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Chiasmus - Material Selves, Liminal Spaces

by April Baca

The function of chiasmus is ordinarily utilized as a rhetorical device, 
balancing two or more ideas against one another through a reversed 
structure to yield an artistic effect. Befitting of its redoubling definition, the 

term also calls to mind the biological function of chiasma, or, the point in which 
two non-sister, homologous chromatids exchange genetic material in meiosis. The 
interchange, or intertwining, found within the definition of the term alone evokes 
a duplicitous spectrum of meaning. In relation to the body, this intertwining (both 
rhetorical and literal), presents two sides, one objective and the other phenomenal. 
This sensibility, as the French philosopher of phenomenology Maurice Merleau-
Ponty would suggest, reflects “my body to the greatest extent what every thing is…a 
sensible that is dimensional of itself.”

Artist Sapira Cheuk’s solo exhibition Chiasmus - Material Selves, Liminal Spaces 
expresses the interconnectivity of the body and consciousness through a vista 
of feminist sexual ethics and female sexual subjectivity. Cheuk’s porous semi-
abstractions of the body reiterates a feminine epistemology that functions in 
opposition to phallogocentric reason. In Luce Irigaray’s employment of the term, 
phallogocentrism functions as a linear or singular logic whereas the vulvacentric 
operates instead as a multiplicitous space. Through this, the expression of the vagina 
within Cheuk’s work is taken out of a concrete application and utilized instead as 
a metaphor. This metaphor is articulated through Cheuk’s delicate and generous 
employment of sumi ink, leaving the impression of a permanency of wetness. The 
wetness generally associated with female sexuality, be it the cyclical presence of 
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menstrual fluids or that from sexual arousal, comprises the forms themselves within 
Cheuk’s work. The absence of specificity in her non-representational, at times, 
spasmodic bodily forms, allows for a plurality of “she” identifiers. The creation of 
these imaginary portraits emphasizes constructions of a personal interior world 
rather than capturing physical similarities to any singular person and/or place. 
Both planes of signification (the floating scroll as well as the surface beneath it) 
then act as a refuge for the self; a space for the flesh separate from a world whose 
configurations are spurred by the ever-shifting topography of political power and 
patriarchal power dynamics.

Cheuk’s visual representation of the plurality of selves in relation to female sexual 
subjectivity creates a space for an erotic vernacular outside of the norm of reitera-
tions of male spaces of power and the ubiquitous fetishizations of the female body 
as “other” in the convention of heterosexual representations. Cheuk’s women  move 
beyond binary constructions of femaleness and patriarchal definitions of woman as 
“lack” through her exclusion of singular bodies and the absence of male presence. 
The multipliciotus, or dual, self here functions entirely to represent the corporeal 
and cognitive sexual experience of femininity and female sexuality, evading mono-
lithic categorizations and speaking instead to through the removal of specific expe-
riences or monolithic categorizations, Cheuk’s paintings speak instead to a feminine 
orientation of woman.

The relationship between female orientation and the pluralities of the flesh is per-
haps most firmly grounded in Cheuk’s Pair II. Drawing from a long legacy of Chi-
nese landscape painting, Cheuk’s wet scrolls comprised of soft sumi ink washes 
and sharply defined black lines reiterate the landscape tradition’s articulation of the 
vastness of creation itself. Similar to this tradition of landscape painting, the experi-
ence of “walking through” the landscape and/or “dwelling” within the space speaks 
to notions of presence and enlightenment while moving through the length of the 
work. It is within this space that we find the varying ways in which we are mutually 
constituted as selves. These multiple selves remain within the construction of the 
self and permit a space in which we become the becoming. This becoming, rather 
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than being, within Cheuk’s visceral imagery creates an image for the eyes to touch; 
a tactile world enveloped in a communicative structure of the female sexual experi-
ence. In this space for becoming there is a shedding of subjective knowledge of what 
is held to be true of relations between things. Incomplete outlines of various body 
parts dissipate into the empty space, emphasizing the ecstatic and porous nature of 
the human body. It is here that a reiteration of consciousness as the interplay be-
tween our bodies and the environment emerges. 

Cheuk’s shimmering geometric shapes painted alongside the analogous figures seem 
to define a private space for these experiences, permanently touching and circulating 
amongst themselves. In this, the visual representation of these shapes work to suggest 
an opacity of individuation as well as the physical binding to the body itself. This 
binding remains a central theme within Cheuk’s work, as varying representations of 
the interweaving of the world and the self come to understand one’s subjectivity as 
corporeal. Recurrences of this can also been seen within Cheuk’s use of translucent 
string. This binding in relation to female sexual subjectivity, as seen within Cheuk’s 
work, envisions female embodiment outside of the Lacanian realm of the symbolic 
and into the realm of the imaginary. Within this imaginary the body’s relation to 
others as well as the external world is governed by emotion, or, affect.

Communicating the impression and trace of intimacy, the relationship established 
between the metaphysical and the physical in Cheuk’s work ascribes an intimate 
perspective of the correlation between the concept and the body in and of itself. 
The loving articulation of the flesh, reimagined through a porous multitude of 
forms, outlines a space for the variance in voices, experiences, and desires. Working 
through the lens of sex-positive female sexuality, Cheuk’s work reconnoiters an 
explicit female embodiment that is defined outside of the heterosexual male norm, 
creating a space for woman to delineate herself. 
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Pair I series, 2015
18 x 24
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Leaf Cuts, 2016
42 x 39
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Sapira Cheuk: The Artistic Fortitude of the Female Orgasm

by Evan Senn

A moment of serenity, chaos and ecstasy—an orgasm can be one of the 
most beautiful moment for any individual. A temporary instant of pure 
fulfillment and joy, so strong it is blinding, it freezes your ability to move, 

to think, or to do anything. This moment of rapture is sacred and is the peak of 
a private sexual experience. Something so meaningful, strong, and so delicate is 
difficult to express; however, if there was one form of communication to express 
something so complex in an equally poetic and complicated medium, it would be 
visual art. 

Gold lines and layers of opacity and clarity litter the impossible ground of rapture. 
Two bodies can become one; two beings melt together into bliss, finding physical, 
emotional and spiritual satisfaction in the action of love. In the warm, fuzzy, and 
heavenly moment of an orgasm, only silhouettes, scent, taste, and sensation can be 
recognized. 

Artist Sapira Cheuk finds this natural and blissful moment fascinating and inspiring. 
Her art images explore the sensual and destabilized instances with an objective yet 
sensitive perspective. Pulling from her cultural roots, Cheuk captures the expression 
of ecstasy through a style that is similar to ancient Chinese brush paintings, 
performative in their nature. Her figures are ever-so-slightly recognizable as humans, 
but most are indistinguishable as either male or female, or an amalgamation of both. 
Cheuk invokes her Chinese roots with black ink brush explorations that seem to 
teeter between intention and accident. But it is her purposeful emotional expression 
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that stands out as orgasmic. The objective and faceless figures in Cheuk’s pieces for 
“Chiasmus” lean into the personal moment, and offer an instant of understanding 
in the tumultuous rapture of sexual intimacy between two people.

The orgasm is not a topic people feel comfortable to talk about very often. It is 
a topic for close friends or trustworthy strangers. In trying to comprehend the 
anthropological reasoning behind the avoidance of orgasmic discussions, Cheuk 
dives into art as an expression of her research on the subject and most valued 
findings, in the female orgasm. Most people would have us believe that it is taboo 
to discuss the female orgasm. The religions, governments and the media all shame 
women across the world, for enjoying sex. It is as though the orgasm is a gift that 
we need to earn—but who gets this gift in their mind? Do we need to be married to 
have an orgasm? Most people in today’s society had their first orgasm between the 
ages of 11 and 16. Adolescents are shamed, not only by their parents but also by their 
peers, for discussing the phenomenon of the orgasm.

The traditions of so-called “morality” have dictated a very small list of what is 
appropriate behavior and topics for discussion, for centuries. The female orgasm, 
female sexual desire, or female sexual enjoyment has ruffled people’s feathers for 
ages. In the 1600s, women who displayed any form of sexual appetite or desire 
were commonly diagnosed by medical professionals as being afflicted with bouts of 
hysteria. The prescribed medical treatment was for a doctor or midwife to induce an 
orgasm. Cecelia Tasca, professor of history and social sciences at the Universita di 
Cagliari in Italy, explored these practices in her article, Women And Hysteria In The 
History Of Mental Health, “…manifestations of mental illness are seen as obscene 
bonds between women and the Devil. ‘Hysterical’ women were even subjected to 
exorcisms.” Rachel P. Maines goes into great detail about how this “female hysteria” 
became common, and the treatment of this fictitious diagnosis in her book, The 
Technology of Orgasm. She writes about how female masturbation and the female 
orgasm were thought to be hazardous to women’s health, and unnecessary, since 
it had nothing to do with their fertility, aka their utility. “…Women have been 
discouraged from masturbating on the grounds that this practice would impair their 
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health, and most men before this century (even to this day, some would argue) have 
not understood that penetration alone is sexually satisfying to only a minority of 
women.” Unfortunately this is still the predominant mentality when thinking about 
the “unnecessary” female orgasm. Girls and boys are taught sex ed in schools, but 
their education is limited to the penis and how to deal with the male orgasm. Both 
young women and young men grow up learning about the female orgasm through 
anecdotal evidence and peer-based testimonials.

Brave and boisterous Cheuk joins the ranks of a very small percentage of contemporary 
artists that are tackling this taboo topic in fine art. Photographer Lauren Crow, New 
York-based filmmaker and photographer Clayton Cubitt, animator and filmmaker 
Anna Ginsburg, muralist Lydia Emily, Oakland-based performance artist Xandra 
Ibarra and African artist Keyezua are some of the bigger names exploring the female 
orgasm, and the plethora of social and political baggage that comes with it.

In other countries, women and young girls are still mutilated, castrated, circumcised 
and cut up to remove their pleasure-inducing genitalia. Just this year, in modern 
day 2016, an estimated 200 million girls and women have undergone these horrific 
procedures in Africa, Indonesia, Iraq, Egypt, Guinea, Mali, Sierra Leone, Somalia 
and Sudan, among others, according to UNICEF. This is a global epidemic. The 
gender equality in our contemporary society is limited to a specific socio-economic 
class, and even then it is rare. Men and women from all walks of life think of the 
female orgasm as either a prize to be coveted or a curse to be destroyed.

Today’s feminists are not shouting in front of the capital building, or hosting 
protests in the nude (well, some still are); today’s feminists are silently breaking 
the mold that has been forcibly placed around them, and escaping the confines of 
the patriarchy by any means necessary. We don’t want to fight; we just want to live, 
equally free. Sexuality is natural, and the female orgasm should be a natural right for 
every woman. No woman should have to face a knife or a gun in order to live their 
life, have comfortable and loving sex, or enjoy their orgasm. 
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Pair II series, 2016
30 x 36 (max)
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Muscle and Hair, 2014
42 x 60 
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Mountain Woman, 2015
42 x 360 
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ABOUT THE ARTIST 

Sapira Cheuk’s work revolves around issues of the body and women’s sexuality. Her work 

incorporate traditional Sumi Ink painting techniques and geometric elements to depict female 

sexual experiences, particularly the complexity of the subject and corporeality, while building an 

alternative narrative of bodily desires. Cheuk has exhibited in over 50 exhibitions, including those at 

the Orange County Contemporary Art Center, Riverside Art Museume, Rochester Contemporary 

Art Museum, Wignall Museum of Contemporary Art, and The Robert & Frances Fullerton Museum 

of Art. She received her BA at University of California, Riverside and MFA at California State 

University, San Bernardino.

Education:
2016 MFA in Studio Art, California State University San Bernardino, San Bernardino
2007 BA in Fine Art, University of California Riverside, Riverside CA
2002 Art Center, Pasadena CA (Summer Program)

Solo Exhibitions:
2016 CHIASMUS - Material Selves, Liminal Spaces, Gallery De Fox, Santa Ana, CA, Jun 4 - 26
2016 CHIASMA, Plural Selves on Ink and Paper, Sapira Cheuk MFA Thesis Solo Exhibition, The Robert   
 and Frances Fullerton Museum of Art, Dutton Family Gallery, San Bernardino, CA, May 4 –19

Selected Group Exhibitions:
2016 DIS-Figured, CB1 gallery, Los Angeles, CA. Jul 9 - Aug 10 
 Spectrum 3, bG gallery, Santa Monica, CA. Jun 18 - Jul 15
 SoCal MFA, Millard Street Art Center, Pomona, CA. Jun 4 -Jun 30
	 Bodyconomics,	Title	IX	Office,	California	State	University,	San	Bernardino,	CA.	Apr	15	–	May	30
 Self Portraits, Ugly Art Room, Portland, OR
 Fresh Paint, SDWS, NTC Liberty Station arts and cultural complex, San Diego, CA
 American Vice, Non-Fiction Gallery, Savannah GA
 People You May Know - Inaugural Exhibition, Buccumi Gallery, Rowland Heights, 

2015 Boite en Valisa/ Ready To Go, Project Space 1785, Vero Beach, FL
 Alumni Artist Showcase, Alumni Library University of California, Riverside, Nov. 14 - May 13, 2016
 INDELICATE, Locallective, Chicago IL
 16th Annual Orange County Art Awards, Formation Gallery, Segerstorm Center of the Arts
 Arts and Music Festival, Pfau Library, California State University San Bernardino, CA
 Open Process, Contemporary Art from the MFA world, Gallery 330, Pomona, CA
 The Feminist Sex Shoppe, On the Ground Floor, Los Angeles, CA
 SUBLMNAL, Formation Gallery, Pomona, CA
 The Big Draw, Catalyst Gallery, Beacon, NY
 Romancing Art, Riverside Art Museum, Riverside, CA
 CHOAS, Orange Country Center for Contemporary Art, Santa Ana CA
 Gallery Tally Poster Project, Women Made Gallery, Chicago, IL
 Looking Forward, Looking Back, New Mexico Museum of Art, Santa Fe, NM

2014 It’s Casual, The Robert and Frances Fullerton Museum of Art, Dutton Family Gallery, San Bernardino
 The Mysterious Burial Mask: Information and Evidence, The Robert and Frances Fullerton Museum  
 of Art, San Bernardino, CA
 XX Redux: Revisiting a Feminist Collective, Guggenheim Gallery, Chapman University, Orange, CA
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 RIBBA 500, Coastline Community College Gallery, Newport Beach, CA
 Washi Print Making with Paper of Fukui, The Muckenthaler Cultural Center, Fullerton, CA
 Edible Matters - The Seeds of Interconnectivity, tAd Gallery, Denton TX
 Tiny Thoughts, Wignall Museum of Contemporary Art, Rancho Cucamonga, CA
 Thank You For Failing, Kearny Street Workshop, San Francisco, CA
 (en)Gendered (in)Equity, For Your Art, Los Angeles, CA
 Gallery Tally, Area: Lugar De Projectos, Caguas, Puerto Rico
 Tracers Takes Over, Hopkins Hall Gallery, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio
 DISINTEGRATION | Temporal Installation amid uninterrupted spaces, CSU Fullerton Visual Art   
 Quad, CA

2013 CollaborationX, Pixel Gallery, Riverside, CA
 Visual Resource Center, CSU San Bernardino, CA
 Artist Books and Cookies, Ooga Booga, Los Angeles, CA
 6x6x2013, Rochester Contemporary Art Center, Rochester, NY
 For Your Art, 24 hours donut city, Los Angeles, CA
 The Da Center for the Arts, East meets West, Pomona, CA

2012 Doing Your Dirty Work, Center for Sex & Culture, San Francisco, CA
 6 x 6 x 2012, Rochester Contemporary Art Center, Rochester, NY
 New Action in Painting, 4141 Garage, San Diego, CA
 Art On The Move, White Wall Gallery, San Francisco, CA

2011 Flag stop art, Torrance, CA 
 Artscape, Riverside County Administrative Center, Riverside, CA
 Portland Zine Symposium, Refuge Pdx, Portland, OR
 Chain Letter, Shosahana Wayne Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
 Sea No Evil, Riverside Auditorium, Riverside, CA 

2010       Happy Hour, Memphis Gallery, Santa Ana, CA

2006 How’d you like them apples, UCR BA Grad Show, Riverside CA

Publications, Mentions and Features:
2016 “Chiasmus - Material Selves, Liminal Spaces”,Exhibition Catalog, June 
 “American Vice: New Juried show at Non-Fiction explore America’s dark side” Savannah Art   
 Informer online, Racheal Flora, Mar 16, 2016
 “An edgy addition to Vero art scene” TCpalm online, Jan 25, 2016 
 “America Vice”, Exhibition Catalog, PDF Online, pg4

2015 “Artist Interview” Social Culture September Issue pg 84-85
 “It’s Casual” Dotphotozine online, Kathy Stewart, Jan 1,

Lectures and Panels
2016 Artist Talk, Chiasmus, Gallery de Fox, Santa Ana, CA
 Panel Presentation, Meetings of the Mind Symposium, California State University, San Bernardino
 Chiasmus Panel Discussion, Orange County Center for Contemporary Art, Santa Ana, CA
 MFA artist talk, California State University, San Bernardino , CA 
 (In)Humanities College of Liberal Art Symposium, University of Nevada, Reno, NV

2015 Artist Talk, Alumni Artist Showcase, Alumni Library University of California, Riverside, 
 Artist Talk, Open Process, Contemporary Art from the MFA world, Gallery 330, Pomona CA 

2014       Artist Talk, Washi Print Making with Paper of Fukui, The Muckenthaler Cultural Center, Fullerton, CA 
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