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Artistic creation can function as a means of processing and denouncing sex-
“ ual abuse, as well as raising awareness of gender-based violence with a dis-
tinctly political and activist dimension. This close interrelation between the
' personal and the political is evident in Niki de Saint Phalle's autobiographical

artist's book Mon secret (1993), addressed to her daughter Laura. On the final
page of Mon secret, Niki de Saint Phalle (1930-2002) articulates her regret at not having
been able to disclose to her daughter Laura, during her adolescence, the sexual abuse she
endured at the age of eleven at the hands of her father. At the same time, she expresses her
intention to write a book designed to help children protect themselves.

This article examines Niki de Saint Phalle’s artist's book Mon secret alongside her series of
performances Tirs (1961-1963) and the experimental film Daddy (1972). These works will
be placed in dialogue with other creations by the Franco-American artist that address sex-
ist and racist violence embedded in patriarchal structures, challenge established gender
roles, and advocate for the need to rethink, imagine, and embody alternative representa-
tions and narratives. This article explores — through a selection of representative works
by Saint Phalle — how artistic practice can operate as a political and activist tool, drawing
attention to and denouncing gender-based violence, while simultaneously initiating pro-
cesses of individual and collective reparation.
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Introduction

The rape suffered at eleven years old con-
demned me to a deep isolation for along time.
Who could I have told? I learned to live with
it and to survive with my secret. This forced
solitude created in me the space necessary to
write my first poems and to develop my interior
life, which would later make me an artist.

I kiss you, dear Laura, with much tenderness
and regret at not being able to speak to you
about all this while you were a teenager. Why
is it so difficult to speak?

I love you
Maman Niki
P.S. Prison is not the solution!

P.P. S. One day I will make a book to teach
children how to protect themselves” (Rudick
2022,221)

The interrelation between the personal and
the political constitutes the structural core of
Mon secret (1993), the autobiographical book
by French American artist Niki de Saint Phalle
(1930, Neuilly-sur-Seine -2002, California),
written in the form of a letter to her daughter
Laura. On the final page of Mon secret, Saint
Phalle reflects on her inability to disclose to
her daughter, during adolescence, the sexual
abuse she herself suffered at the age of eleven
at the hands of her father André Marie Fal de
Saint Phalle. She also articulates her intention
to produce a work aimed at equipping children
with tools to protect themselves from situations
of sexual violence.

In Mon secret, grounded in the artist’s own
experience, creativity emerges as an essential
mechanism both for processing trauma and for
denouncing such violence. The “secret” (the rape)
is revealed, transforming the narrative into an act
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of political and activist engagement that exposes
incest. Although the book is addressed to her
daughter Laura, the back cover reveals that Saint
Phalle ultimately wrote it for herself, allowing her
inner child to speak out and cry to liberate herself
from the tragedy that marked her life.

This article undertakes an analysis of the artist’s
book Mon secret, situating it in dialogue with
the series of performances Tirs (also known as
Shooting Paintings and produced between 1961
and 1963) and the experimental film Daddy
(1972), which she made together with filmmak-
er Peter Whitehead. In both Tirs and Daddy,
situated at the outset of her career, Saint Phalle
mobilises artistic practice as an impulsive and
visceral means of exorcising the psychic wounds
inflicted by incest. It is therefore particularly
significant that it was not until the early 1990s -
three decades after these initial works - that she
was able to articulate, in an explicit and reflective
manner, the rapes she suffered in childhood, as
revealed in Mon secret (1993). The article focuses
on this long and complex process, examining
how, at different moments in her life, the artist
adopted distinct artistic languages to negotiate,
externalise and ultimately confront the trauma
that had marked her. Over time, Saint Phalle’s
strategies evolve from cathartic, exalted, and
violently expressive gestures to a mode of writ-
ing characterised by introspection, analytical
distance, and narrative clarity. This trajectory
culminates in Mon secret, a text in which she
is finally able to name the previously unmen-
tionable and to reveal her “secret” openly and
she forges an interrelation between the personal
and the political. In this way, the psychiatrist and
researcher Judith Lewis Herman, in Trauma
and recovery (1992) written from a feminist
perspective, exposes that speaking about incest
break silence and denial, enabling women to
share their stories, and unleashing a powerful,
transformative energy through testimony. Doing
so, survivors break family silence by returning
shame and responsibility to the perpetrator,
reclaiming their own healing and agency.
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The contribution of this article lies in its anal-
ysis of how Niki de Saint Phalle transforms the
trauma of incest within her artistic practice,
framing this process in relation to an activist
commitment. This study addresses an approach
that has not been examined in a sustained or
systematic manner in existing scholarship.
Within this framework, a selection of repre-
sentative works by Niki de Saint Phalle will be
examined, works that confront psychic wounds,
interrogate normative gender roles, and advo-
cate for the necessity of rethinking, imagining,
and embodying alternative representations and
narratives. Methodologically, this investigation
brings these artworks into dialogue with the
artist's own writings (essential for analysis and
contextualization) as well as with reflections by
art historians, therapists, and feminist theorists.
Such a constellation of sources enables an ex-
ploration of how artistic practice may function
simultaneously as a dispositive for rendering
incest visible and for initiating processes of
reparation and subjective reconstruction. In
this regard, Saint Phalle repeatedly stresses in
her texts the decisive role played by artistic cre-
ation - developed through her largely selftaught
practice' — in negotiating her “dragons” and
internal conflicts:

Painting put my soul - stirring chaos at ease
and provided an organic structure to my life,
which I was ultimately in control of. It was a
way of taming those dragons that have appeared
throughout my life’s work, and it helped me feel
that I was in charge of my destiny. Without
it, I'd rather not think about what might have
happened to me. (Rudick 2022, 39)

1 Within the art world of the 1960s, positioning one-
self as a self-taught artist was largely a voluntary act,
though one that carried ideological significance.
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Confronting ‘the Unspeakable’

In her autobiographical work Sad Tiger (2023),
the French author Neige Sinno offers a retro-
spective account — written at the age of forty-
four - of the repeated rapes she endured over
many years at the hands of her stepfather during
childhood. Sinno underscores that, within con-
temporary Western culture, the central taboo
does not reside in the act of rape itself — an act
that, she notes, occurs ubiquitously - but rather
in the public articulation, confrontation, and
critical analysis of such violence (Sinno 2023,
21). Combining essayistic reflection with auto-
biographical narration, the author explains that,
for a child, the capacity to speak or seek help is
structurally obstructed, regardless of the desire
to do so (ibid., 156). The author engages with
Virginia Woolf’s reflections, particularly Woolf’s
assertion that trauma becomes speakable only
once the event has been separated from the im-
mediacy of suffering (ibid., 75). Sinno is careful
to clarify that she does not conceive of writing
as a therapeutic practice (ibid., 83). Instead, she
proposes that written language generates a mode
of thought that proliferates through processes
akin to random pollination (ibid., 180-181). In
this sense, she positions testimony as an analyt-
ical instrument and frames autobiography as a
means of confronting the unthinkable: a knife
with which to dissect the world and, ultimately,
a political act (ibid., 219).

These reflections by Sinno are particularly
significant, as they help elucidate how Niki
de Saint Phalle was able to write about incest
only at a moment of vital maturity, at the age
of sixty-one. This occurred after a long process
of artistic praxis through which she had gradu-
ally processed and exorcised - through diverse
modes and artistic languages — the harm she had
endured. It is also essential to emphasise that it
is ultimately through autobiographical writing
— specifically in Mon Secret - that she becomes
able to confront the previously unthinkable
and articulate the sexual abuse that had been

25



imposed on her as an enforced “silence” by the
perpetrator, thereby returning this experience to
the social domain. The visceral outcries of her
early actions (in Tirs and Daddy) culminate in
Mon Secret, where her written testimony takes
the form of an explicit, reflective narrative that
directly interpellates the reader, naming and
delineating the conflict with clarity.

At this point, it is worth recalling - as the art
historian Laura Mercader highlights - that
despite existing public support mechanisms for
survivors of male violence, incest remains largely
invisible: it does not appear in official statistics
and is rarely addressed in the media. Child
rape within the family continues to be silenced
by the perpetrator, and, as Mercader stresses,
the real taboo surrounding incest lies not in
its commission but in its disclosure (Mercader
2019, 11-12). In this labour of making such vi-
olence visible, Nancy Princenthal’s Unspeakable
Acts (2019) highlights artists who confronted
sexual violence in the 1970s, linking their work
to feminist consciousnessraising and public
speakouts. She contrasts the patriarchal mandate
of ‘the unspeakable’ with these artists’ decision to
speak, thereby challenging canonical art history’s
tendency to aestheticise such abuses rather than
name them directly. Regarding the representa-
tion of genderbased violence, art historian Lara
Perry and curator Elke Krasny warn that the
normalization of such scenes in museums allows
these institutions to perpetuate harmful dynam-
ics (Perry & Krasny 2022, 2). Their argument
highlights the importance of artists who counter
these dominant representations with firstperson,
testimonial selfrepresentations that denounce
aggression without sensationalism and explore
the impacts of trauma through artistic creation.
Along these lines, Lesley Shipley reflects on
Vivien Green Fryd's Against Our Will: Sexual
Trauma in American Art Since 1970 (2019), a
study closely related to Princenthal’s, and notes
that Fryd’s work is valuable for art historians who
view scholarship as a form of activism. Shipley
highlights how the book encourages reflection
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on art’s capacity to generate dialogue and foster
social change (Shipley 2020, 1-2).

It is important to note that Niki de Saint Phalle
speaks from personal experience in all her works,
including those that - whether metaphorically or
explicitly - address the wound of incest. Having
lived between the United States and France, she
was familiar with feminist consciousnessraising
groups, in which women shared their experienc-
es and collectively identified personal conflicts
as systemic. As Carol Hanisch argued, personal
problems are political, describing these gath-
erings as “political therapy” to emphasise their
collective and activist dimensions (1969). In
the same direction, sociologists Marie Buscatto,
Sari Karttunen, and Mathilde Provansal (2025)
examine genderbased violence in artistic and
cultural worlds and stress the decisive role of
secondwave feminism and feminist thought
in the process of making silenced aggressions
visible. Niki de Saint Phalle recounts that, in
the late 1960s, feminists asked her whether she
wished to join the movement, and she explains:
“Even though I approved of their aims I could
not decide to join a group. I felt in my own way
as a loner making monumental works of art I
was making a real contribution” (Rudick 2022,
128). Along these lines, art historian Amelia
Jones argues that Saint Phalle’s work resonates
with feminist art and culture by openly chal-
lenging the oppressive forces of patriarchy,
notwithstanding her hesitation to self-identify
as a feminist (Jones 2015, 162).

Niki de Saint Phalle consistently reflects —
through both her writings and artworks - on
patriarchal structures and the domestic roles im-
posed on women. Echoing Simone de Beauvoir’s
assertion in The Second Sex (1949) that “one
is not born but becomes a woman”, her work
foregrounds the force of social conditioning. It
should be noted here that Saint Phalle recounts
how, at school, she painted red the fig leaves
covering the genitals of several Greek sculptures,
and that, following this act, the institution
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conditioned her nonexpulsion on receiving
psychiatric treatment. Her father ultimately
decided to transfer her to another school and
send her to a convent, fearing what she might
reveal (Saint Phalle 1999, 77-80). This episode
shows that, even unconsciously as a child, she
was already challenging the canon - both that
of art history itself, with the symbolic author-
ity attributed to GrecoRoman classical art, and
that of patriarchal power - by subverting the
image of male dominance precisely through the
marking of the genitals. It constituted an early
warning sign addressed to the adults around
her, one that would go unheeded. Saint Phalle
further reveals that when she left the religious
school and attended a progressive educational
institution (Brearley) for two years, her life
changed, as she was encouraged there to write
and to play (ibid., 66). Significantly, beneath a
drawing of the superheroine Wonder Woman,
she writes: “At Bearley I became a feminist. We
were indoctrinated with the idea that women
could and should ACHIVE”. (Rudick 2022, 25)

Artistic Practice as One’s Own
Space

Niki de Saint Phalle draws on her own family
experience to reject the conventional social roles
that grant men power in the public sphere while
confining women to domestic and reproductive
tasks (Hulten 1993, 150). She frequently evokes
her mother’s unhappiness within the domestic
“cage” and repeatedly references tears — both her
mother’s and her own - across her works and
writings. Saint Phalle also reflects on her own
inability to cry and the difficulty of expressing
suffering, which ultimately finds release through
artistic creation. In her drawings and texts, she
writes that the tears she cannot shed harden
into stones, and the motif of weeping occupies
a central place in a part of her work (Saint Phalle
1999, 101). Saint Phalle explores different arche-
types of womanhood in her Nanas series (The
Bride, The Whore, The Women Giving Birth, the
Devouring Mothers), revealing that both she and
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her mother embody the role of devouring figures
(ibid., 129).

Niki de Saint Phalle describes the strict and
unhappy atmosphere of her family and recalls
reconnecting at seventeen with childhood friend
Harry Mathews - also resistant to conventional
norms - whom she secretly married in 1948
(Hulten 1993, 163). In 1952 they moved to
Paris with their daughter, fleeing McCarthyera
politics. Her husband’s infidelities and the repe-
tition of earlier family patterns destabilised her,
leading to suicidal thoughts. In 1953 she suffered
a nervous breakdown and was hospitalised for
six weeks in a psychiatric clinic in Nice:

I responded so quickly (not to the clinic’s ther-
apy but to mine: painting) that, at the end of
six weeks, they told Harry I was ready to leave,
I did. The result of my mental breakdown was
good in the long run, because I left the clinic
a painter. (Rudick 2022, 38)

Her psychiatric hospitalization marked a turning
point, as she discovered in art a space in which
she could finally breathe. A few years later, after
a conversation with the artist Joan Mitchell, she
decided to pursue art professionally rather than
remain “a married woman who was painting,’
and even discussed living alone for a period (for
one or two years) to reach her full potential,
insisting she needed solitude (Rudick 2022,
45). Aware that men’s worlds were shaped by
freedom and power, she refused the limitations
imposed on her as a woman. In this context,
she acknowledges paying a high price for her
artistic commitment: leaving her children to
devote herself fully to creation: “One day I would
do something unpardonable, the worst thing a
woman could do. I would abandon my children
for my art, the way men often do. I would give
myself a good reason to feel guilty” (ibid.). It is
symbolic that it was through art — while she was
living inside the Sphinx (a protective maternal
sculpture) during the construction of the Tarot
Garden (1979-1998) in Italy - that she was able
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to reconnect with her children. One can observe
the trajectory that leads from the representations
of the ‘devouring mothers’ in the 1960s to the
conception of a ‘mothergoddess’ who shelters,
repairs, and restores bonds:

Twenty years earlier, I had left my children for
my art. Here I was mothering my adopted chil-
dren, the workers, and living inside a Mother
sculpture I had created! It was during these
years, while living inside of the Mother, that I
got close again to my own children, Laura and
Philip. (Rudick 2022, 187)

Niki de Saint Phalle makes clear, throughout
her numerous writings, the fundamental role
that artistic creation played in her life, and it is
important to note that she also reveals how the
work of other authors - such as filmmaker Akira
Kurosawa with his film Rashomon (1950) — was
essential in shaping her reflections on reality and
its multiple perceptions. In the opening pages
of her artist’s book Traces. Une autobiographie
1930-1949 (1999) - which combines text,
images, and drawings - she recounts having
seen Rashomon at the age of eighteen, and that
it left a lasting impression on her as she came
to understand that truth can be perceived in
multiple ways (Saint Phalle 1999, 9).

It should be mentioned here that Traces, writ-
ten after the death of her parents, is dedicated
to her brothers Jean and Richard and to her
double cousin-brother Jacques de Saint Phalle,
in recognition of the fact that they possess mem-
ories that differ from her own. She notes how,
after long conversations, all of them changed
their point of view (Saint Phalle 1999, 7). She
establishes this dialogue with them because her
sisters Elizabeth and Claire died young, and she
addresses her brothers to speak about her child-
hood and family life. She recalls that her mother
insisted on hiding everything, even going so far
as to conceal Elizabeth’s suicide by telling Niki
it had been a car accident (ibid., 129). Growing
up within a disciplinary family environment in
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which conflicts were hidden led to a situation
in which, although Saint Phalle was shy in her
everyday life, her artistic creations enabled her
to reveal her emotions without masks: her fear,
her anger, her laughter, and her tenderness (ibid.,
64-65). In a letter to her mother, she declares
that she REJECTS her mother’s value system and
will “invent [her] own,” positioning herself as a
heroine. She explains that her mother’s negative
judgment, though painful, ultimately helped her
break free from others” expectations and claim
the freedom to be herself (Rudick 2022, 19).

Artistic creation allows her to engage in a dia-
logue with her emotions, and it is particularly
relevant to consider the role she attributes to
her artistic practice in relation to the repair of
her wounds. She reveals that drawing helps her
liberate herself from anxiety (Rudick 2022, 14,
150) and states: “LART a été mon ami le plus
proche. Sans luj, il y a longtemps que je serais
morte, la téte éclatée” [ART has been my closest
friend. Without it, I would have died long ago,
my head shattered]* (Saint Phalle 1999, 157).
Art historian Griselda Pollock addresses the
difficulty of representing trauma and exposes
that the art offers the possibility of sharing pain
“while ethically making each partner vulnerable
to the other’s trauma” (Pollock 2010, 837-838).
Likewise, creativity emerges as a means of sym-
bolizing what cannot be articulated verbally,
enabling processes of understanding, commu-
nication, and repair (ibid., 2).

Mon secret - Creation as a
Response to Incest

Niki de Saint Phalle began her Tirs series fol-
lowing a consistent ritual: she first selected the
objects (dolls, toy cars, religious items, etc.) that
would be filled with bags of paint in various
colours and fixed onto a flat surface, then cov-
ered in white plaster. In a second stage, either
the artist herself or other participants shot at

2 Translated by the author.
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the piece with a rifle; as the surface shattered,
the “paint would bleed” (Rudick 2022, 79). The
artist explains that these works alluded directly
to the socio-political context of the period, and
in King Kong (1961-1962), KennedyKhrushchev
(1962), and Heads of State / Heads of State (Study
for King Kong) (1963), she included portraits of
political leaders. The works engage with the Cold
War, the Algerian War, the consequences of the
atomic bomb, among other conflicts, and she
emphasizes:

I was shooting at MYSELF, society with its IN-
JUSTICES. I was shooting at my own violence
and the VIOLENCE of the times. By shooting
at my own violence, I no longer had to carry
it inside of me like a burden. During the two
years I spent shooting, I was not sick one day.
It was great therapy for me. The ritual of paint-
ing a relief over and over again in immaculate
virginal white was very important. The theat-
ricality of the whole performance appealed to
me immensely. (Rudick 2022, 80)

She further adds: “Only a woman could use
those destructive contraptions that man has
imagined for a constructive end, and that’s beau-
tiful” (Francblin 2023, n.p.). In relation to this
alchemical potential, Saint Phalle reveals that
her violence was tied to her personal history and
to the necessity of releasing it. The artist herself,
in a letter to her granddaughter Bloum, reveals
that in 1961 she took revenge on her father by
shooting with a gun, and she explains how, after
the chaos of depression and madness, order
emerged through the alchemical power of art
(Saint Phalle 2015, 309). Destruction intertwines
with creation, and such rituals resonate with
her work Saint Sébastien (Portrait of My Lover)
(1961), in which she threw darts at the rep-
resentation of her lover (using one of his shirts
and placing a target over the face) and invited
spectators to join the performance. Reflecting on
this relationship of dependency, she reveals: “It
was successful therapy because I began to detach
myself from him” (Rudick 2022, 67).
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In both the Tirs and Saint Sébastien (Portrait of
My Lover), it is not only she who fires or throws
the darts; she explicitly invites the audience to
become active participants in the symbolic ritual
of liberation. Personal action is thus interwoven
with collective, participatory action, and it be-
comes significant that she chooses to share with
the public her own tools for exorcising distress,
expelling her ghosts and conflicts. It is also im-
portant to reflect on how some of the weapons
she carried in her handbag - as protection before
her nervous breakdown (a revolver without
bullets, large scissors, kitchen knives, and razor
blades) - are the very same tools she later uses
and offers to the public to enact the ritual.
She assigns a new use and meaning to these
weapons, resignifying pain and exorcising her
wounds and fears through creation. Dr. Henning
Zeidler connects the artist’s creative practice to
the trauma of incest and notes that:

the traumatic experience was completely dis-
placed by longer periods of time from con-
scious recollection and remained unprocessed.
(...) Niki expressed anger about their emotion-
al injuries in collage work that often featured
images of the instruments of violence, such
as guns and knives, and finally in her shoot-
ing paintings in the early 1960", whereby she
became rapidly famous. (Zeidler 2012, 333)

It is important to include this reflection, which
underscores — just as previously noted - that over
along period the trauma remained unprocessed,
while the artist felt the need to expel her anger
by using weapons, knives, and gunshots in her
early works. Zeidler emphasizes that “With the
shooting paintings Niki succeeded in a symbolic
processing and creative coping of the traumatic
sexual abuse” (Zeidler 2012, 336). These words
attest to the fact that her art emerged from a
vital necessity and that, in the early years of her
artistic production, rage was expressed in an un-
conscious, unprocessed form. Indeed, Tirs was
a ritual she repeated on multiple occasions over
the course of two years, but which she ultimately
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chose to abandon to continue growing as an
artist, explaining: “I felt like a drug addict. After
a shoot-out, I felt completely stoned. I became
hooked on this macabre yet joyous ritual. It got
to the point where I lost control” (Rudick 2022,
82). Also, the act of shooting, the chromatic
explosion, and the public enactment of violence
serve as aesthetic devices through which the
Tirs assert themselves as a challenging artwork,
destabilizing traditional notions of painting,
performance, and authorship.

These performances arose from an intimate
impulse that the artist conveys in a singular man-
ifesto rendered as a drawing with multi-coloured
calligraphy - alternating lowercase and uppercase
letters (1961) - that denounces her father, the
oppressive ecclesiastical authority, her mother’s
enforcement of traditionally assigned female
roles, and, ultimately, the familial and social
structures that uphold patriarchal violence.
Moreover, the final reason she offers for shooting
recalls her desire to be reborn, to transcend the
impact of trauma, and she emphasizes that in her
war there are no victims. Likewise, in another
version of the manifesto (with handwritten text
and without drawings) she adds yet another final
motive, one that is particularly significant: “I shot
because it prevented me from going mad” (Rudick
2022, 74). Nevertheless, as art historian Nicole
Rudick observes, the significance of these actions
extends beyond the exorcising of her anger. What
is at stake is the reversal of a symbolic position:
she stands as the woman who holds and operates
the weapon, rather than the one exposed to its
power (ibid., 280). In this sense, she embodies
agency rather than victimhood, claiming the
position of the subject who acts rather than the
one acted upon. She repositions the self as an
acting subject, aligning with feminist discussions
that understand autobiographical and artistic
practices as sites of political agency challenging
narratives of victimhood.

It should be emphasized that Niki de Saint Phalle’s
first solo exhibition, Feu a volonté (Galerie J,
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Paris, 1961), was devoted entirely to the Tirs and
was organized by the art critic Pierre Restany,
theorist of Nouveau Réalisme. Saint Phalle
became associated with Nouveau Réalisme
(through its second manifesto of June 1961), in
which the Swiss sculptor Jean Tinguely — who
would later become her second husband - also
participated. She was one of the few women art-
ists in the group and achieved, through the Tirs,
rapid and significant international recognition,
which provided her with financial independence
after leaving her first husband. Rudick reflects
on the context of that moment and explains that
although Restany supported her, he nevertheless
reproduced the same sexist patterns prevalent in
the art world. He proposed an exhibition titled
“womanpower’s art” — bringing together the
work of Saint Phalle, Marisol, Yayoi Kusama,
and Evelyne Axell — which Saint Phalle declined
to join, as she did not want to be placed in a
“subcategory of artist” (Rudick 2022, 258).

Regarding the significance of Tirs, it is notewor-
thy that at both the beginning and the end of the
film Daddy, a Bedtime Story, the artist herself
appears shooting outside a castle, an image
invoking her paternal aristocratic lineage. The
artist narrates her own story, and Judith Herman
emphasizes that the act of “telling a story” can
produce a meaningful transformation in the
abnormal processing of traumatic memory
(Herman 1992, 181). Saint Phalle explains that
she made the film as a form of exorcism, five
years after her father’s death:

I would like to make a black-humour fanta-
sy film called Daddy, in which I symbolically
killed my father seventeen times. My entire
family was extremely indignant and horrified
by it, saying that I had vilified my father’s mem-
ory. One person defended me...my mother.
(Rudick 2022, 110)

Thefirst part of Daddy revisits childhood episodes
of incest, while the second depicts the adult artist
humiliating her father, shown bound to a chair.
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The film interweaves blackandwhite with colour,
past with present, drawings with moving images,
and features Niki’s voice questioning her father,
asking him why he did it. The artist constructs
a tale to narrate the unutterable and, in the final
sequence, she shoots at the sculpture The Death
of the Patriarch, while - in voiceover - she says:
“Daddy, it didn’t work, Daddy. It just didn’t
work. Your slaves have finally freed themselves.
And we intend to enjoy our freedom and our
power,” ending by announcing to her mother
the “wonderful” news that her father is dead.
Saint Phalle explains that the film functioned as
a collective psychodrama, in which she and the
codirector focused their critique against religion,
the subordination of women to men, and, above
all, the paternal figure (Dossin 2015, 174). The
father is presented as an archetype of patriarchal
violence, and the film stages a symbolic funeral
in which a large plaster phallus is placed in the
coffin, enacting the violator’s symbolic death.
Daddy can be read through trauma theory by
focusing on its visual language and montage.
Fragmented editing, abrupt cuts, and symbolic
imagery disrupt narrative coherence, mirroring
the non-linear structure of traumatic memory
identified by Herman. These formal strategies
articulate an experimental and confrontational
aesthetic that turns personal trauma into artistic
and political agency.

Fifty years after the rape — and decades after Tirs
and Daddy - she is finally able to return to the
trauma and express it in writing in an artist’s
book. Over this long period one can trace the
trajectory from explosive action to analytical and
reflective written language. The artist Susanna
Pruna, whose creative practice addresses sexual
violence and incest, explains that - in an initial
moment - the spoken word is silenced by the ag-
gression, and that the experience is transformed
into a visual work that “anticipates” what cannot
yet be named. Trauma takes form as image and
articulates what should never have had to be
spoken; it expresses the unsayable. In this con-
text, artistic creation helps to fix into images what
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still cannot be expressed verbally, until voice
and body can finally be aligned (Pruna 2024).
In this direction, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst
Dori Laub argues that reclaiming one’s life story
through testimony constitutes a form of action
and transformation, one that must be actively
undertaken to sustain and complete the process
of survival after liberation (Laub 1992).

This process culminates in Mon secret, written
in the Canary Islands in December 1992 and
conceived as a letter to her daughter Laura. It
begins by alluding to the “Lété des serpents”
(using a snake-shaped drawing to emphasize the
letter S, exploring drawn writing and the visual
dimension of the text through a childlike script).
Saint Phalle recalls that one summer in 1942 she
saw venomous snakes near the rented country
house, prompting her parents to put out poison
to kill them. Following this introduction, Niki
asks herself: “Was I exterminated along with the
snakes?” She reveals that in that same summer
her father, then thirtyfive years old, raped her
repeatedly, exerting the terrible power of the
adult over the child and shattering her trust in
other human beings:

For the young girl, rape is DEATH [...] At elev-
en, I felt expelled from society. This beloved
father became an object of hatred. The world
had shown me its hypocrisy. l understood that
everything I was taught was false. [...] The Sum-
mer of Snakes was when my father, this banker,
this aristocrat, had put his cock in my mouth.
(Rudick 2022, 217)

She wonders whether she was exterminated
together with the snakes, and it is important to
recall the symbolism of these reptiles — especially
in Christian contexts — in relation to sin and
sexuality. The snake becomes a recurring motif
in her work, revealing both her fears and her
desire to confront them (Pujante Gonzalez 2020,
255). The artist also moves beyond Christian
iconography to explore broader symbolic and
cultural frameworks, emphasizing life-death

31



Image 1. The cover of the book Mon Secret by Niki de Saint Phalle. 1994. All rights
reserved.

connections exemplified by the book’s cover,
where brightly coloured flowers emerge from a
blackandwhite skull against a vivid pink back-
ground [Image 1]. Furthermore, Saint Phalle
explains that through her drawings of snakes she
was able to transform her fear, learning to tame
and domesticate these creatures that had once
terrified her (Saint Phalle 1999, 77).

The epistolary narrative follows a chronological
order and interweaves the recounting of her
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memories with rhetorical questions. It begins
with the summer of 1942 and proceeds through
temporal shifts in which she describes her acts
of self-harm after the trauma and recounts
that, in 1952, at the age of twenty-two, she was
discharged from a psychiatric clinic in Nice after
receiving ten electroshock treatments and an
insulin therapy. She reveals that, upon leaving
the hospital, she abandoned the arsenal she
had carried in her handbag for selfprotection
(an unloaded revolver, scissors, knives, and
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razor blades) and decided to give up her drama
studies to devote herself to painting. Saint Phalle
explains that one or two weeks after leaving the
hospital she received a letter from her father in
which he confessed what had happened and
asked for her forgiveness. She writes that for-
getting protected her from an unbearable truth
as she retained only fragmentary memories of
her father seducing the domestic workers and
her mother’s friends.

It is important to note here the presence of multi-
ple voices, as French literature scholar Domingo
Pujante Gonzalez observes: a constant oscillation
between the child’s voice of remembrance and
the adult’s voice of explanation and assimilation
of traumatic events (Pujante Gonzalez 2020,
256). Pujante Gonzélez analyses Saint Phalle’s
autobiographical writings, noting that this
aspect of her work remains understudied and
represents a personal attempt to confront her
traumatic past through writing (ibid., 253). In
this regard, it is worth adding that in Traces. Une
autobiographie 1930-1949 (1999), Saint Phalle
affirms that the child and the artist within her are
inseparable, and that her imagined world and its
monsters keep her connected to the emotions of
her childhood (Saint Phalle 1999, 71).

She tells her daughter that the psychiatrist burned
her father’s letter after reading it, insisting that it
was impossible, and she transcribes Dr. Cossa’s
response: “Votre pére est fou. Rien ne sest passé.
Il invente. La chose est impossible. Un homme
de son milieu et de son éducation religieuse
ne fait pas cela” [Your father is crazy. Nothing
happened. He is making it up. Such a thing is
impossible. A man of his background and reli-
gious upbringing would not do that]’. She adds
that the Jungian psychiatrist wrote to her father
warning him that he was projecting his fantasies
and advising him not to disclose such a story
to his daughter if he wished to avoid her being
hospitalized again. Saint Phalle reflects on the

3 Translated by the author.
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psychiatrist’s reaction as exemplary of the patri-
archal system that refuses to believe victims, and
she stresses that Dr. Cossa effectively sided with
the perpetrator. Likewise, she warns that sexist
societies tend to hold young girls responsible
for “seducing” men. To illustrate this, she notes
that it would be akin to examining the racist
behaviour of members of the Ku Klux Klan and
concluding that: “we deduce that Black people
had exaggerated in order to lead brave white
people into racism”. She concludes: “This rape
made me forever united with all those whom
society and the law exclude and crush” (ibid.
2022, 202). Through these reflections, we see
her awareness that all violence is intersectional,
traversed by gender, race, and class oppression.
This critical consciousness permeates all of Saint
Phalle’s artistic production. An example of this is
found in her Nanas - representations of joyful,
powerful, lifeaffirming women - including her
Black Venuses and Goddesses, as well as Black
Rosy or My Heart Belongs to Rosy (1965), a trib-
ute to Rosa Parks, a key figure of the U.S. civil
rights movement against racial discrimination.
In relation to this intersectional perspective, the
artist also responded — when asked whether she
was a savage — by stating that a woman in a mal-
edominated civilization is like a Black person in
a white civilization: she has the right to refuse
and to rebel (Bouvard 2015, 52).

Another fundamental part of the letter is when
she explains that her father’s death in 1967, at
the age of sixty, from a heart attack, was a pro-
found shock for her, as they had not reconciled.
In this context, she decided to make the film
Daddy with the aim of freeing herself from her
anger, creating and starring in a narrative in
which she symbolically humiliates and kills her
father. Yet she reveals: “To my great surprise, this
film, far from calming me, triggered a nervous
breakdown. I hadn’t had the courage to make
this film while my father was alive, and the
violence of my feelings against him and men
overwhelmed me” (Rudrick 2022, 220). Here it
is important to recall, as Neige Sinno warns, the
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danger of believing in the myth of the survivor,
in the happy ending of American films, and in
a supposed linear progression. She reminds us
that time is cyclical, even though being able to
speak about trauma already means being “a little
bit saved” (Sinno 2023, 74-75).

It is also relevant to note, regarding the critical
reception of the film, that Saint Phalle recounts
how Tinguely, her family, and the press were
outraged, and that only a few critics defended
her, among them the psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan and her mother (who did not see the film,
as Niki had asked). Saint Phalle also shares her
inability, as a child, to tell her mother about the
abuse (which she later discovered when she read
Dr. Cossa’s letter addressed to her husband). She
evokes the fear, shame, guilt, and sense of sin
(deeply rooted in her Catholic upbringing), and
notes that many women who have been raped
commit suicide or are repeatedly institutional-
ized in psychiatric hospitals. Within this context,
Saint Phalle reveals that her silence was a survival
strategy although that silence also isolated her
from the adult world, recalling that a child does
not have the mechanisms to cope with such a
situation and that an entire lifetime may still be
insufficient. It is crucial to remember that it was
not until 1992 that she was finally able to write
Mon secret.

Pujante Gonzalez notes that Camille Morineau,
curator of the Niki de Saint Phalle retrospective
at the Grand Palais in Paris (2014), emphasizes
that autobiography is a fundamental trope in
Saint Phalle’s creative practice, yet she minimiz-
es the importance of incest in interpreting the
artist’s work. Morineau contends that an over-
emphasis on the artist’s history of abuse risks
circumscribing the political dimensions of Saint
Phalle’s oeuvre and predetermining its reception,
effectively casting her primarily as a victim and
framing her entire body of work through thatlens
(Morineau 2016, 88). Nonetheless, Morineau
also stresses that this autobiographical work
becomes a feminist political manifesto: “cest
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aussi un ouvrage politique, qui s'adresse a tout
le monde: aux jeunes, aux femmes. Cest 'une de
ses ceuvres politiques, une ceuvre féministe” [It
is also a political work, addressed to everyone: to
young people, to women. It is one of her political
works, a feminist work].* (Ibid., 88-89) In this
way, the writer and feminist Hélene Cixous re-
calls the power of the patriarchal symbolic order
and how “disruptive” women are fully aware of
it; and - within this framework - she emphasizes
that women must “write themselves,” telling their
own stories, while also pointing to the need to
learn how to speak (Cixous 2024, 11, 23).

In Mon secret, Saint Phalle positions herself as
the narrator of her own history, using both her
artistic production and her illustrated texts to
disclose her intimate and familial experience,
thereby challenging the patriarchal structures
that shape social norms. In deciding to share
this history, her work acquires an explicitly po-
litical dimension. Indeed, in the introduction to
another of her autobiographical literary works,
Traces. Une autobiographie 1930-1949 (1999) -
which later received a second volume with the
illustrated book Harry and Me. The Family Years.
1950-1960 (2006) - she reveals the essential role
of writing in helping her to remember, to avoid
remaining trapped in trauma, to gain distance,
to reshape her inner landscape.

Conclusion

Vivien Green Fryd recalls the importance of
neither aestheticizing nor neutralizing sexual
violence and stresses the necessity of confront-
ing it directly. She identifies what she terms
the “anti-rape and anti-incest cycle”, which
began in the early 1970s and continues into the
present with #MeToo, comprising artworks that
propose counternarratives aimed at fostering
social change and putting an end to the stigma
and silence surrounding trauma. As noted,
Niki de Saint Phalle’s autobiographical work

4 Translated by the author.
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also functions as a feminist political manifesto,
addressing a broad audience and standing
among her most explicitly political and feminist
contributions.

This vital process leading toward an explicit
political stance is clearly expressed on the back
cover of Mon secret, where she explains that she
wrote it for herself, to allow her inner child to
speak and free herself from the impact of the
incest. She reveals how she long believed she was
an exception, feeling even more isolated, until
she finally managed to connect the personal with
the political:

aujourd’hui jai pu parler a dautres victimes
d’un viol: les effets calamiteux sont tous les mé-
mes: désespoir, honte, humiliation, angoisse,
suicide, maladie, folie, etc. Le scandale a enfin
éclaté; tous les jours des révélations jaillissent
sur ce secret si jalousement gardé pendant
des siécles: le viol d'une multitude denfants,
filles ou gargons, par un pere, un grand-pere,
un voisin, un professeur, un prétre, etc. (Saint
Phalle, 1994)

[Today I have been able to speak with other
victims of rape: the devastating effects are
always the same: despair, shame, humiliati-
on, anxiety, suicide, illness, madness, etc. The
scandal has finally erupted; every day new re-
velations emerge about this secret so jealously
guarded for centuries: the rape of countless
children, girls, or boys, by a father, a grand-
father, a neighbour, a teacher, a priest, and so
on]>. (Saint Phalle, 1994)

Saint Phalle enacts this shift in a way that aligns
her work with activism: by making the scandal
public and expressing her intention to write a
book to help children protect themselves from
sexual violence. Significantly, only a few years
earlier she had also used the epistolary form -
this time in collaboration with immunologist

5 Translated by the author.
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Silvio Barandun - in her illustrated book AIDS.
You Can’t Catch It Holding Hands (1987), ad-
dressed to her son Philipp Mathews. In that
publication, she combines preventive messages
and images with the desire to deconstruct the
criminalization of those living with the disease
(Rudick 2022, 246).

In both artist’s books, she chooses the epistolary
format, addressing them to her daughter Laura
and her son Philipp, to denounce the stigma
imposed on victims, the hypocrisy of double
standards, and the political failure to uphold
the duty of prevention. Saint Phalle ultimately
did not produce the book intended to teach
children how to protect themselves - as she
mentions at the end of Mon secret — but this
book, which brings together the voices of the
child and the adult to articulate the unname-
able and is grounded in her autobiographical
testimony, directly addresses a young audience,
and becomes a political manifesto against child
rape. It is worth noting that Herman argues that
trauma dehumanizes victims, while collective
support restores their humanity and helps sur-
vivors transform personal suffering into political
awareness and social action (Herman 1992,
215). Autobiography, explored through differ-
ent artistic formats, becomes an instrument for
articulating and confronting the unthinkable,
transforming itself into a political choice by
making public the process of denunciation and
repair.

Dr. Laia Manonelles Moner, Lecturer profes-
sor, Department of History of Art, University of
Barcelona, Spain, laiamanonelles@ub.edu. Laia
Manonelles Moner is a member of the research
projects “Politizaciones del malestar” (Politiza-
tions of malaise) and “Visuality and geo-aesthe-
tics in the era of eco-social crisis” (VIGEO, UB).
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