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She — A Cathedral.
Esoteric Themes and Mediation

Ylva Hillstrom

The exhibition She — A Cathedral (1966) has been interpreted in
many different ways over the years. It has been analysed from a
gender perspective, as a response to 1960s arts policy objectives, as
an example of ground-breaking exhibition practices, as a satire on
society and museum institutions, and as a facet of mediaeval carni-
val culture.! In this essay, the focus is on an aspect of the exhibition
that has remained relatively unexplored until now, namely its roots
in myth and religion. Special attention is given to references to eso-
teric currents, both in the exhibition itself and in the material relat-
ing to its creation. Finally, the capacity of the audience to embrace
the many layers of the exhibition is discussed.

She — A Cathedral opened on 4 June, 1966, and was the result of
intense collaboration between Jean Tinguely, Niki de Saint Phalle
and Per-Olof Ultvedt. She was a gigantic sculpture — 23.5 metres
long, 6 metres high and 10 metres wide — of a reclining pregnant
woman. The entrance between her legs led to a labyrinthine inte-
rior. A mini-cinema inside She showed a scene from the silent
movie Luffar-Petter (Peter the Tramp) from 1921, starring Greta
Garbo. A bar with a vending machine was installed in one of her
breasts. There were plans for a planetarium with illuminated ping-
pong balls representing the Milky Way, but it is uncertain whether
it was ever actually built.? In one of the thighs was a miniature exhi-
bition of paintings that looked as though they had been made by
artists such as Paul Klee, Jean Dubuffet or Jean Fautrier but were
in fact “fakes” by art critic and musician Ulf Linde.? The interior
also had room for a slide for kids, stairs, a lovers’ seat, a bottle-
crushing machine, a phone booth, live fish in a small pond, a tom-
bola, and several sculptures by Tinguely and Ultvedt, including
Tinguely’s large grinder built on site. Music by Johann Sebastian
Bach and radio broadcasts were played over the loudspeakers.
At the apex of the round belly was a hole that visitors could stick
their heads through to get a view of the exhibition hall. When the
exhibition closed on 4 September, 1966, She was taken apart and
the pieces were thrown away. It was important that nothing should
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remain, and in the catalogue it was established that “demolition
was inscribed in her fate” .4

The entire exhibition process was carefully documented. Photo-
graphers such as Hans Hammarskiold and Liitfi Ozkék were em-
ployed to photograph the work in progress. Their pictures were used
in the catalogue and in the book Hon — en historia (She — A History)
(1967), a publication that could be described as an archive exhibition
in book form. Other photographs and reproductions were collect-
ed for Hon — en historia, including pictures of cathedrals and objects
from art history, texts about Antoni Gaudi’s and Facteur Cheval’s re-
markable buildings, excerpts from Sigmund Freud’s The Interpreta-
tion of Dreams from 1899, in a text by Elias Cornell the cathedral is
compared to a woman, and La France Illustrée. The book also in-
cludes a form of diary account of the exhibition’s genesis, and a great
many reviews from the Swedish and international press. Some texts
occur in several translations, others only in the language in which they
were originally published. Many of these articles are preserved in the
substantial material relating to the production of Hon — en historia in
the Moderna Museet archive.s In some cases, the photographs origi-
nally illustrating these reviews have been excluded in the book and re-
placed with other images. There are no comments on how the mate-
rial in the book was selected, so it is up to the reader to determine the
significance of the texts and pictures.

Esoteric currents

The title of the exhibition, She — A Cathedral, suggests links to the
field of religion. Religion had a strong presence in the lives of Niki
de Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely. Niki de Saint Phalle attended a
convent school. Her artistic practice is brimming with goddesses,
cathedrals, dragons, angels and black madonnas, along with other
symbols from religious and, more specifically, esoteric traditions.
Her masterpiece, Giardino dei Tarocchi (1974—98), is a sculpture park
based on the Tarot. The idea for the park came to her on a visit to
Antoni Gaudi’s Park Giiell in Barcelona.® The numerous letters
from Niki de Saint Phalle to Pontus Hultén preserved in the Mod-
erna Museet archives, are full of words such as magical, divine and
energies. In one of them, her spiritual convictions are particularly
pronounced: “I hope you believe, like me, that life is not just an
enormous accident. I hope you believe that there are mysterious
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laws governing us, that we do not understand because we don’t have
access to them yet.””

Jean Tinguely, similarly, created artworks with religious or myth-
ical connotations: labyrinths, cyclops and altar-like compositions.
Some of the religious references stemmed from childhood memories:

“Brought up a Catholic by nuns, he was under the thrall of the mys-
tery and magic of the Mass.”® In many of his works, he expressly refers
to spiritually oriented artists such as Piet Mondrian and Kazimir
Malevich. He was also close friends with Yves Klein, and an acquaint-
ance of Jean Cocteau and Marcel Duchamp, all artists with profound
knowledge in what has come to be known as Western esotericism.

The collective term esotericism includes Neo-Platonism, Hermet-
icism, astrology, magic, alchemy and the Kabbalah. All these differ-
ent fields share a view of the world as enchanted. Esotericism can
also be understood as that which constitutes the innermost core of
every religion. The esoteric, inner side of religion is reserved for a
spiritually enlightened minority, whereas the exoteric, outer side, is
adapted to the level of consciousness of the general masses.® Mys-
ticism and occultism strongly influenced many of the most famous
modernist artists.”® In the catalogue for the groundbreaking exhibi-
tion The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985 (1986) it is em-
phasised that the development of abstract art was in fact inextricably
linked to the spiritual ideas that flourished in Europe in the late-19th
and early-20th centuries."! For example, the Bauhaus school, this
flagship of modernism, was highly influenced by esoteric move-
ments. Based on the concept of mediaeval guilds of builders and ma-
sons, its students were called apprentices. They were initiated into
the secrets of crafts by masters, just like when the great cathedrals
were built, or in the freemason lodges. Several of the artists who are
now inscribed in the modernist canon, including Kazimir Malevich,
Piet Mondrian, Paul Klee, Hilma af Klint, Wassily Kandinsky, Jo-
seph Beuys and Yves Klein, belonged to esoteric circles such as
the Rosicrucian Order, the Freemasons, the Theosophical Socie-
ty and the Anthroposophical Society. The spiritual fountainheads
of art and Western esotericism have long been relatively unchart-
ed territory. One reason may be that the emerging fascism and Na-
zism of the 1930s and 1940s appropriated part of the esoteric ideas
for their own purposes.'2 Over the past 25 years, however, there has
been a resurgence of interest in research in this field. There are also
more exhibitions focusing on the spiritual in art.
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Esoteric references in She — A Cathedral

When Niki de Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely met in 1956, they
introduced one another to esoterically influenced artistic practices:

Ping pong. We were always playing — Ideas back and forth. When
Jean and I started living together in 1960 he introduced me to Marcel
Duchamp — Daniel Spoerri — Rauschenberg, Yves Klein and I intro-
duced him to the world of the Facteur Cheval, Gaudi and the Watts

Towers.'4

She — A Cathedral includes several references to Marcel Duchamp.
His works are teeming with symbols and words culled from the
tradition of alchemy. Asked in an interview if his art should be
regarded from an alchemical perspective, he replied:

It is an Alchemical understanding. But don’t stop there! [ Laughing.]
If we do, some will think I’'m trying to turn lead into gold back in the
kitchen. Alchemy is a kind of philosophy, a kind of thinking that
leads to a way of understanding. We also may call this perspective
“Tantric”(as Brancusi would say), or (as you like to say) “Perennial.”*

As Duchamp’s art became increasingly written about in the French
press in the 1940s and early 1950s — and he himself made more fre-
quent visits to his native France, granting more interviews and even
creating exhibitions — he became an influential figure in Parisian
intellectual circles.

The planned planetarium of ping-pong balls could be seen as a
nod to the Milky Way (la voie lactée) in Marcel Duchamp’s The Bride
Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (1915-1923). Tinguely’s vend-
ing machine is most certainly a Duchampian readymade, and the
giant grinder that Tinguely created for the She interior can be inter-
preted as a reference to Duchamp’s chocolate grinder. Not only does
Duchamp’s oeuvre contain countless esoteric references, but the
links between Duchamp and She — A Cathedral can also be described
as esoteric, in the sense of obscure or inaccessible to the general pub-
lic. Without explicit explanations, this dimension of the exhibition
was probably only perceived by a select circle of initiates. If contem-
porary critics are to be trusted, most people rather experienced She —
A Cathedrallike a visit to an amusement park.'s
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More savvy visitors, however, could obtain guidance from UIf
Linde’s review in Dagens Nyheter. Itis reprinted in English, German
and French at the beginning of the textual section of Hon — en his-
toria, as if it were the official programme for the entire exhibition.
Linde compares She with T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), a work
that abounds in esoteric metaphors, and also highlights the signif-
icance of myths in the exhibition: “Yet this plastic richness never
becomes an end in itself; everything is ‘controlled’ by the myth, by
the original idea.”"

She’s roots in myth, religion and cult are revealed by many of the
uncommented images and quotes reproduced in Hon — en historia,
such as a photograph of Venus from Willendorf and a passage from
a publication on the cathedral in Chartres. The Chartres text is
about a sculpture of a mother goddess that was worshipped by the
locals in Chartres and that was reportedly replaced with a Christian
madonna.”® Many critics mention the similarities between She and
a goddess, including Ulf Linde, whose review in Dagens Nyheter
refers to both Venus from Willendorf and “The Primordial Great
Mother”."

Mother goddesses occur in myths all over the world. In all times,
mankind has resorted to myths to see life in a wider context. The his-
torian of religion Karen Armstrong writes that there are moments
when we all, in one way or another, must embark on a voyage to a
place we have never seen, to do something we have never done, and
that myths can offer guidance in those moments.>> Many myths fol-
low a pattern — a hero or god must endure various ordeals and then
returns to life with new-found wisdom.

The encounter with the mother goddess is usually described as
the hero’s last adventure and the highest form of enlightenment. In
Syria, the mother goddess was shown as the consort of the supreme
god El, or as Anat, El's daughter. She was called Inanna in Sumer in
Mesopotamia, Isis in Egypt and became known in Greece as Hera,
Demeter and Aphrodite. In Neolithic mythology, women were
clearly seen as the stronger sex, in line with the feminist aspects
of Niki de Saint Phalle’s art. The Mesopotamian mother goddess
Ereshkigal is queen over life and death and is often depicted in the
act of giving birth. She was also in labour, with an incessant stream
of visitors coming out of her vagina (and entering). The visitors of
the exhibition participated in a form of drama and, like the mythical
heroes, walked through the labyrinth and were born again. Another
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parallel is found in the Neolithic tunnels, which are believed to
have been used ritually to evoke the feeling of entering the womb
of Mother Earth and making a mystical passage back to the ori-
gins of life.* Niki de Saint Phalle claimed that visitors were not the
same when they came out from She as when they entered. > In other
words, she considered the visit to the exhibition to be a transforma-
tive experience, similar to other initiation rites. The transformation
of visitors was also pointed out by a critic in the British leftist publi-
cation The New Statesman in 1966.%

Over the years, commentators have insisted that She should be
interpreted as a sexually liberated woman or a prostitute. A pros-
trate woman who allows countless visitors to penetrate her obvi-
ously invites that reading. Moreover, the motto Honi soit qui mal y
pense (Shame on whoever thinks ill thereof) which was written on
She’s thigh is linked to prostitution.? Even if Niki de Saint Phalle
herself admitted that She could be seen as a prostitute, she later
commented that this had never been her intention:

Wicked tongues said she was the biggest whore in the world [with]
100,000 visitors in three months. But for me she was never that. She
was the incarnation of the ancient religion. Of the mother god[d]ess.?

It is also worth noting that Honi soit qui mal y pense is the motto of
the Most Noble Order of the Garter. This is one of Britain’s most
prestigious orders, founded in 1348 by King Edward III. Its origins
are debatable. One version claims that the Order of the Garter is
linked to the legend of the Holy Grail, an exceedingly vital part of
esoteric mysticism.”’

The exhibition’s most tangible religious reference is, of course,
found in its title: She — A Cathedral.®® According to the fabled alche-
mist Fulcanelli, Gothic cathedrals were built by mediaeval Freema-
sons to ensure that the Hermetic doctrines were passed on to a select
group of initiates. The edifices were and are still today teeming with
esoteric symbols and references, functioning as colossal books in
stone. In The Mysteries of the Cathedrals, Fulcanelli writes:

The cathedral is a work of art goth (Gothic art) or of argot, i.e. cant or
slang. Moreover, dictionaries define argot as “a language peculiar to
all individuals who wish to communicate their thoughts without being

understood by outsiders.”?
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Jean Tinguely, SHE (1966),
sketch for the sculpture She — A Cathedral
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Thus, the secrets are there for all to see in the cathedrals, but few can
decode them.

Niki de Saint Phalle painted cathedrals early in her career. Al-
though Le Chdteau du monstre et de la mariée from around 1955 may
depict a castle according to the title, the building strongly resembles a
cathedral, with its rose window where a woman is giving birth. Thus,
there were links between the cathedral and the woman giving birth
early on in Niki de Saint Phalle’s oeuvre. A later example is the plas-
ter relief La Cathédrale rouge from 1962. Several texts and images in
Hon — en historia refer to cathedrals, including Clas Brunius’ exhibi-
tion review: “It certainly is a cathedral we enter. We sense the arched
domes of the belly and breasts above us in the warm, dim light, like in
a church from the time of the Crusades.”3° Adjoining the text is a pic-
ture of the crypt of the Crusader church in Acre, Israel. Another text
that is quoted is Det obeskriviliga huset (The Indescribable House) by
Elias Cornell, in which a cathedral is compared to a woman.3'

Gothic cathedrals were often referred to as “palaces of the divine
queen” or “our lady” (notre dame), since nearly all of them were
dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Churches were frequently built on
former sites for goddess worship. The Virgin Mary was also called
Ecclesia, Church, alluding not only to the parish but to the church
building itself. Even in ancient Egypt temples and their surrounding
pillars were designated a female or male gender.>

The assumption that the creators of She were familiar with the
fact that cathedrals are of the feminine gender is corroborated by
Jean Tinguely’s work La Vittoria, which was presented on 28 Novem-
ber, 1970. La Vittoria was a self-destructing 11-metre-tall machine
in the form of a golden phallus with testicles bedecked with plastic
fruits, which was inaugurated outside the cathedral in Milan. As it
was unveiled, smoke and fireworks issued from the tip of the phallus,
while loudspeakers blared out a drunken rendering of O sole mio.
A more explicit enactment of the cathedral as a woman is hard to
find. The planning of the work was partly secret, since Tinguely was
reluctant to inform the authorities of the nature of his work. Before
being unveiled, it was hidden behind great purple textiles adorned
with the letters NR, as in Nouveau Réalisme. Pontus Hultén him-
self has mentioned the associations with the acronym INRI from
the cross of Christ.

The labyrinth as a structure and a symbol has a long history in
religion, and the publication Hon — en historia includes several
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references to labyrinths. The working title of the exhibition was in
fact “The Labyrinth” up to 1 April 1966. Earlier still, it had been
called “The Emperor’s New Clothing” .34 She was seen as a kind of
sequel to the dynamic labyrinth Dylaby at the Stedelijk Museum
in Amsterdam a few years previously.3s Labyrinths have often been
used to symbolise the spiritual voyage of heroes in myths.3* An
untranslated French essay from The Situationist that was reprinted
in Hon — en historia relates how labyrinths have been found in the
oldest Christian churches. They were appropriated as Christian
symbols, while retaining their mystical quality as a model of the
universe.’” A text in Swedish printed alongside the French essay,
gives a similar but not identical account:

The road from a “dynamic labyrinth” to “She — A Cathedral” may seem
long to a rational eye. In fact, it seems to follow a track that man has
trod since time immemorial. The labyrinth is manifested in some form
—danced, drawn, narrated or built — in all cultures, primitive or archaic,
highly-evolved or modern. The labyrinth visualises notions of death and
resurrection, of the transience and perpetual return of everything, of
development and change. It is a model of the world and the human con-
dition. There are labyrinths in the early Christian churches, but also in

later cathedrals, including the cathedral in Chartres.®

As has now been shown, both the exhibition She — A Cathedral and
the publication Hon — en historia, contain ample religious or spiritual
references. The labyrinth, which can symbolise the meandering
spiritual journey that each and everyone needs to embark upon in
life, can be seen as an analogy to the exhibition itself. Only the visitor
who was prepared to search for the hidden connections would reach
the core of the exhibition and know its true meaning.

Success and well-kept secret

She — A Cathedral was seen by some 80,000 visitors in the three
months the exhibition was open.® The Swedish and international
press covered the event profusely. Even 55 years after it was shown,
it is the subject of analysis and discussion. The exhibition that
preceded She at Moderna Museet was Inner and Outer Space, a
comprehensive presentation of Kazimir Malevich, Naum Gabo and
Yves Klein, together with 35 works by 35 other artists. According to
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Pontus Hultén, Inner and Outer Space “inclined strongly towards
mysticism of the transcendental kind.”#° She, at first glance, was
the polar opposite of Yves Klein’s spiritual exploration of colour
and Malevich’s terse suprematism; She was immediate and inviting,
playful and engaging. But, as Patrik Andersson has demonstrated,
the more inaccessible Inner and Outer Space prepared the ground for
She — A Cathedral 4 The latter consolidated the outer with the inner,
the popular with the esoteric, in an unprecedented way.+* For Pontus
Hultén, irrational and rational were not mutually exclusive concepts:

Why has Niki de Saint Phalle’s work been considered marginal by
some? For several reasons, most of them without interest: anti-
feminism, indifference, prejudice, lack of curiosity. There are, never-
theless, more profound reasons: science and rationalism have domi-
nated our century. In spite of the marvelous clairvoyance of Dada; in
spite of the inroads of the Surrealists in areas usually inaccessible to
the conscious mind; in spite of Cubism and in spite of our fundamen-
tal individualism, the exaltation of the joy of life of which Matisse was

the master is no longer fashionable.#

A cornerstone of social democratic cultural policy in the 1960s was
that art should be accessible to the broader public and contribute to
eradicating class divides.+ In 1966, the same year as the exhibition at
Moderna Museet, Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel published The
Love of Art. European Art Museums and Their Public, a sociologi-
cal study of museum audiences. It included suggestions for making
museums more appealing to the lower and middle classes. Several
of the ideas expressed in The Love of Art were realised in She — A
Cathedral % Striving for a new and broader audience from differ-
ent social strata was a current tendency in the mid-1960s, and this
resonated with Pontus Hultén. Johan Huizinga’s oft-quoted book
Homo Ludens (1938) focused on play as the principle that underpins
creativity. Play and the visitors’ participation were central to sev-
eral of the projects that the artists behind She were involved with
in the 1950s and 1960s.4 In the process of creating She, the curators
and artists envisioned “a form of theatre, where the audience would
be provoked into participating in the performance”.# She could
be described as a drama without a stage, where visitors took the
place of actors. This is clear, not least, if we consider that conversa-
tions between people in the lovers’ seat were recorded with hidden
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Above: Telegram from Niki de Saint Phalle and
Jean Tinguely to Pontus Hultén, 1966. Below: Telegram
from Jean Tinguely to Pontus Hultén, 1966



Visitors at the exhibition She — A Cathedral,
78 Moderna Museet, 1966



microphones and broadcast through loudspeakers in the bar.# It
is not clear whether anyone ever mentioned that this arrangement
could be problematic in the sense that it invaded the visitors’ per-
sonal integrity. Whatever the case, it is hard to banish the feeling
that visitors to the exhibition were used as pawns in a game, invol-
untary walk-ons in a drama directed by the curator and artists.

Pontus Hultén was well-aware of the importance of offering vis-
itors some type of educational activity. In 1956, two years before
Moderna Museet opened, he stated:

... awork of art is not an isolated object, but has numerous connec-
tions: in film, in literature, yes, even in politics or purely socially. Gone
are the days when a museum could hang paintings on its walls and
expect people to immediately show an interest. People want to know
more in order to understand better and get more out of their art expe-

rience: that is the line we must pursue at a modern museum.#

Under Hultén, Moderna Museet earned a reputation for being both
open and accessible. Visitors were offered art exhibitions, readings,
guided tours, film screenings, lectures and discussions, along with
events especially for kids and youngsters.s

In She, as in Dylaby at the Stedelijk Museum a few years earlier,
visitors could move around inside the art and interact with it by, for
instance, getting something in the bar, poking their heads out through
the navel of She, or smashing bottles in Tinguely’s sculpture. Host-
esses were recruited to make visitors feel comfortable and ensure that
the place did not get too crowded:

It is decided that the relationships between “She” and the public,
whose character one dares not predict, shall be in the hands of special
“She” hostesses. Hostess uniforms will be purchased, and also traffic
lights regulating the potential crowds.

In a text that appears to be a transcribed conversation or recording in
which Pontus Hultén tries to establish a timeline for the She process
based on photographs, he talks about the Sie hostesses:

... and then we got these hostess uniforms, nobody knew how things would
develop, how people would react, we were concerned that there might be

crowding, and that the hostesses would have to ensure that there weren’t
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too many people in there, and that was when the green and red lights

were added, there were a lot of fears that there would be so many people
in there that it would be hazardous, the whole system with loudspeakers,
[illegible, probably for example] The She hostesses were devised through

speculation, mainly mine perhaps, about what could happen.s

Thus, the hostesses were there primarily to maintain order, not to
inform, at least not according to this statement.

She invited concrete interaction between art and visitors, regard-
less of their particular background. But physical access says noth-
ing about how accessible the ideas underlying the exhibition were to
visitors. The catalogue provided opportunities for them to acquaint
themselves with the actual production of the exhibition and bio-
graphical data about the artists. There were also information sheets
where they could read the following:

SHE - a cathedral is also something much more important than a big
woman figure. SHE functions as a very irrational summing-up, a con-
clusion, a labyrinth of many sentiments and milieus. SHE could be
seen as a representation of our life, in anthropomorphic form. A syn-
thesis of facts, dreams, actions. Many visitors experience SHE very
directly, in a [sic!] unsophisticated way, as an enormous happening,

engaging and amusing.3

The Museum was obviously adamant to point out that there was a
deeper meaning to the exhibition but did not state what it was. At
least not in this information sheet. A journalist reporting on the
exhibition for the men’s magazine Mayfair in December 1966 seems
to have belonged to the above-mentioned unsophisticated group,
as he notes: “The symbolism of ‘She’ was hidden. So expertly that I
must confess I never found it.”s

Those who were interested in the symbolism but lacked the prior
knowledge required to decode it could find possible interpretations
in press reviews of the exhibition, which, as we have seen, offered
associations to both fertility goddesses, mediaeval cathedrals and a
critique of consumerism.s Interestingly, all of the reviews, images
and essays reproduced in the book Hon — en historia are uncom-
mented by the editors. Readers are left to decide for themselves how
relevant they were, an approach which can appear either generous
or arrogant. The disparity between the critics’ interpretations and
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Contact sheet from the demolition of
She — A Cathedral at Moderna Museet, 1966
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how visitors experienced the exhibition, between the initiated and
the uninformed, is highlighted in a feature in Expressen:

— But this is not art, although it is fun and very entertaining. And it’s

great that this is offered by museums, which are usually so boring.

Expressen said:

— Nevertheless, “SHE” is “an intriguing and profoundly poetic work”
(DN). If you look carefully in there, you will find “the gesture of pro-
creation”, not to mention “pre-Christian fertility cult”. There is also a

“room for the desire of the lonely to be desired” (all from DN).

—Really, said Young Sweden, Is it really that boring?

—Wasn't it supposed to be fun?

—Yes, said Expressen, who knows the vibrant director of Moderna
Museet, Yes, that was probably also the idea.s

While Expressen poked fun at Dagens Nyheter’s (DN) pretentious
reading of the exhibition, the ignorance of the general public
seems to have been subject to some laughs at the museum. Archive
material relating to the production of Hon — en historia includes a
transcribed conversation between a cab driver and a museum staff
member (possibly Hultén himself). The driver complains about not
being able to understand modern art, which doesn’t resemble any-
thing in real life. He is represented as being unsophisticated:

M [Me]: What is art?

C [Cab driver]: Well, Picasso, that’s not art either, an eye here, a nose
there, and an ear somewhere, I could paint that.

M: Have you tried? So, what is art?

C: Well, that Van Gogh, and whatever their names are, all those old,
real artists, that’s art, when they made people the way they look, and
trees and landscapes the way they look ...

This passage was not included in the final publication, but the fact
that it was even considered reveals an attitude that does not sit par-
ticularly well with Hultén’s ambition that Moderna Museet should
be a museum for everyone.

The very definition of esotericism — that all religions have an offi-
cial side and a hidden side that is reserved for a select few — could also
be applied to She — A Cathedral. The exhibitors managed the feat of
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appealing to both the broader public and a small circle of initiates. By
publishing the learned analyses in Hon — en historia together with pic-
tures of visitors blissfully enjoying the spectacle, and without further
comment on the disparate approaches, they succeeded in maintain-
ing the integrity of the exhibition even to posterity. The references to
esoteric tradition, to myth and religion, are hidden in plain sight, in
both the exhibition and the subsequent publication.
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	More savvy visitors, however, could obtain guidance from Ulf Linde’s review in Dagens Nyheter. It is reprinted in English, German and French at the beginning of the textual section of Hon – en historia, as if it were the official programme for the entire exhibition. Linde compares She with T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), a work that abounds in esoteric metaphors, and also highlights the significance of myths in the exhibition: “Yet this plastic richness never becomes an end in itself; everything is ‘co
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	She’s roots in myth, religion and cult are revealed by many of the uncommented images and quotes reproduced in Hon – en historia, such as a photograph of Venus from Willendorf and a passage from a publication on the cathedral in Chartres. The Chartres text is about a sculpture of a mother goddess that was worshipped by the locals in Chartres and that was reportedly replaced with a Christian madonna. Many critics mention the similarities between She and a goddess, including Ulf Linde, whose review in Dagens 
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	Mother goddesses occur in myths all over the world. In all times, mankind has resorted to myths to see life in a wider context. The historian of religion Karen Armstrong writes that there are moments when we all, in one way or another, must embark on a voyage to a place we have never seen, to do something we have never done, and that myths can offer guidance in those moments. Many myths follow a pattern – a hero or god must endure various ordeals and then returns to life with new-found wisdom. 
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	The encounter with the mother goddess is usually described as the hero’s last adventure and the highest form of enlightenment. In Syria, the mother goddess was shown as the consort of the supreme god El, or as Anat, El’s daughter. She was called Inanna in Sumer in Mesopotamia, Isis in Egypt and became known in Greece as Hera, Demeter and Aphrodite. In Neolithic mythology, women were clearly seen as the stronger sex, in line with the feminist aspects of Niki de Saint Phalle’s art. The Mesopotamian mother god
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	Over the years, commentators have insisted that She should be interpreted as a sexually liberated woman or a prostitute. A prostrate woman who allows countless visitors to penetrate her obviously invites that reading. Moreover, the motto Honi soit qui mal y pense (Shame on whoever thinks ill thereof) which was written on She’s thigh is linked to prostitution. Even if Niki de Saint Phalle herself admitted that She could be seen as a prostitute, she later commented that this had never been her intention:
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	Wicked tongues said she was the biggest whore in the world [with] 100,000 visitors in three months. But for me she was never that. She was the incarnation of the ancient religion. Of the mother god[d]ess.
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	It is also worth noting that Honi soit qui mal y pense is the motto of the Most Noble Order of the Garter. This is one of Britain’s most prestigious orders, founded in 1348 by King Edward III. Its origins are debatable. One version claims that the Order of the Garter is linked to the legend of the Holy Grail, an exceedingly vital part of esoteric mysticism.
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	The exhibition’s most tangible religious reference is, of course, found in its title: She – A Cathedral. According to the fabled alchemist Fulcanelli, Gothic cathedrals were built by mediaeval Freemasons to ensure that the Hermetic doctrines were passed on to a select group of initiates. The edifices were and are still today teeming with esoteric symbols and references, functioning as colossal books in stone. In The Mysteries of the Cathedrals, Fulcanelli writes: 
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	The cathedral is a work of art goth (Gothic art) or of argot, i.e. cant or slang. Moreover, dictionaries define argot as “a language peculiar to all individuals who wish to communicate their thoughts without being understood by outsiders.” 
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	Thus, the secrets are there for all to see in the cathedrals, but few can decode them.
	Niki de Saint Phalle painted cathedrals early in her career. Al-though Le Château du monstre et de la mariée from around 1955 may depict a castle according to the title, the building strongly resembles a cathedral, with its rose window where a woman is giving birth. Thus, there were links between the cathedral and the woman giving birth early on in Niki de Saint Phalle’s oeuvre. A later example is the plaster relief La Cathédrale rouge from 1962. Several texts and images in Hon – en historia refer to cathed
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	Gothic cathedrals were often referred to as “palaces of the divine queen” or “our lady” (notre dame), since nearly all of them were dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Churches were frequently built on former sites for goddess worship. The Virgin Mary was also called Ecclesia, Church, alluding not only to the parish but to the church building itself. Even in ancient Egypt temples and their surrounding pillars were designated a female or male gender.
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	The assumption that the creators of She were familiar with the fact that cathedrals are of the feminine gender is corroborated by Jean Tinguely’s work La Vittoria, which was presented on 28 November, 1970. La Vittoria was a self-destructing 11-metre-tall machine in the form of a golden phallus with testicles bedecked with plastic fruits, which was inaugurated outside the cathedral in Milan. As it was unveiled, smoke and fireworks issued from the tip of the phallus, while loudspeakers blared out a drunken re
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	The labyrinth as a structure and a symbol has a long history in religion, and the publication Hon – en historia includes several references to labyrinths. The working title of the exhibition was in fact “The Labyrinth” up to 1 April 1966. Earlier still, it had been called “The Emperor’s New Clothing”. She was seen as a kind of sequel to the dynamic labyrinth Dylaby at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam a few years previously. Labyrinths have often been used to symbolise the spiritual voyage of heroes in myth
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	The road from a “dynamic labyrinth” to “She – A Cathedral” may seem long to a rational eye. In fact, it seems to follow a track that man has trod since time immemorial. The labyrinth is manifested in some form – danced, drawn, narrated or built – in all cultures, primitive or archaic, highly-evolved or modern. The labyrinth visualises notions of death and resurrection, of the transience and perpetual return of everything, of development and change. It is a model of the world and the human condition. There a
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	As has now been shown, both the exhibition She – A Cathedral and the publication Hon – en historia, contain ample religious or spiritual references. The labyrinth, which can symbolise the meandering spiritual journey that each and everyone needs to embark upon in life, can be seen as an analogy to the exhibition itself. Only the visitor who was prepared to search for the hidden connections would reach the core of the exhibition and know its true meaning. 
	Success and well-kept secret
	She – A Cathedral was seen by some 80,000 visitors in the three months the exhibition was open. The Swedish and international press covered the event profusely. Even 55 years after it was shown, it is the subject of analysis and discussion. The exhibition that preceded She at Moderna Museet was Inner and Outer Space, a comprehensive presentation of Kazimir Malevich, Naum Gabo and Yves Klein, together with 35 works by 35 other artists. According to Pontus Hultén, Inner and Outer Space “inclined strongly towa
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	Why has Niki de Saint Phalle’s work been considered marginal by some? For several reasons, most of them without interest: antifeminism, indifference, prejudice, lack of curiosity. There are, nevertheless, more profound reasons: science and rationalism have dominated our century. In spite of the marvelous clairvoyance of Dada; in spite of the inroads of the Surrealists in areas usually inaccessible to the conscious mind; in spite of Cubism and in spite of our fundamental individualism, the exaltation of the 
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	A cornerstone of social democratic cultural policy in the 1960s was that art should be accessible to the broader public and contribute to eradicating class divides. In 1966, the same year as the exhibition at Moderna Museet, Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel published The Love of Art. European Art Museums and Their Public, a sociological study of museum audiences. It included suggestions for making museums more appealing to the lower and middle classes. Several of the ideas expressed in The Love of Art were 
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	Pontus Hultén was well-aware of the importance of offering visitors some type of educational activity. In 1956, two years before Moderna Museet opened, he stated: 
	-

	… a work of art is not an isolated object, but has numerous connections: in film, in literature, yes, even in politics or purely socially. Gone are the days when a museum could hang paintings on its walls and expect people to immediately show an interest. People want to know more in order to understand better and get more out of their art experience: that is the line we must pursue at a modern museum. 
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	Under Hultén, Moderna Museet earned a reputation for being both open and accessible. Visitors were offered art exhibitions, readings, guided tours, film screenings, lectures and discussions, along with events especially for kids and youngsters. 
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	In She, as in Dylaby at the Stedelijk Museum a few years earlier, visitors could move around inside the art and interact with it by, for instance, getting something in the bar, poking their heads out through the navel of She, or smashing bottles in Tinguely’s sculpture. Hostesses were recruited to make visitors feel comfortable and ensure that the place did not get too crowded: 
	-

	It is decided that the relationships between “She” and the public, whose character one dares not predict, shall be in the hands of special “She” hostesses. Hostess uniforms will be purchased, and also traffic lights regulating the potential crowds. 
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	In a text that appears to be a transcribed conversation or recording in which Pontus Hultén tries to establish a timeline for the She process based on photographs, he talks about the She hostesses: 
	… and then we got these hostess uniforms, nobody knew how things would develop, how people would react, we were concerned that there might be crowding, and that the hostesses would have to ensure that there weren’t too many people in there, and that was when the green and red lights were added, there were a lot of fears that there would be so many people in there that it would be hazardous, the whole system with loudspeakers, [illegible, probably for example] The She hostesses were devised through speculati
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	Thus, the hostesses were there primarily to maintain order, not to inform, at least not according to this statement. 
	She invited concrete interaction between art and visitors, regardless of their particular background. But physical access says nothing about how accessible the ideas underlying the exhibition were to visitors. The catalogue provided opportunities for them to acquaint themselves with the actual production of the exhibition and biographical data about the artists. There were also information sheets where they could read the following:
	-
	-
	-

	SHE – a cathedral is also something much more important than a big woman figure. SHE functions as a very irrational summing-up, a conclusion, a labyrinth of many sentiments and milieus. SHE could be seen as a representation of our life, in anthropomorphic form. A synthesis of facts, dreams, actions. Many visitors experience SHE very directly, in a [sic!] unsophisticated way, as an enormous happening, engaging and amusing.
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	The Museum was obviously adamant to point out that there was a deeper meaning to the exhibition but did not state what it was. At least not in this information sheet. A journalist reporting on the exhibition for the men’s magazine Mayfair in December 1966 seems to have belonged to the above-mentioned unsophisticated group, as he notes: “The symbolism of ‘She’ was hidden. So expertly that I must confess I never found it.”
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	Those who were interested in the symbolism but lacked the prior knowledge required to decode it could find possible interpretations in press reviews of the exhibition, which, as we have seen, offered associations to both fertility goddesses, mediaeval cathedrals and a critique of consumerism. Interestingly, all of the reviews, images and essays reproduced in the book Hon – en historia are uncommented by the editors. Readers are left to decide for themselves how relevant they were, an approach which can appe
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	-

	– But this is not art, although it is fun and very entertaining. And it’s great that this is offered by museums, which are usually so boring.
	…
	Expressen said: 
	– Nevertheless, “SHE” is “an intriguing and profoundly poetic work” (DN). If you look carefully in there, you will find “the gesture of pro-creation”, not to mention “pre-Christian fertility cult”. There is also a “room for the desire of the lonely to be desired” (all from DN).
	– Really, said Young Sweden, Is it really that boring? 
	– Wasn’t it supposed to be fun?
	– Yes, said Expressen, who knows the vibrant director of Moderna Museet, Yes, that was probably also the idea.
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	While Expressen poked fun at Dagens Nyheter’s (DN) pretentious reading of the exhibition, the ignorance of the general public seems to have been subject to some laughs at the museum. Archive material relating to the production of Hon – en historia includes a transcribed conversation between a cab driver and a museum staff member (possibly Hultén himself). The driver complains about not being able to understand modern art, which doesn’t resemble anything in real life. He is represented as being unsophisticat
	-

	M [Me]: What is art?
	C [Cab driver]: Well, Picasso, that’s not art either, an eye here, a nose there, and an ear somewhere, I could paint that.
	M: Have you tried? So, what is art?
	C: Well, that Van Gogh, and whatever their names are, all those old, real artists, that’s art, when they made people the way they look, and trees and landscapes the way they look …
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	This passage was not included in the final publication, but the fact that it was even considered reveals an attitude that does not sit particularly well with Hultén’s ambition that Moderna Museet should be a museum for everyone.
	-

	The very definition of esotericism – that all religions have an official side and a hidden side that is reserved for a select few – could also be applied to She – A Cathedral. The exhibitors managed the feat of appealing to both the broader public and a small circle of initiates. By publishing the learned analyses in Hon – en historia together with pictures of visitors blissfully enjoying the spectacle, and without further comment on the disparate approaches, they succeeded in maintaining the integrity of t
	-
	-
	-
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