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“ What would happen if I crossed a vegetable with a human embryo and set it 

loose in the cosmic soup?” Karen Wilcox asks herself.  Serpentine forms swim freely in 
juicy liquid oil pigment swirling around on a surface of rich reds, blues and greens.  It 
seems as though we are peering through a microscope at some famili ar yet unidentified 
embryonic organism, held in stasis by the compression of a glass specimen slide. There 
is something transcendental about her paintings, something about the beginning of time 
and the end of time, of the co-existence of a physical and non-physical universe. The 
recollection of ancient symbolism: the Minoan Goddess invoking the power of the 
snake and the mysteries of regeneration, li fe and death. Some paintings are named as 
direct references to archaic mythology: Terre-Divum, Frigg and Freyja, and Oracle. 
Surrealist references also emerge. Wilcox admires the Surrealist painters as well as 
artists who worked beyond their ideals, such as Remedios Varo, but insists her 
inspiration comes from actual li fe experiences. 
 

“ I am not a social animal,” 
confesses Wilcox.  “ I have a few 
very close friends, but generally I 
prefer to observe people from a 
distance, then create narratives 
based on my perceptions. I re-
invent the body to express my 
personal turmoil and triumph:  the 
perpetual struggle to accept 
change, to practice loss, and to 
celebrate throughout the cycles of 
my li fe.”  Indeed, the figures in 
her paintings appear to be 
detached from the viewer. These 
hybrid creatures—part serpent, 
part human—nonetheless evoke a 

secret inner knowledge that compels the viewer to enter their mysterious, intimate 
universe.   
 
If Wilcox has preferred to remain a loner for most of her 45 years, she certainly has 
plenty of heterogeneous creatures to keep her company in her northeast Minneapolis 
studio.  Life-size wax busts and contorted body parts modeled in clay, wax and bronze 
are strewn about her studio. Wilcox flashes an engaging smile as she makes a sweeping 
gesture around the skylit space fill ed with working tables, desks, easels and palette 
tables; every surface put to use as working space.  Her long curly hair twirls in gold 
ringlets across her shoulders as she affectionately addresses her paintings hung salon-
style on every wall . “They are my friends, my teachers.” It’s all there: passion, wisdom, 
strength, and humor. Wilcox admits a sincere desire to communicate her compassion for 
the human experience.  “ I don’ t question the necessary,” she says, “ It all has to come 
out.”  
 
Wilcox, most of all , is a master colorist. Her paintings verge on becoming sculptural as 
the bulbous forms move from darkness to luminescence, vibrantly twisting around 
inside the confinement of the picture plane.  The figures, with ample breasts, butts and 
belli es are armless and legless, with their distorted bodies ending in long, encircling 
tails. I am tempted to reach out my hand and touch the sensuously rounded anatomy 
defined by deep, saturated color beautifully blended into solid form.  Wilcox admits a 
fascination with three-dimensional contour. “The sculptural works of Louise Bourgeois 
are sensual and mysterious.  I am intrigued by the tension she creates between 
aggression and vulnerabilit y, restraint and impending release.  Explosive, contemplative, 
erotic, organic:  forms that spiral and  bulge.”   
 

“Like a snake shedding 
its skin, an onion peeled, 

layer-by-layer.” 
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Wilcox laughs, “As an artist I have the power to redefine 
the human body in my own terms; to create a new 
mythology.  I use the body as a metaphor to express the 
perpetual conflict between my personal mythology and 
the mythology imposed by society and culture: ideals 
that birth my attitudes and control my behavior.”  Her 
current series of paintings emerged about two and a half 
years ago when Wilcox experienced a turning point. “ It 
all started with Martyrdom of the Unbeautiful, a large 
black and white oilstick painting.  I began to address the 
multi farious issues encompassing our contemporary 
concepts of beauty and feminine behavior.  I researched 
goddess imagery and ancient mythology in order to 
discover cultural references for my renewed vision. I felt 
compelled to create imagery that communicates my 
perceptions of feminine compassion, wisdom, and 
strength.  These archetypes are all too often contrary to contemporary—as well as 
historical—concepts of “ ideal” physical beauty. I use the breast as a symbol of power in 
my work, rather than as an object for male pleasure.”   
 
 “My work deals with relationships—relationships between people and between the 
multiple ‘selves’ that coexist within each of us,” explains Wilcox.  Locus (above) 
situates two female figures within a swirling, watery vortex.  One female figure with 
strands of hair flaili ng wildly looks upward and struggles to free herself.  With wrinkled 
face and sagging breasts, the older female looks away in wise resignation, all the while 
clinging with her strong curling tail ti ghtly around the waist of the younger figure. A 
recent painting, Wrath (below) depicts a violent struggle between two females. Wilcox 
pits aggression against terror in dynamic movement of the bodies, impassioned 
expression and intense color.  Her paintings, although somewhat narrative, sanction the 

viewer’s open interpretation. There is integrity and mystery 
as well as skill ful manipulation of paint that pull me 
readily into the space of the painting. There is something 
strangely famili ar about the faces, yet Wilcox asserts their 
anonimity. “ I don’ t have the right nor the obligation to 
speak for anyone else but myself,” she says. “This is my 
story.  Tell me yours.”  
 
There is nothing timid about Wilcox’s working techniques.  
She begins her paintings directly on the prepared surface, 
full scale without any preparatory sketches. “ I begin with 
an under-drawing in vine charcoal with free gestures, 
erasing and redrawing, constantly adjusting lines to refine 
the forms and the relationships between positive and 
negative space and maintain dynamic movement within the 
composition.  The work creates itself, as the emerging 

images shift and interact with surrounding space and the edges of the picture plane. This 
process—which can take hours or days to complete—is intuitive, liberating, and yet 
remains structured.  All I have to do is stay out of the way and allow the image to find 
the surface. I then apply paint layer upon layer, sometimes transparent, sometimes 
opaque, completely obliterating the under-drawing. I often manipulate and blend the 
paint directly with my hands, working warmer or cooler, lighter or darker, pushing and 
pulli ng forms through space with a definition of color.  The work stops where it is 
necessary, but is never finished.”  
 
Wilcox’s extraordinary imagery stays with me long after I have left her studio. Her 
paintings are pure color and luminosity, elegant form and movement; merging the 
physical and the imaginary self:  enigmatic and multil ayered like a snake shedding its 
skin, an onion peeled, layer-by-layer. 
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Locus, 2000,  
oil on panel, 
 48”h x 48”w.   

Wrath,2002, oilstick 
on paper, 40”h x 50”w 


