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Suellen Rocca
This Chicago Imagist first emerged in the mid-
nineteen-sixties, as a member of the Hairy Who, 
a coterie of artists known for their hands-on, 
syncretic approach to Pop art. Rocca died in 2020, 
and, as revealed in a posthumous exhibition at 
the Matthew Marks gallery, she worked until the 
end of her life. Her formidable output from her 
final year alone reflects a career-spanning use of 
patterned compositions and glyphlike silhouettes. 
The most prominent motif is a female torso that 
is reminiscent of ancient statuary, a goddess, 
perhaps, her arms merged at the wrists to form 
a cradling U shape. (Rocca’s gently unsettling 
imagery has clearly influenced a new neo-
Surrealist generation of painters, most notably 
Caitlin Keogh.) In these pale-sage, pink, and 
storm-gray canvases, cropped figures often serve 
as strange containers for drifting hands, clouds, 
chairs, and beds. Symbols of domesticity have 
always populated the painter’s inimitable world. 
In these lovely last works, Rocca strikes a balance 
between agitation and somnambulant bliss.— J.F. 
(matthewmarks.com)
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The recently deceased Chicago–born artist Suellen Rocca 
had developed for decades a visual vocabulary inspired  
by advertising, featuring everything from wedding rings 
to palm trees, hats, purses, and small dancing couples. 
The imagery is organized in repetitive patterns and 
nebulous compositions—a form of “picture writing” 
that somewhat resembles hieroglyphs and pictographs. 
Rocca’s work possesses a sense of immediacy, its urgent 
iconography addressing themes such as female sexuality, 
romantic feelings, and domestic life. 

In this conversation with Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Rocca overviewed her long career, from her early art class-
es at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, to encoun-
ters with mentors Addis Osborne and Don Baum and her 
peer Christina Ramberg, to her membership in the Hairy 
Who, the famous Chicago collective that also included  
Jim Nutt, Gladys Nilsson, Karl Wirsum, Art Green, and 
Jim Falconer. The Hairy Who first exhibited their bold, 
figurative, colorful work together at the Hyde Park Art 
Center in Chicago in the late 1960s. Rocca’s strong inter-
est in art extended to a curatorial practice as well; she was 
the curator and director of exhibitions for the Department 
of Art at Elmhurst College, near Chicago, where she also 
teached studio classes in painting, drawing, and design.

The interview took place on September 29, 2018, at the Aon 
Grand Ballroom  in Chicago,  two hours before the event 
Creative Chicago: An Interview Marathon by the Chicago 
Humanities Festival and Terra Foundation.

HANS ULRICH OBRIST
I’m curious to know what you’re doing at the moment. 
SUELLEN ROCCA
I’m working simultaneously on a painting and some draw-
ings. I consider the latter as autonomous works. I like  
working on a drawing and a painting at the same time 
because they influence each other. Actually, I have been 
focusing on some little tiny drawings, which is odd for 
me, because I usually work larger.
HANS ULRICH
Do you work every day?
SUELLEN
Maybe not every single day, but very regularly.
HANS ULRICH
And do you have a studio in Chicago?
SUELLEN
Yes, my studio is in my home. Since 2000 I’ve lived in a 
neighborhood in the southwest called Romeoville because 
my daughter and my grandchildren live nearby.
HANS ULRICH
Please, tell me about your beginnings. How did you come 
to art?
SUELLEN
Ever since I was a very small child, I’ve always made art 
and wanted to be an artist. I was a good student. When  
I was eight years old and in the third grade, my teacher 
gave me my first solo show. She called my mother and 
told her: “Take your child to the Art Institute.” So I started 
classes at the Art Institute of Chicago.
HANS ULRICH
Do you still have those drawings from the solo show?
SUELLEN
No, I don’t, but I have others from that same time, from 
my first Art Institute classes.

HANS ULRICH
Are they similar to the ones you do today?
SUELLEN
No, not really. It was precious because they offered a schol-
arship to two students from every elementary school in the 
city. I started going to those classes. They had two different 
kinds of classes: a six-week sketch class, where you worked 
from a live model (so from the time I was eight years old,  
I drew from a live model), and twelve weeks. They would 
alternate: six weeks, twelve weeks. You would do your work 
at home and then bring it in to Fullerton Hall in the Art 
Institute, which is an old, very beautiful lecture hall with 
a big dome. They would show on the stage works from the 
Art Institute collection and other collections on a partic-
ular theme. So for instance if the theme was a winter day, 
maybe they would show a Brueghel painting. It was a won-
derful way, at a very young age, to become familiar with a 
lot of works of art. The teacher who became my mentor 
there was Addis Osborne. He took a very personal interest 
in me and my work. As I got older, I went to classes for 
high schoolers.
HANS ULRICH
Was Osborne also an accomplished artist in his own right?
SUELLEN
Yes, and I later found out—not too long ago—that he was 
also an architect. He was a very enthusiastic traveler, too. 
He encouraged us all to keep a sketchbook. He would 
sketch while on travel. So, also from the time I was eight 
years old, I carried a sketchbook with me everywhere.  
I still have those sketchbooks, and the work from those 
classes.
HANS ULRICH
When did the pictograms and the hieroglyphs enter your 
iconography?
SUELLEN
Maybe toward my last year at the Art Institute. A very im-
portant teacher at that time was Ray Yoshida. I became 
interested in repetitive images that I was seeing in the 
general culture. I did a painting called My Santa Painting 
(1964) which was a repeating image of a Santa alternating 
with a winter landscape.
HANS ULRICH
Was this idea of a lexicon or pictograms inspired by  
Yoshida? How did he inspire you?
SUELLEN
He had a wonderful way of looking at my work, and very 
quietly just giving me a book to look at, or suggesting that 
I go and see a certain exhibition. In terms of repetition 
with variation I was inspired by Egyptian art, in particu-
lar Egyptian hieroglyphics. I was inspired by advertising, 
too. Also children’s pre-readers, which are themselves a 
kind of picture writing. 
HANS ULRICH
You are a curator as well as an artist. Could you expand a 
bit on the curatorial aspect of your career?
SUELLEN
I’ve been the curator of the Elmhurst College art collec-
tion, which was started in 1971 by Ted Halkin, since 2006. 
It’s been just wonderful for me. I never knew I was going 
to be a curator, but I really love it. It’s such a fabulous and 
amazing public collection and I’ve introduced lots of peo-
ple to it. I used to talk to Sandra Jorgensen, the longtime 
curator who preceded me, about it as a hidden gem in the 
western suburbs, and I think I’ve been very successful in 
bringing the art community to it and creating programs 
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around it. We’ve received incredible gifts of works from 
museums, curators, collectors, and artists themselves, 
where I’ve been able to select the work. So many beautiful 
and extraordinary works have come into the collection in 
that way, and bequests as well. Very often we are asked to 
loan works to international exhibitions. 
HANS ULRICH
This idea of collection is such a strong element also in 
your paintings, because there are so many recurring mo-
tifs in them, for instance palm trees, symbols, wedding 
rings, purses. Your work is like an encyclopedia. Could 
you tell me about these “ingredients”?
SUELLEN
The rows of diamond rings come from jeweler’s catalogs. 
My ex-husband’s father was a diamond setter and a jew-
eler, and I would peruse his catalogs. Sears catalogs, with 
the sepia-toned advertisements for bras and girdles, were 
another inspiration. The palm tree is kind of an icon for  
a vacation destination. I remember a magazine ad with 
very small images—maybe two by two inches—of differ-
ent vacation destinations. And of course the palm trees 
immediately evoke Florida. The original inspiration for 
the purses was a little 1940s manual on how to crochet 
purses. Each purse had a name attached to it, and of 
course for me, that idea of reaching in is a feminine and 
sexual symbol as well as a reflection of popular culture.
HANS ULRICH
These cultural icons of beauty and romance expressed by 
the media were also, I imagine, promises of happiness to 
young women of your generation?
SUELLEN
I’ve been asked often about whether I was making a 
feminist statement. I have always responded that my 
statement was just a reflection of the world around me;  
I definitely was not trying to make a statement that things 
should change. But I was certainly using humor and irony, 
very much like the other Hairy Who artists who were us-
ing familiar icons—for the men, imagery that they might 
have found in the backs of muscle magazines. 
HANS ULRICH
What was the connection between the Hairy Who and the 
Chicago group nicknamed the Monster Roster?
SUELLEN
The Monster Roster also came out of the School of the Art 
Institute, but they were more postwar, in the 1950s. I was 
certainly aware of their work. For instance George Cohen. 
But there wasn’t a direct connection.
HANS ULRICH
What was your relationship with Christina Ramberg?  
She obviously was inspired by you in the sense of rep- 
etition. A lot of her imagery is about comfort: caresses, 
sex, rings, couples dancing, lamps, legs, wigs, purses, palm  
trees, hands.
SUELLEN
She was an amazing artist. We were friends and fellow  
artists, and in terms of our exhibitions with Hairy Who, 
we had three shows—in 1966, 1967, and 1968—at the Hyde 
Park Art Center on the South Side of Chicago. Other 
groups that formed were, I think, inspired by our group 
exhibitions. One was called False Image, and Christina 
was part of it, together with Roger Brown, Phil Hanson, 
and Eleanor Dube. 
HANS ULRICH
I’m curious to know what it was like to be a woman artist 
in the 1960s.

SUELLEN
Personally, I never felt discriminated against as a woman, 
either in school or when I began exhibiting. Of course, 
two of the six artists in the Hairy Who were women; the 
other was Gladys Nilsson. It was later that I became aware 
of the major problem with women being discriminating 
against. The feminist movement confronting that didn’t 
start until the beginning of the 1970s. But I personally 
didn’t experience any discrimination. There was less of 
that in Chicago than other places.
HANS ULRICH
At a certain point, some of your subjects migrated from 
paintings to sculptures. How do you explain this segue to 
three-dimensionality?
SUELLEN
I was interested in painting on objects. I used to paint on 
lampshades. In a 1970 show at the Hyde Park Art Center 
titled Marriage, Chicago Style that featured a number of 
members of the Hairy Who, False Image, and another 
group called Nonplussed Some, I had paintings of lamps 
and also actual lamps where I painted on the lampshades. 
Among the Nonplussed Some group, the most widely 
known artist was Ed Paschke, and he was my husband. 
HANS ULRICH
Ed Paschke was your husband at the time?
SUELLEN
He was a fictitious husband. I was already married, but 
I needed him for a poster we did for that show. Barbara 
Rossi and Karl Wirsum were in that exhibition as well. 
The second show we had together at the Hyde Park Art 
Center was titled Chicago Antiqua, in 1971.
HANS ULRICH
And all these groups demonstrate how active Chicago was 
at the time. Many cities, even bigger ones, have just one 
group, while here you had many. What do you think was 
the secret of it?
SUELLEN
The hub of it was the Hyde Park Art Center and Don 
Baum, who was the director there starting in the early 
1950s. Not enough people know about his role, but Don 
spent his whole life encouraging young artists, and he was 
a wonderful artist in his own right. He was very impor- 
tant to the Chicago art world. He organized large group 
shows, like Three Kingdoms: Animal, Vegetable, Mineral in 
1965, where we were all invited to exhibit just one paint-
ing. One day Jim Falconer approached Don and proposed 
a small group show that would include himself, Jim Nutt, 
Gladys Nilsson, Art Green, and me. He liked the idea, and 
said, “I think you should add Karl Wirsum.” And that’s 
how the Hairy Who started. There was a lot of energy at 
that time.
HANS ULRICH
What more can you say about this form of energy?  
As you said, a lot of energy passed between the mem-
bers of the group. For instance someone bringing their 
interest in a certain kind of thing and opening it up to 
the others. 
SUELLEN
I remember as a young person, just having graduated 
from the School of the Art Institute, how important it was 
visiting Gladys Nilsson and Jim Nutt and seeing the work 
they were focusing on. I was certainly inspired by seeing 
their work, and perhaps they were inspired by mine.
HANS ULRICH
What do you think was the connection to Surrealism? 
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1965, where we were all invited to exhibit just one paint-
ing. One day Jim Falconer approached Don and proposed 
a small group show that would include himself, Jim Nutt, 
Gladys Nilsson, Art Green, and me. He liked the idea, and 
said, “I think you should add Karl Wirsum.” And that’s 
how the Hairy Who started. There was a lot of energy at 
that time.
HANS ULRICH
What more can you say about this form of energy?  
As you said, a lot of energy passed between the mem-
bers of the group. For instance someone bringing their 
interest in a certain kind of thing and opening it up to 
the others. 
SUELLEN
I remember as a young person, just having graduated 
from the School of the Art Institute, how important it was 
visiting Gladys Nilsson and Jim Nutt and seeing the work 
they were focusing on. I was certainly inspired by seeing 
their work, and perhaps they were inspired by mine.
HANS ULRICH
What do you think was the connection to Surrealism? 
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SUELLEN
Surrealism has always been very important to Chicago 
collectors, museums, and institutions. I remember during 
the Hairy Who period being invited to a collector’s home 
and seeing several wonderful Surrealist pieces. 
HANS ULRICH
As a curator, and/or as an artist, do you do a lot of writing?
SUELLEN
I haven’t written about my own work, but I’ve written 
about other pieces in the Elmhurst College collection.
HANS ULRICH
And what about your idea of archive?
SUELLEN
I still have all my clippings and catalogs, but I must say it’s 
good maybe to have someone else to keep them in order!
HANS ULRICH
But you’re working on the Elmhurst archives, right?
SUELLEN
Yes, I keep everything, but I’m not the best at organizing 
the material.
HANS ULRICH
Do you have any unrealized projects? Any dreams?
SUELLEN
I just want to keep making work. I love making work.  
Recently I have been inspired by my early, really big paint-
ings. I would probably need to hire an assistant to do it 
now, but I would like to work that large again.

SUELLEN ROCCA (b. 1943, Chicago;  
d. 2020). Shortly after graduating from the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago  
in 1964, she began showing her paintings, 
drawings, and sculptures alongside  
those of her fellow Hairy Who members. 
The group’s exhibitions drew national  
and international attention and went on  
to influence generations of artists. Recent 
solo shows include Matthew Marks  
Gallery, New York (2018 and 2016); Chicago 
Gallery, Illinois State Museum (2013);  
and Secession, Vienna (upcoming). Among 
recent group shows: Elmhurst Art 
Museum, Elmhurst (2019); Greene Naftali 
Gallery and Matthew Marks Gallery,  
New York (2018); Smart Museum of Art, 
The University of Chicago (2018). 

HANS ULRICH OBRIST (b. 1968, Zurich)  
is artistic director of the Serpentine Galleries, 
London. Prior to this he was the curator  
of the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de 
Paris. Since his first exhibition, World  
Soup (The Kitchen Show) in 1991, he has curat-
ed three hundred and thirty exhibitions.

SOLO SHOWS

2020 Secession, Vienna (upcoming)
2018 Drawings, Matthew Marks Gallery, New York

2016 Bare Shouldered Beauty, Works from 1965 to 1969, Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
2013 Focus 4: Four Solo Exhibitions, Chicago Gallery, Illinois State Museum
2007 Suellen Rocca and Art Green: Imagists Classic Hits, Vol. 1, Corbett vs. Dempsey, Chicago
1997 University Club of Chicago
1983 Phyllis Kind Gallery, Chicago

(Top) Suellen Rocca and Jim Falconer with Chocolate Chip Cookie, 1965. © Suellen Rocca.  
Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
(Opposite) The cover of the Chicago Daily News magazine, Panorama, March 11, 1967,  
celebrated the second Hairy Who exhibition. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York.  
Photo: Charles Krejcsi 
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Suellen Rocca with Curley Head, c. 1966, in The 70th Annual Exhibition by Artists of Chicago and  
Vicinity at the Art Institute of Chicago, 1967. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
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01  What Nerve! Alternative Figures in American Art, 1960 to the Present installation view at Matthew Marks Gallery,  
New York, 2015. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York. Photo: Sean Logue

02  Hairy Who installation view at Dupont Center, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, 1969. © Suellen Rocca. 
Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York. Photo: Jim Nutt 

03 Departure, 2012. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
04  Suellen Rocca: Bare Shouldered Beauty, Works from 1965 to 1969 installation view at Matthew Marks Gallery,  

New York, 2016. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
05 Purse Curse, 1968. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
06-07  Famous Artists from Chicago. 1965-1975 installation views at Fondazione Prada, Milan, 2017-2018.  

Courtesy: Fondazione Prada, Milan. Photo: Roberto Marossi
08 Bare Shouldered Beauty, 1965. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
09 Neatest Garbage, 1982. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York 
10 Untitled (slippers), c. 1968. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
11 Lamp Poem, c. 1969. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York 
12 Easy to Handle, 1968. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York 
13 View from Kwaj, 1985. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
14-15  Hairy Who? 1966-1969 installation views at the Art Institute of Chicago, 2018. Courtesy: the Art Institute of Chicago
16   Karl Wirsum, Youdue, c. 1966. The Art Institute of Chicago, restricted gift of Mr. and Mrs. Samuel W. Koffler.  

© Karl Wirsum
17  Jim Nutt, Now! Hairy Who Makes You Smell Good, 1968. The Art Institute of Chicago, gift of Gladys Nilsson  

and Jim Nutt. © Jim Nutt
18    Jim Falconer, Art Green, Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, Suellen Rocca, and Karl Wirsum. Hairy Who, 1966.  

The Art Institute of Chicago, gift of Gladys Nilsson and Jim Nutt
19 Gladys Nilsson, The Trogens, 1967. Courtesy: the Art Institute of Chicago. © Gladys Nilsson
20 Beware of My Mouth, 1981. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
21 Fish Dream Two, 1997. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York 
22  Rehearsal of Descending and Ascending the Ladder, 1990. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York
23 Rope Tree and Ladder III, 1991. © Suellen Rocca. Courtesy: Matthew Marks Gallery, New York 
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MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY

523 West 24th Street ,  New York, New York 1001 1 Tel : 212-243-0200 Fax : 212-243-0047

Donahue, Allison Grimaldi.   “Suellen Rocca Secession / Vienna.” Flash Art, October 28, 2020.

That Suellen Rocca conceived of this exhibition at Secession before dying unexpectedly in 

March of this year adds to its surreal if not mythical nature. The show, which runs through 

November 8, is relatively small, tucked away in the Grafisches Kabinett, but the installation 

is powerful and ethereal. In a bright and airy room above the main halls of the late-nine-

teenth-century building designed by Joseph Maria Olbrich, new paintings and drawings are 

shown alongside works from recent decades: some are on the walls, others are on a free-

standing folding screen behind a single bed, made up and ready for rest. The bed not only 

echoes the imagery in the work but invites a reconsideration of what the works are: comic, 

figurative glimpses of a Freudian psychedelic trip into the oneiric unconscious.
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Donahue, Allison Grimaldi.   “Suellen Rocca Secession / Vienna.” Flash Art, October 28, 2020.

Suellen Rocca was born in Chicago in 1943. In the 1960s she was a member of the Hairy 

Who, a group of artists from the Chicago Art Institute who were part of the Chicago Imagist 

movement. Even many years later, it is evident that Rocca’s wild and honest work rebelled 

against Pop and Minimalist trends in New York. While her work from that early period (cha-

otic, explosive) is certainly different from the work in this show (clean, soothing), there is 

still a sense of immediacy and emotion that is far from the cool detachment or shiny patina 

of so many past and present art movements. In fact, her work consistently reverberates a 

notable Art Brut influence.

At first viewing, Rocca’s work brings on a discomforting nostalgia for an early twentieth-

century version of feminism — think Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” and 

its obsessive distortions of domestic space. Upon further consideration, the work suggests 

a sci-fi quality not unlike Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, the too-close-to-home 

dystopia in which the female body is a site for production of any and every kind. Rocca’s 

bodies rest and repose in pods, her pastel hieroglyphs of domestic objects — chairs and 

beds, birds and hands, bodies encased in clouds — float on the canvas. Rib cages fill with 

leaves and volcanoes and fish and tree trunks gush with flowing ooze.
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In what direction was Suellen Rocca’s bed placed when she dreamed up these phantas-

magoric images? Likely due north, making for cosmic clarity. Rocca’s work seems tenderly 

abject, at peace with its insider-outsider status. It’s as if tiny aliens occupy the vibrant 

dollhouse imagery and take over — setting up an unlikely combination of worlds that has 

something to teach us in order for us to change. Rocca is giving us a new lexicon with 

these images, a way of reevaluating the everyday to see its magical worth.
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“Suellen Rocca (1943–2020).” Artforum, March 31, 2020. 

March 31, 2020 at 11:07am
SUELLEN ROCCA (1943–2020)

Suellen Rocca, a leading Chicago Imagist whose hieroglyphic paintings 
and drawings irreverently surfaced themes of domesticity, sexuality, and 
consumer and popular culture, has died at seventy-six years old.

Born Suellen Krupp in 1943, Rocca attended the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago (SAIC) from age sixteen, where she studied with 
painter Ray Yoshida, a significant mentor to Rocca and other artists 
associated with Chicago Imagism. She graduated from the institution in 
1964 and became a founding member of The Hairy Who two years later, 
alongside fellow SAIC students Jim Falconer, Art Green, Gladys Nilsson, 
and Jim Nutt (Karl Wirsum joined the group shortly after its formation). 
Synthesizing visual elements from American vernacular imagery as well 
as African, Oceanic, and Pre-Columbian art, the group’s idiosyncratic, 
often cartoonish figuration diverged from the desubjectivizing impulse of 
East Coast Pop and its emphasis on the commodity form. “In New York 
the approach was taking that piece of popular culture and putting it into 
a new context, changing everything by putting it in the gallery,” Rocca 
said in a 2018 interview with Vice. “In Chicago, we processed similar 
material in a very personal way.”

While raising two young children, the artist developed her signature strategy of “picture writing,” arranging 
pictograms of often gendered imagery such as jewelry, handbags, and female body parts in askew, pastel-toned grids. 
“Rocca’s paintings extend and elaborate the fuzzy, purposefully hesitant linear movement,” artist and art historian 
Whitney Halstead, who taught Rocca and her peers at SAIC, wrote in Artforum’s May 1967 issue. “The squiggly line, 
pictographic style and candy-box colors are synthesized into a parody of the gauche and the gaudy.”

Shortly after The Hairy Who disbanded in 1969, Rocca moved to Northern California and went on an artistic 
hiatus. She returned to Chicago, and to artmaking, in 1981. Thereafter, her work underwent a psychological turn, 
encompassing surrealistic dream worlds and anxious interior states. Rocca remained active as an artist and educator 
in recent decades, and, since 2006, she worked as the curator and director of exhibitions at Elmhurst College, just 
outside of Chicago. In 2016, Matthew Marks Gallery mounted the artist’s first one-person exhibition in New York; she 
was awarded an honorary doctorate by SAIC the same year. Rocca’s work is in the collections of major US museums, 
including the Art Institute of Chicago, the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, and the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art. A survey of her work is scheduled to open at the Secession museum in Vienna this summer.
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Suellen Rocca, whose figurative drawings, paintings, and sculptures exude a free-spirited creativity 
that has influenced many, has died. Her death was announced by the Elmhurst Art Museum in Illinois 
on Saturday. She was in her late seventies. A representative for New York and Los Angeles’s Matthew 
Marks Gallery, which represents her, said Rocca died at 76 years old.

Rocca is considered a legend within the Chicago scene. Having risen to fame during the 1960s for her 
work as part of the Hairy Who group, she is now widely known for her oeuvre that mashes together 
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various cartoonish forms that, at the start of her career, drew on pop-cultural imagery, from the 
photographs she saw in jewelry catalogues to pictures found in workbooks for kindergarteners.

The Hairy Who artists, who are also now known as the Chicago Imagists, banded together in 1966, 
and originally included Jim Falconer, Art Green, Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, and Rocca. Shortly after its 
formation, Karl Wirsum joined the group, whose members all attended the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago.

Working in opposition to the haughty, theory-heavy Minimalist and Conceptual art coming out of New 
York at the time, the artists created figurative paintings and drawings that relied on a mélange of source 
material, from Oceanic art to comic books. At a 2015 talk held at Matthew Marks’s New York gallery, 
Falconer said that the Hairy Who artists’ work captured “the countercultural energy of the time.” As for 
Rocca herself, she told Garage magazine in 2018 that, at the time, “while New York was cool, Chicago 
was hot.”

The liberated, somewhat jokey energy of the Hairy Who group infiltrated Rocca’s work as well. Her ’60s 
art is full of bizarre, idiosyncratic arrangements of forms that contain no narratives or overt symbolism. 
Silhouettes of nude women’s bodies intermingle with blobby hands; see-through handbags contain 
text that sounds like advertising slogans. Her works from this era—which are looser in style than the 
precise semi-abstractions of her colleagues, though no less intriguing—are nearly impossible to mine 
for meaning, but they are all the more fascinating because of it.
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The Hairy Who disbanded in 1969, just three years after its formation, but the group’s influence has 
been immense. A recent spate of young and mid-career figurative painters has drawn heavily on 
Chicago Imagist styles, and it is not difficult to imagine that artists such as Dana Schutz and Sue 
Williams may at some point have looked to Rocca’s work for inspiration.

In spite of the Hairy Who’s stardom in the Chicago scene, the movement’s influence has historically 
largely been downplayed at some of America’s biggest institutions outside the Windy City. This 
has begun to change in recent years, thanks in part to the work of curator Dan Nadel, whose 2015 
exhibition “What Nerve! Alternative Figures in American Art, 1960 to Present” ignited widespread 
interest in the group. (The exhibition was staged at the Rhode Island School of Design Museum in 
Providence and Matthew Marks Gallery in New York.) One year after that show appeared at Matthew 
Marks, Rocca had her first New York solo show at the gallery. A survey of her art is slated to open at 
the Secession museum in Vienna later this year.

Suellen Krupp was born in 1943 in Chicago. She was raised by a middle-class Jewish family, and when 
she was 16 years old, she began attending the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, where she was 
taught by Ray Yoshida, a figurative painter who encouraged his students to work according to their gut 
feelings. “Ray was interested in [students] finding their voice: ‘What is it you want to say? Forget about 
any of the other stuff,’” Rocca recalled in a 2015 oral history. In 1962, she married Dennis Rocca, whom 
she divorced in 1975.



Greenberger, Alex.   “Suellen Rocca, Imaginative Artist Whose Influence Loomed Large on Chicago Scene, Is Dead 
at 76.” ARTnews, March 29, 2020. 

During the late ’60s, Rocca alternated between raising her two young children and making art, working 
on both activities simultaneously in her home. “My son would take a nap and I’d rush to my knotty pine 
studio and work on a painting,” she told Nadel in a 2015 interview. “Having a toddler and a baby, and 
all these exciting shows, it was wonderful. It was a happy time.”

In the 1970s, while based in northern California, she stopped working entirely, and didn’t return to 
her art until 1981, when she moved back to Chicago. When she came back to making her paintings 
and drawings, her style had shifted dramatically—she was now working based on internal feelings 
rather than external ones, in ways that recall Surrealist art’s emphasis on automatism. Gone were the 
influences from mass media. In their place appeared more expressionistic forms, a few of which were 
even borrowed from Rocca’s dreams.

Rocca’s playfulness and emotional generosity is immediately apparent in her post-’80s works. For one 
2012 piece called Teta, Rocca envisioned an animal-like figure in various guises—ensconced in what 
appears to be a clear flame, abstracted into the form of an X, laid on top of a checkerboard floor. The 
work is named after her grandson’s teddy bear, and it refers to the game of hide and seek that the two 
would play with the stuffed animal.

In the later stages of her career, Rocca continued to be a force in the art scene of the Chicago metro 
area, working as an adjunct faculty member in the art department of Elmhurst College, just 18 miles 
outside the Windy City, and as the curator and director of exhibitions at the school’s art gallery, which 
houses a notable collection of Chicago Imagist pieces. She encouraged a sense of curiosity among 
her students. In her Garage interview, she said, “What I tell my older students now is you need to look, 
because after we think we’ve seen things we don’t look at them anymore.”

Update 3/30/20, 12:15 p.m.: Rocca’s age has been added to this article.
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Michelle Grabner:

Figuration has always defined the Chicago scene. Incubated at The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago and edified by the Art Institute’s wide-ranging collection, surrealism’s uncanniness and outlier 
psychologies have perennially shaped Chicago artist’s cognitive and political creed: from the gestural 
existentialism expressed in America’s Monster Roster, a post-war movement led by Leon Golub, to 
the Hairy Who, a group of artists who started exhibiting regularly at the Hyde Park Art Center in the 
late 1960s. Although their ‘brand’ was a self-promotional gimmick, individually the artists of the Hairy 
Who skilfully deployed their attraction to graphic languages culled from mass media, developing vivid 
and original compositions. Jim Falconer, Art Green, Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, Suellen Rocca and Karl 
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Wirsum reaped readily available and cheap print media – comics, colouring books, and advertising – 
as visual material to build haunting pop imagery that perverted societal conventions of gender, beauty 
and sexuality.

Even among all these proficient hijinks and fantastical image-invention, however, Suellen Rocca was 
unique. Evident from her early Hairy Who work and maintained throughout her decades-long career 
as an artist and curator was a restless pursuit of compositional experimentation and visual style. She 
utilised a wide breadth of organizational systems, from portraiture to orderly arrangements of pop 
pictograms, which she executed in vast range of formal vocabularies: from hard edge contours to 
delicate graphite line work and tonal and chromatic expressions. Never succumbing to a singular 
professionalized style like some of her peers, Rocca maintained pictorial freedom throughout her life.

What she was consistent in, however, was the unceasing commitment to capturing the perplexities 
and the appetites of woman. Rocca was never as literal as to conspicuously depict powerlessness 
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or oppression, just as her lexicon of tricky symbols and signifiers never locked into unambiguous 
illustration or merely anecdotal storytelling (both of which seem to be prerequisites in contemporary 
figure painting, however uninspired). Instead like June Leaf, Nancy Spero and Christina Ramberg  she 
invented bodies and aggregated signs to wrestle with the ebbing authority of gender in everyday life 
and the cultural at large.

Chicago and its location in the American interior have historically offered artists, architects, writers and 
musicians a different momentum and more intransigent manoeuvre than American cultural centres with 
tighter ties to European modernism. Yet the freedom Rocca managed to nurture in her work was also 
personal: a responsibility to her singular imagination.

Sarah McCrory:

I first met Suellen Rocca in 2016 when undertaking research for an exhibition held last year at both 
Goldsmiths CCA and the De La Warr Pavilion, Bexhill-on-Sea. A survey of around 15 years of Chicago 
Imagist work, it evolved from a keen fandom of both the Imagists’ work, and that of the many artists 
who regularly cited them as influences. From a small energetic seam of activity, it seemed to me and 
the show’s co-curator Rosie Cooper, so much had come. I wanted to show that intensely generative 
body of work to a new generation of young artists.

The ‘Hairy Who’, a group of six artists which included Suellen Rocca, and the wider community 
of artists who subsequently became known under the (sometimes–unwelcome) moniker ‘Chicago 
Imagists’, inimitably melded vernacular culture, comics, advertising, sex, humour and the grotesque. 
Within this, Suellen’s particular unique language made use of glyphs and symbols, painted in repetitive 
patterns, reminiscent of the flat planes of comics or surfaces carved with hieroglyphs. Through them, 
Suellen observed the world marketed and sold to young women in the mid-1960s: her paintings 
‘anotated’ with outlines of handbags, shoes, and hairstyles.

On this first research trip –  my first ever trip – to Chicago, Suellen generously showed me her work at 
her home. Over some three hours, she talked modestly about the work, exhibitions and relationships 
she and her peers had made. Over this and a subsequent trip, with Rosie, Suellen happily answered 
the questions no doubt levelled at her on regular occasion. Sometimes, she sternly but with kindness 
dispelled the misconceptions and delusions we had about the artists we’d become so enthusiastic 
about: like the idea that the Hairy Who regularly collaborated and co-authored works, something which 
actually happened very rarely.

Since 2006, Suellen had been Curator of the art collection at Chicago’s Elmhurst College, and she 
gave Rosie and me an in-depth tour. She had the collection installed in and around the book and 
DVD shelves of the college’s library –a busy working space where students could study and lounge 
alongside these works. I found the idea of a collection being ‘put to work’ in this way quite affecting:  
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Suellen had set up a situation where young college students were able to study underneath some of 
the best works by Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, Christina Ramberg and, of course, Suellen herself. 

Suellen’s commitment to the collection, and her desire to tell the full story of this important group of 
artists, ultimately shaped the exhibition as it finally came together. We were lucky enough to have 
her and her fellow artists Sarah Canright, Art Green and Gladys Nilsson over to attend the opening, 
where they took part in a panel we moderated. During the discussion, Rosie and I were very happy to 
discover, we simply couldn’t get a word in.

Jeanette Pacher:

At the time she passed, Suellen Rocca was working on an exhibition at Secession, due to open in July 
this year. I was very much looking forward to it and I believe Suellen was too. She had already made a 
selection of drawings for the show’s publication, which she wanted to produce as fanfold artist book, 
and was making new paintings and drawings in her studio in Romeoville, Illinois.
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We had loosely been in touch since last summer, when we first outlined our collaboration. It’s 
often assumed when you work with an artist whose work spans over several decades, you plan a 
retrospective. But this is not what we do at Secession. Rather, we offer artists carte blanche and 
encourage them to show new work. As Suellen was an artist with also a curatorial practice, I was 
especially interested in how she’d approach the invitation.

We had proposed Suellen show her work in the Secession’s Grafisches Kabinett. An intimate exhibition 
space, with wooden parquet floor and ribbon window offering a view to the street, this space exudes a 
somewhat domestic feeling, which seemed perfect for Suellen’s work. And, although she hadn’t been 
able to do a site visit yet, I think she had an astonishingly accurate idea of the space and its character: 
she suggested installing a sculptural display for her drawings and paintings that consists of a simple 
bed and a folding-screen (echoed by the fanfold layout of her book?). Resonating with the homely 
aspect of the space, it also creates a protective setting for the ‘internal’ imagery found in her work.

The image of the human body as a container or source runs through all paintings that we still hope to 
be able to show. Suellen had started to work with the motif of the torso in the early 2000s: sometimes 
with a more extrovert expression with arms reaching out (Departure, 2012 and At Sunset, 2013), 
and sometimes more closed and self-contained (Night, 2014, and two recent paintings that are 
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still in Suellen’s studio). The torsos act as containers for small pictogram drawings, just like those 
found in Suellen’s early work: simplified renderings of chairs, beds, houses, bubbles, legs, hands, 
plants, clouds, rivers. These shapes are scattered around the torso, to me, indicating a dreamlike 
consciousness.

The unexpected news of Suellen having passed away came at a time of great global uncertainty, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is sad that there’s no longer a chance to discuss the exhibition with 
Suellen and ask her about new work, but I’m grateful to Ted Turner at Matthew Marks gallery who has 
helped to get images of the works in the studio and for sharing his knowledge of Suellen’s latest plans. 
When the world had kind of turned upside-down, and nothing at all is as had been expected, I hope 
we can still realize her vision.
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In the 1960s, Suellen Rocca was a member of the Hairy Who, a group of six artists who attended 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in the first part of the decade and exhibited together from 
1966 to 1969. Though they worked independently, their art is collectively rowdy, celebratory, and 
vital. Their aesthetic is all-encompassing — their sources range from comics to Mesopotamian art. 
Rocca’s work, in particular, relies in large doses on images from jewelry catalogues and kindergarten 
workbooks, and of household goods. The groups’ teachers at SAIC, notably Whitney Halstead and 
Ray Yoshida, promoted a nonhierarchical view of world art and culture and made ample use in 
their instruction of the natural-history collections in Chicago’s Field Museum. Rocca’s drawings, 
paintings, and objects from that period use abstracted, intimate forms to create a personal 
iconography — often in hieroglyphs of repeating elements — that elicits a sense of pleasure in 
romance, female sexuality, and domestic life. By 1968, Rocca was married with two young children; 
she balanced motherhood with work in her studio. “It was wonderful,” she recalls. “It was a happy 
time.”

But in 1975, she and her husband divorced, and Rocca stopped making art during the 1970s. When 
she returned to artmaking in 1981 (also returning to Chicago from the Bay Area), her work was 
decidedly different. Anxiety, threat, and psychic distress became the subjects of ferocious drawings, 
with titles such as “It’s a Secret” (1981), “Scary Travel” (1981), and “Don’t” (1981). Rocca maintained 
some visual themes from her ’ 60s work, including figures, cars, hands, and bags, but her formerly 
joyful iconographies become syntactically dark, with the addition of knives, poison, and flame-like 
forms. By the end of the decade, however, her drawings took a curious turn. Rather than try to regain 
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the playful symphony of forms that characterizes her work from the ’60s, Rocca pursued and honed 
a new area of exploration, her interior life.

In Letters to a Young Poet (1929), Rainer Maria Rilke writes, “We have no reason to mistrust our 
world, for it is not against us. Has it terrors, they are our terrors; has it abysses, those abysses belong 
to us; are dangers at hand, we must try to love them. And if only we arrange our life according to 
that principle which counsels us that we must always hold to the difficult, then that which now still 
seems to us the most alien will become what we most trust and find most faithful.” This passage 
from Letters appears in Ray Yoshida’s handwritten notes from around 1960, the year that Rocca 
began at SAIC and attended his first-year drawing class. Yoshida famously encouraged an instinctual 
approach to art — based on the idea that inspiration could come from anywhere — and preached 
unfettered possibility. In an oral-history interview in 2015, Rocca recalls, “Ray was interested in 
[students] finding their voice: ‘What is it you want to say? Forget about any of the other stuff.’” 
Rilke’s advice — to embrace fears and hardships as our own — filters through Yoshida’s emphasis 
on personal expression to animate Rocca’s artmaking, from her return to art in 1981 through her 
present work. Rather than sidestep her emotional suffering, she took a full accounting of it, and it 
transformed her art.

This evolution of her drawing practice is illustrated in a current survey at Matthew Marks Gallery 
of 30 works on paper made between 1981 and 2017. The seven drawings dating from 1981 and 1982 
express a high level of anxiety. It is work that Rocca describes as “cathartic” and a “visual exorcism.” 
She recalls that it was “good to be making work again” and is quick to point out that she considers 
all of her art to be autobiographical. “It reflects where I am in my life,” she says, “what I’m thinking.” 
In “It’s a Secret,” a large figure shown from the shoulders up dominates the drawing; in place of the 
head are wild, upright, bulbous stalks of hair, like the stout columns of pillar coral. An opening at 
the figure’s neck reveals a second, smaller figure: a woman weeping into a handkerchief. On her left 
are drawings of an injured hand, and below her is the phrase, rendered in dashed lines, resembling 
embroidery stitches, Im not supposed to do that.

“It’s a Secret” reads like an inversion of the 1967 painting “Foot Smells.” In this earlier work, a 
golden-blond hairdo frames a woman’s face, which is inscribed with many of Rocca’s then-signature 
elements: palm trees, dancing couples, legs, and other cartoonishly rendered forms. The face looks 
outward, reflecting the world around it. It is a keen illustration of the way Rocca gathered visual 
material, which could also be read as a note on identity — these are the images that caught her 
attention, that interested her, that informed her art. “It’s a Secret” is likewise a measure of self, but 
one that opens inward, onto the psychic landscape.

“Don’t” (1981) shows a road cobbled with oblong stones that carry images of brick walls, eyes, 
and the words “don’t” and “be good.” The cobbled pattern of the road resembles platelets, as if 
Rocca’s anxieties are so internalized as to be biological. The road also bears figures with arms and 
legs splayed, like Xs, hinting at both vulnerability and negation. This form recurs in a much later 
drawing, “Teta” (2012). The latter’s title refers to the name of Rocca’s grandson’s teddy bear, and the 
show’s catalogue describes the game of hide-and-seek she would play with her grandson and Teta. 
The drawing is gridded, showing the bear, always in a spread-eagle position, concealed in various 
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hiding places. Often, he seems to be disappearing: he is rendered in dashed lines, for instance, or as 
a faint shadow behind an overwhelming pattern. In two squares of the grid and in a row of smaller 
squares that line the bottom of the drawing, Teta’s form is reduced to an X with a head atop it or 
inverted, with the head below. In this abridged state, Teta is a cousin to the simplified icons in 
Rocca’s 1960s drawings — brisk renderings of peeled bananas, crossed legs, and palm trees. What’s 
more, she frequently placed a row of playful forms across the bottom of her drawings and paintings 
in the ’ 60s. But in “Teta,” it’s tempting to read a soft but stern warning in the 15 penciled bear-Xs in 
quick succession along the bottom edge.

In two drawings from 1982 — “Neatest Garbage” and “Tale of the Two Legged Bunny” — Rocca 
reimagines the purses and handbags that featured in much of her art from the late ’ 60s, including 
the sculptures “Purse Curse” (1968) and “Mm…” (ca. 1968). In these earlier works, the notion of, for 
example, a hand reaching into a pink purse adorned with a kissing couple carries a definite erotic 
charge. But these pleasure purses transform in the 1980s into containers of threat. In “Tale of the 
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Two Legged Bunny,” a hand reaches into a bag containing sharp objects, angry dogs, and guns. 
The intricate pattern on the hand includes two images of couples kissing around the word “kisses,” 
a reminder of the celebratory romance of the early work, now engulfed in dangers. In “Neatest 
Garbage,” the bag is punctured with holes and its secrets and sinister contents flow out in small 
streams. The vibrant zig-zags that delineate the bag and various areas of the paper — rendered in 
blue, brown, red, yellow, and peach — buzz discordantly and warn of peril. They are echoed in the 
jagged graphite lines, like tiny hackles, of the sharp-toothed dogs that stand guard in the foreground.

A drawing from 1982 not included in this show is the self-portrait “Let Her Be.” It depicts a figure 
from the shoulders up, facing the viewer, and rendered through intersecting and curving bundles 
of striated bands. The head is studded with 17 eyes, and the titular phrase is written in cursive 
from shoulder to shoulder. The body is ringed by flame- or leaf-like forms, which are echoed by 
a widening shadow and hints of color. Above the figure, a body of water spans the width of the 
paper, its waves, like fire, walling off a castle in the far distance. “Let Her Be” was one of more 
than 100 works in the 2015-2016 group exhibition Surrealism: The Conjured Life at the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in Chicago. The show drew from the museum’s collection and reflected the 
city’s storied history with Surrealist art (some of the museum’s founding members were also avid 
collectors). The inclusion of Rocca’s drawing is significant, as it situates this post-1981 work within 
a lineage of art that mines unconscious and psychic states through the evocation of dream imagery, 
and it reflects on an important shift that occurred in her work in 1989.
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In the late 1980s, Rocca had a “powerful” dream in which she saw a trio of pelicans in as many boats. 
In 1989, she produced a suite of three drawings inspired by that vision: “Astronavigate,” “Three 
Birds and Three Boats Over Again,” and “Family Passage.” These drawings are airy and measured 
in comparison with those produced earlier in the decade; they are cosmic and meditative. In 
“Astronavigate,” neat rows of geometric shapes, spirals, and concentric designs cut diagonally across 
the field of paper; above and below, two birds ride crescent-moon-shaped boats across the page. 
The composition of “Three Birds” is more abstract. The birds are simplified and float within nets 
of circles interconnected by thin lines, like constellations. Three boats hover above the bird forms, 
gliding through the emptiness of the paper. The zig-zag lines from “Neatest Garbage” return in 
“Family Passage,” but now they appear as soft, geometric rays guiding boats, as on a celestial river. 
The anxieties from early in the decade are transformed in these three drawings through notions of 
transition and passage. It is as though Rocca’s dream imagery showed her a way forward — a way, as 
Rilke put it, to transform the alien in us to “what we most trust.”

Rocca develops this new language throughout the 1990s, expressing states of being through the 
repetition of boats, ladders, and organic forms, while still populating her work with external 
imagery. In “Rehearsal of Descending and Ascending the Ladder” (1990), the delicate outline of a 
figure in the bough of a tree was inspired by an Indian miniature of a prince in a tree, and the fish 
that become part of her lexicon in the late ’90s — and which help illustrate a sense of loss, of “not 
being able to hold onto things,” she says, “and things flowing away” — stem from a dream she had 
while studying the work of German Expressionist Max Beckmann. (At the time, Rocca was working 
on a master’s degree in art history and writing a paper on the symbolism of fish in Beckmann’s art.) 
In the early 1990s, she introduced long, vining ropes into her drawings that spiral and coil and knot. 
In “Rope Tree and Ladder IV” (1991), the twining rope grows out of a figure’s head and arm, and 
wraps, Rapunzel–like, around the branches and trunk of a tree. By 1997, in “Fish Dream Two,” that 
same rope becomes the outline of a body. Looking back to the ’60s, it’s evident that this snaking line 
was always part of her work: as a descriptor of bodies (in “Dream Girl,” 1968, for instance) and as 
ornament (“Sleepy-Head with Handbag,” 1968, is rife with it, especially in the maze-like squiggles at 
bottom). By the end of ’90s, the rope itself largely disappears, as the torsos that come to populate her 
drawings adopt its meandering, fluid qualities for their shape.

But first, the boats and ropes, as well as the abstract symbology from the trio of 1989 drawings, recur 
in “Ancestor Signs,” begun in 1999 and completed in 2012. Rocca combines these various elements 
in nine discrete, syntactically complex images and sets them in a grid, a structure reminiscent of 
1960s drawings such as “Game Page with Poodle” (ca. 1968) and “Unscramble” (ca. 1966–67). 
The pictorial system of that early work comes full circle in her drawings from the past few years. 
A suite of three from 2017 — “Page A,” “Page B,” and “Page C” — revives a sense of the grid and of 
a hieroglyphic syntax. The imagery in these drawings is inspired by Rocca’s discovery, in 2016, of 
dollhouse furniture she saved from the 1950s; a miniature chair, bed, table, birdcage, and piano 
now reside around her drawing table. The chair rests on her windowsill, and, she says, “because 
my studio is on the second floor, I can look out, across the way, and see a chair the same size.” Of 
this interest in matters of perspective, she notes that “things we know we take for granted.” In a 
curious way, the collapsing of difference and distance between the small the large, the near and far, 
mirrors the collapsed space between her interior world and the surface of the paper — a process 
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of examination Rocca is not willing to take for granted. Likewise, she says of her recent interest in 
drawing and painting clouds, “I see them all the time, but [now] I’ve been looking at them.”

Rocca’s close interior gaze and her working out of inner states on paper rhyme with Louise 
Bourgeois’s long self-examination through her art. Bourgeois, too, found solace and inspiration in 
putting her unconscious on the page. She describes the negative memories that make their way into 
her “Insomnia Drawings” as “problems to be solved.” The inexpressible, it seems, is only so when it 
remains unexpressed. Or, as Rilke muses later in Yoshida’s transcribed passage, “Perhaps everything 
terrifying is at bottom the helplessness that seeks out help.”

Suellen Rocca: Drawings continues at Matthew Marks (526 West 22nd Street, Chelsea, Manhattan) 
through October 27th.
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Starting when she was 8 years old, Suellen Rocca took Saturday children’s art 
classes at the Art Institute of Chicago.
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“I would stand on the steps outside waiting for my mother to pick me up,” she said, “and I would 
dream that someday maybe I would have work of mine in the Art Institute.”

That dream will reach its full realization Sept. 26 when she and the other five members of Hairy Who 
will be featured in what the museum is billing as the “first-ever major survey exhibition” devoted to 
the short-lived but hugely influential Chicago group.

The show, titled “Hairy Who? 1966-69,” will contain about 225 paintings, sculptures and works on 
paper as well as related ephemera by Jim Falconer, Art Green, Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, Rocca and 
Karl Wirsum (all still active and still friends).

“When this is all over with and the [accompanying] book is out in the world, we hope that people 
can appreciate how significant what they did was and continues to be,” said Mark Pascale, the Art 
Institute’s curator of prints and drawings. He and Thea Liberty Nichols, a researcher in prints and 
drawings, co-organized the show with Ann Goldstein, the Art Institute’s deputy director and chair 
and curator of modern and contemporary art.

The show is part of Art Design Chicago, a yearlong series of exhibitions, publications and programs 
spearheaded by the Terra Foundation for American Art that spotlight the city’s rich art and design 
history.

Working between figuration and abstraction, the six Hairy Who artists bucked the dominant New 
York art trends and created their own off-kilter, Chicago-centric, sometimes erotically charged style 
that drew on down-to-earth sources like tattoos, games and comic strips.

A work that the museum is using as a kind of calling card for the show is Wirsum’s “Screamin’ Jay 
Hawkins” (1968), a 48-by-36-inch acrylic on canvas that pays homage to the rock ’n’ roll singer best 
known for “I Put a Spell on You.” His name dances across the top of this cartoonish, poster-like 
painting, which explodes with electric colors and throbbing patterns.

In the mid-1960s, a group of five largely unknown artists in their early and mid-20s approached Don 
Baum, exhibition chairman at the Hyde Park Art Center, about a possible exhibition. Tired of being 
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overlooked in large group presentations, they thought that a show focused on a smaller number of 
artists would give them more visibility.

Baum agreed but suggested they add Wirsum, a sixth artist he thought would be complementary.

The new addition walked into the group’s first meeting as the five were talking about art critic Harry 
Bouros. Wirsum asked, “Harry who?” The group immediately seized upon the question as its name, 
mischievously changing the spelling to Hairy Who.

The first Hyde Park show opened Feb. 25, 1966, and the six Hairy Who artists became “local 
celebrities overnight,” according to Nichols’ essay in the retrospective’s accompanying catalog.
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The group had two more shows at the Hyde Park Center (the Art Institute’s retrospective marks 
the 50th anniversary of the third and last one). The critical attention they generated led to other 
exhibitions in San Francisco, New York and Washington, D.C., before the six disbanded in 1969.

The Hairy Who artists were later grouped with what became known as the Chicago Imagists, an 
amorphous classification that has since sowed confusion. One of the biggest misconceptions is 
exactly who was in Hairy Who.

“Even though you would think that people who are familiar with the art world would know who the 
six members of the Hairy Who are,” said Nilsson, “there is constant confusion: ‘Oh, yes, Ed Paschke 
was a Hairy Who. Oh, Roger Brown was a Hairy Who.’ No, no.”

Indeed, the point of this exhibition, Pascale said, is to shine the spotlight on this group of six artists 
for the first time in such a focused way and definitively answer the question posed by the show’s title: 
Hairy Who?
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“Finally, attentions are being paid to the initial group that started it all,” Nilsson said. “The Hairy 
Who is very specific, and we were first, and it’s very nice to be recognized as such. It makes me very 
feel old, but there you have it.”

The show is divided into two sections. The largest in the Rice Building will partially re-create the 
Hairy Who’s six exhibitions, including a close facsimile of the linoleum that Hairy Who used as a 
wall-covering in at least one of the Hyde Park shows.

“We’re not trying to ape their exhibition plans,” Pascale said, “but we have a lot of great 
photographic sources, and we were able to find a lot of the works and, in some cases, we will hang 
them in a way that is similar to the way they hung them originally.”
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Suellen Rocca is an artist who first became known for her work with the Chicago Imagists, 
a.k.a. the Hairy Who, whose collaborative shows during the 1960s have become a touchstone for 
contemporary artists who freely traverse boundaries between visual mediums, such as comics 
or design, and academically-trained fine art. This dynamic was explored in a 2015 exhibition at 
Matthew Marks Gallery, What Nerve! Alternative Figures in American Art, 1960 to the Present, 
which included Rocca’s work along with that of her Chicago associates and other freewheeling 
agents of radical American aesthetics. A new solo show of her latest drawings, as well as a selec-
tion from the 1980s, opened at the same gallery last week, so we caught up with her to discuss 
working in groups versus solo, pop art, and taking cues from the kids.

GARAGE: In this exhibition are drawings you made from the 1980s until last year. Is this the 
second solo show you’ve done in New York now?

Suellen Rocca: Yes.
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GARAGE: You’ve described this work as being “more internal” than the paintings you were 
doing in the 1960s, some of which were shown here in 2016. And following that idea of working 
from an intuitive place, these were also made at a time when you were also working solo, rather 
than in the context of the Hairy Who group as you were doing back in the ’60s?

Rocca: The Hairy Who—or Chicago Imagists as we’re now called—showed as a group from ’66 
to ’69 with six exhibitions—three were in Chicago at the Hyde Park Art Center, one was at the 
San Francisco Art Institute, another at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., and one 
in New York at the School of Visual Arts. That one was a drawing show. We didn’t show as a 
group after that.

GARAGE: How did your work change or develop after you stopped showing together and col-
laborating?

Rocca: I think my work changed, but not so much for that reason. I had moved to northern Cali-
fornia in the 1970s with my family and I wasn’t making work. I was there from about ’72 to ’80, 
and even after I came back to Chicago, until about ’81, I took a hiatus from making. The first 
four drawings in this show were done in 1981, and the work became more expressive of where I 
was at the time.

GARAGE: Did you feel like you were approaching things in a very different way when you 
started again? Did you have really different concerns or interests by then?

Rocca: We all go through different transitions in life, and I think it was more related to that.

GARAGE: They’re very quiet and subtle, and the softness of the graphite throughout the draw-
ings feels like a real shift from the colorful and graphic paintings you did in the ’60s, or the 
purse sculptures from the same time. The tone of this work is very different.

Rocca: If one were to generalize, I think the imagery in my work from the Hairy Who period 
was more about external things, things from the culture. I was in my twenties raising children 
then, and reflecting the popular culture around me by depicting things like diamond rings and 
working with the purses. The work starting in the early ’80s was more about what was going on 
with me internally.

GARAGE: Does the text in these drawings, as in one of the earliest ones here, Don’t (1981) and 
some others, come from thoughts you have while you’re drawing, or is the text from another 
source, like something you’d already written and then use as a source to pull from for the draw-
ings?
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Rocca: I like that question, but the words came as I was doing the work rather than from journals 
or previous writing. I don’t think of the words as being separate, I think of them as images.

GARAGE: You studied at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and graduated in 1964, after 
which in 1966 you became part of this Hairy Who group that was taking influence from a broad 
range of visual culture, not just art history.

Rocca: Well, certainly art history was important to all of us. Going to school at SAIC, you’re 
right in the museum. We were encouraged by teachers like Whitney Halstead to go and look at 
indigenous art, not just Western art, and to go to the Field Museum of Natural History, which 
has wonderful collections of Oceanic art. Inspiration came from popular culture, but it also came 
from many, many other sources of visual culture. Egyptian hieroglyphs are a good reference for 
me, because of the sort of picture writing that I did. Also, when I was looking for resource mate-
rial for the book based on my previous show, I discovered a box of my 1950s plastic dollhouse 
furniture. The objects in a lot of the drawings in this show, such as Page A (2017), are based on 
those pieces of dollhouse furniture.
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I was also inspired by the visual idioms of catalogues—my father-in-law was a jeweler, and I 
was inspired by rows of diamond rings and things like the Sears catalog for its colors, imagery, 
and the compositions in it. There have been some very good things written about the difference 
between pop art in New York and what has become known as Imagist work in Chicago, since 
they happened at the same time.

GARAGE: What do you think the difference was?

Rocca: I’m the curator of an extraordinary collection of Chicago Imagist work at Elmhurst Col-
lege in Illinois, and the short answer I give on the subject when leading tours is that while New 
York was cool, Chicago was hot. So, although we were inspired by maybe some of the same 
sources, in New York the approach was taking that piece of popular culture and putting it into a 
new context, changing everything by putting it in the gallery. In Chicago, we processed similar 
material in a very personal way, along with those other influences I mentioned. It was a more 
idiosyncratic expression. One thing that I think the upcoming Hairy Who exhibition at the Art 
Institute will establish is that this was not just a Midwest expression of pop art, that it is a style 
in its own right.

GARAGE: Kindergarten workbooks were mentioned in the description for your last show, of the 
work in the ’60s. Did you teach kindergarten at all, or were you looking at these when your own 
children were in kindergarten?

Rocca: I have taught young children, but the kindergarten pre-readers from my own childhood 
were an inspiration before I was teaching kids. I was interested in how these materials had a kind 
of picture writing, similar to the hieroglyphics. When I was in California during the ’70s and 
I wasn’t making my own work, I taught preschool at a private school, on what had originally 
been a ranch, in a big red barn. I loved the children’s drawings and paintings, and that’s been 
an inspiration for me. I love children’s perceptions because they really see things. They haven’t 
seen them before, so they really see them. What I tell my older students now is you need to look, 
because after we think we’ve seen things we don’t look at them anymore.

Suellen Rocca: Drawings is on view at Matthew Marks Gallery’s 526 W 22nd Street location 
through October 27, 2018.
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