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In a society that is still full of gender inequalities, it is crucial that the struggles of a modern woman are exposed. My imagined exhibition reminds us that this world is far from equal by exploring the repression of female sexual behaviour that occurs because of society’s paradoxical feelings on the subject. The sexual double standard, is a result of the patriarchy and harbours misogyny, because traditional expectations such as, women should be submissive to men and ‘highly sexually active heterosexual men [are] to be evaluated more positively than women who exhibit the same behaviour’ are upheld (Zaikman and Marks, 2017). One can observe the necessity of this exhibition, as there has been various protests responding to violence against women such as, the #MeToo movement (me too, 2022) which stems from the sexualisation and objectification of females, despite the fact they are repressed sexually. However, societal attitudes haven’t changed and there has been little impact on women’s safety as female narratives are being silenced. For example, at the vigil for Sarah Everard, who was kidnapped, raped and murdered, women were tackled to the ground and arrested (BBC News, 2021).

My exhibition challenges the hypocrisy of societal attitudes towards women and their sexual behaviour as well as giving some representation to those that have ‘historically been left out’ (J.Koether, 1987). Paradoxical opinions are normalised amongst society and whilst women are scared to sexually liberate themselves because of the prejudice and abuse they may encounter, they are sexualised and dehumanised by men anyhow. This dehumanised perception of women can sometimes result in extreme, violent fantasies that trigger male aggression towards women (Bevans, 2019). The objectification of women and the gender equality disparity can be observed in the current art world as Guerrilla Girls wrote in 2012 ‘less than 4% of the artists in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art are women, but 76% of the nudes are female’ in their piece ‘Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into The Met. Museum?’. The statistic suggests that it is certainly easier to get into the Met. Museum by being a naked woman rather than a female artist. When comparing this figure to Guerrilla girls 1989 billboard-‘less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art sections are women but 85% of the nudes are female’-the lack of progression is shocking and shows that misogyny remains prevalent. Furthermore, in the book Invisible Women (2020), Perez states that ‘when [she] counted all the statues in the UK’s Public Monuments and Sculpture Association database [she] found that there were more statues of men called John than there are of historical, named, non-royal women (the only reason adding royal women to the figure just beats the Johns is down to Queen Victoria)’. This indicates that there is a lack of admiration and celebration of women’s work within society and the art world. However, it is possible, through art, to represent female narratives and experiences, whilst also celebrating their work. Although, the artwork is not being exhibited purely because of the artist’s gender so, the issues that a modern day woman experiences is simply being hidden to avoid discussions. For example, Guerrilla Girls revisited their piece ‘How many women had one person exhibitions at NYC museums last year?’ in 2015 and found that from 1985 the figures had only increased by one (all but Modern increased from zero to one and Modern increased from one to two). Raymond Williams highlighted the power that art has to progress attitudes, as he outlined ‘structures of feeling’ as that which ‘lies deeply embedded in our lives; it cannot be merely extracted and summarised, it is perhaps only in art- and this is the importance of art-that it can be realised and communicated as a whole’ (1954). Therefore, art has the power to progress these problematic societal attitudes towards women that are causing inequality, as long as female work is being shown, the issues are being exposed and perspectives are being represented. Furthermore, Foucault emphasises the role of art in changing attitudes, as it can reveal obscurities and portray notions that are difficult to articulate-‘showing the invisible, but rather showing the extent to which the invisibility of the visible is invisible’ (1972). 
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In light of the statement ‘to exhibit is to find friends and allies for the struggles (Manet, n.d.), I selected the artists that I would display by considering their ideals and arguments. Then, I studied and deconstructed their works to pick the most relevant artwork to my theme because ‘if an exhibition is to make a critical intervention in the present, the curatorial approach requires research and reflection’ (Wells, 2007). As a result, the first artist I chose was Sue Williams, who’s work ‘is raw and accomplished; strong, charged and challenging in its links to contemporary lives and the sexualisation of western society’ (Ten, n.d.). Williams’ work addresses ‘provocative sexual and emotional politics’ (no more pink, n.d.) responding to experiences and ‘a desire to visually explore and understand issues related to the feminine ideal-the desire to change body shape, the pressure to create perfection and to compromise a personal identity’ (no more pink, n.d.). Williams’ ‘Grey’ (2022), was the piece I selected, as it explores the pressure that is placed upon women, as a result of societal norms and conventions. For example, ‘women who let their hair go grey naturally are viewed as more incompetent than women who dye their hair’ (Daily Mail, 2022). The societal standard-that women should remain youthful forever-is frustrating for women because it is completely unattainable. Williams’ work expresses the emotions that a woman experiences when these impossible expectations are forced upon them. Created in 2022, the artwork is relevant as the artist would have considered the recent events and current attitudes that I have mentioned above. Williams’ use of text; ‘whoops I’ve joined the grey club’, to me, is particularly clever as it acts as a welcoming invite for the viewer to join the ‘grey club’ and consequently, fight against societal standards. Thus, the piece fights the conventional idea on how a woman should age and encourages the viewer to join the battle for gender equality, even giving an example on how to do so. The warming invitational style of Williams’ piece meant that it suited the spot of the initial piece [image: ]observed in the exhibition because it lays the foundations for the other artwork. 
Fig. Four

Following Williams’ work, I chose to display Rachel Fallon’s and Alice Maher’s ‘monumental textile sculpture’, known as ‘The Map’ (2021).  The piece, ‘which is a redress of Christianity’s, and the Irish State’s distortions of human sexuality and the feminine, which have been projected onto the composite figure of Mary Magdalene’ (Hyperallergic, n.d), stands at fifteen feet tall and twenty-one feet wide. One can navigate themselves around ‘the map’ from mythical destinations such as, ‘slag island’ to star constellations named ‘Pecatrix Minor’ and ‘Pecatrix Major’. In a similar way to Williams, Fallon and Maher, who met when making banners for the pro-choice campaign ‘Together for Yes’, by constructing a map form, draw their viewers in and offer an invitation to rethink and reconsider. For example, by narrating the story of Mary Magdalene, and through the artists’ use of textiles-a domestic, feminine medium, one can reevaluate the figure’s impact upon women’s lives and their everyday experiences. The textile technique used asks ‘questions of feminine sensibility, of originality and tradition, of individuality versus collectivity’ (Broude and Garrard, 2018) so, it can be argued that the medium celebrates and liberates women as well as their history. By choosing to depict Mary Magdalene, who is typically perceived as beautiful and desirable to men in the Church, ‘so they can have that image and look at it with impunity, while at the same time suppressing those qualities for any living woman’ (Maher, n.d.), the artists use iconography to liberate women sexually as Mary becomes a symbol for all females and hope for the future (as she faces away from the viewer). I decided that this piece should be observed last because of the hopeful moment that is depicted within the piece and the elements of humour used. 
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Considering Christian Bolltanski’s statement, you ‘should always invent a new rule of the game. People remember only exhibitions that invent a new display feature… so that should be an ambition of each new exhibition’ and Manet’s argument that the work should be displayed so that one is able to concentrate a single work, I decided that I would further this by employing noise cancelling headphones. This would create an intense experience of the exhibition as viewers could fully concentrate on the works and consider them thoughtfully in their own mind. Of course the notions presented within the exhibition need to be discussed and conversations need to be cultivated from the artists’ narratives. So, notebooks and pens would be supplied and a room of conversation would be situated at the end of the exhibition for those who want to share their feelings and ideas. Hopefully, this approach to an exhibition would leave room for reflection on society, facilitate a healthy dialogue about discrimination and inequality therefore, resulting in action and change. Thus, I decided to create my own gallery layout to accommodate this approach to my exhibition. 
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To conclude, when constructing my exhibition I aimed to provoke change in a world in which art signed by women causes the piece to financially depreciate to the extent that female artists are more likely to leave their work unsigned (Gorill, 2018). The combination of the works I have chosen, should shock viewers into becoming aware of their reality whilst, simultaneously sending them a friendly invite to join the battle for equality and trigger a change in societal attitudes, which should make the world a safer place for half the population. 
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