
Working across a range of media, Cassils is an 
LA-based Canadian artist who has achieved 
international recognition for their rigorous 
engagement with the body as a form of social 
sculpture. Cassils’ research and representation 
provokes the viewer’s gaze and subverts the 
historical art canon by reconfiguring dominant 
narratives. Combining athletic strength with a keen 
sense of theatrical drama, the artist uses their body 
as a medium to question society’s structures and to 
explore ideas of violence, representation, struggle 
and survival.

This first exhibition in Australia provides a 
revealing entry point to the artist’s entire oeuvre. 
‘Alchemic’ is the verb form of the aptly complex 
noun, alchemy, which has its origins in medieval 
processes for transforming base metals into gold. 
The dissolution of form, nature and substance are 
recurring themes in Cassils’ practice. 

Inextinguishable Fire (2007–15), shows the artist 
enshrouded by lapping flames. The performance 
lasted 14 seconds but was shot at high speed and 
slowed to 14 minutes in the resultant film. The 
title is borrowed from German filmmaker Harun 
Farocki’s 1969 film that critiqued the Vietnam War 
and society’s inclination to ignore images of its 
violence. 

‘The artist gestures towards the engulfing violence 
routinely inflicted on vulnerable bodies, using 
Farocki’s film as kindling for a performative and 
filmic reinterpretation and also as an intertext 
embedded in the exhibition … The centuries-
long history of death by burning as punishment 
for sexual deviance, cross-dressing, heresy and 
“witchcraft” are indexed here, as is the rich archive 
of cinematic tableaux depicting Medieval witch-
burnings and Joan of Arc being burnt at the stake. 
The work calls just as directly on histories of self-
immolation as a form of political protest.’1

1 Julia Steinmetz, ‘Cassils: Inextinguishable Fire’, MU Einghoven, Netherlands, 2015 (exhibition catalogue)
2 Cassils in Alex Teplitzky, ‘Cassils makes work that calls to attention violence against LGBTQI bodies’. Creative Capital Blog,  

24 August, 2017
3  Press release, ‘Cassils: Body of Work’. Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York, 2013

In Tiresias (2010–13), Cassils references the blind 
prophet of Greek mythology, considered an 
enigmatic case of fluid gender identity because 
he was turned into a woman by the goddess Hera 
then transformed back into a man. In the post-
produced film of the four-hour live performance, an 
ice version of a classical male torso presses against 
Cassils’ naked torso, gradually melting into it. Cassils’ 
interpretation of Tiresias’ transformation presents 
gender identity as a fluid state of becoming. 

Of their body and the ways it is seen, Cassils has 
said:

‘As a transmasculine–identified person who 
chooses not to have a double mastectomy, I feel 
the problem does not lie within my body, but within 
society’s perception of my body. These perceptions 
of non binary positions flux and ebb in their 
sophistication in different parts of the world’.2

Becoming an Image (2012–present) was originally 
created for ONE Archives in Los Angeles, the oldest 
active LGBTQ archive in the United States. Cassils 
attacks a 900-odd kilogram mass of raw clay in 
a blacked out space, the only light source the 
flash of white male photographer Manuel Vason’s 
camera. The artist, clay and photographer can 
only be seen by the audience when the camera 
flashes. The retinal burn causes each glimpse of 
Cassils’ fiercely duelling, naked body to linger. The 
presence and interaction of both audience and 
photographer in the performance raises questions 
of memory, evidence, accountability, witness and 
documentation.3 

Commissioned by the ANTI International Prize for 
Live Art in Kuopio, Finland, Cassils made a work in 
response to Kuopio’s proximity to Russia, a country 
where queer and trans lives are at extreme risk. 
Powers that Be (2015–17) is a choreographed two-
person fight in which the artist battles an invisible 
antagonist in an arena created by a circle of 
parked cars, their radios clamouring and headlights 
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illuminating the action. Later, Cassils presented this 
work in the car park of The Broad museum in Los 
Angeles, where the sound grabs were from local 
radio news reports of police shootings, violence 
against trans and gender nonconforming people 
and protests, layered with hip hop, R&B, cumbia 
music and radio static.

Acknowledging the often concerning tendency of 
bystanders to film violent attacks, Cassils invited 
audience members to document the event. 
Alongside professional documentation, their 
amateur footage provided the source material 
for the six-channel installation presented in 
this exhibition, which reverses the terms of the 
original performance by putting the audience at 
the centre of the attack and exploring the radical 
unrepresentability of certain forms of trauma and 
violence. 

Alchemic IV (2017–18), is the close-up of Cassils’ 
gilded torso, first seen as part of the photographic 
suite Alchemized: ‘These pictures … invite the gaze 
but also mock it by turning the spectacularized 
body into a precious metal – a fragment of a gold 
statue that, like the famous Oscar statuette, is 
streamlined to a form that is not easily gendered.’4 

Like all the photographs in this series Alchemic IV is 
mounted under a thick swathe of plexiglass, which 
the artist has likened to a petri dish, conjuring the 
scrutiny of the scientific gaze and again, chemical 
processes. Here the gilded body resonates as an 
homage to Robert Mapplethorpe’s portrayal of 
classical beauty and strength. By centring a self-
determined transgender body, the work serves as a 
powerful corrective to the rhetoric of transgender 
disposability, countering the devaluation often felt 
by transgender bodies.  

4  David J Getsy, ‘A Sight to Withhold: David J Getsy on Cassils’, Artforum, February 2018, p60

Cassils created the Alchemic series to be exhibited 
with the sculpture, PISSED (2017), a glass cube 
filled with 200 gallons of Cassils’ urine – all the 
urine the artist had passed since President Trump 
rescinded his predecessor Obama’s order allowing 
transgender students to use the bathrooms of their 
choice. 

With visceral insight Cassils challenges dominant 
ideologies and power structures. Art history, 
mythology and popular symbols are shaken, as are 
the positions of viewers and our relationships to 
violence and the body.
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