
Women are an opaque image. 
Definition evades us constantly, 
slipping through the fingers of 
history as it is simultaneously 
being lived and transformed 
through the fact of that living. 
Despite a lack of agreement on 
criteria, “woman” is a social 
imperative and a mechanism of 
political discipline. The world 
shouts be her, be her, be her only 
to hate her when she becomes her. 
But what is she? Who is this idée 
fixe of desire and contempt?
  
In their exhibition’s title, 
Designing Women, Melanie Flood and 
Matt Morris suggest a perpetual 
action. The verb is expansive, 
reaching backwards, through the 
present tense and into forever. 
Here one uses their creative 
capacities to fashion a blueprint, 
to map a form, to iterate. It is 
a productive gesture, bringing an 
idea into the third dimension—
which is to say, making it 
real. Though the assertion that 
women can, indeed, be designed 
establishes an aesthetic project 
and a subject position, it is 
unknown what actors are at play. 
Another question emerges: Who is 
this designer?  

From their individual vantages, 
Flood and Morris apprehend women 
as both producer and object of 
manufacture. Each artist addresses 
the felt particularities of 
femininity as it is performed 
and co-constructed across time, 
experience, and cultural norms. 
Flood’s images operate in a 
distinctly personal register, 
using the technologies of self 
portraiture and the still life 
to build an unflinching archive 
of herself. Through painting, 
textile-based installation, and 
perfumery, Morris mines the 
historical and material elements 
upon which femininity is built 
and may be reimagined. Diving 
headfirst into ornate hues and 
textures, the works on view 
compel audiences to engage with 
aesthetics often relegated to the 
superficial and unserious (the 
womanly): nude bodies, satin, 
bows, sequins—everyone’s invited 
to the party. 

Flood’s photography practice 
has long been concerned with 
relentless auto-documentation. 
At the heart of this enterprise 
is a probing of the mythologized 
“ideal” female body. She often 
manipulates subject matter 
(whether herself or others) with 
reflective mylar and studio 
lights, while incorporating 
vernacular photography and iPhone 
pictures. Still lifes center 
cosmetics, jewelry, objects 
that populate dreams of being 
beautiful. But Flood’s resolute, 
artistic eye coyly reveals the 
ridiculous standards women strive 
towards in the absurdist comedy 
of beautification: Brow, Lash, 
Lip, 2024 depicts an encounter 
between Flood and a poorly devised 
promotion for drugstore makeup. An 
aggressively stenciled eyebrow and 
false lashes hover over perfect 
pink lips. The consumerist cyclops 
seems perverse as it returns the 
viewer’s gaze and reflects the 
vague semblance of Flood’s head 
and smartphone. 

Several works are exceptionally 
funny vis-à-vis a self-awareness 
that allows Flood to beat any 
detractors to the punch. In 
Forty-Four (Estrace), 2024, a 

capless tube of vaginal cream 
is painstakingly nestled in a 
cocoon of vibrant red fringe. The 
assumed embarrassment surrounding 
the menopausal body is given 
excessive pageantry, the artist’s 
irreverence shining through. With 
similar resistance to shame, Lady 
Parts, 2024 is a portrait of three 
nude figures standing spread eagle 
over a floor covered in purple 
mylar, the camera interrupting 
their freaky ritual. A loose 
streamer is strewn across one 
person’s foot. Faces blurred, they 
are three immaculate holes. 

In certain instances, Flood 
turns the camera on herself 
to show precarity, her body 
prone to violence. Physical and 
psychological vulnerability is 
laid bare in Black eye (self-
portrait), 2001/2024. The artist 
poses against a stark wall with 
a black eye made more severe by 
the camera’s flash. The bruise 
glows in varying shades of pink, 
yellow, and purple. A peaceful 
expression and otherwise flawless 
skin distance the subject from the 
presupposed circumstances of the 
injury. It is intimate, no doubt, 
but not sentimental or affected. 
The striking impact of Flood’s 
work lies in her ability to focus 
on herself without giving it  
all away.  

If Flood interrogates womanhood’s 
protean qualities through 
her own subjectivity, Morris’ 
work operates from a position 
of eccentric plurality. His 
multifaceted practice deeply 
considers then reorients the 
repressive narrowness of 
conventional femininity by tracing 
its sensory and material features 
through various eras. Powdery 
and floral scents, iridescent 
undertones, soft fabrics, and 
shimmering crystals appear 
throughout his oeuvre. In turn, 
Morris conjures identities and 
instances of sociality that go 
otherwise unrepresented; queer 
life is historically -situated and 
-visible. The timeline collapsed, 
glamor is porous.    

As an artist working in fragrance, 
Morris has made a perfume as an 
accompaniment to Designing Women. 
The scent profile is full of 
stone fruit and flowers, and is 
simultaneously soapy and sterile. 
It is reminiscent of the “coming 
of age” perfumes found in early 
1990s department stores, meant to 
be coquettish but unmistakably 
clean. Within the exhibition’s 
context, Morris’ perfume functions 
as a contemplation of how certain 
smells have been culturally 
demarcated for embellishment, 
others for hygiene—all to make 
women less disgusting (human) and 
more consumable.

Morris’ works on view are anchored 
by the dreamlike stylings of the 
1930s and 1940s. His suite of oil 
paintings is based on photographs 
made by femme artists of the 
period and inspired by the quasi-
surrealist imagery of ringl + pit, 
a photography studio in Berlin run 
by Grete Stern and Ellen Auerbach 
(both creative collaborators and 
lovers). Palettes are rosy and 
ashen and compositions hazy, as if 
seen across a smoke-filled room. 
This fogginess can be attributed 
to a painting technique the artist 
refers to as “cosmetic drag,” 
in which impasto reaches an 
inflection point where figures at 
once emerge and break apart. 

Several exhibited works are part 
of an ongoing series called 
The Women. Morris’ aesthetic 
commitments coalesce perhaps most 
vividly in the largest painting, 
The Women (Lee Miller. Dreaming 
of These, 1942 / Eileen Agar. by 
a harbour, 1934), 2024. It is a 
painted interpretation of a spread 
by American photographer Lee 
Miller in a 1948 issue of British 
Vogue, and a photograph by the 
British surrealist Eileen Agar. 
Period millinery and hand-sewn 
crystal appliqués materialize from 
the pictorial plane to emphasize 
the material tensions between 
the two mediums. Miller and Agar 
were contemporaries, and Morris 
brings their relationship into 
flirtatious proximity and mutual 
exchange. In The Women (Grete 
Stern. Sueño No. 16 Sirena del 
Mar, 1948) – For Tori Amos, Siren. 
ii, 2024, a pair of arms reach 
for the bare bottom of a second 
figure. The curvaceous shape and 
reposed posture of the figure 
evoke the proliferation of boudoir 
photography in the 20th century, 
but the disembodied, encroaching 
hands create a sinister atmosphere 
untethered to time or place. The 
scene expands Morris’ ongoing 
study of the limits and freedoms 
of artistic reproduction, and the 
different textural and surface 
accumulations present in each 
painting intensify a sense of 
predation. Like the subject’s own 
bodies, possibilities for violence 
and eroticism crop up and retreat 
from the canvas. 

Elsewhere, Morris has affixed 
textile bâtons from floor to 
ceiling. Made of stacked rows 
of gathered and sewn satin, 
these works are totem-like in 
orientation as their height 
creates emotional resonance. À 
la Deleuze, Morris approaches the 
fold as a recursive negotiation 
between the internal and external, 
doubling back upon itself in 
infinite arrangements. The satin 
is printed with referential 
material that is then folded 
repeatedly, comprising a live 
dossier of thought and surface. 

Again we may ask, What is a woman? 
As Judith Butler elucidates in 
their 2024 book Who’s Afraid 
of Gender?, feminists take 
indeterminability as a fundamental 
condition of the question, 
acknowledging from the outset that 
the meaning of the category is 
“unsettled, and even enigmatic.” 
Rather than demystifying the woman 
as being, gender more broadly is 
taken as inherently shifting, 
deconstructive by nature. Beyond 
social movements or artistic 
milieus, this line of thought 
may be the grounding thesis of 
Designing Women. Womanhood moves, 
glinting in the sun like water.  
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