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The second surge for wamen's liberation in 'the" 20th century has
seen the emergence of a new' feminist consciousriess in the wisual arts

of the '70s. This thesis defines feminist art as that' which grows out

of women's e:q:!eriencés, concerns and interests as women. In other

words, the transformation of their circumstances as women into their
% -~

!

‘ sub)ect matter for art.

-

Feminist art is maxufested in certam types of subJect matter,
the most prevalent being sexual "It asserts woman's mdependant
sexuglity which has heretofore been deniec}f her by her ma'ale counter-
parts. Feminist art also expresses itself by hisforicizing gender, l
Prominent women, as.well as women's “traditional work, are commemorated

literally and metaphorically in painting and sculptufe. The politicil

" feminist art takes the form of statements of protest and is reflective

of th'e°ba§is of feminism in general, a protest against the status quo.
Many feminist artists are concerned with the assertion of an identity ‘
that correspaids to the reality of a woman, and not how she is

L)

perceived by men. This results in a large body of work with the self

‘as SIbJect mtter, ‘executed mostly in a post—mdem 1d1m, and mcludes ‘

N ' ’ ot ' iii

v




\ . ' -
; the developmei\lt of feminist content in my own art, from the time of . 7 ' ;_ ~
? , , ' entermg ‘the Graduate Programme to the present. . S . - ’
§ ‘ In addition to focusmg on the subJect matter of femimst art, b
g_ o this. thesis also examines writings on art femmsm by other artists, '
! " t critics and historians. ‘: o S L .
; ] ) . .
b




A%

VPR - L IR RN L e , Voo SR o
.. , . S e e '.‘ R , : K . ‘e Lo '
fre d . . AP £ 01 o o vt it s o e (': —— - By ‘ b e e e aea . \ ERSE—"
.».'_: X i Y o . . . ‘ \ . o N N . ‘
O : ) . |
'&‘;’(‘ ,o": . \ " . o ' . N N . z" ,
.v; N R ’ - . | ) o . L
Ll \ T @ . . o . . . )
.o h ’ . ) - n . s , ' i ‘ o ' -
* [ . 4 to R
' A s ee ) , . . .o )
’ ‘, - D el e0 O 0fO 0 NG o —
4 v s i . ’ . . e / . -
\X M - u - .t i ] ' . P N [an) ) . ., R
l . tar * ° . . A . ,
R . * . 1 ~' - . ) . I3 " . . N ) o “ e ® \ -,
3 Fa | \ ! o o z ‘o " ' ® ) N . M
1».‘ - .‘ 1 (‘ 3 B A - M . R - o o .
- : DR : . ® . N , '
TR . . . ® . 4 )
"*:: v . . . ‘e = L ° . , n v o .
R ' . . . o . ; . . ,
° ry @ )
“ . < ‘ . ° s . \
" . . . . R » ] . - M
Bl . M — e . i - Pe) o
: ' o - T : - ‘
1 N ” i . v R o . ) .o N B
PR i o 2] 4 © D ¢ -
' ' . ‘L e . . ’ .
N v n o , |
o AN : t\. N . . . , . .« . .
M ) N . . , . R . ] N " .
. € - .
i+ - - .
¢ ~7 : ' . v ‘
L ¢ . i )
! - w )
| ) . ‘ ‘
r e - ! o 4 R v ,
"’ \ N ' ., O ,
" [ B 3 3 1 N
. ' My thanks to Mervyn. Dewes and Tam Gibson for their support on this .
A N -
1 project, and to Reesa Greenberg, my thesis supervisor, for her
] * i L] 3 - - 3 . - ,
I BN encouragement and sustaining confidence in my work and in this project. .
S S . N t . .
;,’,‘_' .' . ¢ . ‘ . 0. L nr .
- ¢ - | -
- . A N . ’ \, . B ° R ;
' .4. . . . o ° - 1 \ . -
: o . ,
. Yy 4 , L . . \ .ol
: . . " N .. >
] ) . s, ! ‘ - . . . ' N
?,' . - ‘ § « . . j < { *
‘ . g . N . , s ‘l' .
L * f. ° .3 . - \ :
) ' . : ' . t N :
\ 1 ) . °
v, ®, N -
) 4 « e -
“ . ’ ok T, 3 » . »
- . ’ 1 » .
- s . '.l i3
# ‘ . )l -
. ‘ i
. 1 1]
) M 1 . . R . R - .
, , . ’
. « i 4
L] . % N
. -
N ) . o T, Pt e N
N . P . »
. . . . R - , ‘.'
¢ At . [ '
) . [
. i | \
. v ki . . . - i o
Voo o S . l
-"‘ € ! -
C | .
. ‘l . ,
. .o . C , -
\l».-« . - - . R -
' N . ! Al B e .
S ! . v A} X
u‘ . R
- —— - ’ oo e 1 i %

[ R . w - B
o -peon SR N v [ -




T s T T s B T A T
AR
- ~ . M . *
- el |
LA
N . ~ f
. \ ) N
- - 3 -
- N . - -
1
- R \--
e -
e 7 . P

BIBLIOGRATHY. . - « « v s o v e e e e vme e v e e
ILLUSTRATIONS .. . . & . . .
N\

., - -wn\wl
B
° .
- H ﬂ‘
h T o»
- - : - - ®
(3]
-
m P
m ) 4
b=t
.
o . .
|
wy . » -
| '
. 4 . - -
N . - ) . - -
_ } .. a * o
. ! ° ) - . - . . - R -
i . . . , .
I :
. ¢ ° . R A . [ :
M . - |
3 -
m Lo . - |
- e A
g ¥ - - - i
i : ‘ T |
§ S - ) T gz
! - = . “ : .I*IIM
. < - YTt e A vt man e s S T v AR 508 wnini Susgie _
- = a ln
N » ) T




== [ — e S = Ui S s} P e e oo
. 0 ; X
19 - R - . \ \

\ i ‘ o
. ‘

. . “ )
’ v 6. Joan Semmel: Triangular Tunnels, 1976. Source: The Feminist Art
#17 Journal (Sumer 19 p.47. /

N

L 7. Joan Semmel: Intimacy-Autonomy, 1974, ° Source: From {he Centre ’
p.36. ‘ : Fo. |

i . . 2 . ‘ ' ) ’ ‘ 5 -
| ’ A | .7 LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS N
,f | \ * - ’ ‘ 7 )
{ \\ \ 14 Sylyial Sleigh: Ph1111p Golub Reclining, 1972. Source: Arts
| l Magazine 48 (May 1974) p.GL. -
\ ! ; - :
| " ]’ ‘ 2. Sylvia Sleigh: The Tu.rkish‘Bath, 1973. Source: Ms..Magazine / °
o | (Jahary 1975) p.33. . = v
H . “
, 1 3. Sylvia Sleigh: Paul Reclinin ining, 1974.. Source: Arts Magazine /48 ,
A , (May 1974) p=32. / J
Sl B 4. Joan Semmel: Untitled, 1973 Source: Womanart (Winter 1977 -78)
* , p.16. — . /
l 5. Joan Semmel: Untitled, 1973. Source: NB.‘ Magazine (Januﬁry 1975) :
b p.33. - a . , /
: .
1
|
l

\ ] . 8. Georgia O’](eefe Jack-in-the-Pulpit no,4, 1930. Soéljce: Georgié\
} O'keefe by Goodrich and Bry, (no pagmatlon)

/ \
9, Georgia 0'Keefe: Grey Line With Black, Blue and Yellow',’1923.
Source: Goodrich and Bry, (no paglnatlon)

/

10. Georgia O'Keefe: Black Iris, 1926 Source: Goodnch and Bry, '
(no paginatiomy. ¢« e

11. ' Georgia O'Keefe Closed and Open Clam Shells, 1926. Source:
Goodrich ‘and Bry, (no pagination).

12. Ruth Gray: Midnight Flower, 1972, Source: Arts Magazine 48
: . P43, ) ‘

(February 1
) \ Buffle Johnson: Pomegranate, 1972 Source Woman Cnoose Women p-. 65
14. lemlyn Fox: Seed Pod 11, 1977 Source. Womanart (Wmter 1977-78)
p-37. o R ’
15. Nancy Ellison' Openin, g 1970 Source: .Women Choose Women p.41.
- ¥ '
* 16, Hannah W11ke Of Rad:.shes and Flowers, 1972. Source: Women Choose -
' Women p.115. ‘ °
v , . vii '
' . \ 4 , - () )




Co !
f 4/17.

O ” 18.

Hannmah Wilke: Untitied' 1974. Soutce: From the Centfe 'p.'76.

Marjorie Abr;mson Lillian, (no date). Source; Womanart (Winter
1977-78) p.38. > B

1

) o 19. Judy Chicago: Femle Rejection Dramﬁg, 1974 Source: From the
/ ‘ Centre p.223. ) .

ﬁ' / 14 * ‘& - * - - ‘\
. S 20., Deborah ‘Remingtdn: Gallatin, 1976. $ource: The Feminist.Art .
‘ Journal (Sumer 1977) p.54 ' , L' -

' : : : - R S _
L 21. Cynthia Carlson: Untitled, 1970." Source: From the Centre p.154. |
—_ |
‘ ©22: Judy Chicago: Let It All Hang Out, 11)73. Source: Artforum 13 4
, - (Septenber 197%) P 63. ) |
i “ . ) N
23, Miriam Schaplro Ox, 1968. Source: ¥s. Magazine (December 1977). | |
1 p.41. - ’ |
| ) :
24, Judy Chlcago; Pasadena Lifesavers nol4, 1969 ., Source: Ms. - ; {
Magazine (December 1977) p.4l. ! |
/ o ».25. Nancy Spero: Codex Artaud XVIII 1974 .. Source: Heresies 2 . 1
S ) (Sumer 1978) p.Z3. ‘ - N |
/ ' 1 ¢ |
/ 26,27. Nancy Spero: Torture of Women, 1976: Source: Studio
: Internatlonal 193 (3/1977) pp.204- 0?4 -
‘ !
28. May Stevens: Hats Go By, 1971. Source: EWomen Choose Wamen' p.103. / ‘
29, May Stevens: 1g Three ,_1\75. Source: ﬁrom the Centre p.236. / ) .
: ) .
30. May Stevens: Pax Americana, 1973. Squrce: The Feminist Art J
> Journal (Winter 1974-75) p.6. /
. ~ C 3. Judy Chicago: George Sand, from The Reincarnation Triptych, 197?. , !
. Source: From the Centre p.154.
' 32. < Rosemary Mayer: Galla Placidia, 1973.' Source: Individuals p.194. /
i, | 33. Rosemary Mayer: The Catherines, 1973. Source: Individuals p.193.
8 34. Rosemary Mayer: The Fifth Anggl Sleeve, 1973, Source:
s Individuals p.196. e ¥ | /__—af\’
. —_— ~
35. Miriam Schapiro: Window On antana 1972. Source: Arts Magazine i
\ 48 (November 1973Yp 41. .
36. Miriam Schapiro: Anat% of a Kimono, 1976. SOurc Ms.
* Magazine (December p.40. T ‘
: 37. Harmony Hammond: Presence IV, 1972. Source: Fran the Centre p.18.°
viii X
( //’ )




.

38. Hamony Hammond: Huichol 111, 1975.. Source Artforum 14 (June
1976) p.43. . ~ - e
39. - Eleanor Antm ¢ King, 1972 Sourcef' Ms. Magazine May 1975) ,
D 64. ’ /
40, Eleanor Antin: The Ballerina, 1973. Source: Ms. Magazine AR
(October 1975) p.38. ey <
41. Jackie Apple: Transformance (Claudla) 1973. Source: From the ]
Centre p 91 J
: , W
42, Jackie Apple Transfer, 1971. Source: Ms. Magazine (October
*1975) p 38 o o,
‘43, Suzy Lake: A Genuine Smu.latmnﬂf , 1974. Source: Camerart
catalogue cover, i o i ‘ /
44, Suzy Lake: Suzy Lake As Gary William Smith, 1974. Source: Suzy .
Lake by Chantal Pontbriand o pagmatmn) ‘ v
45, Penny Slmger Sugar Bride (no date) Source: Connoisseur 187
(October 1974) p
46, Sorel Cohen: Square Knot, 1975. . ' ' ' ' L
47. Sorel CoMen: Grid no. 1, 1975.
48. Sorel Cohen: Grid no. 2, 1975-76.
49. Sorel Cchen: Cyanotype Grid, 1975476,
50. Sorel Cohen: Ti'iangplar Grid and Van Ii)xke leinted Grid, 1976-77,
, 51.. Sorel Cohen? Calendar—, 1976. . ' .
52.  Eva Hesse: Sans 11, 1968. Source: Eva Hesse by Lucy ‘Lippard S
pp. 128-29. T
53. Sorel Cohen: le Rite Matinal, 1977.
54 Sorel Cohen\:-‘Houseworl_cE‘, 1976. - ° ,
55, Sorel Cohen: The Shape of a Gesture, 1977-78.
56. Sorel Cohen: After Bacon/Muybridge, 1979. '




¢

”~

£ PINCTE ar virve e e ——— s s < o

!
b
¥
}
4
£
13

[
'

, . . ]
/
{ — . - ) 1] r
' - ~
« 4 3
S . © . -
¢
c ‘ ‘ ! '
- ' -]
R , ‘
— o« - .
4 CHAPTER 1 .
y i. N
Introduction - . . j

4 . . . i

In the past few years with the rise‘of a powerful en‘d \
rticulate women's movement, the sense of:''the creative self as a . |
woman'' in the form of a canscious feminine identificatim\has become a} - B
‘ dominant factor in ‘the work of many women art:ist:s.1 They have begun - ‘
. to define themselves more concretely as women, to identify their
feelings and interests with those of other women,‘and- to move '"to a
formidably overt contact with their own experiences as womegy'-kz\ They
” have made this new consciousness of femaleness the form .and content of
their art. ‘

Because the women artists' movement of the '7(;5 owes its
initiative, rhetoric and goals to the second surge for women's libera-
tion in this century, any consideration of "women's art as a category" .
has until very‘recently been measured, age;inst some notion of feminism.3
At the p]geseﬁt time, however, a distinction mist be made between

i v
J : C

1*Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin, Women Artists: 1550-

1950. Los Angeles County Museum of Art, (New York: Mfred A. Knopf,
. 1977y, p 59

From The Centre: Feminist Essays On Women's ‘ .
Co., 1976), p.145. (Hereafter referred to s

ucy R.. Lippai'd,
Art, . York: E. Dutton
as from e Centre.) .

Rosler, '"The Private and the Public: Feminist Art in ol
California", Artforum 16 (Se'ptenber 1977): 66. (Hereafter referred to N
as ""Fémi st in ifornia".) - .
] i .
g
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"women's art" and 'feminist art", the lafter being.a <ategory of L

women's att, with femimist art being that which is tonsciously intended

_ as opposed to art which stems from unconscious or semi-conscious

. motives. While I acknawledge that a waman artist may not be a feminist,

it,is equally tnie that a feminist (woman) artist may make art not

concerned with feminism; that is, a distinction must be made Between

/ 1

ﬁol'tical and art-world feminism.” Art fé_minism may define' itself.as’

that art which grows out of a feminist conyiousness regarding women's

-

experiences, concerns and interests as women. It may also include a
re radical view and assume an activist stance, necessitating a
\ ° A
sbciopolitical critique of soc,ie‘cy:2 Both these understandings are at

e core of my interest in art feminism and "form the guidelines in my
. ' * .
selection of work discussed below.

Some further examination of definitions and hypotheses of what

feminist art might be is in order, however, because as with any new
. 3 ¢ .

term, the definition and identification of fgminist art yaries

according to who is taking it into consideration. Linda Néchlin

‘proceeds cautiously: ’ o

man counts for something: it is a more or less significant variable
in the creation of a work-of art, like being born poor,-or being
born in 1900. Like any other variable, 1ittle can be predicted on
its basis in isolation .from the specific context.in which it exists.
The artist's sense of the creative self as a woman -- her

concentration on what is generally considered woman's realm of <«
experience, either because of social pressures or personal choice
---may play a greater or lesser role in women's work, depending on '’
the circumstances... At times when the issues of wohen's rights,

. status and identity have been critical =- at present, for example,

1 ® 4." h

Ibid., p.66. s .
’Ibid., p.69.

The fact that a given artist héppené to be a woman, rather than a “
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and in the laté nineteenth and early. twentieth centuries -- th.lS
‘sense_of the creatlw\elf as'a wamn could play an uq:ortanf
. rolel+ )

3 ta ~ - .t

g i e critic¢ Lucy Lippard has written a booi'( about female -
sen51b11 ty in- art, yett] she remms tentatlve about what it mght be
and isvs 11111 seeking answers to the questlon "What.Is Feminist Art,

She’ w111 \however, affiim the existence of an art which is unlque to

[y
LY

"I‘here are aspects of art by womeh which are inaccessible ‘to

-

men and these aspects arise frop the fact that a woman's political,

_biological and social experience in this society is different from

O

O

+ _that of a,\mh".

~« - experience are positive, not negatlve characteristics. ..

Z Assuming that art comes from the "inside", it

prpard continues

follows _that it has to be differentb

We are only now recognizing that. oo those emphases on female
It is not -
the quality of our femaleness ‘that is mfenor, but the quallty of
j&‘:let)’ that has produced such a viewpoint. To deny cne's sex
“Is™to, deny a large part of where art comes from. I-do not think
it is possible to make important of even commmicable, art without
some sense of source and self on the one hand and same strang
sense of audience and cammmication on the other.

g ‘
Miriam Schapiro, an early and artlaﬂate spokeswoman for

femmlsm, and an imovator in feminist education (see below), candldly

descnb%s a ﬁemmst artlst. .

K An art1st who mcorporates feminism into her art tries to project
some seénse of her power as a woman, her own sense of beauty as a:
woman, her..own memories- as a waman, her childhood, her own history,
her family as a woman -- whatever. I'm not talkmg about one
'style or about one subJect matter. I'm talking about individual .

- L]
g ’ i [
.3 ~
g . .

* - L * .
INochlin, Women Artists: 1550-1950. pp.58-50.

Llppard From the Centre; p.143. Lippard points out that ot
features of the female sensibilit ty occur sometimes in male artists,
and are denikd just as often by same women artists. 1

31b1d., Pp.l4S-MB. -

o
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-1 3 s by dJ.fferent women artlsts and have decided that
they will have a cantent-based on their being a woman artist.l

In this, Schapiro’ is similar to Lippard. but she goes on to
advmce the notion of ‘collectivity.
I have come td see feminist art as a house, an ideological house,
mder whose roof each woman has her own individual room. She no

ﬁer has to be isolated; she can have commmity and she can
out her ideas collectwely as a characterlstlc of. feminist

Lawrence Alloway reaffirms the aspect of collectimv:;ty and

+ . . \!7 N . .
shared enterprise in a recent controversial essay. .He defines a

. feminist as a woman "who is willing to work with other women, to reduce

»

inequality... or to achieve a Specific reforn”, and he asserts that -
"without the aspect of collaboratmn, whether 1t is to found a
co-operatlve gallery, mflltrate an art schoolfor expose the prejudices
of art dealers, a woman artist is not a feminist. n3
Although collaboration in art1st1c enterprises is found in  such
fmﬁ@st works as Judy Chicago's Dmner Party, Alloway errs in using
collaboration or colleutivity as the sole or prihmy criteria of
feminist art. Even when he expands the notion to encompass collective
action to ihclude activities such as wmrén'u caucauses, conmittées

studying federal employment rules and consumer rights, faculty-hiring

. patterns at lmivezzsit‘iesl' and sports Jprograms in high schools, he

b

misses the fact that these social and political concems may not appear

e , /!
‘1Harriet Lyons, 'Women's Art: It's the Only Goddam Energy,

’

" Around", interview with Miriam o, Ms. Magazine 6 (December

1977): 40.

2ibid.

P

e
~

-

Lawrence Aloway, "Wunen's Art in the Sevent1es" Art in
Nneriqa 64 (May/June 1976): 64. ¢
) U :
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- class male -- with its formal antiZcontent tradition for the past

" twenty' years, does not allow an understanding of feminist art which is

in an artists work Femnust act1v1ty and collectwe actlon .are not
a

: necessanly femmlst art, nor do they necessanly find their way into

feminist art. ‘ ;
It would appear then that' feminist art can be defined
pi‘imarily through its content, and the existing aesthetic systems

created by and for the male art estab%f‘;'ghmnt -~ that is, whitekmiddle-

j

. |
more content-oriented, more personal. For those not born white, male,

middle-class, things remain oppressive and fn:strating." The faulty

according to Linda Nochlin, lies in our institutions and our education,

‘and not in our biplogy.l " Waimen whose ieputatiori's’ were made before the

advent of the women's movement, tended to feel that they l;ad eamned
the right to sexual neutrality in a context where overtly feminine
qualities were considered incoi:patible with“the production of "good
art". These artists are noted for their adaptiveness to preva:iling"
trends, and there are many of them aromd.z |

But cxrgent feminist artists have been working to establish a

sympathetic enviranment and a cntlcal forum where work can be

developed and understoodm its own terms. The authenticity of a

feminist statement is very dependént on the context, the intention.

L - »

'11inda Nochlin, "Why Have There Been No Great Wamen Artists?”,
Art ang Sexual Politics, (Collier-Mackillan Canada Ltd. , 1973) pp.5-6.

: hsa Tickner, "Portrait- of the Artist as a Young Housewife',
Studio International 193 (3/1977): 188. See also some of the replles

' To Nochlin's essay, "Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?'’. |

People such as Elaine de Kooning and Roslyn Drexler are notable for
their adipt;weness to the male-estabhshmmt aesthetic.

- \
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You capnot always apprehend that by looking.' Sometimes you have to be

i " S ‘told.. If an artist says that her work reflects some aspects of her ®
‘ femaleness or a.feminist view of the world, then we must ;ake ixer ‘word
L . ' b for it, and consider it an enhancement of oﬁr understanding of the _—
. world and part of its content. In other words, feminist art must be
censidered on.its own temms,-- terms that the art itself sets up.
A . ‘U'Ihen we look at a pa':inting of a flowef, we question the meaning: a
“‘ ~ N flower means female sexuality only when painted by a woman, or a
| | flower means ac]mowledgement of same woman who” painted flowers in, past
' hlstory, or a flower means only a ﬂcwer That floyer's meaning:
:; . differs dependmg on how it is presented the personal and social .
. ' efvi ronment of the artist, and the personal and social context in
which the work exists, and m‘this respect is no different from other
- . No distinctive style, imagery or technique bind together all’
> . feminist artists. Rather, they are compatible for their common subject
. . mtter, ‘which must not be equated with style or the ch01ce of any
- part1cu1ar imafe. Judy C.‘n:l.cago and Miriam Schapiro's early' '70s work

_was'so close to the pfevalent non-representational style in California,

that their meaning -- the symbolism of Femaleness -- was, lost to the
'mudience.’ In her abstractions, Chicago was .desperately trying to

" convey the fact that her images, when used by a woman, co\uld be subject
T as well as obJect. She found that no matter how much she talked about

- . her intentioms, public perception was unable to grasp the meani.ng of

]

’

- " '™nhat Is Female Inagery?, Ns: Magazine 3 (May 1975): 62,
T ' zRosler, "Feminist Art-in-California" p.68. ] , . %
3 ™ ' / ‘
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the work_'.as she had intended it. Because of & férm language evolved -

out of a male culture,_sjtiil superficially rer;ogniz'eable as being
within that cultﬁre, even to a fmy audwnce, it was read back into

that culture Only when her imagery grew mcreasmgly sexual and
overt, and cnly vhen tlus -process coincided mth a higher- level of

consciousness in the general art wbrld as well as the los Angeles

womeh's commmity, did it begm t6 make sense as fepinist art.1

Perhaps with this expenence of C‘rucago s in mind, it wguld make sense

’

to look at art in d more sub;ective, more mterpretatlve manner.

’I‘he art which tlus thesis exam;l.nes is ‘that whlch conforms to

"~ my definition of feminist art on page two: it is art which has grown
IS ° L) M ' I3

I8
out of a highly raised consciousness regarding women's experiences,

. concerns and intevests as womeh, and/or it is art which may take a more

]

radical/activist i)ositicn, necessitating a sociopolitical critique o

'society., I aésert; emphasis on feminist .con.sciousness in art-making

activi , and not strictly an sociopolitical activity. A feminist

"actnnst whose art follows a modenust mainstream lme devmd of

femnust content, -cannot for purposes of this paper, ‘be defmed as a
femuust artist. Furthennore, T will not restrict my defmt:.on of a
feminist artist as one who mist be committed to collective action.

For the purpose of this paper, I have divided the work to be -

,discussed into themes of private and public concems. The more

mward looking private concemns of feminist art_manifest themseives as
sexual imagery, both figurative and abg&racgi,tlw forier being overt '
imagery, the latter, including of com-‘se, central-core images, covert.

l

.]'Lippaa'd, From the Centre p.8.
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The public ci_mcenis deal with the artists' mla,timshi;; to the,
outside world ~- the involvement with political -oppression of women,
“and the .historicizing of female gende;' » including the rev1va1 of
héretofore taboo materials and techniques traditionally considered the
Tealn of women ~- textiles, seﬁng, decorative arts, and so on, as
tools for art-making. I will also consider the conceptual celebration
"of the self,‘)’ tﬁ'e assertion of an identity that corresponds to the

reality of a woman, and not how she has been.perceived by men. -

‘(
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. ‘ A ' Figurative Sexual Imagery

< .

Pﬁ.stoncally, erotic expressmn in art has been a no-woman S
" . land. Male pa.mters and sculptors have prevailed and metamorphosed
a}legonzed, and idealized wamen as sacred virgins, passionate
- romantics, or seductive sorceres;ses; all of which has resulted in a
denial of woman's independant §éxualitZ.1 Realizing that women's

. image has been distorted.and rendered alien to -the ;vaj women ‘See and

know themselves and their sexuality; ‘a growing number of women artists
" have been- turning to overtlly figurative imagery to express and

telebrate"’femaleness. Artists such as Sylvm Sle1gh and Joan Semmel

are turning the tables on men and ,makmg strong overt statements which

reveal their candid and erotic interest in the male nude and in woman

. as active and participating sexual being, in control of her most

intimate life,

'

4

Sylvia Sleigh, a realistic painter made the sex-role reversal
quite explicit in a series of paintings of male nﬁdes, either as

7 ‘ .
solitary figures or in groups. In Phillip Golub Reclining, (1972),

(illustration no. 1), she represents herself as the clothed ‘active

artist in the process of painting the,nude male model before her -- a

\1Jamicab Kincaid, "Erotica", Ms. Magazine 3 (January 1975‘):l

1

30.

\ . . i




' \ political in effect, if we accept sexuality as one of the major
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pictorial reversal of customary expec:tatticms.l I.qbote from Nochlin's

text: ' ‘ ‘ / -
" While not overtly political mamtentlon, works like her x{ude
portraits, as well as her Targe-scale group compositions like...
The Turkish Bath (1973), (illustration no. 2), are certainly,

political arenas of our day. It seems apparent that many jof the
. ostensibly formal criticisms levelled at Sleigh's work..., and
. actually reactions to the underlying political implicati of her
work: her male nudes force a questioning of what is 'na ural‘
.‘acceptable’, or 'correct' in the realm of feeling or

\ wellasmtherealmofart

/
» Both celebratory and 1ron1c... these nudes suggest’ that to a -
v contemporary woman painjter, male nudity need be no more heroic, no
less voluptuous than the female variety. The problem’ gf gentling
3 the male without destroying his -- at least potential -- potency
: +is comnected with the difficulty of creating an up-tp-date imagery
of male sensuahty with a predaminantly female audience in mind.
_ .Individuation is perhaps the key to Sleigh's response to this
y Dproblem. She... refuses to consider her naked -subject as
' anonymous rodsls. Sleigh's male nudes are all portraits, and, so to
'\ speak, portraits all the way down to the most idiosyncratic detalls
.+ of skin tone, configuration of genitalia or body-hair pattern...
. (i1lustration no. 3).
© ...Sleigh often relates her nudes to "the Great Tradition, both
g;man assertion .of contmmty in scope. and ambition, and, at the
time, as a witty and ironic reminder of what values have been
. jected,. or in her case, deliberately stood on their.heads. At
' th same time, her reinterpretations of traditionally female nude
' - group scemes, like, The Turkish Bath, permit her to carry her »
_responsiveness to the genenc appeal of male sensuality; ;and at the
. same time to each man's distinctive type of phys1ca1 or
psydbloglcal attractiveness to its ultimate pictorial fulfill-
ment?
Thq “ironies of her work of course reveal the reality of the
exual ‘'situation. If we compare Sleigh's male harem scene with
Ingres! ‘T\n'klsh Bath we see that she has actually dignified her male
sitters ating through portrait heads and distinctive
physzque o that they are differential h beings. The faces of
Ingres’ wamen are as close to being bodies as they can p0551b1y be
ithout suffenng a complete metamorphosis, like Magritt's body-
ad in they are as devoid of intelligence or energy as
breasts or uttocks. This depersonalization is a prime strategy’of
. what Susan Sgntag has called the pornographic imagination; indeed,
a token of its success is sexual:,zlng all aspects. of experience and

\

X

1 inda Mm, “Some Women Realfsts": Part 11, Arts Magazine
48 (May 1974): 31. K ' :
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" has always been completely. acceptable.

$11-
rejecting anything that might divert from this smgle-mmded goal,
Sleigh's wit is at once a weapon and a token of her humanity:
instead of annhilating individuality she envisions it as an
" essential component of exotic respmse: instead of depersonalizing
the heads of her sitters,' she not only accepts their imiqueness

but goes still further and mten51f1es the m1queness of their
bodies as well.l “

Nochlm mterestmgly pomts .out that while f;nale viewers of -
$leigh's work find the male nudes sensually appealmg and phy51ca11y
gxttractwe in just the same manner as male (or male—tramed) art
historians respond to ‘the erotic appeal of the nudes of Goya, Watteau
or Ingres, heterosexual male viewers are harshly critical of, and
turned off by her. work. They criticize the formal properties and /
technicalities of the drawing and painting, perhaps’ feeling threatened .,,/
by the reversal of the power structure, and their discomfort at being
turned into "languid creatures of the bedroom rather than active,

privileged visual é:onsumers of centuries of aes/thet‘ically, certified

erotlc art products" Men have' always taken/liberties with the female
body for purposes of mcreased aesthetlc sensual i)leasure, and thi
But, as Nochlin goes on to

remind us, "the ideclogical contexts inf vhich these judgements of

qua.lity are fonmlaﬁted,\since they generally hidden or unconscibus,
are far less amenable to change or gven rational consideration". 3
artist such as Sle1gh raises our c1ousness regardmg these
ideological assumptiens, as ‘;rell as pranpfs us to question the mdle-

!

. !

/ i
b

defined notions of quality.

/ 11'b1d.. pp.32-33. Only by quotmg at length can I corwey the
complenty of the issue as s by so many guthors. . .
Ib1d. y P.33.
SIbid. .
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The subject. of Joan Semnel's paintings is her own perception of

hei-self or, more’ spec1f1ca11y, she paints what she sees of herself -- |
her point /c{f v1ew ---at intimate manents when she-is alone or with
someone with whom she is erm:tlonally and physically close.! In her
/Mpain'tixllgs she assinilates two‘ great traditions -- the -‘nude and ‘the

/ self-portrait. Semmel Herself is always the woman in her paintings

depicting couples making love, and they are painted from’her viewpoint

as- artlst/partlclpmt/observer (111ustrat10n nos 4-7) She 'uses the -

figure as a vehicle for an erotic theme which grew out of her reaction }
. to "girlie" mdgazines which p;'oliferate Jrban newstands -- the
¢ sexploitation of women. In an interview with Womanart Magé.zine Semme1

remarks: - . ' . .

. I was seeing all this stuff that-for me wasn't even sexual, it was
just h&‘d sell in a way I found demeaning of women. In the past;
women's sexuality had always been used against them. I felt very
. strongly the sexual issue was crucial in terms of real liberation.
So I started to work in the erotlc theme, but I was very conscious
of it being eroti¢ from a woman's point of view, rather than from
. what- is normally a man's point of view....
‘ ...The self that I/look for is a waman who understands first,
that hér sexuality and sensuousness is a power, not a commodity
for exploitation. ' It's not samething that should be repressed, it
is natural and pars of what a woman is in herself and is not in’
any way demeaning. e
,

Another experience which Semmel tries to convey in the .

)

paintings is the sense of 'intimacy, of 'how one really relates to
another individual, to another person, to another situation. The ‘real

quality of contact, of touch, of the eroticism of touch". After her

2 =

o ,
liudith Tannenbaum, "Joan Semmel", Arts Magazine 50 (May 1975)
: 7. . -

2Ellen ‘Lubell, "Interview With Joan Semme1", Womanart 2
© (Winter 1977-78) 14-17 All of Semmel's following statements are .
quoted from this interview. ' ‘ ' Co
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years in Europe. Semmel had fomd in the United States'a lack of "that
real feel of contact. I was trying to get thro{lgh some of that and .

get a feeling of real touch, of real contact with whomever or whatever

1t was that 1 was touchmg, or seemg or whatever, in my most intimate

contact with my children, with a pet, with a lover'". And mdeed these
paintings are a celebration of Semmel's awareness and perception of
commmication -~ of people expressing their humanity to each other

throﬁgh touch. The way she touches, handles, and holds her ovn Hédy,

" as well as that of a lover, child or pet, and the emotion expresSed in

such physical contact constitute the dramatic content and action of
each p.i.c]‘.u:re.1 Tannenbaum remarks on Semmel's paintings:

The crapping of the monumental figures and their facelessness
.. -underscores the thematic focus on the nature and qugdity of
physical commmication; and in each painting the inci s of
touch are gentle but sure and controlled... The largersthan-life
scale, the full modelling of the solid monumental forms that-come

.. out at us, and the steep perspective that conversely draws us into

the space of the canvas, all contribute to thezsense of -intimacy -
and the powerful 1med1ate impact of the work.® .

In making these close-up visions of huge 1andscapes of human
flesh -- of woman's flesh -~ she asserts her rejection of the male
fantasy of what a woman is, and the idealization of women throughout
art history in terms of the idealization of the figure which is always
pré'ssnted in terms of avallablllty' and delectablhty, aﬁd not in any
way "as a person who comes from herself" \ \ !

Although Semmel has gone on record as. ing any:political

content in these paintings, her women audiences have found them to

i j ' B \

s

]Tannenba\m, "Semne "',
21bia. '
Siubell, "Interview",’
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make a strong subjective statement for woman as an actlve participat-
" ing sexual bemg They recognize in them who Semnel is, and what she

is, and what she feels and thinks. Semmel and Sleigh announce women's

taking control of the way in which the world views female sexuality.

, But these overtly sexual images of Sleigh and Semmel are not
the only types of flgm‘atlve images to fall into the sexual unagery
category. Let us t{rm for, a moment to the problem of the "close-up
vision" -- th€ minutely depicted object -- flower, pomegranate, seed~- .
pods and so forth, dered realistically. It cannot be denied that
their current use by women artists is to some extent determined by

the fact that a major woman artist, Ggorgia O'Keefe, made such imagery

her trademark. - women artists today have no hesitation in

declaring the aforementioned aepiction of these close-up, large-scale

views of fruit or flowers as consciously intended, albeit covert

conveyors of femini e iconographic symbols: Concealed meaning need not
necessarily be hidden in an abstract form, but can surface as well in | -
realistic images. “ -
'Ihis understanding of 0'Keefe was predicted by Goodrich and Bry '
in their catalogue of O'Keefe's cne-woman show at the Whitney Museum
in 1970. They wrote: )
In ‘the flower paintings, nature's orgamsn;s often bore sexual(
associations. The forms were flowerrforms, but they also ,
suggested the forms of the body, its subtle lines, its curves and

fineness and bloom and delicate colors of flesh (111ustrat10n
nos. 8,9).

" Linda Nochlin reaffirms this interpretation in her catalogue
\ s . A . \
» essay in Women Artists: 1550-1950, where she puts it neatly into its \\

L L] .
— a t o / ¢

: Lloyd Goodrich and Doris Bry, ‘Georgia 0'Keefe, (New York: Ly
Whltney M:seup of American Art, 1970), p.
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ironic historical context:’ e

i e ... It would seem that Georgia O'Keefe; in her vastly magnified,

; : frontal flowers, like her Black Iris (1936), (illustration no, 10),

: B or her suggestively closed and open clam shells ....is making claims

T . for the wnity of the feminine and the natural order. In such

i ‘ imagery, the forms of nature, while never losing their own

; integrity, exist at the same time as' strong-schematic metaphors of

) ' - female sexuality, (illustration no., 1l), universalized by their

' ' a * separation from any sort of concrete locale or visual context. As

. 4 such, like Modersohn-Becker's similarly isolated and powerful

, : o maternal images ...they function .as potent and vastly attractive

R % mythic projections of essentialist notions of feminity. Such

i ' images of female sexuality were basically apolitical if not

i ' ’ outright conservative: woman reduced to her sexual being, conceived

. as part of Nature, was the very antithesis’of historical actien.

Ty Paradoxically, however, in the context of today's feminist activism,
such imagery has acquired potent political implications, for woman's
control over her sexual destiny is now seem as a central issue in
her struggle for self-determination.l :

Elsewhere, Linda Nochl‘.in confirms the importance of O'Keefe's
; ) ' flowers as & forerunner to feminist iconography, not, however, as a
' psycho-phys%cal metaphor oé the female sexual experience ,\ but as a
morphological metaphor of the female genetalia Sr\repro‘c’luctive organs.
She writes: ' ' |

In O'Keefe's Black Iris (1927), ox Ruth Gray's (illustration
no. 12), Midnight Flower (13972), the comection iris-female-

. genetalia 1s ilmmediate: it.is not so much that bme stands for the
i , .~ other, but rather that the two meanings are almost interchangeable.’
i . - The analogy is based not on a shared abstract quality, but rdther
’ ' ' upon a morphological similarity between the physical structure of"
L - a flower and that of a woman's sexual organs -- hence on a visual,
. , ™~ ‘concrete similarity rather than an 'abstract contextually stipulated
‘ relation. In the same way, Buffie Johnson's Pomegranate (1972),
suggests woman as a fruitful being -- it is morphologically similar

¢ : \f

‘INochlin, ‘Women Artists: 1550-1950, p.67. Elsewhere in her

E text, Nochlin cites that O'Keele has continually denied amy relation-

ship to vaginal iconography in her work. She is so acutely aware of’
the sexual associations viewers have attached to/the images of the

* :clam shells and the flowers, that she has refused to have the flower .

. . paintings in the Women Artists: 1550-1950 show, or, even reproduced in
. the catalogue for Iear of reenforcing this misinterpretation in the

: context of a show of women artists, (p.59). .
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© to the uterus the richness of female fecxmdlty ~= the seeds we11 :

wp' from inside the pamegranate; and her reproductive expandability .-

-~ the fruit splits under the pressure of its. gwn ripeness --
without ever being anything other than_ a carefully observed and
* described,- if large-scale pomegranate (illustratien nos.
. 13-15).
L&

Isolated ‘centralized ,~up-front, realistic images of nature

can a.lso be said to be continuing the Northem Roma.ntlc ‘tradition,

howe\rer it was only fifteen to twenty years earller that Mondrian, a"'fs'

_ Robert Rosenblum tells us, "had begun to single out 1nd1v1dua1
« _‘ flowers for anmstmal scz‘utmy ..in which the flower is
removed from a human environment and magnified to"that Romantic ‘scale
which lets us peer into the mic;‘ocosm of natl;re"..2 W};erueas', Nochlin’
" related O'Keje.fe's flovers -- at the time of doing: -- to "the wnity of
the feminine and the natural order"... that dark timeless wnity with
and acceptance of nature which seemed ...inseparahly bound with ..
true femininity. 5 The isolafea central and magnified flowers of

Mondrian in the penod 1900-1910 are vested with a dlfferent symbollsm

which transcends mere aesthetlc contanplat10n.4 Rosenblum contmues
Mondrian's flowers . ..pgertam to mystic traditions of flower™
painting, both old and new ...His intuitive penchant {pr examining
the individual facts of nature as if their mysteries comld be so
extracted was ingebted to Romamntic’ traditions’that could find
their origins in Runge's wide-eyed scrutiny of single flowers, and
_ in the neo-Romam@jt botany of Rudolf Stemer, who fUund in ﬂowers

[ z"
) 1

INochlin, "Scme Women Realists": Part 1, Arts Magazine %8,
(February .1974):48. . .

: 2Rnbert: Rosenblum, Modern ﬁamt and the Northemn Romantic
Tradition: Fre1drich to’ ROthkO, (New York: Harper 3115 Row, 19755, p.178.

. 3Noch.1m, Women Artists: 1550-1950, p.67.
0N
° . Rosenblm, Modern Painting, p.178. . '
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the key to 1ife, death ‘and resmecnm;.ul*“; S .

O'Keefe and the existence of such contraxy mterpretatmns exemphfxes
the d;fflcultles in defining femamst content o, .

" Possibly the same mterpretatlm holds true in the case of .~

.-,
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CHAPTER 111

N . B | Mbstract Sexual Inagery ' L

, : . . ,‘ " Im dismssinbﬁ\.gmative and abstract gexual im:gery? attention
mst be drawn to the fact of.visual polarization in the work I haye‘ .
L - chosen to gliscuss. The figurative work is, for the most part, T
| aggtessively overt, while the abstfactions operate as consciously |
- . infénded, but covert conveyors of biologically based feminine
., " . 1conography S N . o

- Judy Chicago and Minam Schapiro were seminal flgures in art-

world feminism and the development of feminist abstract sexual, magexy

in the early '|705. Before' turning to their work it is important to

mentlon their pooling of mtellectual and emotional resources in the

early '70s to organize the, Fenunlst A:rt Pr,ogramne at the California

Institute of the Arts and to educate women artists as feminists througp -
) - consciousness-raising techni'ques‘ and through a system of swgpn: . '
7 | \  encouragement and ‘collaboration. In short, these two wamen are - ‘

‘ ' :respuns1b1e for the foundmﬁ of the feminist art movement on the West \

\ S . Goast, and the energy and reacuon it has prompted all across North . ’
s R “America in terms of educat1on, exhibition pract1ces and the development
~ ‘ - of the begimning of a new feminist aesthetic should not be under-

; R * estimated. (ne camnot imagine a more exemplary pair to function as -

¢ . |

... Tole-models for their ymmg wanen art students. .

w ) Ay discussion of the work of Schapiro and Clncago should star§
mt:h theif theory of "central-core imagery" which they developed durmg s

| 2
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'body —- a woman's sexuality.’ They, and their students in the. Feminist

1973y, p.7-

their tenure as. co-directors of the aforengmtionedf?;lninis't Art
Programe at Cal Arts from 1971-73. This 1s their theory: feminis@ art
consists of pictorial or sculptural images which bear sexual associa-
.tién’s. They described the prevalent imég‘es as: a central focus (or
void), spheres, domes, .’Eir;ﬂes, boxes, ovals.and overlapping flower
forms” ‘(illustration nos. 16-22). The formal organization of the§; \

centralized, often isolated images is usually a metaphor for a woman's (

\

Art Programe at Cal Artg consciously and enthusiastically adapted
these sexual symbols as vcovert, surrogate images of themselves. Their
] | . <
theory of central imagery is based on their need to articulate amn

independant female Sexuality in the face of male oppression in a ’
patriarchal society. Schapiro e:S:ns:

. Judy and I had each harb covert hotiods about the forms
we were imaging. Each of us knew that on the surface our forms
resembled mainstream abstraction, but we each felt the drive toward
our special subject matter ot knowing or finding out until later

" how common our feelings were): Finally when we 'spoke our piece'

. we leamed from many other women that the drive towards incorpor-
ating covert meaning within abstract form was a secret many women
artists kept to themselves. ,

~Although the ‘central-core image' was specifically inspired by
the need to describe a stand-in for one's self, a surrogate for
high sgxual consciousness, a metaphor for femaleness, I now thi
that the specific nature of that esthetic transaction is only part
of the story. The 'central-core image' has greater significance
than we realized at the time, It is not so much the importance of
the ovoid or circular form but more the use of an acceptable,
available form to stand in for covert female meaning -- meaning o
which would not be acceptable in the cultute. The education of ' k
wamen for natural defeatism would militate against the celebration

" of women's fantasies of assertion and power in painting and

L]
v

lLucy R. Lippard, "A Note On the Politics and Aesthetics of a |
Woman's Show', Women Choose Women, (New York: New York Cultural Centre,

Yoo

. b i ' \
. Miriam Schapiro and Judy Chicago, "Female Imagery”,
Womanspace Journal '01-(Sunmer 1973): 11. .

3
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sculpture. This, therefore, is the real meanmg that ‘would have ,
to be hidden in the work.l, .

Chlcago and Schapiro c1te Georgia O'Keefe a{ the f1rst woman
artist to adopt this -specifically female 1ccnography, and her floyal
and seashell paintings as innovative in terms of expressing the
experience of female sexuality. And indeed, they have adopted’ the
flowers of O'Keefe as symbols of the reaffirmation of wamen's sexual
identity in the face of the contradiction a female artist feels in the
experience of being both an artist and being a woman. They describe
Black Iris: '

...she painted a haunting mysterious passage through the black
portal of an. iris, making the first step into the darkness of
female 1dent1ty - That step moved her out of the reference points
of ‘art-making as it had been defined by men throughout history.
She painted out of an urgency to wnderstand her own being and to
commmicate as yet unknown information about being a woman.

« In, 1968 Miriam Schapiro did a series of ‘pair{tings and drawings

“entitled Ox (illustration no. 23). TheSe paintings are abstract with
quasi-alphabetical, quasi-gynomorphic images (body;=sign). In choosing

5. if 'only men are

her title, she mines the idea of ''Otherness"
sybject, then wo:nén are object. If therefore, dnly men are fully

human, women are b‘easts.d' Because Schapiro\ejqaeri:enced deeply rooted

sexual-identity conflicts while she was an art student, she admits to

Yiriam Schapu‘q "More On Women's Art: An Exchange", Art in
Amenca 64 (Noveuber/Decenber 1976):19.

Schapn'o and Clucago, ""Female Imagery", p.11. '

"Other" in the sense used by Simone de Beauvoir in The Second

-

}

4Rl:>sler, "Feminist Art in California", p.71.
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" developing a "monster" image of hers':alf.1 How could a woman fulfill ‘

her destiny as a woman, soc1a11y speaking, and at the same time’ be an

artist? She felt herself to be woman's body with man s concems, hence

A}

the monster image which she was able to work out in her paintings.
1 " Years later she described Ox as the final solution to the\onster . °

problem:

r ( It is the most explicit 'Cunt' painting I painted. FIt is ‘
A large, has the configuration of an '0' in the centre of an 'X'.

The colors are startlmg red-orange against silver ...The interior - o

of thé painting is painted in tender shades of pink and the i

invitational and seductive nature of the pamtmg is sexual and

transcends sex at the same time. It was'the. final solution to the P

monster problem. How could you have strong, mle-assertive .

logical, measured and reasonable thoughts in a female body?2 ””

e e

Arlene Raven, an art historian at the Femnlst Studio Workshop
in California, was in close contact with Schapiro dunng her years in
N California. She speaks of the beast in mythologlcal and metaphorical
}, ' tems: . ]
f | In the legend of 'Beauty and the Beast' lives a being who
b assumes an appropriate physical form through the interaction of the
' .- kiss of Beauty -- the inspiration for artistic creative transforma-
f T tion. Schapiro ...declares her right for human transformation to

} ' occur within her -- through her art -- and for this transformed
}‘; consciousness to assume a physical form in her plctures
|

Most of the controversy about the ''central-core 1magery" the-
B ory has focused on Judy ducago. She was the first all-out femlmst

artist of the current movement, the first to get it together as a

' lbblfa Roth, "Interview With Miriam Schapiro"; Miriam Sch%:tro,’ e )
(La Jolla, thndenlle Art Gallery, University of California at San .
D1ego, 1975), pp.8-15. e
. 2Ibid., p.12. '
Y .t i kvl - K
T 3Ar1ene Raven, '"Women's Art: The Development of'a Theoretical
Perspective", W ace Journal, 1 (February/March 1973):17. Raven
T must be 4::redite%l %or shifting the "central-core jmage" theory from the
crudelybiological to the \psycho«blologlcal

e e v e a4 o e
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painter, a woman, and a polifical- force; and-the first with enough

. vision, energy, intelligence and emotion to build a commmity Bf~femdle ’ .

“r

peers, independent &f the estdblished art world that has heartily

rejected women's art for so lqng."l \

Chicago explains this "tentral" imagery:

The visual symbology ...mst not be seen in a simplistic sense

as 'vaginal or wamb art'. Rather, we are suggesting that women

artists have used the central cavity which defines them as women

as the' framework for an imagery which allows for, the complete

reversal of the way women are seen by the culture. ‘That is, to,

- be a woman is to be an object of contempt, and the vagina, stamp .

. of femaleness, is devalued. The woman artist, seeing herself as L .

loathed, takes that very mark of her otherness and by asserting

it as the hallmark of her iconography, establishes a_vehicle by '

which ‘to state the truth and beauty of her identity.2 '

~ The artists she is referring to, whose work shaped this .t
" . theory, and whose forms she identified with as if they were her own

o \ -

body, are people such as Barbara Hepworth, Lee Bontecou, and the

-aforementioned Georgia O'Kegfe,.s o .
* It .was around 1968 that (hicago first sta to explore her ; H
\e S . . .
own subject matter. Like Schapiro, her work up is point was still

eqbedded in '605. formalism and, as such, was acceptgble tt; the male art
mr}d. In understanding her work frcin th1s period on, which develops
iﬁto a mature style fusing form and content, I will quote hér in
.conversation With lucy Lippard: ,

.. Throughout this period I was also disccwerin\g that I was multi-

r L ’ .

1I.m:y R. Lippard,- "Getting Hers'", review of 'Ihrougb the Flower: . . ,
Struggle as a Woman Artist, by Judy Chicago, Ms. Magazine 4 .
t 4c., 4 ’ @ :

Zschapiro and Chicago, "Female Imagery", p.14.

ard uses the term "miscular cmi’sciouéness" to 3
refer to that sensatidn of physical identification between a work of .7
art and the maker and/or viewer. C s
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" than the. interpretive approach,. Chicago's Lifesavers, as Miriam
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orgasmic, that I could act aggressively on my owdi sexual needs.
The forms became ded like domes or breasts or bellies, and

_ they opened wp became like donuts, and then the domuts began
tobegraSpin and\assertive. Imtfmthreefomstofom‘
and started Pasedena Lifesavers (1969)(illustration no. 24). -
I was developing color Systems which made forms turn, dissolve,
open, close, vibrate, gesture, wiggle; all those sensations were
emotional and body sensations translated into form and color,
I called them lifesavers because in a way they did save my 1fe
bycmfrmtmghead—mﬂmt issue of what it was to be a W A

Together Lippard and Chicago affirm the partxcularity of
"central-core imagery' as i)éing female, as being clogl off to men
because their‘ bodies don't contain. ‘'But what"", asks Lawrence Alla;ay,s

"is the difference between Chicago's hfes% rs and Kmmeth Noland's -,
: c1rc1es, especmally h15 earlier anes where the edges melt and tremble?"z
. Chicago answers him by saying: "the difference between ngedena '

Lifesavers and a Noland target is the -fact thét there is a body-

identification befwem'me;md‘those forms and not between Noland and
. o . ! . :

the ‘t:axfget".3 e !

. Alloway insists on the formal aspect of looking at art rather j
Schapiro has explained (to him), ‘carry a concealed meaning within an
abstract form They are subject as well as obJect

Lucy Lippard alsq makes an eloquent-plea in favor of

subjectivi in apprehending women's art:

+.the tmehasomnetocallasms;:hereabreastifwehxow
damn’ well that's what it suggests, instead of repressmg the .

)

7

Yucy R. Lippard "Talkmg to Judy Chicago", Artfomn 13
(September 1974): 60, .

zAlloway,%"Nmn's Art in the Hos", ». 0.
3Lippard "Talking to Chicago", p.64.
Schnpii'o, "More on ‘ﬂm’s Art: An P.xchmge" PP, 17-21.

>
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association and negating an area of experience that has been
dormant except. in the work of a small number of artists, many
of them women. To see a semisphere as a breast does not mean
it cannot be Seen as a: semisphere and as endless other things
as well, although the image of .the breast used by a woman artist
can now be subject as well as object. By confronting such levels
of seeing again, we may be able to come to terms more quickly
with that ... suppressed imagery. so rarely acknowledged today.
And such a confrontation can only produce a deeper understanding
of what makes women's art different from men's art,  thereby
providing new-.and broader criteria by which to evaluate the
cancerns of half the world's population.l

1

Lipi)ard, From the Centre, p.148.

et .
'
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CHAPTER IV o ,

Political Art

-
3

As has been seen, the'key to some of the art produced by the

women's movement seems to be
1

Donald Kuspit calls, "reversal of

expectation',” women artists give society what it does not expect from

images made'by women. Thi/s/ chapter will be devoted to a discussion oi‘

the way in which women use images of sex and violence as instruments

for political comment. sexual imagery is employed here in a

" context that is not solely sexual, but as a symbol of power and

authority in a male-~dominated society.
If women depict nudity and male genetalia, they do so, not

because of a special affection, but because the phalli;;s is a traditional

symbol of authority and power, and women artists are in the process of
taking some of this power for thalseives.z By adopting the phallué as
an image, they not only mock tradition which has denied them the right
to depict the male nude, but also assert their right to a share of the

) ’ . - R
establishment sceptre, and perhaps use it as an image to challenge the

existing male-dominated political arena.3

———

To this mainstream of erotic reversal, two feminist artists,

~
5

 lpopald B. Kuspit, "Nancy Spero at AIR",%st in America 63
(July 1975):90. o ‘

1bid.
3Ibid.




v . =26~ ‘

Nancy —Spem and May Stevens add viglencé\,"m}ver and authority, creating

a pointedly political subject matter using phallic image“ry.1 The

possibility of overlap and intéraction between the terms %Qiitical"

and "feminist" exists. Whatever the interpretation of their work,

there is no doubt about the dedication of these two artists to'wﬁr\ ’

‘Lippar:i calls, "allegiance to an active, outgoing use of art and an \\

awareness of larger than aesthetic issues".2 o

Nancy Spero has been labelled a '"protest artist', a rather

h ( facile term which became attached to her when she ab,md;)ned painting

. upon settling in New York in thé sixties, and found herself responding
to the politickl situation in Vietnam. Her helicopter bomb series of

. drawings on paper showed '"bombs like penise? and tongues, bombs
spewing death".3
...The key to interpretation of her imagery is a quotation
from Artaud ...'with the obscene phallic weight of a praying
tongue'. This not only qualifies the violently protruding -- in
vehement contempt as well as with predatory lust -- tongues of
many of her small figures (generally female), who share the field
of her pictures with the large words of her signs, but is the
central clue to her message. It indicated the presence of a
desperate, personal hope in the midst of the obscene commmal
events mentioned in the signs -~ of prayer which has to be as
‘obscene as the devilish social reality to make itself felt.
Spero's violent tongue speaks the messages of the sign pictures,
which is where its 'obscene phallic weight' comes from; at the
same time, it is important purely for the gesture of spiteful
prayer it makes, The combining of the private and public in the
© tongue -- an intimate body part that goes public in speech --
gives an emotional import beyond the commmicating of a message.

Donald Kuspit explains her imagery: /
/

1Ibicl. Comventions of sex and violence, the bread and wine of
social commmiocn are political strategies in the world of men.

. ZI..ur:y R. Lippard, "Caring: Five Political Artists", Studio
- International 193 (3/1977):197,

3

1976):11.

\ S

\

Corrine Robbins, "Nancy Spero", Arts Magazine 51 (November
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In a sense, Spero's art is a :ﬁi ing out of her tongue at the
- world, but with a_mix of defiang hope that gives it added
expressive value.l (illustration ng. 25). .
-In her more recent ﬁork, Torture| of Women (1976), (illustration
nos. 26, 27), coll\ge\and text are fasten%d’to a twenty inch strip of

paper which goes armmd the gallety walls* On Ehis scroll are exerpts

from the Report On Torture by Amesty Intgpmatmnal containing

descriptions of Chile's missing persons; bodiless women , ‘and winged
monster gods. 2 Corinne Robbins writes:

Giant yellow hand-prmted letters, with two elongated 'E's!
capitalize the’ title Explicit Explanatlon, her heading for a wall
of bulletin-typed thessages devoted to defining and describing’ the
implicit nature of torture, to detailing in legal language just
what are its components..

..The laws regardmg torture and descriptions of its goals
appear almg51de three and four line stories of individual women
who suffered, witnessed, and died under it. The women's ages,
professions, places and circumstances are documented..

.One moves on, through a white field, only to be confronted

" with the beautifully printed story of Marduk and Tiamat, on whose
body Marduk took his stand, splitting it like a flat fish into two
halves, from one of which he made a covering for the heavens.

Thus, through an act of torture, a god wrested from the body of
the goddess Tiamat our skies. Tormre of women has a long history
in ancient stories, and a longer ane in modern Teports.. The names
of the comntries Chile and Uruguay are blocked in red letters.

The messages sometimes stumble: 'When.I did not -- when I did not/
When I did not answer' and the voices of individual women came
through. Spero is dealing with what is, with ow history, with
half-hidden fragments of our world that "for a long time have been
outside the provenance of art. And yet, one of the provenances of
art is to hold up a mirror of ourselves.

-

And, 1t would seem, Spero's work fulfills this very well by its

reflection of v‘101ence in the world. There is a feeling of deep )

\
A
.

1 "Spero" .99-100. Dali's 11np penis has been said to
" be linked to the tongue in the French phrase "montre molle", and is

interpreted as a symbol of impotence. T
’
2Robbms, "Spero", p.ll. ;
Stbid. *
. \\\
N - N :
\
s ¥ A

«
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ﬂﬁ‘.d{uta’lizing forces, not only women. As Spero is not a widely known

to the Southe Uxuted States as well as the AFL-CIO headquarters in .

28~

concern on the part of Sperd for all people who 'are vicg‘ims of violence

artist . I have no ]mo;zledge of her more recent work ?egarding feminist/

issues. I would pose the question of her continued interest
’
in politi violence and whether that interest manifests itself in

gery or simply as political statements in the form of

. texts and deographs : : . /

Stevens is a painter whose work has reﬂggted polltlcal and
social concerns since the early fifties. In the late sixtiés- Stevens ‘
developed /the work she is best known for,qthe “Big Daggz series. Big ‘ "
Daddy is in ‘actual fect,, her own fathér, and as' sﬁch, the archetypal

.3 symbol ofqﬁanerican imperialism.

tevens explains: "He . .represented

to me an authoritarian and closed attltu&e toward the worid. It was a

people, and toward Jews.1 '
This reactionary attitude was prefigured in an earlier series ' .
of paintings entitled Freeqém Rlders (1964). These dealt with the : b

C1v11 Rights Movement in the Southern United States. Martin Luther
King wrote the preface o the catalogue for this show which travelled

e

New York. Stevens been active in the peace movements in the ' ‘
United States,'and/ has corntnbuted heavily to all of the peace

N
exhibnmns 2 e compares her B1g Daddy figure to the Ingres portralt

1(.'lincly Nemser, "Conversations wrth rhy Stevens" Feminist Art
Jcmmal 3 (Winter 1974~ 75):4 -
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— into many scenes and situations and in chfferent contexts (illustration A

-usually has a bulldog in his lap where a penis might-have been.? '"The

- mixture of terror and humor -- a metamorphOsis from human to' animal as

8- |
of Louis Bertin. "I read that the French people have always been very . ,L
fond of thls portrait as the dpitome of the rising merchant dlass. I N

% LI

just love the way he s1ts there in-his sol1d1ty, hlS mass, his
authority and his ummpeachable rightness. That was very close to my
feeiings about Big Daddy". 1 ‘

S’ceV@s' own personal rebellion agamst those . values 1s T ]

s:Lgnalled in these paintings. She casts the g:haracter of B1g Daddy
nos. 28, 29). But, for the most part.? he is deplcted naked, and, -

bulldog is his 'attribute' to vhich he is literally as'well as

; 2
"3 The wrinkled, pushed=in multi- , ’

metaphoncally mterchangeable
folded face of the dog echoes the self-satisfied fleshy face of the
middle-American who is depicted in a variety of guises. There is a - ’ ‘:} \
in the images of Francis Bacon. May Stevens talks about this to Cindy =~ °
Nemser: '
Ceead like Bacon and hate him at the same time. IHis pafntings

are quite beautiful and yet quite terrifying. There's a beastiality

in Bacon and in stme of my .jmages‘too. The human and the beast is

a very ancient, deeply felt racial memory. It's the amb1gu1ty that

himan beings feel about their bodies,_ the mnd-body dichotamy .4 )? ’ { .

> The head of Big Daddy, as well as the negative spaces surround- )

ing his head in many of the-paintings are ‘very phallic in fom. Or,

1bid. ‘ S , | S

.
21bid. ,

, 3Donald B. Kusp:.t "Max $tevens at Len}er Heller", Art in
America 65 (March 1977):177.

4Nemser "Conversations with May Stevens" p.4. - S .

'
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" culmination of the work done previously:

| . perhaps they are bunb-shaped? At ‘any rate, on'the pems—bcnnb-head shé

generally places a hard hat. Small motifs of the Amencan flag are
often scattered throughout the pamtlngs In one sudi example, Pax
Amehcana (1973),(illustration no. 30), she depitts a nude B1g Daddy
totally wrapped in f:he "Stars and Str1pes" ""There's ‘an imperial
grandeur to his figure draped :Lnt the flag. He's an American hard-hat,
but he's also a very kingly regal figure Wit}l lots of power and clout"!.
A c,mnbination of Big Daddy roles is put into the large canvas

of 1871, entitled, Big Daddy Paper Doll. Stevens describes it as a

...It has five figures in a simple frieze going across the |
deep blue background. While one is supposed‘tp read the central
figure as a paper doll who could wear the four costumés that
surroind him, which are tut out so he could fit- undémeath them,
in a way it's like five separate figures. We see headless and
faceless figures in the uniforms of the policeman, the soldier,
the executioner, and the butcher. They contain no human being;
they are bodlless forms. -The background is accurately drawn to
fit over the white figure that's in the centre, but becomes -
mysterious with the blue from the background bleedlng into those
negatives and showing upon those spaces where amms and -head would
show. There's also a red, white and blue motif that occurs
throughout the painting, sometmies there are fragments of flags

.> with stripes, occasionally stars, although I try not to use them

-

J.ntooobkusaway2 S .

‘

Donald Kuspit:reaffirms Stevens' intent in having meant Big )

Daddy finction as an_abstract form as well as social and personal

. content. Big Daddy is: ) .-

..»a visual convention and meaning cliché as well as passionate
shape and.,portenfous idea -~ rhetoric as well as reality.f Big :
Daddy is at once an ideological image of America's indifferent use
of power end a personally charged form with theatrical potential, a
potential which c/:an be turned against it--~ and used to mock its

”~

. lmid., p.5.

2Ibig, » R

»
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- ideological meanmg .-While reducing B1 Dad&y to a culture
" phenamenon, mdemnmg his aut}mny by- trivializing him into a
toy, she also finds him still uncamnily expressive. Her
contradictory response to him -~ to at once underplay and over-
play him - prevents his image from going stale. T ambiguous
attitude also indicates a personal working through-of *his :lnport
. ‘freeing her from his overbearmg presenoe and her inplicxt "

depemiam:e an h.im ) r~
JAnother grofxp of pai.ntmgs frdh th:s senes fmgtmns

i.nvestlgatlon of lifestyle and atutude In these pamtmgdﬂ Stevens

is anblguously caught between Big Daady s, static’ sober mammer., and the

' animated personnages of various black act1v15ts the artist Benny g

. Andrews for one, Andrew's wife, and the blackg and lover of

Angela Da\rls, George Jacksén. The scemario calls. for Stevens to try
to intemaliie ‘the exptressive, eupathetic mode of the blacks while.

exorcumg $ig Daddy s authontanan mode z

Stevens and Spero show a new pubhc splntedness and public
purposive :L'n femmsf art,’ 'I‘hey deal with male sexual imagery in* .

‘a context that is not solely sexual, but as a- synbol/g/ﬂ.\monty and

power in a male-dominated soc:.ety, a wnbol of the world's destructive
fgrces  responsible for wars agam:st defe:nse'less peasants, oppressmn
of women, -and Tacist murders. 'lhelr».tontent is harsh and bruta.l,

their means of expression, subtle, .

lo.spit, 'M:y Stevms", D 117-18.
zIbi&., p.118. It mistibe noted that, political or protest 2 art

' is an unresolved subject in the current art world. ' It is not

surprising that its practioners are few. Instyleitsmetirmeslmds
itseiftiﬁga ter-1ike format. Adrian Piper has dme Such a poster.

It shows a graphofherselfwithamoflﬂspmic ldng-class,.'

people dmstratin against their eviction from their slum dwellings.
Almgs? cketers, she carries a sign with the words, "%sxig

_ if not perfomoe arefm;encetomdrefhtaﬁohof!mrprwious
perfmmnce

|

Nt
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In conclusion; feminist political ar:: is primarily protest art

and. sﬁa‘res mth much pro'f.est arf the "s:;lbje::t g_mtter"of violence,

. . discrimination and }pthontanamsm.. The fact that feminist political
‘art takes tlie form of statements of protest is reflective of the basis

of femjmsm in general a-protest against the status quo. Unlike male
protest art their statements are expressed using mages or iconography
y which stem. from or a;e peculiar to the female experience. .

-
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’ . Historicizing Gender - <

that wamen artistsehave exemplified a specific
has been through the process of historicizing

ot

their gender. This they have done in two ways. Flrstly, in a literal
way through painting and sculpture which stood as metaphors for female
persommae, and secondly, by reviving wamen's traditional art forms 1n

. assigning significance to materials heretofore associated w1th the

realm of trad1t1ona1 women's work ~- fabric, sewing, crafts, and so

7N\

Judy Chicago, for one, ‘has said "I want my work to be.seen in

forth.. This has manifested itself in much work neces'sitat;ing

collaborative efforts.

relation to other wamen's work, historically, as men's work is seei'l".1

This thinking resulted in a series of paintings, Fleshgates (1972), in
which the grid is built on the paintings of Miriam Schapiro, her
- contemporary and co-founder of the Feminist Art Program at Cal Arts

-

One of Chicago's most mpresswe senes on ﬂus theme is the

Reincarnation Triptych (1973), (111ustrat10n no. 31), It ‘1,s connected

She

~ to her rebirth and is a summation of her struggle as a, feminist.
. describes it to Lucy Lippard: . '
; In the Reincarnation 'h"iptych, each 5' canvas is‘ an inside

square in relationship to an outside square; each is named after
a woman whose work I really identify with -- Madame de Stael, .

¢

Lippard, “Talking to Chicago", p.62.

¢

N
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George Sand, and Virginia Woolf. The border around each picture
has forty words on it about the woman. The change in the nature
. of the image -in the three paintings reflects two things -- the
* ‘ ‘ change of consciousness the last two hundred years of
' ' women's history, and a stage in my own development. In Madame
' : , de Stael, the inside square is very bright; it's in front of a
. : ' much softer color, hidden and protected by the bright one. It
‘ . sdys 'Madame de Stael protected herself with a bright and showy
b facade' and it stands for me protecting myself with the reflections
' ) and transparencies and fancy techniques in my earlier work. In
. George Sand, the inside and cutside are more at odds, like the
. inside wants to come out and the outside is stopping it. A strong
: orange glow in the centre represents her/my repressed energy. In
. Virginia Woolf, the central square is just a shadow behind the
other. At first, I wondered if the third painting should have no
square at all, and I decided that it would be dishonest. I
didn't come out of all that struggle undamaged.l

In The Great Ladies series of 1972, Chicago tried to make her

' form language and color reveal something specific about a particular
.., woman 1n history, something abéut that.woman's personality. The Great
Ladies are all queens -- Christina of Sweden, Marie Antoinette, ‘“
Y _ f:atherine the Great, and Q?een Victoria. She used the quality of
. ., opening, and blockgge, and stopping to express some aspect of |
“subjectivity. There is both a level of literalness in.them and a level.
of emotional meaning.’ '
Building a pantheon of heroines Vas also a preocéupatﬂm of
s'cyl'ptressr Rbsemarx Mayer. In 1973, she exhibited three larger-than~

l'ife-size'c\lj fabric sculptures relating both in'appearance and content

“-. to historical women, The first woman, Hroswitha wgs a 10th century

. German mm, who wrote Latin poetry; the second Galla Placidia

(illustration no. 32),was an empress of the late Roman Empire; and the
third, entitled Catherine (illustration no. 33), is an amalgam of

..,
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namesakes, including Catherine Sforza, Catherine de 'Medici, Catherine

of Aragon, Catherine Cormaro, Catherine the Great, Catherine of Valois,

Catherine; Queen of England, and Catherine of Sienna.l

Lawrence
Alloway discusses her imagery: . b
{

The idea of taking heroines as subject matter arose out of a
consciousness-raising group to which Mayer belonged in the early
'70s. It is important to characterize the use she made of such
subjects ...Mayer has taken the Surrealist concept of the person-
nage and invested it with renewed semantic power. The personnage
was a totemic, ancestral, or regressive image manifested in forms
that relied on the human contour, but without specifying details.
Mayer revivifies this evocative but sometimes banal form
brilliantly. The feminine presence is evoked, to use her own
words, 'enveloped in huge gowns, over centuries', but in tacit
rather than overt allusions. Galla Placidia, for example, is
constructed of colored transparant materials, which, draped from
a rigid hoop, imply a style of feminine clothes, though not that
of the 5th century. The seale of the piece, combined with its
ample volumes has an imperious presence, but the image is not
simply that of a costume; it connotes both wings and a boat's prow.
Thus the feminine figure is absent as well as present, missing,
well as given. . .

{Ihis subjeét of presence and absence is the theme of some
drawings .of drapery which also refer to hingrically pmininent wamen .
The masses of drapery imply a body which is not depicted, but which
carries the imprint of gesture and wear, so that human presences are
subltly recalled.3 Prominent among the drapery drawings are a series

depicting angel sleeves (without the angels), (illustration no. 34),
which are derived from the late-Renaissance paintings by Grunwald and

1 swrence Alloway, "Women's Art in the '70s", p.70.

.ZLawrmce Alloway, 'Rosemary Mayer'', Artforum 14 (June 1976):36

3bid.
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Pontormo. 1 ‘Drapery in these drawings, as in the fabric sculptures is a

nétaphor for women, a metaphor for female presence.>

Miriam Schapiro is another artist who utilizes the notion of

connection to other women in her art. However, rather than alluding to

specifitlz individuals it is in her use of traditional feminine

~ techniques t,hat this connection occurs. To Schapiro, sewing means

“ comnection, and Schapiro makes the connection figuratively and '
literally when she cc;llgcts, from thJe wamen §he meets on ‘her speaking
tOL'n's “ handkefchiefs, bits of léce, apro;ls, teav towels -- some
objects from their past which she recycles in her paintings. "I saw
this as a way to preserve the history of embroidered (often anonymous)

works which are ocur 'connection' to this history of a woman's past."3

These ties of commmity and family are now worked into women's a).rt by

the 'use of skills traditionally passed. from mother to daughter; such as

weaving and sewing.

v

, Furthermore, there has been a conscious effort to attach

11bid. When I spoke to Alan Soundheim, editor of Individuals:

* Post-Movement Art in America (E.P. Dutton), in which Mayer figures-

prominantly, he seemed reluctant to attribute any feminist conscious-
ness behind her work. ' His understanding of her work is solely in art
historical terms. That is, in temms of its influence from the Italian
Mammerists -- Pontormo, Fiorentino, and Rosso with their complex forms
of drapery and figure style and resulting high emotional content:
However, I personally agree with Alloway -- the theme of Mayer's work
is women. ) _ N

. |
’ 2Erom another point of view, Mayer's sculptures can be said to
be painterly visions as sculptural reality, in that they easily relate
to Morris Louis' Veils. By transferring Louis' imagery from canvas to
sculptural space, she can be said to have literalized Louis’ paintings

- 3Kather5,ne Hofﬁnaﬁ, "Toward a New Humanism: Conversations with
Women Artists", Womanart 2 (Winter 1977-78):24. .
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affirmative meanings to subject matter and media formerly avoided as -
unsophisticated and unsuitable, or worse yet, a\s'deccpx-ative.1 The
.women‘s movement has questioned_i:he hierarchies between the decorative
arts (those traditionally made by women), and the high artsl,({.hose

traditional%y made by men), and started to examine the sources of the

Fi

Miriam Schapiro and Harmony Hammond (see below), are two
artists who use crafts and decorative techniques defiaﬁtly and
" iranically to reproduce women's traditional skills, and take them,
from a conceptual point of view, to a high level of sopﬁisticafion.
Schapiro's fabric collages of 1972-76, (111ustrat10n no. 35)) are works
of imposing and heroic scale. Linda Nochlm has written:

... Schapiro has placed the raw materials of everyday domesticity

: ) -- chintzes, checks, cretomnes -- in their novel ambience of bold,
often disturbing, abstract structure; frameworks at times
stringently geometric, at others, explosive, in which the
innocently displaced drygoods spring to unsettImg new life

S . ..These works constitupe a radical statement of Schapiro's identi-

' ty as an artist working in the vanguard 'of contemporary abstrac-

i tien and, at the same time, as a feminist struggling mthsother

women to create a-valid imagery of women's consciousness.

Three yeafs later, Donald Kuspit praised these collages as,
well: '

..Anatomy of a Kimono (1976), (illustration no. 36) ...takes
over a room rather than simply shows in it -- operates on a grand

. scale which not only implies-the heroic existence of women, but
—.. makes this existence lic in a way it has never been before.

N v The point is clear: women will never again lead a 'retiring'

a _ liubel1, "Interview", p.19.

Batb'ara Zucker and Joyce Kozloff, ''The Waman's Movement: Still
a Source of Strength or One Big Bore" Art News 75 (April 1976):49.

anda Nochlin, "Miriam Schap1ro Recent Work", Arts Magazine
48 (November 1973):38-41.

-
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existence. Newly self-assertive, they have, as it were, come out
of the clpset, with full, however troubled and scarred identities
...In (er) art (she) works through the old assumptions about
woman, her traditional ‘destined' role -- victim and.servant .

.. toward a new sense of her power demonstyrated just by the ability
to overcome and transcend the old roles, by her refusal of her
familiar place ...(She) refuses to accept the old verities about
woman, purging them by writing them large in art. In sum, by ‘

becoming fully conscious .of the old actuality of woman (she) creates

the possibility of a new kind of woman.
. ...Schapiro's current work still has her fdmiliar central focus

...but it is now thick with explicit meaning, overlaid with meaning-

ful material, made abstractly and freshly expressive. The self-

centeredness of the imagery acquires universal implications by being

made of woman's uhiversal material -- the narcissism becomes
emblematic of woman's coming to consciousness of her situatiok.
There is additional, if somewhat more conventicnal, aesthetically
speaking, universality in Schapiro's use of a colored modular grid,
its clarity somewhat tedious from overuse at this point in art
history. However, the stasis of the grid undexgijming easil .
carries the material which often alludes to it by size and shape --
as in the small woman's handkerchiefs of Connection and Sampler --
so that the work as a whole acquires a sturdy unity, in the end one
in which the surface refers back to the support. In other .words,
Schapiro puts to modernist use (in the Greenbergian sense), 'the
real nature of (woman's) materials', achieving an original
synchronization of woman's medium and art's medium. The serendip-
ity of this conceptual connection, as well as of thé decorative
surface comnections, confirms the sense that Schapiro has found a
fresh legitimate use for modernism. Because of her use of woman's
material medium Schapiro shows that the modernist aesthetic can -
lead to a sumptupous, even latently voluptuous art.- The modernist
. transcendence Schapiro gives ordinary woman's material symbolizes
the possibility of liberation from woman's traditional role, as
well as, more cgnventionally, a sympathetic immortalization of her
. past existence. ' '

IS

Whereas Miriam Schapiro works on a grand scale which implies

, _and publicizes the heroic existence of women, Harmony Hammond, a

younger New York artist.-- a radical feminist involved with the

politics of ae§thetics - oys a small format in her mixed media

{ pieces. This is meant to be read as a feminist rejection of the

? ) ' .
 Iponaig \ Kuspit, "Nancy Spero at AIR and Miriam Schapiro at
Ahdre Pmmerich town", Art Journal 35 (Winter 1976-77):144-46.
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“heroics of mch New York abstraction’ (illustrationno. 37)., Hamond,
like Schapiro, uses the element of repudiation 6f "wamen's work" as
‘her feminist thesis. Her receat Floor Pieces in the form of rag rugs,,
b looked 1like the work of a woman whohad not yet arrived at a feminist
self-consciousness. However, by placing these '"rugs' in a gallery

setting, Hammond created an ironical situation: what looked like

, . "wamen's work" was intended to repudiate this label. "Women's work"

was invested with a new political-aesthetic value, long overdue .

Harmond, 1like Schapiro, makes the ironical conversion -- from
"womep‘s work'" to "high art" by the decision to subject these 'bits oF
craft objects" to an aesthetic attitude, not unlike a Duchampian
reaciymade .- In her recent paintings, she employs a thickly painted
herringbone pattern as an embodiment of feminist concerns (illustra-\
tion no. 38).. Again, as in the "rugs", she attempts to break down the
barrier between high art and craft images, which, in tﬁis‘ case, are
drawn from her affirmation of weaving as archetypal Wcmen's; work.>
", . layered, {impacted, intensely hand patter{xed presences of this sort
are given a political insistance, lto be associated with the feminist
claim for an individual, cultural, self-sufficiency."”

In her most recent show, along with the herringbone pattern

- paintings Hammond exhibited a group of fired clay fragments which

¢

1

atn Carter Ratcliff, ""The Paint Thickens", Artforum 14 (June 1976)

. ZCarter Ratcliff, "Harmony Hammond”, Arts Magazine 50 (March
1976):7. x , '

3Ratcliff, "The Paint Thickens", p.45.
4 : -

Ibid. .
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displayed traces of basket and sandal Kweav:'ng *They were displayed as-
' though in an ethnologmal museum's store room. So@were in glass
cases atop a chest of drawers, and some were within the drawers.

These clay fragments were~treated 11ke rarely exhibited treasmres.1

Carter Ratcliff continues: ‘
' Its important to mote that Hamond's new works are not the

. results of weaving processes; they are not woven objects. They

refer to weaving, they exhibit traces of it. This particular
kind of "woamen's work" is being treated as important enough to
warrant references that drew on the mediums, styles, and display
methods of modernist art (the allover paintings on the wall),
and likewise important enough to warrant display and storage
methods drawn fromzet}mologlcal museums (the fragments in the
chest of drawers).

It can be said that both Schapiro and Hammond are "'literally
conservative', that'is, they cox;serve the everyday materials of
woman's life, politically radicalizing them by artistically transform-
ing them.3L ‘

All the women artists discussed in this chapter "establish
" continuity with the past history of wamen, and find the revolutionary
message in its 'old news'. These women revolutionize materials
symbolic of women's oppressign so that they commmicate her new power
and purpose. They thereby create a new sensibility and make clear

that sensibility is a product of history and society, not of nature "}

J‘Ratcliff, MHarmony Hammond", p.7.

2Ibid. ,
: 3Kuspit, “Spero. and Schapiro", p.146.
i, !




" CHAPTER VI
Identity . .

In this current wave of feminism in the '70s, the changing
définition of women has resulted in the search for an identi'ty both
personal and generic. Moreover, women artists have insisted on the
assertion of an identity that correspond$ to the reality of & woman
and not how she is perceived by men.

The most visible expression of this séan:ch for idéﬁ;ity is
manifested in the growing number of artworks by women with the self a.s*
sﬁbﬁvect matter. In fact, the whole emergence of the women s movement
’comc1ded with Conceptual Art's shift toward content, autobmgraphy,
narrative and behmonsm. - Therefore, it is not unusual that the
shift to personal information as opposed to formal information, the

5 move'fran formalism to contenb‘results in women using their own lives
as content in their art. o . ’

Choosing the self as subject matter was a mattral outcome of |

the proce;s -of cmlstiougness-raisihg and led to an investigation of

o -

Wi
1’11115 is not at all coincidental. Being a vanguard feminist C
‘puts an artist in the vanguard of those solving the post-modernist -
crisis of artists -- to not just follow modernist rules, but to find
the possibilities of art in the present. (Carter Ratcliff addressing
an audienceiat the Brooklyn Museum, October, 1977.) -

b
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all aspects of female culture.
3
routine, labout practices, menstruation, family and kinship ties, and

1 Birth, motherhood, rape, household

so forth, were explored usualiy in an art form embodied in a -

" "reprographic" mode, to use a term initiated by Pincus-Witten, and,

many chose to concentrate, as.Lucy ‘Lippard has remarked, 'on a self
that was not outwardly apparent, a self that ci\allenged or ex;;)sed the-
roles they had been playing. ‘By means of costumes, disguises and

fantasies, they detailed the self-transformation that now seemed

possible", 2 ’

s

Eleanor Antin is perhaps the best known artist to use self-
transformation andifantas‘y role-playing as a means towards expansion of
‘ her identity, and speaks of her art as "moving out to,‘ into,jgxp to and
" down to the frontiers :of myself'. Lippard discusses her video work‘? x

In video pieces, Antin has projected four selves: (illustration
nos. 39,40) The Ballerina (every little girl's dream?), The King,
The Black Movie Star, and The Murse, discovering in the process
that 'a human life is constructed much like a literary one', ‘and
that her characters -- hybrids of autobiography and fiction --
began to lead their own lives. 'Autobiography in its fundamental
sense', says Antin, 'is the self getting a grip on itself ...(It)
can be considered a partitular type of transformation in which the
subject chooses a specific, as yet unarticulated image and proceeds
to progressively define (herself) ...The usual aids to self-
definition -- sex, age, talent, time and space -- gre merely
tyrannical limitations upon my freedom of choice’.

It is inevitable thatiinuany exploration of (sexual) role-

: ) i -raising groups, feelings about being a woman
-and being an aftist discussed; feelings that had previously been
repressed had permission to come out and were subsequently €xpressed
in art forms. It is these groups that have allowed the personal to be
and public. ‘ : o _ .

ippard, From the Centfe, pp.103-104. _ v,

i

id., p.105. ’
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would constitute an important component. 'Ma(rt}'xa Wilson photographs’
herself "invading homosexual consciousness''. In a perfohnance i)'iece‘
entitled, Posturing: Drag, she did a double transformation in which she

became first a man, than a man dressed as 'a woman.) In much of her ,

early work (1971), she e:Eploréd this concept of "invading" identities

and of losing herself in order to forget her own identity. She writes

of wanting to get picked-up on the Halifax waterfront as a prostitute,.

2

and of the risks that would entail. .
/In collaboratioer with Jackie Apple, anot};er artistﬁex“;‘)lloring
similar concerns of: identity, Wilson created "Clau:iié",. ""a composite
,person who exists in the épace between ourselves, a fantas& self-
powerful, gorg;ous, mobile ;'- who “is the result of the merging of the
realized and the idealized self".> q ' |
Lucy Lippard de‘scribesathe public performance of the piece
which they called Transfornance (Claudia): (illustration no. 41

One Saturday six--New York wamen who shared this 'fantasy of
omipotence' dressed.up fit to kill and lunched at. the Plaza as
Claudia:- then they took a limousine to the Soho galleries,
engendering admiration and hostility along the way. 'By
manipulating elements from the culture to our own ends's, they
discovered an expansion of the self, 'power over destiny, choice

of and responsibility for one's own actions'.4 - Co

L%

Ibid.; p.106. . -

2Jackie Apple and Martha Wilson, '‘Correspondence 1973-74"
Heresies 1 (May 1977) :43,

3Lippard, From the Centre, p.106.

1

4Ibid. Six months later, Apple muses over this performance in
her correspondence with Wilson. Claudia was a magnification of role

1s and stereotypes of power, media images programmed into all of us.
‘The 'power' of the beautiful, rich woman. The illusion of power. We -

exaggerated it, 'lived' it in order to also shatter it, expose the

.illusion, blow it up, not reenforce it, or validate it. It's a fine

line, a delicate balance of form and content, intent and context.

a
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, Mike-up and d:.sgurse are certainly unportant tools with Wthh .
" to convey, the concern with identjty and role—playmg They 1end them-
selves‘ as véhicles for the artist's explq;ation of how she is seen by
others, how she sees herself, and how she wishes %:o be seen by others.
Jackie Apple works with tﬁe effects Sf dis?guise« oﬁw other people, or,
_with the effects ofc disguise in relationship to herself. Her work
: deals with inq;ersmatibn of both sexes, andothe‘ "relationship betwe?n

the many views of a si“f\gle persont and the varying positions of ,'thé

\
viewers to the object". 1 L1ppard writes:

M

‘ .She« (Apple) has concentrated on three themes "Transfers/ 4
ExChan s (exploring (Freud's idea of) the four pepople 1n every -
relationship between two)'; 'ldentity Exchange (changing roles
with another person)'; and 'Identity inition (many views of -
myself as defined by others' perceptions) . Wilson and Apple
solicited opinions about themselves and their appearances from

“acquaintances and documented them, evolving a new form of the
self—portrait 2 (illustration no. 42).

. ' New forms of self—’portraltm'e were also on Suzy Lake's mind when

she made A Genuine Smulatlon OF... (ullustrat-um no.-43). Ina

series ‘of color photographs, the artist’ covers her face with white clown

' cmaké-up convérting it into a so-called blank canvas, a r;eutral ground.

8] - . | She then proceeds to apply ordi&iary everyday make-up to this "ground",
. . In so doing, shé re’duces her out;x identity to zero, as in mime, from

N B . vhich a new face can then be made.> ' ;

émilaﬂy; in a video work entitled, A Natural Way To Draw

(1975), she applied this same white, mask-1like maJ(e-up, again to -
: "W
* o . appmnmate the blank canvas, did a drawmg of her face onto this .

+

A bid., p.12.
N o 'mids, paor.

Sthantsl Pontbriand, "What If Modern Art Had Begn In 18397",
Camerart, (Galerie Q)t1ca, 1974) p.52.

i
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- "blank" face, :md then applied ordumy make-up to this face. All the

while an unseen vglce-over rec1ted from Nlcolaldes book from which |

' thls piece takes 1ts- tltle, In doing this type of self-portralt, she .

at once reﬂects herself and at the same time }udes herself 1

’ suggestmg ‘as Jac]ue Apple does, dmluple v1ews of herself Lake has
remarked, "We are multiplicity of persomllnes evolved from our own

_ h;lstbry o_‘f/cinﬂlmces, events, or situations, both on & voluntary and
involuntary level';.z\ . |

Like Apple and) Wilson, Lake is interested in pei‘somali,ty :

) modaflcatmn through psychological and sociologzcal influences. Unlike

" them, however, she uses her body mtaphoncally to define psycholog1ca1
(head) spaces, or states of nund, whereas, Wilson and Apple act out or
perform, in real life, their nev "1dent1t1es" Lake's are private,

. static erformmces, in the fom of narrative, sequentlal photographs.*
In a woﬂ/( of 1974, entltled Suzy Lake as/.., (111ustratmn no. 44), she

transforms her own’ face into that of a friend. (She uses mdlnduals’

4

of different ages and sexes). It\1s important to note that it is |

(%)

always her own face'which is the "passive receiver of the transfers

and influences".® The point Lake is making here is that our trve

4 ¢ s

&y

« - LDigna Nemiroff, "Suzy Lake aid Sorel. Cohen", Artscanada 34
(October/Novenber 1977) :59: ¢ "

' . %artist's stateent in catalogue, The Winnipeg Pe ive 1979
. = th:o/thmdod Dimnsions (The Wimipeg Art ﬁIIery, 15;85, P.20.

3Lakehas of course, donepei‘formceworkbefore an audience.
Howver, “the’ work ’considered here can be said to have bmwﬂomd y!
solely in front of a still camera.

A 4
PR Chantal Pontbrimd gg.x (Velucule Co-op Press, Montreal
!975) (no paginatim) ’ - ’ '
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o , 1dent1ty is subject to the conditions of infludnce and adaptatlon Z

B ' env1rmment and through thpseJ/ factors e is subJect to change.l

‘.- ‘Her work afflrms our ablhty to support and adapt to change in our |

|11ves ' . o ; \

- » Mach of the femmst art in the early seventles dealt'with the

! o existentlal cond1t1on of womankind, and was us}d as a veh1c1e for the

‘ collective raising of conscmusness, apd of release -- exorc1sm.€ The

feminists in California, especially, concentrated on dispelling taboos,

The pioneerihg project in this endeavor was Womanhouse at the

‘ | California Institute of the A%t in 1'97'2. This was a project of }He
aforementioned Feminist Art Programme at Cal Arts, directed by Miriam
Schapiro and .2'l‘udy"Chic:algo.3
large, decayed, abandonned house into a series of environments. This

It consisted of the transformation of a

‘ . gg;tire physical project was an exercise in exorcism of imposed sex ¢
o b Toles, ot: cull‘mral expectations, of childhood hang-ups, _and so forth.
. ' It was in Wcmanhouse that C.’rucago made the infamous Menstruation
. B g Bathroom. It was painted stark th.te. On-a shelf lay boxes of kotex,
:) CoL ) deodorants and hygiene apparatus. A wastebasket overflows with soiled
: kotex. Next to the basket on the floor, is a tampax painted red --

Iibia.
2Fnsler, "Feminist Art in California", p. 70

L . : Skramdomleddiswssamofthlsseeplsabove A

v . ) gl::znof women in London, England did e similar project irn the South

. . Women's Centre, creating rooms which exposed the hidden side of

Gl dmestic dreams: "Rooms as mages of mental states from unconscious
S llwm to hot tin rooftops". (Kate Walker ir M__ (Septenber

O .

[

expoging and hopefﬁlly unzloi.ng the painful aépects of women's history. '

B
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is the theme of Penny Slmger s art. Slmger, an Enghsh a;rtlst, '

, Corporation, 1972), pp.

-47- —_— | s
“one of 10,000 a woman uses in her life".1 . ‘ e

Howmnen really -are, and not how they are required to appear

makes, in my opmmn, ‘the stmngest statement for woman’s self-

i
definition.

Peter Fullef, in an article in Comnoisseur, recognizes that her
art incorporates John Berger's thesis on the represei:tation of women
in Westemn art as expressed in his book, Ways of Seeing.2 Berger

argues that according to conventions that have only recently been .

~

challenged the "social, presence" of ‘a woman is different in kind from

that of a man. Whereas, a man's presence embodies a promise of power e

" always directed toward an object outside himself, a woman’s presence

expresses her attitude to herself, and defines what can and cannot be

done.to her. Men act and survey women, but women themselves appear.

Jhis results in a woman's self be:mg sp11t in- two: "'She is almost o

continually accmxpmed by her own image of herself ...she has been |

taught to survey herself continually”. And so, she eventually comes .

to consider the surveyor and the Mmthm her as "two .

constltuent yet always dls;mct elements of her 1dent11:y as a waman',

Morover, since tlus internal surveyor is itself male,.woman “turns

herself into an object -- and most partimlérly an object of vision:

a sight", , ) ‘ < %
Berger goes o to explain how in paintings o% the female mude

.

IMirian Schapiro, "The Education of Women as Artists: Project \
Womamhouse", Art Joumnal 31, (Spring 1972):269. \

2Jchm Betger, Ways of Seeing, (London: British Broadcasting
quotes in the following two L

paragraphs\aretahfmth‘lstaxt ) i




s
«48-

-\
there is always the implication that the subject (a woman) is aware of

being seen by a spectator, and furthermore, that this female nude is
not 'naked as she is'", but, "naked'as the spectator sees her". ' He
Cites recurrent genres in bainj:ings of wamen, as evidence, observing

that this nakedness is-not "an expression of her own feelings; it is a

© sign of her submission to the owner's feelings or demands". And so,

hey own sexuality -- as opposed to her availability as a sexual object
is deniéd in order that the onlooker (mle\)\may feel a monopoly of
passion. Berger asserts that "to be naked is to be oneself. To be
nude is t'o'be €3h naked by others, )"et not recognized for oneself. A
ﬁaked body has tobe seen-as an object in order to become a nude".
Therefore, Berger concludes, the depiction of the female nude in
painting not mlyl;eflect‘:;y but also contributes to‘an oppressive social
usage. \'Ihe nude epitomizes the way in wh1ch men seek to limit and
confine the eaq)érience of Qegg a woman. SHe wat&es us watching her
supine availbility. \ She has sex appeal and beauty, but not sexuality.
The idealization of women in the Western traditiorlu implies that the

appearance 'a woman is compelled to manufacture fo/ men is synonymous/.
| : .
with her reality. But of course, this is not so. Fuller explai

Slinger's photographs of herself reveal an awareness of this dicotomy:

...what she sees and presents is not just herself as men would
have her appear, but herself as she is. She does not not deny the
image of herself which all her education as a woman in a male-
dominated society has created -- however, she is constantly saying
that it is a degradation, an illusion, and a trap. She exposes it
and tears it to show what lies behind it: in Berger's
:g;minology, reveals rather than displays. (illustration no.

- ).

In May 1971 ...Slinger published a book of photo-collages with
accompanying poems: it was called '50% The Visible Woman'. The
accompanying image (to one of the poems) consists of a photo-
collage of a woman, standing to attention'so that her body faces
the viewer. Her head has been reversed upon h?r shoulders so that

¢
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instead of a face we see a cascade of hair, which partially covers
her legs too. However, her torso, from the breasts right down to
the top of the thighs, consists of a medical drawing of the open
' female genitals and pubic hair, on which the various constituents
. have been labelled. The words, and the collage, taken together,
describe what it is to be a waman.

Slinger begins by telling us that she is surveyed so much (by
men and the man within her) that she feels herself -to be 'an ever-
open secret'. She has become the half that man 'has always been
looking for', a reflection, in fact, of man's 'soul'. This is the

. 'fifty percent' which is 'visible', but she then invites the
observer to turn her around, to look behind this image of herself
- and see her. The collage goes on to exaggerate that which,
‘generally speaking, is left out altogether in European paintings
of-the nude. Berger argues that women's bodies were stripped of
hair in painting because hair is associated 'with sexual power,
with passion'. As long as the male observer sees, (in Herrick's
words), 'that dainty leg ...is as white and hairless as an egg',
he may feel that his sexuality alone is important.’ The absence ‘of
the genitals in most female nudes is comparable, Slinger reverses
these conventions: she presents us with an image in which the
woman's body is only her hair and her sex, and Ry implication,
.forces us to confront her autonomous sexuality.

iﬂhereas, women have felt free to-deal with sexuahty on abstract,

figm'_at;ive, iiteraryfuaxld conceptual levels within an autobiographical
franework, there has remained, until recently, one subject that has
rarely been introduced into post-movement feminist art --'that of
childbearing, childbirth, and r_hildrearing‘ Indeed, artists have used
their children in their work on ion, from the 17th century on, as
¢ in Gam&borough s work, and the tradition continues to some extent at

" the present time in f ist art. For example, Alison Knowles has used
her daughter in a dance piece, and Mary-Beth Edelson her children m
‘ritual performances. But in the one area of chlldbearmg and chxld—
birth where men camnot ever retam the creative perogat1ve, there. has
Lucy Lippar&‘ghypothesizes:

... (Have) women artists traditionally either refused to have
children or have hidden them away in order to be taken seriously

)
- s " L ]
‘! «

existed a state of neglect.

1Peter Fuller, "Penny Sllnger" Camoissem' 187 (October
1974) :104-07.
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, in a world that accuses wives and mothers of bdfhg part-tme

’ artists? Or because the biological aspect of female creation is
.anathemia to women who want to be recognized for their art? Or
is it related to narcissism and the fact that the swollen belly
is unattractive in the male world? But if this were so, why
wouldn't the more adamant feminists have taken up the theme of

; pregnancy and birth along with mnihly cycles and aging? None
,i\ . of these explanatlons seems valid.

&
[ %4

Recently, however, in the autum of 1976, Mary Kelly, an
English artist showed work at the ICA Gallery in Londonsntitled,
Post~Partum Document, which recorded her relationship with her infant

son from his birth to his entry into nursery school. Three sets of
panels present the three stages of the formation of. the child's
consciousness w1th1n a psydwloglcal framework -- fzom complete
dependence on the ‘mther, through the narcissistic phase to the
Oedipal st‘:age.2 She emphasizes the point thét 'this'( earliest period
"not only forms ,the future personality of the ‘child, but also

.- - -reaffirms the woman's seccmdary positfon -- her negati've place in our

soc1ety" 3 Jane Kelly rela{ks

- . - development and how they affect the mother: Part 1. Weaning fram
- the Breast, 11. Weaning from the Holophrase (leamning to speak) ,
111. Weanmg from the Dyad (entering a nursery). The notion of
weaning is uséd metaphorically to suggest that the mother
experiences these moments of separation as a los# of the child who
was once a part of her and who, in their imaginary relationship
is equated with the phallus. This loss reaffirms her negative
o place in the $ymbolic order -- the order of language and culture,
gecuase the privileged signifier of that order, in the patriarchy

|

) 1Lippard From the Centre, p.138. -~
! 2 A . ,
Jane Kally "Mary Kelly", S_g;ug;g]‘ﬁg_mgm 193 (January/
February 1977):55. "Renewed interest in F , 1niated by Juliet i

i o

1977):187.

. .
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The Document follows three progressive stages of an infant's / '

L Mitchell's book, P is and Femmsm, sparked Kelly's interest
LY - in the use of ic TY sual art context.

3Jane Yelly, Mary Kelly", Studio International 193 (March -

&
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is the phallus. The psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan used
in the work were not taken up without an awareness of their
patriarchal foundation: yet the need for certain of his concepts,

I . and the lack of any woman's theoretical work which achieves as -

; much, necessitated its use.

The content of the exhibltl ointed out that although men
and wamen in our society share of the work inside and ocutside
the home, ult:.mtely the job of rearing children is seen as part
of a waman's 'natural capacity' -- and more particularly it
presents the problems experienced by one woman artist is also
a mother. The art objects themselves reflect both this central
division and the gap between male-dominated theory and the feminine
area of intuition, in that they act in an antagonistic relation to
each other: 'In the Post Partum Document I am using the 'art
object' explicitly as a fetish object 1 order to suggest the
operations of the unconscious that underly it. The stains,
markings and word imprints have a minimm affective value in
relation to my lived experience.. In psychoanalytic terms, they
are visible representations of cathected memory traces. These
traces, in combination with the diaries, time tables and feeding
charts, constitute what I would call a discourse which 'represents’
my 1ived experience as a mother, but they are consciously set up
in an antagonistic relationship with the diagrams, algoritlms and
footnotes. thereby constituting another discourse which

'represents’ my analysis, as a feminist of this 11ved experience’.
(Mary Kelly, press release, September, 1976)

e o I Y0 Ty
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As Lucy Lippard has remarked, 'When women use their own bodies

et i 4 A mtg e
S

in their art work, they are using their SELVES; a significant psycho-

hY

.logical fal:tor converts these bodies or"faces from' object to subject".?‘

O

I would argue that those women whom I have discussed above, become
n | both o)aject and subject. In their work they show the Shlft from bemg
the "'‘object of vision: a sight", (as discussed by Berger), to an object

PR

e

: ) of woman's own cmscimsmsé, and the subject of her art -- an

r ideological canstruct. More importantly, these women are: making ! _

; . statements of their mstence, statements of reality, and reaffirming L
“and redefining their selves. 'Ihetr\}u_'t is gmnded in social reality

, ‘aldinisswsafféctingﬂuirmtalﬁms. - )

-

11bid., pp.187-88 . .
ZLippard, From the Centre, p.124,




CHAPTER VII
Art and Self.

At the time I entered graduate school as a painting student in
1974, I read an interview between Judy Chicago and Lucy Lippard, in
which they discussed the issue of making art from one's experience as
a woman, that is, transforming one's circumstances as a woman into
one's subject matter. This interview caused me to rethink the way I
was going about my art-making activitieé and to question the relation-
ship between my sex (gender?) and my art. I realized 'Eherf, that if I
was goin'g to be making artworlé for the rest of my life it had better
have sc\:mething to do with me as a person, and in particular, as a
woman. I now experienced a new freedom to explore my li‘fe~ in my art,
. to become more autobiographical, moré exposed about my feelings aﬁd
concerns, and to use my art to confront my existence as a woman.

I quit painting and, ~begam to sew, First, I made a group of
stuffediand sewn canvas tubes which I tied and folded into knots,
(illust ”tion no. 46), a‘nd which I then hung from Fhe wall 01; ceiling,

followed|by the creation of a large canvas grid (illustration no. a7),
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was; in part, energized by the insurgency, and success of the women's |
movement.] The post-minimalists use of non-rigid materials placed

great importance to the properties‘ of the materials used, even to the
making of the materials themsel&es.‘. The materials and the action of

gravity upon these materials detemmined forms which could not be
/ ) ‘

/totally forecast in advhnce.-z In'other words, the physical world

acted ‘un the properties of matter to determine form. I wanted to
enphasize the flexibility and rearrangesbility of the material: the.
fact that it was possible‘.for these sculptures never to appear the
same way twice. ' Although the shapes I used were abstract, any soft

3

sculpture, regardless of how abstract will evoke the human.” I felt

that I had made ‘a start in a new direction. I arega'r‘/ded these
sculptures (as well as some stuffed appliqué painti'ng; I did
immediately preceeding them), as body images, as concrete analogues '
to body condition. ' _ : - ‘
Equally important to.ne was the process of sewing -- the "art
-as-experience" that craft people believe in -- the ritual and

reenactment of an activity performed by my female aru:‘t’esi:ors.4 Lawrence

=

]'Robert Pincus-Witten, Postmnmallsm, (Out of London Press,
New York, 1977), p.14. Soft sculpture cgﬁted post-mnmallsm in
’Oldenberg s work but appears to cteristic found predomin-
antly in much of women's art in the late '60s and '70s.

‘Zpobert Morris, "Anti-Forn", Artforum 6 (April 1968):35.

SMax Kozloff, '"'The Poetics of Softness'";" American ture of
*the Sixties, (Los Angeles Comty Museum of Art, Los Angeles, %5675, p.26.

4Ofcoux'semenhﬁveusedsewmginthcs:lrworkanclccntmue to do

so, but this activity must historically be associated with wosen .
because of 1ts traditional domestic apphcatiax.
4 N,

W
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| Allgvay comments on this: "If today there is a penchant for crafts, it
would seem to be on this consci‘ous basis, as an iconography in which
| . process acts significantly; not b:t;Ee there is an instinctual femalé
! urge to craft".l
At the time of the sewn gnds (1975v-76) , 1 felt the need of a

-

photograph1c 1$age that would act as a memory deposit of my work. The
A Gridihad been accepted in a national travelling exhibition. " I wanted
to have it exhibited, yet at the , Same - time I wanted to hold onto this
?1ece. My intention was to photéZraph same of the canvas modules and
. .nmke_a151lkscreen print. But, instead, on the encouragement of some
photographer friends, I made cyanoéype prints of these mddgiés.
These were printed on cotton squares which were eventually sewn
togethef as a "pieced work". It became a very lafge photo-print which
. was laid out on the floor as é "shadow'" or an analégue to the Grid
- ‘hhich eventually hung as a curtain (illustration nos. 48-50). Thus, '
this first photography project became very different from the intended
memory image. It became an artwork in its own Tight. '
" At this point, I took sfock of my\activities: I.was making soft,
flex1ble, sewn sculptures whose repeated modules cpuld be analogous to
" a quilt especially in the more two-dimensional state as phpto—prlnts
on cotton. Ax the same time,. the sculptures related, as previously
mntioned not only t6" 5ost-m1n1ma115m in form, but to tie tradition of
minimalism in their seriality -and thelr repeated wnits which, although
alike, ugre(dlffbrent by virtue of their being hand-made. There was
<also the aspect of process and ritual which was to reéppeir later.
Aiiovay, "Women's Art in the '70s", p.70.
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The ‘f/h?t project wholly reali'zed in a photographic medium was
conceived as a ::alendar (illustration no. 51). : The images in the
photographs were of my unmade bed for thirty—six“mmihgs. The visual
form of the calendar was analogous to the serial art context of the
photographs of the bed, which were taken from the same viewpoint every
morning. The bed covering was a red and white geometric quilt. The
contact sh;eet, an& later the calendar was informed by the minimalist
grid, and, like the sewn cotton modules, each module (in this case,
photo), was alike but slightly different from the others due to the
fact that the position and confi‘_gu:jation of the quilt changed every
ni‘ghtv; as an indicator of human activity and a tracer of human gesf;ure.
At thls timé, I was open to the considgfation of Eve Hesse's serial
scqiptures, espe{cially Sans 11 (illustration no. 52), which I had sgen
in the basement of the Whitney Museum in New York. I was intrigued

with the notion of the heterogeneous withi
1

the homgéneoué, the
changes acting on each unit.” Like Hesse'"s repeated units, my photo-
graphs of my umade bed were basically alike, enough for us to say |
they are all the same, but each is just as clearly unique and each

| looks wnique -> the variable of similar forms.’ In temms of content

I was pretty close to "hame'. My intention in this work was to mal'ce

a statement regarding the repetitive and banal nature of the routine
tasks confronting the hougewife -~ the traditional 'female" activities.
' " Most people‘kho viewed the two versions of the calendar mis-
read its meaning. They uderstood the photographs of the-beds as

&

lBruce Boice, "Eva Hesse",-Artforum 11 (March 1973):91.
2y - '
Ibid. .

4




ot

Hulk

,. quilt crossmg ‘the bed alludes to the painterly gesture oncanvas.

kind of.i\g.urlal; wanan's occupations ahd'preoccupatims can be LT .

t , ) -56- Y‘:

signifiers of sexual activity in the recent past, rathér than

‘mchcators of|an intended activity in the near future -- that of my

' task of making-up this bed. I rectified this by my decision to put

myself in the picture performing this chore. This was done in the

form of a series of colored photographs and cyanotypes entitled .

Le Rite Matinal (1977), (illustration no. 53), and a videotape, o
Houseworks (1976), (illustration no. 54), in which I make iy bed every
moping for-a week, thus incorporating the earlier reference to a

calendar. The tape is twenty minutes in duration and its sheer

monotony. forces one to share the reality of this tedious chore over a

period of time.
In this work, subject and foim were mutually reinforcing.

Housework is a monotonous, repetitive work which never issues any

fas\ting, let alone .important achievement. Its repetitive, ritualistic
nature is analogous to the serial and narrative” context in which I { "
place the 'ph&tographs. On a fform‘al level, the photographs refer to my
baﬁkground in painting. The slow shutter speed of the camera is used

to record images of time‘ and motion of my body, and the sweep of the

I use my recorded movements here as brush strokes on the film. exmlsmn
--a reference to "action" pamtmg. .

But, most importamntly, I regard thz.s body of work as a femmst

1deolog1cal ccnstmct and not merely a series of art objects or photo- , -

graphs. The intentlm was to attempt to uute the private, domestlc
and personal concerns of myself, a woman, a mother, and a housewife - *
with art concemns. Art can be changed so-that it can encompass this -
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validated as art. Like .Dadaism and Surrealism this material
chaylllengeS conventional notions of-what is proper in'art. As with

Buchamp's readymades, ''the wresting o\ an object or activity out of
its normal context ax;d its placement in an art context obliges us to

o

7
consider it anew; its meaning has been altered".l Le Rite Matinal

and Houseworks. congretize and flawt my situation as a domestic
worker and turn it into art. The pfecedents for these overstatements
are the rooms at Womanhouse at Cal,Arts and Martha Rosler's videotape,

Semiotics of the Kitchen, (of which I became aware 'only last year).

".In The Shape of"a Gesture (1977-78) , [originally entitled

Domestic Activity as Painterly Gesture), I am photographed cleaning a

window in my house. In this more formal work the window pane is

- analogous to the picture plane of a canvas and the slow shutter speed

of the camera records the movement of the colored rags across the ‘
wmdow as a "painterly gesture' (111ustrat10n no. 55). Thus, this
highly autobiographical work mcorporates my life as a housewife and
as a visual artist. ' =

In trying to unite the private, ﬁersonal anc} domestic concerns

with art congerns, I deliberately pose amidst household furnishings, .

yet I use the techmqms of contemporary aesthetic$ to mfrmge on the

documentary nature of these tasks. - In other words, I transform
autobiographical and social issues into formal abstract issues.
wWhile preparing this paper I was sparked by Sylviac Sleigh's
thesis of the reversal of gender roles in art, and its political
implications.’ ‘It was at this time that I started the project
WNemirots, "Suzy Lake and Sorel Cohen", p.S59.
%See above, pp. 9-11. : ‘

-
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" question as Bacon: are they wrestlers or lovers? Does it matter?

.,

. | -
After Bacon/Muybridge (1978—79)‘, (illustration no. 56). From a formal

point of v1ew this work enabled lgte to further augment my exploration of

the aesthetics of pa:mtmg through color photography I became ‘aware
of the fact that the Enghsh painter, Francis Bacon had used Eadweard
Mxybndge s photographs of wrestlers as image souces for his pamtmgs
of coupled male figures from I953 to the present. The class1cal
symbolism i;iér_xtifie‘d with a'chlle‘tes equated their ;;hysical well-being

with v1rtuousness In-a similar fashion, Bacon sensed a high degree of

. muscular erqticism beneath the Neo-Platomsm of Mlchelangelo s nudes.

And Bacon's-‘ transformations of Muybridge's scientific studies are an
a.ffirmafion of male voluptudpsness and 1np1y a homosexual content.
'Ihe feminist, theme hére is the reversal of the artlst-moq,el motif. I

am the looking, active female observer of these creatures of beauty and
. . T 8

-desire, reversing the tratlitional roles of male/artist, female/model.

However, unlike the classical female nudes of Ingres, Titian and Goya,

I leave the humanity, energy and“activeneqss of my models intact. They
remain more than masses of passive flesh for the pleaSure of the
clothed viewer. They retain their identities as athletes, yet at the

same time they evoke an aura of ambiguity in temms of their mysterious

gestures and frayed bodies. The edplicit images .of Muybridge become

the evasive images of Bacon as seen through my camera. I ask the same

® 1

They are ?mtic in their, at east potential potency and d;afh,, but

most important it is-a woman who recognizes their ambiguity and creates.

an image based.on a woian's view of male 's'exuzllity'. ‘
O another l[evel the apprehension-on my part of these male .~

coupled figures as homosexyals puts them in a pos1t1on akm to that of

4




the female in society: the'y are the women in straight male society,
and, as such; ebjects of contempt an the part of both neh and vomen,
but for thiéx reasmxth'ey are the recipients of the empathy mthe
part of wmen with mg:iy-raised consciousness. Homosexuals have
assmedthepositim of women: ﬂieOﬂxermamale—dmnnatedsoczety

It would appear fzmwpercepgm-ofmy ownwork that in my
most rec&nt piece I hxve been atteuptmg to integrate the two [ '
aspects of self -- the woman and the artlstA -- that is at the core
of most feminist art ’ | |
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