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Series Editor Preface

Blackwell Companions to Art History is a series of edited collections designed to cover
the discipline of art history in all its complexities. Each volume is edited by specialists
who lead a team of essayists, representing the best of leading scholarship, in mapping
the state of research within the sub-field under review, as well as pointing toward future
trends in research.

This Companion to Feminist Art focuses on the recent history of and current discus-
sions within feminist art history, theory and practice. The wide-ranging chapters
include contributions that address questions such as configurations of feminism and
gender in post-Cold War Europe, to more focused conversations with women artists on
Afropean decoloniality.

This volume is divided into five sections that signal the variety of voices that articulate
feminist thought and art. Together the sections and essays challenge and expand our
understanding of feminist art beyond the canonical definitions that are rooted in the
1960s. Through the chapters we encounter feminist art as dynamic and fluid, sitting at
the intersection between culture, politics and practice.

As series editor, I was delighted to receive the proposal for this volume, which was
both timely and thought provoking. As the editors note, the book’s evolution over a
number of years has in part been a product of the differences of thought and experience
of the editorial team. The volume has benefitted from this creative friction as the the-
matic sections and the essays they contain recognise and celebrate the diversity of femi-
nist thinkers and practitioners. This collection of essays will be essential reading for
students, researchers and teachers working on the histories, theories and practices of
feminism and art, and in related fields. I have no doubt that A Companion to Feminist
Art will make a very welcome addition to the series.

Dana Arnold, 2019
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Introduction

The term “feminist art” has been misused as often as not. Understood as a codification
within the academic discipline of art history and within the related curatorial and archi-
val categories of museological practices, it has frequently come to represent a classifica-
tion: feminist art. Used as such, the classification implies consideration under definitions
familiar in other art historical and museological classifications, definitions of geogra-
phy, chronology, style, materials, and influence (fifteenth-century Florentine, Golden
Age Dutch, Pre-Raphaelite, and so forth). It therefore restricts consideration of feminist
art to a particular overt content, style, use of materials, or chronological geographical
influence since “women’s liberation” or the “second wave” of the feminist movement
emerged in full force in the West in the late 1960s.

This book, however, comes to the term “feminist art” from a different direction. As
editors, we have approached “art” as a dynamic set of material and theoretical practices
in the realm of culture, and “feminism” as an equally dynamic set of activist and
theoretical practices in the realm of politics. Given that culture and politics constantly
intersect and work upon each other, “feminist art” for us is the space and place — the
site — where feminist politics and the domain of art-making intersect. Not surprisingly,
it is also the place where both feminist politics and art-making sometimes diverge and
divide, in order to reconnect with greater strength resulting from this kind of critique
and debate. It is not always a comfortable, safe, or secure place for those who work at
that intersection: the art world in the twenty-first century retains a hierarchy of think-
ing and of practice that is still overwhelmingly dominated by masculinist, Euro/USA-
centric values. (A quick look at the 100 most expensive modern and contemporary
artworks sold at auction can verify the value assigned to non-male, non-Euro/USA
artists.) To us, and to a determined, angry, joyous, powerfully creative, and increasing
number of artists, critics, scholars, and curators, working at this intersection is an
urgent activity.

The structure of the book is grounded in this approach to feminist art. Not a history,
rather it is intended to give an overview of what is happening at the time of its writing,
why, and how; and in different locations, ways of making, and ways of thinking. We have
invited the writers to respond to the brief in the way that suits them best, rather than
asking all to give an overview of the subjects in which they are specialists: sometimes
the sharp focus can illuminate the tacit questions and challenges of a large sector of
artists; sometimes an overview has been a more appropriate way to introduce or pro-
voke further, focused questions for the reader. Either way, we hope that readers will,
along with us, be cognizant that what is here is an indicator of how much more there is
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out there to discover. There is a recognition that we have tried to build into the struc-
ture of the book this diversity of feminist thinkers and practitioners. Indeed, the choice
to coedit this volume emerged from a desire to include at the editorial level differences
of thought and experience, and a challenge to each editor’s own, distinct ways of think-
ing and working. And, concomitantly, we'd like to recognize our editorial frustration at
the inevitably partial nature of any such undertaking within the covers of one book and
the reach of one language: for various reasons, we were not able to secure all the writers
we wished for, or therefore all the voices and topics we wanted to share.

In many ways, this book is both a complement and a contrast to the archival antholo-
gies compiled by one of us, Hilary Robinson’s Feminism—Art—Theory 1968—2000 and
Feminism—Art-Theory 1968—2014. It is a contrast in that here you will find newly
commissioned essays that focus upon the now and upon recent history, while the other
anthologies are of pre-existing texts, charting discussions and developments histori-
cally. It is a complement in starting from such values and pursuing such diversity, in its
approach to feminist art and to feminist thinkers and practitioners, and in the words of
these thinkers and practitioners themselves.

Geographies

In her 1984 book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, the African-American femi-
nist scholar bell hooks influentially, and inclusively, defines feminism as “a movement to
end sexist oppression” And yet, she reminds us, feminism also “directs our attention to
systems of domination and the interrelatedness of sex, race, and class oppression.”! This
definition has guided our work as feminist-art scholars, and also our choices as editors of
this anthology — beginning with the knowledge that, while the limitations of an English-
language publication prevented us from working with and translating the work of as
many feminists as we'd have liked, this anthology needed to incorporate as many voices
from around the globe as possible. We often spoke of the need for “on-the-ground”
perspectives on global feminisms, and all the contributors to our “geographies” of femi-
nist art live and work in the regions about which they write.

We have not pursued an “area studies” approach to this section; rather, we have
compiled it from the belief that feminist politics and practices rest upon local condi-
tions, and interact with local histories, and cultural and political practices. Nor did we
address the section by thinking we needed a “compare and contrast” approach, which
may have led to false competitions about which feminism was more urgent or more
effective, or to a sense that differing locations were in themselves objects of study.
Instead, we invited writers to identify the current issues for and of feminist art in their
locations, along with the most appropriate way of exploring them.

In the opening chapter, Julie Ewington presents us with a survey of the Australian
feminist movement in art, starting by situating it in a moment of historical reflexivity,
internationalism, and a 2015 artwork by Kelly Doley and Diana Smith (working as the
collective Sunday School), titled The Lucy R. Lippard Lecture. This piece itself reflected
upon the visit to Australia 40 years earlier by American critic Lucy Lippard. Ewington
goes on to trace the engagement of Australian feminist artists not only with the US but
with current European (‘continental’) philosophy, and of course the UK (where Germaine
Greer and a number of other Australians, later to become prominent in the arts and
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media, had emigrated in the 1960s). Against this backdrop, Ewington demonstrates the
struggle of Australian feminists to produce methods and practices appropriate to their
own condition, including that of the differing realities of Indigenous Australian lives and
white post-coloniality. She concludes with an examination of recent curatorial and art
practices, including major exhibitions and the debates they embodied and provoked.

A different approach is taken by Maria Laura Rosa. Her chapter covers four countries —
Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru — but she maintains a focus on particular types of
practice: feminist collectives and their art activism. A strong theme through this chapter
is that of access to public space, and how to make effective aesthetic interventions in it.
Charting projects by four groups — Mujeres Publicas, Mujeres Creando, Malignas
Influencias, and Laperrera — Rosa opens up the tactical thinking of these groups to
reach the audiences that they wish to, in order to build solidarity and further action.

In contrast to the occupation of public space in Latin America, Gayatri Sinha’s essay
traces the creation of subject space of women artists and feminism in India. Woven
against a background of subaltern studies, Indian Marxism, class, and caste, she dem-
onstrates how these artists realized their subjectivities and their publics in movements
“compelled by the politics of a region of fraught cartographies.” Influences of goddesses
and the lived politics affecting individual women are shown to effect both the growth
and nature of feminism in India from the 1970s onwards, but are also necessary to
understanding the work of the artists she discusses, such as Arpita Singh, Sheba
Chhachbhi, Nalini Malani, and a newer generation such as Sheela Gowda, Anita Dube,
and Navjot Altaf. In all this work the artists question the “divine feminine, or the
motherland” Opening with “an initiative so silent that it was virtually unspoken,” Sinha
argues that these artists have moved towards representing diverse subjectivities through
re-representing the gendered and “unquiet processes of nationhood.”

Karen von Veh’s chapter also focuses on the unquiet processes of nationhood, in this
instance, in the formation of post-apartheid South Africa, and in particular on how
sexualities and sexual identities intersect with constructions of national identity and
analysis of how contemporary South Africa is formed through its sexual politics. The
work of two women, one black and one white, is brought to the fore. Zanele Muholi’s
activist practices of photography focus on representations of queer black identities,
particularly in her portraits of black lesbian women and trans men. Diane Victor’s
mixed media works explore men’s violence against women in the new South Africa,
across all communities. Both women, therefore, are exposing that which has been hid-
den in silence, and attempt instead to give visibility and voice. Muholi gives dignity,
respect and self-realization to communities that have been abused, denied, and sub-
jected to crimes of “cure” by rape. They are portraits of those who have endured, sur-
vived, and who have found security in their individual subjecthoods and collective
communities. Victor exposes (often shockingly and painfully) the crimes to which those
communities, and other women, have been subjected. Not all the victims of corrective
rape survived; elsewhere in black communities and in all sections of the white com-
munity, the levels of rape and woman-murder are horrendous, bringing the female
homicide rate to six times the average. Victor’s work focusses on particular crimes,
bringing them out of the realm of anonymous statistics to present their narratives in a
visceral manner. Von Veh completes her essay by outlining how both artists avoid the
designation “feminist,” and how the term has a complex and problematic history in its
rise in white communities before the end of apartheid.
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The art world in one city, Istanbul, is the context for Ebru Yetiskin’s chapter, “Moving
Towards Paratactical Curating” She describes the algorithmic control exercised by state
and corporations as producing systemic and functional stupidity, and analyses how this
has been at work in Turkey and more specifically in the art world of Istanbul, and how
feminist critiques through curatorial practices have attempted to develop effective
techniques. Given some background in the political and economic programs of the
Turkish state, including in the arts, she then moves to the development of curatorial
practices, and thence to feminist practices of curation, particularly of new media art. In
the increasingly autocratic and repressive state that is Turkey, paratactics are needed.

Maria Pachmanova addresses the region she calls in her title “post-Wall Europe”
Through the essay, her terminology shifts as appropriate — “former Eastern bloc” (political);
“eastern Europe” (geographical); the “former East” (chronological); even “ex-East”
which could remind us of the ex-parrot in Monty Python — one description in a long list
of ways to say the bird was dead. The resonance is not drawn flippantly: how to describe
the complexity of this part of the world, not post-colonialist but post-communist
though not all post-Soviet, overwhelmingly white but subject to racial and ethnic abuse
in the rest of Europe, and where wars between their newly formed states have been
fought often on ethnic and sectarian grounds, and internal minorities including the
Roma bear the collective brunt of such thinking. Pachmanové explores the status of
“feminism” as a political concept in this environment, and the difficulty and significance
of attention to the politics of gender and race in the art world here.

While the “former East” is and has been clearly problematized as a concept on many
fronts, its counterpart, the “former West” is not often treated in a similar fashion. Its
values are taken as having triumphed (if only because it has outlasted the Communist
regimes of the former Eastern bloc), even while they have shifted. Further, its identity
crises are happening internally within pre-existing states, who are attempting to rede-
fine themselves in distinction from each other or, more frequently, in distinction from
people who have arrived from elsewhere and who are seen as a threat to that identity. In
these new narratives of Western identity, old narratives are brushed off and re-drafted,
as if national identity were static. Alexandra Kokoli addresses these crises in “Crossing
Borders and Other Dividers in Western Europe and the British Isles” Her focus first is
on transhistorical feminism; then on the shifting uses of “gender” as a category; and
finally on transnationalism, exile, and diaspora, emphasizing how national identity is
always contingent, even in times of retrenchment, and how feminist politics and art is
constantly in negotiation with these changes.

To end this section, we move to the other end of the scale: one event in New York.
Mira Schor’s “Wheels and Waves in the USA” starts with the concept of amnesiac
returns — apparent successes leading to forgetfulness and the return of the need for and
actuality of feminist acts which have, however, also forgotten their history. Schor’s
account of the event, in turns acerbic and funny, pulls together her tweets from the
event, her notes written at the time, her later reflections upon being there, and her
political analysis. It spins off into reflections upon her own feminist history: through-
out, the jamming together of the personal and the political across a generational gulf is
to the fore. What is the reader to draw (for example) from her quotes of the speaker’s
wish to escape from capitalism, and her observations of the financial realities of the
event? Or the veteran and much-respected feminist who hands over her speaking time
to a white male? At the end, as a Jewish woman, she recounts the story of the Jews being
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made to wander in the desert until a generation has died and a new way of thinking can
emerge: a story about the necessity of forgetting and the imperative of remembering. It
is left to resonate with what we have read before, and with feminist politics in the USA.

Being

Feminist politics frequently spring from the experience of inhabiting a body that is
accultured in particular ways (trained to designated behaviors, appearances, and
activities; assumed to be adept at certain functions; and understood as deviant or dis-
ruptive if it transgresses these sanctions). So, too, feminist art often grapples with the
representation of these bodily acculturations, and the relationship between them and
“femininity” In this section, contributors confront some of the myriad, even contradic-
tory, ways in which the experience of living in and perceiving aged, raced, and gendered
bodies relates to feminist politics in the art world. Perhaps unsurprisingly, considering
their growing visibility and impact upon feminist politics in the past decade, trans*
persons, art, and theory emerge frequently in this section’s writing on representing
contemporary feminist embodiment.

Amelia Jones opens this group of essays with a nuanced history and critique of “essen-
tialism” in feminist art and theory (an issue raised by Schor at the end of the last section),
and how queer and trans* bodies are productively problematizing the notion in the
twenty-first century. On the one hand, Jones recognizes the ways in which the “felt and
visible” category of “woman” is necessary to recognize when confronting the fact of
sexist oppression in heteronormative patriarchy. On the other, this categorization of
“woman” as the opposite of a gender binary with “man” — as readily assumed in social-
constructionist feminist theory as essentialist — tends to limit the very freedoms and
variety of gendered identities that feminism embraces. Analyzing the representations of
gender in emergent trans* cultures as they have evolved out of queer theory, Jones pro-
poses that the simultaneously social and individual, and always relational definitions of
gender in the work of trans* artists like Vaginal Davis, Zachary Drucker, and Rhys Ernst
offer feminism tantalizingly open, new ways of battling sexism without reverting to the
binaries sexism upholds.

In the subsequent chapter, Michelle Meagher also applies the potential of “trans-,” but
in the context of feminist ageing. Utilizing Helene Moglen’s concept of “transageing” to
disrupt narratives of age as linear and deteriorating, Meagher asks her readers to rather
reconsider ageing as accumulation — of experience, knowledge, work, and self-awareness.
Conjuring tropes of ageing womanhood from the ancient crone to the contemporary
cougar in the work of feminist artists from Louise Bourgeois to Cindy Sherman,
Meagher compellingly argues for “the capacity for a feminist aesthetics of ageing” in
both a women’s movement and an art world historically centered around the image and
concerns of youth.

Artist Lubaina Himid’s chapter takes the form of letters to artist and collaborator
Susan Walsh, in which Himid’s responses to a series of (here unseen) queries from her
correspondent unfold into a narrative about the nitty-gritty of everyday battles of Black
women artists in the United Kingdom. The chapter ostensibly begins with Himid look-
ing back at her experiences in organizing three groundbreaking exhibitions in London
galleries: 5 Black Women (1983), Black Woman Time Now (1983/4), and The Thin Black
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Line (1985). Today, these are enshrined in art history for the spotlight they shone on the
work of contemporary women artists of color in the UK. However, as the fine-grain
detail of Himid’s recollections grow with each subsequent letter, the reader becomes
aware of the participants’ struggles to launch not just these shows but their very careers
as artists, curators, critics, and scholars. Himid’s “Letters to Susan” attempts to demys-
tify the opaque systems by which artists are educated, discovered, organized, and
funded - to which too many women artists and artists of color are denied access. She
also lauds the often unglamorous or seemingly trivial contributions to marginalized
artists’ work that results in real, if frustratingly incremental, progress toward their
visibility.

Richard Meyer similarly addresses the power of exhibitions to reveal hidden histories
and fault lines in feminist ways of being; in this case the “blockbuster” traveling exhibi-
tion WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution (2007—-2009). Here, Meyer focuses his
attention on the exhibition catalog’s cover, whose use of a Martha Rosler collage
comprising vintage pin-ups reignited decades-old debates around the blurry line
between feminist expressions of sexuality and desire and cultural representations that
often objectify and demean women. Meyer both contextualizes Rosler’s work in the
“erotic ambivalence” of the second wave feminist era from which it came, and argues
that the more recent debates over its meanings — in the art press, between artists in the
exhibition, and even on the Internet and social media — demonstrate the sophistication
and ongoing relevance of these expressions in feminist art today.

In Eliza Steinbock’s chapter, she too returns to the resilience of second wave feminist
thought, as well as returning this section full circle to the potential of transfeminism by
rephrasing Linda Nochin’s famous 1971 question about women artists: “Why are there
no great trans* artists?” While Steinbock is eager to trace the hirstory of “trancestors” in
art, like Nochlin she is more interested in critiquing the conservative traditions by
which art-historical “greatness” is determined, represented here by portraiture.
Steinbock sees in the importance of self-portraiture among trans-identified artists a
concerted effort toward the documenting and humanizing of radical new subjectivities
that simultaneously reference and extend feminist theories and practices of embodi-
ment in art.

Doing

Too often, “feminism” is approached as a “methodology” of art-making and scholarship,
rather than as an activist practice. Needless to say, as art historians dedicated to both
practicing and writing about feminism as activism — in the streets as on the page — we
sought out contributors who would articulate a range of practices in the realm of “doing
feminism” in different realms: activism, use of language, and practices of education, as
well as in different ways of making art. To crib from Eliza Gluckman’s contribution
(with her curating partner Lucy Day) in this section, throughout this book, we hope “to
remind people as they are learning about feminist art [...] that it comes from this — a
place where there is a fight to be had”

Hilary Robinson begins this section with a crucial, tragic moment from the fight for
women’s suffrage in Great Britain: the death of Emily Wilding Davison during an action
at the Epsom Derby in 1913, when she stepped onto the track with a suffrage banner
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and collided with the racehorse Anmer, owned by King George V. Her death would rally
support for women’s enfranchisement, largely due to the spectacular, performative
nature of her martyrdom, captured by the relatively new phenomenon of the moving-
picture camera that allowed unprecedented numbers to witness her feminist protest via
Pathé newsreel. Applying the writings Hannah Arendt, Chantal Mouffe, and Lucy
Lippard on the nature and power of political art, Robinson addresses contemporary
feminist work over which Davison’s ghost fairly hovers: work that not just performa-
tively but also publicly intervenes in the very spaces, systems, and communities where
women’s subjugation occurs, requiring viewers to “bear witness” to these artists’ (literal)
acts of resistance.

In her rich survey of the subject, Griselda Pollock takes up language as a significant
form of “doing” feminism. Words, she reminds us, are “potent ways in which dominant
social and political systems sustain their hegemony,” and in this chapter Pollock analy-
ses how Western languages have established and reinforce hierarchies of gender, class,
and race. However, Pollock also documents the myriad ways in which feminist artists
and scholars have revealed and interrupted, and continue to interrogate and transform
these hierarchies in ways that transcend the limits of existing representation — allowing
us to not just imagine and articulate but also create and live new realities as gendered
subjects.

The act of art-making is the focus of Harriet Riches’ chapter on photographic pro-
cesses, handcraft, and their implications in feminist art. Riches is interested in women’s
presence in photo history from its very origins, beginning with Elizabeth Fulhame’s
experiments with “fabric photographs” in the eighteenth century, as well as the consist-
ency with which these women’s contributions have been minimized by criticism that
downgrades the alleged “feminization” of their work. As such, Riches turns to the work
of contemporary photographers such as Julie Cockburn, Inge Jacobsen, and Sabrina
Gschwandtner, which uses needlework to pierce and embellish found photography as a
feminist reclamation of the “soft processes” of photo history that are often dismissed as
nostalgic or folksy at a moment when digital photography is coded as masculine and,
predictably, dominant in the discourse as a result.

New-media scholar Maria Fernandez’s contribution to this section asserts the rele-
vance of posthuman and new materialist philosophy to ways of “doing” feminist art. She
builds on influential thought by scholars such as Katherine Hayles and Rosa Braidotti,
which necessarily addresses the limits of classical humanism in the digital age, and ana-
lyzes the work of artists from Lynn Hershman-Leeson to Gaetano Adi as exemplary of
“ways in which the processes of matter contribute to support, consolidate, or disrupt
power relations” Fernandez stresses that, despite the seemingly dystopian cast of the
term “posthuman’] that the crisis it suggests is, in fact, an opportunity to recognize and
create new subjectivities that integrate cutting-edge knowledge from the sciences, and
even historical innovations of marginalized peoples into appropriately complex,
nuanced notions of what feminist agency might look like in the twenty-first century.

Lucy Day and Eliza Gluckman contribute a chapter that is part conversation, part
curatorial statement, which simultaneously explains and reflects their embrace of “cura-
tion as a collective act, working alongside its co-conspirator curation as an activist
proposition” While each woman has her own, individual curatorial practice, the pair
additionallyworktogether organizing feministexhibitionsand eventsas Day + Gluckman,
the genesis of which they articulate here in a warm, informal interview with one another.
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They subsequently, and more formally, follow this with a statement of their goals for
Day + Gluckman as a model of feminist curatorial activism in not just the subjects of
their exhibitions but also how they seek to consider and empathize with the personal,
work/life realities of artists, arts professionals, and audiences in their practice.

In the subsequent essay, Felicity Allen expands on Day + Gluckman’s insistence on the
feminist collaboration inherent to, but often overlooked by, contemporary curatorial
practices with a look at gallery educators and the myriad communities they engage
with. Noting that, for decades, the role of women in art institutions was limited to that
of “teacher;” Allen tracks ways in which the activism of (often working-class) feminists
and people of color quietly entered, then arguably came to define, practices in gallery
education in the 1970s to the present day. And yet, even as concepts of relational
aesthetics have allegedly grown more common and popular in contemporary art and its
exhibition, Allen argues that the labor of educators and staff in these “relations” have
gone unrecognized — indeed, is generally obscured — by the institutions they serve.
Historicizing and celebrating the feminist history of gallery education, Allen’s essay
reveals how the field has built our understanding of and demand for art spaces’ connec-
tion to their communities.

Thinking

After “Being” (feminism addressing the sexual politics of ontology and embodiedness)
and “Doing” (where we asked writers to reflect upon different ways in which feminism
is enacted in the art world and how its processes have developed), we wanted to address
the intersection between feminist thinking and major theories that have influenced art
theory. Aesthetics, Marxism, queer theory, psychoanalytic theory, and decolonialism
have all been hugely beneficial and enriching to feminism in the art world — but equally
have benefitted from feminist input and critique. Again, we invited writers to use their
knowledge and expertise to determine how to address the topics and the currency of
feminist thinking in these fields, and again diverse approaches to the challenge and to
writing essays have emerged.

Marsha Meskimmon takes this as her starting point in her move towards identifying
her focus. Her aim is to discuss the possibilities for creating and understanding aes-
thetic practices through understanding the ways in which corporeal feminisms are
entangled with new materialisms. Such a feminist corporeal-materialist aesthetics will
demonstrate that art matters, and therefore is “asking us to think, make and write
otherwise” Developing layers of thinking through the essay, drawing upon work by such
as Judith Butler, Karen Barad, and Rosi Braidotti, Meskimmon constantly returns us to
the practices of artists, producing increased legibility and resonance for their work.
Works by Joanna Frueh and Frances Murray, Phil Sayers working with Esther Sayers and
with Monica Grohmann, and Elizabeth King are analyzed for their processes of making
and as objects that have people that interact with them. Meskimmon traces how pro-
cesses of intra-action and mutual productions of evolving identities are formed in and
through these works, together confirming that “art matters, and matters differently”

The dependency of feminism upon Marx’s Capital is asserted in the opening sen-
tence of Jaleh Mansoor’s chapter. In one passage Marx evokes the “hidden abode” of
capitalism — the private office spaces in the factory, bourgeois spaces that if examined



