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Our bodies are strange! They’re funny shaped, 
they move funnily, and they allow us to do funny 
things. But why exactly is the body funny to us, 
and what are the circumstances under which the 
body becomes a vessel for hilarity?

The human body has fascinated artists for 
about as long as there has been art, so it’s no 
surprise that artists commonly explore this issue. 
Some artists keep it lighthearted and don’t ask 
much of the viewer except to smile and laugh. 
Other artists demand a more self-aware analysis: 
still funny, but in conversation with other internal 
and external factors. Many artists didn’t intend 
for their art to be funny at all, but as art moves 
from context to context and criteria for humor 
change, the art becomes funny retroactively.

This exhibition is (roughly) divided into 
three sections: funny faces, funny miscellaneous 
body parts, and . . . butts, the largest category, 
representing what is arguably the funniest part 
of the human body. Within those three rough 
groupings, there is a great deal of diversity in 
what the artists respond to and how they employ 
and represent the human body in their work.

The largest work in the show is Mika 
Rottenberg’s S12 (Ass Print No. 3). Rottenberg 
creates humor through her unorthodox use of 
her own body as artist’s implement, painting her 
own rear before repeatedly sitting down on the 
paper. Rottenberg’s use of bright blues, pinks, 
and greens might fool some viewers into initially 
thinking that this is an abstract work without a 

connection to the human body. After all, it isn’t 
often that you see a blue butt. However, after 
a moment of observation, one realizes just how 
this work was created—and what it represents. 
There is a strange intimacy in facing a piece of 
paper that carries the imprint of the artist’s bare 
bottom. Mika Rottenberg’s butt was here, it 
screams. The method is familiar to us, a slightly 
more direct version of how many of us attempted 
to photocopy our own butts as children (or 
adults, we don’t judge). 

Speaking of photocopying butts, another 
notable work is Sonia Landy Sheridan’s Sonia in 
Her Breasts. Instead of her buttocks, Sheridan 
has photocopied her breasts, but the element 
of humor remains. Using a double-exposure 
process, Sheridan made it appear as if her 
face were emerging from between her breasts, 
almost as if she were wearing them like a hat, 
or earmuffs. When studying Sheridan’s prolific 
body of work, the seriousness of her exploration 
of technological media becomes obvious. Here, 
though, seriousness and stoicism are not one and 
the same. One need only glance at the work to 
tell that the artist had a lot of fun in depicting her 
body in new, exciting, and bizarre ways, and her 
joy shines through. 

When we consider works like those by 
Rottenberg and Sheridan, what exactly is it that 
makes them so funny? Is it the distortion that 
occurs when we press a soft, round part of the 
body onto a flat surface? Is it the shock value 
involved in making generally private parts of 
the body very, very public? Ask yourself why it’s 
more humorous to make an impression of a butt 
or breasts than it is to make an impression of 
something like a hand or foot.

Two earlier artists, Honré Daumier and 
Robert Doisneau, consider the question of 
nudity and humor as it relates to the gaze 
and voyeurism. Doisneau’s La Dame indignée 
uses the element of voyeurism to expose the 
humor of everyday life—ultimately as a means 
of demonstrating the resilience of the human 
spirit after the horrors of World War II.1 He set 
up a camera on a street corner to capture the 
diverse reactions of various people looking at 
a particularly daring painting of a woman with 
her bottom on display. In this photograph, 



the woman viewing the painting is obviously 
shocked by it, either due to surprised amusement 
or anger. Regardless of what her feelings are, 
however, the silly face she makes in reaction 
becomes a new source of interest. Daumier 
works in a similar manner, but with the aim of a 
playful critique on how society views art and the 
nude body. In his lithograph depicting a scene at 
the French Salon, he reverses the typical power 
dynamics within a gallery setting by depicting 
salon-goers as the subject of the work, with 
the work on view taking a secondary position. 
When looking at these pieces, imagine viewing a 
viewer, viewing art. I wonder, is anyone viewing 
you? What faces have you been making as you 
look at the works on display here?

Art can have many purposes. Sometimes it 
aims to make you think, sometimes to make you 
laugh, sometimes both at once. There is a great 
deal of value in laughter, especially in times of 
difficulty. The Butt of the Joke: Humor and the 
Human Body invites you to look around and 
smile, and to let your day grow just a little bit 
brighter.

Grace L. Hanselman ’20
Mellon Special Project Intern
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