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Cymru’s Canvas: Celebrating the Voices of Welsh Female Artists.
This exhibition is a celebration of the strong contributions of Welsh women artists to the process of reflection upon identity, landscape, and the social roles of women. From intimate domestic scenes to bold, self-portraits, all challenge historical ailences to provide original viewpoints on Welsh visual culture. Their works offer a refined perspective that highlights the diverse and complex experiences that women go through, also, redefining what Welsh art means in both personal and collective contexts.

As Katy Hessel explains in The Story of Art Without Men, “Women have always made art. They just haven’t always been acknowledged” (2022, p.6). This exhibition shown at St.Fagans National Museum of History will provide a chance to prove that these female artists merit the attention they so rightfully deserve, with their distinctiveness and resilience being highlighted, ensuring their place in the broader narrative of art history.
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Fig 1, (Purcell, n.d.)
The exhibition is taking place in St.Fagans National Museum of History, a museum for Welsh culture and identity. This location allows the visitors to contemplate the contributions of Welsh femals artists within a much larger historical frame. The museum’s ambience calls for contemplation and invties visitors to slow down and consider narratives too often overlooked during their visit. As Pearce suggests, “Museums are not neutral;here is a place where meaning is actively constructed and challenged” (Pearce, 1992, p.19).
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Fig 2, (Hunter, c.1907)
The first piece that has been chosen for this exhibition is Gwen John’s The Corner of the Artist’s Room as it is an understated yet powerful piece, defined by soft colours, isolation, and contemplation. It depicts a simple, unadorned room, highlighting her love for simplicity and emotional depth (Chadwick, 2007). Through her limited palette and carefully curated interiors, John challenged the dominant male narratives of ealry twentieth-centurly art, positioning herself as one of the pioneering Welsh female artists who expressed their voices through quiet rebellion. Her legacy inspired other Welsh female artists, including Mary Lloyd Jones, who explored themes of identity, place, and memory, both personally and culturally (Meskimmon, 2003). John’s ability to capture moments of stillness and introspection delves deeper into the idea of space and self, making her work a significant commentary on the difficulties of female subjectivity.  The painting invites the viewer into a deeply personal space that reflects her own experiances as both a woman and an artist. The subtle yet profound nature of her work challenges conventional expectations and continues to inspire new generations of Welsh female artists. Therefore, John’s work remains an important contribution to understanding the broader history of Welsh females in art, offering subtle, introspective and deeply moving insights. 

[image: ]Fig 3, (Gower Gallery, n.d.)
Next chosen for this exhibition is by Valerie Ganz, Coalface Conversation, this peice has been selected as it is a unique and intimate window into the lives of Wels coal miners as a moment of connection and conversation is captures in their most severe underground conditions. This 1980’s painting is an example of Ganz’s long involvement with industrial sites in South Wales, where she often went into the mines to sketch miners at work (Morris, 2015, p.142). The drak, earthy tones and bold strokes describe not only physical intensity of mining but also the mental fortude that miners exude. 

Ganz is one of the few female artists who created this world, and consequently, it is very important in the history of Welsh female art. Her work, however, has a tendency to stretch itself among the striking history of women such as Joan Baker and Claudia Williams, who withred the experiences of authenticity that Welsh people lived through using a gendered perspective (Beere, 2011, p.78-80). Ganz’z exeptional viewpoint not only opposed conventional methods of considering industry labor but also reclaimes women’s voices from Welsh visual narrative. The painting keeps alive a drowning way of life, therefore makimg it significant socially and culturally. 
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Fig 4 (Jones, 2013)
Claudia Williams’s sitting for Her Portrait is a peaceful piece of work that conveys the sense of clam tension and introspection that comes with being seen and this is why it is the thirs piece that will be showcased in the exhibition. The picture features a seated woman with the use of expressive brushwork and a warm, intimate colour palette. Williams ofetn explored domestic environments and daily situations, that fills with emotional depth and sensitivity. In doing so, she followed in the footsteps of femals artists who prioritised female experience in their work (Heuser & Meyrick, 2013, p.56-58).

Williams’ work is consistent with the ethos of other Welsh female artists, including Joan Baker and Glenys Cour, who contained personal narrative and place into their visual storytelling (Lord, 2000, p.112). Williams emphasises the characteristics above silence. Her attention to the inner life of her subjects adds a quiet strnegth to the broader narrative of Welsh visual culture, where women’s voices have ofern been underrepresented.

Sitting for Her Portrait represents both individual talent and collective contributions, ensuring Claudia Williams’ place in the history of Welsh females who have shaped national art history.
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Fig 5, (The national Library of Wales, 2025)

Included in the exhibition next is a piece called Studio with Gloves, painted in 1993 by Shani Rhys James, this is one significant self-portrait that investigates notions of artistic identity annd the physicality of the creative process. In this studio scene on large scale oil canvas, Rhys James depicts herdelf in a messy studio filled with white gloves, paint tins, and other assorted studio items. The gloves, seen as a mark of protection, may also signify either barriers against her engagement with her own work or remnants of her artistic work. Rhys James describes her studio paintings as investigations of the studio place where things like gloves and paint tubes form a “mini-industrial city” that maps the materials in the process and the interaction between the artsit and those materials (Wales Art Review, 2015).
This self-inquiry aligns Rhys James with a tradition of Welsh female artists who have interrogated personal and collective identities through their art. Rhys James’s candid representations of the artist in her workshop apeak against established tatditions for representing women in art as valuing the woman’s point of view with the Wels visual culture.
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Fig 6, (National Museum Wales, 2025)

Finally, the last incredible piece that will be exhibited is by Brenda Chamberlain named Self-Portrait on Garnedd Dafydd. This piece stands as a very strong meditation upon self-identity, isolation, and the feelimg of belonging. This painting, like many of her works, expresses a fierce love of place, blending with the deep currents of otherness that underline her sense of self (Lord, 2004, p.152-153).
Most often, Chmberlain’s work is metaphor-filled. Influenced by European modernism, yet deeply rooted in the Welsh reality (Rowntree, 2000, p.88-90). This way of examining identity has placed her in dialogue with other Welsh femals artists such as Joan Baker and Glenys Cour, who have also perviously adressed the theme of identity, contemplation, and the female gaze in their work (Beers, 2011, p.76-77).

Self-Portrait on Garnedd Dafyedd is emblematic of Chamberlain’s independence and intense emotion. Here, she contributes to a vibrant, self-containing voice within Welsh art and staking out a claim on women’s visibility and position within the national cultural narrative.

The objective of this exhibition and these chosen, inspiring visual pieces is to push people to think, engage, and talk about the effects narratives oof gender, culture, and identity has in Wales. By showcasing the works of these 5 female artists, the exhibition will push the visitors to consider whose voices have been heared and which has historically been diminished. This exhibition will also urge the public to think about the spaces women have and haven’t accupied within artistic and cultural history, this will then encourage a deeper understanding of both the visible and invisible forces that shape national identity. Through these works, the viewers are invited to confront and challenge assumptions made within art, creating a more inclusive narrative.

Art trandcends boundaries, we know this as Peter and Akpan (2020, p.28) remind us, “With the difficulty faced by people in crossing ‘word’ language barriers, the arts have the capactiy to join people through a common language.” This common language, rich with emotion, memory, and lived experience, is the thread that binds the works in this exhibition.
The hope of this exhibition is to inspire one key question: “What can i do to support Welsh female artists?”
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