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Feminisms/Museums/Surveys: An Anthology, First Edition. Edited by Hilary Robinson and Lara Perry.
© 2025 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2025 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

While artists, curators and other art professionals have been working with feminist ideas and prac-
tices for over fifty years, a notable shift has happened in this field since the early twenty-first cen-
tury: feminist art and feminist exhibitions specifically themed through feminism have occupied a 
significant space in the core activities of several major museums and galleries. Art informed by 
feminism has been transformed from a minor or silent voice in such art institutions to a featured 
curatorial focus at diverse institutions all around the world, with headline exhibition projects in 
many established collections and galleries. Both separately and together, each of these exhibitions 
have aspired to communicate a spirit of the relationship between art and feminism. What is also 
striking, although perhaps less surprising, is the diversity of the approaches, themes and strategies 
that have been developed in order to visualise through curatorial projects the cultural work that 
emerges at the intersection between feminist thinking and art. As in feminist political movements 
themselves, art made by feminists and then encountered, collected, interpreted, exhibited, pre-
served – and curated – has innumerable dimensions.

This book is an attempt to present to readers, both new to and familiar with this development, a 
synoptic overview of some of its major landmarks. The aspiration to assemble such a diverse set of 
practices into a single volume requires, at the outset, a comment on the terminology that we are 
using as editors. While some of the essays and exhibitions refer to ‘feminist art’, we avoid that term 
for three reasons. The first is to avoid the assumption that ‘feminist art’ constitutes a tidy category 
in the discipline of Art History, when in fact the use of such a term does not conform with norma-
tive categorisation methods of Art History, such as geography, date, style, and materials. Second, 
there can be assumptions about what is recognised as ‘feminism’ (both feminist activism and anal-
ysis), while feminist positions are contingent on sociopolitical factors that are historically and cul-
turally specific.1 Because of these specificities, what might constitute ‘feminist art’, therefore, 
would also be contingent: the term would not mean the same thing at different times and places – 
and, indeed, it might mean different things at different points in the oeuvre of individual artists. 
Third, and emerging from the former points, the deployment of the term ‘feminist art’ as a com-
pound noun to describe certain practices might well, in its assumptions and reductiveness, exclude 
or be antagonistic to much of the art that is being discussed in this book.2 Therefore, we prefer to 
use formulations such as ‘art informed by feminism’ or ‘art made by feminists’ or even ‘art respond-
ing to feminism’. It is a little more awkward, perhaps; but in its lack of ease also lies its resistance 
to assimilation into an unquestioning or simplistic category. We reserve ‘feminist art’ for moments 
when we are trying to critique it as a dominant term.

Hilary Robinson and Lara Perry
On Feminisms, Museums and Surveys: An Introduction
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Perhaps because ‘feminist art’ is in itself such a richly unstable category, it has increasingly been 
deployed by curators and institutions who have worked to create room for artists and practices that 
are identified with feminism. Following from this, practitioners and scholars of curating have 
begun the work of evaluating and synthesising the different approaches that individual curators 
and institutions have taken in developing feminist practices of curating, and its corollary, practices 
relating to the curating of art informed by feminism. We are distinguishing here between feminist 
practices of curating, which may or may not focus on art by feminists; and the curation of art by 
feminists, which may or may not be done by feminist curators. The critical and historical writing 
on this topic often references the high-profile exhibitions that have taken place in prominent insti-
tutions, but, in other cases, addresses those projects that have been less visible in the national and 
international (often anglophone) art press. The exemplars have often been identified in relation to 
exhibition titles that declare ‘feminism’ or ‘women’ or ‘gender’ as a framing context for the exhib-
ited work. The conversations that are taking place in relation to feminist curating have been con-
cerned with investigating and arguing for specific forms of curatorial activity that are more or less 
aligned with the political goals of feminism as a broader movement. Complex discussions about 
what forms of curatorial practice, as well as what objects of curatorial attention, constitute the 
most appropriate deployment of feminism have become more frequent and intense. In the year 
2000 the available writing on feminist practices in art curating were extremely sparse, but over the 
last two decades there has evolved a substantial literature that provides a framework for investigat-
ing both the work of curating art related to feminism and feminist practices of curating.3 It can be 
seen that the curatorial essays we have brought together in this volume respond to, and feed into, 
those critical debates as well as representing the curatorial practices with which they engage.

One of the pressing questions that is debated within this field is the impact of major institutions 
collecting art relating to feminism. Whereas art made by feminists has always challenged the con-
ventions of art practice as they have been formulated through the collections and displays of major 
national museums (through form, content, and sometimes modes of practice and exhibition) some 
major museums are now seeking to integrate this body of work into their collections. This activity 
represents a significant shift in how art made by feminists sits in relation to the hegemonic narra-
tives of Modern Art. While the forces that lay behind this development are a matter for specula-
tion, it is urgent to consider the impact of such activities. Museums are a key gateway through 
which art and artists enter the wider frame of art criticism, art history, art collecting and all the 
domains in which knowledge of art is developed and exercised. Sometimes, a major survey exhibi-
tion has been the prompt for systematic research into the material existence of works which have 
had limited presence in the commercial art market, and a number of these projects have prompted 
the collection of works by the exhibited artists for the first time. The impact of this activity is felt 
by a wide range of stakeholders: artists and their careers; those who have encountered, exhibited, 
bought and sold their work, often in small or ‘alternative’ galleries; the museums themselves and 
their audiences; art critics; and the legacy resources that exhibition research – often captured in 
catalogues – provide for specialist investigation of art and its histories.

This book was prompted by the desire to collate and make accessible the wealth of knowledge, 
understanding and interpretation that has resulted from the work undertaken in relation to these 
curatorial projects. While we cannot reprint the catalogues in their entirety, in this volume we have 
gathered the introductory essays that present the curatorial imagination that underpinned each 
project. In particular, we have sought to broaden and deepen, but also focus, the range of examples 
that are frequently cited within the field of feminist curatorial studies. In 2007–10 three high-profile 
survey exhibitions of art by feminists and women were put on in major Western cities: WACK! Art 
and the Feminist Revolution in Los Angeles (2007) and Vancouver (2008); Global Feminisms in 
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New York (2007) and elles@centrepompidou in Paris (2009–11). These exhibitions are often refer-
enced as evidence of a new, or renewed, twenty-first-century curatorial interest in art by feminists – 
but such evidence could also be found in exhibitions organised concurrently or a little earlier such 
as Life Actually: The Works of Contemporary Japanese Women (Tokyo, 2005); Konstfeminism 
(Helsingborg, 2005); Kiss Kiss Bang Bang (Bilbao, 2007); and Intimate Distance (Indonesia, 2007), 
amongst others. Exhibitions themed around art and feminism, usually on a smaller scale and more 
focused in their scope, have been a regular feature mainly of smaller, non-collecting, museums 
since the 1970s. Exhibitions of women artists’ work have been a feature of the exhibition landscape 
for much longer – at least since the 1850s. What changed around the year 2005 was, first, the scale 
of the ambition which emerged in museums to mount survey or synoptic exhibitions of ‘feminist 
art’ as such; and, second, that this aspiration began to take form in major collecting institutions 
including those that operate as national or equivalent organisations. What has been less often rec-
ognised in the critical literature that has emerged around these practices is that there has been a 
pattern of similar exhibition-making in many parts of the world, from Australia to Iceland, Brazil to 
Japan – where surveys of art informed by feminism were also being staged in major museums.

While there have been many more exhibitions, and catalogues, of art and feminism than we have 
included in this book, we had four guiding principles that we used in our selection of exhibitions. 
First, we looked at exhibitions that were held in major national or regional museums, normally 
public (state-funded rather than privately funded) institutions because of public institutions’ 
importance to dissemination, research, and their canon-forming role through their embodiment of 
hegemonic cultural value and authority.4 Second, we looked for exhibitions that were explicitly 
and determinedly informed by feminist thinking and/or art practices, usually but not always 
declared in the exhibition title. Third, we selected exhibitions that were surveys rather than focused 
on single or a small number of artists. Fourth, we selected exhibitions whose primary focus was on 
art that falls in the period normally deemed as contemporary (from the 1960s on) in order to sus-
tain a reasonable degree of focus on the range of art being considered and the historical issues that 
might be considered in its curation.

We have treated the above criteria as guidelines rather than over-determining rules in recogni-
tion that each of those criteria also sustains colonial privilege and dominance of Western institu-
tions and artists within the art world broadly understood. This was particularly so of the first two 
criteria. With the first, a focus on what might be termed the canon-forming art museums: by 
‘canon-forming’ we mean art museums whose scope of activities and status in the national and 
international exhibiting and collections landscape means that their work serves to establish norms, 
if not ideals, by which artworks and artists are identified and recognised as being central to the 
artistic production of an era, nationality or movement. Museums and art galleries play a significant 
part in this process by contributing their own version of the selection that stands as the representa-
tive of art more broadly, one which is reinforced by the presence of museum collections in art 
historical accounts in textbooks, classroom teaching (including the perpetuation of the discipline 
in universities) and tourist guides. The value of, structures of and need for canons in art history 
have been debated in scholarship over the last several decades, with Griselda Pollock making a 
notable contribution. Her book Differencing the Canon (1998) identifies the exclusion of women 
artists as a central operation of art historical canon formation, and offers varied models through 
which feminist art historians can engage with the role of actual women and constructions and 
representations of the feminine through art’s history. The generative potential of feminist thinking 
for reformulating art historical selections, narratives, explanations and concerns have been real-
ised not only in academic art history but also in the curatorial projects from which we have selected 
the essays contained in this book. Being too rigid about the selection of exhibitions on the basis of 
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being hosted in collection-holding, canon-forming, state-supported museums would have con-
strained us from representing activities in regions where such institutions are thin on the ground; 
we looked for exceptions where the national or regional infrastructure is not that of the dominant 
canon formation of contemporary art. For example, continental Africa does not have many such 
museums. The two surveys that we have identified from Africa, Being Her(e): Meditations on 
African Femininities (Constitution Hill, Johannesburg, South Africa and Galeria do Banco 
Económico, Luanda, Angola, 2017–18) and Female Identities in the Global South (Joburg 
Contemporary Art Foundation, Johannesburg, South Africa, 2020–3) happened in non-museum 
settings over two and three smaller exhibitions respectively.

Our approach to the second criterion, selecting exhibitions informed by feminism, did not neces-
sarily mean exhibitions of art by women or even art that is explicitly aligned with feminism. For 
example, Masculinities: Liberation Through Photography (Barbican Centre, London, 2020) is 
included. This was an exhibition informed by intersectional sexual politics, including feminist 
thinking. It displayed art that explored and challenged masculine gender identities and included 
art by artists who have not identified as feminist. We have selected the sections of the catalogue 
essay that reflect the relationship between these practices and feminism. There are also some exhi-
bitions selected that use a longer time frame than our fourth criterion (focus on the contemporary 
as it is normally understood) such as Bread and Roses: Four Generations of Kazakh Women Artists 
(Kunstquartier Bethanien, Berlin, Germany, 2018). Where such exhibitions are included, they are 
characterised by a clear focus on the work of contemporary artists as part of a longer historical 
conception of feminism. These exhibitions have been selected because of their framework of femi-
nist thinking; and also because we recognise that ‘feminism’, especially in relation to art practice, 
does not always align with the narratives of feminism that prevail in the anglophone and western 
European regions. Much of the ‘feminism’ that is in this book is determined by Western definitions 
and histories, although in some cases the curatorial conception directly addresses the conse-
quences of that emphasis. For example, the curatorial conception for the exhibition Unfinished 
Business: Perspectives on Art and Feminism (Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, Melbourne, 
2017) explicitly addresses the disparities between Indigenous and settler artists within feminism, 
and we have highlighted this in our text selection.

The texts in this book are all presented in English. It is remarkable that only three were not 
already translated into or written in English as part of their original publication; another instance 
of a structural domination within the art world that often goes unremarked. Almost all of the cata-
logues were bilingual when English was not the dominant language of their venue: they were 
published in the dominant local language, with translations into English supplied (the versions we 
present here have been lightly edited to correct spelling and other matters of presentation, but we 
have otherwise preserved the character of the texts as translated for the original publication). The 
aim, presumably, was to allow for ease of international dissemination of the work. (Conversely, 
those produced in the Anglosphere – e.g., UK, USA, Australia, etc. – had texts only in English.) But 
it was also clear that despite the provision of translations into English, many of the catalogues, 
with the information, discussions, artists, practices and histories explored in them, were not much 
known outside the immediate circles of the host institution. Generally, museum catalogues are 
produced in limited print runs, and are not always distributed internationally. National structures 
of library collection (for example, legal deposit libraries) focus on national interest, including pri-
mary language, and reflect publishers’ markets. Many of the catalogues had not been collected by 
major art libraries to which we had access, and thus would also be largely inaccessible to artists, 
curators and other scholars, even if they knew about the exhibitions in the first place.
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Collecting these texts together therefore also allows for a wider transnational spread of the cura-
torial thinking outside of the Anglosphere, and the record of the labour they hold. We hope that 
our research on the possible works to include has been adequate to the task of providing a founda-
tion for curatorial and critical debate about how art by feminists and art addressing feminist issues 
is being introduced to museum audiences in the first decades of the twenty-first century. It is also 
inevitable that we would have missed some exhibitions; right up to final production deadlines we 
were finding examples to consider.

The texts appear in the volume in the chronological order of the dates in which the exhibition 
opened, so the earliest texts appear at the beginning of the book and the most recent at the end. 
The texts are typically included without significant changes to their content. Any exceptions to this 
are noted in the brief introduction that appears before each text, which also notes the dates and 
locations for each exhibition and the number of artists included. The number given for ‘artists’ 
indicates solo producers of the work on exhibition; the number given for ‘groups’ indicates where 
the exhibition’s catalogue states that two or more artists (named or not) have been involved in 
creating the work on exhibition. The aim of these short introductions is to orient the reader in rela-
tion to the scope and scale of the exhibition, as well as to point to important curatorial themes 
addressed in the essay.

We have typically excluded from the reproduced material any detailed lists or descriptions of 
artists whose work was included in the exhibition in order to retain the focus on the curatorial 
vision. We have, however, provided two appendices to support the use of this volume in answering 
questions about how these exhibitions have drawn on the work of individuals. One appendix is a 
list of the curators who contributed to each exhibition; the second appendix is an index of artists 
which is a finding aid not only for the individual exhibitions, but also to look across the exhibitions 
to see which artists’ work appears with more or less frequency. This will allow the reader to use the 
book not only to understand the ways in which feminist practice is emerging in the hegemonic 
spaces of the art museum, but also to understand that there may be another contentious canon 
formation underway, of artists who are most or least associated with what is increasingly recog-
nised as a distinctive and significant contribution to the art of recent decades. This is a further 
example of the tension between the structures and canons of art history, and feminist critiques of, 
and resistances within, such disciplinary practices.

Our aim in assembling this volume is to support ongoing developments of feminist curatorial 
work and its critical and historical interpretation, and to offer a context for the interpretation 
of the unique projects that have been sponsored by an international range of exhibiting institu-
tions. By anthologising the curators’ essays we seek to demonstrate the diversity of feminisms 
at work in the art world globally. We also aim to make visible the work that has been done 
within institutions to do justice to art that, en masse, critiques the founding principles of those 
very institutions, their definitions of who could be an artist and what artwork constitutes the 
canon. As this anthology and its appendices demonstrate, the work being produced by artists, 
curators and their colleagues in museums and galleries around the world is impressive in its 
scope, ambition and volume. Assembling this collection has revealed a humbling amount of 
work that has been committed to the presentation of art that is by feminists, embodies or is 
informed by feminist thinking and, at the same time, it has revealed silences and scarcities that 
can also be read as an eloquent and ongoing critique of those same principles. While we state 
at the outset of this introduction that these exhibitions demonstrate that a ‘notable shift has 
happened’, the extent to which this shift will result in an enduring or structural change is still 
to be seen.
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Notes

1	 One of the current editors, Hilary Robinson, has expanded our understanding of the complexity of 
the landscape of feminist practice and praxis in art through different volumes of the Feminism–Art–
Theory readers. Published first in 2001 (covering 1968–2000) with a second edition published in 
2015 (extending the period covered to 2014), these anthologies collect and help to interpret large 
numbers of written texts that have been significant for art and feminism in those time frames.

2	 The resistance of art informed by feminism to the established categories of art criticism and history 
is a point highlighted in the introduction and structure of the Feminism–Art–Theory volumes.

3	 Significant contributions to this literature include n.paradoxa, 18, special issue on Curatorial 
Strategies (July 2006); Griselda Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: Time, Space and 
the Archive (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007); Malin Hedlin Hayden and Jessica Sjöholm Skrubbe, eds., 
Feminisms Is Still Our Name: Seven Essays on Historiography and Curatorial Practices (Newcastle 
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010); Katrin Kivimaa, ed., Working with Feminism: 
Curating and Exhibitions in Eastern Europe (Tallin: TLU Press, 2012); Angela Dimitrakaki and Lara 
Perry, eds., Politics in a Glass Case: Feminism, Exhibition Cultures and Curatorial Transgressions 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013); Elke Krasny and Frauenmuseum Meran, eds., 
Women’s:Museum Frauen:Museum (Vienna: Löcker Verlag, 2013); Jessica Sjöholm Skrubbe, ed., 
Curating Differently: Feminisms, Exhibitions and Curatorial Spaces (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016); OnCurating, 29, special issue on Curating in Feminist 
Thought (May 2016); Jenna C. Ashton, ed., Feminism and Museums: Intervention, Disruption and 
Change (Edinburgh and Cambridge MA,: MuseumsEtc Ltd, 2017); Agata Jakubowska and Katy 
Deepwell, eds., All-Women Art Spaces in Europe in the Long 1970s (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 2018); Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curating (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 2018); OnCurating, 52, special issue on Instituting Feminisms (November 2021); Elke 
Krasny, Sophie Lingg, Lena Fritsch, Birgit Bosold, Vera Hofmann, eds., Radicalizing Care: Feminist 
and Queer Activism in Curating (New York: Sternberg Press, 2021); Elke Krasny and Lara Perry, eds., 
Curating as Feminist Organizing (London and New York: Routledge, 2023); Elke Krasny and Lara 
Perry, eds., Curating with Care (London and New York: Routledge, 2023).

4	 Public or state-funded museums are intended to operate in the public service and are therefore 
considered more impartial than private institutions, although Nizan Shaked’s recent work Museums 
and Wealth: The Politics of Contemporary Art Collections (2022) has challenged the premise of this 
distinction.
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Life Actually
15 January–21 March 2005
Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, Japan
Curators: Kasahara Michiko and Yonezaki Kiyomi
Number of artists: 9 + 1 group

This exhibition was the 2005 iteration of the annual survey exhibitions held by the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Tokyo. The essay is by Kasahara Michiko, the museum’s curator. She starts by 
setting the conversation in the context of anglophone popular culture: the UK film version of 
Bridget Jones’ Diary (2002) and the American TV series Sex and the City (1998 onwards). She con-
trasts the different attitudes of the film and series’ protagonists to sex and a normative heterosexual 
partnership, and uses this to frame discussion of the subject matter of the exhibition’s works. She 
follows a common introductory format of attending to each of the artists in turn, gathered under 
four subheadings: ‘Representations of sexual pleasure’, ‘An exhilarating solitude’, ‘Family troubles 
and war’, and ‘Individualised subjectivity’. Notably, Michiko does not address the cultural and his-
torical differences between the UK, the United States and Japan, nor the resulting differences in 
sexual politics, which indicates the problematic dominance of anglophone culture. However, these 
are implicit throughout; particularly as Michiko’s conclusion returns to Sex and the City, and indi-
cates women’s changing conditions and consciousness in Japan.
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1

Introduction

In Bridget Jones’s Diary, the film version of the best-selling British novel, the heroine exclaims, 
“I suddenly realized that unless something changed soon I was going to have a life where my major 
relationship was a bottle of wine and I’d die fat and alone and be found three weeks later half-eaten 
by Alsatians. Or I was about to turn into Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction.”1 The novel and film both 
give a lively account, humorous and ironic, of the everyday life of a single woman in her thirties 
living in London. This hit comedy attracted an empathetic response from many women through-
out the world.2 The original book and screenplay were both written by a woman in her thirties, and 
one might expect that the text reflected her true feelings … Bridget anguishes and rejoices as she 
deals with the problems of love, work, friendship, diet, and family, getting through each day, even 
when things are not going as she hopes, with “love and laughter.” Many readers and moviegoers 
saw themselves in Bridget. After watching the movie several times, I also recognized it as an accu-
rate recreation of the voice of a thirty-something woman from the point of view of a woman of the 
same age, but there was one thing about it that bothered me. Bridget is blessed with a job, friends, 
family, and health, but she believes her life is wretched just because she does not have a boyfriend 
who might marry her, and no one around her disagrees with her view of things. This seems like a 
simple throwback to traditional ideas about the role of women. To a ludicrous extent, Bridget has 
internalized the fantasy that she will live happily ever after if she meets “Mr. Perfect” and enters 
into a monogamous relationship.

A quite different situation is presented in the American television drama, Sex and the City. A hit 
when first aired on the cable channel HBO in the United States In June 1998, it has run for six 
seasons. It has been shown in many other parts of the world, including Europe, Asia, and Oceania, 
developing a cult following and winning Emmies and other awards. The main characters of this 
series are women in their thirties, just like Bridget Jones, and the theme is similar. It depicts the 
lives and frank conversations of four young women of different types living in New  York. 
The groundbreaking thing about Sex and the City (which also makes it a target of criticism) is that 
it allows women to express their real feelings and opinions about a variety of sexual issues through 
the semi-public medium of cable television. The women have sex with many different kinds of 
men, but their active sex life is not labeled negatively as “loose,” “wanton,” or “selfish.” Instead, it 
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is assumed that the search for sexual pleasure is a woman’s right, in fact, a basic human right.3 It 
is treated throughout as something positive and praiseworthy. The topics treated quite openly 
include women’s orgasms, masturbation, oral sex, sadomasochism, adult toys, the clitoris, the 
penis, impotence, premature ejaculation, lesbianism, homosexuality, bisexuality, monogamy and 
alternative forms of pairing. Because the show is a comedy, the freewheeling conversations may 
be  exaggerated, but these women laughingly demolish all the myths about women’s sexuality 
constructed by men.

What especially differentiate themselves from Bridget Jones is that they do not make a direct 
connection between their relationships with boyfriends and marriage, even if pregnancy is 
involved. Still, they are not entirely free from the romantic ideology constructed by the modern 
family system, i.e., “meeting Mr. Right, marrying, and living happily ever after.” Even Samantha, 
the most sexually liberated of the four, is trying to build a relationship with a compatible partner 
(not necessarily a man), and the other three do seem to want to find the right man, get married, 
and live happily ever after. Of course, these women sometimes use sex for the purpose of creating 
a relationship with a man, but they do not fall into despair if the relationship fails and they and get 
hurt. They pick themselves up and find somebody new, continuing the search for “true love.” At 
the same time, they are well aware that “true love” and “a happy marriage” are fantasies and 
myths. They have a dispassionate appreciation of the reality behind “happy marriages.” They do 
not get upset when fantasy does not become reality. They see marriage as just one possible option 
in a relationship. The four best friends doll themselves up in the classical fashion of women who 
are trying to attract men. They pluck their eyebrows and keep their nails well manicured, wear 
low-cut designer brand dresses and fashionable high-heeled shoes. Their ideas, however, are radi-
cal: “Maybe we could be each other’s soul mates. And then we could let men just be these great 
nice guys to have fun with.”4 In addition, they do not have the “fear of success”5 internalized by 
women up until recent times, the fear that men will not love them if they succeed at work or gain 
position and wealth. They achieve success both at work and in their friendships, lifestyle, sex, love, 
and marriage as the result of their own choice. They are not afraid of failure. They take responsibil-
ity for failures that are the result of their own choice. They are portrayed as mature adult women 
who are psychologically and economically independent. Work, lifestyle, friendship, family, and 
lovers are just as, or more, important to them than marriage. Unlike Bridget Jones, they are not 
afraid to be alone and do not consider the single life “wretched.”

Representations of Sexual Pleasure

The system of marriage has many aspects, but it is mainly a contract under which the partners 
agree on a mutual restriction of sexuality. This contract is supposedly applied to both the man and 
the woman, but in practice, throughout the ages, it has only restricted the freedom of the woman. 
Recently, however, while the contract entered into at marriage is accepted as a contract, in reality, 
women’s sexual freedom, like that of men, is no longer restricted in the same way. Up through the 
1980s, there was a taboo against single women thinking of their bodies as sexual entities, whatever 
may have been the situation of men. Now, it is regarded as natural for single women to be as sexu-
ally active as men. “Life has become much easier for single women now that the three pillars of the 
modern family – marriage, sex, and reproduction – have crumbled and not being married is no 
longer equated with not having a sex life.”6
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Sex and the City vividly portrays the changes occurring in sexuality, and the sexual freedom 
granted to women’s bodies today, through the medium of television. So then, how is women’s sexu-
ality represented in contemporary art?

Women’s sexual freedom is a basic right that has been pursued by the feminist movement 
since the 1960s. It goes without saying that women have not been able to control their own 
erotic life. It has been constructed, idealized, skewed, and mythologized by men, according to 
what they imagine it to be or want it to be. The search for women’s sexuality by women began 
with the early feminist slogan: “Our bodies, our selves.” It was based on a belief later set out 
in  the theories of Luce Irigaray and Helene Cixous: “If women are to discover and express 
who they are, and if they are to reveal what has been repressed in them by patriarchal history, 
they must first begin dealing with their own sexuality. Women’s sexuality emerges from 
women’s bodies, from the differences that separate women’s genitalia and libidos from those 
of men.”7

From the late 1960s to the present, such pioneering artists as Hannah Wilke, Judy Chicago, 
Miriam Schapiro, and Ana Mendieta have continued to explore women’s sexuality. Hannah 
Wilke in particular, from early in her career to just before her death, used her own body to deal 
with types of eroticism that were previously taboo to women. Intra-Venus (1991–2), which was 
her last work, vividly expressed the fact that a woman’s desires do not decline just because of old 
age or sickness. This is perfectly obvious on reflection, but it is something that was not recog-
nized in the past.8

Although such male artists as Robert Mapplethorpe and David Wojnarowicz have produced 
extensive treatments of gay sex, there have been surprisingly few artworks depicting the sexual acts 
or pleasures of women. The work of Nan Goldin and Sam Taylor-Wood is an exception.

An example in this exhibition is My lover shoots his load inside me. The sperm flows in my body. It 
is this moment when I feel most alive (2004) by Mizoguchi Akiko OIC. As the title intimates, this 
sound and light installation directly depicts a woman’s sexual pleasure. Bright red light is emitted 
from a tower four meters high equipped with more than 15,000 LEDs in 360 circuits. Sounds of 
breathing and heartbeat accompany the movement of the light, “flashing and fading like heart-
beats”9 to represent the momentary and repeated pleasure of sex. The sounds of breathing and 
pulse and the directness of the title are counteracted by the effect of the moving lights, which look 
like living creators as they are projected from the tower onto the screen mounted around it, creat-
ing a vivid non-everyday space that recalls the experience of sex. The sounds and lights slow down 
and speed up, resonating with the breath and heartbeat of the viewer to create an experience that 
evokes a strong sense of being alive.

This work was produced as an experimental group project with the aims as an example of decen-
tralization and de-essentialization in art by shifting the focus away from the individual artist. 
Mizoguchi Akiko, who is given the appellation OIC (organizer/interlocutor/critic), is listed as the 
artist. She is the organizer of the work but did not actually participate in the actual making of it. 
Technology was handled by Katori Akihiko, scenography, design, and concept by ZAPPA, and 
sound by Marc Boucrot. This decentralization of production gave more importance to the work 
itself than to the artist.

The sex portrayed by Mizoguchi Akiko OIC is not limited to the fantasy of an exclusive pair or a 
restricted relationship. It is an act carried out between people in an equal and symmetrical rela-
tionship. This collaborative production, which does not give prominence to any one individual, is 
appropriate to a pure tribute to the pleasures of sex.



Life Actually12

An Exhilarating Solitude

In Japan today, many single people, myself included, are often subjected to the half-threatening, 
half-sympathetic comment: “If you stay single, you will be lonely, especially when you get old.” Is 
the single life as wretched or lonely as Bridget Jones, and many other people, think? Is solitude 
something to be feared? In reality, isn’t being single fun? I seriously doubt that being single means 
being lonely. But even if a single person feels lonely from time to time, I believe it is possible for 
solitude to be pleasant or even exhilarating. I sense the presence of this kind of solitude in the work 
of Ikemura Leiko and Watabiki Nobuko.

Young girls are the subject of Ikemura’s recent work. They are shown lying or standing along a 
single ray of light running along the horizon in a black space. In Double Lying (2000), two girls 
embrace, as if one of them were the alter ego of the other. In Over the Gugliano (1999), a girl holds 
a cat in the darkness. In Standing in Blue (1999), girls stand against an ultramarine background. 
The bronze girl (Dolores, 1998–9) covering her face with both hands in a work whose Spanish title 
means “pain” appears to be hurt and falling down but not dissolving in tears or indulging in 
suffering. She is silent and thoughtful, letting her body rest, sometimes dancing in the darkness 
even while remaining in a reclining position. The atmosphere is one of quiet resignation.

These are “mature girls” with intelligence, purity, and strength of spirit. They may represent the 
artist; I cannot help but see a self-portrait of Ikemura in them. As many critics have written,10 
Ikemura’s experience of living overseas for some 30 years has had a decisive influence on her work.

Ikemura was born in the city of Tsu in Mie prefecture. She studied at Osaka University of Foreign 
Studies but left before graduating in 1972. She traveled to Spain the next year. After completing her 
studies at the art academy of Seville in 1978, she moved to Zurich, Switzerland, her husband’s 
hometown, in 1979. Ikemura soon received international recognition for paintings and sculpture 
that are silent meditations on her own inner state.

Living in a foreign country provides many opportunities for self-examination, both in the course 
of everyday life and in making art. While making art under such conditions, the self is defamiliar-
ized. Encounters with different people and values and a different culture and language inevitably 
entail a confrontation with one’s self. No matter how well one adapts to a foreign environment or 
becomes skilled in a foreign language, a certain amount of ambiguity and insecurity remains. 
Living overseas, Ikemura became “mature” in spite of her small stature. She says of her art, “Rather 
than a self-portrait, there should be a ‘picture’ that visually shows an inner aspect of something at 
the core of myself.”11

There is no trace of human presence in yoru no umi (2003–4), and a single shaft of light pierces 
the darkness in In Black (1999) These paintings present scenes of emptiness or some sort of 
unknown presence that hovers vaguely before our eyes. It can be seen as an irrepressible natural 
force or fate. Ikemura’s pictures are the products of a strong spirit, resolutely confronting and 
entering into realms of solitude, an infinite abyss that most people are afraid to look into. Her art 
is “quiet and invigorating.”12

In the work of Watabiki Nobuko, a sense of the uncanny is added to “exhilarating solitude.” 
Be Revealed Nothingness (2002) is dominated by a “black hole” in the shape of an onion. A single 
eye like that of a cat peers toward the viewer from the bottom of the hole. In I Believe Both in 
Freedom and Resignation (2000), a large black hole is depicted inside a green face with a red mouth 
and eyes that are turned upward, showing the whites. In Space That Cannot Be Filled (2003), a 
black space like a crater on the moon is shown against a UFO-like blue circle. Watabiki paints deli-
cately with oil pastels on Japanese paper. “The slightly protruding fibers of the Japanese paper give 


