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ABSTRACT

Three Women’s Formative Experiences in Art:
Amalia Mesa-Bains, Miriam Schapiro and Jaune Quick-to-See Smith

Emily Griffith

This thesis examines the formative experiences of three significant contemporary
women artists: Amalia Mesa-Bains, Miriam Schapiro and Jaune Quick-to-See Smith. Of
particular interest is the question of how did their lives impact their vision of art and their
place within the art world. By highlighting the similarities and differences in their artists
lives and careers, I show how art has played a formative role in their development as

both women and as artists.

This thesis was inspired, in part, by my course work at Concordia University.
There, my professors taught me the importance of intertwining theory and practice in art
education. When I moved to New York City in September of 1998 1 was given the
opportunity to see firsthand that fusion, at the Steinbaum Krauss Gallery where I
worked. Bernice Steinbaum, the owner of the gallery, is a legendary supporter of women

in America’s art movement and has been for decades. The nature of my position at the

il



gallery gave me the opportunity to engage in long conversations with the three artists I
focus on in this thesis. I have not selected these artists randomly and, therefore, cannot
declare any wide generalizations as a result of this work. However it is my belief that the
words of these three women accurately describe the way many women artists see

themselves and their role in art education.
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Introduction

This study is about three women artists: Amalia Mesa-Bains, Miriam Schapiro
and Jaune Quick-to-See Smith. I came into contact with each of these women through my
work at the Steinbaum Krauss Gallery in New York. Bernice Steinbaum is a legendary
supporter of women in America’s art movement and has been for decades. The nature of
my position at the gallery gave me the opportunity to engage in long conversations with
these three women. I became interested in them because each is a strong woman, a
renowned artist and teacher and also a mentor. I was specifically drawn to Amalia
because of her first hand experience as a teacher and as a role model to her community. I
was drawn to Miriam because she is an icon in the feminist art movement and I was
drawn to Jaune because of her views on American politics and the environment. I have
not selected these artists randomly and, therefore, cannot declare any wide generalizations
as a result of this work. However, it is my belief that the words of these three women
accurately describe the way many women artists see themselvés and their role in art

education.

Amalia Mesa-Bains (born 1943) is both an independent artist and a cultural critic.
She lives and works in Monterey Bay, California. She received her Ph.D. in psychology
from the Wright Institute in Berkeley in 1983. A recipient of the distinguished

MacArthur Fellowship, her works are primarily interpretations of traditional Chicano



altars and they resonate both in formal contemporary terms and in their ties to her
Chicano community and history. As an author of scholarly articles and a nationally
known lecturer on Latino art, she has helped to enhance the understanding of

multiculturalism and reflected major cultural and demographic shifts in the United States.

Miriam Schapiro (born 1923) is a painter, a “femmagist,” a sculptor and a
printmaker. She lives and works in Wainscott, New York. A pioneering force in the
feminist art movement of the 1970s, Schapiro dared to challenge the marginalized role of

women in the art world by creating a visual vocabulary to express women’s experiences.

Jaune Quick-to-See Smith (born 1940) is a Native American and a social activist.
She lives and works in Corrales, New Mexico. Her multi-media works explore the myths
of popular culture from a Native American perspective. Her work often communicates

“loss” from environmental pollution to the disenfranchisement of an entire race.

My research led me to the belief that for these three women, art and the teaching
of art are closely intertwined with their personal development and their professional lives.
In each woman'’s life, art is a vehicle for personal ’understanding and growth and the
teaching process is the actualization of their reflections of themselves and the process of

passing this on to others.



The methodology of this research was to conduct and tape personal interviews
with these women. The interviews were carried out in each of their homes (two in person
and one by telephone) over a period of several months. In each case, the women were
asked to recall and reflect about the most meaningful experiences in becoming an artist. I

also asked them to consider what they think today’s crucial lessons are for art educators.

Rased on these interviews, four major themes emerged. First, it became apparent
that all of these women saw themselves as artists beginning at a very early age. I raise
this not in an attempt to engage in the argument of nature versus nurture but, rather, to
note that for these women a strong identity emerged early in their formative years which
has proven to be a central force in their lives. Second, each artist expressed experiencing
a deep sense of alienation from the accepted art world as they matured. Asa
consequence, each established their own artistic network or networks. Once again, I do
not want to jump to any premature conclusions, but clearly each of these women have
developed a strong concept of self which, for reasons I will explore later, have led them
into leadership and role model positions. The third theme is a corollary of the second. It
is that as a consequence of these self-established networks, all three women were able to
find mentors and allies that greatly influenced their careers. And finally, I found that as
artists and as teachers, all three women have made crucial statements that serve as lessons

for today’s art educators.



Over the next chapters, I investigate and analyze each of these themes in relation
to each artist. In the final chapter of this thesis, I will discuss both specific and general

conclusions I have drawn and their implications for art education as I see it.



Chapter One

Conversations with the Artists

Part 1: Amalia Mesa-Bains

My first interview was with Amalia Mesa Bains. She comes from a Chicana
background with strong family and cultural support. This interview will show how she
has become an advocate for her community. Another salient point from the interview is
the way in which Amalia has been mentored, and continues to mentor, inside her

community as an art educator.
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Amalia Mesa-Bains
Homenaje a Dolores del Rio
1995

Installation
Dimensions variable
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Amalia Mesa-Bains
Circle of Ancestors
1995

Instailation
Dimensions variable



Amalia Mesa-Bains
Emblems of the Decade Borders
1995

Iris print and vitrine with objects
Installation

Dimensions variable



Question 1:  What were the most meaningful experiences in your becoming an artist and
what roles did your family, friends and/or husband play in your becoming

an artist?

I think it’s important for me to situate it within my family, but my family, as a
Mexican family. I think that’s an important consideration. I’'m probably about the third

generation, and maybe even more, of artists in my family that one would call folk artists.

My uncles, my great uncles all on my father’s side, have been people who made
things. As a child, I grew up around people who solved problems with their hands by
making things. I think, from the beginning, that that was a notion I had. The notion that
you could fix anything if you knew how to make things. When I was a child the people
around me painted cars, trained animals to do tricks, made inventions. My father’s
family has a long line of inventors, some whose inventions are patented, and others are
just folk inventors. They would make up these crazy little machines that would spin and
tip and pour water, kind of like the Rube Goldberg machines. So I think that 1 was really
lucky because I had a lot of support. My family had already seen artists and they could
recognize artistic temperaments and the signs of an artist. The minute they saw them in

me they expected them. So because they expected them, they reinforced them.

I think that when you talk about Mexican culture, one of the aspects that’s

10



significant is the high regard for artistic ability. I’ve been to conferences in Latin America
where the President of Mexico opened the conference with reading his poetry. Art is
integrated as a sense of a refined person. It’s not a job, or profession, or role to be

artistic.

You go to markets and the poorest people arrange plastic bags by colours or sort
fruit into designs. It is a way of thinking. I grew up in all of that so I would say that in

my childhood it was my parents.

My family were very working class. My dad used to go around and collect the
ends of butcher papers from the meat markets. I got an easel when I was about seven or
eight. My first studio was on our back porch. We used to have one of those washing
machines with the little turn things on our porch. So my first studio was me and the dog

and the washing machine and my easel.

I feel like there was never any question that I would be an artist. As you’re going
through your research meeting different people, one phenomenon that’s really interesting

is the question of when do people designate, or self-designate, as artists?

I think that childhood aptitudes show up at age five or six. Some people don’t

come to recognize them, or are not interested in them, until they’re in their teens. Rarely
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do people start as adults.

I call myself a lifer. I was an artist from when I was really, really young. I usedto
trace in the air. My mother thought what a loony child! Irealize now that it was
contour drawing but I didn’t know what it was then. We used to ride this bus from
Sunnyvale the little town, to San Jose. My mother was so embarrassed by this continual
tracing in the air that finally she began to carry a little pad and a pencil her purse. The
minute I started doing it, she’d give me the pad and paper. I really think that those things

became a way of making art, constantly with a paper and a pencil, constantly drawing.

By the time Richard met me I was already in art school. As a musician he
completely accepted that art would be a central part of my life because music was to his.
There was really no question. The thing that I think Richard has given me, and done for
me, is that he’s provided the kind of organizational support. When we were young, it
was passing my paintings up and driving them to different exhibitions and locations.
Then later it was helping me figure out how to pay for what I do. And to some degree
because of the last few years, he’s been doing digital and other kinds of photography. It
was also actually making the work with me, and in some years, doing sound pieces for

installations and performances that I did.

I lucked out. And actually I say this to everyone, if you’re a woman artist, you
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better find somebody who is like your wife. A husband who sees your work as
absolutely essential and who will devote himself to you producing that. If you have to be
taking care of somebody else so they can do their work, you’re not going to do your own
work. Every woman artist that I know that -- I don’t want to use the word successful
because it’s a very narrow definition -- but is able to produce regularly, has someone who
supports them and really thinks that what they do is important. If women don’t have
that, and on top of that, also have children or others to care for, they have a huge gap in
their work career. It’s inevitable. And that’s ok, for some people. That’s an important
choice. But for me, not having children wasn’t really a choice at the beginning. I thought
some day we would. Then at some point, physically it was clear that wasn’t going to be
possible. Then we thought about adopting but by then I already had moved through
almost finishing my Ph.D. I’d been an artist for years and I realized this is what I'm
supposed to do. I’m not supposed to a mom. If I was supposed to be a mom, I would
have become one. IfI have to go to these lengths, adoption, or before that fertility drugs,

if I have to go to that level then it isn’t in the path.

It’s very hard to explain bu.t I think there is only so much volition that you
actually have and the allusion of North American culture is the concept that one really has
the power to make oneself, in a sense, a controlling around you. My career has been a
succession of accidents, generosities, and obstacles that has made me resilient. I have

been helped by incredible human beings who for whatever reason, people completely
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outside my culture, often older white men, who would make a decision that would change
a huge part of my life. And you can’t really predict that. I think the one thing you can
do is make your work. If you keep making your work on the terms you believe in, the
world make’s its adaptations, and if it doesn’t, you’re still happy because you’re making
your work. Anyway, this is not what you asked me. I love to get philosophical about
these things. I really think that when you get older and people ask you this thing about
the career, there was no career, there was no plan, there was absolutely no plan. Ididn’t
even know what an artist was except that I had this idea. IthoughtI’d be famous at
thirty and be in New York and do all these things and I did not. I didn’t even get famous
at forty. Itisn’t even fame anymore. After awhile it was, give me a space to do my work
and help me get some resources so I can keep doing it and then I won’t bother you too

much.

Question 2:  Tell me about some key experiences in the art world that effected the onset

of your career.

It’s funny, that’s what I was speaking of. Well, there’s the art world, and then
there is the world of art that I grew up in - which is the Chicano world of art. When I
began in the Chicano movement at the end of the 60s, we did the first Chicano shows
from San Francisco went to Delano for the farm workers. I worked with the Galleria de la

Raza, which was my home base for twenty-five years. We set out to create our own
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institutions.

Our philosophy was that art serves the community and we were not artists, we
were cultural workers. And our notion was that the art system, as it existed, was an elite
system that was an extension of the racist domination of a society that really disregarded
us. So we sought to build a community-based system that was like an antidote to the
commercial, and, even the museum world. So the philosophy at the beginning was an
anti-elite community-based system whose purpose was to educate and serve the
community. And that’s what you did and so your work was within that realm. You made

art, like other artists, but it had a different purpose.

I think that when we talk about arts education, I’m realizing the question you ask
yourself more than any other is ‘why will I make this art’? For whom do I make it? So
the notion of service was embedded in the mentality we had. I stayed outside of that art
world because, in fact, I was in contention with it. And in fact, my role even beyond
being an artist, was that of an advocate -- someone who wrote, who organized and
curated. My role was to point out the discrepancies and the practices of elitism that still
existed within that art world. It was a strange juncture. It was the point at which, almost
inadvertently, I entered the art world because I was not really in the art world at the

beginning.
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At the beginning the strongest influence was the community-based philosophy
and other Chicano and Chicana artists became a subset within that. You know, you call
them co-madres. It’s funny because co-madres means co-mother and it’s usually a
relationship two women have in regard to a child. The woman who has the child asks the
other woman to be her co-mother and the idea is that somehow you’re going to provide
extra guidance. If that person should die or be unable to take care of that child, you will.
And we all became co-madres without children. Our ‘child” was our work and that was

what .we helped each other with.

Over the years | would say that Carmen Lomas Garza, Judy Baca, Ester
Hernandez, were the core people that I shared, and do still share, that type of
relationship. The period from 1969 to roughly 1980-81 was a period within a community
base of making art. The ‘art world” was something out there that we were pissed off at or
didn’t even care about. Then little by little, I started what I would describe as crossing

over.

Other people would ask me to put work in shows. At first they were group
shows. A key figure then was Inverna Lockpez. In 1995 she came from New York, out
of the Latino gallery system there, to do a show called Chicano Expression that she had
travelled all over the Southwest. We were in that show and that was the first time any of

us -- I think with exception of one or two -- had ever showed in New York. From that
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point, she gave me a solo show in 1987 at INTAR. It was reviewed in Art in America as

one of the best alternative shows of that year. That sort of opened a door.

There was a man named Bob Bishop who was the founder of the Museum of
American Folk Art at Lincoln Centre. He took an incredible interest in me aﬁd introduced
me to people. Phillip Yenawin who used to be the Art Education director at MOMA
was another person who took an interest in my work and opened doors for me. 1don’t

know why but those people made it possible for me to have opportunities.

So I think that’s it - two systems: one is the internal system of your community
and of other women who give you support and help you build your strength and the
second is people from the outside, larger world who actually make and facilitate bridges

for you into exhibiting. Those are really the two categories.

Then there are very seminal people like Lowery Sims from the MET in New York
and Matsa Modena Vega who is without a doubt one of the single most important people
in the formulation of a pan-Latino. That was a phenomena that happened because of
going to New York. People like Luis Cardillo and Juan Boza and others; you know the
Chicano world was so tight. You don’t need anything else. You could go to any city in
the Southwest and in half an hour of phoning two community centers, ycu would meet

everybody you needed to know.
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We operated on the west coast because the east coast is really the centre of culture
in New York. So when I started going to New York it was really that exchange with other
Latinos that opened up this huge world. I started curating shows with Latinos and
Chicanos for the first time. I may be one of the first people to have done that. I really

don’t know. Iknow that we never mixed together, that I remember.

And so that was a big change in my life. The Latino artists made me, or helped
me, to look at my own concerns of culture and displacement differently because they
were not within their own home countries but they had a relationship to it. I think about
all those people now. There was a period of time in New York starting in about the mid
1980s to the early 1990s that’s really hard to describe. It was that sort of multicultural
time where there were a growing number of Latino galleries. There was like a Latino high
life in the arts that was unbelievable. It came to an end when the stock market fell.
Galleries started folding up because we were sort of on the perimeter of risk in the

economy of the art world. That’s something that I try to teach the students about.

I think there’s an illusion in arts preparation or in the thinking of artists as sheer
genius, and with the right amount of talent and opportunity they will be successful. And
the truth is that it’s not within your control. It’s an art market and there are key players.
Sometimes the same person that advises to Christie’s, heads an art history department, is

on the board of a major museum and writes criticism and theory and when they pick
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somebody for whatever the reasons, they pick them. They circulate them through
everything and when that’s up, they drop them. They pick someone else. So the notion
that you somehow could actually plot out a career and make the right decisions is, to me,
completely faulty. It’s absolutely arbitrary and the one thing you know is that you
won’t last long in terms of the big shows. You’re not going to be there for very long
because everyone needs to be replaced because the market consumes. It’s an amazing

thing that people don’t get.

The reason I went with Bernice has nothing to do with selling because I don’t even
really believe in it. I just don’t want to put any stake in it because I’ve seen it. I’ve seen
great people just go up in flames. Look at what happened in London when Saatchi
decided he just wanted a bunch of new pieces of art. He got up one morning and decided
to sell his whole collection. Damien Hirst and all these young Brits, and he just dumped
them on the market. Their careers took a tailspin because everybody thought, “why is
Saatchi selling that? They must not be any good.” So then they started unloading it and.
the prices went down, and down, and down. It’s so arbitrary. Who knows, maybe he
had a bad weekend, maybe he had to pay some debt. It had nothing to do with art. It

never does. It’s the investment of art and the economy of it.

So I've been able to stay out of that. Bernice is a good person for me because she

certainly has to sell to make money, but she has as a great an interest in who you are as a
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person, what you represent and the way ideas effect the larger society. That’s a good
kind of gallery. You know I didn’t go to a gallery until I was fifty. I’d never ever been in
a gallery before, a commercial gallery ever. Never sold anything before. In the Galleria
[de 1a Raza], nobody sells anything. It’s a community centre basically. So the art world
is a place that I have a very contentious and uneasy relationship to. Iknow it very well
because I’ve been in almost every major museum. I know the directors by first names
and I’ve worked with all of these people so I know how cheesy it is. Strange place. I
don’t put a lot of stock in it some days. But you know you grow up in this system, you
read their magazines and it gets you. You don’t want it to get you but it gets you. You
want them to recognize you. Even when you think they’re sick, overwrought, money
mongers. It doesn’t matter. You wish you could get a review. It’s very hard to get over
that. But you have to keep a little distance from it or it can make you sick. You know,
you can do extremely good work and never get reviewed. You’re not in the right galiery,
people don’t know your name, whatever. And, you can do really bad work and sell. The
relationship between a certain amount of recognition and the element of the market is not

a direct relationship to your abilities or to the work. That’s the confusion over it.

Question 3:  What artists have influenced your work and tell me about your thoughts

on being considered an influence on other artists today.

I know I am for Latinos and Chicanos, I know that. The artists that have
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influenced me the most really are the ones I’ve described -- my peers. And I have really

crazy favourites that make no sense if you look at my art. Like Donald Judd.

I"ve got no great art stars that I’ve ever really followed. There are some Latin
American ones like Casalla Armiral -- people like that. But in general, it’s really my
peers -- the Chicano and Latino artists that I’ve worked with and some other ones that I
think are very important. Right now, Pepon Osorio is probably my biggest influence.
I’m so crazy for his work and he’s such a great person. I can’t say I follow the art world
and know the art world very well, especially international art, but I like popular culture.
That’s vernacular stuff like what’s happening to the front yards in Los Angeles. That
stuff is really interesting to me but not the art world art world. I find very little in that. I
mean, I love Kiki Smith’s work. But they are people I know and like, so that over the
years, I look at their work more because I know them. I don’t come from a feminist
disposition so none of those women have any influence on me whatsoever. They didn’t
exist in the world I was in. They virtually didn’t exist. 1 didn’t learn about them until
way later. The Chicano movement, and the Chicana movement within that, is very sort
of self-contained. If anything, our relationships of influence, in terms of what influenced
us, had to do with religious painting, had to do with yard art, had to do with native sand
stuff, had to do with crafts, weaving, carving. Those were the things that were a part of

the world that was of value to us.
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Influencing others is interesting as you get older. It begins to happen and you
don’t even know quite when it happens. About the year I got my McArthur, which was
the year after I got sick and was still recovering, I started a project at the Galeria called
Regeneration. It had to do with this issue. The issue that I saw over the years through
people coming to interview me, and through little letters I’d get from different artists, or
through kids coming up to me after lectures. I’ve lectured at all the big Ivy League
schools and all the big ones in California. So I would go to Princeton or something and
out of the dark, it was after the slides would come all these little Chicanas crying because
they were so homesick. I found a kind of loose network of these young scholars. 1
started realizing they don’t have any connection to each other but they all come to us
because we represent this history. So I got some of the co-madres together and the
Galleria was supportive of it. We started going out to different schools and recruiting.
Originally we set up a group that would be able to curate for a year at the Galeria and be
able to develop their own show. It’s mutated over the years. This is six years later and
it’s a huge collective now. Now they do everything from art education to demonstrations
and public performances. They’re all up against the gentrification here in the Mission.
They have formed performance groups for Day of the Dead. It’s very interesting. They
have a Salon they run. Ithink it’s once a month. People present their work and they do
crits. They have a lot of poets and spoken word people. It’s a group that came out of
this notion that we were, in fact, important. So it’s somewhat inter-generational. They’ll

invite different people to come and give talks but they run it all now themselves.
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It’s what took me to CSUMB. It’s what took me to wanting to finally teach at
university level which I never did because I was a resident scholar and artist, but that
wasn’t my orientation. I taught at public schools for twenty years. That’s a little known
part of my life -- that the whole time I was an artist I had a 9-5 job. Iretired after twenty
years. I arranged my life so that I could make art at night and on the weekends. I spent
about ten years in the classrooms, no maybe about fifteen, and then another number of
years when I was working on the Ph.D. in the childcare system of the school district here
in San Francisco. Then eventually I became head of the teacher preparation program. So
I ran the staff development for the quarter of their schools under D-sec, and through those
years | always made art. Art was an extension of learning, so in some respects, I always
influenced young people because I was a teacher; from when I taught kindergarten all the

way up to teaching university.

I get great ideas from young people. If you stay in touch with that kind of youth
culture and ideas, then you don’t get stale. At this point in my life, it’s pretty consistent
that the young people for whom I’'m important, are young women artists, sometimes
young scholars and Chicano and Latino students. I think that what’s interesting about
working with younger people is that, you think that they want to know professional
things about how to build a career, but they really just want to know how you survived.
They just want to know “how did you do it?” It’s live stories that people search out so

that they will somehow know what is of importance to constructing their own lives.
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Question4:  What experiences of events contributed to the development of your work?

Obstacles you know. Judy Baca’s really good at this. She has a whole theory
about the development of any work of art. She always starts with what’s called the
‘irritant’: what pisses you off. You go, “that’s not right”, and then you go, “well this is
what should be done”. And then you test this idea and that idea, and you go ask a bunch
of people. Then you involve the other people who are getting screwed by this thing until
finally, finally out of it, comes something that turns into an intervention which is a work

of art.

I’m a person that puts a lot of stock in a spiritual and ceremonial life. I read a great
deal so my work is somewhere between what pisses me off and what mystifies me. It’s
kind of what makes me do those things. So in between when I’'m trying to ..., I’'m also

engaged in elaborate mythologies and beauty....

Things are not supposed to be beautiful in the art world -- it’s like the kiss of
death. Beauty and sincerity are like the quickest ways to never be in the art world
because both of them are seen as capitulations to more simplistic thinking and less
sophisticated approaches. So the whole idea is to be as esoteric and unpleasant and
unattractive as possible in your work. That’s what you do. You must be doing

something meaningful and if your work is beautiful, then you must not know any better.
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If it’s sincere, well that’s just impossible. No one should do that. I think a lot of time
Chicano work has stood outside the realm of the art world because the painting style, the
colours and the themes and material are very mythological, very beautiful and that just
doesn’t make sense in the art world. To paint beautifully is really aimost to admit that
you haven’t thought out painting. Everybody spends their life trying to get rid of the
mark, even people who have got it, who are able to. The gesture of the mark from day one
was theirs and they spend their lives trying to get rid of it because some how ...

capitulation ... there’s no other word for it.

Question 51 What is your personal philosophy regarding your art?

I think I do feel that in some way it is transformative, that it can cause people to
change the way they see the world. Ilike the writing of Griselda Pollock. She says that
the most common perception of art is that it reflects the world. It illuminates it and that
comes out of early aesthetic theory. She really challenges that, and she says that art does
not simply reflect the world but, in fact, constructs it. That’s what I mean, that [ believe
that art constructs ideas. It contributes to development of identity. It reproduces them
and disseminates them, so that images and imagemaking however you do it, 2-D, 3-D it

doesn’t matter, really does intervene in the world.

Where I am now at CSUMB, starting this new program, we talk about art as
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