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Abstract: Confronting the second wave of feminism with postfeminism allows us to show
the change in the perception of art and the position of women in the art world. The activists of
the 1970s aroused extreme emotions in the public, and attempts were made to downplay the
value of their work. At the end of the 20™ century, however, when ambiguity and controversy
have become the desired quality of art, feminist ideas are sometimes a necessary ornament of
the careers of celebrities. In this article I present the history of the difficulties that artists who
debuted on the art scene in the 1970s had to overcome. I use the example of Judy Chicago and
her iconic work Dinner Party. Other heroines of the pioneering times are Marina Abramowic,
Carolee Schneemann, and Valie Export, whose attitude I compare to that of the star of the
younger generation, Vanessa Beecroft. Beecroft leaves her attractive installations without any
comment, she does not settle any controversies, which fits the characteristics of the post-
modern game on the art market.

Keywords: feminism — postfeminism — herstory — Judy Chicago — feminine aesthetic — women’s
art — Vanessa Beecroft — Toxic Tittes.

Herstory is a neologism that entered the English language in the late 1960s.
Replacing his with her means approaching knowledge from the female,
feminist perspective. Herstory applies to various spheres of human activity,
including the arts. The history of art denied women the ability to make
significant contribution to art, abstract thinking skills, and deeper understand-
ing of the sublime. Women were not allowed at art academies and therefore
had no way of receiving professional education. The only role available to
them was that of amateurs engaged in craft in the comfort of their own
homes. The second wave of feminism united artists and instigated the process
of change. “In museums and art academies women artists protested for equal
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rights. They organised their own exhibitions, operated their own galleries,
and held their own autonomous art classes. They also sought political means
to break through male-dominated structures,” Uta Grosenick wrote. It was in
the struggle for a common cause that the idea of sisterhood was born. Starting
from a peripheral position, the feminist art of the 1970s was often vociferous,
aggressive, politically engaged, thus challenging the stereotypical beliefs
about women’s innate passivity and sweet nature. Today, it is believed that
women’s contribution to the art world is undeniable. Therefore, the situation
of the female artists in the Euro-American cultural circle has changed.

Contemporary artists who are referred to as “daughters of feminists” want
to fully benefit from the achievements won by the previous generation. At the
same time they do not need or want to take an aggressive attitude or act for
the common feminine purpose. Their behaviour is not of missionary character
but individualistic and pleasure-seeking. They have no need to fight for
recognition in the field of art because political correctness forces gallery
owners, critics, media and so on to be interested in the artistic activities of the
fairer sex.

In this article I will try to trace the process of transformation that the art of
women has undergone. How did it happen that the figures of once secondary
importance found themselves in the spotlight at the turn of the century? It is
also interesting to compare the attitudes of both generations.

Herstory

In 1976, Sylvia Bovenshen, German essayist and literary critic, wrote: “though
she is the great theme of art, woman as empirical being is acceptable only by
virtue of her supposed inspirational power.”” Already in ancient times
inspiration took the form of a muse that visited the artist. The personification
of the creative forces as a woman, however, paradoxically meant pushing the
actual women to the margins of artistic creativity. Feminists saw the causes
of this situation in the existing, somewhat universal, and in fact men’s
standards of evaluation. In 1971, Linda Nochlin, American art historian, pro-
vocatively asked in her famous essay why there never have been any female
artists as great as Michelangelo’. In her view, the category of greatness is
associated with the myth of the outsider artist, a divine genius, and no one
ever imagined women in that role. Carolyn Korsmeyer, American philosopher,

Women Artists in the 20™ and 21° Century, ed. by U. Grosenick. Kéln 2001, p. 13.

S. Bovenschen, Is There a Feminine Aesthetic?, “New German Critique”, no. 10 (Winter
1977) Duke University Press, p. 114.

Essay Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists? By Linda Nochlin was published
for the first time in the magazine “Art News™ and is now considered to be the seminal text
for the feminist history of art.
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adds that genius has a mind “that rises above the quotidian concerns that shape
ordinary activities (...) [A]ny person who is largely defined by domestic roles
will be precluded from the concept of a genius.” Femininity was therefore
identified with the private sphere and reproductive responsibilities, which is
why the categories of woman and artist were mutually exclusive in popular
opinion.

Of course, there have been female artists in the history of art. They had
been active even before the second wave of feminism, but Boveschen calls
that past “the dark side of the cultural history”’ in which “women artists waft
through history as mere shadows, separated from each other.”® Feminists
decided that one of the key issues is heritage to which female artists could
refer and build their own identity on its foundations. Thus, they began
theoretical research on kerstory. They analysed the work of their foremothers
that art history overlooked or pushed to the margins.

Judy Chicago, American artist and writer, made an attempt to recover the
“forgotten” heritage of women, both at the level of theoretical research, and
artistic practice. In the early 1970s, she decided to devote herself to teaching.
The first group she worked with was comprised of both male and female
students. Chicago, however, noticed that the male students quickly took
a dominant position in the group, while female students remain passive. As
a feminist, she understood that learned gender-specific attitudes reproduced
in the course of education (male activity / female passivity) are continued in
independent artistic work after graduating from college. Thus, she decided to
teach classes consisting only of female students for whom she developed
a feminist curriculum. She implemented it at California State University in
Fresno and then at the California Institute of Arts in Valencia. The program
consisted in the study of history of women’s art and reading of contemporary
feminist theory. Consciousness-raising techniques used in feminist education
taught female students how to stop being “the second sex”, “reject the male
point of view that confined women, and unleash true emotions and feelings.”’
The result of the class taught by Chicago was the giant environment Women-
house in an abandoned house in Los Angeles.

The study of female heritage found its artistic expression in the installa-
tion Dinner Party implemented by Judy Chicago and her team of assistants in
the years 1974-1979. For two years, her co-workers gathered materials on the
achievements of women. Dinner Party is a tribute to women — historical and
mythical characters, for whom the artist and her assistants prepared a festive

4 C. Korsmeyer, Gender and aesthetics, New York 2004, p. 29.

> S. Bovenschen, p. 133.

° Ibid.

7 G. Dziamski, Sztuka feministyczna (1), ,,Miesigcznik Literacki” 1988, nr 2-3, p. 113.
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meal. For each of the female “guests” a plate was set, consisting of china
tableware and runners. Chicago used in these project handicraft techniques
traditionally used by women (painting on porcelain, embroidery, crocheting),
thus referring to the roles played by women in history. Ornaments on china
plates were based on “butterfly-vagina” imagery. They are painted on porcelain
or three-dimensional. Even before the described work, Chicago had developed
interest in vaginal iconography. In abstract paintings, she made references to
butterflies as ancient symbols of liberation and resurrection. She sought
symbols of feminine activity and strength, focusing on the rehabilitation of
femininity. Like many fighting feminists of the 1970s, she treated the female
sexual organ as a flag of the liberation movement. In Dinner Party, references
to vaginal forms are also clear, however there is no anatomical literalism.
Far-reaching transformations make use of abstract forms.

Today, Dinner Party is considered the flagship work of feminist art. Since
2007, it has been in the permanent collection of the Brooklyn Museum in
New York. The beginnings of this work in the art world, however, were
difficult. In 1979, it was shown at the Museum of Modern Art in San Francisco,
where it was seen by a hundred thousand visitors. Other museums withdrew
from planned exhibitions. “To prevent it from getting stuck in the storeroom,
Dinner Party was exhibited in alternative spaces — in community centres, old
theatres, abandoned train stations, anywhere where there was enough space.
(...) Between 1980 and 1982, despite the risk of damaging the fragile and
delicate items, the work toured the great American cities.” 8 It was also shown
in Europe and Australia.

In 1990, Chicago had planned to donate the installation of the University
of the District of Columbia, where it would be on permanent exhibition.
Washington Times erroneously reported that the University intended to
purchase the indecent work. The news sparked a public debate on the use of
government funds for the arts. Chicago’s work was met with harsh criticism
from congressmen who had not even seen it. Congressman Robert K. Dornan
called it “ceramic 3-D pornography”’, Republican Dana Rohrabacher — “wired
sexual art”'’. The work was also attacked by feminist critics for essentialism.
It was pointed out that the attempt to revaluate female biology may well be
interpreted stereotypically. It is easy to discredit women’s art by reducing it
to corporeality, gender, and nature. Vaginal iconography propagated by Judy
Chicago did not break the symbolic order in which the feminine element was
the antithesis of reason and culture. Griselda Pollock and Rozsika Parker

8 M. Poprzecka, Uczta bogin. Kobiety, sztuka i zycie, Warsaw 2012, p. 205.

°  J.F. Gerhard, The Dinner Party: Judy Chicago and the Power of Popular Feminism, 1970-
2007, Georgia 2013, p. 252.
' Ibid.
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argued, “because meanings in art depend on how they are seen and from
which ideological position they are received, such images have a very limited
effectivity. They are easily retrieved and co-opted by a male culture because
they do not rapture radically meanings and connotations of woman in art as
body, as sexual, as nature, as object of male possession.”ll

With the development of feminism and women's conscious art new
questions arose: what makes women’s art different from men's? Is reducing
women’s art to biology the right way to liberate it from negative male
definitions? Is identification with women’s art not a voluntary return to the
holding cell?

Fearing being enclosed within the women’s ghetto and re-marginalised,
some female artists firmly distanced themselves from feminism. In the 1940s
and 1950s, artists such as Lee Krasner and Helen Frankenthaler refused to
present their work at exhibitions separately as women’s painting. They wanted
to be identified as artists and not separated as women. Feminist criticism
sought a parallel between painting technique used by Frankenthaler and
menstruation, even though the artist “has not endorsed any type of feminist
interpretation of her work; she does not associate her work or herself either
with feminist art or with feminism.”"?

Chicago’s attitude was also perceived as insensitivity to ethnic differences.
“Feminism, establishing the entity in whose name it speaks in theory and in
practice, fell into the trap of exclusion”". Hence the subsequent questions
posed by feminist criticism: Is there a universal feminine aesthetics that would
include works of nineteenth-century England and contemporary China? Does
women’s art share certain characteristics beyond time and place?

Contemporary feminism has become a phenomenon difficult define
precisely because the representatives of this movement are trying to avoid
exclusion and marginalization of Others. Therefore we have different varieties
of feminist theory: black feminism, lesbian feminism, cyber-feminism, Jewish
feminism, Latin feminism, ecofeminism, multicultural feminism and so on.

POSTFEMINISM — AMNESIAC CELEBRITIES

So far, questions concerning the aesthetics of the feminine posed by feminists
of the second wave have not been answered. For post-feminist this issue is
not important. The demands of feminists are considered to have been fulfilled.

" R. Parker, G.Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology, London 2013, p. 130.

12 M. Schor, 4 Decade of Negative Thinking: Essays on Art, Politics, and Daily Life, Duke
University Press 2009, p. 94.

1 J. Miezielinska, De-konstrukcje kobiecosci, Gdansk 2004, p. 8.
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They have been absorbed by mass culture, which transformed them into
depoliticised slogans used to sell goods.

Referring to feminism, post-feminist art transforms it into an aesthetic
product, ready to be consumed by mass audience.

In the 1990s a new generation of artists debuted on the art scene, known
as postfeminists. One of the representatives of this generation is the Los
Angeles-based Vanessa Beecroft. The artist creates her works using living
women who are partially or completely nude. Standing or seated, in accordance
with the artist’s instructions they do not make any sudden movements, do not
smile, do not talk to each other, do not establish eye contact with the audience.
These performances evoke questions raised by feminists in the 1970s
concerning female nudity in art, female passivity, women serving as an object
of visual consumption and enjoyment of the male recipient. These are feminist
themes, but in Beecroft’s project, they are only an echo of old dilemmas
presented in a sexy version. Models hired by the artist are scantily clad, often
wear high-heeled shoes and wigs, which enhances the erotic appeal of these
actions. On one of the first exhibitions — Blond Dream in 1994 — thirty young
girls were gathered in a room inaccessible to the audience. They can only be
observed through a small window, which evoked associations with erotic
peep-show. Sometimes models featured in Beecroft’s shows are completely
naked. Their elegantly trimmed or completely shaved pubic hair suggest
a closer link with pornography rather than with art. In the installation VB46",
models are painted white and placed in a room with white walls and floor.
The artist’s plan to approximate abstract art failed. The whiteness of the
models was not flawless. The unforeseen rosiness of their shaved wombs
attracted glances.

This is how the artist presents her idea: “I thought that if everything was
white, the group would disappear, or look like minimal painting. But it
didn’t. The white looked fetishist, because the body parts rubbed against each
other and turned pink. It looked as if I wanted to emphasise them. The idea
was to make them disappear, but all you could see was their sex”"”. Regard-
less of the intentions of the artist, viewers were attracted by the opportunity
to watch nudity with impunity. Under the pretext of partaking in high art,
they are hoping to fulfil their very base desires.

The visual pleasure offered by Beecroft is a luxury. The artist sometimes
partially dresses her models. Probably in accordance with the principle that
total nudity is not exciting, she covers girls with underwear. These garments

4" The artist signs her works with her initials and consecutive numbers.
'S Thomas Kellein, interview in the exhibition catalogue “Vanessa Beecroft: Photographs,
Films, Drawings”, Kunsthalle 2004, p. 143.
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are loaned or specially designed by famous fashion designers such as Tom
Ford, Miuccia Prada, Helmut Lang, or Gucci. Collaboration with the fashion
world took on a peculiar form in the case of collaboration with Louis Vuitton.
In 2005, Beecroft carried out a performance for the opening of the company’s
store on the Champs Elysees in Paris. Models were arranged on shelves next
to leather goods, like merchandise for sale. Thus, the artist located her action
on the border between art and marketing, or diagnosed the situation of the art
market.

Beecroft carries out her performances in well-known prestigious galleries
(Gagosian Gallery in London) and major museums of the world (such as
Whitey Museum of American Art, the Guggenheim Museum in New York,
or the Kunsthal in Vienna). She has participated in many important inter-
national exhibitions, including the Biennale in Venice (1997) and Sao Paulo
(2002). Her career is reported and commented upon not only by trade press —
“Artforum” and “Flash Art”, but also by magazines reproducing models of
femininity criticised by feminists, for example “Vogue”. Actions imple-
mented by Beecroft attract huge audiences. Unlike artists who debuted in the
1960s and 1970s, she is a celebrity. She has not experienced gender dis-
crimination in the art world, but she also feels no gratitude or obligation to
her female predecessors whom she owes her privileged position.

Beecroft’s artistic activity provokes a variety of controversies even among
feminists. Jennifer Doyle sees the ambivalence of the artist's message. On the
one hand, her work can be read as a critique of the objectification of women,
very literal image of a woman as an object in the world of consumption. On
the other hand, the artist's flirtation with luxury fashion brands undermines
the feminist message. Doyle points out the positive aspects of Beecroft’s
artistic activity. She confronts viewers with their desire and shame, which is
cathartic. “Citizens of the art world can exorcise their guilt — they can bump
against their limits, stew in their own complicity in the subjection of
women.”'® But are Doyle’s assumptions justified? Interesting information is
found in the text written by women who decided to take a job as models in
the action VB46 organised in 2001 in Beverly Hills. They are members of
a group of artists called Toxic Titties, who describe themselves as feminists
and through their work have described the unknown side of Beecroft’s
actions, inaccessible to viewers. In the course of the performance they heard
the art connoisseurs commenting not the artistic activity, but the qualities of
the models’ bodies: “there was an air of scrutiny, assessment. Some people of
audience openly discussed our individual bodies, postures and appearance

1 I. Doyle, Sex Objects: Art and Dialectics of Desire, Minneapolis 2006, p. 129.
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with one another as if we couldn’t hear them™'”. The models were therefore
treated as objects or goods, insentient and unhearing. This was half-jokingly
commented on by a man who upon entering the gallery and taking a look at
the models asked, “Can I see a price list?”!® Thus, there is no trace of
exorcising the guilt or catharsis suggested by Jennifer Doyle.

For the models-artists, the confrontation with the celebrity artist and the
staff working for success was undoubtedly traumatic. However, viewers of
the action are confronted only with aesthetic images. They are not aware of
the fact that each three-hour show is preceded by hours of preparation,
depilation, make-up and posing for pictures. A number of procedures were
performed on models participating in the VB46 action in order to make
women look uniformly alike. They were subjected to depilation. To the surprise
of the participants, all their body hair was removed by waxing, including
pubic hair, which was painful. Their bodies were painted with white paint
and they were instructed how to use the toilet (do not sit down, just squat
over the toilet bowl) so as to not to remove the pigment. In the application
survey, models gave their shoe size. Despite this, all of them were provided
with footwear in the same size. Straps of their shoes were too tight on their
ankles which caused their legs to swell. It was decided to cut the straps but it
is not pictured in the photographs documenting the action. A graphics
software was used to touch up any imperfections. This is exactly what photo-
graphers employed in magazines and commercials criticised by feminists do.

By volunteering for the performance, the artists from the Zoxic Titties
group originally intended to perform a subversive action, but the atmosphere
in Beecroft’s team prevented these plans. The girls surrendered to the regime.
They were informed that the lack of subordination of even one of the
participants of the performance (such as absence or resignation) would lead
to termination of all contracts and none of them would receive any money for
their work. Forced solidarity and financial needs proved to be an effective
instrument of discipline. “Not unlike sorority hazing rituals or military train-
ing, the production process of VB46 seemed designed to strip these women of
their individuality, break down their defences, and install a disciplined group
ethic”".

The Toxic Titties artists decided to expose Beecroft by describing their
experiences and subjecting her artistic activity to a critical analysis.
According to Julia Steinmetz, Beecroft reinforces the patriarchal conceptions
of feminine beauty instead of criticizing them. To prove it, she confronted

17" . Steinmetz, H.Cassils, C.Leary, Behind Enemy Lines: Toxic Titties Infiltrate Vanessa Bee-
croft, http://engenderedspeciesart.com/signsproof.pdf (4.09.2014).

'8 Ibid.

%" Ibid.
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Beecroft’s actions with those by Marina Abramovic, Carolee Schneemann,
and Valie Export — the leading performers of the 1970s and 1980s. Balancing
on the borderline of being a subject and object of art, exposing their own
bodies to the activities of spectators, and even to danger, these artists, “were
able to comment on the position of women who are often stripped of their
subjectivity and only viewed as passive recipient of men's action.”*® Beecroft
does not take part in her actions, even though, paradoxically, she believes that
they are a kind of self-portrait. She is not exposed to the glances and
comments of viewers. Heroines of her performances, although they spend
many hours standing naked in high heels, do not seem to be suffering.
Beecroft “puts her models in an exploitative position. Moreover, Beecroft
tries to conceal that position. Typically Beecroft’s models work long hours
two or three days before the actual performance, undergoing emotional and to
a certain degree physical violence in the process of transformation into object
to be viewed. However, Beecroft’s final product comes to the viewer as
a glossy, glamorous picture which does not reveal the hardships and humilia-
tion that the models experience™".

Describing the meeting of different generations of artists that took place
during the feminist conference in 2007 in New York City, Mira Schor —
American artist and writer — anxiously noted that the young artists dissociate
themselves from associations with feminism. They want to be in the center,
and “femziznism is seen as by definition speaking from the margin, for the
margin.”

Translated by Katarzyna Gucio
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SZTUKA KOBIECA — OD MARGINESU DO MAINSTREAMU
(streszczenie)

Konfrontacja drugiej fali feminizmu z postfeminizmem pozwala ukaza¢ zmiane w percepcji
sztuki i pozycji kobiet w swiecie sztuki. Aktywistki lat 70. budzity skrajne emocje odbiorcow,
probowano bagatelizowa¢ wartos¢ realizowanych przez nie prac. U schyltku XX wieku jednak,
gdy pozadana jakoscig sztuki stala si¢ niejednoznaczno$é¢, kontrowersyjnosé, idee feminizmu
staja si¢ czasem niezbe¢dng dekoracja dla karier celebrytek. W artykule przedstawiam histori¢
trudnosci, jakie musiaty pokona¢ artystki startujace na scenie sztuki w latach 70. Jako przyktad
wystepuje tu Judy Chicago i jej sztandarowa praca Dinner Party. Inne bohaterki pionierskich
czas6w to Marina Abramowic, Carolee Schneemann, Valie Export, ktorych postawe porow-
nuj¢ z gwiazda mlodego pokolenia Vanessa Beecroft. Beecroft pozostawia swoje atrakcyjne
instalacje bez komentarza, nie rozstrzyga kontrowersji, czym wpisuje si¢ w znamienng dla
postmodernizmu gr¢ na rynku sztuki.

Stowa kluczowe: feminizm — postfeminizm — herstory — Judy Chicago — estetyka kobieca —
sztuka kobiet — Vanessa Beecroft — Toxic Tittes.
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