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Use Only As Directed
Bob Nickas

Americans spent a whopping $374 
billion on prescription drugs in 2014, an 
all-time high reflecting an increase of 
13% over the previous twelve month 
period. Although a similar spike is not 
expected this year, the fact remains that 
pharmaceutical companies are increasingly 
motivated by ever higher returns. In 
terms of their most noble reasons for 
being—to research, develop and provide 
medications meant to alleviate everyday 
and chronic conditions, to potentially cure 
life-threatening illness—they appear less 
driven by a mission to ease suffering and 
offer hope. They are, we might say, out 
to make a killing. The Hippocratic Oath, 
to “do no harm,” applies to physicians 
but apparently not to big pharma. Its 
spokespeople and shareholders would 
be offended to be called hypocrites, yet 
those who can’t afford prescriptions, or 
whose insurance won’t cover them, to 
their own detriment, may not take them. 
Engaged in the business of making both 
drugs and money, there is a risk that the 
industry may privilege one activity over 
the other, though that day may already be 
here. One drug at the center of this latest 
boon is Sovaldi, which has been effectively 
used in the treatment of hepatitis C. 
According to a recent article in the Los 
Angeles Times, “a 12-week treatment of 

Gilead Sciences Inc.’s breakthrough … 
drug Sovaldi could cost more than $80,000 
per patient.”1 For the company’s bottom 
line, this is a veritable balm of Gilead, an 
economic universal cure—at least until 
less costly alternatives are offered by their 
rivals. Not to be misconstrued as a sudden 
resurgence of altruism, we understand 
that rivals only ever compete for their 
share of the market. 

If we consider how much Americans 
pay for prescription drugs—the highest 
prices in the world, bar none—against 
the money spent on art, there is almost 
no comparison. In 2013/14, the global 
art market reached $66 billion. Although 
this figure includes antiques, the soaring 
profits are primarily due to sales for 
modern, post-war and contemporary art. 
These figures, which are derived from 
activity on the secondary market, from 
auctions, reflect a 26% increase over 
the preceding period. If we consider the 
primary market, with sales by galleries, 
the number would be considerably less, 
though the increase could be nearly as 
significant. There is simply more money 
available to a small but expanding class 
that acquires art, and the investment and 
consultancy firms that serve them have 
coined a new term for art ownership: it is, 

they say, an “emotional asset.” But some 
of the greater wealth in the world is now 
regularly channeled into commodities 
that can be expediently bought and sold, 
and apparently without any cost to one’s 
emotional life. The art, it turns out, is 
not so hard to part with after all. And 
why might that be? In terms of money 
that might prove difficult to account for, 
collecting art allows for creatively acquired 
capital to be laundered while affording, 
in the process, an uplift of atmosphere 
that only culture allows. Thinking back 
to the cartels of the narco ‘90s, one 
joke heard around the art world of that 
time is not quite as absurd as it once 
seemed: imagine artworks identified as 
coming from private collections in Cali and 
Medellin—representing the profits of the 
illegal drug trade.

Big pharma, of course, is not only 
perfectly legal, but avails itself of various 
and lucrative government protections 
and advantages. As with other aspects 
of corporate America, the government 
is its not-so-silent partner, its enabler. 
Licit and illicit drug manufacturers have 
something in common, though, and that 
is their ability to set prices as they please, 
a practice they share with the global art 
trade, with price fixing on the secondary 
market a part of the equation as never 
before. One could say that auctions, 
staged and scripted, have become a form 
of theater in our time, and not necessarily 
a harmless entertainment. Marx posited 
religion as the opiate of the masses. A 
Marxist critic would never suggest that art 

is the opiate of an elite. Whether looking 
at the one percent or the none percent, 
and accounting for the rise of prescription 
drug abuse in the aughts, opioids are the 
opiates of all. With the waning of faith, 
the new religion, what is worshipped 
more than anything today, is the almighty 
dollar. Upon its altar, at the highest, most 
“spiritual” level, art may be equated 
with wealth. Where culture is concerned, 
for those who possess one and not 
the other, art has become the “contact 
high” to which we become addicted. 
There is a thrill to be had in proximity, a 
rush— the way an auction room will burst 
into applause when a painting sells for 
$179 million, as occurred recently with 
one of Picasso’s Les femmes d’Alger, an 
obscene amount that renders figurative 
cubism entirely abstract. The figures 
that are more readily grasped are those 
unpainted. Ultimately, if pharmaceuticals 
generate five times the business—and 
in this country alone—than is achieved 
in the art market worldwide, it comes 
down to the fact that humans need to 
medicate, and self-medicate. They do not, 
in quite the same way, need art. In fear of 
an impending anxiety attack, how many 
of us would pop a Xanax, and how many 
would choose to contemplate Monet’s 
Water Lilies, calming though it may be? 
And it needn’t matter if a condition is 
real or imagined. Even those without a 
legitimately diagnosed illness will seek 
medical advice and treatment, maintaining 
an indebtedness at the local pharmacy. 
Hypochondriacs, after all, must have their 
medication at any cost. One wonders if 
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there’s such a thing as hypochondria in art 
collecting?

The psychology of collecting often touches 
upon the subject of addiction. Back in the 
1980s, that supposedly big bad decade, 
there was a devoted art collector who 
also happened to be the proprietor of his 
own pharmacy. He and his wife used to 
spend every Saturday afternoon visiting 
galleries in New York, and would end their 
day going out to dinner with their favorite 
dealer and artists, as well as writers 
and curators whose brains they wanted 
to pick. Self-confessed art junkies, they 
would eat and breathe art all weekend, 

their escape from the pressures of work. 
This man once remarked that art is both a 
stimulant and a palliative, and although we 
know that its high can be habit-forming, its 
side effects remain a mystery. To equate 
art dealers and drug dealers is far too 
sinister, much too simplistic, yet both feed 
a habit. The difference between art and 
drugs is that, while art has been used for 
the purposes of propaganda, it has not 
been applied as a form of social control, 
as a means to minimize dissent and 
challenges to the authority of the state. 
At the risk of sounding like a paranoiac 
who’s off his meds, a pharmacological 
society makes the overt and greatly 

inconvenient appearance of a police state 
unnecessary. Citizens, ideally from a 
young age, are rendered “users.” In this 
the widespread prescription of drugs for 
children around the world may also be 
considered conscriptive. One’s medicated 
life is thus compulsory. Children have an 
abundance of energy. When did this come 
to be seen as hyperactivity, as a problem 
to be medicated? Children tend to look 
out the windows of their classrooms 
and to daydream. Why has this been 
diagnosed as attention deficit disorder? 
Isn’t it possible that something of infinitely 
greater interest may be occurring out 
in the real world than in school, more 
compelling than whatever is being written 
over and again on the blackboard, that the 
teacher resents no longer being the main 
attraction? One question looms above all 
others: if creative individuals didn’t look 
out the windows when they were children, 
would they have grown up to be artists? 
Gazing outside, to exercise a curiosity 
for what is happening elsewhere, and in 
one’s imagination, is a matter of attention 
surplus.

As for being conscripted into addictive 
habit, enrollment was once relatively 
harmless—chocolate cigarettes and the 
sugar high of rock candy (crystal meth 
for the playground set), brightly colored 
rolls of pill-like Dots, as well as Red Hots 
and M&Ms, encouraging compulsive 
ingestion. Not forgetting what was 
perhaps the greatest delivery system ever 
invented: the Pez dispenser. The packaging 
of candies has always been fine-tuned 

to maximize attraction. So as not to 
interrupt instant recognition, it is rarely if 
ever changed. Young children are easily 
hooked, never satiated and come back 
for more. By teen years, the familiar and 
attractive appearance of pharmaceuticals, 
of pretty pills and rainbow-like capsules, 
ensures the transition to actual drug 
consumption, and one’s old friends will 
now take you higher. Whether one was 
going up or down, marketing remains 
at the heart of it. Amphetamines were 
sold as black beauties, black bombers 
and purple hearts. Barbiturates were 
referred to as yellow jackets, blue devils 
and blue dolls. With a handy PDR, the 
bible of pharmacology, the Physician’s 
Desk Reference, anything could easily be 
identified by color, shape and markings. 
For our art collector/pharmacist, it was 
the catalog raisonné of prescription drugs. 
Were he alive today he would surely be 
among the first to point out one of the 
more troubling parallels between art and 
drugs, the overinflated prices for both. 
And yet he never stopped believing in 
art’s power to be mind-expanding, often 
with the slightest, most effortless touch—
alchemy reduced to gesture. Think back to 
January 1914. Marcel Duchamp added a 
dot of red paint and a dot of green paint to 
a commercially-produced print of a bleak 
winter landscape. He titled it Pharmacie.2

When one considers the art that has been 
made in relation to drug consumption, 
its seductive appearance and packaging, 
clearly, within the world of commerce, 
the visual realm is actively engaged. 
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The Swiss artist Francis Baudevin, for 
example, has made geometric abstract 
paintings, beginning in the early to 
mid-90s, that referenced packages for 
Valium, Tonopan, an anti-inflammatory, 
and Nicotinell, a nicotine substitute, to 
name but a few. His project serves as a 
reminder that abstractionists such as Max 
Bill and Richard Paul Lohse had supported 
themselves as graphic designers before 
they could do so as artists, and that for 
many painters not associated with realism, 
the subjects, chromatics and compositions 
to which they refer are directly drawn 
from everyday life. From shelves in the 
drug store to the supermarket, neo-geo 
and pop, as well as representation (over 

the counter) and abstraction (under the 
counter), have much more in common 
than is generally accepted, as the stop-
and-go lights in Duchamp’s assisted 
readymade serve to remind. Another 
recycler of reality—as a means to engage 
altered states and heightened vision—is 
Fred Tomaselli, who has long incorporated 
drugs, both legal and illegal, in his 
fantastical picture-making. More deadpan 
but no less cerebral and visionary, Tom 
Friedman first engaged pharmacology with 
an untitled work in 1995 that appeared to 
be a capsule filled with tiny colored balls, 
a time-released medication. Measuring 
just 1/4 by 3/4s by 1/4 inches, its materials 
are identified as gelatin pill capsule and 
Play-Doh, as if a child, perhaps one who 
skipped his or her dose of Ritalin, had 
obsessively crafted their own facsimile, 
a generic placebo, Friedman possibly 
equating drugs with child’s play. Two years 
later, he would go on to make a huge 
scatter piece, having recreated in Play-
Doh every single pill in the PDR. In the 
1980s, New York artist Candy Jernigan, an 
inveterate collector/recorder of objects, 
assembled Found Dope II (1986). The 
work consists of crack vials and caps 
found as she traversed her East Village 
neighborhood, accompanied by a map to 
show where and when they were picked 
up. (Observing her actions, drug dealers 
reportedly chased her away, not realizing 
that her “clean up” efforts made their 
business less visible to the police and 
local businesses.) Because Found Dope II 
relates directly to a public health problem, 
the crack epidemic of the ‘80s, its social 

relevance is foregrounded to a greater 
extent than the art of Baudevin, Tomaselli 
or Friedman. But the fact remains that 
an art which addresses the intertwined 
relationship, the co-dependence, we 
might say, of drug users and producers 
united in “better living through chemistry,” 
is inherently relevant to us all. How do 
humans deal with their problems? At 
their root or at the surface? Or do we 
deal with them at all? Without delving 
deeply, are they ever solved, or is recovery 
perpetually deferred? How are the 
problems exploited by big business? And 
isn’t endless deferment in their interest? 
Setting aside the financial cost, what do 
we pay spiritually and emotionally, body 
and soul? Can better, healthier humans be 
engineered? Should we be?

Over the course of the past thirty years, 
Beverly Fishman has in her art explored 
what goes on hypodermically—under 
the skin—human biology in relation to 
what might be called a forensic portrait. 
As she has said, “I was not interested in 
what we looked like, but rather what we 
were as material, chemical and electrical 
organisms.” In the ‘90s, an era of identity 
politics and body-operating, she would 
parallel the reproduction of images and 
cellular proliferation, including the growth 
and spread of disease, leading her to 
the appropriation of pharmaceuticals. 
Alternately recognizable and abstract, 
a pill represents nothing less than a 
cure, a means to alleviate a painful or 
debilitating condition, and in this it may 
also represent false hope, swallowed 

whole. Her “Pill Spills” of the past five 
years, glass capsules that are moiré-
patterned and vibrantly colored, optimizing 
their seductive quality, are installed as 
scatters on the floor, or on low pedestals. 
Fishman produces them larger than life-
size—a hyper-realization of their diminutive 
scale reflecting their omnipresence in 
our lives. Seen against Tom Friedman’s 
one-to-one simulations, the lyric of a 
classic ‘60s drug song is brought to mind 
and similarly altered: One artwork made 
larger, one rendered small, and can they 
do anything at all? These are works of 
art. Their physical and visual properties 
revolve around the concerns of painters 
and sculptors—color, composition, form, 
material, scale and display. And yet put 
to a particular task, they can raise ethical 
issues and consequential questions such 
as these, certainly more palpably—and 
pleasurably—than an op-ed piece. We may 
in this sense posit an activist art that is 
consciously aimed to seduce as an opioid 
which stimulates a paradoxical reaction. 
There are drugs which have an opposite 
effect in certain individuals. This may also 
be true of art.

Fishman’s work has engaged with an in-
between state of painting, with objects 
and object-type painting, resulting in 
hybrid works that are created with a wide 
variety of materials and processes more 
commonly associated with industrial 
production than fine art. They include cast 
resin, phosphorescent pigment, powder-
coated aluminum, polished stainless 
steel (for its reflective, mirror-like quality), 
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and urethane paint used by custom 
motorcycle shops and commercially 
applied to her color specifications and 
fine-tuning. As Fishman avails herself 
of fabricators, industrial materials and 
processes, she extends an approach that 
has been part of art’s subject matter and 
sensibility since the ‘60s, an era that 
promised/questioned: A Minimal Future? 
A half century later, what lies before us 
now? A pharmacological future? Rolled 
out from the Chopper Shop, Fishman’s 
paintings are enveloped both materially 
and symbolically with the speed and 
freedom we associate with that headier 
time. The ‘60s, though mixed with both 
turbulence and conformity, were high on 
rebellion. Our time—and what might it 
even be called, the ought-teens?—our 
time, like an otherwise troublesome 
teenager, is pacified by ambien, xanax, 
cannabis cookies, brownies and “space 
cakes.” Recent research has raised the 
possibility that the use of anti-anxiety and 
insomnia medications may lead to, or at 
least contribute to, memory loss followed 
by an impairment of and a breakdown in 
the ability to reason, in other words, to 
Alzheimers.3 It’s well worth remembering 
that we only have one body and one mind, 
and as we consider the elevated products 
of our mind, the fact remains: art is long 
and life is short. Why dull the senses? 
Why whittle it down further?

The painter of modern life cannot begin 
to compete with the pain of modern life, 
its sometimes pervasive sense of unease. 
But maybe the pain of modern life and 

its ramifications can serve as a subject 
for artists, provide them with a greater 
purpose. Like many pharmaceuticals 
available today, all good art is in a sense 
time-released. It doesn’t reveal itself all 
at once. It is experiential and needs to be 
slowly absorbed. The works that constitute 
Beverly Fishman’s Big Pharma, referring 
mostly to medications taken for pain, 
anxiety and depression, while formally 
precise and visually beautiful, remind us 
that appearances are often deceiving. 
They compel us to question attractions 
that may be fatal, as well as to consider 
art’s purpose and potential. In our time, 
the legacy of an advanced art is clear: art 
is not to be used “only as directed,” but is 
meant to change what we expect of it, and 
of ourselves, and not only. For art’s side 
effects are in fact its primary properties.

1. Stuart Pfeifer, Los Angeles Times, April 14, 2015.

2. The colors red and green referred “to the bottles of 

colored liquid which were a common sight in pharmacy 

windows at that time.” As noted in the complete 

catalog of works in Marcel Duchamp, edited by Anne 

d’Harnoncourt and Kynaston McShine, The Museum 

of Modern Art and Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1973, 

pp. 270-271.

3. See “Anti-Anxiety Drugs Raise the Risk of 

Alzheimers Disease,” The People’s Pharmacy, Jan. 19, 

2015, http://www.peoplespharmacy.com/2015/01/19/

anti-anxiety-aids-raise-the-risk-of-alzheimers-disease/
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Pills, Protest & Piracy
John J. Corso

Last month, boats of artists docked 
at the Venice Biennale to protest the 
Guggenheim’s questionable global labor 
practices. Like pirates, the Occupy-
inspired syndicalists established a 
Temporary Autonomous Zone (TAZ), 
what artist-activist (and Brooklyn Rail 
contributor) Hakim Bey suggests is 
a spontaneous social community of 
resistance. But in the late nineteenth 
century, long before the theorization 
of such performative zones, the Neo-
Impressionists pursued similar ends 
through formalist means, tying together 
color theory, new discoveries on optical 
physics, and anarcho-communist politics. 
Today, that earlier anarchic aesthetics 
is enjoying a resurgence, particularly 
noticeable in the recent pill paintings by 
Beverly Fishman.

Fishman’s acidic paintings of bestselling 
prescription drugs act formally as 
protest art, rebranding Big Pharma, 
the pharmacracy, and the so-called 
“therapeutic state” that dominates late 
capitalist society. A “data pirate,” Fishman 
mines the internet to appropriate pill 
iconography (the shapes, forms, and 
scoring patterns of pills), which she uses 
to fabricate medium- and large-scale panel 
reliefs. Fishman then industrially applies 

discordant chemical pigments, which are 
polished to a reflective sheen when dry. 
Whereas Signac, Seurat, and Pissarro 
saw “optical mixing” as a metaphor for 
a harmonious anarchist society, Fishman 
draws on her extensive color training at 
Yale to achieve semantic dissonance: by 
culture jamming, Fishman tampers with 
the highly stylized corporate identities 
integrated into pill design. There is 
no nature here, and no natural order 
that can be controlled through science 
and technology. Instead, the resulting 
paintings subvert the assumptions of 
reliability that biotech firms want us to 
associate with their medicines. The colors 
range from the sickly to the manic to the 
ecstatic, bringing to light the intense side-
effects that so many medical treatments 
produce.

Simultaneously, paintings like Untitled 
(Opioid Addiction) (2015) and Untitled 
(Depression) (2015) indict the global art 
institutions within which Fishman exhibits. 
Their minimal forms masquerade as 
post-painterly abstraction and hard-edge 
painting, styles that despotically lord 
over Modern art collections. By doing so, 
they rehearse the Modern ambitions for 
both autonomy and vanguardism, but by 
anchoring those forms in culturally specific 

medical technologies, the paintings refute 
any of those late-Modern, transhistorical 
claims. Modernist presence is thus always 
infected in Fishman’s work, suffused with 
a postmodernist critique of the advertising 
icon and spectacular society in general.
The historically specific pharmaceutical 
references also bring Fishman’s works 
into a diagnostic relationship with 
the psychology of the postmodern 
art industry. For example, the drug 
names themselves divulge several 
behavioral disorders that afflict art-
going glitterati. Her portfolio, replete 
with antidepressants, antipsychotics, 
anxiolytics and mood stabilizers, points 
to the stereotypical syndromes that 
mark the art world: histrionic displays 
(the Met Gala), narcissistic fantasies 
(Biesenbach’s Instagram), antisocial 
attacks (art criticism), even borderline or 
bipolar swings (studio practice). While 
Fishman critiques multiple art industry 
constituents, she must deal with the 
widespread distrust in the efficacy of 
that protest. After all, as Alexander 
Alberro contends, the art industry is 
cunning enough “both to withstand and 
to incorporate even the most trenchant of 
critiques.”

Fishman avoids that pitfall. Her punk-
inspired colorization incites a phenomenal 
confusion and an immediatism that 
recruits spectators as temporary aesthetic 
collaborators. Through the live perception 
of her works, spectators attain what 
Hakim Bey describes as “an extreme 
awareness of immediacy, as well as 

the mastery of some direct means of 
implementing this awareness as play, 
immediately (at once) & immediately 
(without mediation).” She attains this 
immediacy through carefully calibrated 
techniques: the high-gloss finish of the 
paintings reflects the spectator’s image 
into the brightly colored geometries, 
offering a chance for embodied play 
akin to the funhouse mirror. This effect 
is heightened by the fluorescent halos 
cast on the gallery wall, as the beveled 
edges are painted to create auras that 
vibrate and hover. Finally, like a more 
outrageous extension of Albers’s color 
theory, Fishman often includes within the 
same painting hues that differ so slightly 
that they cause a visceral perceptual flux 
in the eye of the beholder. Much like 
their Neo-Impressionist predecessors, 
these paintings use color as event—a 
place where the body and society are 
formed. But unlike Signac and his crew, 
Fishman does not use abstraction to 
signify a better citizen and commonwealth 
to come. Instead, Fishman insists that 
contemporary painting remains a viable 
arena for protest and dismantling: a site 
where one can pursue a phenomenology 
of our contemporary medicalized and 
industrialized condition.

First published in The Brooklyn Rail (June 2015), 72.
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Untitled (Pain), 2015

60” diameter x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Anxiety, Depression, Panic), 2014

60” diameter x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Parkinson’s), 2014

48” x 96” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Depression), 2015

60” diameter x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Depression), 2015

39 ½” x 79” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood

23



detail

Untitled (Depression), 2015

39 ½” x 79” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Opioid Addiction), 2015

60” x 60” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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detail

Untitled (Opioid Addiction), 2015

60” x 60” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood

29



Untitled (Pain), 2014

60” diameter x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Anxiety), 2015

32” x 102” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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detail

Untitled (Anxiety), 2015

32” x 102” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Anxiety), 2015

60” diameter x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Depression), 2013

36” x 72” x 3 ¼”

Urethane paint on MDF

Collection of the Hallmark Art Collection

Kansas City, Missouri



Untitled (Opioid Addiction), 2015

60” x 60” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood

Collection of Dana and Stephanie Arnett

Chicago, Illinois
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detail

Untitled (Opioid Addiction), 2015

60” x 60” x 2 ¼”

urethane paint on wood

Collection of Dana and Stephanie Arnett

Chicago, Illinois
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Untitled, (Anxiety, Depression), 2013

26” x 84” x 3”

Urethane paint on MDF

Collection of Nick Cave, Chicago, Illinois
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Untitled (Diabetes), 2015

39” x 43” x 2 ¼”

Urethane paint on wood
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Untitled (Inflammatory Conditions), 2015

60” diameter x 2 ½”

urethane paint on wood

49



detail

Untitled (Inflammatory Conditions), 2015

60” diameter x 2 ½”

urethane paint on wood
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