her inhabitable buildings, playhouses for children, and parks 
formed from arranging constellations of architectural sculptures. 
 
Tarot Garden 
Niki de Saint Phalle built the Tarot Garden (1979–1998) on the hill of a former quarry near 
Garavicchio in Tuscany. The brothers Carlo and Nicola Caracciolo offered the site to Saint Phalle 
in 1978, through their sister (and her friend) Marella Agnelli. Initial ideas for a garden appeared in 
her paintings as early as the mid-1950s. Several visits to Park Güell (1900–1914) sparked her 
desire to rival men like Antoni Gaudí or Ferdinand Cheval. She began to develop large buildings 
intended to connect art with people, which culminated in the Tarot Garden, the largest project of 
her life. Inspired by the eighteenth-century Tarot de Marseille, Saint Phalle spent almost two 
decades developing the park, which is now considered her magnum opus and legacy. Some 
twenty-two sculptures decorated with colored and reflective mosaic stones echo archetypal 
images, such as Sphinx (also known as Empress), Temperance, and The Magician. Jean 
Tinguely, Rico Weber, Sepp Imhof, and Doc Winsen welded together the tree-high iron 
frameworks for the first groups of figures. In addition, Saint Phalle mainly employed local 
craftspeople for the park’s construction. She financed the entire project herself so as to maintain 
her independence. In furtherance of this goal, in the 1980s she developed her own perfume in a 
blueand-gold bottle and designed furniture, lamps, and decorative objects, which were produced 
in editions to secure funding. The figure of the Empress, modeled after a sphinx, was completed 
in 1982. For the next seven years, Saint Phalle resided inside this figure while working on the 
Tarot Garden. The garden was officially opened to the public on May 15, 1998.  
 
“The tarot has given me a greater understanding of the spiritual and of life’s problems, and also 
the awareness that each difficulty must be overcome, so that one can go to the next hurdle and 
finally reach inner peace and the garden of paradise.” (Niki de Saint Phalle) 
 
The Cyclops 
After completing Hon – a Cathedral (1966), Jean Tinguely decided to turn his own dream of The 
Cyclops (1969–1994) into reality. The process began in 1969 with drawings, ultimately taking 
more than twenty years to complete. Working closely with Niki de Saint Phalle, the project 
evolved into The Cyclops – The Head. Tinguely noted, “It’s a Niki de Saint Phalle idea above all.” 
Tinguely and Saint Phalle acquired a forested plot of land for The Cyclops in Milly-la-Forêt. They 
transferred it to art patron Jean de Menil shortly afterwards, allowing them to bypass the building 
restrictions placed on owners and in turn build the collaborative work of art on it. The Cyclops 
comes to twenty-two meters in height and features a facade by Saint Phalle and an inner 
structure by Tinguely, made in collaboration with Rico Weber, Bernhard Luginbühl, Paul 
Wiedmer, Seppi Imhof, and others. In addition to homages to Saint Phalle and Tinguely’s artist 
friends, The Cyclops houses works by Eva Aeppli, Arman, Philippe Bouveret, César, Pierre Marie 
Lejeune, Jean-Pierre Raynaud, Larry Rivers, Jesús Rafael Soto, and Daniel Spoerri. 
 

POLITICAL THEMES 
Political themes can be found in all phases of Niki de Saint Phalle’s work. In the Shooting 
Paintings (Tirs), for instance, the person shooting is not asked to demonstrate their skill in hopes 
of winning a prize, but rather their political willingness to shoot at an artificial body and kill it—or, 
from a different perspective, to bring it back to life. In the context of the 1960s and especially of 
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the bloody Algerian War—which was also brought to Paris by terrorist groups such as the 
Organisation de l’armée secrète (OAS)—the Shooting Paintings convey a clear political 
statement. At the same time, they are a critical reflection on gun culture as shaped by the United 
States, a culture that continues to exist to the present day. Saint Phalle’s works seek direct 
exchange and contact with the audience. Her works open up spaces for thinking about societal 
themes and problems, which she translates into different perspectives. Her work was addressed 
to diverse groups of the public, and she was, among other things, one of the few white artists in 
the 1960s to explore the representation of different ethnic groups. 
 
Guns, Abortion, Global Warming 
At the end of 1993, Niki de Saint Phalle moved back to the United States for health reasons, 
settling in La Jolla in Southern California. She completed a series of prints in 2001 that continued 
the large series of pictographic letters she had begun in the 1960s. In Guns (2001), the artist 
addresses the lack of regulation of the gun industry. With ornate letters, drawings, and glittery 
stickers, she denounces the NRA (National Rifle Association) and other gun lobbies. In gory 
detail, she depicts three children being shot—horrific deaths that continue to make headlines 
today. In Abortion – Freedom of Choice (2001), she defends women’s rights. Using the same 
technique as Guns, Saint Phalle lays out her views on teenage motherhood, attacks on abortion 
clinics, and domestic violence. Étienne-Émile Baulieu, who developed the revolutionary RU-486 
abortion pill in 1981, was a friend of the artist for many years. Global Warming (2001) illustrates 
the threat to our planet. In it, Saint Phalle caricatures then Republican President George W. 
Bush, whose politics she sees as the embodiment of environmental neglect. 
 
AIDS 
Even before the disease had a name, AIDS was used as a means to discriminate against queer 
individuals. It was the perfect tool for those who fear social change. In 1991, Niki de Saint Phalle 
participated in the “Stop AIDS” campaign in Switzerland, where she decorated a giant condom for 
a bus used in the campaign. Along with Nancy Burson, Félix González-Torres, Gran Fury, Keith 
Haring, Robert Mapplethorpe, Duane Michals, and Donald Moffett, she was one of the first artists 
to join the fight against AIDS. From 1983 to 1986, Saint Phalle wrote and illustrated AIDS: You 
Can’t Catch It Holding Hands in collaboration with Swiss immunologist and AIDS specialist 
Professor Silvio Barandun. Taking the form of a letter to her son Philip, she discusses in her 
characteristically colorful style topics such as the transmission of HIV through unprotected sexual 
intercourse and the sharing of needles during intravenous drug use—thereby dispelling 
prejudices. The book was distributed at schools, and the proceeds were donated to AIDS 
foundations. In this context, she also erected the works Trilogy of Obelisks (1987) and Skull, 
Meditation Room (1990). 
 


