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1Fields: Frontiers in Feminist Art History

Frontiers in Feminist Art History

jill fields

If we can bring in women’s history, we can bring in women’s future.

Judy Chicago, 1976

In the televised reality competition series Work of Art: The Next Great Artist, 

young artists compete each week in various challenges testing their abilities to 

make art on demand within a limited time. I just watched the recently con-

cluded second season’s episodes over a couple days while recovering from the 

fl u. Over and over again the contestants’ enthusiastic and affl uent art auction-

eer mentor, the series’ stylish and wealthy art and fashion scene host, and the 

show’s successful and at times perceptive art world judges—a critic, a gallery 

owner, and a guest who is often an artist him- or herself—encouraged the art-

ists to make work based upon their personal experiences; to experiment with a 

range of materials and methods, including performance art; and to challenge 

themselves by confronting emotional obstacles to their work. Those who did 

so were rewarded with prize money, “immunity” from being dispatched in 

the next week’s episode, and appreciative praise from the judges during their 

“crit.” Not surprisingly, the fi nal three contestants in their last challenge to de-

termine who would win the grand prize of one hundred thousand dollars and 

a solo exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum of Art all made art that centered on 

explicitly represented personal feelings and experiences, especially mourning, 

loss, and longing.

Women artists have done well on Work of Art, which has as one of its exec-

utive producers Sarah Jessica Parker of Sex and the City fame. Though I’ve yet 

to see a challenge for the artists to create feminist art as the show has done for 

pop art, confrontational art, and portraiture, some of the female contestants 

have focused on gender issues and the body—often their bodies—in the work 

they make on the show. The Brooklyn Museum of Art’s extraordinary Sackler 
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Center for Feminist Art may go unmentioned despite the museum’s promi-

nent role in the series, but the feminist art movement’s infl uence is clearly 

present in the aesthetics and approaches upheld in this reality show and the 

serious attention given to its female contestants.1

The absence of explicit acknowledgment of feminist art’s impact upon 

contemporary artwork and practices is a wider phenomenon. Judith Brodsky 

and Ferris Olin fear with reason that “feminist innovations have become so 

thoroughly embedded in contemporary perspectives that their role in intro-

ducing these ideas is in danger of being erased.”2 Though relatively ignored as 

a movement by high-profi le museums for a long period, during the past fi ve 

years a number of major exhibitions in the United States and Europe have 

reassessed the innovations, impact, and legacy of the feminist art movement 

that began in the 1970s. In 2007 WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution at the 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles and Global Feminisms—along 

with the permanent installation of Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974–

79)—at the Sackler Center for Feminist Art gave feminist artists and their 

movement a renewed and enhanced level of recognition from coast to coast. 

Subsequent feminist art retrospectives were held in the Netherlands, Russia, 

and Spain, and exhibitions of women artists’ work that had languished in mu-

seum basements followed at the Pompidou in Paris and the Museum of Mod-

ern Art in New York City. Despite the pleasures viewing these shows afforded, 

whether or how such exposure transforms standard narratives of modern and 

contemporary art history remains to be seen.3

These recent feminist art exhibitions have coincided with emerging stud-

ies of the US women’s movement that provide new evidence and reconsid-

erations of its history. Some of this research explores the efforts of activists 

outside major centers like New York City to explain more fully how the far-

reaching effects of feminism were initiated and enacted across America in 

places like Dayton, Ohio, and Gainesville, Florida. The personal and political 

achievements of the women’s movement necessarily took place not only in 

big cities but in homes, schools, public spaces, and workplaces nationwide. 

The feminist art movement developed in conjunction with the wider women’s 

movement because female artists faced discrimination in pursuing profes-

sional careers and because art depicting women’s subjective experiences was 

discouraged and disparaged by the art world establishment. Feminist artists 

challenged the exclusion of women artists from galleries and museums; cre-

ated new aesthetic practices; and developed innovative forms, styles, and sub-

jects of representation to portray female experiences and critique a range of 

gendered restraints on women’s agency from trivialization to violence. They 

also built new institutions to support women making and exhibiting their art. 
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Understanding how feminist aims were achieved and also thwarted requires 

investigating the many localities, both large and small, in which goals were 

formulated, articulated, and fought for in addition to their appearances on 

national agendas and arenas.4

The essays exploring feminist art history collected in this special issue of 

Frontiers are part of that effort. They similarly provide new information and 

suggest new ways to consider both the political and the cultural history of the 

women’s movement, as well as the history of feminist art more specifi cally. 

Michelle Moravec’s study of the internationally active yet locally based West 

East Bag, better known as WEB, Joanna Gardner-Huggett’s investigation of 

the Artemisia gallery in Chicago, Kathleen Wentrack’s assessment of the fi rst 

international feminist art exposition in Amsterdam, Tal Dekel’s overview of 

feminist artists in Israel, and Jennie Klein’s review of the 2011 Pacifi c Stan-

dard Time exhibit at Otis College of Art and Design on the Woman’s Building 

speak in varying ways to the issues of collective work and feminist identity, in 

addition to broadening the geographic scope of feminist art inquiry that is 

necessary for fuller understanding of this movement and its effects.

Political histories typically emphasize large urban centers and govern-

ment capitals; art histories can be even more narrowly focused on artists who 

work in cultural capitals. For example, the dozens of Pacifi c Standard Time 

exhibitions mounted in museums and galleries in Los Angeles and Southern 

California from fall 2011 to spring 2012 focusing on art created in that region 

from 1945 to 1980 point out that even artistic achievements in Los Angeles 

have generally been considered, when not ignored entirely, far less important 

than those that took place in New York City.5 Feminist art history has been 

more inclusive geographically not only because the fi eld began in defi ance of 

traditional narratives that excluded and denigrated women artists but also be-

cause the 1970s achievements of artists and art historians in California were so 

extraordinary and signifi cant to the movement’s foundational moments and 

trajectories. They include the launching in 1970 by Judy Chicago and her stu-

dents of the fi rst Feminist Art Program at Fresno State in Central California; 

the creation of the fi rst major feminist art installation, Womanhouse (1972), 

in Hollywood by Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro and their students in 

the second Feminist Art Program at CalArts; and the opening of the unprece-

dented Woman’s Building in Los Angeles in 1973 by cofounders Judy Chicago, 

Arlene Raven, and Sheila Levrant de Bretteville.6

Feminist art history thus has been distinct from traditional art history in 

its origins, content, and purpose since its beginnings. Early forays in femi-

nist art research were motivated by political, personal, and academic goals. 

Judy Chicago aimed early on in the collective work of the Feminist Art Pro-
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gram to reclaim the lost history of women artists to restore—if not create—a 

truer picture of women’s artistic contributions, fi nd sources of inspiration for 

herself and her students, and bolster their belief in their own artistic poten-

tial. As they broke from conventional artistic subjects, methods, and pedagogy 

to fi nd new ways to represent female experiences and make it more possible 

for female art students to succeed as professionals, Chicago and her students 

scoured libraries and used bookstores to locate information about and create 

slide libraries of women artists who were absent or dropped from conven-

tional historical narratives. Linda Nochlin’s virtually simultaneous, though 

more individual, activities on the East Coast produced one of the fi rst under-

graduate women’s art history courses in the United States and the germinal 

1971 essay “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists.” The title suggests 

the problem women artists faced, that is, the widespread view that women 

had never before produced great art and were thus unlikely ever to become 

capable of doing so. However, Nochlin’s central purpose was to point out the 

institutional and discursive barriers that had stymied female artists’ careers. 

The essay also launched feminist art history as a fi eld of study within an aca-

demic discipline and, in tandem with protests by artists against Los Angeles 

and New York City museums’ failure to equitably exhibit work by women and 

artists of color, led to Nochlin curating with Ann Sutherland Harris the fi rst 

major historical survey of women artists at the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art in 1976. Corresponding efforts by art critic Lucy Lippard drew attention 

to contemporary art by women in essays and also exhibits she curated that 

transcended academia and the (alternative) art scene and enriched the terms 

upon which women’s artistic production could be analyzed.7

As feminist art history—like women’s studies—took on a life of its own 

distinct from the broader mobilizations of the women’s movement, schol-

ars in this active fi eld developed theories regarding feminist aesthetics; de-

ployed gender as a category of analysis to assess artistic production by men 

and women across a wide spectrum of time and space; engaged in archival 

research to recuperate the work and lives of women artists of the past; focused 

wider attention on diverse women artists of the present; and interrogated dis-

ciplinary structures and categories from the perspective of gender, including 

the very notion of art.8 The huge outpouring over the past four-plus decades 

of books and articles appearing both in new journals emerging from this fi eld 

and in established art history venues is testament to the richness of this arena 

of investigation and its methodologies and to the energies unleashed by the 

feminist perspectives on art fi rst articulated in the early 1970s. The activism of 

the women’s movement and the feminist academics who supported the cre-

ation of women’s studies programs also made it more possible to pursue these 
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projects in university settings. Perhaps, too, the integration of the feminist art 

movement’s innovations into contemporary art generally that Brodsky and 

Olin reference also contributed to the legitimization of feminist art inquiry.9

As it became a signifi cant movement and arena for scholarship, debates 

within feminist art history and among feminist artists paralleled develop-

ments in feminist theory. A school of thought emerged that discounted some 

earlier innovations and perspectives by categorizing them as essentialist. Anti-

essentialists focused on the distinction between sex and gender, fi nding the 

latter a socially constructed, historically situated phenomenon. They criti-

cized feminists such as Mary Daly and Adrienne Rich for purportedly making 

assertions about shared female identity and sisterhood based on an unchang-

ing, ahistorical female biological “essence” that mirrored and therefore sus-

tained anti-feminist ideologies and inequitable gender structures. However, 

Mira Schor has noted that essentialism “was a category created by its oppo-

sition,” and others have found that few 1970s feminists actually engaged in 

such reductive thinking. More often, such feminists distinguished—however 

problematically—between their radical revaluation of female experience and 

harmful “biological determinism.”10

The anti-essentialist argument was bolstered by an increasing interest 

across academic disciplines in poststructuralism that began in the 1980s and 

at times eclipsed feminist theory outside of women’s studies. Poststructur-

alism directed attention to the operations of language and mobilization of 

discursive strategies and thus provided theoretical frameworks for intensifi ed 

questioning of gendered categories and their constructions and for explain-

ing why oppositional movements had faltered. Yet in directing attention away 

from fi xed centers of power and authorial/artistic intention, some strains of 

poststructuralism undermined or set aside as passé the work undertaken by 

women and people of color to represent their subjective experiences, imagine 

social and cultural transformations, create alternative institutions, and articu-

late standpoints against inequitable and what often appeared to be immov-

able hierarchies. Nonetheless, feminists continued to analyze and depict how 

gender operated in all spheres on a broad scale and in daily life, both histori-

cally and in the contemporary moment.11

Debates about essentialism among feminist art historians and artists dif-

fered from those in other disciplines because they were grounded in discus-

sions of particular works of art and artists’ statements explaining their work. 

For example, Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro’s advocacy of “central core” 

imagery, a term that named their quest to represent distinctive aspects of the 

female body in new ways as a feminist revisioning that also challenged the 

primacy of the phallus in Western iconography and built environments, could 
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be read about but also seen in paintings like Schapiro’s Big OX No. 2 (1968) 

and Chicago’s Through the Flower (1973). Some anti-essentialists feared calls 

for such imagery promoted a new orthodoxy that would limit the defi nition 

of feminist art and squelch the creativity of female artists just as they were 

fi nding new forms of expression and opportunities for making and showing 

their art. However, art historians Norma Broude and Mary Garrard instead 

found the “crippling prohibition against essentialism” more oppressive.12

More pointed feminist critiques of anti-essentialism emerged in the late 

1980s. Diana Fuss, Teresa di Lauretis, Linda Alcoff, and others explained how 

some form of essentialism was intrinsic to any discussion of difference and 

identity. According to Fuss, “While a constructionist might recognize that 

‘man’ and ‘woman’ are produced across a spectrum of discourses, the cate-

gories ‘man’ and ‘woman’ remain constant” and therefore are relied upon as 

essential terms of analysis. Furthermore, “the strength of the constructionist 

position [in] its rigorous insistence on the production of social categories like 

‘the body’ and its attention to systems of representation . . . is not built on . . . 

essentialism’s demise [but] . . . by displacing it . . . onto the concept of social-

ity.” Thus, strategic deployment of essentialism—a concept suggested by Gay-

atri Spivak and understood not as an inherent and fi xed biological quality but 

in relation to women’s experiences, habits, practices, and positionality—re-

mains a necessary “risk” to challenging the status quo.13

Growing attention to the female body by feminist activists, scholars, and 

artists as a category of analysis and site upon which the workings of discourse, 

structures of power, sexuality, and resistance could be read and traced tran-

scended aspects of the essentialist–social constructionist binary. Artists and 

historians who rejected the concept of female imagery still upheld the central-

ity of feminist art practices that reclaimed the representation of the female 

body from its central role in Western art as an object of spectatorship and 

evidence of male artists’ professional skill.14 Aspects of essentialism also can-

not be fully disengaged from the feminist art movement’s successful challenge 

to the divide between (masculine) high art and (feminine) craft, the infl uen-

tial but still necessary call for more equitable inclusion of works by women 

in museums and galleries, the rejection of viewing artists as singular (male) 

geniuses, and the emphasis on collaborative projects involving only women.

Despite the problematics of anti-essentialism, some poststructuralist cri-

tiques spoke to the real diffi culties of organizing on behalf of women and in 

the name of a universal sisterhood, which were more than evident by the end 

of the 1970s. Efforts to create a stronger women’s movement in and outside 

the academy that acknowledged differences among women and was therefore 

more inclusive had mixed results.15 These struggles continue to reverberate. 
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Yet even as feminist activists and their organizations faced internal struggles 

and conservative backlash, they never ceased fi ghting for greater opportuni-

ties for women in work, politics, art, and education; for reproductive rights; 

to end violence against women; to challenge cultural stereotypes and un-

equal domestic responsibilities; and to enforce hard-won gains such as Title 

IX, among other aims. Efforts at consciousness-raising continued, though in 

formats different from the small groups that had fueled the movement—and 

feminist art education—across the country in the early 1970s. In addition to 

marches, rallies, and political campaigns, women who were not activists per se 

encountered feminist ideas in a range of separatist locations (at least through 

the early 1990s), such as health collectives, book stores, and art galleries, and 

from mass-market and feminist-press novels, plays, poetry, and nonfi ction, in 

addition to fi lms and television. Historian Jane Gerhard terms women’s access 

to widely available cultural forms of feminism, in which she includes Judy 

Chicago’s The Dinner Party, popular feminism.16

The 1996 exhibition Sexual Politics: Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party in Feminist 

Art History, co-curated by historian Amelia Jones at the Hammer Museum in 

Los Angeles, was a turning point in the reassessment of 1970s feminist art. Chi-

cago’s iconic installation, Jones argues, “came to be seen . . . as paradigmatic 

of all that was problematic about certain strands of 1970s feminism.” Identify-

ing herself in her introduction to the exhibition catalog as a poststructuralist, 

Jones is nonetheless critical of anti-essentialist claims. Since the 1960s, Jones 

asserts, many works by feminist artists, such as Hannah Wilke, Lynn Hersh-

man, Karen LeCocq, Carrie Mae Weems, Lauren Lesko, and Marlene McCarty, 

referenced the body in diverse ways, including varying approaches to “cunt 

art,” a term Chicago and her Feminist Art Program students pioneered and 

popularized. In considering such works together, Jones’s analysis broke apart 

reductionist characterizations not only of the 1970s but also of rigid genera-

tional breaks in modes of representation. Doing so further destabilized the 

1980s linkage between poststructuralism and anti-essentialism, at least in the 

fi eld of feminist art.17

In the broader public sphere of feminist discourse, however, the 1990s rise 

of “post-feminist” best-sellers reinvigorated caricatures of 1970s feminists as 

strident, politically correct opponents of all things fun. In addition, concep-

tions of generational feminist divides were bolstered by the assertion of a 

“third wave” at the same time mainstream media reports asked once again 

whether “feminism is dead.” Self-identifi ed third wave feminists and their 

contemporaries who were “not feminists . . . but” grappled with post-femi-

nism’s self-defeating claims while still facing discrimination and the expecta-

tions that accompanied supposedly being able “to have it all.” Such contradic-
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tions, according to third wave feminists Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake, 

marked their generation’s “desires and strategies.” They embraced “second 

wave critique as a central defi nitional thread” and emphasized “cultural pro-

duction and sexual politics” located in alternative music scenes and icons as 

“sites of struggle.”18

Some third wave feminists hoped to reenergize a movement by and for 

younger women that would capture the nation’s attention like feminism had 

in the 1970s and yet speak to diverse women’s contemporary concerns.19 Ac-

knowledging contributions by women of color and lesbians, they looked to-

ward a new direction in feminist theory based on intersectionality, a term 

introduced by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989 to address multiple and overlap-

ping constructions of gender, race, class, and sexuality. Advanced initially by 

women of color, intersectionality stimulated thinking about a wealth of topics 

across disciplines. In addition, new tropes emerged that sparked research and 

analysis beyond their fi elds of origin, such as the concept of borderlands ar-

ticulated by Gloria Anzaldúa and Chicana feminists, the closet and queer per-

spectives from gay and lesbian studies, and the rethinking of the body offered 

by feminists working in disability studies. Additional tropes already in use, 

such as the diaspora, which had long been used to reference fi rst the Jewish 

and then the African experience of traumatic dispersal, became more widely 

applied in feminist analysis of the transnational.20

Artist Suzanne Lacy defi nes feminist art as “investigations of gender iden-

tity and the relationship of art practice to public life,” grounded in “activist 

traditions within ethnic communities, . . . media deconstruction, and . . . po-

litical art,” and produced in collaborative projects that aim to shift “power re-

lationships in daily life.” Indeed, it is impossible to imagine the feminist art 

movement’s impact occurring to the degree that it has without such collective 

work, whether this meant smaller groups of performance artists such as The 

Waitresses, the larger group of artists who ran the institution they came out 

of, the Woman’s Building, or specialized groups who worked on, for exam-

ple, the large-scale public performance projects organized by Lacy.21 The ar-

ticles collected in this special issue of Frontiers assess artists’ work on a range 

of collaborative projects—including the building of the feminist art move-

ment itself—in familiar and less well-known locations that engaged the pub-

lic, challenged entrenched institutions, created new forms of representation, 

and opened up greater opportunities for women to make and exhibit their 

art. Together, the articles offer new evidence and perspectives that augment 

understandings of how and why feminist artists came together and drifted 

apart, formed organizations and developed feminist practices, shared their 

work and debated defi nitions of feminist aesthetics, and in the process created 
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and sustained a movement that profoundly changed the course of feminism 

as well as contemporary art history.

Moravec’s article, “Toward a History of Feminism, Art, and Social Move-

ments in the United States,” offers the fi rst detailed study of West East Bag 

(WEB), a self-described “International Liaison Network for Women Artists” 

founded in September 1971 by Judy Chicago, Lucy Lippard, and Miriam Scha-

piro and perhaps also Grace Glueck, Ellen Lanyon, and Marcia Tucker. Utiliz-

ing the social science framework of “diffusion,” Moravec explains how the art-

ists who started this important early organization made connections to artists 

in other cities in this pre-Internet era when doing so required mailing post-

cards; sending out newsletters; and traveling for visits, lectures, and confer-

ences. Moravec also uses this evidence to consider the feminist art movement 

as a social as well as an aesthetic movement that functioned within the wider 

context of women’s liberation.

Diffusion theory points toward “the activist networks, organizational bro-

kers, and communication channels that facilitate the spread” of a movement.22 

Diffusion can occur by direct personal contact, by indirect mechanisms such 

as texts, and through “mediated mechanisms [that] involve a third party” 

(23). Moravec especially fi nds these distinctions useful as she sifts through 

archival evidence—such as the organization’s newsletters—because confl ict-

ing stories or gaps in the record make it diffi cult to determine decisively how 

WEB began. Moravec further contextualizes these origins by describing how 

the group’s founders were inspired by and had participated in art activism al-

ready under way that challenged museums in New York City and Los Angeles 

to include more work by women and artists of color. In creating their own 

network for women artists, they sought to break down barriers for women in 

art schools, museums, and galleries. Overcoming the isolation women artists 

often experienced was a critical and at times exhilarating fi rst step. As net-

works were established in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, meetings in 

which slides of work by women artists were shared and critiqued might last 

for hours and became opportunities to develop ideas about just what consti-

tuted feminist art practice.

Moravec traces the relationship between artists and women’s liberation ac-

tivists by relating, for example, newsletter suggestions for reading books like 

Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex. A fascinating section of this article 

details how consciousness-raising (CR) techniques were defi ned by and dif-

fused among WEB members and thus is a welcome contribution to under-

standing more fully how CR quickly spread nationwide and was so effective 

in sparking activism of all kinds. The nonhierarchical organizational struc-

ture of WEB, which included rotating editorship of the newsletter to different 
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localities for each issue, was aligned with CR and women’s liberation prac-

tices. Yet in a telling incident that suggests the tensions that would emerge 

later among feminists, a Bay Area chapter of the National Organization for 

Women (NOW) organized a protest in 1972 against an exhibit at the Univer-

sity Art Museum in Berkeley of E. J. Bellocq’s photographs of New Orleans 

prostitutes because its members found them offensive. Local WEB members 

initially were reluctant to join the protest because they didn’t agree with the 

cause. However, they decided to picket the museum anyway to protest the ab-

sence of art by women exhibited by the museum. Though subsumed in this 

case, confl icting views about whether particular representations upheld or 

undermined feminist perspectives—especially those artworks referencing fe-

male sexuality and depicting the female body—became central to movement 

debates and art criticism. Highlighting specifi c examples of how such confl ict 

played out in practice illuminates understandings of theoretical concerns.

Moravec counts among the achievements of WEB the slide registries that 

members put together and archived. The fi rst newsletter noted work by one 

thousand artists. She concludes, however, that though individual artists ben-

efi ted from such efforts, institutions remained largely unchanged. However, in 

addition to the greater though not fully equitable exhibition of work by women 

and artists of color, two of the goals articulated by art activist groups like WEB 

have been instituted, though not universally: payment to artists when their 

work is resold for larger sums and the institution of guidelines that protect 

curators from the fi nancial pressures of the art market. Though Moravec won-

ders whether “the goal of WEB [was] to help women achieve greater visibility 

and success in the art world or . . . to raise the consciousness of women artists 

about sexism and patriarchy in the context of the art world . . . [and] in the 

larger society,” she concludes, “feminist artists across the United States would 

take up a range of approaches for both of those ends” (42).

Joanna Gardner-Huggett’s article, “Artemisia Challenges the Elders: How 

a Women Artists’ Cooperative Created a Community for Feminism and Art 

Made by Women,” explores one of those sites, the Artemisia Gallery in Chi-

cago. Inspired by a summer WEB conference presentation in Chicago by Har-

mony Hammond, a member of the women’s cooperative gallery AIR (Art-

ists in Residence) in New York City, Artemisia was established in September 

1973 after Chicago Art Institute student Joy Poe returned from a visit to AIR. 

In fact, there was so much enthusiasm for the concept that another women’s 

gallery, ARC, opened in Chicago within a week. Poe had enlisted the help of 

several other artists to recruit members by visiting 150 women artists in their 

studios. Signaling the intention to challenge women’s exclusion from domi-

nant institutions and assert that women could indeed be professional artists, 
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the gallery opened its doors across the street from the Museum of Contem-

porary Art.

By naming their gallery in honor of Italian painter Artemisia Gentileschi 

(1593–1692), whose work prior to feminist art scholarship interventions had 

been both underappreciated and in some instances attributed to her artist fa-

ther, the founders also signaled their interest in recuperating the history of 

women artists and inserting themselves into an alternative narrative of West-

ern art history that included women. Art critics also took the name to indi-

cate a militant stance, due to Gentileschi’s paintings of women committing 

violence against men, such as Judith Decapitating Holofernes (c. 1618), some 

of which were used for gallery fl yers.23 Gardner-Huggett points out a crucial 

difference between the defi ant acts of individual women depicted in Genti-

leschi’s paintings and the gallery project, in that the artists were joining to-

gether to collectively resist the status quo by creating a separatist space for art 

and action. She is particularly interested in how the gallery formed a feminist 

community for women artists in Chicago.

Gardner-Huggett acknowledges the larger context of women’s liberation 

groups in Chicago as critical for articulating feminist aims and instigating 

feminist struggle that also inspired the founding of a women’s art gallery. Like 

WEB, Artemisia’s structure was intended to be nonhierarchical in the mode of 

women’s liberation organizations. As a result Artemisia became a place where 

women fi rst encountered a feeling of sisterhood and felt that they had truly 

engaged with feminism. Gallery members, like those at the Woman’s Build-

ing and the Feminist Art Programs before, rotated tasks to learn the necessary 

skills for professional careers, from installing to promoting exhibitions. The 

gallery also sponsored art education in public events, such as workshops and 

lectures by visiting artists. Judy Chicago spoke in 1974 about The Dinner Party 

project that she had just begun, Arlene Raven and Ruth Iskin discussed femi-

nist art education in 1977, and Lucy Lippard curated a show in 1979.

Though the gallery engaged in feminist process, members did not seek to 

defi ne feminist aesthetics. Nonetheless, the issue came to a head when Joy Poe 

staged a controversial performance on rape in 1979 that many members found 

offensive. Poe and almost half the gallery’s members resigned due to deeply 

held disagreements among the artists about the intention, effect, and mean-

ing of Poe’s work despite their shared identifi cation as feminists. More prosaic 

problems included the perennial search for suffi cient resources and the dif-

fi culties inherent in voluntary efforts regarding time commitments. Gardner-

Huggett also thoughtfully explores the absence of racial diversity in the gallery 

that haunted women’s separatist institutions nationwide. Artemisia instituted 

a minority recruitment effort with some success, but not until the late 1980s. 
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In that decade the gallery, like other arts organizations, faced the declining 

funding and increasing real estate costs fostered by the culture wars and Rea-

ganomics. Under these conditions, and with some modest success for women 

artists in infi ltrating mainstream arenas, separatist galleries found survival 

more diffi cult. Gardner-Huggett concludes that Artemisia’s history “can reveal 

where activist tactics in the arts are effective and where they are likely to fail 

when attempting to create inclusive communities” (69). In addition, adding 

Chicago to the map of feminist art activism emphasizes the importance of re-

gional scenes and the complex variations they produced.

Kathleen Wentrack’s article, “What’s So Feminist about the Feministische 

Kunst Internationaal? Critical Directions in 1970s Feminist Art,” assesses the 

impact of this exhibition of European and American feminist art held in Am-

sterdam in 1978 and 1979 “to reveal how feminist art was understood” at the 

time (76). To do so, she addresses central questions about the defi nition and 

purpose of feminist art, a major concern of exhibition organizers, and de-

scribes in detail a number of artworks. Known as FKI, this exhibition is largely 

unknown to feminist art historians in the United States, though considered 

“the most important feminist art exhibition of the decade in Europe” (79). 

It was mounted in two parts, both of which emphasized the new media and 

performance art that feminists embraced because they were free from male-

dominated artistic styles and traditions and provided fl exibility in expressing 

the artists’ subjectivity and experiences. As in the United States artistic prac-

tice often grew out of consciousness-raising.

In setting the scene, Wentrack explores distinctions between feminist 

art’s status in the United States and in Europe. For example, Europe lacked 

the close-knit feminist art communities that women in the United States, as 

Moravec and Gardner-Huggett demonstrate, had worked so hard to establish. 

A few small groups did emerge in Europe during the early to mid-1970s, and 

German artist Ulrike Rosenbach established a feminist art school in 1976 in 

Cologne after teaching in the Feminist Art Program at CalArts. However, Eu-

ropean artists also faced more skepticism about the potential of feminist art 

to be seen as politically important, even by leftists. Yet the organizers of FKI 

insisted that work included in the show be explicitly feminist, whether or not 

the artist was an activist in the more conventional sense. This criterion, of 

course, led to fascinating debates about what that meant.

Wentrack defi nes feminist art as “artwork that exposes the prejudices 

against women in society, challenges representations of women in art, engages 

feminist issues or theory, critiques . . . femininity, develops new media . . . , or 

presents new ways of working with traditional art materials” (77). Themes de-

veloped in the exhibition include a “critique of traditional roles, a search for 
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women’s true desires and feelings, and a proposal of alternatives to what con-

stitutes woman” (80). In addition, questions about the existence of a feminist 

aesthetic were intertwined with reconsiderations of just what that constituted 

and how one should assess quality in art by women. Debates about the rep-

resentation of beauty and the nude female body were inseparable from con-

cerns about the reappropriation of feminist art by the male gaze and how the 

status of female artists could be undermined as a result. Yet the focus on the 

body, particularly the artist’s body, was crucial, especially to performance or 

“action” art, as it was known in Europe. Art exhibited at FKI also attended to 

women’s work in and outside the home, alternative role models, collaborative 

feminist practice, and sexuality.

The critical reception of FKI was mixed, with some critics appreciating the 

innovative art on display and others dismissing feminist art as political state-

ments rather than works of art. One critic missed the point entirely, protest-

ing, “who wants to see art about household drudgery?”24 Yet in assessing the 

legacy of FKI, Wentrack fi nds that many of the themes it presented continued 

to reverberate in feminist art exhibitions that followed. In the 2009 Dutch ex-

hibit Rebelle: Art & Feminism 1969–2009, pieces from the 1960s and 1970s were 

juxtaposed with those made after 1990, reaffi rming the groundbreaking role 

of FKI.

Tal Dekel’s article, “Feminist Art Hitting the Shores of Israel: Three Case 

Studies in Impossible Times,” provides insight into the status of feminist art 

in Israel by focusing on three artists associated with the movement who were 

all born in the 1940s: Yoheved Weinfeld, Miriam Sharon, and Pamela Levy. 

Dekel situates their lives and work in the wider context of Israel’s unique his-

tory as a country established in 1948 in the wake of the Holocaust. The found-

ing principles of the state included equality for women and their conscripted 

service in the army, which suggested that “women in Israel were already 

emancipated” (112). However, the work of building a haven for the thousands 

of refugees who arrived in the 1940s, plus the waves of Jewish immigrants who 

followed, while enduring periodic wars, did not always bear out this utopian 

vision. Yet as women’s status and opportunities continued to improve in edu-

cation and the workplace in the 1970s, and feminist activism emerged in that 

decade, the movement primarily looked to the United States for inspiration. 

According to scholar Hannah Safran, confl icts about whether to focus strictly 

on issues of concern to women or to address all forms of discrimination ham-

pered the movement’s effectiveness.

The prevailing view within the art scene in Israel in the 1970s was that sep-

arate consideration of female artists’ work was not necessary. In addition aes-

thetic objections were made to the concept of “women’s art.” Nonetheless, fe-
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male artists engaged with a range of feminist art practices and interacted with 

feminist artists in the United States. Yoheved Weinfeld began in the 1970s to 

make autobiographical and conceptual work and also performance art that 

explored female sexuality, bodily detritus, menstruation, and the female body 

as object of the male gaze in work that corresponds to that of Judy Chicago, 

Faith Wilding, and Hannah Wilke. When Miriam Sharon returned to Israel in 

1977 after an exhibit of her work with Ana Mendieta’s at AIR in New York City, 

she initiated an energetic agenda of egalitarian feminist art activism, includ-

ing mounting group exhibitions and founding a magazine. In her artwork she 

celebrated women’s relationship with nature, the revaluation of the materials 

and methods of feminized crafts, and reverence for the Great Goddess. She 

also upheld the artistic traditions of indigenous peoples from the Sinai Des-

ert, with whom she collaborated. Pamela Levy, an immigrant to Israel from 

the United States who arrived in 1976, initially produced textile collages made 

from ordinary and secondhand fabrics along the lines of the Pattern and Dec-

oration Movement, associated with Miriam Schapiro. She explored the artis-

tic practices of women in diverse cultures, particularly the widespread use of 

wooden stamps by women in Asia and Africa.

Dekel does not explore in this article (as she does elsewhere) how these art-

ists’ Jewish identity fi gured in their art, though she mentions in reference to 

Weinfeld that this was an important theme of her work. Intersectional analy-

sis could be helpful in doing so. According to Yael Guilat, there was no lack of 

“women artists, critics, or curators” in Israel, though few of them identifi ed 

as feminists in the 1970s and 1980s.25 Thus, rather than viewing Israeli femi-

nists and female artists’ work as a “delayed reaction” to innovations that began 

elsewhere, perhaps Israeli women’s agency may be more richly understood in 

relation to the experience of women in minority communities in the United 

States whose feminist identity emerged on a “separate road.” As Dekel’s ar-

ticle suggests, fuller evaluation of Israeli women’s encounters with feminism 

and feminist art on their own terms and in their historical contexts engenders 

new insights about feminism in Israel and also of multivalent feminist tra-

jectories relevant to minority group experiences and diverse global feminist 

perspectives.26

The special issue ends with Jennie Klein’s review of Doin’ It in Public: Femi-

nist and Art at the Woman’s Building, an exhibition at the Ben Maltz Gallery, 

Otis College of Art and Design, that opened in October 2011 as part of Pacifi c 

Standard Time: Art in L.A., 1945–1980, an unprecedented set of exhibitions 

held in over sixty museums in Southern California between October 2011 and 

March 2012. Klein fi nds collaboration a key concept in this comprehensive 

survey. The Woman’s Building rejected dominant art world standards across 
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the board, focusing instead, as curator Meg Linton writes in the catalog, on 

the “collaborative creative energy and output [that] challenged the prevail-

ing, patriarchal concept of the lone artistic genius.”27 Klein assesses the many 

documents and artworks on display in the exhibition to consider the larger 

impact of the Woman’s Building. The work completed and shown there, the 

feminist art education it sponsored, and the existence of the institution itself 

inspired women both nationally and internationally “to become feminists and 

artists” (129). Engaging with political issues and injustice was central to the 

defi nition of feminist art projected by the Woman’s Building and the many 

performance groups and art collectives it fostered. In that Klein also points to 

the importance of cultural feminist ideas at the Woman’s Building, its history 

suggests possibilities for reconsidering the divide often drawn between cul-

tural and political feminism.28

All of the articles in this special issue describe separatist institutions that 

functioned either briefl y, such as WEB and the organizations created by Mir-

iam Sharon in Israel, or for extended periods, such as Artemisia and the Wom-

an’s Building. FKI in a sense also operated for a few years as a separatist space 

for feminist art in Europe. The themes that emerge from these studies—the 

centrality of collaboration, the debates over process, the concerns over the role 

of the individual artist, the struggles over defi ning feminist art, the search for 

funding, and the embrace of new forms of media and art making—resonate 

with what has been asserted previously about the movement’s history. How-

ever, considering the distinct experiences, innovations, accomplishments, and 

diffi culties of artists working in varied locations enriches our understanding 

of feminist art as a social and aesthetic movement that transformed people’s 

lives and perceptions on a global scale. The opening of spaces outside New 

York City and Los Angeles provided opportunities for female artists in greater 

numbers of locations to engage with, learn about, and produce feminist art 

and, indeed, to diffuse feminist perspectives and practices. In addition these 

new localities on the feminist art map provided opportunities for higher-pro-

fi le artists like Judy Chicago, Harmony Hammond, and many others to travel 

to present their ideas and art and also to meet new artists and view their work. 

This meant not only increased possibilities for including regional artists’ work 

in gallery exhibitions in larger venues but also further occasions for Los Ange-

les– and New York City–based artists to articulate their vision and engage in 

discussion with like-minded artists. Doing so surely aided the development of 

the theories and practices of feminist art nationwide. Incorporating local per-

spectives provides a fuller picture of how the feminist art movement became 

so infl uential and offers greater possibilities for wider and lasting acknowl-

edgment of its achievements.
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notes

I am grateful to Andrea Pappas for her comments on an early draft of this essay 

and for conversations about it I was lucky to have with Loretta Kensinger and Jennie 

Klein. I also benefi ted from Gayle Gullett’s close reading of this essay, perceptive com-

ments, and editorial expertise.
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