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ABSTRACT

Building upon theories of affect and emotion, this article focuses on how shame circulates through 

affective infrastructures and objects of emotion, engaging with the two distinctive arts practices of 

Maja Malou Lyse (DK, 1993) and Reba Maybury (UK, 1990). The article pursues the ways in which 

shame ties to aesthetics; how it is based in a feeling of exposure and rejection that may be negotiat-

ed through performative staging, but also how it links to aesthetic evaluation and the public sharing 

of what is preferably kept private.
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Shame is a feeling and a topic in which visibility and politics, vis-
ibility and violence, visibility and social norms intersect.1

In this article, I discuss the function of the affect, emotion, or feeling 
of shame in the visual arts as it connects to distributions of gazes 
and affects with a particular focus on the practices of contemporary 
artists Maja Malou Lyse (DK, 1993) and Reba Maybury (UK, 1990). 
What characterizes both artists is an interest in the boundaries 
between a feeling of shame, shamelessness, and shaming related to 
claiming the right to one’s own body, sexuality, and image.

Informed by an understanding of shame as a social, infrastructural, 
and aesthetic emotion developed by theorists Sara Ahmed, Andrea 
Büttner, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Sianne Ngai, and Lauren Berlant, 
supplied with insights from Martha Nussbaum’s analysis of shame 
in legal and psychological terms, I will discuss the articulations of 
shame in the works by examining how they perform experiences of 
shame tied to the exposure and transgression of ideals and the ways 
in which they negotiate existing affective infrastructures of shame. 
I borrow the term affective infrastructures from Berlant, defining 
circuits of affects, energies, and desires that form alongside politi-
cal imaginaries and economic and architectural (and, I would add, 
technological) infrastructures.2 Through transforming the aspira-
tions of the sensus communis, understood as a shared sensibility or 
a sensitivity to what is shared, affective infrastructures decouple and 
recouple what is common.3 Viewing shame as an affect and emotion 
distributed through social, cultural, and technical infrastructures, I 
ask in which ways shame “sticks,” as Ahmed would say, but also how 
this stickiness may be negotiated through performing and short-cir-
cuiting existing circuits of images and affects. Through looking at 
how shame is evoked in the artworks as well as potentially in the 
viewer, I discuss the patterning of affective infrastructures of shame 
and how it functions aesthetically, as a shared but contested feeling. 

My argument rests on the hypothesis that the selected artists through 
exposing their eroticized bodies along with the very frameworks for 
their erotization, sexualization, and potential shaming perform 
existing affective infrastructures to exhibit them rather than repro-
duce and affirm them. In this sense the works become an updated 
form of institutional or infrastructural critique, establishing the 
space of art as one in which the affective circuits can be paused and 
maybe redistributed.4 Informed by Büttner’s and Ngai’s analyses of 
the aesthetics of affects—and affects of aesthetics—and Ahmed’s 
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proposition that affect circulates through objects of emotion, I argue 
that visual art is a crucial arena for making visible exactly what is 
rather kept invisible, exhibiting motifs that are deemed shame-
prone, shameful, but also shameless, to explore the threshold 
between the private and a “cultural politics” of emotions.5

The notion of infrastructure here serves to analyze how affects 
connect and disconnect subjects from other subjects as well as 
subjects and objects. Understood as a process of patterning affects 
not yet consciously defined or graspable,6 an attention to infrastruc-
ture focuses on how affects are tied to objects, discourses, or modes 
of circulation; how infrastructure “repeats.” In the words of Marina 
Vishmidt, infrastructure “works to enable a set of activities, and it 
works because the preconditions of its effectivity are neither visible 
nor relevant; these jut out when the infrastructure breaks down or if 
an element is isolated from the whole.”7 From this, we might 
consider infrastructural critique as a short-circuiting of processes 
that reproduce existing conditions, in this case shame and shaming, 
through recoupling affects, subjects, and objects. 

SHAME: EXPOSURE AND TRANSGRESSION 

Sometimes, however, our ‘abnormal’ weaknesses are uncovered 
anyway, and then we blush, we cover ourselves, we turn away our 
eyes. Shame is the painful emotion that responds to that uncov-
ering. It brands the face with its unmistakable signs.8

Most people will recognize the signs and sensations of shame: the 
blushing and an urge to look away or hide that are well-known 
motives from the repertoire of shamefulness. While there is obvi-
ously no universally fixed account of what defines as shameful, 
some contemporary theorists of affect agree that there is a certain 
structure, or grammar in the words of Sedgwick, accounting for 
what is at play in experiences of shame—on an interpersonal level 
and in wider social, political, and aesthetic realms.9 Psychologist 
and pioneer of affect theory Silvan Tomkins (1911–91) explained how 
the child feels shame when its object of desire does not reciprocate 
its desire and thus “breaks the circuit” of attachment.10 Within this 
framework the child’s looking away because it feels rejected by its 
mother is the exemplary moment of shame. In addition to this lack 
of reciprocity, shame can be triggered by the confrontation with 
one’s own or others’ transgression of socially accepted boundaries 
and ideals—transgressions that are perhaps made unknowingly or 
unwillingly, but which, if they become apparent as transgressions 
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will most likely cause a feeling of shame. The emphasis on a want 
to cover oneself testifies to the close connection of shame to an 
external gaze, by which we are exposed to the approval or judgment 
of others.11 In the words of Carsten Stage, we “constantly evaluate 
ourselves in light of how other people see us, and therefore we may 
want to avoid their gaze if we expect to be judged negatively.”12 

The negative expectation implies that not only do we attempt to 
avoid the negative judgment from others that might result in a 
feeling of shame; in feeling shame we also wish to become invisi-
ble. The experience of shame is doubled in that shame entails a 
self-reflexive judgment, which is enforced by its being witnessed, 
i.e., to be exposed in one’s exposure. In the words of Ahmed: “To 
be witnessed in one’s failure is to be ashamed: to have one’s shame 
witnessed is even more shaming. The bind of shame is that it is 
intensified by being seen by others as shame.”13 

Given the significance of reciprocity from an object of desire and 
the role of the external gaze in feeling shame, shame manifests itself 
as an inherently interpersonal emotion. However, the important shift 
from the theories of Tomkins to contemporary theorists of affect is 
the discussion of the role of shame (and other affects) not simply in 
interpersonal, but rather in social and political terms, arguing that 
certain subjects are more exposed to shame than others because of 
how desires, affects, and feelings are attached to specific narratives 
and objects, including forms of life that are deemed either desirable 
or unwanted. Ahmed and Berlant, in their discussions of “happy 
objects” and “cruel optimism,” respectively,14 discuss the relation 
between the subject and its world, or in-between subjects, by ques-
tioning existing distributions and circuits of affect, analyzing who 
defines and has access to existing narratives, desired objects, and 
ideals. Similarly, but focusing specifically on shame, Sedgwick in 
her analysis of “queer performativity” argues that shame is an affect 
that delineates identity, not simply in intrapsychic terms, but in terms 
of attachments that intensify or alter the meaning of “almost 
anything: a zone of the body, a sensory system, a prohibited or 
indeed a permitted behaviour.”15 According to Sedgwick shame is 
at the core of identity formation, because even in interrupting iden-
tification through the non-reciprocity of desire and attachment, as 
theorized by Tomkins, shame makes identity.16 “(O)ne is something, 
in experiencing shame.”17 Therefore, shame in the solidified form 
of social stigma offers a crucial entrance to understanding identity 
as identity politics and why some identities are more shame-prone 
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than others. “I want to say that at least for certain (‘queer’) people, 
shame is simply the first, and remains a permanent, structuring fact 
of identity: one that has its own, powerfully productive and power-
fully social metamorphic possibilities.”18 Sedgwick argues for a 
specific connection between the introversion of the signifier in the 
deconstructive notion of performativity and the extroversion of the-
atrical performance, where in its extroverted performative reenact-
ment an eventual transformation of the shame of the refused return 
takes place through shame.19 This hypothesis of the relation between 
performativity and performance asserts that the performative repe-
tition of the circuit of attachment, which moves through the child’s 
expression of interest or desire over a refusal that results in shame, 
can be employed creatively in theatrical performance to transform 
the initial shame, even if, and this is an important point, this can 
never be fully excised or left behind.  “If queer is a politically potent 
term, which it is, that’s because, far from being capable of being 
detached from the childhood scene of shame, it cleaves to that scene 
as a near-inexhaustible source of transformational energy.”20 I take 
this to imply that the aim for sociability are at stake in everyday per-
formativity and theatrical performance alike and that the latter 
marks an opportunity to mirror the primary narcissistic circuit, but 
only at the risk of simultaneously repeating its refused return. 

Ahmed is similarly concerned with the everyday encounters shaped 
by affects. In her analysis of shame in The Cultural Politics of 
Emotion (2004) she underlines the relation of the emotion to an 
experience of failure and an inability to live up to certain ideals or 
expectations: that the feeling of shame is felt more intensely when 
the exposure takes place in front of someone who you care about 
and that you would like to care about you. Ahmed emphasizes the 
physicality of shame, how it works in and through bodies, meaning 
that shame also involves “the de-forming and re-forming of bodily 
and social spaces, as bodies ‘turn away’ from the others who witness 
the shame. The ‘turning’ of shame is painful, but it involves a 
specific kind of pain.”21 This specific kind of pain relating to the 
turning away from an external gaze connects to what Ahmed under-
stands as a failure of love; a failure of complying to what would 
make us an object of love. In this way shame is tied to a positive and 
constructive wish to be or stay integrated in a community by marking 
the crossing of a threshold. This experience testifies to the ambiva-
lence of shame that as a negative emotion of self is an expression of 
internalized ideals and expectations. Ahmed says: 
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If we feel shame, we feel shame because we have failed to approx-
imate ‘an ideal’ that has been given to us through the practices of 
love. What is exposed in shame is the failure of love, as a failure 
that in turn exposes or shows our love.22

Shame thus holds a repressive function, where the fear of triggering 
shame secures the compliance to certain ideals, norms, and rules, 
and the experience or expectation of shame reminds the individual 
of established ideals. In the words of Ahmed, shame in this way 
offers a sense of belonging, while simultaneously serving a function 
of domestication. The boundaries creating the threshold to shame 
is a means of protection, but also of repression, and shame may 
often be the price we pay for countering established ideals and norms. 
However, if there is a tension between the wish to be loved and the 
failure of love exposed in shame, Ahmed’s analysis shows that it is 
a tension created by circulations and the saturation of affects in 
certain objects; a tension which the individual may attempt to rene-
gotiate by attaching and recirculating affects and objects differently. 
The negation of belonging and identification exposed in shame, on 
its reverse side, produces something, e.g., feeling shameful, negated, 
but potentially also proud, rebellious, or belonging somewhere else. 

Thus, building on but also breaking from a psychological approach 
that understands the exposure inherent in shame through strictly 
individual terms, and shame as the moral effect of unveiling, these 
thinkers of shame show how affects are tied in with social, political, 
and aesthetic expressions in shaping social relations and cultural 
narratives. In this article, I take a closer look at how the two contem-
porary visual artists Maja Malou Lyse and Reba Maybury tackle 
issues of shame and the urge to either hide or look away through 
interrogating motifs of feminine pleasure and sexuality, gendered 
power dynamics, and the status of sex work. As I read them, their 
works offer a simultaneous presentation and negotiation of what 
Ahmed terms “objects of emotions” or “sticky objects,” i.e., texts, 
images, or motifs charged with affective tension. 

Objects of emotions are objects loaded with affect and thus sticky. I 
argue that the erotized feminine body is such a sticky object, through 
which affective infrastructures of shame become visible and analyz-
able. Ahmed proposes to look at objects of emotion rather than 
emotion as such, pointing out how emotions such as shame belong 
neither to the subject nor object but are produced as effects of circu-
lation. 
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I suggest that it is the objects of emotion that circulate, rather 
than emotion as such. My argument still explores how emotions 
can move through the movement or circulation of objects. Such 
objects become sticky, or saturated with affect, as sites of 
personal and social tension.23 

Ahmed explains emotions as fundamentally social in that they form 
and produce surfaces of social space by creating tensions and con-
nections between subjects and objects as well as in between subjects. 
Emotions, Ahmed insists, do not reside within the individual or 
social already formed, but produce the surfaces and boundaries 
making the individual and the social appear as objects.24 Emotions 
in Ahmed’s analysis are thus inherently relational and dynamic, just 
as objects loaded with emotion are. “My analysis will show how 
emotions create the very surfaces and boundaries that allow all 
kinds of objects to be delineated. The objects of emotion take shape 
as effects of circulation.”25 

From Ahmed’s delineation follows that objects of emotion are the 
product of circulation just as they themselves circulate through the 
social fabric that forms from the attachment or distancing to these 
objects of emotion. Just as objects of emotion have a capacity to 
move someone or something,26 Ahmed explains how emotions are 
also always in motion. This means that an emotion is not simply 
something someone has and can pass on to somebody else without 
any change happening on the way. An emotion may create tensions, 
but the emotion itself also exists within a field of tension. Even if 
we are two people feeling shame, we cannot be sure that we have the 
same relation to the emotion, Ahmed argues. Being moved by some-
thing entails being attached to it, and it is these specific attachments, 
broken circuits, and social surfaces that I will investigate further in 
the following.

SEXUAL AUTONOMY ON DISPLAY 

A central example when discussing issues of exposure, erotization, 
and the power of images in a Danish context is visual artist Maja 
Malou Lyse. Lyse is born in 1993 and graduated from the Royal 
Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 2022. Her practice includes sexual 
education transmitted through social media and on national TV 
alongside artworks referencing pin-up aesthetics, pornography, and 
sex work in presentations of sexuality as a commodity and expres-
sion of individual desire. 
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Lyse’s work lingers in the intersection between sexual education, 
critical sex studies, and post-porn aesthetics and the reception of her 
work has been split between a blank dismissal of its references to 
pornography and likeness to commercial images on the one hand 
and appraisals of the empowerment and liberation in these self-ex-
pressions on the other.27 I see her working with and through the 
body as an exploration and performance of the ideals and images 
that circulate in a contemporary visual culture. The display or dis-
placement of images that would normally—or to many, at least, pref-
erably—be consumed in a private sphere into an art sphere puts it on 
the fine line between shameful and shameless just as its reception 
testifies to a heightened interest in wanting to close it off as one or 
the other. 

Lyse’s practice thus becomes a relevant site for examining and ques-
tioning infrastructures of shame and the use of shame within art. Her 
practice emerged from partaking in communities which explore 
their own bodies and experiment with how to express and stage 
themselves. In an interview around her self-staging photographic 
works, Lyse explains how coming across a community on Tumblr 
created a new pathway for her practice. 

I think my parents were uncomprehending and worried about 
what I was doing. Maybe they were even ashamed. In that way, it 
felt lonely until I accidentally came across an online community 
on Tumblr, where those reservations didn’t exist. Here were 
young women posting images of themselves. Mostly selfies. And 
there were all kinds of nudity and all kinds of bodies. No one 
shaved their armpits. No one was ashamed. I was totally capti-
vated by them.28

The quote reflects how the experience of shame in one context (the 
parents’ alleged shame in response to her images) can be negotiated 
through a shift of context (the lack of shame in the women posting 
images of themselves in a Tumblr community), resulting in a shift 
in affective attachment to the images. Even if this example has anec-
dotal character, I read it as an expression of Lyse’s attempt at artic-
ulating alternative affective infrastructures that takes place within 
her art as well. Through her works she embodies the ambivalences 
that surround the discussion about the objectified female body, for 
whom it poses, and whose gaze and power it is captured by.
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Fig. 1
Maja Malou Lyse, BOMBSHELL, BOOM! December 12, 2024–February 1, 2025, Politikens Forhal. 
Photo: Jan Søndergaard.
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BOMBSHELL, BOOM!

While she often appears in her works as either model, performer, or 
host, her most recent exhibitions centered around the showcasing 
of found material: a nude photograph of Marilyn Monroe and 
samples from the archive of Ekstra Bladet’s Page 9 Girl—a feature 
showing semi-nude young women since 1976—respectively, in dis-
cussions of the right to one’s image and the potential exploitation of 
erotic images vis-à-vis censorship of female autonomous sexuality. 

In the case of the exhibition Bombshell, Boom!, on show at Politikens 
Forhal December 12, 2024–1 February 2025, Lyse exhibited censored 
reproductions of archival images of former Page 9 Girl under the 
age of 18 alongside the cabinets holding the censored images. In 
addition to the posters and cabinets displayed in the exhibition space 
Lyse had a pair of eyes belonging to a current Page 9 model installed 
on the billboard overseeing the City Hall Square in Copenhagen (Fig. 1) 
in a reversal of the gazes of onlooker and looked at, while the artist 
herself posed as a Page 9 Girl in an edition of the newspaper. The 
exhibition in this way borrowed existing formats of display and dis-
tribution putting an emphasis on the consensual sharing of images 
and the returned gaze of the portrayed subject as an example of 
autonomous sexuality.  

As explained in the exhibition text, Ekstra Bladet had wanted to 
erase the images of girls down to the age of 15 from their archive, 
because contemporary ethics and legislation illegalize the publish-
ing of erotized images of minors. However, the models responded 
to this form of censorship expressing a wish to keep the images in 
the archive as part of cultural heritage. They argued that “erasing 
the images would be to erase an important part of history and 
instead called for a say in the fate of the photographs. Today, the 
images are stored in a locked cabinet.”29 By presenting the file 
cabinets holding the censored images as a contested cultural artefact, 
Lyse’s exhibition highlighted the political, societal changes as well 
as changes in sexual morals. Through this conceptual appropriation 
Lyse points to the surrounding cultural, social, and aesthetic envi-
ronment, which does not simply present or represent, but to a high 
degree produces and shapes our sexuality. 

Through the title BOMBSHELL, BOOM!, the exhibition raises the 
question: Why are images of attractive, eroticized women poten-
tially explosive? What happens if the bombshell explodes—and in 
the hands of whom? Whereas eroticized images in the late 1960s 
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and 70s was in large part a reaction to the restrictive sexual morals 
of the 1950s, today the potential threat of having one’s image circu-
lated marks a similar threshold to eventual stigmatization and 
shaming. A recent study of young Danish women who had experi-
enced digital sexual assaults explained how these women showed 
traits of an “anxiety of shame” related to the non-consensual sharing 
of their images.30 This is an example of how shame “sticks” to 
images of the female body even if the sharing of sexual images in 
an intimate relation is not directly deemed shameful within the 
cultural context in which they are circulated. The same study argues 
for the importance of “breaking the loop” of shame by shifting the 
focus from the young women’s presumed ignorance and victimiza-
tion to the non-consensual acts of the aggressors. This is also a way 
of shifting the focus from the shame of the victims to the guilt of the 
aggressors.31 A similar redirection of affects took place through the 
#MeToo movement, through which women gained momentum to 
distance themselves from a feeling of shame for others’ behavior 
towards them, and through the public sharing of experiences to see 
them as exactly shared. In both cases, the infrastructure between 
shamed subjects proves crucial, giving subjects who have been 
abused and felt ashamed and responsible for what has taken place 
the ability to turn their shame into a realization of the misconduct 
of the violators. #MeToo is an example of how the feeling of shame 
builds an infrastructure which has a potential of transforming it into 
a revolutionizing feeling, as Marx predicted.32 

By showcasing the censored Page 9 Girls Lyse insists to keep these 
women’s images in view and thus raises questions of the power of 
images walking the fine line between the protection of (sexual) 
autonomy and its repression. 

Through pushing cultural stigmas towards a discussion of consent, 
Lyse’s works can be read as an attempt to represent and embody the 
anonymous and faceless women whose bodies and images are 
exchanged and exploited every day. Lyse’s position here aligns with 
a pro-sex, or post-porn, perspective, which advocates for sexual 
freedom and sexual expression with consent being a key concept to 
the practicing, performing, and image production of sex.33 From 
this position, dissident representations and independent produc-
tions of sexuality are seen as an opportunity for the empowerment 
of women and sexual minorities, and pro-sex and post-porn theo-
rists will argue to distinguish between, on the one hand, the visual 
representation of, say, submission and treating or being treated like 



349 On the Aesthethics of Shame

an object within a contractual and consensual setting and a general 
objectification and instrumentalization, on the other.34 

This gesture is particularly emphasized in the exhibition 
BOMBSHELL, BOOM!, but also at play in the exhibition MM dis-
played at O—Overgaden—Institute of Contemporary Art in the fall of 
2024. As the title indicates—being an acronym for both Maja Malou 
and Marilyn Monroe—Lyse here explores her own imbrication with 
Monroe’s legacy and the experience of being trapped in the ideal of 
the “siren;” the young and sexy woman. The exhibition revolves 
around Lyse’s purchase of the nude photograph of Monroe, which 
Playboy-magnate Hugh Hefner acquired without Monroe’s knowl-
edge and consent and printed as the centerfold of the first issue of 
Playboy in December 1953. Hefner kept the photograph in his office 
until his death in 2017. Bizarrely, the photograph is signed on the 
front by Hefner, indicating that he is the creator of this image of 
Monroe—which he in some uncanny sense might be, if we see the 
image as Hefner’s appropriation of Monroe’s image. In Lyse’s display 
of Hefner’s image of Monroe lies a performative gesture that at once 
repeats and highlights it. By appropriating this iconic example of 
objectification and nonconsensual sharing to circulate it outside of 
Playboy’s distribution channels as an historical artifact Lyse strips 
bare the erotic charge that Hefner attempted to encapsulate and 
exploit for his own sake. 

Through these examples I see Maja Malou Lyse’s practice as illumi-
nating of the ideals and constraints prevalent not just within the 
social realm, but more so in art by testing the boundaries of what 
can be shared. Lyse’s exhibitions show different ways of recirculat-
ing and redefining sticky objects, for instance portrayals of sexual-
ized imagery, while making visible the affective infrastructure that 
potentially forms between those whose image has been circulated 
without their consent, between those who recognize art produced in 
the tackling of these issues aesthetically, but also between those who 
do not. Also, in Lyse’s explorations of feminine sexuality and desire 
within an art field, I see a refusal of the shame tied to a demand to 
keep this private; an insistence on discussing the stakes of the nude 
and the power dynamics at play in the gaze between the onlooker 
and the observed. 
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A HOLE THAT ECLIPSES 

Presentations of My physicality as a Woman must at all times 
confirm that I am not just a hole to enter, instead I am the hole 
that eclipses.35

I see a similar defiance of the shame conventionally sticking to the 
female body in the practice of Reba Maybury, however through dif-
ferent means. Born in 1990, Maybury graduated in Fashion History 
and Theory in 2013 at the Faculty of Arts and Design Central Saint 
Martins in London. 

Maybury has built an artistic practice around her work as a “politi-
cal dominatrix,” under the alias Mistress Rebecca, commissioning 
submissives to produce works, or elements of works, for her. The 
work as a dominatrix is a way of disclosing power-structures and 
turning the hierarchy between the sex worker and client on its head. 
In her book Faster than an Erection (2021), she explains her way of 
working as a dominatrix and an artist.

My method of dominating attacks and reassembles what the 
division of labour is, making it hard to categorise within capital-
ist structures. I am giving service which I turn into one that 
services Me, these expressions of desire cannot easily be 
recouped.36

Turning the service of the dominatrix into a service of the submis-
sive is the central play of the power dynamic within the BDSM rela-
tionship and formulated in contractual terms. Apart from being a 
recoupling of the division of labor, Maybury in her book directly 
talks about shame and its devastating effects, and how through dis-
rupting the power relation she has been able to move beyond the 
shame conventionally sticking to the sex worker. Instead, her work 
as a dominatrix feeds from the shame of her submissives, who seek 
out the simultaneous affirmation and humiliation from her. “By 
being open I went on to free Myself further than them. I do not hide, 
I am energized by refuting the density of shame. Then in return they 
can not shame Me and with that I use their shame as My currency. 
This makes Me feel free and this is ecstatic.”37 (Note how she has 
commissioned a submissive to upper case all appearances of “My” 
and “Woman” in the text). As I read this, the submissives’ desire to 
be humiliated by the dominatrix covers over a fear of being exposed 
and humiliated in “reality”—i.e., outside of the BDSM relationship. 
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Maybury’s account points to a situation that may be understood 
through Martha Nussbaum’s analysis of primitive shame and weak 
narcissism, causing people with an inherent sense of shame to be 
particularly prone to shaming others. Nussbaum connects the idea 
of shame as stigma developed by sociologist Erving Goffman with 
developmental psychological analyses of infantile narcissism and 
primitive shame as a starting point for her analysis of social organ-
ization and group formations based on shame and shaming.38 She 
explains how primitive shame is satisfied only through the humili-
ation of others, and that groups of people who feel ashamed them-
selves are more prone to advocate for so-called “shame-penalties.”39 
Through the performative, relational, and contractual aspects of her 
artworks, Maybury inverts the conventional hierarchy between the 
female sex worker and male client through a conceptual reframing, 
what may also be read as a non-compliance with the shame that 
others wish to stick onto her.  

The main tenet of My Life’s actions is that I am beyond shame. 
Once I chose to keep My legs open—nothing could harm Me. I 
cannot be smeared. My sexual behaviour is a vehicle for both 
exhilaration and peace of mind, but most importantly a pulsat-
ing desire for power disruption. Shame kills and I am here, right 
now, talking to you, completely present because I reject what 
harms Me.40 

As the quote exemplifies, Maybury, through the work as a domina-
trix, succeeds in transgressing the shaming and shame related to her 
body, sexuality, and sex work. In the exhibition Moralists at a 
Costume Party at Huset for Kunst og Design (HFKD) displayed in 
the spring and summer of 2021 Maybury asked four submissive men 
to strip down, leaving their clothes and shoes on the floor of the 
exhibition space as a trace of their presence, their desire to be 
subdued by her, and the exchange of services. A similar installation 
was presented in the exhibition The Happy Man at Company Gallery 
in 2024, where visitors were invited to circle these piles of clothes, 
described by Jeppe Ugelvig as “post-minimalist assisted ready-
mades.”41 Ugelvig points to the ways in which Maybury’s exhibition 
highlights the oftentimes hidden or invisible male partaking in 
sexual transactions—“the John”—leaving his female counterpart with 
the cultural shame. Instead of representations of the female sex 
worker, viewers are left with the marks of the men paying visits to 
this implicit worker: “This is a sculptural proposition with an effect 
nothing short of titillating. Denied access to these explicit acts, 
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viewers are instead invited to re-construct the John in their minds by 
inspecting his underwear up close, safely re-branded as artwork.”42

While subjecting herself to and reclaiming the historically vulnera-
ble position of the sex worker, she weaponizes the potential shaming 
of this profession by directing it into the production of conceptual 
artworks. When a man she met on a plane photographed her while 
asleep and later circulated her image without her consent, she chose 
to display it as part of the exhibition at HFKD, thus framing it as an 
example of his wish to capture her, instead of the exposure of her 
that the image entailed. This recoupling of affects and objects is a 
way of making new paths and infrastructures for affects to flow 
between subjects and objects. 

The exhibition Mr V Neck and Mr Polo Shirt are Friends at Simian, 
October 12–December 15, 2024, featured a work, which consisted of 
impressions on the floor, made by a local submissive instructed by 
the artist. The marks are only visible when lit by UV-lighting and 
thus represent only in a subtle way the bodily presence of this man. 
The lights in the exhibition space were hung at the height of an 
average Danish man’s crotch—approximately 83 cm—to direct atten-
tion to the gendered distribution of gazes. Titled Faster than an 
Erection—homonymous to the publication—the work is an example 
of the strategic work of the dominatrix, who must be able to predict 
and preempt the reactions of her submissives. In a conversation 
printed in the booklet for the exhibition, Maybury explains her con-
siderations for this installation: 

So much of what I do is about zooming into the minutiae of 
gendered power dynamics of the everyday and how, as a domi-
natrix, these observations become tools to humiliate and control. 
I know for certain that a man’s crotch is not publicly surveyed in 
the same way a woman’s chest or behind is. I want people to be 
able to enjoy these often bland but potent observations of where 
and how male entitlement live and thrive [sic].43

In recalibrating whose bodies are served as pleasing collections of 
consumable holes and other body parts by submerging her submis-
sives in inescapable exposure, reducing the man to something 
smaller,44 Maybury’s practice functions as a catalyst for existing and 
possible relations of power, if by power we understand the compe-
tency to define relations and (re)direct affects. That said, even if the 
positions of dominatrix and submissive within the works are 
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contractual rather than personal and the submissives’ misogyny 
structural rather than pathological, I see a potential risk in the work 
of upholding a tension of shame instead of transgressing or trans-
forming it. As I read it, the push between the dominatrix’ control of 
her submissives and their desire to submit to her while attempting 
to get the upper hand, stripping her of her power, creates a suspense 
which is driven by shame. My suspicion is that instead of changing 
gendered dynamics, the domination and humiliation may only feed 
further misogyny. To move beyond shame entirely would necessi-
tate that the submissives look beyond their own shame and poten-
tial proneness to shaming others. But then there would be no art of 
the dominatrix.

SHAME AS AN AESTHETIC CATEGORY, OR, 

BROKEN CIRCUITS AND BREAKING THE LOOP 

In my analysis of works by Maja Malou Lyse and Reba Maybury, I 
have discussed the negotiation of affective infrastructures proposed 
by the two artists through their alternative circulations of images 
and affects. The forms of refusal of external projections and judg-
ments that the artworks exhibit may be read as shamelessness; the 
absence of a feeling of shame, when others would find it necessary 
that one was, in fact, shameful, as in the idiom: Shame on you! While 
shamelessness is often read as a provocation, an attempt to push for 
a certain reaction in the other, it may also exhibit—as proposed by 
Berlant—existing structures of shame, reflecting the affective proto-
cols of the onlooker by refusing to produce the “appropriate” affec-
tive response in that situation. As Berlant underscores: “The 
structure of shamelessness doesn’t necessarily involve in-your-fa-
ceness. It can involve any frank refusal to produce the affect for you 
that you need someone to have in order for you to feel in control of 
the situation of exchange.”45 Along these lines, the artists’ repeated 
display of sexualized images in art museums and galleries may be 
read as a refusal to produce the appropriate affect of these spaces.46

I read the gestures of Lyse and Maybury as renunciations of an 
immediate feeling of shame and I find them relevant to a discussion 
of shame as a cultural affect and aesthetic category that raises ques-
tions of what transgressions need to be made to dismantle not just 
one’s own shame but existing infrastructures of shame. In the last 
part of my article, I wish to further reflect on the aesthetics of shame 
that the practices of Lyse and Maybury seem to call for by supple-
menting the thoughts of Ahmed and Sedgwick with a discussion of 
Andrea Büttner and Sianne Ngai. 
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Shame’s relation to aesthetics as an emotion related to visibility and 
visual art is at least twofold; as an affect connected to the staged 
exchange of looking and being looked at within the artwork and as 
an aesthetic category tied to the production and consumption of art. 
Contending that every aesthetic judgment—including the judgment 
of what counts as art—entails an address to a community which may 
be accepted or declined, shame potentially occurs in the exposure 
of a work of art to a viewer and in every aesthetic judgment. This 
means, on the one hand, that there is a potential experience of shame 
in every work of art because it is always negotiated on the level of 
reception. Shame in relation to art is in “tension” to borrow Ahmed’s 
term. Discussions and valuations of artistic expressions and rep-
resentations of the feeling to a high degree depend upon whether the 
subject identifies with, distances herself from the shame articulated 
or, even accepts it as shame.47 Because of shame’s infectious quality, 
inviting either to pleasure, pity, embarrassment, or even disgust in 
the witnessing of the shame of others, shame as an aesthetic feeling 
is one that produces either proximity and sociability or distance and 
isolation. 

Andrea Büttner, in her book Shame, argues that the self-reflexivity 
and exposure entailed in shame is closely tied to aesthetics and art-
making in which the artist exhibits something to someone, thus 
exposing their work to a viewer and exposing their view of what 
defines as art. She argues that this exposure to judgment and the 
resulting self-reflexivity mirrors what is at stake in aesthetic 
judgment. Instead of dealing with art historical examples of sexual-
ity or nudity, which have traditionally been the focus of icono-
graphic approaches to shame as well as the analyses of this article, 
Büttner focuses on art as an arena for shame by arguing that every 
piece of art is an act of exposure to the onlookers and their judgment 
of the exhibited as appropriate or not within given criteria for art.

The reasons for shame are varied and subject to change. Shame 
is persistently experienced and is key to understanding our 
behaviour in the visual realm. It is central to aesthetic judge-
ment.48 

Contending that aesthetic judgments, understood in the Kantian tra-
dition as judgments of taste, rest on the attempt to reach common 
ideas through subjective feelings, thus determining what we define 
as “beautiful,” “pleasurable,” or even, “art,”49 Büttner’s analysis 
offers an entry point to discussing how shame is an emotional effect 
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of art production and reception. Büttner argues how in every prop-
osition of an artwork as art, by which the artist discloses something 
(the work of art) to someone who then deems it either “art” or “not 
art,” “good art” or “bad art,” a potential negative judgment and expe-
rience of shame is present in that it mirrors the situation in which 
one exposes oneself to another, who may judge them positively or 
negatively. 

While Büttner suggests strategies of opacity and invisibility, as a 
response to what she sees as a ubiquitous claim for visibility and 
exposure, I have wished to test the paradoxical hypothesis that the 
explicit exposure of the eroticized body can be a response to a fear 
of exposure inherent in a contemporary image culture largely 
building on self-staging and exposure. The motif of the eroticized 
female body within contemporary art, where it intersects with con-
temporary image culture, shows to be a sticky object because of the 
expectations and conventions as to what kind of images can be pre-
sented as art. We could say that shame hereby offers an invitation to 
cultivating a sensibility towards subjects or situations that are espe-
cially “shame-prone;” to recouple objects of emotion and create new 
affective infrastructures.

The double function of shame in art as an affective response to 
certain motifs or issues represented in an artwork and as the poten-
tial dismissal of the production or valuation of an artwork resonates 
with Sianne Ngai’s analysis of aesthetic categories of which she 
focuses on the “cute,” “zany,” and “interesting.” Ngai argues that 
each of the categories indexes one of late capitalism’s most socially 
binding processes: production (the zany), circulation (the interest-
ing), and consumption (the cute), respectively. 

It is because the zany, the interesting, and the cute index the 
uncertain status of performing between labor and play, the 
increasing routing of art and aesthetic experience through the 
exchange of information, and the paradoxical complexity of our 
desire for a simpler relation to our commodities that they are 

‘about’ production, circulation, and consumption.50 

These categories, so Ngai, offer ways of negotiating affectively the 
problems of, among other things, the relation between the autono-
mous artwork and the commodity, the relevance of aesthetics to 
critical or nonaesthetic judgments, and the idea of art as play 
opposed to labor, 
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both at the formal, objective level of style (cuteness as a sensuous 
quality or appearance of objects) and at the discursive, subjec-
tive level of judgment (‘cute’ as a feeling-based evaluation or 
speech act, a particular way of communicating a complex 
mixture of feelings about an object to others and demanding that 
they feel the same).51  

In the same way, the aesthetic category of shame, I argue, offers 
ways to negotiate affectively issues of exposure, and the threshold 
between private and shared emotions. 

In another analysis, Ngai proposes to read the “negative emotions” 
as “negative” in the sense of both something undesirable or bad, and 
as what is oppositional and antagonistic, showing how a focus on 
envy, irritation, or disgust lingers between affective consciousness 
and material political conditions. Importantly, Ngai shows how art 
is a privileged cultural praxis for reflecting upon “art’s own position 
in a highly differentiated and totally commodified society,”52 
reflected in the powerlessness of subjects caught in situations of 

“restricted agency,” expressed through negative emotions. Similarly, 
I argue, shame as it connects to the successful or unsuccessful exhi-
bition and reception of a relevant artwork is a key prism to discuss 
the relevance and function of art valuation. The notion of the sensus 
communis, which is discussed by both Ngai, Büttner, and Berlant, 
understood as an at least aspired shared attunement to, for instance, 
beauty, something cute, or the category of art, can help explain why 
shame is powerful as an aesthetic feeling and aesthetic category. In 
projecting or externalizing objectifications of subjective feeling, in 
checking our own desires and pleasures/displeasures against the 
desires and pleasures/displeasures of others,53 we make ourselves 
vulnerable. This resonates with Sedgwick’s analysis of the theatri-
cal performance of an initial shame, which may simply reiterate a 
primary refusal and rejection, but also holds the potential of recog-
nition and transformation. This doesn’t mean that a feeling of shame 
will be prompted universally by specific artworks, but rather that it 
is a fundamental aesthetic category as the potential affective 
by-product to aesthetic judgment. 

Building on Büttner’s and Ngai’s analyses, I thus claim that shame 
is an aesthetic category simultaneously relating to production, cir-
culation, and consumption as a potential negative judgment tied to 
aesthetic objects. By looking at how the affective infrastructure of 
shame patterns and transforms through aesthetic objects in relation 
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to their cultural contexts and discourses, the private experience of 
shame proposed as art is likely to be dismissed as private. However, 
as proposed by the theorists of shame, this alleged privacy has social 
and political relevance. As an affect and emotion that marks the sub-
ject’s wish for a desire to be reciprocated; a desire to be if not desired 
then acknowledged and accepted, shame is a central lens through 
which to understand what is at stake within a capitalist production 
and circulation of images branded as supposedly interpersonal, sub-
jective, and social, yet monitored and filtered through opaque algo-
rithms and “trends,” valuing certain identities and expressions while 
shaming others.54  

The work of Lyse and Maybury could be seen as contributions to an 
aesthetics of shame in the distinct ways in which they explore how 
the theatrical, extroverted, and explicit performances form part of 
the process of structuring identity through repeated gestures and 
acts. In this way, they reconfigure shame—as a “free radical” in the 
words of Sedgwick—and how it attaches to “a zone of the body, a 
sensory system, a prohibited or indeed permitted behavior, another 
affect such as anger or arousal, a named identity, a script for inter-
preting other people’s behavior toward oneself.”55 Hence, instead 
of seeing the works as merely “shameless,” I prefer to see them as 
negotiations of the shame sticking to the female body and to sexual 
imagery presented as art. The in-your-face-ness and theatricality in 
the practices and works analyzed read as a necessary overidentifi-
cation with the claim to one’s own body, image, and desire, which is 
still necessary within a shame-prone culture, inducing: shame for 
posting images of oneself; shame for working as a sex worker; 
shame for making these experiences and relations into an art piece. 
In this sense, I read the invocation of shamelessness not as a refusal 
of the feeling of shame but a refusal of the shaming by others. If 
there is a critical potential in this kind of work—and thus also a 
critical potential in the aesthetics of shame—it lies in the refusal of 
being shamed for not keeping private or hidden experiences of 
shamefulness, shamelessness, and shaming in breaking with the 
invisibility and anonymity of so many women, whose images and 
bodies circulate on an everyday basis, including as art. 
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