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Abstract

Who is this Self I'm Supposed to be Expressing? Narrative Inquiry
into the Art and Learning of Twelve Women Visual Arts Students.

Georgina Miriam Cooley

The life namratives of twelve women visual arts students at Concordia University,
Montreal form the core of this study. Consistent with the concept of feminist narrative
inquiry, discussion of the author’s academic, artistic and teaching experiences
establishes the background for the study. Interviews focused on students’ life stories and
thelr self-selected art works. Diverse personal histories and evolving perspectives on art
making, self concept and leamning were revealed. Regardless.of age and life experience,
these women regard their art leaming as catalytic in their growth toward subjectivity,
and personal, social and cultural agency. Links are drawn between expectations, life
experiences, family relationships {particularly with fathers), art production, and their
commentary on creative engagement.

Students expected to acquire artistic skills, aesthetic knowledge, and to become
competent art makers. The study presents examples of how those expectations were
met of frustrated. The women tell how they acquired skills and knowledge and came
to see themselves as artists with ideas to express. The interrelationship of personal
experience, self reflection, the influence of teachers, and exposure to new ideas, is
shown to be significant in developing artistic content,

The students’ stories, viewed in relation to established proposals of leaming

dynamics, create new narratives of visual arts leaming. Work by Belenky, Clinchy,
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Goldberger & Tarule in Women's Wavs of Knowing, provides insights into standpoints

that these students assumed in certain situations. Examples are given of how these
personal points of view were manifested in the students’ art work, attitudes, and
interactions with instructors.
Prof. Stan Homer's proposal of aesthetic response and creative processes offers
a concept of leamning greunded in Winnicottian theory, wherein illusionistic fusion with
the work in progress in encouraged. The teacher's role is then to establish critical
distance and assist the student through the inevitable disillusionment.
The study focuses on positive leaming experiences and defines the concepts of the
“good enough teacher” who models the skills and knowledge of art making, who
makes knowledge available to students, and who fosters the student’s illusion of artistic

achievement until she can appreciate the disillusionment of critical discussion.

iv



Acknowledgements

I am greatly indebted to the women who participated in this study for so
generously telling their stories of their life experiences, art and learning. Their
ongoing interest and enthusiasmn for my work has been most gratifying,

I would like to extend particular gratitude to my adviser, Dr. Elizabeth
Sacca for her enthusiastic support of my project, her friendship, and the scholarly
and professional example that she has always set for me. I greatly appreciate the
support of the other members of my committee, Lynn Hughes, Dr. Janice
Helland and Dr. Cathy Mullen. Their thoughtful critiques have been most
helpful as I have worked through the theoretical and practical problems of
bringing this project to completion.

Many thanks go to my family, friends, colleagues, and student who have
helped and encouraged me throughout this project. A special thank you to Mark
for transcribing interviews, editing, and putting inspirational messages on my
screen saver,

For my parents, Laura and Fred Cooley
and for Georgina and Mark.



Table of Contents

Stories to Learn From ...
Profile of the Study and Dissartation .........eeeeeereermiesessnenssssssnn.
Valuing Women's Narratives ..., craereanes

----------- Y Py T P T TP YT T PP TP

TR T Y Y PP Y I YT T araee

Becoming a Feminist RESEArcher ..........einineineensenssesssssesssees
Context for the StUdY ......cccvvcvvieicseserssns

Teaching ARTE 430 .......ccccovvvininininenunienssrsanne wer s b an
Developing Methodology ... sssssssennes
Interviewing .....ccecveeenne. Crereresaens veerssneasrens et s

Sifting and SOTHNE .v.eiviiiceccrienecrarcenenssiesenaens v RO
WEIING SOIIES ..vvvveiivirciiin i ssssse s sssssrssssssarrans
"But You Said ... !" cviicreeene Ceree s e aaas s r s

atherine ..... eeeeree vetsetnrreerererarsane esessrasinscarnerraens ssvrnsrniuannrs cresern cenesrasan

Elaine ....cvceveninnnevinricnnens

L T P Y Y PR Y YT IYR Y beesscssnsrnenssnes L T Y T R P Y YY)

LaUTa «.eveeiiniiieririessiineiissssasserssssensessssesnsees

Nathalie

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-------- R L T T P

ooooooooooo L T T T T I LT T P T

Wisdom and Endurance.........covveeeriveerennns rereresnreenrenens

Barbara .....oiueecvnmiiiniiseiiessieesrinssosssssessssesssssisssesessesesnenssssanscessansesns

Meredith ....cvnieiieniniiienneennes

L T T T LT P PR RSl T

REVA coiviiiiiiinnionininiosinininiemi e sseiissenesssrssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens

vi

18
69
80
87
92
96
100
108
109

124
140
155

169
170
187
204

238
239
253
267
286



Table of Contents

Threads and TIACES ... s ssesess e ssessesssns 303
Hopes and Dreams : SInk OF SWIM w.c.eccicincnnnenerceicesseses e 305
Concealed and Constrained ..., 324
Perspectives on Learning to be an Artist ..o 328
[Nlusions and DiSIIUSIONS ........cccomeiiermneneeersrmesismsse 353
The "Good Enough "Teacher .......veeccrennsisrentsessce s sessnnens 358
Questions for Further ReSEarch .........cueeiinnennrieosensisssoresesssssesssssns 363
"EXpressing Myself“............co s b 364
Biblioraphy ...t 369
APPENAIX A o 370
APPENAIX B ...t esssssas 378
APPENAIX C oo e 379

vii



Stories to Learn From

Stories are important. Stories tell us about people and ideas and the ways
that things work in the world. Stories give us models and patterns to inspire our
own lives and guide our actions. Stories give us information upon which to basc
our judgements and make our plans. Stories give us ways to understand what
goes on under the surface of daily life. Stories shape our dreams.

Like other families, my family has stories about the lives and exploits of
past generations. For me, the most important stories from my family anthology
are the stories about intelligent, resourceful, hard working Prairie women who
raised their families, cultivated their gardens, worked in the farmyard, and
fought for women's rights. My maternal grandmother learned to drive a car
when she was fifteen so that she could drive her mother and aunts to Women's
Institute meetings. On one occasion the men took the car to go hunting on an
afternoon when the women had planned to attend a meeting. The men returned
to find that the women had bobbed their hair and hemmed up their skirts. The
gauntlet was down! Those women insisted upon being respected and having
space for themselves even in hard times. The stories of their lives shape my
expectations of the role I can play in the world, influence my aspirations,
influence the way I think about my responsibilities to myself and others, and
form the foundation for my politics.

Similarly, the narratives which constitute the heart of this study are the

stories of intelligent, creative, hard working women. They come from different



generations and from various backgrounds but they all expect to have their place
in the world, More than that, they expect to have the satisfaction of using their
minds and the pleasure of creating their art. I value their stories for the spirit that
they evince and the insights into creative learning that they give to me.

As I reflect on the ways that I have come to understand my own learning
and my role in the society in which I live, I am acutely aware that the stories such
as the one I mentioned, along with the stories that I share with friends and
family about day-to-day life, and the stories that I read, all play a rcle in shaping
my understanding of the world. My own experiences as an artist, teacher,
student, daughter, wife, mother of a daughter, and single woman, all stimulate
my understanding of the significance of gender in how I and other women
negotiate our way in the world. This understanding grounds my role as a
researcher, for as the authors of Interpreting Women's Lives assert,

That recognition of the impact of gender and the insistence on the

importance of female experience have provided the vital common ground

for feminist research and thought. Feminist theory emerges from and
responds to the lives of women. The recovery and interpretation of
women’s lives have been central concerns of feminist scholarship from the
earliest pioneering days to the present. Listening to women's voices,
studying women'’s writings, and learning from women's experiences have
been crucial to feminist reconstruction of our understanding of the world.
(Personal Narrative Group 1989, 4)

My project here is to include the experiences of women visual art students

in this "feminist reconstruction of our understanding of the world." Accordingly,

the narratives of twelve women students, along with discussions about self-

selected examples of their art work, are the central concern of this narrative,
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qualitative study. This study is motivated by my curiosity about the process of
Creativity, learning and knowledge construction as it is experienced and under-
stood by women undergraduate visual arts students. I wish to acquire a better
understanding of the meanings thesc women develop or assign to events and
interactions throughout their education. Their responses to the instruction they
receive, their views on their creative efforts, and their discussions about the
learning situations and practices that they consider to have been most helpful to
them are of particular interest. Significant relationships with family and friends
outside of the university setting and interactions with instructors and fellow
students are also important. Seeing the art works about which the students were
speaking enabled me to observe the development of their artistic production in
relation to the ways that they spoke about it.' My expectation is that from a
deeper understanding of women students' motivations, expectations, responses
and behaviours, I may propose curriculum and teaching practices that provide
women with challenging, exciting engagements in art making,

I am committed to the view that we can draw on women's daily
experiences as a vital resource for analysing the structures and forces in society,
and particular institutions within sodety. There are several points arising from
this position that I would like to make clear from the outset. First, while my

personal memoir is not my preoccupation here, the dissertation is in fact a

' At my request, each woman selected several art works which were discussed during

the interview. The interviews were video taped, particularly to record the women as
they spoke of the art works. I audio taped the interviews to facilitate transcription.
3



certain construction of my own narrative. As 1 will detail in the chapters
preceding the student's narratives, my experiences as a teacher, an artist and a
researcher are implicated in the origination and progress of this project. Equally,
my own background and perspective are reflected in the issues upon which I
chose to focus as I interpreted the stories and drew conclusions from the data.
Second, while the narratives, discussions and descriptions of the students'
lives and learning experiences are central to my study, this does not mean that
there is an unquestioning acceptance of an essential Truth embodied in their
words and images. These narratives are descriptions given by particular students
of the material realities of their lives as they have seen and experienced them.
They are the recounting of memories and opinions as seen at the particular
moment of each woman's life at which I spoke with her. I concur with other
researchers who point out that to render this knowledge useful to practice,
"women'’s daily life experiences can only be adequately understood by 'mapping’
them onto broader social processes" (Frankenberg 1993, 7). In this case, the social
processes of current artistic production and Canadian post-secondary education
establish the context. An extensive body of existing feminist theory has provided
me with a grounding from which I have developed this study, and the insights

gained from the mapping process can be examined in relation to theoretical

EY
-

"Mapping" is the process of discerning and examining the relationships between /

among the patterns that | observed in relation to the contexts from which they are

seen to evolve. In the analysis of the stories, similarities in how women viewed

situations, reacted to them, or came to dedisions were suggested in the art works and

in the ways that the women talked about themselves, their ideas and their art works.
4



proposals drawn from feminist, pedagogical and art discourses. A discussion of

the potential of women's life narratives in art education rescarch and issues of

interpretation follows under the heading "Valuing Women's Narratives."

With these concemns in mind, I proposed an overarching set of questions
from which to initiate my research. My intention was to "cast a wide net” in
order to glean as broad a range of information as I felt I had resources to analyse.
My intent was to engage the participants in conversations that elicited their
stories of life experience and views on their processes of learning and art making.
My strategy was to begin from the explicit events and concerns of these women's
lives, attend to their interpretation of events and concerns, consider the issues
that I observed in the conversations and art work, and then to consider our
(mine and the students’) observations in relationship with theoretical discourse.

My initial research questions can be stated as follows.

A. What are the life narratives of the women students who participated in this
study? How do they describe their family and social relationships, and the
events that led them to became students in the Faculty of Fine Arts?

B. What are the viewpoints about themselves, about learning, about art and art
making held by the students? What kinds of experiences, in school or else-
where, are seen by the students as encouraging certain points of view and
developments in their art making? What forms or concepts of knowledge do

they value, and what knowledge do they think they are acquiring?



C. What observations can be made about the relationship of experiences within a
particular life narrative? Further to that, what observations can be made about
the relationship of one woman's experience to those described by other
participants? Are there any similarities in the verbal or artistic manifestations
of their ideas? How do any patterns that I perceive relate to one another and
the broader social, cultural, and theoretical contexts?

D. What implications might my findings have for visual art education

curriculum and teaching practice?

Profile of the Study and Dissertation:

The narratives of twelve women constitute the foundation for this study.
They are former students in the ARTE 430 Multi Media® course that | taught for
four years at Concordia University, Montreal. Eight of these women were BFA
Major or Specialization students in Art Education. ‘There were also four students
who selected ARTE 430 as an option course although they were Majors in Studio
or Drawing and Painting. Some of the women had been admitted as Mature

Students, but most had attended the required (in Quebec) two years in a college

This is a studio / seminar course in which students engage in artistic production in
black and white photography, sound montage, video, performance, S8 film, and slide
montage. They develop installation works integrating combinations of these media.
Discussion and critique centred around the technical, aesthetic, sodal / cultural
issues that arise from the works produced.

Art Education students take a ninety credit baccalaureate degree with forty-two
credits in studio courses and at least six credits in Art History. Thus the studio and
academic studies of these students were spread throughout most programmes in the
Visual Arts Section of the Faculty.

6



fine arts programme prior to admission to the university. Some had taken
prerequisite studio courses at other universities and others had attended art
courses in less formal centres.

The women who participated in this study were volunteers from among,
the students who arrive in my dassroom. I have not tried to insure that any
particular cultural, racial, ethnic or religious group is included or excluded from
the study. One participant is a Métisse® and all *he other women who I inter-
viewed are from Euro-Canadian backgrounds, so my study does not deal with
issues of racial difference.® However, this study group does involve students
from a diversity of class, age, ethnic, cultural and linguistic backgrounds as well
as a lesbian woman. I have discussed these aspects of their lives to the extent that
they were raised by the women themselves,

In the introductory chapters of the dissertation I will present the theoretical,
experiential and methodological background from which this study was
developed. The core of the dissertation is composed of the twelve women's
narratives. The original telling of the stories was inevitably partial and
constructed in response to a particular set of drcumstances, i.e. an interview
where certain initial questions were posed. Nonetheless, these narratives reveal
aspects of the complex, often painful, but ultimately rich and rewarding lives

that these women have lived, and the invaluable role that art and art making has

* A woman of aboriginal and European parentage,
® Asian students were the only visible minority group represented in my classes, ( one
student per group). None of these students were available for an interview.
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played for them. The final section of the dissertation begins with my summation
of the issues which the women 's life narratives brought to light. The specific
stories, opinions and statements are then put into play in relationship to existing
proposals of women's learning processes. I will conclude with a discussion of the
implications for teaching practice and outline some questions for further

research that arise from this work.

Valuing Women's Narratives

Western educational institutions rest on a foundation of liberal humanistic
ideclogy which champions the notion of the autonomous individual who
possesses free wﬂl and who therefore has the capacity to choose the course of his
(sic) own life. In this scheme feminism means that, given equal opportunity,
women will succeed within the existing democratic system and if they do not it
is because the inability lies with the individual. This point of view is fundamental
and unexamined in much of the literature by earlier feminist scholars, including
those in the field of art education. This motivated many initiatives for equality of
opportunity but the benefits have been limited.

As scholars and activists have worked to understand, explain and theorize
women's experience, and to devise and implement strategies for change, a wider
variety of perspectives have been articulated. In an effort to avoid the above
mentioned limitations of liberalism, some feminists have grounded their

discourse in women's life experience, the notion of "difference,” and the social
8



politics of gender, race and class. This work has been helpful in describing the
nature of the oppressions to which women have been subjected. As well, this
scholarship has expanded inquiry to explore the raultiple forces and practices
that operate to perpetuate systems and structures detrimental to women. How-
ever, analysis grounded in concepts of gender difference becomes problematic
when taken to the extreme view of prescribing a supposedly feminist "Truth®
about female nature: moral superiority, love of peace, an affinity with the forces
of Nature, and a predilection for nurturing. The result is a self-assigned essential-
ism with a consequent definition of good and bad attitudes and behaviours: an
ideology that falls easily into the "all women are victims, all men are cruel
oppressors” dichotomy. This does little to advance the feminine voice in the
affairs of the world and thwarts efforts to critically examine how concepts of
gender are constructed and played out in our lives. Obviously, these concepts
are subject tc ongoing examination. I note however, that essentialist perspectives
are important and strongly held by many students at a certain point in their
personal growth. Others may be resentful that they felt their demeanour, dress,
ideas, and art works were being criticized by these essentialist standards,
Feminist researchers, operating from more flexible perspectives have made
important contributions to the development of qualitative, feminist, research
practice (Nielson 1990, Code 1991, Grosz 1991, Alcoff and Potter 1991). In
Particular, they have insisted that the gender. of the researcher - and by
extension, other qualities of her/his identity and background - are implicated in

9



research practice and knowledge construction. In the anthology of work that she
edited, Nielson (1990) presents work by several feminist researchers who have
pursued women centred approaches that implicated them personally in the
situation under examination. Thus, in her view, they challenge the traditional
notion of the disengaged, objective observer-researcher and debunk the notion of
universal validity of androcentric constructions of truth. Nielson argues that
such research provoked new questions about the nature of research questions,
contexts, relationships between researcher and participants, and the variability
and validity of conclusions. Equally, researchers have realized the necessity for
careful contextualization of research projects from conception to final reporting,
Beyond simply enacting alternative research practices, Elizabeth Grosz calls
for feminist scholars to confront established concepts of knowledge and
knowledge production in a manner that "entails reconceiving the sources, aims,
and goals of the form and functioning of knowledge” (Grosz 1991, 187). The
grounding assumptions of epistemology, the discipline of philosophy which is
“upheld as a source of ‘absolute truth’ about how the world should be known
and represented" (Code 1991, ix) are considered suspect. The conventional
notion persists that truths about human beings and their cultures can be denoted
and defined exclusively through the disciplines of pure reason. Grosz argues that
to divorce reason from the physical, material reality of the subject who is
exercising the disciplines of reasoned thought, constitutes a fundamental

contradiction of established social science research. The insistence that know-

10



ledge construction is divorced from the identity of the knower denies the
possibility of "self- representations of the {sexual) specificities at play in the
production of knowledges. "(Grosz 1991, 194) and incites "a crisis of reason”
concerning, the specificities and limits of knowledges.

Lorraine Code asserts that "epistemological questions are fundamental to
feminist inquiry” (Code 1991, 315} and that gender is a significant consideration
in epistemological concerns. Code opens her discussion of the paradigms and
practice of epistemology, and the significance of gender in the construction of

knowledge, with a well known citation from Simone de Beauvoir.

Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; they

describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse with absolute

truth. (de Beauvoir 1972, 161)

Code, Grosz, and others critique the assumption that the "representations
of the world," legitimization of knowledge, and the authorization of knowers can
be ascertained through reason alone. They also critique the assumption that
researchers can arrive at ‘absolute truth” which is objective, neutral, and
universally applicable. Code confronts this position with an insistence that the
identity of the knower is important. She point out that, as de Beauvoir observes,
gender is an unacknowledged factor in tradit.onal epistemological schemes by
virtue of male philosophers’ dismissal of women as players in the practice of
knowing, thus establishing "knowledge® as the de facto domain of men. The
subjectivity of the inquirer is a significant factor in epistemological evaluations; a
"knower" is not a genderless, featureless abstraction but rather,

11



the sex of the knower is one of a cluster of subjective factors (i.e., factors that
pertair: to the circumstance of the cognitive agents) constitutive of received
conceptions of knowledge and of what it means to be a knower. (her
emphasis) (Code 1991, 4)
Knowledge cannot be revered as neutral, objective or absolute, but rather is

understood to be conditional upon questions of
the nature of cognitive agents; questions about their character; their
material, historical, cultural, circumstances; their interests in the inquiry at
issue. These are questions about how credibility is established, about
connections between knowledge and power about the place of knowledge
in ethical and aesthetic judgements. (Code 1991, 7-8)
Thus, a space for women's voices in knowledge construction can be created
when it is expected that subjective specificities, and conditions of relevance for
knowledge proposals will be accounted for. The specificity of our lives in
gendered bodies is key to women's relations to the production of knowledge,
particularly in that the feminine, the body, and the arts have been allied in binary
opposition to the masculine, reason, and the sciences.
Once the universal is shown to be a guise for the masculine and
knowledges are shown to occupy only one pole of a (sexual) spectrum
instead of its entirety, the possibility of other ways of knowing and
proceeding - the possibility of feminine discourses and knowledges - is
revealed. (Grosz 1991, 196-7)
Although Code declares that "feminist epistemology” is an impossibility so
long as "epistemology” is defined by androcentric, post-positivist, and empiricist
standards, she allows that, "Feminists can be epistemologists . . . and episte-

mologists can be feminists” {Code 1991, 314). She advocates that feminist scholars

engage in dialogue with the traditions of epistemology in order to reveal

12



androcentric hegemony and its consequences, and "to create space for
productive relocation of knowledge in human lives" (Code 1991, 315). Such
knowledge would not essentialize or prescribe the possibilities of either
feminism or knowledge. She argues for a position of carefully defined relativism
which demands of the knower a thoughtful and discerning evaluation of
knowledge proposals. Relativism, as Code presents the concept, is not an
indulgence in unqualified subjectivism or an acceptance of any and all
knowledge claims as being equally valid. There can be many valid ways of
knowing a phenomenon and various perspectives to consider. The implication,

as stated by Grosz, is that,

knowledges must be seen as perspectival, partial, limited and contestable
products, as the results of historically specific political, sexual, and
epistemological imperatives, {her emphasis) (Grosz 1991, 209)

Knowledge, thus considered, may be "of strategic value in particular times
and places, but not necessarily useful or valid in all contexts" {Grosz 1991, 209).
The validity of proposals and knowledge claims is realized in practice; through a
demonstrated capacity to adequately enable "people to negotiate the everyday
world and to cope with the decisions, problems, and puzzles they encounter
daily” (Code 1991, 3<4). However, Grosz points out that knowledge proposals,

do not simply reflect the social and historical contexts out of which they
were developed; rather they help to actively inscribe or engender the
meanings of the social. The challenge to prevailing norms of knowledge is
not thus simply a narrowly institutionalized, "ivory tower” critique of
theories. It is an attempt to stretch, rupture, and proliferate new meanings

and modes of representation such that women may adequately represent
themselves and the world. (Grosz 1991, 210)

13



As a researcher and art educator I am required to "negotiate the everyday
world and to cope with the decisions, problems, and puzzles” which my students
and I encounter. The subversive project for feminist researchers, as proposed by
the work of Code, Grosz and other feminist authors, is not simply to learn about
women from within the framework of established disciplines and practices.
Rather, the intent of feminist scholars must be to conduct research "by, with, and
for women" rather than research "on” women (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger &
Tarule 1986, 229). We need to carefully reconsider the processes of knowledge
construction, while consistently taking women's experience into account.

A plurality of strategies, techniques, procedures and methods have
potential to develop quite different conceptions of lived experience. One stralegy
for feminist research practice focuses on the life narratives of women in a wide
range of drcumstances; a practice through which Janet Wolff suggests, feminist
scholars may "attempt to render visible the threads which connect experience
and biography with intellectual work" (Wolff 1995, 15). Narrative inquiry is not
unique to feminist research practice although I suggest that the feminist critique
of ideas of androcentric, objective knowledge construction have been influential
in attracting researchers to this and other qualitative methodologies. In the field
of education research, narrative inquiry into teachers' and students' experiences
is grounded on the premises that "people lead storied lives” and that narrative
inquiry is "the study of the ways humans experience the world" (Connelly &
Clandinin 1990, 2). Michael Connelly and Jean Clandinin explain that,

14



narrative is both phenomenon and method. Narrative names the structured

quality of experience to be studied, ard it names the pattern of inquiry for

its study. To preserve the distinction we use the reasonably well-established

device of calling the phenomenon ‘story’ and the inquiry ‘narrative'.

(Connelly & Clandinin 1990, 2)

These authors view education as the “construction and reconstruction of
personal and social stories" (Connelly & Clandinin 1990, 2). In recounting their
personal learning experiences in relation to community contexts, students “give
us a way to recognize the processes and types of learning that occurs for
individuals in our classrooms" (Krajnik Crawford 1995, 150). MaryAnn Krajnik
Crawford argues that narrative is a method of inquiry which has the potential to
reveal the transformational nature of learning processes as they unfold for
students over time. She asserts that developing an understanding of "when and
how" those processes happen is essential if we expect our students,

to question the assumptions, ideas, and values that constitute our society,

to become both individual and social agents for change.

{Krajnik Crawford 1995, 159)

She argues that engaging students in the telling of their own stories situates
them as active agents in the construction and reconstruction of their learning, In
so doing they begin to reveal the complex personal and social issues that they
bring to the learning situation, and which teachers must begin to understand if
they are to assist their students in the processes of learning

Similarly, feminist scholars have recognized the unique access to lived
experience that is provided through women's narratives - as autobiography,
diaries, letters, or journals, or as biography, recorded and retold by another. I

15



would like to note several particularly valuable aspects of this approach to
research. First, women's stories can reveal the process of construction of the self-
in-society. As the Personal Narratives Group maintain, personal narratives
illuminate the course of a life over time and allow for its interpretation in its
historical and cultural context. The very act of giving form to a whole life -
or & considerable portion of it - requires, at least implicitly, considering the
meaning of the individual and social dynamics which seem to have been
most significant in shaping the life. (Personal Narratives Group 1989, 4)
Narratives may also suggest insights into the processes related to the
evolution of subjectivity, language acquisition, and feminine identity develop-
ment. As Renee Baert (1993) notes, "Any narrative requires its position of enun-
ciation” and hence the need to understand the concept of "self’ from which the
storyteller, biographer, and researcher speaks as she recounts her story or
pursues narrative inquiry. In the past three decades feminist scholars and artists
have worked to subvert the social and ideological constructions through which
"Woman'"” was excluded from speaking for herself, Initially the solution seemed
relatively simple; "let woman speak her own body, assume her own subjecthood”
(Suleiman 195, 7) as if subjecthood is a fixed point which is given or attained
prior to engagement in the world. However, a "voice of one's own" and the
question of how, and for whom it is realized has proved to be more complex.

Ongoing inquiry supports the view that narratives can trace the develop-~

ment of female subjectivity as "an ongoing construction” (de Lauretis 1984, 159)

7 1 here employ the practice of capitalizing Woman to designate the patriarchal con-
struction applied to female human beings. When written uncapitalized, women refers
to “the real historical beings and social subjectswho are defined by the technologies of
gender and actually engendered in sodial relations.” (de Lauretis 1987, 10)
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which Baert asserts, "is a theoretical construct, one itself in process” (Baert 1993,
15). Narrative inquiry reveals the rich complexity of human experience and
enables consideration of both internal and external elements in the exploration of
gender self-identity and agency. The question of agency, becoming the subject of
one's own story, and having the capacity for creative engagement, is critical in
feminist practice in narrative inquiry as well as in discussions of learning and
Creativity. In the practice of art making the artist is situated as the creator of
her/his own visual story, able to make visual representations of her/his ideas,
able to reflect upon those representations and ideas, and able to act upon new
possibilities that are generated. Put simply, personal agency "provides both the
source of insight and the means of action which lead to social change” (Personal
Narratives Group 1989, 6).

A long-standing feminist project has been to articulate the realities of how
social structures and gender hierarchies impact on women'’s lives, and how the
telling of stories can function to expose the imbedded assumptions of patriaichal
authority. Personal narratives provide examples of women's responses to andro-.
centric domination in society and culture. These are not just stories of resistance
and rebellion. They also reveal strategies of negotiation, acceptance, or even
embracing of systems of gender domination., Regardless of women's responses,
their stories tend to reveal the dynamics of the systems in which they originate.

The authors who form the Personal Narrative Group conclude the intro-

duction to their anthology of narrative research with a precise review of the
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qualities that recommend narrative as a methodology for feminist research. They

assert that narratives,

show the importance of the interpersonal relationships within which the
life story emerges; they illuminate the significance of the intersection of
individual life and historical moment; they address the importance of the
framework of meaning through which women orient themselves to the
world; and they allow us to explore the ways in which the interpreter's own
context shapes both the formation and the interpretation of a personal
narrative, (Personal Narratives Group 1989, 23)
It is the question of "the interpreters own context” to which I will now
address myself. Through a discussion of certain aspects of my experience in the
world I will present the grounding out of which this study has been developed.
It is by no means an all encompassing memoir; rather I have chosen to focus on

the interaclions and readings appropriate to the task at hand.

Becoming a Feminist Researcher

In "Feminist Art Education: An Analysis of the Women's Art Movement as
an Educaiional Force" (1979), Renee Sandell elaborated upon personal, informal
and formal educational paths that women appear to follow as they advance in
the art world. More specifically, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1986)
designate the family and the schools as the two most powerful institutions which
influence women's Jearning. Dorothy Holland and Margaret Eisenhart {1990)
reveal through their research that peer group and social milieu impact signifi-

cantly on the educational decisions of college age women. I find Lhese to be
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discerning proposals. As I consider my route to undertaking and developing this
project, I perceive the important roles played by my family, my personal, formal,
and informal education, my peers, and the social milieu in which I have been
involved. These elements provide the underlying framework for this chapter.

I agree that one's family has a deep and lasting impact on educational
progress and choices, and I would say briefly that my own experience supports
this general observation. I am the second child, and only girl in a family of six
children. My parents are farmers in Manitoba and so I grew up in a rural selling,
Without idealizing, I would say that I have benefited greatly from loving,
respectful, and supportive relationships with my parents, my brothers, and my
sisters-in-law. My daughter is, as she has always been, a treasure and a dalight.
My marriage to her father ended years ago.

Throughout elementary and secondary school I was always a good student
and enjoyed the notoriety of being the class artist. I entered the School of Art at
the University of Manitoba in the late 1960s at a time when North American
campuses were rife with student unrest and social activism. Indeed, I remember
my undergraduate studies in Fine Arts as a time that was more preoccupied with
my marriage, a baby and notions of social activism than with artistic ambition,
Nevertheless, I enjoyed creating images, and I felt that I learned some useful art
making skills. I knew I wanted to paint and draw but my understanding of what
art making meant for me was quite undefined. As for my relationship with my
teachers, all of whom were men, [ felt that generally they were unaware that 1
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was there. Most of the time that was fine with me. I don't recall that anything I
produced provoked any particular attention. I graduated with a BFA and
proceeded into teacher certification.

To continue in Sandell's line of thought, on the personal education level, I
think my background reading for this project began with Doris Lessing's The
Golden Notebook which I read some time in the early 1970s. That is my first
clear memory of reading and having the wonderful, amazing sense of, "Wow!
Somebody else feels like that too!". The Female Eunuch by Germaine Greer,
which I read soon afterward, brought similar moments of recognition. As a
student from a rural community, living in an urban commune with my husband
and daughter, I can't say that Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystigue connected
as sharply with my situation as it did for one of the women in my study, but it
contributed to my growing appreciation of women's stories. In the ensuing years
a wealth of women's art work has been brought into prominence, and I have
learned a great deal from the work of feminist scholars, artists and critics.

My sense of feminist purpose was formed in the radical, activist era of the
early 1970s. Winnipeg, Manitoba was not on the cutting edge of radical action,
but a growing number of women shared the prevailing idea that as women, we
were oppressed by male dominated institutions. We were determined to work
on the local level to enact change. In the sphere of feminist art activism, a
highlight of that period occurred in 1975 when the Winnipeg Art Gallery, in
response to International Women's Year, mounted an exhibition of male artists’
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images of women. After vigorous protest by women artists and activists, the
gallery made its resources available for an independent Committee for Women

Artists® to mount Women_as Viewer, showing exclusively works by women

artists. The protest activities and the provocative nature of the exhibition served
to draw attention to the possibilities, or lack thereof, for women artists. The
incident also stimulated debate on issues such as the persistent exclusion of
women's’ art works from critical and art historical attention. We now had a local
experience of the phenomenon observed by art historians such as Linda Nochlin
(1971), Eleanor Tufts (1974), and K. Peterson & J.J.Wilson (1976). These authors
scrutinized the cannon of art history and insisted that indeed there had been
many women who had produced outstanding work but that their production
had been buried beneath the preponde.ance of works by men. Discussion
ensued about the critical attention to the contemporary artistic production of
women artists. Lucy Lippard's From the Centre; Feminist Essays on Women's
Art (1976) enlightened me about the forms that feminist artists were using to
express new and different ideas about themselves and the world. Judy Chicago’s
book, Through the Flower: My Struggle as a Woman Artist (1975) described
what she and other women experienced as they pursued their art careers.

In my personal life, my teaching in the public school system, my art
practice, and my political and community work, I was in my own way part of the

struggles, mistakes, setbacks, omissions and success of "Second Wave Feminism."

®  Initiated by artist, Sharron Corne and activist, Marion Yoe.
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Through that experience I, along with other North American and European
feminists, \ave gained not only the power to challenge patriarchal cultural
constructior.s but we have also assumed the résponsibility for questioning
ourselves, our ideologies, and practices. My understanding of the complexity of
feminism in relation to art making and teaching has expanded, as has my
appreciation of the paths that we might take to "fully recognise the increased
potential of women's place in art and art education” (Sandell 1979, 23).

I pursued my undergraduate degrees and began my teaching career in a
milieu infused with optimistic prindples of social justice and radical change,
Barlow & Robertson give an apt description of my peers and me.

A sense of new possibilities was brought to dlassrooms by young and
enthusiastic teachers, whose services were suddenly in demand. Early
members of the post-war baby boom, these new teachers were unlikely to
have led campus political protests, but neither were they completely
untouched by the prevailing mood of challenge, change and political
activism. Few may have been trying to embody Teaching as a Subversive
Activity, published in 1969, but many young teachers had made its passing
acquaintance during teacher training., (Barlow & Robertson 1994, 5)
Feminist activism was a vital aspect of the "the prevailing mood.” Along
with small groups of like-minded women I was involved in consciousness raising
encounters where we focused on our own particular circumstances as women.,
These encounters embodied an emphatic valuing of women's stories. Sandell

pointed out that such privately initiated efforts are powerful educational

situations for women. She maintains that personally initiated learning,
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involved the sharing and developing of an ideology which would establish

personal and professional supports in the short run and build towards

eventual non-sexist changes in the art world and in society. (Sandell 1979 21

As we ventilated our experiences as daughters, wives, mothers and as
fledgling artists and professionals we thought of ourselves not just as friends, but
as activists too. We exposed the ways in which we knew we were oppressed as
women and we believed that such an analysis could contribute to the universal
emancipation of women. These discussions were gratifying, most particularly for
the strong friendships that were formed, but I was troubled by what I eventually
came to view as the self indulgent nature of these meetings. The commitment to
activism lagged. I was confronted with very real sexist dilemmas in my class-
room and professional life. Local action was needed too.

As a teacher I was involved in the Status of Women in Education
committee of the Manitoba Teacher's Society. Unfortunately, it appeared to me
that the enhanced status of v(zomen that was projected by the members of this
group was merely that some women should advance into administrative
positions. For them that seemed to be a sufficient goal in that they would then
provide positive role models for female students. When some of us asked for
assistance in integrating feminist principles into curriculum and classroom
practice, the only real action was to review sexist language in textbooks.
Necessary as it is for girls to have role models, I viewed it as an inadequate
strategy for enacting real and lasting change. In my inner city classroom I

worked with students who were truly suffering from discrimination and neglect.
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Those girls needed a great deal more than role models and text books from
which sexist language had been expunged.

What 1 felt then, but was unable to articulate, was that along with my
students, (both boys and girls), I was pitted against institutions of thought and
practice which always seemed to judge us as wrong, out of line, destined to fail.
We were caught in a web of contradictions. It was commonly held that Canadian
schools provided equal educational opportunities and that the success of each
student was important for the common good of all citizens. In practice this
proved to be untrue. The schools in which I worked were particularly insensitive
to the needs of adolescent girls, most of whom were aboriginal or immigrants
from economically disadvantaged homes. Their behaviour and resistance to
engagement demonstrated confusion, resentment and alienation from their
school experience (which included me). My response was to focus my day to day
efforts on providing as safe and fair an atmosphere as possible in my own
classroom, to stress the educational value of the visual arts, and to put what
extra energy I had into activism for change. I frequently felt that my efforts came
to naught on all fronts.

Much later I read an insightful analysis, written by feminist educator Linda
Briskin, which illuminated my professional dilemma. Although not directed
explicitly to the visual arts, she presents thoughtful critical interrogations of
patriarchal attitudes which pervade educational institutions and diminish the
quality of girls' and women's educational experiences. In her paper "Feminist
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Pedagogy: Teaching and Learning Liberation" (1990) she discusses six ideological
contradictions that girls and women bring with them to the classroom and which
influence the ways that women engage in the learning environment. First, she
points out that while motherhood is held up as women's life work, the actual
activities of mothering are devalued; the women who do that work are also
devalued. A second contradictory belief, and one that was especially pertinent Lo
the girls with whom I worked, is that men will protect and care for women. This
continues to be an intensely held ideclogy even when faced with the evidence of
wide spread violence against women. Women internalize the myth and
acquiesce to the powerful messages about what is acceptable female behaviour
and "are passive, conciliatory and blame themselves in the face of violence"
(Briskin 1990, 2). Sexuality is a third issue rife with contradiction. Heterosexuality
is assumed to be both normal and natural, yet powerful social pressure and
institutional policy are engaged in order to enforce this "natural” practice. The
ideology of compulsory heterosexuality not only coerces women into denying
the range of possibilities for their own sexual experience but enlists their support
in homophobic discrimination. The fourth contradiction that Briskin discusses,
the tension between attractiveness and intelligence, is another that had a
profound impact on my students. Girls and women find that they cannot be
both. While all my student were subjected to racist and dlassist discrimination,
the girls were additionally imposed upon by the fifth and sixth point that Briskin
raises. The notion persists that there is equal opportunity for success in school
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and society and that boys and girls are treated equally it co-educational settings,
Briskin points out that, "Many studies demonstrate that classroom dynamics -
between teacher and student and between students - favour boys" (Briskin 1990,
4). More teacher attention is given to boys than to girls. Boys are rewarded
differently, and for different things. The result is that girls are sidelined in
dlassrooms.” This is compounded by the final contradiction embedded in what
Briskin refers to as the bootstrap' message: that hard work inevitably leads to
success and happiness. This attitude fosters the expectation that success will not
be restricted by lack of natural talent or environmental factors, but rather that
the student is an individual who has the "personal power to change oneself and
one's circumstances” (Briskin 1990, 5). The unspoken converse of this ideology is
that failure is one’s own fault because you were lazy and did not work hard
enough.

Briskin goes on to point out the additional contradictions that women
experience as educators, activists, and change-makers. Most particularly,

The contradiction between authority and expertise, on the one hand, and

nurturing and femininity on the other, is central to the experience of

women teachers; exploring this contradiction reveals that, in the relations

between teachers and students, teachers are always gendered subjects.

(Briskin 1990, 7)
Briskin insists that a forceful challenge must be made to overcome the

contradictions that pervade educational settings. She advocates a self-conscious

political approach that advocates change as necessary and possible and that

? Seealso Peggy Orenstein, School Girls New York: Doubleday 1994.
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employs explicit anti-sexist strategies to counter the contradictory messages
about womanhood and women teachers. Her proposals for change-making
strategies focus on central aspects of feminist pedagogical practices which, she
argues, will lead to significant social progress for women. A key point here is
that “feminist pedagogy is about validating the process of teaching” which is
intent upon "recognizing the relations of power - based on gender, class, race
and sexual orientation - that permeate the classroom" {Briskin 1990, 22).
"Teaching leadership" is a strategy which, "recognizes the expertisc of the
teacher, that is, she has something to teach" (Briskin 1990, 11). Assuming such
approaches admits the institutionally assigned authority of the teacher, and by
naming the complex power relations in the classroom, the teacher opens the
possibility of addressing the prevailing contradictions, She goes on to assert that

this initiative can change the power relations in the classroom and that,

Emphasizing the importance of leadership rather than rejecting it, teaching
leadership rather than assuming it naming the power relations in the
classroom rather than masking them highlights student capacity and
responsibility to act as change agents - as leaders - in the world outside that
classroom. (Briskin 1990, 12)
For me, the subject of ideological contradictions and power relations in
educational settings echoed earlier espousals of those ideas as fundamental to
socialist analysis of educational institutions. Social/educational activism in the
1970s was rife with "Marxist analysis” and intense debates about "the dialectic”,

most of which was a complete mystery to me at the time. Rhetoric aside, I and a
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cirdle of other educators were committed to principles as outlined by Kathleen
Weiler some years later.
Teachers are not simply parts of some mechanism of social reproduction;
nor are their lives dictated by the demands of capital, racism, or patriarchy
in such a way that they are mere automatons. Teachers are actors and
agents in complex sites where social forces powerfully shape the limits of
what is possible. But these teachers retain the ability to be conscious and to
analyze and act within the sodally defined site. (Weiler 1988, 148)
Within the debate of our leftist circle, gender equality was spoken of as an
important issue but one that would be achieved as a consequence of overall
radical change. What was clear was that men in our group who challenged the
status quo in such terms were viewed as making important contributions to the
debate. Their career advancement never faltered. Their marriages endured for as
long as they wished. The women who aligned themselves with these critical
points of view and who attempted to promote a feminist perspective of
educational change soon found themselves in professional difficulties, they
became very fatigued and their marriages ended. For women there was clearly a
price to pay. There remains, once again, the sense that the stated agenda had
failed to include real attention to the reality of women and girls.
In light of those "radical teacher” activities in the 1970s, the prominence of
“critical pedagogy” in the: late 1980s provoked a sense of dé&ja vu. Henry Giroux, a
key proponent of critical pedagogy, remarked that, "Critical Pedagogy has arisen

from the need to name the contradictions between what schools claim to do and
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what they actually do."(Trend 1990,15) He proposes a practice in which
educators take up

a particular posture of questioning received institutions and reccived

assumptions [which] operate on two basic assumptions. One, there is a

need for a language of critique, a questioning of presuppositions. . . . It goes

beyond critique to elaborate a positive language of human empowerment.
(Giroux 1992, 10)

These are fine abstractions which are in themselves acceptable aspirations.
Moreover, Giroux's fundamental insistence that students and teachers must be
empowered to become agents of educational, democratic, social change is, to my
mind, unquestionably valid and not antithetical to feminist concerns. Brisken's
critique of pervasive contradictions and power relationships would seem
compatible with such a concept and, Weiler works from within a critical
pedagogy framework. As with the radical educators of the 1970s there is an
inspiring energy and optimism for change. However, putting theory into practice
has proved precarious.

Elizabeth Ellsworth (1992) made a forceful critique of critical pedagogy in
which she revealed a dubious androcentric bias in the premises of a presumably
progressive educational theory. She was provoked by her own unsatisfactory
classroom experiences with this approach to examine the premise more closely.
In "Why Doesn't This Feel Empowering? Working through the Repressive Myths
of Critical Pedagogy” (1992) she observes that by prescribing moral deliberation,
critical reflection and rational argument, it is implied that teachers and students

engage each other as fully rational subjects. She points out that,
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Rational argument has operated in ways that set up as its opposite an
irrational Other, which has been understood historically as the province of
women and other exotic Others. (Ellsworth 1992, 94)

In her experience, the privileging of these forms of educational engagement
can operate to "regulate conflict and the power to speak” by universalizing the
value of certain capacities of language and reason which have been defined and
refined in the patriarchal power discourses of Western culture. I was reminded
of my mystification in the midst of the past leftist debates; I could not under-
stand how these words related to life in my classroom. When students come to
such critical engagements feeling unskilled and inarticulate their contributions
are stifled. Possibilities for truly innovative proposals for change are thwarted if
they must be conveyed exclusively through the practices of reasoned thought. As
Audre Lorde remarks, "The master's tools will never dismantle the master’s
house."Moreover, no matter how strongly felt, underlying emotions and conflicts
are denied. When they do inevitably surface, rational argument is not possible.

As well as teaching, I continued to produce art work. I kept a studio,
usually sharing space with other women. I became increasingly involved with
the local art community and with a group of women, spearheaded by Sheila
Butler and Diane Whitehouse'® who organized to promote the artistic production
of local women. The founding of Manitoba Artists for Women's Art (MAWA)!

was motivated by two strongly felt concerns, neither of which, I would add,

" Butler and Whitehouse are artists who were teaching at the School of Art, University
of Manitoba at that time.
" Now known as Mentoring Artists for Women's Art
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were unique to the situation in Winnipeg. One factor was the lack of a
stimulating, supportive art community in which women were respected
participants. In her discussion of women's role in the art world Sandell remarked
on how women were deprived of the benefits of the lively interchange of ideas,
enthusiasm and values that were generated in Modernist art circles. She
observed, as did others, that while women were included in such circles, they
were generally present in their roles as "wives, mistresses, mothers, patrons".
Women have been second-class members of such supportive environments,
since they have been supporters but not recipients of reinforcement or
credit for creative work. Faced with obstacles to their artistic creativity in
the school and in the studio as well as in professionally supportive groups,

women have been particularly needy of a support system complete with
female role models. (Sandell 1979, 20)

This is an apt description on the sentiments of the founding members of
Manitoba Artists for Women's Art: that we lacked a supportive environment and
thoughtful and insightful critiques of work that would prepare women to launch
and sustain professional art careers. As noted above, the Winnipeg Art Gallery
demonstrated little support for women artists in general and was criticized for
showing limited enthusiasm for exhibiting work by any local artists.'* A network
of artist run parallel galleries had been established as alternatives to the major
galleries, but although these were very lively sites, most women felt that they
experienced the action somewhat vicariously.

Manitoba Artists for Women's Art's proposal for the amelioration of this

concern was to establish a centre of operations under the auspices of Plug-In, one

"> This has changed significantly in the past few years.
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of the parallel galleries. We established an energetic community centred
programme, exemplary of the informal educational sites that Sandell noted as an
important means through which feminist artists have enhanced their own
experience as artists and extended their influence into the wider community
(Sandell 1979, 24). Butler pointed out that the intention was to be inclusive and to
function not as "reflecting a particular philosophy, but as a pragmatic response to
an insensitive system" (Butler 1986, 24). To that end, we sponsored exhibitions of
members' art works, informal peer critiques, reading and discussion groups, and
presentations and critiques by visiting artists. All these activities were very
successful. The positive response from a wide circle of artists reinforced the
profile of Manitoba Artists for Women's Art as a lively, innovative, and open

organization. As Butler noted,

Although inadequacies in Winnipeg made MAWA necessary, the city has
provided a supportive context for the birth and continued existence of the
orginization, (Butler 1986, 24)
I feel that I benefited greatly from my engagement in these activities, The
informal structure was appropriate to my situation since the demands of class-
room teaching were a necessary priority. I valued the peer critiques for the
variety and sincerity of discussion that was generated. Through the discussion
groups and visiting, artists talks, I began to realize the important developmen's in
art and ideas that had been going on while I was preoccupied with teaching,. 1

became increasingly more interested in contemporary art and the challenging
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ideas that were being proposed about the creative process and the relationship of
feminist perspectives to that process.

The second, highly influential programme, the Mentor Programme, was
motivated by the need to support women in making, the transition from art
student to artist. The assumption was that the formal education of most local
women artists had not prepared them for this step. The criticism was levelled
that formal education had in fact alienated and undermined the confidence of
women students in ways that inhibited their progress as artists.

Women have been permitted to attend art schools for over one hundred
years but attitudes about the women's limited artistic abilities and their “proper”
social role as wives and mothers placed women art students at a disadvantape.
Women' participation and success in those classes was dependent on their ability
to conform to institutions that were established for the training and education of
men. Feminist's demands in the 1970s had provoked some changes such as the
hiring of a few more women professors and the inclusion of more work by
women artists in art history courses. Still, women siudents in the 1980s
continued to report feeling alienated in the school environment. The fell
experience of the Winnipeg women is aptly described by Grizelda Pollock.

The basic pedagogical plan is that the privileged independent spirits

selected for the course at interview are given the opportunity to sink or

swim. Space is provided, materials, a few technical resources. The student
is expected to develop a programme of work, 'my work’, that precious

phrase, a project about which, from time to time a conversation is held in
unequal, ill-defined and educationally lamentable conditions.

(Pollock 1985, 11}
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Pollock goes on to describe this as the consequence of the hidden agenda of
institutional sexism, characterized by "macho self reliance and aggression, the
son’s battle with the father" (Pollock 1985, 11). In her analysis, this situation of
competition for recognition, jobs and sales of work undermines the possibility
that students will develop a real and sustaining understanding of artistic
practice. She declares, "The school sustains a powerful sense of the being of the
artist in total mystification of what working as one entails" (Pollock 1985, 11).

In the Mentor Programme established women artisls, such as Aganetha
Dyck, were funded to assume the mentoring of promising new artists. Butler

described the implementation of the project as follows.

Each mentor advised two participants on a one-on-one basis, spending an

average of five hours per month over a ten month period. Mentors

critiqued work in progress and discussed professional concerns such as
ant applications, exhibiting work, and art - related employment.

& PP P y(Il?utle.:r 1986, 25)

The mentees were from rural and urban settings and a wide span of age
groups was represented. Many had completed a BFA, but some were self {aught.
All applied for the position and selection was made by a jury of Manitoba Artists
for Women’s Art members. In addition to the programme oullined by Butler
above, there were group meetings where all women assigned to each mentor met
to critique work. Plug-In sponsored a group exhibition at the end of each session.

MAWA's public success became evident quickly. Exhibitions of women's
art works became a common occurrence and women artist moved on to active
participation in other photography, printmaking, film, and video collectives. The
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abilities of many women were being recognized, they were seizing upon
opportunities, and their ambitions were beginning to be realized. MAWA
continues to provide these important services to the local community and has
expanded its sphere of influence to include artists from across Canada.

In her MA thesis, Feminism, Manitoba Artists for Women's Art_and Art
Education (1989) Barbara Huber evaluat-ed the educational benefits that the
Mentor Programme participants felt they had received from their participation,
Her attention to the personal perspectives of the women and the context in
which they were operating recognizes that public success is nol the only
manifestation of learning. She also examined the ways in which the programme
fell shart of some expectations and how specific practices of mentoring enhanced
the learning experiences of these women.

The main strength of the programme was seen to be the emotional support
and empathy that was generated among the group and with the mentor. They
particularly valued the forthright discussion, sharing and communication that
was engendered in their group meetings. Most of the women who responded to
Huber's questionnaire were around forty years of age and had significant family
responsibilities. It is not surprising that there were frequent comments on the
conflict between attending to family and community demands and devoting
time and attention to art work.

The responses all indicated women arranged what they really wanted to do

around necessity and that necessity is not their work or their careers but

others’ needs and others' desires. Perhaps that accounts for the aura of

sadness about these responses, (Huber 1988, 139)
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It was enlightening for them to realize that their mentor faced the same
problems and had found ways to overcome them. Having, privileged access to a
teacher "who is a successful and respected artist and a successful and respected
human being" provided "a model for integration of all as aspects of the female
self" (Huber 1988, 132). Several commented that through the programme they
felt that they had been granted permission to give their art work higher priority.

Huber notes that,

in the Mentor Program a senior woman artist who can not only show ways
of proceeding but who can simply, through a kind of professional
acceptance, "give permission” seems to fulfil a need that previous
(predominantly male) instructors were unable to meet. As such, the female
role model seems to perform an important function in both symbolic and
developmental ways. (Huber 1988, 131-2)

While the responsibility for maintaining relationships was onerous, the
women were committed to keeping connection with others. In fact, some defined
their artistic purpose as a gesture of connection, “as a link, a way of joining
together the artist and her community” (Huber 1988, 147). In light of this priority,

It is natural . . . that difficulties in the program are equally seen to hinge on

the failures of relationship. Most destructive among those cited was the

sense of demoralizing criticism. Criticism was seen as demoralizing if it was
not felt as grounded in a genuine care for the growth of the other person.
ihe criticism thus was not seen to be given in the context of care and

responsibility. (Huber 1988, 145-6)

Huber noted a decided reluctance on the part of most respondents to
accept themselves as "an artist.” In light of the mythologized, masculinized,
stereotypes of "the artist” i.e. the lumberjack in work boots, the bearded Moses,

the lecherous rake, or the biker in black leather, this is understandable. The
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women could not envision themselves in this mode and it appeared that they
could not move past this to formulate a more insightful definition,

While Huber noted several such self constructed restrictions, she also
commented on the frequency of the remark, "I'm not doing enough work." This
self recrimination harks back to Briskin's comment on the internalized
"bootstrap” myth; that if one works really hard, one will be successful. As Huber
point out, these women are working very hard but their labour is being absorbed
into efforts that draw them away from their art work. They are stalled in a guilt
filled conundrum. Some could foresee a lessening of family concerns but Huber

notes,

the sense that they can construct a future more to their own designing is
missing. "More of the same but slightly better" does not look like a
prescription for a self directed life. (Huber 1988, 139)
Huber's condusion is that for these women the learning experience was
centred around the empathetic mentor - student relationship, situated in the
context of a supportive peer group or community. Recognition of the social
network in which the students functioned in the day to day world was essential.
She asserts that "an effective education for girls and women will encourage, will
"give permission”, for desire, for action and for accomplishment” (Huber 1988,
153). She points out the need for a clear frame of reference. Since "Girls and
women seem to feel that they do not receive accurate evaluations of strenglhs

and weaknesses” (Huber 1988,153) they need to see the structure and the

instructors as fair and trustworthy. She calls for greater attention to hearing what
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women have to say about their life experiences and for a "more sensitive
examination of the positive and negative influences of men and women teachers"
(Huber 1988, 132).

The final springboard into my return to academe, and eventually to this
research, was my involvement in a project that was critical in the development of
my understanding of art making and teaching practice. I was a member of a
committee made up of nine high school art teachers who were asked to develop
a new secondary art curriculum for the province of Manitoba. We were assisted
in this by Dr. Joan Walters from the University of Manitoba and Rae Harris from
the Manitoba Department of Education. The existing curriculum was very open
ended and philosophical and teachers wanted a clearly stated document.

In the committee we devoted considerable time to discussions of the role
and context of art education in secondary schools and the social developmental
and cultural context of secondary art students. Pressure, change and uncertainty
seemed to be the only constants, and the issues of race, gender, ability, location
(urban, rural, far Northern), and cultural diversity had to be addressed. We
committed ourselves to developing a programme that addressed those realities.
We reviewed a range of related literature on art education, creative thinking, and
social change, which we assessed in relation to our understanding of the
situation in secondary art classrooms. The educational assumptions that were
articulated in the document were: art is "the communication of ideas and human

experience in visual form" (Programme Guide 1988, 2), art education has the
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potential to develop student's awareness and appreciation of their visual
environment and of the "heritage of people in their own and other societies”
(Programme Guide 1988, 2), and art making is the "dynamic process of
fashioning ideas and feelings into meaningful forms" through a creative process
that challenges students to search within and without for the information and
skills necessary to realize an artistic statement. (Programme Guide 1988, 4) These
goals offer potential for developing pedagogical practice that would be centred
on the student and as such would offer girls the possibilities of making the
connection between their lives and their artistic expressions.

The programme was expressed as being "idea centred” in that visual
meaning is seen as the focus of art studies. Thus, ideas, topics and problems are
the central concerns into which the issues of media, design, criticism and arl

history are integrated. It was proposed that,

Work undertaken in the art classroom should begin with an explicitly
stated idea and that media and design should be explored in terms of their
potential to express that idea. (Programme Guide 1988, 6)
Thus, skills and concepts, are taught, not for their own sake, but to facilitate
the resolution of the particular artistic problem that a student is investigating,
Following from that, it was asserted that, "the idea centred approach begins with
the discovery, not the prescription of ideas and themes" (Programme Guide 1988,
6). This concept originated from "The Kinds of Schools We Need" an article by

Elliot Eisner {1983), in which he contends that "we ought to develop in the young
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intellectual autonomy so that they can become architects of their own intellectual

journey” {Eisner 1983, 55). Further to that, he insisted that,
The ability to deal with the ambiguous and the problematic is more likely to
occur in an environment where the ambiguous and the problematic are
present and where students have the opportunity to formulate the
questions as well as to work out the answers, (Eisner 1983, 55)
The concept of problem formulation became a central concern, and we
explored just how that process could be enacted with students. Eventually we
outlined the "inquiry approach” as a strategy for teachers to initiate a process
through which students could become self directed in their learning. The
expectation is that through participation in the inquiry process, students will
learn how to define their own art making problems, issues and concerns and
generate the appropriate solutions to the particular problems that arise as they
develop and present their art works. In order to articulate more precisely what
was meant by the “inquiry process" we looked to the work of Scott Isaksen &
Sidney Parnes "Curriculum Planning for Creative Thinking and Problem
Solving" (1985). They propose a six phase process through which problems are
formulated, explored and resolved. They also point out that,

Fundamental to each of these stages is the oscillation . . . between
imagination and judgement. Each stage will therefore have a divergent and
a convergent phase, During the divergent phase a free flow of thoughts -
beyona any usual effort in this respect - is elicited. . . . Each convergent
phase involves the evaluation and selection of thoughts with the greatest
potential. (Isaksen & Parnes 1985, 24)

To accommodate our particular project, the committee adapted and

renamed the stages of inquiry that Isaksen and Parnes cutlined: (1) Establishing
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the area of inquiry. (2) Finding facts {3) Stating the problem (4) Searching for
ideas (5) Defining the problem (6) Implementing and evaluating (7) Critiquing,
(Programme Guide 1988, 33-4)

My participation in this project was extremely important to me for a
number of reasons. The curriculum approach that we developed has provided
me with a very workable model of how I can engage my students in an
accessible, thoughtful, dynamic creative process . The inquiry process as I have
employed it in various teaching situations has proven to be flexible and very
amenable both to my expectations as an educator and the educational needs of
my students. My expectation that this approach could provide women students
with a learning situation compatible with their goals and expectations has been
realized. I will detail the pasticvlar implications for the students I interviewed for
this study in "Teaching ARTE 430."

The dedicated and collegial nature of our collective efforts on the
committee was very satisfying. Our expertise in the classroom was recognized
and appreciated, but we also extended our customary teaching concerns to
include a wide range of theoretical work. I felt that I was using my mind in an
entirely new way and this aspect of the project was an important factor in my
decision to return to university after thirteen years of classroom teaching.

As a graduate student I had the pleasure of devoting myself to reading
feminist discussions in the field of art education, art and art criticism. Feminist

artists and scholars have engaged in lively discussion around the issues of
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representation, subjectivity and art critical practice has been put forth by feminist
artists and scholars. These texts assert not only the intellectual complexity of
feminist scholarship in this field but also the necessity of finding the means
through which theory and practice can act together to promote optimum
learning experiences for women. Garber (1990) has argued that in fact, feminist
practices can provide an effective proposal for restructuring the whoele approach
to arl criticism in art education; one which can be exploited as a basis for an
engagement with the broader issues of difference and cultural pluralism.

The discussion that I have presented in "Valuing Women's Narratives"
provides an introduction to the feminist inquiry issues which supports my
approach to my research project. I would like to review some additional work
which delineates the context of feminist inquiry within the field of art education.

Sally Hagaman (1990) refers to a "first generation” of feminist scholars who
focused their attention on the recuperation of a lost history of women artists and
push for the inclu -*~n of these artists in the existing body of knowledge. Through
the late 1970s and early 1980s a number of American art educators continued to
address the issue of women's participation as artists, teachers and students.
Georgia Collins {1978, 1979), Renee Sandell (1979), Collins & Sandell (1984), and
Collins, Sandell & Sherman (1985) make important contributions to the
discussion of the problems of gender equity and the possibilities offered by a
feminist approach to visual arts education. Collins (1978) acknowledges the

growing prominence of women artists - asserting that in fact they constitute a
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new avant-garde - but charges that art education practice has lagged in
demonstrating consideration for the learning situation of female students. In her
view, women students remain subjected to negative connotations of "feminine
sensibility” and the myths of male/female dichotomy. Faced with these attitudes,
women students who wish to be recognized as artists are obliged to assume an
integrationist strategy (Collins 1979) i.e. to take on the single minded, aggressive
attitude maintained by men and produce work that permits no reference to the

gender of the artist. Seeing this as an untenable approach, Collins concludes that,

as long as experiencing and coming to terms with one's body remains a
valid basis for the perception of the world and the artist's possibilities in it,
a sensibility based on the personal experience of gender should play an
important role in art education. (Collins 1978, 15)
As noted above, Renee Sandell (1979) discusses the personal, informal and
formal educational contexts for women's learning discussed above. She maps out
the overlapping areas of women's studies, art, and education in a manner that
situated Feminist Art Education at the junction of these three large domains and

calls attention to the complexity of the issues at play in any discussion of the

concept. In Women, Art, and Education (1984) Collins and Sandell et al. address

their discussion of sex bias to classroom art teachers with the intention of raising
awareness of the extent of the problem, encouraging critical inquiry, and
promoting attitudinal change. Through the direct, well organized content of the
book the authors make an important practical contribution towards enacting

non-sexist classroom practice. They recognize women's' achievements as artists
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and educators, draw attention to changes already occurring for women in art
and art education, outline practical strategies for classroom practice, and propose
areas for research. They argue optimistically for a discipline specific, non-sexist,
pluralistic model of art education and envision the possibility that,
With some formal feminist art education content, art teachers could
transmit non-sexist values and concepts in the arts to their students, and
thus educate the younger members of our society and liberate them from
unjust sexist influences. (Collins and Sandell 1984, 73)
A pluralistic model implies that the contributions and characteristics of
men and women will be valued equally, a challenging aspiration which will
hardly be achieved by these means alone. Pluralism, as aspired to in this case, is
grounded in the liberal humanist notions of reason and tolerance: given better
information, people will improve their ideas and behaviours. The universal
sorority of women is assumed. Such views of pluralism fail to acknowledge the
complex differences among women as well as those between men and women.,
People may hold deeply felt opposing views, often grounded in painful lived
experience, which are not allayed through the inclusion of new information,
rational debate, and admonitions for mutual tolerance. "Second generation”
feminist scholars in art education have been challenged to incorporate deeper
analysis of gender difference, considerations of race, class, and other differences

into their studies of the theory and practice of feminist art education. Elizabeth

Garber (1990) cbserves that attention has turned to "detailed analysis of



underlying sodal, institutional, ideological, and psychological structures of
gender, race, class and other factors" (Garber 1990, 17).

As critical examination of gender issues in art and learning have continued
new challenges have arisen. A major curriculum initiative in the United States
called for the expansion of art curricula to include the study of art history,
aesthetics and art criticism as distinct disciplines along with studio production.
This was seen by some art educators as a devaluing of the art making experience
and the imposition of elitist, Euro-centric values on an increasingly diverse
population. Feminist scholars, sensitive to the pervasive nature of androcentric
bias in the construction of knowledge, entered the debate to raise questions
about the advisability of promoting the status of these disciplines without careful
consideration of the implications for female students. Hagaman notes that,

The work of feminist scholars in art history, art criticism and aesthetics has

made clear some of the epistemological inequities in those disciplines.

(Hagaman 1990, 34)

Hagaman further observes that feminist scholars tend to the view that,

the disciplines must not simply be modified to include women and
minorities, but must be reconstructed so as to provide epistemological
equality within the nature of the disciplines. (Hagaman 1990, 28)
Some "Second generation” scholars focus their critique on the ways in
which gender imbalance in art education is perpetuated so long as deeply
embedded assumptions and values in art history, philosophy, art criticism and

art practice go unquestioned. Women were not just forgotten in the construction

45



of established knowledge, the "amnesia is strziegic and serves to ensure the
patriarchal foundations of knowledge" (Grosz 1991, 206 }.
In her article, "What does Feminism Have to Offer DBAE? or So What if
Little Red Riding Hood Puts Aside Her Crayons to Deliver Groceries for Her
Mother?" Barbara Huber (1987} presants a forceful critique of discipline-based art
education. She begins by pointing out that this major curriculum initiative is the
most recent effort in the struggle to justify art education in schools. She argues
that the arts are identified as "feminine’ in western society and hence they are
denigrated along with all else "feminine". Proponents of discipline-based art
education are caught in a contradictory situation wherein they are attempting to
validate "feminine" artistic values -"the creative, affective, intuitive, subjective,
and unquantifiable" (Huber 1987, 37) - by advancing arguments founded on
dominant "masculine” values - "the scientific, rational, logical, objective and
measurable” - in which are embedded the androcentric biases that devalued the
feminine in the first place. In response to her question, "So what does this have to
do with Red Riding Hood?" {(Huber 1987, 37) Huber replies,
In short, nothing at all. In fact she might just as well put down her crayons
and run that errand for her mother because in the move away from the
studio- based program which would focus on her work as an individual she
will be faced with and influenced by the full weight of patriarchal tradition
in philosophy/aesthetics, in psychology, in sociology, and last but not least
in the tradition of education itself. On top of this she will be presented with
an art history in which she has little if any place or recognition and a role

model] in the professional artist which is antithetical both to her upbringing
and perhaps to her integrity asa person. {(Huber 1987, 37)
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In spite of outstanding research and forthright feminist art criticism,
conventional art history studies maintain the privilege accorded to painting and
sculpture. In such "masterpieces” Alice Mansell points out, "content and form are
often consistent with the male dominated political systems that endorse them
and the financial sources that support them" (Mansell 1988, 101) and that
frequently "male perspectives on visual metaphors are taken to be both
normative and factual" (Mansell 1988, 104). Beyond the concern that men's art
works are discussed to the exclusion of works by women, the form of critical
practice bears examination. As long as the discussion of all art work continues in
a formalist vein, "as an articulation of the objective over the subjective, the mind
over the body, sense over sensibility, and the analytical over the expressive"
(Mansell 1988, 102), gender biases are repeated and compounded.

Failure to question the assumptions of aesthetics can also perpetuate
gender bias. Huber (1987) reminds us that Western intellectual traditions are
redolent with misogynist sentiment. Plato, Aristotle, Rousseau and Kant all make
denigrating pontifications on the subject of women which leave no doubt that
their discussions of human nature, including human conceptions of aesthetics
and beauty, are exclusively addressed to the concerns of men. In the fields of
psychology and sociology male theorists such as Freud, Piaget and Kohlberg
have added the weight of supposedly scientific verification to the ideological
presumption of female moral inferiority and creative impotence. To elevate the

status of these intellectual traditions in art curricilum without critical
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interrogation of these biases is to perpetuate conceptions of art from which girls
and women are emphatically excluded.

Conventional discourse on aesthetics tends to divorce the work from the
identity of the artist, isolate the work from the implications of a broader context,
and evaluate works according to objective, abstract concepts. Such practice
operates to control the meanings derived from the work and limit the quality of
consideration given to art from diverse cultures and contexts (Mansell 1988: 105}.
Mansell reiterates Parker and Pollock's (1981) assertion that critics play an
increasingly influential role in perpetuating the ideological vaiues of dominant
systems. Critics and curators can function as gatekeepers, anointing - through
critical attention and selection for exhibitions and collections - the art works
which conform to their notions of aesthetic quality.” Contrary to a supposed
stance of objectivity, critical judgement may in fact be influenced by
unacknowledged personal taste, albeit a view voiced in appropriate critical
language. Consequently, art produced by women may be dismissed as "personal,
minor, or subjective” because the critic finds the content disturbing.

With regard to studio practice, continuing valorization of the traditional
fine arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture operates to exclude women from

acceptance as creative artists so long as those art forms,

' See Matriart 5:2 1995 and ongoing, for "Who Counts and Who's Counting”, a series of
compilations of statistics on the representation of women artists in major Canadian
galleries. Women remain seriously underrepresented .
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retain their mystique of genius by the emphasis on the creator as a lone
hero working against great odds, unique, fearless, following his own vision
uninfluenced by those around him, (Huber 1987, 40)

Where "a majority of male studio instructors, functioning as translators,
formulators of assignments, and role models" {Mansell 1988, 109) and where the
intentions of the artist may not be considered significant in evaluations of work,
Mansell queries how this “may affect the manner in which females interpret form
and content both in making and understanding works (Mansell 1988, 105). She
asserts that in such circumstances, women students risk having the intended
meanings of their works ignored, altered or denied.

Like Mansell, Huber insists that ongoing evaluation is necessary to insure
that "the inequities and warped vision of that tradition in which we find
ourselves” (Huber 1987, 4} is not passed on. Teachers should be mindful that
conventional analysis of art works are "interpretation and as such are open to
further interpretation.” [Manéell 1988, 111). Including art works by women artists
in curricula, adopting approaches to the critique of all works that recognize the
identity of the artist, and exploiting perspectives from a broad range of related
discourses are seen as ways of opening up such reinterpretations. In studio
practice it is asserted that, "Students need to be guided in the analysis and
utilization of form and content as it best articulates their own developing ideas
and experiences” {Mansell 1988, 111), thus placing the student and her artistic

intentions at the centre of the teaching / learning experience.
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Placing the student at the centre of her learning experience is an
improbability in post-secondary art education, overshadowed as it is by the
notion of the avant-garde, Modernist male artist. Donald Kuspit declares this

modernist, avant-garde artist to be

a two-headed monster . . . both equally vainglorious and mythical . . . both
born of the same matrix of discontent and anxiety. (Kuspit 1990, 63}

On one side is the "artist re-educator” who offers a visionary prospect of a
world transformed through art. On the other is the "personalist artist” for whom
art is "a special way of suffering" and who offers himself up as an example of
how art and suffering lead to salvation and a "higher self" (Kuspit 1990, 64). Both
models are based on the notion of the omnipotent artist, outside society - above
the mundane, unimaginative, material, day-to-day - who pursues a precarious
artistic existence, persisting in a critique of society and offering a never to be
realized utopia. The artist is cast as the nonconformist rebel, an image with
which, Huber (1987} observes, women do not easily identify. It is also a
contradictory image when cast in the role of educator in a public institution.

Similar modernist models are considered by Carol Wainio (1995) to be
prevalent in university level studio teaching. She discusses two approaches that
are roughly analogous to Kuspit's two concepts of the avant-garde artist. One
approach is to assert that "we need simply to tap and perhaps educate an innate
creativity in our students” (Wainio 1995, 120) i.e. the "personalist artist” view that

creativity will offer personal transformation. The other approach is to focus
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exclusively on traditional art making skills i.e. the "artist re-educator® who will
show the students how art will transform the mundane world.

Wainio considers the ideology and consequences of two modernist models
which she calls the "Romantic model” and the "Bauhaus model”, "both of which
‘require us to ma'ke our students re-enact, unconsciously, particular moments in
the history of modernism, and thus offer them up to the student as truth”
(Wainio 1995, 125). Neither she nor Kuspit view these models as mutually
exclusive and neither results in a satisfactory learning experience for students,

For aficionados of the Romantic model, artistic creation "privileges the
Romantic modernist moment - the radical break with the past and the trans-
formative act of transgression and renunciation" {Wainio 1995, 121). In this view,
the true nature of art is not teachable, although new students are introduced to a
range of traditional technical skills which they assume are relevant and useful.
Then abruptly, they are expected to renounce the skills that they have worked to
acquire, in order to live out "a kind of mythologized transformative experience”
(Wainio 1995, 122), to be an "artist”, inspired by the aforementioned Romantic

preoccupation with renunciation and transgression,

They are given to understand, subtly, or through terse, spiritual-master like
comments . . . that they have been initiated and must now behave as such.
Instruction changes. It becomes more personal, cryptic, full of gesturing
and posing. Less is said, and a lot is assumed. Willing initiates or not, they
have been tricked into a vocation, a calling. (Wainio 1995,122)

The Bauhaus model is enacted on the assumption that art is founded on a

teachable, universal, formal, visual language. Proponents of this model feel that
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the principles of this language can be taught through exercises and assignments
which the teacher has constructed in such a way as to make students "see" and
reproduce the particular visual elements. Formal properties are privileged over
whatever expressive intentions the student may harbour.

Wainio addresses the collective concerns of students without particular
concern for if, or how such approaches may impact differently on men and
women. Her claim is that neither model recognizes that students will proceed in
a rapidly changing world where they will be called upon to learn new skills and
integrate them into their self-defined artistic intentions. Just as Kuspit calls for a
reconceptualization which situates the artist in society, Wainio calls for teachers
to "establish meaningful contexts for self learning” (Wainio 1995, 125) that relate
to the experiences and expectations of their students. In Kuspit's view the artist
should be involved in a critical, yet particular and intimate relationship with that
society. Similarly Wainio suggests that, while teachers hold their own ideological
positions, students should understand that these concepts are part of an open,
evolving discussion in which they too can participate.

Regrettably, not all teacher-student discussions are open and evolving. In
his study, Maurice Sevigny (1977) reports a very telling incident with "Arlene",
the student with the lowest grade in the class (Sevigny 1977, 375 - 381, 402-406).
Although the gender implications are not discussed, the observation and inter-
view reveal an agony of confusion that this girl was enduring. Regardless of the
instructor's inability (or refusalj to engage with this student, it appears that she
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was so mystified and intimidated by the whole experience that at that point she
had no way of taking any meaning out of what he said. His words and gestures
simply don't seem to be connecting with anything,

I am moved to try to enter Arlene's experience, as was Ellen, the teacher in
Jenny Diski's story "On the existence of Mount Rushmore and Other
Improbabilities.” Ellen takes an imaginary journey into the mind of her student,
"Tracy" where, to Ellen's surprise, she sees that Tracy's mind was not a foggy
empty space but was actually full of an inestimable number of doors and

chambers. The problem was that

each of the doors Ellen tried was locked and there were no corridors
leading from one to another. She began to get the picture of how it worked.
{Diski 1993, 23)

Ellen sees that for Tracy, things just happen and are understood as if in
separate rooms that have no relation to other rooms of experiencing. Ellen'’s
solution is to abandon her expectations that connections can somehow be made
and to conclude thzt Tracy will lead a contented life in spite of failing to grasp an
expansive view of history.

Perhaps Arlene, like Tracy has no wider context into which to place her
learning, but I doubt that Arlene would take her failure quite so complacently.
She recognizes her humiliation. She had experienced enough success to be
accepted into a university programme, but for some reason she has no way of
connecting her work and desires with the words and gestures of the teacher. To

teach implies that there is some way of helping Arlene to open the doors and to
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construct corridors to connect them. Presenting her with a barrage of concepts,
alternatives and unexplained terminology only seem to aggravate her confusion,
I wonder what has happened in her life and education to bring about this
dilemma, and how has being a girl mattered in those experiences? One needs to
know more about Tracy and her story.

The teaching scenarios that Wainio and Sevigny describe bear strong
resemblance to the "pedagogical plan” that Pollock describes. However, much as
I may agree with her characterisation, I think that a more careful examination is
required. To move so directly to a categorisation leaves the particularity and the
complex dynamics of actual learning situations unexplored: how do women
come into those situations and how do they respond to the situation as a whole?
Consequently, one could fail to recognise the means of resistance and subversion
that students use and which could be built upon for real and lasting changes in
teaching practice and institutional structure. We need to know a great deal more
about the existing situation in order to develop strategies for effective change.

Developing strategies for effective change involves attention to the whole
scope of pedagogical practices. I concur with Roger Simon's (1987) remarks that
"pedagogy” is a more all encompassing term than “teaching.” "Pedagogy" refers
to the practical integration of curriculum content and design, classroom
strategies and techniques, and evaluation methods, all enacted within a certain
time and space. He also point out that when in practice in the studio classroom
pedagogy implies,
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a view of how a teacher’'s work within an educational context specifies a
particular vision of what knowledge is of most worth, what it means to
know something, and how we might construct representations of ourselves,
others, and our physical and social environment. (Simon 1987, 371)

As Jennifer Gore (1993) points out, as we engage in the development of
theoretical proposals, there is a need to acknowledge the implications of the
experiences of teachers and students in classrooms; that "much of the
educational production of knowledge takes place at the very private, personal
level of teacher and student” (Gore 1993, 49).

Sensitive reflection on personal experience in teaching a media arts course
is the foundation for Ellsworth's critique of critical pedagogy. Her reflections
upon her own actions as a teacher and the responses of her students provide
forceful examples of her efforts to translate her principles into action. Magda
Lewis also draws upon her own teaching experience to inform her theoretical
work. In "Interrupting Patriarchy: Politics, Resistance and Transformation in the
Feminist Classroom"” she states the goal of her feminist pedagogical practice: "to
self-consciously examine and question the conditions of our own meaning-
making and to use it as the place from which to begin to work towards change”
{Lewis 1990, 170). With that in mind she discusses the psychological, social and
sexual dynamics of the feminist classroom which incorporates self-reflective
discussion of her classroom experience as an aspect of her analysis. She uses

several very moving citations from her students' journals to exemplify points

that she raises in her text. Those moments when the students' voices are brought
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forward provoke my curiosity to know the whole story about the educational

situation they are experiencing and about which their teachers are writing,
Outlining the path of women's personal and educational development is

the project of Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule in Women's Ways of

Knowing: Th.. Development of Self, Voice and Mind (1986) Their research is an

inquiry into the processes of women's learning development and the factors that
contribute to, or detract from, women's academic success. They hold the opinion
that while prevailing theories may adequately represent the learning experiences
of men (research having been conducted using male sample groups), these
theories fail to seriously consider the ways in which women's life experiences
differ from those of men. They also fail to consider how those differences affect
women's learning experiences and accomplishments. The authors present an in-
sighiful description of ways in which women are cast as Other in relation to male
authority. They discuss the ways women are confronted with the necessity of
redefining their sense of self in relation to male defined knowledge. This research
makes it clear how significant gender is in the lives and learning of women.
Belenky and her collergues also emphasize that ongoing and appropriate
teacher motivation and response is required to assist the learning process. An
understanding of how the student regards herself as a learner is important in
judging what kind of teaching approach would be appropriate. Therefore, in
"Perspectives on Learning to be an Artist" (page 328) 1 will discussed their
observations at length in relation to the narratives of the women that I have
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interviewed., I organize my discussion of the ways in which visual arts learning
relates to the learning phases and transitions discussed by Belenky et al. At this
point I will briefly describe the concepts these authors present.

After conducting extensive interviews with women™ in various educational
settings ranging from maternal and child care programmes for teenage mothers
to prestigious academic universities Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule
describe five positions

from which women view reality and draw conclusions about truth,

knowledge, and atthority. We show how women's self concepts and ways

of knowing are intertwined. We describe how women struggle to claim the
power of their own minds. We then examine how two institutions
primarily devoted to human development - the family and the schools -
both promote and hinder women's development.
{Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule 1986, 3-4)
They begin by describing silence: a state of being utterly intimidated by a
dominating, arbitrary, castigating authority to the point where a woman cannot
conceptualize the possibility of her own sense of voice. They discuss the original
learning position wherein women as received knowers come to accept the ideas of
external authorities and experts. As subjective knowers women students turn from
the notion of external authorities and affirm their trust in their own inner “gut”

feelings. Eventually women may come to reincorporate the knowledge of others

back into their personal knowledge framework as procedural knowers. The authors

" The usc of "woman” and ‘women" throughout the discussion of this work can lead to
the perception that this proposal is being applied universally to all women. I (and I
think the authors as well) would generalize these ideas only so far as they might
apply to North American women. To extend the proposal further would require
further research.
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observe a final phase, referred to as constructed knowing, where women
confidently assume the responsibility for actively constructing knowledge and
making connections between content, the learner, and the teacher. The
researchers astutely observe that various life experiences undermine women's
faith that they can rely on male benevolence to insure their well-being. This is
noted as a highly significant shift of viewpoint. They also outline how formal and
informal learning situations aided in the transformational shifts between phases.

It could be interpreted that these phases unfold in a lockstep manner, but it
is equally possible to take the view that life experiences and formal learning
situations eventually provide women with a repertoire of approaches that we
learn to employ according to the requirements of the situation. It does appear
however, that until certain concepts are established new approaches are unlikely.

As I said above, the research of Belenky et al. can alert educators to the
possibilities of a particular student's standpoint, which may in turn suggest a
pedagogical approach that will be most productive, Its strength and value to my
understanding of the data is that progress as a knower is explicitly located
within social and cultural interactions.

Still, the psychological concepts relating to the construction of "the self"
remain largely unexplored. The question of the origins of women's sense of salf,
agency and creative desire is fundamental to understanding how these issues are
implicated in social interaction, learning, and creative representational practice.
Contemporary theorists propose various strategies of how the feminine self is
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realized and comes to act {or not) in the world. Each of several theoretical
proposals have held sway in feminist circles at points over the last thirty years.

Initially, women like the "body artists” of the 1970s, assumed that one can
simply present one's person as "self* and take up the role of speaking subject.
Unfortunately, the authority of "I", the speaking subject, is not so transparently
assumed, nor is it willingly bestowed outside its gendered figuration. Artist
Mona Hatoum, for example, realized that she would always be seen as a nude
"Woman" in performance works; that viewers always had to deal with that
element before they could become involved in any other aspect of the content
that she was presenting. She performed in costume from that point on.

The possibility of women's subjectivity and creative agency are denied in
established psychoanalytic theories. The process of individuation asserted by
these theorists is complex and ensconced in scientific practice, but the verdict for
female human beings is again to be cast as Other, denied voice, self and agency.
Feminist artists and scholars have worked with, against and around these
theories to exploit what potential they offer to feminist causes, to expose their
androcentric bias, and to undermine the persistent predilection for relegating
women to a position outside of discourse.

Psychoanalytic theory, particularly the proposals of Jacques Lacan, took a
prominent place in feminist art making and criticism. Artists such as Mary Kelly
developed works which centred on the artist's exploration of Lacanian concepts

and the psychological underpinnings of gender identity in relation to creative art
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practice. Psychoanalytic theory constituted the foundation of landmark texts by
authors such as Laura Mulvey (1975), Kate Linker (1983} and were fundamental
to the writing of numerous art critics and theorists. Psychoanalysis and other
post-modern theories were taken as doctrine by some teachers - to the great
bewilderment of many students who laboured under the impression that
complex discussions of "Theory" were an obligatory part of art making,.
Post-modern theorists worked to deconstruct the notion of an essential,
unified, subject and to assert that human subjects are wholly constructed bv
social discourses and cultural practices. This concept opens up the possibility of
understanding social/political power structures, such as patriarchy, not as
trans-historical inevitabilities but as constructions within specific contexts. This
also may seem to liberate women from a single, imposed, predetermined gender
identity and offer possibilities for understanding and theorising about the
construction of subjectivity. However, as Nancy Miller points out, women are

positioned differently in this discussion.

Because women have not had the same historical relation of identity to

origin, institution, production that men have had, they have not, I think,
(collectively] felt burdened by too much Self, Ego, Cogito, etc.

(Miller 1986, 106}

In fact, the leading complaint of feminist activists has been that women

have been over acted upon by social structures to the point of oppression. When

the line of the deconstructionist argument is pushed to the point of insisting

upon the erasure of all categories, including woman, the whole feminist project is
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in jeopardy. If there is no unified ferale subjectivity, the category of "woman"
does not exist and hence the impossibility of female identity, even as maternal.
Such a position renders gender invisible and negates any discussion of
difference, sexuality or of the socio-political consequences of how we live as
gendered beings.

As Vicki Kirby (1990) points out, psychoanalysis and feminism constitute a
"dangerous liaison” since, in Lacan's scheme, individuation is realized through
drastic suppression of the feminine. The Oedipus crisis is asserted as the
privileged and unique moment of individuation, whereupon the boy child
accepts the father's law and acquires symbolic language in compensation for
relinquishing his former (albeit illusory) unity with the mother. Thus, patriarchal
violence and denial of the feminine is embedded at the very roots of language
and culture. Obviously, if male subjectivity is accomplished through denigration
of the "lacking" female body, and the girl child is denied access to subjectivity
and agency except vicariously through the father, such a theory has little to offer
feminist aspirations to agency.

With regard to understanding how women realize a sense of self, agency
and creative engagement, I have found the most useful proposals to be those
presented by object-relations theorists such as D. W. Winnicott. His work derives
from Freudian concepts, but Winnicott focuses attention on the means through
which the human infant comes to realize a sense of self through interaction with

the object world as opposed to an exclusively inner psychic phenomena of
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radical individuation. Winnicott makes no distinction between the capacity of
girls and boys to make these transitions.

The point upon which Lacan and Winnicott agree is that the earliest life
experiences of the human infant within the mother/child dyad is the dynamic
site of creative potential. Lacan refers to it as the pre-mirror stage, a narcissistic
stage in which the infant makes no distinction between itself and the rest of the
world, and experiences the world as sensations of fragmentation, drives, needs
and the pleasure of having those needs met. Winnicott calls it illusion.

Winnicott was of the opinion that Ficud had overlooked crucial questions
about the emergence of human subjectivity. In his research on the very early
processes in the development of personhood, he observed the interactions of
mothers and their children and concluded that it is the mother (or primary care
giver) who facilitates the emergence of self. The fundamental human illusion,
Winnicott points out, is in the mother/child dyad, where the infant presumes a
magical unity of self and the mother who, for the baby, is the satisfaction of all its
wants and needs. In early infancy this illusion is sustained, unbeknownst to the
child, by the "good enough mother" who devotedly provides the nourishment,

warmth, and comfort that the baby desires.

The mother's adaptation to the infant's need's, when good enough, gives
the infant the illusion that there is an external reality that corresponds to
the infant's own capacity to create.’” In other words there is an overlap
between what the mother supplies and what the child might conceive of.
(Winnicott 197, 12)

'* Create, as Winnicott uses the word, means conceiving of the idea of something that
will meet an instinctively felt need.
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Winnicott is particularly attentive to the necessity of the infant's fusion
experience with the mother. The infant's inner illusion of unity and omnipotence
is essential to its successful realization of subjective agency but it is neither
possible nor desirable to sustain it. It is essential that the parent eventually
disrupts the illusion, although Winnicott insists that, "she has no hope of success
unless at first she has been able to give sufficient opportunity for illusion."
(Winnicott 1971: 11)

Eventually the mother withholds or postpones attending to the infant's
demands and the child must make her/his needs known through gestures to
which the mother responds. The transitional phenomena, the infant's realisation of
"the Other", (that which is exterior to her/himself) is actualised through inter-
action with a "transitional object”. Winnicott observed that, as the mother
becomes less attentive, the infant finds solace in caressing or sucking a corner of
a blanket or garment. The infant's notion of effortless control over the blanket is
still an illusion but this gesture was seen by Winnicott as the initial phase of the
transitional phenomena. Within the first year the child appears to settle upon a
transitional object: the one particular blanket or toy that becomes a necessary
companion at bedtime, in solitary moments, or to allay anxiety during the
periods when parental attention is withheld or directed elsewhere.

The eventual breaking of the illusion permits disillusionment; the
frustrating realizaticn on the part of the infant that she/he is not able to

effortlessly create and control everything she/he wants and needs. Disillusion-
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ment entails the recognition of an outer reality which one must negotiate in
order to survive. It is in this shift from the illusion of omnipotence to the state of
objective perception that the "self" emerges. The mother creates a space between
herself and the infant which enables interaction with the objective world. This is
a dynamic space which Winnicott designates as the site of experiencing,
To which inner reality and external life both contribute and which exists, as
a resting place for the individual engaged in the perpetual human task of

keeping the inner and the outer reality separate but interrelated.
(Winnicott 1971, 2)

Winnicott obscrves that the transitional object plays a critical role for the
child's initiation into this interaction in that it inhabits an intermediate area of
experiencing, "between the subjective and that which is objectively perceived."
[Winnicott 1971, 3) In his view the transitional object "is what we see of the
journey in progress towards experiencing." {Winnicott 197,: 6) He observes that
the object eventually becomes the recipient of very active manipulation as well as
affectionate physical and verbal attention - what we know as play activity. It is
through the baby's investment in the transitional object that Winnicott perceives
her/his eventual development of creative play and subsequently, of adult artistic
creativity. He elaborates,

This intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in respect of its

belonging to inner or outer (shared) reality, constitutes the greater part of

the infant's experience, and throughout life is retained in the intense

experiencing that belongs to the arts and religion and to imaginative living,
and to creative scientific work. (Winnicott 1971, 14)
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Thus, through the transitional phenomenon, the child, from within the
illusion, can begin to recognize personal agency in relation to an object "that is
perceived by others as external to that being" (Winnicott 1971, 11) and with
which s/he is playing. The transitional object is never actually discarded, but it
eventually looses the potency of its meaning for the child. Gradually the

transitional phenomena become diffused,

spread out over the whole intermediate territory between ‘inner psychic

reality’ and ‘the external world as perceived by two persons in common'

that is to say, over the whole cultural field. {Winnicott 1971, 5)

His interpretation of the "whole cultural field" extends into artistic activity
and aesthetic appreciation and also into the broader concept of creative living;
"the meaning that refers to a colouring of the whole attitude to external reality”
(Winnicott 1971, 65).

Winnicott's work is useful in that processes of growth are situated in
positive, accessible contexts in the world. It is possible to make links to feminist
proposals such as de Lauretis' assertion that subjectivity is realized through

interactive experiences,

and thus it is produced not by external ideas, values, or materials causes,
but by one’s personal, subjective, engagement in the practices, discourses,
and institutions that lend significance (value, meaning, and effect) to the
events of the world. (de Lauretis 1984, 159)
The concept of experience is critical to this point of view and clearly is not
to be understood simply as “the things that happen to someone." Experience as

proposed by de Lauretis is a process of interacting, grounded in social reality
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and the material and interpersonal relations that one perceives and
comprehends.

Winnicott's work has also played an important role in the theoretical
proposals presented by Professor Stanley Horner, which in turn have influenced
my understanding of aesthetic response and teaching practice. Horner has made
several proposals that exploit the concept of a fundamental inner subjective
image interacting with the external object world. The dynamic of dialogue
between the self and the Other (that wuiich is outside the self) is fundamental to
his concept of creative interplay of learning relationships, whether they are
relationships with other people, our own art works, works by other artists, or
writien texts. Horner situates the site of meaning creation in the space between
the artist and the work in creatior., or between the viewer and the art work, in
the same way that Winnicott situated the origins of creativity in the space
between the mother and the baby. The work itself is therefore cast as the
transitional object, amenable to manipulation in the imagination or in actual
practice.

Horner (1989) proposed an approach to engaging in aesthetic experience
with works of art which focuses on encouraging viewers, for their first
engagement with the work, to abandon their attention to the demands of the real
world and indulge in a subjective response to what they are seeing, to enjoy the
illusion that the work is anything they want it to be. In a dassroom situation the

teacher would then encourage students to verbalize what their subjective
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engagement with the work had been. A visitor to a gallery might simply make a
deliberate effort to review the experience in her conscious mind. Students might
be asked to explore variations in their responses, propose variations to the work
itself, or perhaps develop completely new works. In other words, the viewers are
encouraged to play with the possibilities that are offered by the art work, to
engage in play activity with the work. Ali of this serves to securely establish the
viewer's inner image illusion that the work can be whatever it is to them at that
time. The work of art becomes the transitional object, amenable to the viewer's
manipulation and an active participant in a provocative dialogue.

However, the meaning of an art work is more complex than a solipsistic
response. In order to form a more complete understanding of the work and to
open up the possible meanings of the work, the viewer must break the illusion.
Formal elements influence the response the viewer has experienced and the
artist'’s intentions are to be considered. As well, related artistic and cultural
critical discussion may offer insights into the meaning of the work. It is Horner's
assertion that the attention paid to establishing a strong inner image at the very
outset enables the viewer to proceed with the art criticism of the work with a
more secure sense of personal voice. That recognition opens up the possibility
that there are completely new meanings that the viewer may produce.

This approach to the critique of art works has become key to my teaching
practice. From the beginning of a course I tell students that critiques of their art

works are not an occasion for me as the instructor to pronounce judgement on
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their work. Nor is it a situation where the artist stands up and tells us what the
work is about. Rather it is an opportunity for each student to present their work
to an audience of informed peers. Each viewer, including myself, has the
responsibility to give honest feedback about their response to the work so that
the artist can asses how successfully s/he is communicating their intended ideas.
To access those honest responses, we engage in the process of effecting a
subjective. 1}i:sion in whatever variation of the concept outlined above seems to
be appropriate to the situation. The student who produced the work is
encouraged not simply to accept or reject the responses, but ask for dlarification
and discuss her/his peers responses in relation to her/his own artistic intentions.
Furthermore, the artist will analyze the elements of the work that have provoked
certain responses in order to enhance desired elements and guard against
elements that illicit undesirable responses.

Throughout this chapter I have tried, in the words of Peter Elbow, “to do
justice to the rich messiness of learning and teaching" (Elbow 1986, ix) as I have
experienced it. I present the narrative of how experiences and ideas work
together, with the help of teachers, friends, students, written texts and art works
to bring me to the position of knowing that I presently inhabit. I know it to be a
selective telling, riddled with both deliberate and unintentional omissions. It is
fraught with gaps and inconclusive moments which I tolerate in face of the
expectation of this project to "figure things out, to reach conclusions, to arrive at
stateable, portable, and even neat insights” (Elbow 1986, ix)
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It is however, my introduction as a feminist, teacher, and researcher. Most
importantly, this is the story of how, and under what circumstances this project
came to be developed. In the following chapters, preceding the students’ stories,

I outline further research issues and describe the enacting of the project.

Context for the Study

Concerdia University has always seemed to me to be an active, purposeful
but somehow curiously "awkward in it's skin" kind of institution. It exists in the
middle of downtown Montreal which on the one hand means that it is spread
around in buildings that look very much like the unique mix of architecture of
the city. It does not have the sense of being a "campus” as a unique and special
territory. On the other hand, the fact that it is so physically embedded in the city
seems to make it part of the dynamics and energy of Montreal itself. From the
first time I entered the Visual Arts building I have had a sense that everyone
feels that they are doing something of importance. Throughout most of the term,
several hundred students slog through ankle deep slush, laden with bags and
portfolios and make the risky crossing - even with the lights in your favour - of
Boulevard René Lévesque to attend their classes and studios. Perhaps because
my office/equipment room was located on the second floor just down the hall
from the students' Café X, I witness a lively flow of traffic as students and

teachers come and go, greet one another, meet and talk. There always seems to
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be something of significance about these conversations. They are earnest but by
no means humourless.

For the most Lurt, students are attired in some variation of the "basic black”,
thrift store, art student uniform with the occasional splash of colour. They tend
to look a little bit down-at-heel even thought many defy the greyness of the
winter months with shots of brilliant hair colour. This approach to fashion is not
generally an affectation of Bohemian notions but rather, an economic necessity.
Concordia’s art students are not a wealthy Iot, Like most Canadian students
these days they hold jobs and take on debt to go to school. Fashion is important
but art supplies come first.

Concordia was created in 1974 through the merger of Sir George Williams
University in downtown Montreal with Loyola College, seven kilometres to the
west along Sherbrooke Street. Sir George Williams had grown out of an English
language, college level evening school begun by the YMCA to meet the needs of
working people who wished to enrich their lives and advance their careers
through education. The commitment to making university education accessible
to all capable and willing students remains fundamental. Part-time students
continue to comprise a large percentage of the student body. English is the
language of instruction, although many bilingual Francophone students attend.

Within the Faculty of Fine Arts, the Visual Arts are comprised of Art
Education and Art Therapy, Art History, Cinema, Studio Arts, Painting and
Drawing, Sculpture, Ceramics and Fibres, Printmaking and Photography, Design
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Art, and Inter-disciplinary Studies. Masters programmes are offered in Art
Education, Art History, Studio Arts and Art Therapy, as well as Ph.D.
programmes in Art Education and Art History, Ostensibly the divisions between
departments are only as rigid as space and finances dictate. Students should
have opportunities, and in fact are obliged to enrich their programme with
courses from other areas. Unfortunately, this sometimes proves to be difficult to
arrange and schedule in ways that accommodate student preferences. Art
Education students are required to take up to forty-two studio credits and six
credits in Art History. Students from studio programmes may take Art
Education courses and hence the mix of students involved in my study. The
expectation is that studio art programmes will "define a professional
comprehensive education in the arts" which was “firmly rooted in a broad-based
university education." (Faculty Self Appraisal Dossier Vol. 1 1993, 2)'

Women make up 63% of the total fine arts student population of
twenty-three hundred students although 68% of part-time students are women.
(FSA Dossier Vol. 1, 1993, 25-6) Students are drawn largely from the province of
Quebec but, as the “elf Appraisal report notes, there has been an increase in the
number of International students and students coming from other Canadian
provinces. Presently, French is the first language of 26% of students.

Students from Quebec entering any university in the province must first

have completed a two year CEGEP" diploma after their secondary schooling,

'® Hereafter referred to as FSA Dossier
'" CEGEP: College Enseignement Général et Professionel
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Those who enter the Faculty of Fine Arts will generally have had the opportunity
to take art as an elective in high school and they will have continued on into a
visual art programme at CEGEP. Student entering Concordia's Faculty of Fine
Arts are selected on the basis of their CEGEP diploma and the quality of the
portfolio they submit. Qut of province students must have equivalent qualifi-
cations as well as a high quality portfolio. Older students may enter as Mature
Students where formal high school and CEGEP standing is not required.
Therefore, students range in age from their early twenties through to retirees.

Programme structure and curriculum are under ongoing review and
noteworthy efforts have been made to be responsive to student needs. The
impact of contemporary artistic and theoretical innovation is evident in
curriculum initiatives in various departments. The Art History department, in
line with contemporary perspectives in the study of art history, have developed
courses dealing with feminism and gender issues in art history and the social and
cultural contexts of art. Various changes were made to the structure and content
of other programmes, such as in Interdisciplinary Studies, in response to
increasing need for flexibility.

The ways in which women students experience their art education in this
milieu and how they describe the value of that experience is the central concern
of my study. Attention to the quality of women's education in the faculty has
also been an important ongoing concern for some faculty members. In 1989 &
group of women faculty met to consider the relationship of feminist practice and
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ferninist teaching. Their discussion focused on questions of how teachers might
incorporate feminist content into studio curriculum but t~- noted two areas of
resistance. Young women were seen to resist the concept of feminism, perhaps

for fear of social derision. On the other hand, it was pointed out that,

I have less sympathy for mature male colleagues when they scorn feminism
because of an implicit need for power, or when they assume that there is
Mo need' for feminism, when they refuse to see that the harassment and
demeaning of women students is a continuing problem, that assumptions
continue to be made about women's art work as 'too feminine' i.e,, bad.
(Hughes, Llipke, MacKay, Mullen, Sacc4, Tenhaaf, and Tweedi 1990, 43)
In order to have a better sense of how faculty members view their roles as
educators within this particular institution, | interviewed eight full time faculty
members'"® from across the visual arts section. I wanted to find out what
consideration was given to the teaching of women within various departments
and to gain some sense of the primary artistic an4 educational expectations of
the departments. The faculty members were asked about the following; the
general educational goals of their department; their understanding and approach
to the concept of inclusive teaching; and what they felt were the most desirable
learning situations for women in their respective areas.
These interviews revealed several interesting points. Although no one felt
that feminism was a priority topic in departmental discussion, it was evident that

gender issues have been on the agenda of the Faculty for some time, and that

feminist concerns were seen to have been addressed through a number of

'® In the interests of confidentiality I have not identified the faculty members with whom [ spoke
nor have | credited anyone specifically for citations drawn from those interviews.
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initiatives over the past ten years. I sensed that the emotional intensity, which a
senior female faculty member warned, "builds up very, very quickly” around the
issue was evident but carefully cloaked. The implications of feminist concepts for
actual pedagogical practice proved to be a complex issue.

Along with my request for an interview I had sent each interviewee a
synopsis of my research proposal as it was formulated at that time; prior to my
formal proposal and prior to doing any student interviews. A comment in that
synopsis, to the effect that instructors may feel frustration with the ineptitude of
some women students proved to be quite provocative, It was repeatedly read
into my statement that "instructor” meant “male instructor” and several people
vehemently denied ever having heard male instructors make negative remarks
about women students. A male professor acknowledged that some inappropriate
remarks had been made from time to time but he insisted that such behaviour
was certainly in the past. Apart from the assumed anti-masculine implication, it
seemed that my comment was read to be far more of a condemnation of students
than as what I assume to be a valid pedagogical concern: Some students have
difficulties. What does one do about it?

The insistence that male teachers do not openly belittle female students
suggests two things to me. In a positive light, there certainly are men who simply
do not think or act in that way. The alternative is that the rest are savvy enough

to realise what will not be tolerated in the company of their peers, which is less
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encouraging. Simply to desist from bigotry doesn't constitute progressive
pedagogy.

My more important concern is to reveal the active practices that encourage
women'’s artistic growth, and I received a good deai of thoughtful response in
that regard. Much of what was discussed was relevant to students in general,
regardless of gender but I think there is justification for a senior female faculty
member’s statement that, "This society really doesn't support anyone's
expression but it's quite hostile towards women's." In spite of this, and largely
due to the efforts of this woman and certain of her colleagues, a new faculty

member could assure me that, in her experience,

At Concordia there is this sense that women's voice is important and will be
considered (in spite of) some retrograde people putting sticks in the wheels,

She made comparisons with a former teaching situation and went on to

add, with respect to Concordia,

It's an atmosphere. It's the air you breath. One can feel that there is

permission. That's what it is; it's an atmosphere of permission to pursue

whatever is necessary in order that there be more inclusiveness,

There are some positive innovations that have moved to foreground
women's position in the Faculty. The Permanent Review Committee in the
Faculty of Fine Arts," representing faculty, students and staff, was established in

1982 to raise women's concerns in the Faculty. For twelve years workshops,

discussions, speakers, performances and publications were presented under the

1 Now defunct.
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auspices of this committee, Initiative on the part of this group resulted in the
creation of the very popular "Women in the Fine Arts I & II" courses. These
efforts have contributed to the perception that provoked one of my male
students to ask, "How did this get to be such a place for feminism?"

Certain other courses and programmes were observed to be particularlv
amenable to women's learning. One faculty member commented on the high
degree of student engagement he observed on the part of students in the Women
and Painting course. The Studio stream in Cinema was cited as a comfortable and
productive choice for students who don't want to make sync sound film in large
crew situations, but who would prefer to work independently, with a minimal
crew and a small camera. It is held that the notably high retention rate for
women students in the Cinema department is largely due to the availability of
this option. Flexibility and the absence of an imposed tradition were also named
as the qualities that attracted women into such courses as Women in the Fine Arts
where an interdisciplinary, mixed media approach is promoted.

The presence of women faculty was seen as an extremely important
element in providing a desirable learning situation for women. As was observed

I don't believe that men can represent women's concerns adequately. I just

think that women have to be there. For undergraduates its very important.

That women are the teachers for undergraduate and graduate students . . .

that students not see that, Okay, women are teaching undergraduates but

they are not teaching graduates. Or they are teaching but they are not

administering,

Another female faculty member declared,
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There need to be women prosessors. I think that that is the first (thing). A
male professor can be a feminist . . . but we all know chat there a‘e those
different things that don't need to be said, can be taken for granted

It was noted by one woman that, although Concordia has a larger
proportion of credit hours taught by women than comparable universities, in
most departments the hiring of women full time faculty is still significantly
below the number of men. Nonetheless, due to the large number of women
part-time faculty, undergraduate students have the perception that there are a
lot of women professors. The specific professional status of the teachers is often
unknown to the students.

All the faculty who [ interviewed were interested and concerned about
their students and thoughtful about their educational practice. In most cases
there was genuine enthusiasm about the learning that they saw happening and
about the ways that they saw students responding to the programmes. Several
exemplified their remarks with very specific examples of interactions with
students and were able to reflect upon how their own educational efforts were
received. A departmental faculty-student social event had provided an occasion
for one professor to talk with students about what they felt made a good course.

What a number of students told me is that its a course where they are

treated as an equal . . . at least they are treated as an intelligent person

offering a valid point of view that they have taken seriously and researched

somehow in whatever it is, and that the instructor respects that and is
willing to listen to them and is willing to learn from them.

Several instructors used their own teaching experience to exemplify their

opinion that the students themselves are the most vital resource for advancing
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the concerns for the inclusion of diverse experiences into the learning process.
They gave enthusiastic descriptions of the ways in which students from diverse
life situations were able to bring foreword their particular view of the world,
both in their art and in discussions. Sensitivity to her student's learning was clear
in one instruccor's anecdote about a student’s mispronunciation of an artist's
name during a class presentation. The instructor resisted the impulse to interrupt

and correct the student.

And ! left it and I thought, it saved her from becoming, "Oh God! I'm not
saying it right! I'm not doing it right!" and she could continue with her
ideas and it was a very good presentation. Then later on I just made sure
that I said the name at some point so she could hear it.

In response to my comment, that often the dynamics of such student -
teacher interactions are really crudial in developing students sense of themselves
as successful learners, confident in their abilities to go ahead and present their
ideas, she continued,

There is the crux of what we want students to learn. We want them to learn
to develop their ideas. We want them to learn a sensitivity to the mediums,
whether it be writing, reading, day, paint video; but to come back to them-
selves. I mean, there is so much self definition in art that's necossary that 1
think that the more we re-enforce their confidence in themselves and their
ideas and their ability to scrutinise through their ideas and positions them-
selves,

This primary goal, which might be called an expansion upon the concept of
"developing voice” was emphasised by other instructors and it was stressed that
opportunities for this kind of growth should pervade all aspects of their studies,

In the field of art education it was seen to be particularly important that,
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the programme be handled in such a way that they find their voices as

teachers . . . that students start attending to other people and what people

are really feeling and saying and trying to develop the art in relation to that
so that they are also developing their students' voices.

Other instructors presented discussions of educational objectives that
stressed the development of critical thinking skills in order that students can
make knowledgeable decisions. This is a valid and respected educational goal
but one that I think should not be misconstrued to mean the same thing as the
development of personal voice. The issue of ideological constructions at play in
teaching situations was raised directly by two teachers. One asserted, "I think we
do teach ideology. I don't think we can get away without it. We teach it. It's
implied in every thing we do." My level of suspicion rose when I heard
statements which insist that our struggle and that of our students is to function
as individuals; to free ourselves ; . the imposition of ideological structures.

They have to acknowledge the conditioning process that has been played

on them as well. So they have to ask certain questions. They have to want

certain answers from their own personal point of view, not from a

deciphered structure that someone else has in front of them - from a theory

or a position related to some ideology that is floating around.

Given the context of the conversation, I felt that the emphatically not-
mentioned ideology was certainly "feminism”. The consequences of this teacher's
point of view reverberated in my own class when I asked students to do a short
presentation on the work of an artist who had influenced or inspired their artistic

Practice in some way. "Influence” was discussed in very wide ranging terms;

concepts, subject matter, attitude, use of colour, medium, use of humcur, etc.
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Two students who were also students in the above cited professor's class and
who seemed to be very impressed by him, insisted that there was no one who
had ever influenced their work. Their work was utterly and uniquely their own!
Ironically, this is in itself an ideological position but it is an ideology that offers
the security of being the dominant Modernist credo of the self sufficient, inspired
artist whose creativity and originality must not be fettered by identification with
others.

My conclusion from these conversations was that all the faculty to whom [
spoke were very aware of gender as an issue in educational practice and most
were making efforts to provide a fair and open atmosphere for women students.
Some, particularly the women with whom I spoke, were aware that more than
that is required in terms of programme structure, curriculum content and
teacher - student interaction; that the "when, where and how" require careful
creative thought. Two senior faculty emphasized that efforts towards inclusive

education need to extend beyond the classrcom. One teacher asserted,
I would go farther though. I would say that the entire way students live at
university, the way they see people treating other people at university - all
the procedures that they run up against - the environment that they run up

against . . . all is very important and not getting the kind of attention
(needed).

Teaching ARTE 430 : Multi-Media
The Multi-Media course is designed as a studio/seminar which gives
students an opportunity to develop basic skills with several art making
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technologies: photography, video, sound recording and mixing, Super 8 film,
and computer generated images. Students are expected to incorporate these
various media into installation or performance works which may be site-specific
or collaborative. I include a detailed description of the course to provide insight
into the commonly shared teaching/learning experience of myself and the
project participants.

My approach to structuring the course has developed from the programme
I helped devise for the Manitoba curriculum project. I have incorporated the
fundamental concepts of that programme into my teaching; that students can be
engaged in a process of seeking the artistic issues that they wish to address,
finding the most appropriate solution, and solving the creative problems that
arise. Another important expectation in ARTE 430: Multi Media is that the
students come to regard the technologies as tools, "amenable” to use in the
expression of artistic meanings, rather than as amusing gadgets or as
intimidating forces that dictate a specific kind of technical and aesthetic
proficiency. (Randolph 1984) I have found that many students are extremely
anxious about the use of technical equipment and afraid that their inexperience
will frustrate their creative expression.

In order to develop a balanced perspective, I began two simultaneous
strands in the first term: (1) the development of technical skills and (2) individual
engagement in a process of formulating ideas and questions for inquiry about
the content and artistic intent of each students work. Initially, this seemed to
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exaggerate the workload but as the two aspects eventually merge, I think
students found that they have a well developed concept of the questions they
were addressing and of the media that they could select to best realize their
particular artistic intentions.

I have found that the best way to calm student's fears about technology is
through hands-on demonstrations of the equipment. Students need to feel the
camera in their hands, see the light and focus indicators, and be assured that
they do indeed know how to set the shutter speed. They also need enough
information about the basic technical principles of the equipment that they can
think through problems that arise. They may still be concerned that they have
not "got it quite right" but they have enough confidence to begin to work with
the equipment without fear of breaking it.

Simultaneously with teaching practical skills, I began the evolution of the
artistic content. Each time that I have taught the course I followed a similar
approach, with variations depending on the group and their interests. At the first
class I presented a brief film montage that I had assembled from the "outs"” of a
16mm film that I made (although any art work might be used). The film
presented silent images of people walking, a long moving shot of countryside, a
moving shot through a city, more crowds of people with balloons and paper
flowers and the sequence ended with a multi-coloured cloud of balloons rising

into blue sky. After the screening I invited the students to verbalize their

* Film footage not used in the final production
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responses to what they had just watched. Students have commented about
movement, journeying, alienation, celebration, shifting from rural to urban,
among other possibilities. Using the concept of journey, we brainstormed a range
of possibilities: journeys for pleasure, journeys of obligation, spiritual journeys, a
quest, particular places, dreams, memories. From the brainstormed proposals
students were asked to comment on which ones were most meaningful for them,
if any. Using this exercise as an example of the process of generating and
selecting possibilities, students were asked to use their personal response to the
film footage as the starting point for the subject of a work in any conventional
medium that they felt was appropriate. It was to be brought to the next class for
presentation. I suggested that regardless of what their responses had been, they
should accept that as their starting point and continue privately brainstorming a
range of associations until they arrived at an idea that was somehow meaningful
to them. I also made it clear that if they already had a particular direction in their
work they could use that as their starting point rather than the film. When the
works were presented in class we engaged in a new round of responding, and I
began to ask informally about how an individual might define the ideas of her or
his project in a word or a phrase.

In order to encourage an easy transition into technological media, the
second assignment was to use the first piece and produce two series of Xerox
works {colour, black and white}. Most of the original pieces would not fit into the

Xerox machine so it was necsssary to think about how and why changes should
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be made, what impact additions and deletions would have, and what the
response was to the new creations. In discussing this work I stressed that
students should try to articulate the ideas with which they began and the
meanings that they saw in the completed work. Thus they were encouraged to
think about the content of the work they were producing and to translate their
image ideas into words. The concepts that were explored in the Xerox work were
evaluated and extended in a photography project which involved greater
technical challenges. The content of each new project evolved from the one just
completed and discussed. The process of generating ideas and making selections
continued as students undertook assignments with each new technology. My
role was to provide technical instri:tion, share my responses to the art work,
continue to question the artistic intentions and outcome of each work and to
suggest technical, artistic and theoretical resources.

The second term assignment is to develop the ideas that had been defined
and to produce an art work using a combination of any two of the available
media. Proposals were prepared and presented to their peers for discussion in
small groups. In many cases these discussions have resulted in major changes in
the choice of media and considerable refinement in the definition of the ideas. In
the groups I have taught, students have dealt with issues of relationships,
internal/external tension, cultural heritage, displacement, animal rights, gender,
sexuality, surveillance, voyeurism and many other personal and cultural
concerns. My role has been to observe the discussions, ask questions for
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clarification, and remind students that the proposals were starting points, not
contracts. I also make a point of being available to meet individually with
students to discuss their proposals and to assist them as they continue to clarify
their ideas. Most students have taken advantagé of the opportunity at some
point. I have found that careful listening is the most valuable factor in these
conversations. When a student's ideas are suspended someplace between intense
feelings, an inner image, and words, her ability to articulate her meaning can be
quite confused. Careful questioning about what she does say is needed and
inevitably the question is, "So why does this matter to you?" This question is
difficult to answer, but it seems to me that it is a crudal question if she is to make
the connection between her own experience and ideas, and the meanings of her
art works.

I'have found that the student's works are often quite personal, intense and
insightful, as are the discussion about them. The classes that are devoted to
presentations of the final projects have proven to be rich and exciting events. The
work showed commitment and effort as well as ability to use the media with
technical and expressive finesse. The verbal responses and discussions of the
work demonstrated sensitivity on the part of the students to the ideas, the
processes and to the people who had created the work.

As a feminist art educator, my intentior: is to revesse the studio art teaching
situation described in Pollock's previously mentioned analysis; to achieve truly
democratic, well defined, educationally enriching conditions within generous,
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respectful and supportive learning environments, where women students are
exhilarated by the challenges with which they are preseriied. The explidt agenda
of gender equity should be unequivocal. Taking the leadership role, as Linda
Briskin stated, is an important first step. I feel that it is my responsibility to
provide the starting point and outline how the process might go forward.
Needless to say, my practice is not always as clear and successful as I would wish
it to be. I am often painfully aware of the gaps between intentions and practice.
As | have reflected on my teaching and as I have spoken with students, I
have become acutely aware of the complexity of the student - teacher
relationship. While the teacher is in the position of maintaining a relationship
with the group as a collective and with particular students at certain times, the
student’s primary perception is of a relationship with the teacher. The student's
relationship with her peers is secondary unless there is a specific effort to re-
focus the relationships in a more democratic manner. The teacher-student power
relationship is most intensely polarised when the student's art work is under
discussion, either while it is in progress or when it is presented for formal
critique. This is made clear in the stories that the women in my study tell about
their interactions with professors. Whether she views the work as an "academic”
exercise to demonstrate a particular competency or as an intimate representation
of her inner self (among other possible views) the student looks to the teacher for

affirmation and at the same time, she fears the teacher's judgement. As my study
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reveals, the significance of that anxiety and the way it impacts on students

learning is profound.

Developing Methodology

As 1 discussed above, many qualities of narrative inquiry recommend it as a
productive méthodology for feminist research. Through careful attention to
women's stories researchers can reveal the qualities of life as lived and the inter-
relationship of personal experiences and culture, The complexity of stories offers

an ever-present possibility of discovering

first the world as seen through the eyes of the participants and then the
basic social processes or structures that organize that world.
(Hutchinson 1988 : 124)
The practices of narrative inquiry are as complex and varied as the story-
tellers and the sites from which they speak. The telling of stories is a multi-
levelled process in which people are not simply recounting facts, but rather they
are "engaged in living, telling, retelling and reliving stories" (Connelly and
Clandinin 1990, 4). Whether recalled from the past, unfolding in the present, or
imagined in the future, the story, the teller and the listener are for that moment
drawn into a shared experience, unique to that telling. The details of the stories
change over time, as do the meanings that both teller and listened may discern.

As a researcher, one is challenged to engage in a delicate mediation of what is

said, what is heard, what is known, and what can be written.
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Feminist and educational narrative researcher particularly stress the need
for establishing a connected relationship with participants "through modelling,
dialogue, practice and confirmation” (Noddings 1986, 502). Hence, the develop-
ment of relationship involves questions of

time, relationship, space, and voice in establishing the collaborative

relationship, a relationship in which both researchers and practitioners

have voice. (Connelly and Clandinin 1990, 4)

The recognition and respect for the potential dialogic space and the human
relationships with which it is entwined, constitute a fundamental component of
studies that have influenced the way that I have developed this study. The
research done by Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (1986) reveals the
evident significance of self awareness, relationship to authority, and the roles of
schools and family in women's learning processes. The issues that were detected
in their study suggested some of the issues that I raised in the interviews. Of
course, the particular focus of my study was on how these issues are implicated
in artistic learning and production.

My inquiry into the dynamics of feminist and dialogical interaction brought
the recent work of Lyn Brown and Carol Gilligan, Meeting at the Cross-roads
(1993) to my attention. I was moved to anger, disappointment and discourage-
ment as I read the finding of their five year study of the girls and adolescents.

They observed a devastating shift out of relationship with themselves ?' in order

to maintain the “nice girl" image that they came to know was expected of them.

? A move away from recognizing and expressing her own ideas and opinions in
deference to those around her.
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They observed forthright, saucy, self assured seven year olds who by the time
they were eleven had begun to compromise their own wishes and subordinate
their own voices. They demurred to avoid being ostracized by their peers and
creating problems for adults. It was profoundly dismaying to realize how mature
women, as mothers and teachers have been instrumental in expecting and
enforcing "nice" behaviour. I heard those words of caution coming from my own
mouth, to my daughter and to my students.

At the time I read that study, I was also reading as someone who was in
the process of developing a study of women as learners. 1 was reading to
understand the researchers. They tell a detailed story of their working process
and their growing understanding of what is required so that the girls and young
women feel they can be open and honest. With exceptional care, they reviewed
every aspect of the study, remaining open to the unexpected and willing to
depart from the original course of action. I was aware of their perceptive, intelli-
gent analysis throughout the project even as they moved, without apology,
outside what some of their colleagues considered appropriate research practice.

The discussion that they give reminded me that within the research inter-
view there must be consistent respect for the dialogic relationship inherent to
that process. In spite of years of research experience and careful preparation in
the school, Brown & Gilligan were forced to re-evaluate their role and
responsibility as researchers if they expected to establish a comfortable relation-
ship of trust with the girls who they were interviewing. They quickly realized
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that simply by holding to the questionnaires the interviewers cast themselves as
outsiders: the asker of questions, the interpreter of responses, not someone to be
trusted with true thoughts and feelings. The researchiers became " a new version
of something to guard against,” and "most insidiously we became another reason
for the girls to feel bad or feel judged" (Brown & Gilligan 1992, 12). They
eventually adopted an open ended format that gave the girls a key role in
directing the conversation and involved the interviewer in the role of active
listening and responding, not simply asking and documenting. It became
imperative that "we ask not only who is speaking but who is listening" (Brown &
Gilligan 1992, 22). Thus, as feminist researchers, they recast their process of

researching as a relational practice in which,

We attend to the relational dimensions of our listening, speaking, taking in,

interpreting, and writing about the words and silences, the stories and the

narratives of other people. {(Brown & Gilligan 1993, 22)

The findings of this study are discouraging with respect to the psycho-
logical impasse that many girls experience, but the final picture was not
completely bleak. They brought to light the role that women as teachers and
mothers played in the process of self denial, and thus they opened avenues for
change and growth. The researchers and some of the faculty at the school took
time to examine their relationships with one another and the girls. They became
aware of the ways in which they cut off girls' expressions of self. Because of this
new understanding, they quickly modiied their teaching and their interactions
with the girls.
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For me, the first practical consequence of this deeper understanding was to
realise that who I chose to interview for my study was of serious impnrtance. 1
wanted to engage in my research in a manner that would genuinely respect the
students’ participation, but regardless of my sincere intentions there was no
reason why total strangers should volunteer to discuss the issues that are
important to this project. I would not feel completely comfortable asking total
strangers to talk about really personal matters, I realized that the students whom
I'would feel most comfortable interviewing would be the students I had taught
myself and with whom I have established a relationship.

An additional consideration is the format of the interviews themselves. The
issues raised by Belenky et al. in their research and the positions of knowing that
they observed provided a useful focus for my initial questions. Several other
studies focused on women as practising artists and noted issues on which I
touched in the interviews. Nancy Wilton (1978) drew attention to the early lives
and familial relationships of women artists and Nancy Noel (1981) studied
Creative processes as experienced by established women artists. Whitesel (1982)
studied factors that influenced the career commitment of women Fine Arts
graduate students. Their research, along with others already cited, confirms the
need to query about family, schooling and social experiences as issues related to
women's academic and career success. These issues are key to the set of

conversation initiating questions that I prepared.?

# Appendix A
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Being mirdful of Brown & Gilligan, I wanted to encourage a conversation
in which both the student and I could be active participants. However, without
some degree of uniformity in the interviews the analysis of the data would be a
truly daunting task. Therefore, 1 defined introductory questions for several
general topics: educational background, family relationships, artistic process
and decision making, followed by an outline of possible follow up questions,
depending on the flow of the discussion. This approach gave some basic
structure to the interviews and left adequate time for unstructured discussions
about the art works. In this way I hoped to promote a comfortable and open
dialogue that respected the interviewee's active participation while still keeping

the project within the limits of my capacity to deal with the resulting data.

Interviewing

The selection of students for the study was a matter of coincidence. Since
none of the women were in my classes at that time, it was a matter of who I met
in the hallway at school or who could still be reached at the phone number on an
old class list. Then it was a matter of when we could make arrangements for an
interview.

In all, I interviewed seventeen women, in Montreal, between February and
June, 1994. Two of the interviews were conducted at the Visual Arts building at
Concordia and one woman came to my apartment. All other interviews were

conducted in the homes of the participants. I had explained my project when I
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set up the appointment, and I had asked the women to select about six ¢t works
that they considered to be important, They had all given careful thought to the
topic and to the selection of the art works. Some had made notes and re-read
their journals in preparation for our discussion.

I found each interview to be a very intense experience. Each was between
one and a half to two hours in length, by which time both of us were too tired to
continue. I began each interview by discussing the consent protocol® and then
once again, outlining the project®. All the topics were covered in each interview
but never in the same order or with uniform attention to each topic. Gayle and
Meredith for example, had a very clear idea of what they wanted to tell me about
their work and I had very little to say other than asking for clarification on some
points. With others I played a more active role in moving the conversation
through the issues about which I was curious. We looked at the art works at
whatever point in the conversation it seemed appropriate. Sometimes we talked
about the art work all at once in a sequence chosen by the interviewee,

The fact that I knew these women turned out to be a mixed blessing. While
I felt comfortable about asking these women to participate in my research, in
most cases the interview began with an obviously nervous note in our voices. I
think that that is to be expected since an interview is an extraordinary kind of
conversation, no matter how amicable both parties are. In light of my experience

I am in agreement with Janet Wolff who forthrightly contests the view that,

*! Sce Appendix B for sample form.
H Gee Appendix C for sample transcript of my verbal project description.
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power relations between researcher and subjects evaporate if we just

manage to be dialogic enough in our research methods; it is still a matter of

an encounter motivated, set up and more or less controlled by one party,

whatever the sensitivity and ‘openness’ to the other. (Wolff 1995, 50)

Regrettably, power relations cannot be easily evaporated. Also, for most of
the students I still carried with me the connotations of being “the teacher.” Some
women spoke very directly about their experience in my course and others made
only passing reference, but I have no reason to suspect any negative sentiment
behind the fact that some were less inclined to talk about their experience. Some
actually asked if it was all right to talk about the Multi Media course in the
interview. Evidently there was concern about what was acceptable in a research
situation.” The comments that were made are forthright and valuable to me in
understanding the dynamics that exist in my classroom and the role 1 play in
fostering or discouraging participation.

The atmosphere of nervousness was dispelled as we moved into the inter-
view, and once the student was talking about her art works I felt that we were
honestly in conversation about something about which we were both intensely
interested. Probably because most of the participants and myself are still
involved in the Concordia community, the students tended to be guarded in
their discussions about teacher - student interactions. Being "so close to home"
was also a concern to me in writing the stories in such a way as to insure the

anonymity of everyone involved.

?* "Research” would seem also to be a concept percieved to be bound by formality.
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The video camera was problematic. It was far more disturbing for the
participants to have their image recorded than simply to speak and have their
words recorded. They were concerned about their personal appearance and the
state of their housekeeping. Most have asked for a copy of the tape, although
they are not particularly concerned about having a copy of the transcript.

For the most part I simply set up the camera on a tripod near me, set a
medium close-up shot (head and shoulders) turned it on and left it alone. To
tape some of the art works I removed the camera from the tripod for more
flexibility. On other occasions I moved the tripod to a new location. As the
student being interviewed was speaking, she was certainly aware of the camera,
but the initial nervousness did ease as the interview progressed.

The video tapes were invaluable to me as a researcher. First, they provided
backup for the audio tapes which were sometimes of questionable quality if the
participant didn't hold the recorder close enough while speaking. I also reviewed
the video tapes for additional information, like facial expressions, and to verify
certain interpretations that I was making as I wrote the stories. Most particularly,
viewing the tapes kept me mindful of the particular personality of each woman
as I undertook to analyse the contribution she was making to this study.

Using the video to document the students' interaction with the art works
during the interview was very useful. Her gestures helped to clarify her meaning
as she spoke about certain aspects of the work. Unfortunately, video shot under
such dircumstances where lighting is variable, space is cramped, and time is
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short, does not produce very good documentation of the art works themselves.
Additional still photographs would have been useful.

I have had occasion to speak with several of the women since the intor-
views took place and their interest in this research continues. They have also
remarked that doing the interview was an important learning experience in
itself. They had not taken time to engage in such a long term reflection on their
work, nor had they made some of the connections between events and ideas that

were now clear to them. I have found this feedback to be particularly gratifying,

Sifting and Sorting

In the interviews I was given richly detailed stories from a generous and
talented group of women. The construction of theory from such personal
information is a multi layered process both in practice and in negotiating the
issues related to that process.

On the level of practice, transcribing the interviews was the first task in
analysing the interview data. I transcribed eight of the interview tapes myself, |
hired Iréne to transcribe part of her own interview, I sent two out to a
transcription typist, and four were transcribed by a friend. One audio tape was
of such poor quality that it could not be transcribed. The two interview
transcriptions that were produced by the transcription typist were of such poor

quality that they were unusable.
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Transcribing served as the first reading of the data. I installed a monitor
next to my computer and played the video tapes as I transcribed. This added to
accuracy and made the task of transcribing much more lively and enjoyable. A
friend worked on the transcriptions at my home so I saw parts of the video tapes
as he worked. I then reviewed his completed transcriptions.

At this point several things became clear. Seventeen interviews was too
large a number to include in the compilation of narratives and I decided to
include only twelve, The decision as to which ones to eliminate was made in part
on practical grounds. I chose to omit the poor quality transcriptions. One tape
had not been transcribed because of its poor sound quality. I had been putting
off transcribing one tape and finally realized that, because I had known the
participant as a friend for quite some time, I felt it was inappropriate to include
her in the study. One other interview contained some very personal information
that the interviewee did not want mentioned at all but which had great impact
on her life, so I felt it was best not to include that interview.

It was not by design, but I realized that the remaining interviews
represented three particular generations of women: a group of young women
who had proceeded from high school or college directly into university, a group
in their early thirties who had worked or studied elsewhere before coming to
Concordia, and a group of women over forty who had quite varied backgrounds

prior to enrolling. I have included four narratives from each group.
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Having reduced the quantity of data, I proceeded to address the particular
content that each one presented to me. The transcription process had given me
an understanding of the most prominent themes: (1) an outline of each life
narrative (2) family background (3) important teacher - student interactions (4)
past and current ideology about art and art practice, and (5) the range of her art
production. I also had an understanding of experiences that were particular to
certain women. Each transcription was read again and these concerns were
highlighted and colour coded. Summarizing notations and comments about
connections to other information were made in the margins. I used coloured tags
and labels to facilitate location of comments on the same topic at various points
in the interview. I was then prepared to write my summary of each narrative,

Exponents of narrative inquiry are very sensitive to the power relations
between researchers and their project participants. They insist that it is a para-
mount responsibility of the researcher to establish an egalitarian, collaborative
relationship with participants throughout the research process. Unfortunately,

the ideal is not always possible. As Acker, Barry, and Esseveld report,

commitment to minimalizing the power differentials of the relationship in
the research was further confounded when it came to the analysis. We
found that we had to assume the role of the people with the power to
define. The act of looking at interviews, summerizing another's life, and
placing it within a context is an act of objectification.

(Acher, Barry and Esseveld 1991, 142)

The researcher takes on the task of "constructed knowing" (Belenky et al.

1986) andthis entails the responsibility for analysis. My task as a researcher
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extends beyond observing "storied lives" and the context from which they come,

As I mentioned in the introduction to this dissertation, the project is then to

"‘map" these individual perspectives onto the wider theoretical field of education

and artistic production. As Connelly and Clandinin (1990} point out,

The educational importance of this line of work is that it brings theoretical
ideas about the nature of human life as lived to bear on educational
experience as lived. (Connelly and Clandinin 1990, 3)

The concerns voiced by Acher, Barry and Isseveld show how careful a

mediation is required in order to demonstrate respect for the participants while

drawing together the broad, interrelated ideas that constitute a theoretical

proposal. "Mapping” suggests the possibilities of sketching out the breadth of

possibilities, potential relationships, and connections among the stories. The

progress of the narratives of living and learning may overlap or diverge at

certain points. I am reminded that such theory proposals are grounded on life

experience and as Norman Denzin remarks, life is not lived linearly.

that,

It is lived through the subject's eye, and that eye, like a camera's is always
reflexive, non-linear, subjective, filled with flashbacks, after-images, dream
sequences, faces merging into one another, masks dropping, and new
masks being put on. (Denzin 1992}

Notwithstanding the compelling characteristics of each story, I am aware

The exploration of a cultural moment through the experiences of particular
women's lives will not produce a single coherent narrative, but rather a
series of distinct but overlapping perceptions. (Wolff 1995, 35)
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Writing Stories

Connelly and Clandinin remark that *How to adjudicate between the whole
and the detail at each moment of the writing is a difficult task" (Connelly and
Clandinin 1990, 7). Centainly, writing the stories of the women who participated
in my research has been the most demanding task of the study. I have bean
challenged both personally and as a teacher - researcher to confront and resolve
a number of contentious issues: From what position can I presume to understand
what these women's lives are, and have been about? How deeply am 1
implicated in the meanings generated from this work? How can I recount their
stories without taking them over and turning them into my stories? How can |
convey to my readers the complex and tentative, but none-the-less profound,
nature of the information to be derived from the words that the women speak
and the words that I write?

As writer, my voice assumes the public place and such power as that role
holds. My representation of these women is written in my terms and I control
the terms in which the representation will go forward into the world. This is not
necessarily unethical, but Jamaican author Michelle Cliffe has pointed out the
threat posed when those in power take control of representational practices. The
threat is that, through the denial of the voices and values of the group in
question, they are relegated to object status, from which “only certain elements
are chosen, re-cast, co-opted and made available to the definition of these

people” (Cliffe 1987, 141).
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Cliffe is concerned particularly about artistic representations but others
have criticized this practice in social science research. In a survey of eight-
hundred-eighty-one ethnographic cases, Oswald Werner and colleagues found
that 45% were written completely in the words of the researcher - authors, only
10% even used verbatim quotations from their respondents, and only 3.5% were
written entirely in the words of the people being studied (Werner et al. 1995, 6).

The stories of the women I interviewed are the very reason for doing this
study and my intent has always been to make their words and ideas central to
this dissertation. Since reprinting the interview transcripts is impractical and
inappropriate to this project, re-telling their stories becomes my responsibility,
Moreover, 1 wish to make proposals for teaching practice based upon the
discussions of experience that the respondents talked about. Making these
proposals requires that I assert my voice as a teacher and a researcher in the
synthesis, interpretation and analysis of the information that I have been given.
Herein lies the dilemma of the researcher/teacher who has set out to seek
knowledge from the stories of her students. My first obligation in this under-
taking is to present the ideas and perceptions of the women to my readers as
directly as possible. I share with other writers the realization,

That writing about experience always is removed from actual "raw"

experience, the over riding concern of these writers is shrinking the

distance between the experiencing subjects and their accounts of lived
experience. (Ellis & Flaherty 1992; 4)
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Film maker and author Trinh T. Minh-ha has written extensively on the
delicate question of negotiating a position from which to speak ethically and
with legitimacy about what one observes and deduces about the lives of others.
Through her insightful film and written work she interrogates the ever fluct-
uating nature of our perspectives and proposes some possible redefinitions of
problematic roles. One avenue is to recognize that one is taking on the role of a
translator. This is to admit that inevitably there is a slippage between their words
and mine, and that precise translation is impossible. There are important
implications in this practice.

Whether you translate one language into another language, whether you

narrate in your own words what you understood from the other person, or

whether you use this person directly on screen as piece of "oral
testimony” to serve the direction of your film, you are dealing with cultural

translation. (Trinh T. Minh-ha 1992 :128)

So what, for me, are the dynamics of the cultural translation in which I am
engaged? I am not making a definitive diagnosis of the lives of these women.
Rather, I want to recognize the ways in which they see and understand their
lives differently at various times along the way. In the text that I have produced I
want to convey the sense that this is but one of several possible interpretations of
the information, albeit a thoughtful and informed one. While I wish to respect
the participants’ words, what I have written is clearly my understanding of what
was said.

I also have been conscious that our response to what we know about one

another varies depending upon the role we play in the relationship. My status as
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the teacher/resecarcher was not erased during the interviews although 1 am
confident that we established a rapport of trust and generosity. Having the
images of the women playing on the monitor beside my computer while [
worked on the text, I felt that I could, in a way, continue the conversation that
we began in the interview. This was the most valuable use for the video tapes. I
recognize that the video image is transitory and illusory but, nonetheless, the
tapes were a powerful tool for bringing back the vitality of the interview
situation. I found myself laughing and crying all over again and I attempted to
convey the vital qualities of the students' personalities in retelling their stories.

I was also intensely aware that the women who participated could be
reading the words that I write. Most of them are still part of my community and
are maintaining an active interest in the progress of the project. It is vital to me
that their contribution has been respected and valued and that they should feel
that has been the case.

I recognize that as I condensed and paraphrased what transpired during
the interview there are many factors at play in my act of translating. Like the

authors of The Challenge of Feminist Biography, I was confronted with the

dilemma of my own subjective involvement and the privacy of my subjects.

We had to struggle through various stages of identification and rejection in
order to achieve the distance necessary for a critical stance. We had to
resolve issues concerning our subjects' need for privacy. A woman's
struggles sometimes to fuse, sometimes to sever, the public dimensions of
her life is one of feminist biography's most important themes. But, in un-
ravelling the strands of that struggle, because of our personal involvement
in our subjects' lives we also felt more conflicted about revelations that
violated their privacy. (Alpern, Antler, Perry & Scobie 1992; 11)
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The other side of that issue was also apparent. It took very little reflection
for me to realize that some of the most crucial turning points in my under-
standing of myself and the way I see my role in the world are very personal and |
would not write them into a public document. This made me conscious that,
although the women were sincere and forthcoming about many personal issues,
they had in many cases guarded their words. We had only touched on the top
layers of experience and there were limits to the conclusions that I could draw.

My first writing strategy was to use as much direct quotations from the
interviews as I could. This very quickly became an unwieldy text consisting of
lengthy citations linked by "She said" or, "She continued”. This approach also
meant that my role was reduced to that of an editor, as if ] hadn't been involved
in the conversation and as if I had no right to interpret the words I was hearing.
As well, as I read the interviews, re-played the video tapes and worked through
the transcriptions, additional implications came to mind: my own subjective
thoughts and associations in relation to certain remarks that were made, my
recollections of discussions and other conversations with the woman, and my
descriptions of her art works. On another level I found myself making
associations with theoretical works that related to the unfolding narrative. For
me this is analogous to the situation in the studio or classroom where the
student's background, her verbal communication, her art work, the teacher's
responses and impressions and the teacher's own background and knowledge

are all moving in and out of play as part of the dynamics of the teacher - student
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interactions. Much of this dynamic was eluding me as I tried to fit it all into an
appropriate format,

My eventual solution to the problem of writing these narratives was to take
the responsibility for constructing a text that outlines the experiences of the
participant as I perceived them to have been related to me. Sometimes the
narrative is chronological and sometimes it follows the trajectory of the inter-
view. Coherence is not my goal. In the text I have included extensive quotations
from the transcript. But I still found that there were remarks by the interviewee
that made important contributions to understanding her outlook on a certain
point but which didn't fit easily into the flow of the text. Sometimes these
remarks were exemplars of a number of concerns that I had drawn together in
the body of the text. Sometimes they reflected a slightly different perspective on
the subject from a different point in the interview.

A final concern was how to inform the reader about the art work under
discussion. Including colour photocopies would provide the roader with the
most immediate access to the images, but in some cases the art work would be as
identifiable as the woman's name or face. Therefore, to protect the anonymity of
the participants, no images are included. The solution, albeit an insufficient one
from the reader’s point of view, is to provide my own descriptions and responses
to the works. This adds an additional facet to the researcher's dilemma of how to
honour the visual expression of the participant. The translation of image to

words is inevitably inadequate and vuinerable to the writer overriding the voice
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of the artist. In light of this concern I can only admit to the subjective and
conditional nature of my descriptions and responses. Other viewers may
respond differently. I myself might respond differently in a different setting. |
note as well, that the written version of these descriptions were produced after
viewing the works in the presence of the artist, listening to her discussion of the
work, and reviewing the video documentation of the works.

In order to present the reader with all this information, I constructed the
text to include “frames” positioned along the right side of the page. I have placed
some of the additional "voices" into these frames and used variations in fonts to
indicate the source of the information. My subjective observations and my
descriptions of the art work are presented in "Arial." The participant's additional
remarks are presented in "Copenhagen.” | have used conventional footnotes for
theoretical references which are footnoted and appear at the bottom of the page in
"Times New Roman.” This strategy serves to denote who is responsible for the
corresponding text. My intention is to give visual suggestions as to the relative
distance such information has to the purview of the original story teller. I also
wanted to draw attention to the interplay of this information in the task of the
"translator” and the reader. It is not tied into the text. It has a position but it can
be read or ignored. It may serve to affirm the reader’'s conception of the situation
or it may raise questions.

Since intensive speech analysis is not part of this study, the citations have

been slightly edited to delete frequent verbal false starts and repetitions. Pauses
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and hesitations have not been indicated unless they were significant. I have also
deleted my own brief interjections and frequent "Ah hmm'"s. [Laughter] has been
included. Where text has been omitted, it is indicated by three dots: (... ). All
quotations within the body of the text should be assumed to be the words of the
interviewee unless otherwise noted. Where particular names have been omitted I
have placed a description in brackets: i.e. (her instructor). Any names that are
mentioned refer to students in this study, authors or well know artists. All
student participants are referred to by pseudonyms. Italicized words or phrases
indicate emphasis on the part of the speaker.

There are two acronyms used by the women I interviewed which are
particular to post secondary education in Quebec. "CEGEP" stands for Collége
d’Enseignement Général et Professionel. After graduating from Secondary Five
(Grade 11) students are required to take this two year college programme before
entering university. "UQAM" stands for Université du Québec 8 Montréal.

The narratives are grouped in sets of four and the individual stories are
placed in alphabetical order within each set.

Dimensions of art works are given as width x height.
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"But You Said...!"

These "under twenty-five" year old women
are from among the group of female
students at Concordia who have proceeded
on a fairly uninterrupted educational path
from high school, through CEGEP, and into
university. They are contemporaries of my
daughter; young women whose parents
were, each in their way, committed to
providing their children with the
advantages of contemporary Canadian
society. There are certain differences in the
paths that brought them to Concordia but it
was a decision that they made for them-
selves early in their lives. For these women,
their art work is a central concern of their
lives, one which they expect to be
accommodated in any other plans or
obligations.

Catherine
Elaine
Laura
Nathalie



Catherine

I interviewed Catherine at her apartment on a sunny winter day, She
admitted to being nervous about the interview but assured me that she was
looking forward to talking with me. Catherine is a perceptive, lively and
attractive young woman who is struggling to overcome many uncertainties
about her art, the world and her place in it. At the time of our interview she was
nearing the end of her BFA in art education. Within that programme she had
concentrated her studio options in sculpture,

While she did describe herself as confused, she And when I use words, or if

I write, I feel like its in

was quick to add that she was also ambitious and blood. I don't know why.
When I speak, it makes me

that she had "incredibly a lot" of drive to pursue her Dervous and I'd rather do
my art where everyone can

Obsession with her art. She viewed her art as her bave their own interpreta-
tion of the piece. I feel g
most comfortable form of expression. Throughout little safe.
our conversation she frankly admitted to her nisecurity in many areas of her
studies and personal life. Although she is in her mid-twenties and has fully taken
on the responsibilities for her own life she resisted being referred to as a woman:
her perception of herself is that she is "young," rather than “adult.” She had
always cast herself as a rebel and an "alien”, within

I never wanted to be part of
her family, among her peers, and in society in society. I thought it was

bogus!
general. While she has given up her "crass and crud”
forms of youthful rebellion she feels that she has found only a degree of

connection to the socdial institutions in which she finds herself. Later, as we



discussed her feeling about responses to her art works she commented on how

much she attended to other peoples reactions,

I'don't think that that's necessarily important, but I can't deny that's a part
of it. Because, you know, I'm an alien and my art is something that's there
to feel closer to people and if that's not happening then . , . I think it’s very

giving, the way I'm thinking in that way.

Language and vocabulary were particularly conflicted issues for her;

feeling that she lacked the intellectual finesse to articulate her ideas in what she

perceived to be the academically appropriate manner. I gather that for her

"language" and "vocabulary” are synonymous with what others in this study

have referred to as "theory”, meaning the theoretical analysis of art works in

relation to scholarly discussions in philosophy, psychology and other fields. She

certainly (and rightly) sees that language, vacabulary, and theory, originate outside

her experience but she has not found effective ways
to make that knowledge relevant to her “real”
experience. She was sensitive to strongly voiced
"politically correct" attitudes. She found her own
fragile inner sense of self to be quite threatened,
particularly by certain "feminist" positions. She was

intimidated by peers and instructors who's pre-

I think that sometimes
they go to such a point
when they are talking
about political correctness
and feminism and things
like that, they get outside
the reality of what's
actually happening out
there. And they are all in
their own little clique and
they are all intellectual-
izing and it's like, "Excuse
me. It's reality, you know."

occupations were articulated in this mode. She had provoked confrontations

with instructors and dropped courses because of it Alternatively, she has

resisted through silence.
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There are several aspects of her upbringing that have contributed to her
insecurities and lack of trust of those who presume to speak with authority. She
is a member of a very cohesive and tradition-conscious ethnic community in
which the church plays an important role. She was born abroad and immigrated
to Canada with her parents and older sister when she was four years old. They
lived within their ethno-cultural community area in downtown Montreal for
several years before they moved to a suburban area at about the time Catherine
was to enter high school. Both her parents worked outside of the home and her
sister, being eight years her senior, assumed a major role in her upbringing. She
became "more my mom than my mom." Catherine considers her sister to be
musically and artistically gifted and she has great affection and respect for her.
She said that she has come to recognise her parents as complex, emotional and
free spirited people. Ironically, for Catherine the consequence of this was that,

Obviously when you are talking about close relationships like that, you

always have your little disagreements and stuff. I have always tried to

create a structure for myself because I didn't have any with my parents. It
was really weird.

She is not close to her mother. Her single comment about her mother was,

She has really become somebody that's not herself ariymore, because every-

thing always revolves around my Dad. It's not financial dependence. It's

completely vice versa in terms of finance. But she a wonderful woman, very
happy all the time and it seems like she wants to block a Iot of things.

She insisted that the points on which her parents did exert unrelenting
control, such as very closed surveillance of her friends and absolutely no

associating with boys, was not because of the dictates of their particular cultural
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community. Rather, "It was just my Dad was a freak! " For her this attitude went
beyond a paternal responsibility to protect and care for his daughters.

But the older I get the more I realise he is a wonderful man. He loves you,
but - Men are selfish! Let's put it that way, ... Hehad a very good ability
to manipulate people. He's a total manipulator. Mentally, I mean. Abuso,
physical abuse is something else but mental abuse sometimes really leaves
scars that, I don't know. He's just still loving. He wasn't a bad father in
terms of things that you hear, like molestation, Not at all. I don't know, I
just feel that he was a person who did not have a lot of self esteem so he
projected a lot to his "three little girls". You know, the mother, the two
daughters. So it was hard for me to get out of that, and it still is.

She was reluctant to comment further on what had provoked this lack of
trust in her father, which she projected into her later At that time I was going

out with this guy for the
relationships with men. There seemed to be a feeling first time in my life. For
one year. I was eighteen. I
on her part that he simply wasn't there to take can't handle it! I can't
handle being with guys,

responsibility for his daughter. When her sister It's 80 weird. I do know, I'm
heterosexual, but OA! They

would intervene to help her get a little bit more JUt drive me crazy!
freedom, her father's response was to place the responsibility for Catherine on
her sister. This she saw as her father abdicating his responsibility towards her, as
well as denying her ability to behave in a proper and responsible manner.

The only other family member that she mentioned was an uncle who was a
photographer. As a child she had adored him and admired his adventurous
pursuit of his art. His image was prominent in the only painting that she showed.

As a child she had first attended an English language school and then a

school run under the auspices of the church and the cultural community. It was
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- (&)

harassed by one of the priests at the school.

He would just feel you, Whatever it was, whatever degree it was, the
tension was there, so I don't care what. And he would do that to me, at
recess, sometimes corner me, you know. And I was, "Oh I think I watch too
much TV. So, maybe I'm taking this the wrong way. Maybe I should ..."
When your a kid you don't know! It was too bad though, because it was
actually happening. And think of the disillusion that you go through when,
you know, they are talking about this religion and expecting it and this man
is completely taking advantage of you. I guess it's power or whatever.

She chose to attend a French language high school in order to become
fluent in French. She was an average student but she felt personally disconnected
from her studies and very much an outsider in the school environment.
However, she felt that in her art course she was "permitted to explore myself."
The crucial connection was with the teacher who befriended her. Her comment
on their relationship reveals a basic and persistent scepticism about the sincerity

of her teachers' interest and concern for her.

Maybe she thought I was a problem child because she was always very nice
to me. Every time, the way I am, even now in university . . . my teachers
always like the work I do, and I just .... I have a very low self esteem in
terms of my creativity. Its really bad because I always think, "Oh. They
know it. They can pick it up." And because of that they say its wonderful,
Its ridiculous the way I think about myself in that way. I don't give myself
any credit. Now I'm starting to feel a little comfortable but I still feel weird
when the teacher likes my work.

As much as she enjoyed her high school art dasses she bowed to the
argument that she needed to find a paying occupation and enrolled in an Interior
Design course at CEGEP rather than Fine Arts. She only completed six months

of the course. Then, as she put it, "I went through a crisis. Like, something
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happened. 1 just flipped out. I got major anxiety It was just this thing
happening with my body,
attacks. I was afraid of everything." Apparently, the anxiety attacks happening.
1 was afraid I was going

cause of this crisis was related the pressure she was 195ane. 1 was _ hearing
voices, I was reading about

.. . .c. Schizophrenia, wondering if
experiencing due to many changes in her life: I'm schizophrenic, They put
me through all these tests
and I'm completely normal.
It was just anxiety. A lot of
women go through that, 1
think. You go through
has managed to find ways to understand and apxieties where your body

is responding in the most
control the physical reactions to her anxiety attacks. unusual ways, 1 just had to

learn how to control it.
She said though, that taking the Metro is an

attending college, resisting parental control and her

first important relationship with a young man. She

impossibility for her, that being the one remaining site of uncontrollable stress,
She was also struggling to resolve an important conflict. In her words, "I'm
always denying myself of being an artist." The popular perception was that
"being an artist” was socially unacceptable and financially unreliable. Yet artistic
activity was the only area where she felt any satisfaction and every time she tried
to pursue something else, "it was just not me." She eventually enrolled at
Concordia, although she says that she was not immediately at home there either.
She began studying art history but fled from what she perceived as a barrage of
"language” and switched to art education. Painting offered no particular
satisfaction. It was only when, as she said, “I found my medium, which is
sculpture” that her artistic purpose became clear. She continued, "It just, I don't
know. I just felt like I needed to do that. It's so human!" She elaborated on the

attractive qualities of sculptural work.
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It's something where your dealing with yourself. Your talking with people
and your learning about people, and it's so much different. There's so much
awareness involved in it and I needed to do that. At the same time, when I
did go to Concordia, I didn't feel like I was an artist. 1 always denied
myself, and then I finally started to get involved in something that I
couldn't justify not being an artist. I can't paint or draw, not
representational stuff, not even abstract stuff. I couldn't justify myself until I
started to get more involved in sculpture,

Coincident with entering Concordia she was also making the decisive move
of insisting that she was going to leave her parent's home in the suburbs and live
on her own downtown. This caused a significant rift with her parents that has

taken the intervening four years to repair.

I'got out of the house and I wanted to be. They don't believe completely like
a lot of (my) culture, like the female can't get out of the house and if she
does she has to be married. They still have those qualms but they're not that
much into it. But they thought, if you move out, its like they feel rejected or
something. It's so different. They want to keep you, you know. They're
very loving but they sometimes don't let you grow.

When I asked her to tell me about an important learning experience her
reply was about an incident where she confronted an instructor, or in fact when
she confronted he: own intimidation. It had occurred in her first sculpture class.

I was very intimidated by this instructor but he was the most incredible
instructor. I'm so happy that I took his class because I learned a lot. I was
just intimidated because of his use of vocabulary, and just his presence was
very . .. And he would lock at women and he was like, he had his
politically correct vocabulary but he would Yahhww! looking at the little
bums and stuff. I guess its okay, but he just

intimidated me. Just the way he used his I always feel like I don't
vocabulary to insinuate things was come from an incredibly,
intimidating. The critiques were so intense, intellectual family, and I
Every class it was like that, and I couldn't talk. Dever considered myself
.- And then, I just couldn't do anything in the intellectual. Even as I
class. Idid show that "eye ball", finally, the last SPeak withy ou, I feel weird
day before Christmas when we had to do our Pecause I don't have that
critique. Everybody had pieces and I showed Yocebulary.
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one or two pieces and then he started to tell me "Yeah, so what have you
done? What's wrong with you? You haven't been producing. Is there
anything wrong?"
And I'm there, "Umm, yes."
Its in front of the whole class and he's like, "Is it your class mates, your
colleagues?"
And, I'm like, "No, not at all.”
And he's says, "Is it me?"
And I say "Yes, I think its you. But I don't think I should take up the class's,
time in the classroom. I'd like to talk to you, after class if you don't mind."
And, he says "Okay. And he goes, "So you haven't done anything?"
And I said, "Well talking about not doing
anything, I'd like to show you something.” So 1 ?nglrae" m:{ a,ﬁﬁﬂ:,f;’é" .I:cr;::
showed him this piece that was so subtle but, comer of the room, just above
obviously it was powerful because he saw the Our heads. She reached up and
piece, and he just freaked out and he shook m :.:mo L:::safggtex:? ?':m:;
hand. So once again, I just needed to prove to open to reveal a large eye ball,
him and the people within the context and the fashioned from ceramic or
way the dynamics was going within the class, | Plasticine. | was affronted by its
. . . . . ., baleful gaze.
was silent and passive, this passive little girl.
Showing that piece really, I don't know. It hit him too. He was really
impressed. So I went to his office afterwards and we started talking and I
just . . . I'm not very happy with the vocabulary I used but I needed to tell
him what I felt, "Listen, you think you can manipulate people! * I didn't
want it to be a projection of my inferiority
complex if it was, but whatever it was, 1 just
did not appreciate how I felt he behaved in have some kind of shock
class.. “Like you just can't ‘wait }Jntﬂ YOu get value. In terms of being
manipulated. You're manipulating EVeryone gartists and having to
constantly and then someane fucks YOu OVer, yerbalise it. I do believe its
you know, then you respect that person.” So he important, when you have
didn't know what to say. (laughter) So I felt to talk about your art and
very good. I got it off my chest but I still felt theorise it and everything.
bad for doing it. And after that everything But I just felt intimidated
went well so, I learnt a lot from experiences again. It was like the eye
like that. could be a little bit visual.

I think it had a lot to do
with the class. I needing to

I find this encounter to be revealing in a number of ways. Most importantly
for her, it was a moment when she had the courage to face her own feelings of
intimidation and openly confront the male instructor's authority. She sees her

persistent doubts about her instructor's sincerity as unreasonable but she still
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must make a conscious effort to put her anxieties Well after he saw that
piece he was constantly

aside. She admitted that her barrage of accusations 'elling me, " I want you to

submit it for the sculpture
show! You have to! You
have to!” You have to! So
once again, it started from
there, "Okay, he knows I
. ) L . have low self esteem and
took it in stride and maintain an appropriate, he's gdoing this to be

(polite?) You know, and its
professional approach towards her and her work. It like, "Come on! What does

this guy know about me?
is significant, in my view, that her accusations of What's this favouritism?

Why's he going to do me
deceit, manipulation and over blown privilege are this favour?"

was not the most appropriate way of dealing with

the situation but it would seem that the instructor

the same as her charges against her father.

As well there was the art work itself; the box To me it's like an opening.

I don't want it to be like a

which confines her "enclosed vision". One must womb but its.. I very
much like that covered up

exert oneself to open the box to see and to be seen, and then, I think I'm really
dealing with a lot of things

That hidden meaning and value was to become that are maybe a little bit
too revealing.

open and transparent as her work progressed.

She also pointed out that the fibres course that she was taking at the same
time provided an important balance to the challenges she was encountering in
her sculpture course. It was obviously important for her to find that she could
have useful learning experiences under two quite different teaching approaches.

And these two courses, . . . this is how I perceive it. It was a male course
and a female course. But not because it was Fibres but just the way the
dynamics of the class went. In the sculpture course you have to prove
yourself, and it was such a power structure. Then in the Fibres course it was
just very collaborative. And the same sort of creativity. Creativity was
equal. It was not stagnant in both classes. They were two very different
approaches in teaching from the teachers. And it was great, you know,
taking those two courses. I realised that both of them were supportive in
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their own way. Ihad to break that barrier with my sculpture teacher but it
was wonderful, because they just had their own strategies in teaching. They
both were very dedicated teachers. I respected them both,

She has also been struggling to reconcile a conflict between her own sense
of herself as a woman and what she perceives to be a dogmatic feminist

ideology. She feels that women have power, and that it is largely a dynamic

sexual power. However,

C: Because we are so caught up in that media and trying to look good and
we think that's wrong and what ever. We are kind of desexualizing
ourselves and it ... But I feel ashamed of that sex energy, and it really
bothers me, because most of the women who are commenting are women,
more that men.

MC: You mean commenting ina critical way? Is this really the message we
C: Yes. Little comments here and there. It's like, 2c_Sending out to young

) > s ) - ' women? That feminism means
Leave me alone! This is me." I didn't feel a denial of sexual pleasure?

comfortable about it, and I still don't some- That sexuality must be
times. But now it's like, "No, I have the right to neutralised through the intellect

. . . . ep h rather than enjoyed? That to
be like this." I always tried to justify it by delight in ones sexuality is to

getting more education. 1 always considered be a tramp?

myself to be ditzy, which is too bad that's how

I felt. I feel like if I feed my brain, not because I am a ditz or | was, but to
feed my brain so that I can, for myself, feel comfortable.

She argued forcefully against the idea of “women's art" defined by a certain
kind of engagement in the process of creation and a notion of a feminine affinity
for certain kinds of materials. Later she showed me a box covered with tapestry
fabric, glued (rather than stitched) and padded. The oval shape cut in the
middle was filled with a piece of glass on which she had etched Piss Off!. She had
created it in defiance of the perceived notion of the intimate, female, creative
engagement of stitching : the notion of the process being "it's own little
communication.”
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She said that her art works were fully conceptualised in her head before she
started working. Jounal writing was not important to her. She kept a sketch
book in which she worked out the technical details of her projects. Her plans
might be altered for technical reasons, but the basic concept remained as
originally planned. Metal and glass have become her materials of choice, and she
insisted that they were ideal materials for expressing human relationships. Her
interpretation of this concept became clear when she discussed a work,
Incommunicado, by Mona Hatoum which we had both seen at a recent show at

Gallerie René Blouin.

Her work, the things she does! It's great because they are so, I find they are
very polished. Obviously, they are polished. They are all nicely presented
but the concept is there. And the way she brings out that emotion is there
as well. So it just works so well with the contemporary society and the way
architecture is now and how everything is so cold. It works perfectly but
she makes it more human by using these materials. It works well with
what's happening now.

As we looked at the rest of the art work that she had assembled for me to
see, it was evident that she was struggling to understand and formulate her own
perspective on these issues through the work that she was creating. The first
work, To Invade a Visual Field, was a rather formal work that she had done while
exploring aspects of Minimalism and certain concerns that she had about the
aesthetics of sculptural forms. She was pleased with

The letters that spelled out

the simplicity of the form but she said that she had the fitte were engraved, one
on each of a series of metal

. rectangles that were
abandoned the conceptual notions that were arranged across the floor, up

the wall and around the
associated with the Minimalist movement. corner of the room.
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In the next work she had addressed her concerns about the dictates of
"feminism". It was The picture of the girl with the long hair and the beautiful lips and
the beautiful lipstick. It was her exploration of the problematics of the female

Image: If one finds satisfaction in ones mode of A small metal square was

Supported by legs about four
personal style is one inevitably compromising one's feet tall. On the square was
placed a metal crescent, open

integrity as a woman? She undertook to consider :Lg:ﬁ :‘3? 'sc?Sachg ?azld;guﬁzg

on a spindle between the
"different stages of thinking about your image" and points of the crescent.. The top
and bottom of the cube were

. pieces of metal in which a
wondered how she could find a balanced ragged hole had been cut. A

photo of herself had been
perspective beyond other peoples set of conventions placed in that space.

about what she should or should not be and do as a woman.

She then showed me a simple formal work. As she was becoming aware of
the complexity of her new found medium, she decided to try to “just deal with
the materials itself." To that end she had simply sand blasted the words Element
that clarifies things on a small rectangle of glass. This work provoked some
important self reflection upon the place of her art in the face of criticism that

students were producing work according to a prescribed formula,

I was questioning the kind of art I was doing. I was wondering if I was
trying to fit into that because my things started to become more slick. But
for me it was wonderful! I was still not confident because I was wondering
if it's because I want to fit in within that criteria. But I just came the
conclusion, "No, I don't think so. I just like it the way it looks.” Maybe it's
because, in my head, there are so many things happening that I'd rather
have these pieces that are somewha, maybe even distant. People say that
my pieces aren't distant but I think they are. They are very cold some of
them and very distant and very structured. So this one I decided,” Hey, I
don't have enough place to write the word clarifies so I added an 's' on the
bottom.” (giggle) It was like, "I don't care if its more, if its not perfect. I'l just
put a little 's' there.” Because sometimes some of the ones I was doing didn't
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seem very human. . . . A ot of my work is cold but there is always some-
thing that deals with a person in the end., Something comes out of it that's
more dealing with the soul rather than this cold piece.

The last two pieces of art work that we looked at were from her most recent
production. The first was a skateboard shaped piece of wood, mounted on
rollers, around the circumference of which she had placed a row of little white
pickets. At the blunt end of the board, a red toy Ferrari was parked inside a
roofless house made of glass. There is a touch of Cynicism in her explanation
and in the title: The Board Game.

Well, it's questioning. That's all it is. It's just questioning what I always
knew as a family, or the relationship within this culture, the relationship of
a couple. What is it that they feel enriched with, like what enriches their
lives? . . . I've made the little Ferrari there; the little dream of the Dad. You
know, they're always thinking, "Oh yeah. I'll always have on the side and
take care of my family.” Then the glass itself is the house and the glass, the
fact that it has no roof . . . also means something. Where, is there shelter?
With what we've built, or what we perceive to shelter us? ... I think it's
just questioning. There are certain thing that I value within this little setting
but some I don't, at all. (laughter) And whose little dream is it anyway?

Catherine was obviously most pleased with the final work that she had
done. It consisted of a 12" x 18 * podium on four long slender metal legs, about
five feet high. On the podium was set another rcofless glass house with the
words Seduction written in script on one side and Salvation written on the other.
I'asked about her motives for using those particular words.

Once again, it's kind of paradoxical because it's !t Spoke of fragiity and
. <. , delicacy. The litle house
talking :':lbout domesticity and the c-Iomesnc seemed so isolated up there,
way of life. But you can be seduced to it or You so high on its little pointy feet.
can be seduced to break out of it, so it's the T";]B c‘:'igdwfh afl\d ;he :ﬂcor
: : s : reflected on the sleek surfaces
glass itself, right there, _Lr.ke .the matel'uals spe.ak placing illusory features onto
for that. An'd g]vatmn 15 sometimes, I'm the gyrface and infiltrating its
always questioning that. I think it's a way, pristine facade.
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family is like salvation but, I don't know if jt's necessarily a form of
salvation because there are a lot of other complex growing and evolution
that's involved in making a family. And it's so bogus because every family I
know is insane! Not insane, but it's so over rated, There's always these
problems that come along with it and it's always so covered up.

Throughout her years in Fine Arts, Catherine has been determined to forge
her own trail, although she allowed that there were several of her peers upon
whom she could count for good advice. She added that there was one other
instructor who she might consult about solving artistic problems. While intensely
theorised art criticism remained a problem to her she was certainly willing to

give some consideration to theoretical writing,

She greatly valued the opinions of her peers, particularly some with whom
she had become good friends. In the multi-media class she had made an audio
tape in which she asked a number of students to talk for a few minutes about
"knowledge". The tape was played back from inside a black box mounted on the
wall along with a row of passport sized photos of the students, I asked her what

she would like to say about that subject herself,

My whole definition was in making that piece and thinking about that piece
and as to who gets the privilege to acquire knowledge within that building.
And that was the piece that I was making. What, whoever, whatever
background you come from you do have that, your own personalised
definition of the word knowledge. For me, this is my definition Yeah. It
depends who you're asking,

I'then asked for her ideas on the subject of learning,

When I was younger I think the school systems really lacked learning for
yourself. Like discovering things on your own rather than these
authoritarian figures telling you this is what should be learnt. I think you
can learn in so many different ways and this doesn't necessarily have to be
art, or art education. It could be other subjects. The way I learn is
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sometimes a painful process, basically, obviously from my own experience.
And I think nothing could take that away from you, whatever happens.

Throughout our interview Catherine was quite <andid about her doubts
and uncertainties although I know that she was quite anxious about being too
outspoken. I hope that she knows that my role is not to make judgement on her
life and ideas but rather to try to understand how her perceptions of experience
reflect the needs of women students. Her words at the end of her comment on

learning lead me to believe that she understands.
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Elaine

At first meeting Elaine appears to be a quiet, shy young woman. But as |

had come to realise while she was my student, and as she revealed during our

interview, there is more to Elaine than just the "nice, sweet young thing", "girl

next door" stereotype in which she no doubt has frequently been cast. She grew

up in a small Canadian city in a comfortable middle class home. Her parents

were together until the death of her father two years ago. She has one brother. At

the time of our interview she had just completed
her Diploma year in Art Education and was
preparing to return home. She was tired and a little
uneasy. However, her insights on her art studio
experiences were well informed. Elaine showed
herself to be a young woman who is carefully and

thoughtfully coming to her own decisions and

1 want to learn more
about who [ am and that's
more what I'm trying to
do in my art. I'm trying to
learn more about who I
am before I can go do, and
that seems like a process.
Before I can reach the
next level, At this stage
it's just, actually I'm just
graduating and I'm really
just trying to figure out

opinions about her art making, her teaching and her place in the world.

I learned a lot this year. I think more than I did probably in the last four
years. Everything seems to have all come together now- what 1 learned
about education plus what I learned about art this year. ... So the art work
that I'll be showing you, I feel that, this was before. But now I think I want a
chance to go do it over again. I'm feeling like just all the principles of art
have came together, and the reasons for doing art.

She described herself as a real Gemini who has always concealed her more

active and dynamic self behind a very shy public presence.!

! While received knowers can be very open to take in what others have to offer, they have little confidence in
their own ability to speak. Believing that truth comes from others, they still their own voice to hear the

voices of others. (Belenky et al. 1986, 37)



But I think since high school, I was very, very shy. I would hardly, I was a
student who wouldn't speak in class, although I'd have all the answers in
my head. And I would usually, I wasn't always right but I wouldn't say
anything. I would stay at the back and be very quiet and nobody would
know what [ was thinking,

At the time of our interview her mother was preparing to re-marry and I
sensed that Elaine was not completely comfortable with this situation. She
discussed her relationship with her mother and her shyness.

MC: Why do you think that was? Being so shy.

E: Well, my mother I think, well, again you go back to your family. My
mother is shy. And my mother had always, not that she means to do it, but
made me self-conscious I think, especially about weight and appearance
and stuff like that. I still worry about, “Oh you're fat or whatever." My
mother always had said that. Now she realises that's what she's done and
she's trying to change what she did. . . . But I think she ended up making
me self conscious. And not just her, I mean, the whole world, society and I
don't know it had to do with being a girl or not but I was very shy.

She was close to her father although he held fairly conservative views on
what were appropriate activities for his daughter. Although she was in figure
skating she was not encouraged to be involved in Yeah, But I took karate

after, (Laughter) when I got
sports and was in fact not allowed to take a judo older.
class. Although she considered his opinions on art to be conservative she was
influenced and encouraged by his interest in art. She has come to admire his

artistic sensibilities, although that was not always the case. She speaks with

wistful admiration of her father's art work.

He did art as well, but not this type of art. He did carving, wood carvings of
birds and stuff. He did extremely realistic, and they were very technically
sophisticated. I mean, they were good. He liked to do paintings as well, but
of realistic landscapes, things like that.

She went on to add,
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And he also did, he was artistic in other ways. We had a garden in our back

yard and he would spend hours thinking about where he would place a

plant, and how he would make the yard look. We put in a pond and he

would plan that out too. He was very meticulous in how he would do

anything. So our yard looked, well did look very beautiful.

Her father played a key role in her artistic development in two respects.
His own artistic interests provided a model which, as a young girl, she was
delighted to emulate. He made his art materials available to her and
demonstrated his admiration by framing and displaying the ‘little, typical

sunset” or the copies of cartoon characters that she created. She remembered,

Because he would sit, often at the kitchen table, and make a big mess of
pieces of wood around, or whatever. (Laughter ) There was paint and then
he would just give me the paint and I would play around. Well I would

always try.

As well, when Elaine was older, he was willing to engage in discussions
about art and art making with her; to entertain her challenges to his own views
on the subject. These discussions, which pitted his taste for realistic art against
her convictions that abstraction was “The Thing", had an important motivating
effect on her interest in art history and theoretical issues about art making. She
expressed the desire to return to him not only with her arguments well prepared
but with a greater acceptance of his art work and point of view. Her great regret

is that his death has precluded that possibility.

And I tried to show him that later. But I always said that later on I did want
to take what I had learned and bring it back, and teach him more about the
relevance of abstract art, and what other kinds of art where about. But I
wasn't able to do that. But now I wish that I had learned more, had given
his type of art more credit. I was so on the defensive about "abstract” that 1
didn't give what he did really any usefulness either. But now I realise that
what he did was very difficult to do. I don't
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think that I could do what he did. . .. Now I realise thought that, I wish that
I was more giving. '‘Cause now I don't have a chance.

I recall that the death of her father was very difficult for Elaine to handle.
She was working as the student technician for my course and therefore had very
heavy responsibilities that particular term. Her father had passed away in the
summer, but I was not aware of that until a combination of the flu, stress and
repressed grieving caused her to collapse one evening. She was quite ill and the
incident prompted her to seek help in dealing with her grief. At the time of our
interview, a year and a half later, she had begun to try to find expression for her
feeling about his death in the art work that she was doing.

While she was very interested in art as a child, it was her high school art
teacher who provided the support and direction that encouraged Elaine to
continue on into a university Fine Arts programme. Although the teacher had a

reputation of being "hard" she found that,

It's odd, but if I had a high mark from her, I would get really high marks
from this other teacher, but if I end up getting a high mark from her, I felt
much more satisfied because I felt that I deserved it more. ... She gave me
91 or 92 on my final project and she had a real smile on her face and I knew
that she meant it.

She went on to describe her final project in grade thirteen. This project had
been undertaken at summer school after an unsuccessful, although not failed
year struggling to teach herself photography. The project was a very elaborate
sculptural installation in which she, "being only eighteen, (laughter} I tried to

think of all the world issues, tried to encompass them all into one big piece”.
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She began by having her classmates put graffiti on a large piece of brick
textured masonite. At this point the interaction with her teacher became

extremely productive.

It was supposed to look like a billboard. A
painting of an eye, and very literal, . . (Laugh)
The eye was blackened with all the colours
where . . . It was when I think that the first
step starting to really go toward abstract.
Trying not to be quite as realistic and this is
where she was helping me. She was really
pushing me to try to make the colour to mean
more and my brush strokes to be not so
designed and she really helped me with this
painting. I think it was the painting that ]
really had realised it. So the eye was all blank
and it was different colours and I tried to get

E: That was supposed to
signify the destruction of
the world, and going to the
children. So I tried to take
everything possible and put
it all into one, (Laugh}

MC: Pretty ambitionus!

E: A lot of it was very
literal but I really enjoyed
doing it. It was one of the

first things that reelly ..
MC: That's pretty appropriate for
an 18 year old. Those are the kind
of things thal are concerns, and really
wanting to say all that.

E: Yeah. All at once. I was

my brush stroke more free and .. very happy with that piece.

To this was added a sculpted teardrop shape, a female form covered with a
collage of newspaper clippings, and the form of a woman holding a baby. She is
aware that the approach was perhaps overly didactic, she is none-the-less proud
of her achievement. She was pleased to leave it at the school on the under-
standing that it would be displayed the following year. She was disappointed
that it was destroyed by a new teacher who was unaware of the plan.

As well as this particular success, she reflected on how her introduction to
art history in high school influenced her thinking about art.

MC: So you mentioned being very shy, sitting in class, knowing all the answers, nol
speaking up. . . . But, you also mentioned you came to making a strong argument for
abstract art, or for different kinds of art. How did that change happen?

E: I guess it was through the fine arts, through studying art history that 1
started being introduced, in grade ten, 1 think it was, to movements, like
Cubism, Surrealism and all the isms and the new ideas. So through that I
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guess I learned "Oh, this must be what it really is, because this is the newest
art, this is the last hundred years or whatever, fifty years. So I was, "Well,
old art is no good, so this is what's right," So I was brainwashed or
whatever. Well, young people are, they kear new ideas so they're quick to
accept it. And that's what I did. (Laughter) 2

Along with the change of heart towards her father's ideas, she has now
come to hold a very relativistic perspective on the value of art. She reiterated this

point of view on several occasions during the interview.

Yeah, Well I think that all art is relevant now. It doesn't matter what year
because it all goes through phases, and everything, the reiction to every-
thing, and to anything. What I'm trying to say? The last, the next phase is
reaction to the other one. And now we have a knowledge of all of these
things so we can pick and choose what we feel is relevant to us, and then,
create our own art. As well as everybody can try different styles.

She would never have come to Concordia except for a high school dass-
mate who was from Montreal originally, and who was planning to return here
for university. She took Elaine along to a Concordia presentation at their school
and the possibility of doing a degree in Fine Arts took her interest. She has
found the richness of the cultural community in Montreal to be a major
advantage to her in her studies. She feels that she has been exposed to different
artists and different kinds of art works to which she would not have had access

in another situation.

That's somebody ( Bill Viola ) that I've never known about. Completely
foreign to me. But I enjoyed the opportunity to see people like that. And in
my photography class, people like Cindy Sherman. I think in your class you
had her as well. Yeah. Just at a different level. I keep meeting professional
artists and people who went to school all over world and there are people
like ___ . I had him as a teacher and knowing that I actually was a student

? For those who adhere to the perspective of received knowledge there are no gradations of truth -
no grey areas. Paradox is inconceivable because received knowers believe several contradictory
ideas are never simultancously in accordance with fact. ( Belenky et al. 1986, 41)
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of somebody who was well-known, it's just interesting. At the time I might
not have understood a lot of things they were saying to me. 1 feel like
you're often bombarded with all this information,

When I asked her to describe a learning situation that was helpful to her she
discussed three situations, each with a different value. She not only appreciated
the contribution to her own learning but anticipated incorporating her know-
ledge into her future teaching practice. First she commented on the course she
had with me and my effort to have students develop an ongoing and expanding

body of work, following through from assignment to assignment.

Just what you did of forcing, well not forcing, but the way you had us work
with one theme the whole way through, That really helped me really learn
how to develop a theme. Because I would always approach it at too much
of a superficial level and then I'd just kind of move on. But being forced to
go through it and really think about it, and also {to think) in different ways,
Yeah. That is something that I think that actually benefited my thinking, I
wish other people had done the same. Well, I can do the same now.

At a later point she described that process in more detail. Her original
attraction to "Nature” had strong associations with her father and camping trips
and the countryside near her home. She was drawn, in a rather undefined way,
to making representations of trees. Her initial efforts were just drawings and
photographs of trees, but she was soon aware that there was limited expressive
scope without a deeper examination of her own intentions.

How did we began? It was a whole long, it was such a long process. 1 think
I began looking at trees and what can I do with a tree, besides just painting
a tree or photographing it? Asking, "What else can it say?" . . . I don't
remember how I actually got to this. But I wanted to include myself in it
somehow. I wanted to say something, so why not put myself right in it.
These are still two themes that 1 keep working on. I like working with
figures and I like working with Nature.
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The second point that she raised was with regard to journal writing and the
value that she has found it to be for her personal work and also as a teacher. In
that regard her reflection upon her own high school experience provided an

additional valuable insight.

In the whole programme in Art Ed. and in Drama I wrote a lot of journals .
.. also this year in my studio. That's something that I would like to continue
if I can make myself. Because when I do it, I sit back later and I look and it
really helps me understand and guide my thinking. That's something that
will stay with me as well. I did that with the grade eleven students (in her
internship) as well, and I think it's really good for them. It's good for them
and also for the teacher, because the teacher like I said, I was one of the
quiet ones, and with my grade elevens, a lot of the quiet ones, I ended up
learning a lot about them that I might not have known,

The third situation that she discussed was a MC: ! know that you did a lot
of investigation when you
started my class. You did
that last series, When you
were talking before about the
two sides of your personality,
that was really the point
] think that the whole process. Last year 1 where | realised that there's
learned a lot about the technical parts of @ lot more going on with
photography. I don't know the main thing, Elaine {Laugh) than, then the
well, I think it was more of a technical \::y stige g.;st pga:::g:e{:::f
learning how-to. I was really playing a lot tha)’: series.yof. well | would
with this dOUble EXpOSLlI‘ES and ]ust playm.g say, casting yourse‘f as the
with how to use photography and bending wood nymph (Laugh) in a
paper, using filters to make it darker or lighter sense , which was really very
or whatever. Just playing with things. All daring, both technically,
year. I enjoyed that. Just playing with the expen‘mentally anq all the rest
medium. It wasn't really anything. It was also of t. But also placing yourself
dealing with themes but I guess the main thing Te:t;ose d?::::,"gaptfa;md ;gaat
thoulgh it was just the b‘emg in there and just certainly was very strong and
playing with it and getting the opportunity to yery very much full of your
experiment. presence. They were really
quite an exciting series of
photographs.

reflection on her studio art making experience in

Photography.
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When I asked her about any discouraging situations during her fine arts

studies she discussed her first term internship in an elementary school,

The one that would be the most discouraging was the first semester of my
internship. That will always stay with me. That really took any self-
confidence that I had been building up and just shot it all right down. She
was very negative. Yes. She didn't make any effort of hiding it either. She
was just not a very pleasant person. You know that was very hard to get
past. I was really wanting to quit at Christmas because she really made me
fecl, "Why am I going to be a teacher? I'm not going to be a good teacher so
why am I doing this?"

She credited her perseverence in the programme to pure tenacity, an

attribute which she feels she shared with her father.

Well I just, I never quit anything. I really never will quit. Even when I've
had other problems in my life, obviously, and I'll never quit. I'll just keep
saying, "No, I'm going to do it and nobody's going to get the best of me!”

We began our discussion of her art work with one of the images from her

final project in ARTE 430. That project had been | 1:pe to use art. it's useful

to start to learn about
myself before I can learn
about other people ... I
often want to use myself in
it. So, through this I am
available. The photographs were mounted on a large trying to say somecthing.

It's just not looking at my
board that was suspended in the centre of the space. soul or anything.

installed in Studio B, a small studio with a black

surround curtain and where theatrical lighting is

Two slides, one positive, one negative were projected very large against the
curtain. The slides were of a stand of trees and the photographs werc
superimpositions of her nude form over/through tree trunks and branches.

She explained how, having continued her work in photography, she had

developed her technical abilities and that she had
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reprinted the particular image that she showed
me. She was emphatic that she couldn't possibly
have shown her original effort, now that she knew
how to achieve a better technical quality print.
The photo was thickly textured with the image of
tree bark. Her hands were thrust forward towards
the viewer, past her wide eyed face and seemingly

through the "skin" of the tree.

MC: The seff that you present
is very forceful, very strong
and quite a dramatic presenta
tion. And again, the courage
to present yourself nude,
although not terribly obviously
so, except that we, as you
look at it you're aware that you
are; that your arms are folded
over your breasts, that you
are not dressed, that you are
as you say, just natural the
way you are and conflated
with this image of the tree.

I'm trying to say something just about, basically about women not just
myself. How we are portrayed, looked at in society, pushed around. So
with this one I was trying to push back I guess.

She continued to discuss her effort in this photo to bring her sensitivity to

the elements of the natural environment together with her questions about

herself as a woman in contemporary culture.

MC: Well, | had on the one

There's also other symbolism in this, that
shows a woman. I was trying, when 1 was
looking for trees I was trying to find knots in
trees and again, that goes back to the
beginning. Just natural forms. Nothing with
clothes cr anything artificial. Just myself as a
natural person and the tree as well. I don't
want to get really deep about my art ... Again
it's women and society. It's just that I'm
looking at myself though. Trying to push back
and trying to show who I really am. I guess
it's the one that's trying to let my other side
show,

hand, sort of the images of
the wood nymph, a spiritual
kind of concept from, from
mythology. And its common
in many forms in mythology.
But also the image of
Daphne, who transformed
herself into a laurel tree to
escape, | forget who was
chasing her, with lust in his
mind, but anyway that image
too, which is also an aspect
of woman's experience.

We went on to look at three more photographs. They were all very starkly
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ambiguous, black spaces. The first one, showing the

sole of a foot on a patch of

quilted fabric was a simple study of formal elements. She commented on the

pleasure that she found in the textures and on how difficult it is to create an

image that appeared to be so simple. This was followed by an image with a

much more sinister ambience.

I tried to portray sort of, the feeling of trying to
create a mood with the light . .. And again, it
was many tries as well because when you're
working with the high contrast, it's difficult to
get. . . . Just because it was simple doesn't
mean that it was easy. (Laughter) But I like this
one because you're not sure what's going on in
it. If that’s a finger or hands behind her. You're
not sure what's going on. . . . Why? Why are
they there? What are they doing? An eerie
kind of thing. What's going to happen next?

A woman lies face down
with her head towards the
bottom right of the image,
her hand lightly touching her
hair. Her neck and shoulder
are in darkness but there is
a subtle definition of the
hand and arm. Strong light
falls across her back. Four
linear shadows make
streaks along her spine. I'm
not sure what they are.

Although it didn't occur to me at the time of the interview, as I see it again

now, I realise that her earlier reference to Cindy Sherman's work indicated a

serious attention to some similar qualities. There was the same sense of the

suspended ominous momeri, pulled out of a dramatic narrative. The third photo

had a similar sensibility, although Elaine's conversation centred mostly on the

technical difficulties involved in cutting and joining
two negatives for the exposure. The image seemed
to show a woman's knee and thigh intruding at a
sharp angle from the lower left of the frame., The
swrrounding space was very dark except for
someone wearing a sweatshirt positioned at the

134

I'm still working with the
figure. I was trying to use
the light, playing around
with strong light from the
window. Things may seem
simple or by accident but it
was planned like her hand
beside her head, and I had
somebody else's hand as a
shadow on her so you could
Just see the fingers.



lower right of the image. She/he seemed to slouch

| can find no relationship

just slightly into a strong light that defined the fold Petween the iwo forms

of the shirt and caught the tip of her/his chin. Elaine

either logically or aesthetic-
ally. | can't find a way to
understand how the light
could touch both of them

was reluctant to discuss the content of the image. as it does. But for a brief

time | am drawn into the
Again, there's no really deep meaning or any- Search for some con-
thing I'm trying to say. It's just the formal nection, some way {0 "see
. . . . the situation into which she
elements that I'm playing with, trying to... 1 has placed me
just wanted it to be really ambiguous. What? P '
Why is this going on?

We then looked at a painting of abstract organic shapes, about 24" x 36".

She discussed it primarily as an exploration into the complexities of abstraction

rather than as a form of expression "just letting the shapes guide me". She was

sensitive to the natural organic forms in the finished image.

I think the reason I like this is that in the end, it ended up just looking really
flowing. It looks like it's flowing, I liked it. And some of the techniques that
ended up coming out, the transparencies in some areas. There are still
areas I could point out that I don't like but I guess, I thought that I had to
learn the techniques on my own,

The situation of having "to learn the techniques on my own" seemed to

have been the instructor’s main pedagogical strategy, one which caused a certain

amount of concern for her. In fact, it was in relation to this work that she raised

some of the more problematic issues about the teaching she had received.

This was in Painting 300 when 1 had ____. He wasrezlly a free teacher, just
let you on your own, and just explore things on your own. Which I did try
to do, although I was discovering things too completely on my own. He
wouldn't, didn't want to lay them out for you, but he'd give you some
feedback that would help. But nothing in technique so anything in this I
was just experimenting on my own.
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When this instructor left part way through the year he was replaced by

another instructor who took a more satisfactory approach.

The next professor, I can't remember her name, but she was more teaching
techniques. She was more formal in how to do things and so I think that's
why I sort of went through a transition that helped you use turpentine or

helped you do glazing, and she was more technical. So it was really good
that I had I had both worlds in that year.

She supported the idea that student's should be encouraged to expand their
horizons but she was quite frank about the feeling of coercion to which she felt
students were subjected. With the pressure of getting a good grade upon them,

she felt that students were wise to adapt to the taste and style of the professor,

and in fact that that was expected in some cases.

Some people, you can tell what they like and if you try to stray from what
they like then your marks will show it. I know that's not a very positive
thing to have happen. But it does. I know somebody who said that from a
different professor, who happens to be abstract, I guess he would always
say that he felt everybody had abstract in them and, sort of force them to do
it. I like doing abstract though, but I felt that it was a good thing I did.

As we viewed the next drawing she revealed a strengthening of her own

sense of what she wanted to accomplish in her work.

I felt myself struggling, through most of the year with drawing, because |
would either too stiff or I would end up going the totally opposite way. I
really wanted to be loose but I couldn't control being loose and being too
stiff, so I would always be one or the other all year long. And it was a real

struggle to do that, By the end I was happy with this, because I think |
finally got the balance,

Throughout the interview she made reference to her concern with having

her work viewed as "literal" or cliché. She raised this issue several times from

136



which I assumed that this had been a criticism of her work. When we viewed the
last small painting that she had just recently completed, I detected a note of hurt
in her voice. This small work also marked a crucial point in her recognition of
and her determination to pursue her own expressive intent. As she said earlier,
throughout university she had been more concerned with pleasing everybody
else. Because the sentiments that motivated this small painting of daisies were so
very personal and because she was deeply committed to what she was struggling
to express, the criticisms of her instructor and her peers forced her to really
confront the opinions of those whose authority she had previously accepted.

But other times, some things might be seen as being too literal, or too cliché,
or something like. Or sometimes, maybe I just want to have the freedom to
know I can go do it now. I don't care if it's cliché or anything. So what? So I
can go do it. If I want to do a picture of a flower in a garden I'm going to go
do it. So I'm maybe not showing it in any gallery or anything but | just want
to have the freedom of doing it for the pleasure of doing it. That's why 1
wanted to do it in the first place.

There was still some accommodation of the other's point of view but she

was convinced of the value of the personal meaning that there was in the work.

A couple of years ago it was my father's death, I was wanting to do some-
thing on that theme in my art as a way of figuring that out by myself and
using it in my art 'cause it's a strong subject, and a lot of feelings. I've been
trying to do that all year long, including journals and little sketches and
things. So this was just one of the things. I mentioned that my father liked
gardening, and the day that he died he planted daisies. That was why the
daisy has nothing cliché at all to me. ... There's a significant other reason
for doing this one. ... Nobody would know this I guess, unless I told you.
So I guess this has a different significance of why I like this piece.

I ' was so touched by this explanation. Even.now I can feel the hurt caused

by the less than sensitive reception of the image that left her feeling "shot down".,
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I couldn't help going into "teacher mode” and so we moved into a short

discussion of strategies for developing the imagery and retaining the sentiment

that was central to the work.

MC: It seems to me, because it's such a discrete hittle square, you could develop them into a
larger piece, using the same size of little drawings, that put in other information around,
that leads closer to your reading of this particular image. ... Isee it almost like a story-
board of some sort. Like this is one shot in the narrative, or a larger piece, So 1 like the size.
E: Yeah I like it too.

MC: It's a really nice reference to all of those things you talked about, wiih your father in
the garden. A garden is such a wonderful metaphoric image as well.

E: Yeah. That's what else I spent all year thinking about that.

Elaine is a young woman at an important point of transition in her life. Not
only has she completed a significant level of her education but I think she has
come to a new and important point in her sense of self and her relationship to
knowledge and art making. As an undergraduate she had valued teachers who

she felt treated her with respect and who welcomed her into the world of art and

informed her about the ways of that world.

I thought that your class, that I learned a lot, like I said, about Cindy
Sherman and Bill Viola and other people. Just being introduced to video
art, [ really felt that I learned a lot in that. When I was in photography, I
had ___, and I felt that I learned a lot from him as well, ‘cause almost every
week he would show us slides of other artists, ... Also, in my first year
painting I had ____ and he would read us a lot of articles about art. He
would read to us, and then we'd have a discussion about it. Pretty
intellectual but it was really nice. I was only in second year then and I was
only twenty, (Laughter) and it was really all new to me. One thing I like
about fine arts though is that we're so open to discussions and we have our
litle wine and cheese parties. That's something that I really enjoyed, being
able to sit down and have discussions with people and be relaxed. ... The
professors are open with you, on a level .
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With the little painting of the daisies, she has realised that there is some
thing that she wants to say, at least to herself, regardless of other opinions. She
continues to look to texts and to the work of other artists for information, but she
insisted that she would have to form her own opinions first and then seek the
sources that supported her ideas As well, she is committed to taking that

perspective forward into her responsibilities as a teacher.

' In fact, subjectivism is dualistic in the sense that there is still a conviction that there are right

answers; the fountain of truth has simply shified locale. Truth now resides within the person
and can negate answers that the outside world supplies. (Belenky et al. 1986: 54 )
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Laura

Laura is forthright and unabashed in speaking her mind and standing up
for her ideas and the way she wants to live her life. She is her own authority on
what is best for her, what she likes, what she dislikes, what she wants to learn

and how that should happen. In her view,

I think I'm a pretty practical person. I think that's part of it and I've never
been taught to fear authority so I'm not so easily intimidated.

She was frank and unreserved, to the point of bluntness, in her responses

and observations of people and events. This has brought criticism upon her for

being self centred, but she made it quite clear Actually I have a very nice
comfortable life style now.

throughout our conversation that, while she gives MY life I think horrifies my
more puritanical grand-

riori wn i T d moths:, who
priority to her self mother an .
&) mterest, 1t is not at the think that e shouid be

maybe suffering a bit more.
expense of her concern for others. o g

She described herself as idealistic, happy, and content with her life,
although as a recent graduate, she was at a point where she was facing some
important decisions about her future. She has no well defined career ambitions,
but she mused that, "I think I like the kind of jobs that involves initiative and that
don't really have rules; that you have to be reasonably intelligent and have
common sense.” Further to that she said, "I'm not interested in fame and glory
and being known after my death.” Her view was that, "You do little things every
day, that's what builds your life.” and that was the foundation for her art work.

She expressed a very broad definition of art.



L: T see art as really organic and all think you need, everyone
encompassing. And I see the world as an art peeds a pleasant environ-
form. And when I do a painting or a picture ment. 1 think to be happy
it's more like a result. It's a by-product of the you have to like to sit where
art of life. you are, You have to like to
MC: That's a nice way to think of it. look around. If you are
L: Yeah. It's what you do when it kind of always locking at ugly
accumulates in you from your daily living. things you can't be happy
Like you go around, well I feel I go around and "side-

I collect, collect, collect, and then I kind of, you

know, "lay an egg". (laughter)

In light of this, she placed great importance on the artist's need to be self
aware and empathetic of those around them. In that sense, she considered
herself to be,

an artist in practice, not necessarily a practising artist but practising fo be an

artist. I'm practising to be a good person. I'm practising to make the most

of what I have, and the way I express what I have is through my art.

Of the women in the younger group, Laura is the only one who is married
and happily so. In fact, she cited her marriage as the event that most benefited
her experience as an art student. In the marriage she found emotional support in
dealing with the issues of life and learning and economic security to fend off the
detrimental effects of a financially impoverished student existence. With her
husband she had established the casual and comfortable lifestyle where they
could study, work, engage with the world or relax on their own terms.

We can lie in bed and eat candies or we can go for a walk. We don't have to

wash the dishes until the end of the week if we don't want to. (laughter)

That's what I mean by comfort. I can watch TV until two in the morning or [

can paint all day. We do the laundry when we run out of underwear, or

bake cookies. I don't know. I think you can enjoy anything that's not
painful, if you put your mind to it. And I think I want to fit art into this
lifestyle. Ilike this lifestyle,
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She also noted that being married instilled a deeper sense of responsibility
for how she lived her life. She was in the process of stopping smoking, and over
and above the benefits to her own health, she saw this as acting responsibly
towards her husband'’s health as she beclieves that she had no right to risk
subjecting him to her untimely death.

L: Now that I'm married I feel more of a responsibility. I wouldn't do some-

thing that was dangerous. Part of why I quit smoking is because it's not just

yourself. You have a responsibility to another person too. I'd be mad if he

smoked. I'd consider that very inconsiderate of me, of my feelings.
MC: And your health,

L: And my health. Well, I smoked outside but ...

MC: Knowing what we know about second hand smoke.

L: Yeah, well I was always very careful with that, but I mean, you don't

want someone to die before they're supposed to when you enjoy their

company. I mean, you'd be pretty pissed off at them. (laugh)

Laura declared that, "I think that one of the main themes in my life has been
fighting, fighting for my integrity; fighting to be recognised for myself." The
description that she gave of her family background explains a great deal about
why she felt that way. She is the eldest of three children and grew up in rural
Ontario. She described a childhood with all the crayons, paper, tree houses and
outdoor amusements she and her brothers could want. When she was thirteen
the family moved to Montreal but two years later her parents separated and her
father returned to Ontario. She and her mother stayed in Montreal until Laura
finished high school two years later. She then spent a year in Switzerland

working as a jeune fille au pair and her mother went back to Ontario to be closer

to her sons.
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Because she felt that my brothers were at a very important point in their
emotional development and my father's not very good at that emotional
nurturing and being aware of that stuff. She felt that she might lose them
forever if she wasn't there now,

Laura remains close to her elder brother who also has interests in the arts,
She admires her younger brother for his energy and audacity but admits that
they don't really have much in common.

Laura said that she had a good relationship with her mother and then
added some of the most perceptive and thoughtful comments on the
mother-daughter relationship of anyone in this study.

L: I think there's still the usual anger but it's harder to express, 1 think,
towards mothers. It's mixed up with a lot more than towards fathers. It's a
lot easier to hate your father, I think, than to hate your mother.

MC: Yeah? What kinds of things do you feel are mixed up in, you say a lot of other things
mixed up with it in relationship fo a mothers?

L: With mothers, I think that a lot of women, a lot of my friends who talk
about it, girls tend to feel, . . . more protective. Especially when fathers
aren't quite the partner you think they should be for our mothers, I think
girls feel more protective towards their mothers, so they can't be mad at
them for not being the adult they think they should be because they
already, I mean, for myself and a lot of my friends too, we all feel like
maybe our mothers didn't have the best deal anyway. So there is that guilt.

MC: If you add to it by

L: By being mad at them you are just adding to their burden and you know
that they are struggling anyway. So I think that a lot of daughters assume a
lot of responsibility towards their mothers at a young age. I think with
fathers you feel less protective because they're not, well maybe because
they don't actually turn to their children as much. Mothers, I think, tend to
turn towards their children for support. Fathers tend to remove themselves
from their children.

Obviously her opinion of her father was less than glowing: he had in fact
removed himself quite emphatically from her life. She admitted that she didn't

have a good relationship with her father, nor did she know many people who
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had good relationships with their fathers. By her description he was a “classic

extrovert”, a socialist ideologue, a "dabbler” who "does a million things, none of

]

them well." In her opinion, "My father I think is the original hypocritically

politically correct kind of guy." Our conversation continued,

L: Well, (laugh) now we're writing polite letters back and forth. At one
point he decided that he didn't want to have any more relationship because
he didn't like it. He didn't like me, and it just wasn't worth it.

MC: He told you this in so many words?

L: He wrote me it in a letter. But he had said
that. He'd said that on and off, throughout. He have a conversation with
kind of got rid of all of us, but another thing I me, because I was only
think, with my father, and I think with other jyterested in myself. A bit
daughters, sometimes, a husband can get rid of of a projection there but ..
his wife but he can't get rid of his daughter as

easily and she just a constant, in their face reminder of reproach. My father,
I'know he doesn't like being aware. He doesn't like being responsible for his
actions, and to have a child who says, "But Dad, I thought you said” I think
it's just not comfortable, and I think daughters are threatening.

I made him feel bad. I was
far too selfish. He couldn't

She went on to explain how she felt that her father's socialist political
ideology had been imposed upon her and her brothers. She admits that her
father had provided them with a kind of ideal Romantic childhood where, "we
played much more than we ever did chores." They were the envy of their
friends, but as she said, "It wasn't so much fun to be his actual child." She
continued and explained the fundamental contradiction in her father's

imposition of his beliefs on the children.

He expected a lot morally and politically from us. Whereas other kids had
to do chores but they didn't really have much in the way of those other
kinds of expectations. I mean, we were supposed to always be aware of
how other people felt and include them and be aware of the oppressed and
help them. ... It was expected of us but it wasn't like we had a choice. 1
mean what he said to us, he countered by saying to us. I mean, if you're a
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socialist, you believe pretty much that you shouldn't force people to do
things against their will. As a father you wouldn't say, "I am your father,
therefore I own you and you have to do what I say.” He also brought us up
to question authority, but I don't think that he ever realized that he himself
was an authority figure, and I think he felt really betrayed once we got old
enough to point that out to him. I think he didn't like that at all.

It appears that there were other high expectations that her father placed
upon her; I know that my father always hoped that I would be another Emily
Carr: writer/artist, you know." She was also acutely aware that he expected her
act as a sort of surrogate to demonstrate his political convictions.

My father, being in love with French Canada thought I should go and draw
all the people on the Metro, and sell it to the Metro people. He has no real
idea about the reality of these things, which was always very embarrassing
to us as children.

She felt that there was even more pressure on her, as the eldest but also as a
young, "liberated” woman. "Because, maybe they would have been more afraid
that I would just be a wife and mother or something. Something terrible like that.
(laughter) God forbid!" Unfortunately, because she did not seem to live up to his
specific expectations he has failed to recognise that she had set goals for herself
and had accomplished them. As well, she was in fact extending herself to help
others by doing volunteer work, teaching art to emotionally disturbed boys and
visiting senior citizens. She observed that our society is "all about the middle”
and those at the beginning and the end (children and the elderly) are forgotten.
She was committed to making her contribution to changing that.

L: Tdon't like teaching, but I like the kids and I feel that it's something that

is necessary, and I know that I'm good at it. It's not that I'm doing it as a

sense of duty, although it is. I mean it's not the kind of duty that I hate, 1
wouldn't want to be a teacher. It wouldn't be a job that I'd do. I wouldn't do
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it for money, but I would do it because I think it's necessary, if you know
what I mean.

MC: Do you feel that you get something out of it?

L: I do because I'm doing something that's necessary. I'm doing something
that's useful. And I'm making a change, I mean it's a whole radical - you
start at the source. These are kids that if they don't have a sense of them-
selves they're gonna grow up and be in prison. I mean, they don't feel loved
They don't feel needed. They don't understand how to control themselves.

This was not her first engagement in some form of sodal service. In the
year between working in Switzerland and beginning her studies at Concordia
she had wcrked at a women's crisis centre, doing secretarial work, answering
crisis calls. She did one crisis intervention, which she found to be frightening but
exhilarating, That job earned her enough money that she could return to
Montreal and enrol at Concordia: “the only university I could afford in the only
city I could afford."

She admitted that she also thought that it was easy to get into Concordia
and was pleased to realise, after she had been admitted, that in fact it was quite
competitive. Her formal art background was not strong but she had very firm
ideas about her art and it's value to her. She had been very involved in art
making as a young child but her high school experience had not been very
enriching, because as she put it, "I hated it. I hated my art teacher, I thought he
was a pervert.” The intervening years have not dulled her distaste for him.

He liked me though, which bothered me even more, but I thought he was

disgusting! Actually, I was reading my high school report cards and 1 was

thinking, "God! Can't he see how obvious it is, just his lecherousness!" 1

mean in his comments. It was so obvious that he wanted so badly for me to
be his student kind of thing, which I thought was really sick.

146



At various positions on the
cards fluid, gestured, pen and
ink lines seemingly formed
work in class, but she devoted her energy to her themselves into the images of
the characters that interested
. . . her: a girl on the Metro, a
sketch book drawing outside of school. The first art baby, an anorexic girl, & large
nude woman. The one that she
works that she showed me were what she called her referred to as being her
commentary on ART, was an
image of a woman, very
emphatically framed and hung
on a wall with two litlle figures
and experiences from her adolescence. From the at the extreme bottom left,
loocking up and pointing at the
picture.

In defiance of his odious presence she did no

Teenage Angst Cards, images related to observations

original high school sketch book drawings she had
created a collection of cards which she had litho printed and exhibited.

She chose to study art rather than literature, her other great love, because,
‘T thought it would be harder for them to destroy my enjoyment of art than it
would be to destroy my enjoyment of reading.” She was familiar with, and
disliked the techniques of literary analysis but she "didn't realise that that would
happen in art" as well. She added that she also felt that she knew that her
abilities in art making were less developed and "I idealistically thought it would
be a place where I could go and say, 'This is what I want to learn' and people
would teach me. And it wasn't quite like that."

Her first years at Concordia were frustrating. "It was really rather
unpleasant. I was disappointed because I wasn't learning.” She was intensely
committed to her own ideas about art and was dismayed to have her work
dismissed: "The way I had been working so far wasn't drawing; it was
illustration; it was cartoon; it was nothing; it had no merit at all." She felt that she
was being compelled to abandon everything about her own way of working and
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that she was expected to conform to a single "approved" aesthetic. She insisted
that the criteria for high art that her teachers advocated were quite arbitrary and

no more valid than her opinions of her own work which was being condemned.

She remains cynical.

Abstracted. Pecple all seemed to be using very much the same colour
schemes. Yeah, abstracted and I thought it was too facile in a way. It was
just as facile as what 1 was doing, but in a different way, and 1 don't see
why that was okay and what 1 was doing wasn't. Because if I wanted to,
and I did in some classes do what they wanted me to do, and it wasn't any
harder than what [ was doing, It didn't involve any new brain muscles. I
got positive feedback and that just made it worse because then I knew for
sure that they were full of shit and they weren't (sincere). It's just a game
and I think the art milieu is very much like the academic milieu, very much
like the "old boys" but also, the people at the top are kicking down the
ladders. They are changing the rules because they're at the top now and if

they let too many other people get to the top then that would mean that
that they're not so special.

She was prepared to acknowledge that she had things to learn but she was

not prepared to totally give up what she felt she already knew. Her description

of her first painting class reveals how the issue was resolved with one instructor.

L: I hadn't taken painting before because 1|
couldn't afford it and when I did it I wanted
to do it properly. I didn't want to have to not
have the paint (and stuff). I really liked my
instructor. At nrst the personalities had to
kind of get used to each other because | have a
kind of a strong personality I think, but then
we really got along very well. He realised that
I wasn't just being a trouble maker, that I was
asking questions because I wanted to know. I
consider I'm paying money to go to university
because | want to learn something. I'm paying
these people to teach me what I want to learn.
And I think I said that to him once and he was
kind of shocked. Anyway, "Look. I'm paying
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It's like cooking. You need
to know basic rules, like
that you don't add the
thickener to hot water or it
will lump That's a basic
rule you have to know. And
once you know those basic
rules then you can do
whatever the Hell you
want because you under-
stand the results. But I
find at Concordia, it's really
hard to learn. I mean you
really have to harass
people, to find out.



you. I want to know. I want to know something. Your not doing me a
favour, I'm doing you a favour because I'm giving you money to learn.”" So
he thought that was really funny after he finished being shocked. And since
then we worked harder, I think, to understand each other too. And that
was a good experience.

Once she managed to establish a rapport with the instructor she was more
open to the assignments that he set.

He did exercises that I thought were useful. Doing the different planes of
the foreground, middle ground, background in a painting. And that was
really interesting because I hadn't really thought about it. I hadn't really
seen it that way.

As well, he extended a necessary level of acceptance of the work to which
she was so committed, thus allowing her to use his instruction to build upon her

own foundation.

The way I started doing this. . . . I thought I'd do trays for Christmas
presents. And I did. I did a whole series of fish trays and landscape trays.
This was the tray. I varnished them and gave them to my friends and
family for Christmas. So when I went back after Christmas, my teacher
asked me if I had painted over Christmas, and I said, "Well, I made trays." I
showed him some of the pictures of them, and he said, because in the
second half we had to do a project, he said, "Well, why don't you do that?" I
was really suf-prised because all the teachers . trays were about 26" x 18"
before had Sa.ld, “That's not art. You can't do The first was a moon[ight
that. Oh, that's just craft. You can't do that.”" He landscape in shades of dark
even said at one point "If you don't vamish ?'“1?1- "I"':ideg fose St?erily up
them they're art. If you varr.ﬁsh them they're [::nde tl?atagocu%ie: :I'-?e fgrea-
craft and you shouldn't varnish them because ground space. Four stark
then they are worth less.” (laughter) Yeah. So it white, branchless tree trunks
gave me the freedom, instead of feeling like I thrust up into the centre
had to create ART, I could just play, and I g";g?:s't g‘ir::??:n;r:yo‘:a:
think I learned a lot about colour, about rugged terrain, rendered in a
texture, about how to create certain effects. monochromatic range of

Because I was really enjoying myself. blue-greys.
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Because she felt that she was now being accepted more on her own terms
and with greater respect she was prepared to be more involved. She gained
confidence, being able to work on a scale that she thought she could hancle,
Furthermore, "The subject of the drawing wasn't, we weren't judged for what we
painted. We were judged for how we used the paint, how we explored with the
paint.” This felicitous situation was complimented by other courses in art history
and art education that she was taking at the time where she felt that the

professors were open and sympathetic to her point of view.

So that year everything kind of interconnected and overlapped and I think I

learned a lot about painting, about what I wanted from painting, but also

technique, which I find is really lacking at Concordia.

However when she entered her second year painting class she was even
more sharply up against the same old problem with her new instructor. He was

adamant that painting was not about representation and he was not prepared to

entertain any notions to the contrary. The first term was very difficult.

Really not a good teacher. And not a very nice person, I didn't think. Sexist.
Racist. Just not really someone that I had a lot of respect for, and even as an
artist. . .. Ithink he's an arrogant little man.

The instructor dismissed her work as "not art” and she was immediately put
on the defensive. However she was still prepared to accept her status as a
student and make an effort to follow the teacher's direction. She found that her
efforts were not received with any degree of tolerance.

L: I mean, he'd come and say, "Ah, Gesso over it!" I didn't know why. I
didn't. And I'd say, "Why?" and he'd say, "Well, you know, there's no point
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in explaining it to you because I'm up here and you're down here and
anything I say will just go over your head. You won't understand anyway.”
MC: He said that in so many words?

L: Yes, he did. He did. And I said, "Why don't you try explaining it. Maybe,
I will understand.” And he said, "Well I did and you didn't, so." If I'd had
more presence of mind and if I hadn't been so incredibly insulted and
boggled, I probably would have said, "Well, you must be a really stinky
teacher if you can't. You shouldn't be teaching if you can't explain some-
thing to me. What are you doing here? It kind of makes me sick that you're
being paid to be a jerk."

Laura's solution to the problem was firstly to get past the shock and
disbelief and anger, and then really put in an effort to deal with her painting. She
then started attending a first year painting class with an instructor who was
more helpful and approachable. She also met with her instructor from the year
before to get his response t»> her work. In the end, in spite of a reserved critique
from her instructor, she finally had the satisfaction of completing a painting with

which she was satisfied. She found that she 1he painting was large: 5' x 4,
it was awash with sublly

. . . shifting threads of luminous
responded to the particular emotional quality that blue-green-aqua colour moving

horizantally across the canvas.

she had created, and she was motivated to continue, [1er® was a strong sense of
flowing air and water, moving

gently but with an understated
Her assessment of the work was, energy.

Yeah, I'm pleased with it. I really do feel that I'm achieving something in
the sense that I'm able to say more eloquently, more profoundly, more
maturely, what I want to say.

An equally important achievement was that she had refused to be deterred

by that particular professor and had taken responsibility for her own learning.

I found that by really going out of my way to get stuff I was able to learn. I

mean, other people were still whining and belly aching, saying how much

they hated (the professor). But I think a lot of people don't realize that it's

like anything. If you want something, it's not just going to be given to you.

Well sometimes it is, I mean, but that's more circumstance and luck, I think.
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Most things you actually kind of have to hunt them down and beat them
until they give you what you want. (laughter) And so it was a good
experience for that, because I really had to suffer and persevere, | think
that's what I learned that year. suffering and perseverance. (laughter)

When she took ceramics she found herself embroiled in another struggle to
assert her own point of view. She had to deal with "another touchy teacner”. In
this case the instructor, in her view, was extremely "insecure about not being
considered an artist. " Laura felt that this preoccupation really interfered with the
instructor’s ability to make helpful and sincere evaluations of the students' work.

In ceramics she wanted, well | think she liked this, but her final comment to
me was that my work was "visually appealing”. But the interesting thing is,
that's not necessarily a good thing. I mean, it could also be an insult.

In her discussiun around the ceramic bowl, embossed with pears that she

showed me, she revealed the deeper contradiction that so disturbed her abnut

the notion of high ART and the art / craft The reason I have pears in
this bowl, I made this other

dichotomy. She felt that not only was she being bowl [butl it's got a big
huge crack in it. It's green,
expected to abandon her own ideas and values but 9ark green. I had yellow
pears in it one day and I
thought it was so beautiful.
Actually  there's more
things I also made pears.
MC: Oh, that fit into it.
L: That go in the bow.

she was expected to set herself apart other people
who she liked and respected for qualities not related

to art, and art making.

Again, in my painting class and in drawing classes, teachers are always
saying, "If your family and friends like it, it's probably not good.” Because
obviously, they're uncouth. They don't know what art is. So don't do things
for them, because it won't be ART. Don't do things that you would like to
have in your house because that's not ART. That's something less. That's
something slightly shameful, slightly tacky, embarrassing. I did this because
I wanted to have something nice. I started making ugly things so that I
would pass, so that I could graduate after spending years and money. But
wanted to have something nice to have, that wasn't useless.
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Regardless of the resistance that she was putting up to certain instructors,
Laura had always taken her learning to be a very serious matter, She was
enrolled in the Studio programme but she had taken Art Education courses, not

because she wanted to teach, but because,

Half the time I didn't know what the Hell they were talking about. I
thought if T knew how to teach I'd be able to decipher what they were
trying to get me to do, or learn, so that I could be a better student.

Although she gave a scathing denunciation of a certain art history text
book, she appreciated that in her art history and art education courses she was
being provided with material with which to work, and with experiences linked
to the content. As she said, "To create you have to have input.” Some of those
experiences led her to some important insights about her learning and the art

work that she was doing,

In Art Ed class we looking at a painting, imagining you are in that painting
and what you'd see. That exercise I liked. That would be the approach that
I would like to take because I think that's approaching it much more the
way that I approach a book. If I can get drawn into a book, I consider that
good . . . I think it should be a combination of appreciating, well like with
literature, you appreciate the technique; you appreciate the way it makes
you feel, whether you can get into it (or not). The suspension of reality is
very important. Which is one of the things that I had with (second painting
professor.) Ididn't understand for a long time why, what it was that he still
didn't quite like with my paintings. Actually it was when I was talking with
(first painting professor) I finally understood. It's because they're not flat.
There's depth to them. It never occurred to me they were supposed to be
flat. Because for me, a painting is like a book. It's a world that you go into.

Laura is also an avid and sensitive reader of literature and that is another
very important source of input to her art work. She remarked that, "I wish I

could paint the way some of these authors write". The "rich bleakness, with
153



hope” in the work of Margaret Lawrence was a quality that she particularly
admired. She expressed the aspiration that, "I'd like to paint with humour, with
emotion, with insight. I'd like to capture so much. It's so hard." However, she
feels completely capable of evaluating the work that she had done. Problematic
areas were sensed rather that analysed and she knew that it was successful when
she could "look at it and enjoy it."

Throughout the interview she reiterated her conviction that art making was
her most expressive and enjoyable form of expression. However, her conclusion

about her whole experience as an art student was,

I don't know if Art School was good. I don't know. I don't know if it taught
me necessarily what I thought or what I wanted to learn. I think it taught
me what I need to know for the real world, in that it taught me that I need
to be really aggressive. I need to know how to get what I want from certain

people. I need to not be intimidated. But those weren't things that people,
no one said that.
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Nathalie

Nathalie is a cheerful, well adjusted, intelligent young woman who has
been a highly successful student. She is confident and sure of herself, as well as
being able to reflect very clearly on her art work and her ideas. She graduated
from the Studio Arts programme a year before our interview and she was
actively pursuing studies that would take her into a dramatically different field.

She is one of the few women that I spoke with who grew up in a
harmonious middle class family and who continues to enjoy an excellent
relationship with both her parents. She is an only child but since both of her
parents come from very large families, she has many aunts and uncles and, "I
have thirty first cousins and a fev of them are very close. They are like siblings,
surrogate siblings, and their children, like, I'm like their aunt.” Her father is
Anglophone Protestant and her mother is Francophone Catholic, not an
insignificant point in the cultural and political context of Quebec. She learned
both languages simultaneously but she grew up feeling somewhat caught
between two factions. When I suggested that she had the best of both worlds,
she wryly replied, "And the worst." She was the only person who made any
reference to the Quebec political situation and she has suggested that the
outcome of the nationalist /federalist referendum would strongly influence her
decision to stay in the province or go elsewhere. Of her re:ationship with her

parents and her upbringing she said,



I think it was rocky at one point, the adolescent thing, but now it's quite

good. My parents are both very independent people, and I was brought up
to be quite independent too. And to make my own decisions. My mom was
telling me when she was young people always told her what to do. So right
from the start she said, "1 didn't want you to do that." So she always used
to make me choose, if I wanted. It stared right when I was two. If I wanted
the red crayon or the blue one, or what, and it progressed. 1 really learned
to be able to decide at an early age. To make choices and not regret them.

She added that,

at the age of seven I started doing dance, classical dance and other things,
and ! did that for seven years. Music, that didn't pan out for me because 1
always had to move, so the dance was really important for me. And in
drawing, 1 always drew from the age of two. I was always doing something
with my hands. I really enjoyed it.

She is quite close to both her parents. She continues to live at home,
although she says, "I don't think I would live there if we weren't three adults and
we have our three separate lives." As a young child she spent a great deal of time
with her mother who devoted herself to parenting and homemaking until
Nathalie was eight. She then returned to work outside the home. She provided
Nathalie with a strong example of commitment and independence. Her father

travelled a great deal for his work. Of her relationship with her father she said,

Sometimes it's rocky because we're very similar. We're very stubborn and
we both want the other person to understand, but it doesn't always work.
(Laughter) But I think we both admire each other in different ways. I really
admire him a great deal. He's very strong willed. He's lived through Hell, 1
guess, health wise. ... Interms of art, he has no art training whatsoever,
but if I ever need any advice on art, I go to him.

She commented further on her regard for his artistic judgement, "If |
thought some thing was unbalanced or I didn't like the way it was, he would
look at it and say, 'Oh, you know, it's that way.' or ‘It's like this.’ And he was right

156



all the time. (Laughter)" He also provided her with valuable introduction to
technology and creative problem solving,

When 1 was a kid I used to spend a lot of time with him, taking apart
motorcycles and putting them back together again. So he's taught me a lot
about mechanics and how things work, and he's very, imaginative, If he
doesn't have a part, he'll make it and put it together. So I learned maybe a
lot about art from him in a non-traditional sort of way.

Her father has influenced her in another decisive way. Because he has an
artificial limb (he lost a leg in a car acddent before she was born), she has always
had an awareness of prosthetics and a curiosity about technology in relation to
the human body.

Nathalie felt that she had benefited from several positive educational
situations. She attended an all girls private high school and she recounted an
anecdote that demonstrates the school philosophy. One of her teachers had
attended a convention of administrators from private schools where someone
had gushed that, "At our school we educate our girls to be the wives of prime
ministers!" To which Nathalie's teacher replied, "At our school we educate our
young women to be prime ministers!" While this approach is to be lauded, there
was a problematic aspect for Nathalie who found that,

It's funny, because in an all girls school it's non-traditional, (Laughter) for

women to go and do art things. Because you really are almost in a maybe

opposite way to other systems, pushed towards going into the sciences and
non-traditional field.

She had determined for herself by grade nine or ten that she wanted to
study in the Fine Arts. Her art teacher had played an important role in her

arriving at that realisation. She valued the role her art teacher played,
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to develop that, (artistic ability) and she helped me to respond to how
important it was to me. And she really, I mean, she encouraged me. [ don't
think that, if she hadn't have been there that [ would have done that.
Nathalie really had to defend her intentions to pursue that direction. Her
marks in the sciences were excellent and "people were freaking out” because she
was refusing to go into a science based field. 1 think that the fundamental crisis
at this point was that she had made a decision to follow her own wishes and the
same people who had always said that she should make her own decisions were
telling her that she couldn't make the only one that really made a difference to
her. 1t was her art teacher who really listened to her and said, "Well if that's not
what you want, well just go ahead and do the art anyway." Nathalic dug in her
heels. “So that sort of made me even rebel and refuse to do the SATs so they
couldn't force me to go." She also enlisted the active support of her art teacher to
reassure her parents about her decision. This respected and sensitive teacher
continued to support Nathalie's right to make her own dedisions in the face of
determined opposition. She affirmed her right to "follow her heart" and know

that she would be all right. Nathalie went on to complete a certificate in Fine

Arts at Dawson College and then to Concordia for her BFA. She insists that,

But, you know, that's (physics} something that I can pick up. I think I never
had the fear that if 1 didn't do it when 1 was seventeen, I could never go
back and do it. Because it is a fear. That was the fear that a lot of people
had. If I don't do it now I'm never going to be able to doit. And I don't
think that that is true. I think I sort of, was able to figure that out.

And such has proven to be the case. Throughout her fine arts education
she had advanced her enduring interest in technology and the human body
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through her art works and theoretical reading. Since graduation she has been
taking qualifying courses in trigonometry, calculus and bio-medical ethics in
preparation for entering graduate studies in bio-medical engineering. She comes
to these studies not only with confidence but with a sense of personal conviction

and purpose.

I'm not afraid of it. And I'm treating it more like a personal challenge to go
back and do those now. I've always been very interested in technology,
and technology and the body, and the potential that we have in terms of
research. And what we know, and what we can do, and what we should
do, and what we shouldn't do, and ethics. An2 then as an artist, it's one
thing to be critical or to embrace something, but it's very difficult because 1
have limited knowledge in science. And 1 would rather be able to approach
it from personal, well maybe not personal experience, but just from more
knowledge.

She has come to understand her pursuit of bio-medical engineering not just
as the acquisition of knowledge in that field but in a more particular and
intensive sense. '

I would also like the structure to see how people who do work in those

fields and make those decisions, conte to make those decisions. How are

they taught to do their research? Or what is it that motivates them to
develop that kind of technology?

Her CEGEP studies were characterised by two important features. The first
was mentioned in regard to my question about important relationships. There

had been a very close and lively group of friends in her class at Dawson with

whom she established an enduring, supportive and highly motivating

'They (procedural knowers) believe that each of us looks at the world through a different lens, that
cach of us construes the world differently. They are interested not just in what people think, but
in how people go about forming their opinions and feelings and ideas. (Belenky et al. 1986;
97.)
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relationship. The fact that they spent many hours together as a group fostered
this esprit de corps. She asserted that the way in which they were encouraged to
be actively and honestly engaged in group crits of each other's work not only
encouraged their art critical skills but bolstered their individual self confidence
and mutual trust and respect. This self confident engagement in critical

discussion of class mates work met with some distressed reaction when they

arrived at Concordia,

We had to learn to really tone it down. It's not because we were trying to

be nasty it was only because we were really used to critiquing the work.

We weren't trying to insult people. That's how they felt. They took it
personally.

This caused her to reflect upon her feeling that at Dawson they had becn

prepared and taught, through discussion and example, what art criticism was

about, and that perhaps, at Concordia,

maybe it's just because the idea of critiquing work hadn't been really

discussed. It was just sort of something that happens without having maybe

a discussion or forum about what it means and how it's come forward.

The second important development for her at Dawson was that one of her
professors introduced her to post-modern theoretical writing. An enticing new
world of ideas was opened to her, most particularly about issues of the body and
feminism. She pursued her study of theory through independent reading and
she admitted that in her enthusiasm for "theory" she was somewhat impatient

with the resistance of other students. "I was just really, to me it was essential to

deal with. And, 1 didn't really understand at first why you wouldn't want to.
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And I would get frustrated and say, 'Well, you know, your just not dealing with
it'."?

She was pleased to find that theoretical perspectives were an integral part
of many of her courses at Concordia. These ideas informed and motivated the
art work that she produced. The first work she showed me was a lethal looking
pair of false eyelashes made from small bits of blue aluminium and crinkled
wire, In fact Nathalie declined to put them on for fear of hurting herself. She
discussed the problems of how one would present such a work and revealed the
two solutions that she had found. One was to show them in a metal World War
I first aid box. The other was to have photographs taken of herself wearing the
eye lashes and simply show them as slides or photographs. She had also made a
breastplate, a piece of body armour from the same light weight blue aluminium
sheeting. This too was shown as a photograph rather than in its object form. For
her this was a gesture of control over her own representation. "Because there was
stuff about me, in those pieces and I had to just not let it float freely out there.”

At about the same tirne she had done a four monitor video installation for
my course in which she undertook to deconstruct the visual representations of
her own construction as a woman in contemporary North American culture. The
viewer was presented with a recurring barrage of Nathalie: in family snap shots,

school pictures, with friends, going to first grade, off to her high school

? These women (received knowers) feel confident about their ability to absorb and to store the
truihs received from others. As such they perceive themselves as having the capacity to become
richly endowed repositories of information. (Belenky et al. 1986, 42-43)
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graduation dance, and as an adult in a variety of fashions and costumes. Images
of "the good girl" played against images of "the bad girl". The sound track was a

montage of children's songs including "A-hunting What I'm saying is in
terms of portrayals of
We Will Go" at about the time you saw Nathalie women and how women
are presented, and how we
wearing her father's hunting hat, rifle in hand. The 2¥¢ viewed by others. 1
would rather be in control

. o iac Of that. And to be able to
songs served to expose the ways in which ideologizs laugh a little bit at the way

are constructed and perpetuated without ridiculing ﬁ:; ell‘:: art:o sng:::;g

. (Laughter)
the images. Aughter

However "a few heated discussions” witt. her friends and greater life
experience helped to provoke further self reflection. She has now come to a
more reserved position on this question. She began to reconsider the role that

theory should play in relation to her understanding of her own life and art.

N: But then it became almost easy to be really absorbed in it and 1 had to
take myself back out. It was almost like this vortex that you get wrapped up
into. You have to come back out. 1 think I could almost have done a degree
in theory. If there would have been one, I would have done it, But then I
had to come back a little bit and say, "Sure, it's good to have that
knowledge, but then you have to bring it back to a personal level.” Because
it's easy to absorb theory, and then regurgitate it back out.

MC: What, without finding meaning?

N: Without finding your own meaning. I think you have to be able to sift
through it. At the beginning it's so overwhelming, you don't know what to
do with it. And then you get to a point where you are really comfortable
with it. Now I can deal with articles or theories or whatever. And I can say,
“Well, that's nice. This is how I feel about it.” Whereas, at first you are just
overwhelmed by it.

When | asked what particularly had provoked this shift in attitude she

replied,
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N: Tjust found it hard to work! I couldn't make work anymore! (Laughter)
MC: Because you were - what? you were worried that it wouldn't fit into the theory?

N: No. No, that never really crossed, I never got to that point. It was more
that I was just so interested in the theory that... (Laughter)

MC:; So the time, you mean?

N: Yeah, time and ideas. I didn't write too, too much about it, but I started
writing a bit. And I just wanted to go out and do anthro! I did anthropology
courses. [ did all kinds of other theoretical things, that, maybe it was good.
But then I said, "Well, do I still want to practice? Do I really want to make
work?” And I decided that, yes, I did. So I had to let myself come back up.

Her strong views and independent spirit stood her in good stead with some
of her instructors at Concordia as well. She would not "suffer fools lightly".

As it went on you learned where to go. I think you have to learn, if you are
working in a certain way. 1 had definite ideas about what I wanted to do. I
wasn' in school to be taught how to do perfect charcoal drawings in ray
third year in university. (Laughter) I got to a point where | had to make
decisions about the kind of teaching and the kind of learning that I wanted
to do, and then I had to decide whether or not I was going to come here
and tolerate certain things and just d‘'ve myself crazy, or find the kind of
professor and the kind of group that I needed. Which is what I did. I felt
confident enough that I've never felt really threatened, I don't have fear of
this so-called authority. I didn't feel that way about professors, really. I'm
here to learn and they're there to help me learn and they can learn too. So, if
they don't want to learn, (Laughter) then I don't want to be with them.
(Laughter}

This determination came with experience. In her first year painting class
she came to realise the disagreeable consequences of forthright expression of her
ideas. The instructor designated her as The Feminist and referred any questions
on the issue to her. Moreover, she felt that he failed to deal with her work in a
real way. He would talk about music and theory, why she shouldn't paint and
anything else that occurred to him, "But still, he didn't help me at all with my

work, and wouldn't deal with it. He said, 'I don't understand what you are
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doing’. And that's it!” She felt that this was a serious abdication of his
responsibilities and she didn't back down from making her views known.

I was strong enough that he didn't destroy 1don't have anything personal
me (Laughter] or anything. But it was like a 88ainst the person who was
constant fight. I would come in and [ would teaching the course, but it just
know that I would be up against something that it wasn't the kind of thing
agaj.n. Another eight th.i.rty in the morning that I wanted. And 'I couldn't
Monday where I would have to be on guard Le&ive' Ttt’;y w°um“; I‘I}tk.m 3
and fight. So I decided that I wasn't going “f 3“;’0 e’:“f‘*'l - e
to go through that again. If I felt it, right o' ha cut @ cea’ anc fin

. another professor. I couldn't
: 1
from the beginning, I'd get out! register for another class, I

had to stay in the class that 1
was in. Eventually he asked
me to leave, which was fine
exception rather than the rule. She was very with me, so we found a way to

get around our little problem.
grateful for several encouraging and stimulating

Fortunately these encounters were the

women professors. These women acknowledged her dual interests in art and
science/technology and enabled her to see them as mutually enriching rather
than as dichotomous. The sincerity of their interest and support was extremely
important. "I felt that if I needed to discuss something, or if 1 needed help that I
wouldn't feel like 1 was threatening someone. 1 felt like they were there to help
me and they, they sincerely meant it.” She noted that few of her male counterparts
had received anything like that kind of mentoring. She valued the way in which
her women teachers were open about their own artistic practice, let students
know "where they were coming from", and welcomed her into the world of art
making. She admitted that the student / teacher relationship is fundamentally
one of difference, "Professors are practising artists. They have more experience

that we do. We're here to learn. We're students. We know that". None the less
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she felt that did not simply accord a superior status to instructors but rather led
to certain responsibilities.

I think teaching on, maybe a perscialised level, rather than to a whole class.

I'm not talking about picking favourites, just being able to pick out things

about each person and then to help them with those things, and not just on

a general level. ... Certainly, all of us have different interests and I think a

good professor isn't going to go and impose a theory on somebody, or

impose a certain practice on someone. They'll see what interests the
students have and how to get them to interact with each other and how to
get them to undctand what they are doing. That's what I felt were the

most positive exper.._rices; where there was interaction not just on an “I'm

the professor and you're the students, Listen to me!" level, but just from

everyone.

As we continued to discuss her art works, an additional and perhaps more
profound impetus to redefine her relationship to theoretical concerns came to
light. One piece was actually part of a larger work which was disassembled at
that point. She confirmed that the story she told about this particular work
demonstrated how she came to understand that theory must relate to experience.
She presented a black hat with a wide soft brim onto which, at one edge she had
stitched several long wisps of hair. She laughingly stated that it was in fact her
hair which she had saved when she had cut her very long hair. She then went on
to describe the whole piece and the motivations for its production. It was a
construction of a Christmas tree stand which had belonged to her aunt who had
died recently, the hat mounted on a broom stick, a veil, and a photograph of her

aunt wearing a similar style of hat.

N: How it's connected to her, is that she was my godmother, She was my
mother’s sister and she died of cancer almost three years ago. ... We had
exactly the same hair colour and the same eye colour. She was the only one
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in the family that I'm remotely, in terms of hair and eyes, related to. So her
death was really hard on me, because she was my godmother and
everything, but also physically, because not only the hair and the eyes, we
look alike. There are pictures of her when she was my age and we really do
look alike. She never had any children. She adopted, well she had children,
but they weren't biologically her own children. So biologically, I'm the
person who she resembled. So physically, her death was really strange for
me, because I could almost see myself in her death, and the sort of
withering away of the body. When she died she weighed 1 think about
seventy, seventy-five pounds and it was physically, for me, very traumatic.
It took me a while. I did it last year. 1 had to make a piece about it. And
when 1 did the piece it wasn't important to me to that point that people
knew about it. It was more catharsis. It was hard for me to do that piece
because [ usually really am resistant to that kind of emotional kind of
out-pouring. But I did it anyway, and I was pretty happy. ‘The piece is
down but 1 still have the hat. I'm going to keep the hat.

MC: Well it's wonderful. Just speculating on my parl, but would this have some
coinciding with your feelings that you were lalking about, abou! translating theoretical
understanding to personal understanding?

N: Yeah. And the hat itself too. Well, I call the piece Moumning Hat. And,
even without the history about my aunt, to me, the hair, loosing my hair, or
cutting my hair, that whole other issue too, with women. Well, to me it was
like a symbol. Cutting away your hair, as a child and sort of coming up.
And the loss of that, and maybe even vanity and care. About my aunt
loosing her hair with cancer. It was just sort of the whole thing. She was
very vain and one of the hardest parts for me to deal with, was that when
she did get cancer, she lost the vanity, at a point. She didn't care anymore.
And that was really, really hard because she wasn't vain to like a, she was
just very concerned about the way that she looked. . . . 50, when she lost
her hair, it didn't bother her. There was nothing left in terms of that part of
her, that we had always seen. It was almost a complete abandoning of her
body. At one point she just, that was it. She didn't, that didn't bother her
any more. She could just, she was free of it. And it was something that, |
mean, it was like really, really almost a shock to see that. So that piece deals
with a lot of stuff, I guess.

The abstract quality of theory, and the authority of the written word ,were
being thrust into a whole new reality for her, not only because of the suffering of
someone she loved, but because the details of her aunt’s illness related so closely

to the concepts that were her particular preoccupation. She had been made
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acutely aware of "the body" in pain and decay and death but she could not avoid

the very personal implications: What does this mean for me?

N: So that's something that I've lived through in the past few years. It's still
hard for me sometimes, just to look in the mirror and remember her. And
deal with my own mortality, too. To know that, I mean, from what we
know about genetics and how cancer is passed on often. Sometimes I feel
like I might be, it might be in me.

MC: Yeah, I guess it's a reasonable fear.

N: I'mean I don't think about it all the time, but it's just sometimes that you
think about it, So I think, in the work that I do, the body, and I don't really
separate mind, like, mind and body. I think you're just all. But those issues
come up for me. In terms of exterior too. Just the way that bodies are
represented and science too. But also on a personal level. More and more.

At the time of our interview Nathalie was actively engaged in building the
necessary foundation for her entry into bio-medical engineering but she did not
feel that she had abandoned artistic practice. She did however have an

expanded view of who was implicated in artistic issues and where her sources of

knowledge could be.

N: 1 don't feel like I've abandoned art. I just think my brain is making the
art right now. I've got a job so I do that, and I think even that is good
experience, doing something that's not just even related to people making
art. It's very easy to get wrapped up in your own clique, especially contem-
porary art, like I was talking about with theory. I think we need to go back
to that. One of the reasons that I did decide that I had to come back is that
it's just so removed from people who aren't studying. It's not because
people who don't read all that stuff don't know about those issues and they
can't deal with them. It's just that it's the way that it's written and the way
that it's ...

MC: Yeah, they just don't talk about them like that, or in those particular ways,

N: And you become almost like a babbling tower (Laughter) Not everyone
that I know is involved in art, and it's fun to talk about that stuff with my
friends who have read it too, but I have to be able to communicate with
other people, because I don't want to just show my art to people who in the
Art School and other artists. '
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She was determined to disregard the ways in which both social and
theoretical constructs could impose on her life and decisions "if I don't fit". While
the discussion of "woman's issues” was important it did not negate the
responsibility "to do things in practice too." She asserted the wish to include men
in that exchange as well; to work to understand gender differences. She may
have been less absolute in her thinking about art and knowledge but she was

comfortable with her decisions and confident about her future.

I've been through a transition period for a little while and now I'm sort of
getting back on. I have goals, but they are long term goals. So I'm not
expecting, sort of wondrous things to be happening in my life right this
minute. But I'm, I think, reasonably happy and content.
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Growing into Being Myself

This group of women, in their early to mid-
thirties, are among a group of students who
have worked or studied in other areas for a
number of years before deciding to attend
university to study Fine Arts. They have
come through a period of uncertainty,
sometimes a period of crisis in their
twenties, and they speak clearly about the
efforts that they have made to change their
lives. They see their Fine Arts studies as
intimately connected to their personal
growth and they are articulate about that
relationship.

Iréne
Jeanette
Kirsten

Olivia



Iréne

Iréne was in the very first class of multi media students that I taught and 1
have had several occasions to see her around the school in the four ycears since
then. She is always cheerful and ready to talk about what was going on in her
life. She is a sensitive woman who takes her work and her learning seriously,
she described herself as someone who likes to be with people and who generally
has an optimistic view on life, This presentation is somewhat belied by recurring
bouts of stress related illness,

She admitted that academic learning does not come easily for her but, as
her story reveals, she is remarkably determined and she has persevered against
considerable odds to achieve her goals. Her post-secondary schooling, CEGEP,
BFA and her Diploma in Art Education, had all been accomplished on a
part-time basis over the span of eleven years. At the time of our interview she
had completed her internship in the schools and was about to graduate from the
Art Education diploma programme. Although her prospects for employment
were uncertain, as was the situation with her current boyfriend, she was happy
to talk with me and reflect on her life, art , teaching, and learning,.

She is one of four children. Her father, a French Canadian, was in the
airiorce. Iréne was born in western Canada and lived in several communities
before her father was stationed back in Quebec. Her mother was from the
Prairies and had returned there after her husband divorced her and custody of

the children was granted to him. The end of the marriage was devastating for



the twelve year old Iréne. A "new lady" arrived in their home shortly thereafter
and she did not see her mother again for fourteen years.

Her reiationship with her mother had not been particularly close, perhaps
because she was a rather troubled woman who was over-shadowed in her
children’s lives by her more sociable husband. Three years prior to our interview,
the marriage of a younger sister had been the occasion for a tearful reunion with
her mother. Iréne remembers her as a very proper, Catholic woman but she now
describes her as "a person who loves to be around people”, who is greatly
enjoyed by others, and with whom she has a lot of fun. Her mother still lives in
the *Nest but they have been working to re-estblish their relationship through
letters and phone calls. As a child she had idolised her father.

We were all open with him and I always put my father on the pedestal,
because he had all these great qualities. He would sew. He would cook. He
would do all kinds of stuff what a woman would do. I found he had a lot of
nice qualities and was very caring, until I was sixteen years old.

However, in order to maintain this high opinion of her father she had to

suppress her knowledge that this was a flawed image.

Basically my father was trying to come on to me. Which was pretty

awkward. In the beginning I didn't really know what was going on because

I was really naive. He would kind a fondle, kind of thing, I guess at that

point I knew it was wrong and maybe I didn't know it was wrong,

When her father became aware that she was sexually involved with her first
boyfriend, he took that as his opportunity to demand, through coercion, that she
submit to him as well. "That started the whole thing, So, basically for one year, I

went through incest.” She was very disturbed by this but it was not until a
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woman who was a family friend noticed that there was some kind of problem
that she told anyone. The woman had remarked: "Well, your hiding something
in back of your glasses." This woman gave her a great deal of support and
eventually helped Iréne to confront her father. This was a terribly difficult
episode, particularly in that other people took her father's side against her. She
was given an ultimatum; stay on his terms or leave. She joined the army.

This turmoil impacted on the whole family. Iréne was left feeling not only
confused and betrayed but accused as well. Her sisters were left vulnerable to
the same threat from their father although she was able to intervene and help
them out of the situation. She feels that her brother, who is a sensitive and artistic
young man has been detrimentally affected as well. Her father continues to deny
his culpability and the wider family circle is divided on the issue. Iréne has
received a great deal of help and support from one of her aunts but she
continues to avoid family gatherings where her father will be attending,
Although she said that she has forgiven her father, she makes no effort to
maintain contact with him. Iréne insists that with the help of some strong and
caring friends, an ex-lover in particular, she has overcome that childhood
trauma. As well, 1 think she has begun to find ways to use her understanding of
that aggression in her art work.

She recalled that she always loved doing art and that, "At one point, 1 was
in a classroom, the kids would come around and say, 'Oh! Tu dessines bien!’ You
know, 'Youre drawing well' And after that, "Bon’, I'm going to be an art
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teacher!” She took art in high school and remembers that as being where she felt
most comfortable and successful. Needless to say, her ambition to become an art
teacher was put seriously off course when she abruptly left high school and
joined the army. After she left the army, she enrolled in a secretarial course in
order to have work with which she could support herself,

However, she never abandoned her interest in art making and ai the age of
twenty-four she enrolled in a CEGEP Fine Arts programme at night school. It
teok her five years to complete the programme and prepare her application for
university. She was unsuccessful in her application to UQAM but enrolled in that
university’s certificate programme in the hopes of developing her work and
making a second application. Again she was turned down and when she finally
managed to accost the Director and demanded a reason for her rejection she was
told that her work was, "like, like a child, like un adolescent.” It was "like you take
a knife and you put it in your heart.” Although she was terribly disappointed
and experiencing profound self doubt, she re-applied to UQAM and Concordia
as well. To her great satisfaction she was accepted at Concordia.

She showed me one of the works that she had done in the certificate
programme prior to entering Concordia and which

She had used strong colours
she felt was indicative of the way she was working and hard edged, geometric
shapes to create an image of a
female figure reclining amid
green foliage and rock shapes.
The foreground was filled with

with the instructor of the course where she felt that brown-purple wave shapes and
the background was a geo-

metric design of orange and
yellow circles.

at the time. She went on to discussed an incident

she, and her work were getting the brunt of his
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rather sarcastic critiques. She confronted him about her feelings. This scemed to
come as a great surprise to him, since he apparently felt that she was doing well
(although apparently not well enough to get into the degrae programme). She
had the satisfaction of finding that he gave more thoughtful attention to her
work thereafter. At her final critique she received praise for establishing a sense
of unity between her various works as well as the highest grade in the group.

She admitted that she really enjoyed playing with bright colour but that she
had become too comfortable in the stylised geometric kind of representation and
the very controlled "one colour at a time" approach. Moreover, "It wasn't giving
me any emotion. It's like that at the middle of here (gestures to her body) where
the emotions are. Ah! | felt nothing." While she recognised her desire to break
out of that comfortable and previously successful style, it proved to be a difficult
and painful process. It was not made any easier by the blunt criticisms of her first
painting instructor at Concordia who was “not a guy that would talk too much at
the time. If you want him to talk, you would have to talk to him, to get some
feedback.” Tears were shed before she found a freer and more expressive way of

working. Curiously, she observed that,

Teachers that really have had a lot of influence on me were basically the
ones that demanded the most of me, that demand a lot. They shook me up,
but after that { would react. But in a good way, because after that, I would
probably change my art, it could become better and intense.

It does seem that the instructor did eventually find a way of setting

assignments for her so that they did engage her in the search for greater freedom
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and gesture that she herself had been seeking. She showed me a series of three
paintings that were done in her first course and she expressed her satisfaction
with the progress she had made. There was a very definite change of form and
palette. She had begun by working from a still life of rock pieces and drapery
and set herself the task of developing depth and form, over and above the
assigned task of working up the overall image through washes of paint. Her

assessment was,

That would be a kind of cavern. I have been
attracted to rocks, drapery, and combining
that. I guess maybe because they have this
kind of organic shape and they are very
sensual. I think that in pretty much all the
paintings 1 have been doing the organic
shapes will come back. And the sensuality has
to be very prominent. One thing that is very
important for me to do in my work, is there
has to ":ave a sense of mystery which I don't
always obtain, but I'm always seeking for that.
Right here you don't really know what's going
on to the dark, down in the dark zone.
Something's maybe behind there. Who
knows? That's for people to decide or not; to
be go back and back or not.

The first was a tall painting in
tones of blue. She had worked
to highlight prominent surfaces
and to articulate the complex
folds. Large, drapery wrapped
objects dominated the fore-
ground space on both sides of
the image. They were rendered
more prominent by the very dark
space behind them. In the
second painting, three columns
of rock pieces ware placed in
ire foreground spacs and
strongly contrasted against a
deep and undefined dark back-
ground. The surfaces of the
rocks were textured and care-
fully defined.

As she showed me the next image she commented that it marked a
breakthrough on another front. Instead of taking her usual laboured approach,
she had completed the work in a single three hour session. Again, non-specific
organic shapes pushed into the light in the foreground and were folded back into
a deep and ambiguous background space. However, where in the previous work

there had been a pillar of stone along the right hand edge of the work, there was
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now a suggestion of a nude male torso with an abruptly truncated penis. For her,

this had been inadvertent, it just appeared. She commented,

If you look at the left part here, you can see kind of a body of a man.
Basically, that's what I saw in it. What happens in a couple of my paintings,
some images come out, that you don't see right away. This happens, not
because you want it. ... I kind a like that kind a thing. That doesn't
happen right away, only happens when your done.

Under the tutelage of her next painting professor, she had moved farther
into abstraction. She had turned to using sections of found images as a starting

point for her work in abstraction and felt that that The first of three works from
this course was smaller, and the

. foreground objectffigures had
had been a very useful approach. While she was now expanded to cover the

entire painting surface. How-
struggling to grasp the technical and formal aspects ever, the softer yellow, grey,

green hues that she had used

- weare  intruded upon by
of the art of painting she was also concerned that elongated shapes of black that

. ) . cut through the calm aesthelic
her work should be expressive of certain emotional of the surface

qualities. In particular, she was fascinated by the suggestions of hidden,
mysterious dark spaces embedded within the works. In light of her wish to
capture this quality, she particularly valued the advice of her professor,
He was saying that it's better to produce a painting, lets say in three hours
time, because you're keeping the same emotions, the same feelings that you
are into. Because if you change, the next day, when you go back to your
painting you will not have the same emotions or feelings.
She then showed me two painting with which she was extremely pleased.
They both originated from a photograph of a swampy forest so the colours,

shapes and spaces were related to that environment. She discussed the qualities

that she particularly appreciated.
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I really do love this painting because, even though it was very
monochromatic, you still feel the strong gestures and you still see a sense of
light. Light and dark in the paintings and a bit of volume. But if you
compare to what I was doing before, the hard

edge, here the edges are very soft. I was trying 1 went back to a photo-
to Zet away from the hard edge as well. I guess 8raph which was mainly
it is one of my favourite paintings, (Laughter) | Was about trees and like a
would say, because I did it in a short time and SWamp in the foreground.
the emotions really come out here. It's very ﬁ:’t its very d::'k' so af;‘“:
sensual again, very organic. You still see a kis:;; o‘; 1231 :e Ty 1w tha

sense that we maybe can walk in the trees. P ’

The final painting that we looked at was created from a very different
motivation. Her ten year relationship with her boyfriend broke up, leaving her
feeling quite depressed and alone. She was somewhat apologetic about the
subject matter (a vase of flowers) but her main intention was to fight off her
distress by bringing more colour into her work. "Just to give it, like giving it some
light and distance. My life is a lot of colour, you know. I needed that to feel good
about myself." She was satisfied that the painting had met her requirements.

She was no longer involved in painting, although she assured me that she
had not abandoned the medium altogether. We went on to discuss the work that
she had done in the Multi-Media class. Most of this work had been disassembled
but she had photographs of some pieces and some parts of others. She had been
extremely involved in her projects and she insisted that that work had marked a
major turning point in the way she related to the whole process of art making.
This was fadilitated by the possibilities afforded by the different media but also

by other aspects of the course.

It became very serious. 1 was very implicated in what I was doing, and I
learnt a lot. I learnt about myself. I maybe tried to solve certain problems
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with myself. It really helped me to do what I have to do in life. For future
art works ['ll probably try to deal with some things that are very closc to
me, maybe still related to such matters as I was dealing with about women.
1 had never thought I would do that because I was never into political or
social issues. I'm not a feminist, a radical feminist. 1 am in a certain way a
feminist because I'm a woman, but . .. I think it is important to deal with
women’s issues, because youre a woman The multi-media class, I'd
above all. It's the story to get close to yourself, I gay that it did open up my
guess to really express yourself and try to eyes, so I could deal with
change things around you, what people think igsues - incest or violence or
about women too. So yeah. 1 learnt quite a bit. submission, that 1 would
To really affirm myself [ would say. never deal with before.

The first work in which she herself was emphatically implicated was a
video production in which she and another woman worked together. Her
collaborator had been working with photographic images of herself and this may
have influenced the form the video project took. However another comment
from Iréne suggests that she too contributed a specific aspect to the project and

that deeper concerns were beginning to surface.

I: I guess I kind of started off at UQAM. One art work 1 did, I mentioned to

you, was about mummifying myself. Like a mummy. You could just see my
eyes, and how my whole body like, was the mummy, right?
MC: Wrapped?

I: Wrapped. It wasn't really wrappad, it was wrapped paint wise, on
cardboard. It wouldn't be in fabric. It would be in a glass kind of ..
MC: And this was a painting, or a sculpture, or .. ?

I: It was a sculpture kind of piece that I don't have anymore. But, I put

myself in a glass chamber. I don't know why I did that though. I'll have to

think about it. (Laughter) I guess it was preservation.

They produced a tape in which Iréne was seen wrapped in a great length of
black fabric. In a series of stop action shots, the black covering was removed to

reveal another binding, this time in white, Her face was covered by a black mask.

Iréne recounted her feelings at the time.
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