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MARY ANN UNGER (1945 —1998)

Mary Ann Unger was a celebrated sculptor best known for works that evoke the body, bandaging,
flesh, and bone, with recurring themes of growth, regeneration, care, and support. Her oeuvre
includes large-scale sculpture, small bronzes, works on paper, and public art commissions.

In her New York Times obituary, Roberta Smith wrote that “[Mary Ann Unger’s] works occupied
a territory defined by Eva Hesse and Louise Bourgeois. But the pieces combined a sense of mythic
power with a sensitivity to shape that was all their own, achieving a subtlety of expression that
belied their monumental scale.”

Born in New York City in 1945, Unger was raised in New Jersey and received an undergraduate
degree from Mt. Holyoke College, South Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1967, where she first majored
in biochemistry before transferring to the studio art program. She received an MFA from
Columbia University, New York, in 1975, where she studied with Ronald Bladen and George
Sugarman. Her classmates included Vincent Ciniglio, Sylvia Netzer, and Ursula Von Rydingsvard.

In 1975, Unger moved into a studio loft in New York City’s East Village just around the corner
from where Jean-Michel Basquiat would take up studio space in the following decade; a
community of artists was just beginning to foment there at the time. In 1980, Unger married
photographer Geoffrey Biddle, whom she had met while working at the Magnum photographic
library when he came in for a job interview. The loft space they inhabited was barely livable upon
move in, “raw and filthy, where there had once been a factory that produced perforated metal
balls for making tea,” as Biddle wrote. But Unger’s tenacity and ingenuity (including running the
meter backwards to help lower bills) helped make it habitable. The hard fight to make a difficult
space home was worth it, in Unger’s view, as the 2,000 sq ft floor was large enough for her to live
and make increasingly massive works. Biddle and Unger’s daughter, the artist and Wassaic
Project co-founder Eve Biddle, was born in 1982, and the loft thereby became home, workspace,
nursery, and darkroom alike.

Unger’s early sculptures and works on paper establish themes and reveal interests seen
throughout her career: the combination of organic forms with geometric, and a tendency for
parts of works to rest against, hold, support, carry, or cradle one another. These load-bearing
works were deceptively simple, but their underlying structures were finely engineered.
Frequently, the pieces require no hardware and instead balanced on one another securely
utilizing Unger’s meticulous, mathematical construction. Her early work was included in
exhibitions at PS 1 in 1977 and the Aldrich Museum in 1978.
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Mary Ann was first diagnosed with breast cancer in 1985, the beginning of a long entanglement
with the disease that would ripple through her life and work until her death. Between the late
1980s and the mid-1990s, she simultaneously worked on both publicly commissioned artworks
and gallery-based solo exhibitions. Among these works was Communion at Sculpture Center, New
York, as well as exhibitions at the New Jersey State Museum, the Klarfeld Perry, and Trans Hudson
Galleries. In 1989, Unger received a Pollock-Krasner Foundation grant and would again in 1995;
she was also a resident fellow at Yaddo in 1980 and 1994.

In the late 1980s, her works Temple and Beehive Temple were acquired by the Philip and Muriel
Berman Museum of Art, Ursinus College and the Sculpture Gardens, Lehigh University,
respectively. In 1989, she was commissioned by the City of Tampa to create the public artwork
Wave. Her work, Ode to Tatlin, was commissioned by the Aaron Copland School of Music at
Queens College in 1991. In 1985, she and Biddle purchased a house in upstate New York that
became a secondary refuge for her work. There she had nature to reflect on and contend with as
well as space in which to unfurl. Later, she would also spend summers in Mt. Desert, Maine, a
location that influenced works such as Maine Wishing Stones and several watercolors.

In 1992, Unger received a Guggenheim Fellowship and mounted the solo exhibition Dark Icons at
Klarfeld Perry Gallery, New York. These two achievements punctuated an abundantly productive
period during which illness was a frequent visitor, a fact made evident by the show’s themes. As
Joan Marter noted: “With their durable armatures, the Icons allude to sculptor herself: her
strength and determination to survive; her will that overcomes all misgivings or doubts.”

Critics often spoke of Unger’s work in this period as having two distinct voices: public works that
“are volumetric, brightly colored architectural structures, rendered in a kind of geometric
formalism” and private works that “are solemn, heavy abstractions rich with intimations of
mortality and loss” (George Melrod, Public Art Review, 1993). Motherhood, too, became a
theme, reflected most poignantly in Pieta/Monument to War. Unger was also an unabashedly
feminist artist. Her name appears on the infamous “Guerrilla Girls Identities Exposed!” poster of
1990. Though Unger herself was not a member of the Guerrilla Girls, her inclusion situated her
in a feminist activist role within the art world alongside a host of women artists of the age.

Unger’s works have been reviewed in the New York Times, Sculpture magazine, Art in America,
and The Village Voice, among many other publications. Critics and writers have tended to
emphasize the preoccupation with illness and death made manifest in her work, though
posthumously and retrospectively it’s clear that other, often opposing, themes also run
throughout. In her assessment of Dark Icons, Marter wrote that Unger’s work was “heroic...
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daunting... a spiritual quest attempting to demystify the body through rituals associated with
death.” However, as Douglas Dreishpoon notes in a catalogue essay for Sculptural Heroics:

“Never one to deny the coexistence of forces that affirm as well as threaten life, Unger’s
sculptures embody both conditions. Her work can be seen as a projection of her own trying
circumstances. But it also aspires to another dimension beyond the personal, to a more
universal plane where the object mirrors something of ourselves.”

Michael Kimmelman wrote in the New York Times, “Mary Ann Unger's ‘Ode to Tatlin,” at Queens
College, adds to an otherwise drab and incoherent stretch of campus a monument at once airy
and grand.” Proof of life, in other words, in the midst of dead space. “Here neither life nor death
are ‘touched-up’ for viewing,” writes Carla Harriman, about Unger’s piece Pieta/Monument to
War, though she could also be speaking about Unger’s life and work more broadly. “Nothing
distracts from the primary site and sights of our physical experience of each other,” Harriman
adds. “The physical, spiritual, and psychological disease, sufferings and desires of the body are
trapped, exploded, and transformed in Mary Ann Unger’s work.”

In 1994, Unger mounted her most ambitious project to date, the sculptural installation Across
the Bering Strait at Trans Hudson Gallery in Jersey City, New Jersey. Comprised of 34 large scale
sculptures, along with sound immersion and highly calibrated lighting design, the work made a
forceful impact, the themes of which seem prescient. Unger wrote in her artist statement:

““Across the Bering Strait’ is about the past, but it is also about the present. Populations
are shifting all over the world today, refugees from battle or oppression, hopeful
immigrants and adventurers pursuing dreams. They carry their nationalities and their
cultures with them just as they carry their possessions. We may have our hopes for an
information superhighway and our dreams of an interconnected world in the
technological twenty-first century, yet it is still the movements of peoples that makes us
aware of each other around the world: migration is arguably the strongest force towards
the creation of a global village. Just as it made the world larger thirty thousand years ago,
it is still people moving, migrating, and even literally walking, that is making the world
smaller today.”

Vivien Raynor of the New York Times observed that, “Any way it is viewed, the installation packs
a huge punch” and that the work’s “blend of the erotic and the macabre represents a climax [in
Unger’s work] that had been building since the mid-1980s.”
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And yet, as her work grew in scale and deepened in significance, so too did the cancer which had
first arrived in 1985. Unger died on December 27, 1998, in the loft, with her husband and
daughter by her side.

As is the case with many women artists of the 20th century, interest in and appreciation for
Unger’s work has increased posthumously and in retrospect. Indeed, as Kara L. Rooney at
Brooklyn Rail observed, “there is much still to be learned about this earnest and exacting
feminine force” whose works “reveal an inquisitive and astute hand.” Jane Panetta, curator at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, calls Unger a “pioneering female sculptor.” This expanding view
of Unger’s legacy also serves to highlight that she worked in other media, namely works on paper.
“Drawing is a natural extension of Unger’s creative process,” Drieshpoon wrote, “and she does it
as a matter of course. There’s a distinct poetry to her works on paper.”

A 15-year retrospective of Mary Ann Unger’s work took place at the McDonough Museum of Art
in Youngstown, Ohio, in 2000. Unger’s works are held in numerous private and public collections,
including the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; the Art Institute of Chicago, lllinois;
the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C.; the Brooklyn Museum of Art,
New York; the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Pennsylvania; the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo,
New York MOCA Los Angeles, California; and the High Museum of Art, Georgia among many
others.

In 2022, Mary Ann Unger: To Shape a Moon from Bone curated by Horace Ballard, was on view
at Williams College Museum of Art (WCMA) featuring Unger’s works in conversation with those
of her daughter, Eve Biddle, who is an alumna. Central to this show was the exhibition of Across
the Bering Strait and Shanks, which WCMA acquired in the early part of 2021. Called a “long
overdue exhibition” by Cassie Packard in Frieze, Jackson Davidow asserted in ArtForum that “this
stunning exhibition sets the stage for a critical reassessment of her ever-vibrant and undeniably
relevant work.”
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Born, 1945
Died, 1998

EDUCATION

1967, BA, Mount Holyoke College, South Hadley, Massachusetts
1968, Graduate Study, University of California at Berkeley

1975, MFA, School of Arts, Columbia University, New York

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

5 East Third Street Studio, New York, 70 Downtown, 1977.

City University of New York Graduate Center, New York, Paradise as a Garden, 1982. (Site-
specific installation)

55 Mercer, New York, Waterfalls, 1983.

John Jay College Sculpture Garden, New York, Mary Ann Unger: Paradise as a Garden and
Other Wood Constructions, 1984.

Nassau County Museum of Fine Arts, Roslyn, New York, Gardens, 1985.

Tweed Courthouse New York, Tweed Garden, 1985. (Site-specific installation)

Sculpture Center, New York, Communion, 1986.

Klarfeld Perry Gallery, New York, Dark Icons, 1992.

Trans Hudson Gallery, Jersey City, New Jersey, Across the Bering Strait, 1994.

New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, New Jersey, Mary Ann Unger: New Sculpture and
Drawings, 1997.

Trans Hudson Gallery, New York, Mary Ann Unger: New Sculpture and Drawings, 1997 .
Trans Hudson Gallery, New York, Last Works, 1999.

McDonough Museum of Art, Youngstown, Ohio, Mary Ann Unger: In Life’s Balance, 2000.
Maxwell Davidson Gallery, New York, Geometry: Selected Works from the Estate of Mary Ann
Unger, 2011.

Maxwell Davidson Gallery, New York, Mary Ann Unger: Flesh and Bone, Retrospective 1976-
1998, 2016.

PS1 Greenstreet, Queens, New York, Mary Ann Unger: Unfurling, 2016.

Davidson Gallery, New York, Mary Ann Unger: Fluid Line: 1968-83, 2019.

Williams College Museum of Art, Williamstown, Massachusetts, Mary Ann Unger; To Shape a
Moon from Bone, 2022.

Berry Campbell, New York, Across the Bering Strait, 2025.

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

The Printmaking Workshop, New York, Women I, 1974. (Travelling exhibition)

Low Memorial Library, Columbia University, New York, Paintings and Sculpture: MFA
Candidates, Columbia University School of the Arts, 1975.

112 Greene Workshop, Inc., New York, Group indiscriminate, 1975.

Ames Gallery, New York, Group Indiscriminate, 1977 .

Sycamore Gallery, Mason, Michigan, Charlotte Hastings and Mary Ann Unger, 1977 .
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112 Greene Workshop, Inc., New York, 10 Downtown Documentarian, 1977 .

P.S. 1, Long Island City, New York, 10 Downtown, 10 Years, 1977.

Lincoln Center, New York, Organization of Independent Artists, Harmony and Dissonance,
1978.

Mount Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, Massachusetts, Three Alumnae Sculptors,
1978.

Aldrich Museum, Ridgefield, Connecticut, 7% Annual Contemporary Reflections, 1978.

P.S. 1, Long Island City, New York, Postcard Size Art, 1978.

Bevier Gallery, Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester, New York, C.A.P.S. Recipients in
Sculpture, 1979.

Hudson River Museum, Yonkers, New York, People ‘81, 1981.

Grey Art Gallery, New York University, New York, Heresies Benefit Invitational, 1981.

Mount Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, Massachusetts, Six from Mount Holyoke,
1981.

Anderson Gallery, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, Virginia, Nature Transformed,
1982.

Sculpture Center, New York, Painted Sculpture, 1982.

Sculpture Center, New York, Ornaments as Sculpture, 1983.

Queens College, Flushing, New York, Organization of Independent Artists, The Ways of Wood,
1984.

Sculpture Center, New York, The Figure as an Image of the Psyche, 1985.

Fairmount Park, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Sculpture/Fairmount Park, 1986.

Ursinus College, Collegeville, Pennsylvania, A Selection of American Art, 1986.

Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art at Snug Harbor Cultural Center, Staten Island, New
York, Tenth Anniversary Exhibition of Outdoor Sculpture, 1987.

A.lLR. Gallery, New York, Invitational, 1988.

Socrates Sculpture Park, Long Island City, Sculpture City, 1989.

Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art at Snug Harbor Cultural Center, Staten Island, New
York, Sculpture Festival, 1989.

Hillsborough Community College, Ybor Campus, Tampa, Florida, Spirit/Matter, 1989.
Sculpture Center, New York, In a Dark Vein, 1989.

Bill Bace Gallery, New York, In Honor of Mary: Images of Devotion, 1990.

Socrates Sculpture Park, Long Island City, No Man’s Land, 1990.

Aljira Contemporary Arts Center, Newark, New Jersey, Review, Preview V, 1991.

Klarfeld Perry Gallery, New York, Figures and Faces, 1991.

Valencia Community College, Orlando, Florida, Embracing the Void, 1992.

Bill Bace Gallery, New York, LARGESCALE, 1992.

Gallery Three Zero, New York, Apocalypse and Resurrection, 1992. (Curated by Douglas
Maxwell)

Klarfeld Perry Gallery, New York, Self Portraits, 1992.

Schick Art Gallery, Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs, New York, Form, Shape, and Vision,
1993.

Steinbaum Krauss Gallery New York, Invitational, 1992.
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The Bowers Cultural Museum, Orange County, California, Memories, Milestone, and Miracles,
1993.

Boise Art Museum, Boise, ldaho, Fabricated Nature, 1994.

Proctor Art Center, Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson, New York, Body as Metaphor, 1995.
(Curated by Josephine Gear)

Munson Williams Proctor Institute, Utica, New York, Sculpture Space: Celebrating 20 Years,
1995.

Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art and Snug Harbor Cultural Center, Staten Island, New
York, In Three Dimensions: Women Sculptors of the ‘90s, 1995.

College Art Gallery, State University of New York at New Paltz, New York, Domestic Policies,
1995.

TZ Art & Co., New York, Bodies/Transformations, 1995.

Trans Hudson Gallery, New York, New Sculpture, 1996.

Robert Hull Flemming Museum at the University of Vermont, Burlington, Vermont, 1996.
Dorothy Uber Bryan Gallery, Bowling Green State University, Ohio, Strong Spirits, 1997.
(Curated by Robert Taplin)

Weatherspoon Art Museum, University of North Caroline, Greensboro, North Carolina, Drawn
Across the Century: Highlights from the Dillard of Art on Paper, 2000.

Gallery 128, New York, Clay on the Wall, 2001.

Maxwell Davidson Gallery, New York, Gallery Selections, 2012.

Weatherspoon Art Museum, University of North Carolina, Greensboro, North Carolina, Close
Relations and A Few Black Sheep: Sculpture from the Permanent Collection, 2012.

Mount Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, Massachusetts, Against The Wall:
Contemporary Art from the Collection, 2012.

Sheldon Museum of Art, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, lts Surreal Thing: The Temptation of
Objects, 2013.

Maxwell Davidson Gallery, New York, Seven Decades of Optic Art, 2014.

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C., Speculative Forms, 2014.
Chesterwood, Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Contemporary Sculpture at Chesterwood: 40 YRS,
2018.

Mount Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, Massachusetts, Major Themes, Celebrating
10 Years of Teaching with Art, 2018.

Mary Ann Unger Estate, New York, The Sword in the Stone, 2022.

Westwood Gallery NYC, New York, Artists on the Bowery Part 3, 2022.

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, In the Balance: Between Painting and Sculpture,
1965-1985, 2022.

Davidson Gallery, New York, Eve Biddle | May Ann Unger: Generation, 2023.

May Ann Unger Estate, New York, Eve Biddle | Mary Ann Unger: Generation, 2023.

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine, “+ Collection,” 2024.

Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, California, For Dera Life; Art, Medicine, and Disability,
2024.

Lyman Allyn Art Museum, New London, Connecticut, Louise McCagg: The Artist’s Eye, 2024.
Museum of Arts and Design, New York, Craft Front and Center: Conversation Pieces, 2024-
2025.
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McNay Art Museum, San Antonio, Texas, Untitled: 20 Years of Collecting Contemporary Art,
2026.

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, New York

The Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, Illinois

Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, New York

City College of New York, New York

The Dorsky Museum, State University of New York at New Paltz, New York
The Fields Sculpture Park at Art Omi, Ghent, New York

Guggenheim Foundation, New York, New York

Harn Museum of Art at the University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida

High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia

Hillwood Art Museum of Long Island University, Charles William Post College, Greenvale, New
York

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C.

Mount Holyoke College Art Museum, South Hadley, Massachusetts
Munson Williams Proctor Art Institute, Utica, New York

Museum of Arts and Design, New York

Museum of Contemporary Art Los Angeles, California

Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, California

Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University, Durham, North Carolina
Neuberger Museum, State University of New York at Purchase, New York
New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, New Jersey

Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Phoenix Art Museum, Phoenix, Arizona

Polk Museum of Art, Lakeland, Florida

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine

Sheldon Museum of Art at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska
Speed Art Museum, Louisville, Kentucky

University of South Florida Contemporary Art Museum, Tampa, Florida
Weatherspoon Art Museum, University of North Carolina, Greensboro, North Carolina
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, New York

Williams College Museum of Art, Williamstown, Massachusetts

PERMANENT SITE COMMISSIONS

Ursinus College, Collegeville, Pennsylvania, Philip and Muriel Berman Museum of Art, Temple,
1986.

Lehigh University, Philip and Muriel Berman Sculpture Gardens, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, The
Temple, 1987.

Princeton Forrestal Village, Princeton, New Jersey, Forrestal Garden, 1987.

Gaithersburg Regional Library, Gaithersburg, Maryland, Muktesvara Arch, 1988.

City Hall Plaza, Tampa, Florida, Wave, 1989.

Cave Creek Sports Complex, Phoenix, Arizona, Tower, 1989.
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Merrimack Riverfront Park, Lawrence, Massachusetts, Gazebo, 1990.
North Regional Courthouse, Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, Pineapple, 1991.
Aaron Copland School of Music, Queens College, Flushing, New York, Ode fo Tatlin, 1991.

AWARDS

Committee for the Visual Arts, Artists Space, 1978
Kutztown State College, Research Grant, 1979
C.AP.S. Grant in Sculpture, 1979

New York State Council on the Arts, 1981, 1979, 1985
Artists Fellowship, Inc., 1990

Athena Foundation, 1990

New York Foundation for the Arts, 1990
Guggenheim Fellowship, 1992

Yaddo Residency Fellowship, 1980, 1978, 1994
Pollock-Krasner Foundation, 1989, 1995



