
Deconstructing Egon Schiele's seated nude in relation though the politics of representation from the perspectives of gender studies.
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Egon Schiele’s Seated Female Nude, Elbows Resting on Right Knee, 1914. Photograph: The Albertina Museum, Vienna
Seated Female Nude by Egon Schiele is one of many controversial images in Schiele's catalogue. Looking at journals, books and articles that discuss Schiele's influence and influences and the politics and culture that was prevalent during the Fin de Seile, the essay intends on discussing Schiele's focus on the vulva in his artworks.  The essay also studies other artists who have depicted the vulva, intriguing whether this, into the 20th century was almost entirely a male pursuit and drawn from and for the male gaze.  Due to the politics and culture of the 20th century it is necessary to concern with the feminist movement of the 1960s and 70’s when female vulvic artworks first became a visible part of public culture.  By also considering the female artist and the vulva, comparisons can be made as to the semiotic difference of vaginal representations by male and female artists.
Schiele involvement with the Vienna secession could be said to have encouraged his artistic expansion. Engraved on the threshold of the Vienna secession’s first exhibition space. “To every age its art, to every art its freedom” (Whitford, F. 1981. P. 67).  Austrian Expressionism in general and the art of Schiele in particular, exist by destroying taboos. (Schroder, 1995, p.99).  Schiele makes a point of displaying the secret, the hidden, the repressed. (Schroder, 1995, p.100) The taboo being the vagina especially one with pubic hair of which Klimt was also condemned for revealing in Nuda Veritas. However, in Klimt's Secessionist work, formal devices cushion the impact of raw reality, while Schiele uses colour accents to draw attention to the taboo subject. (Schroder, 1995, p.89) Vienna during the Fin De Seile was a city of wealth and culture and equally desperation and squaller. Selz argues that this was conveyed through Schiele's nudes. 'The spiny, thorny, angular, gothic character of Schiele’s forms, their acrid aspect, their withered surfaces mark them as the very antipodes of a world of culture and luxury’ (Selz, P. 2023). The industrial revolution and the changing roles of women could be said to have spurred Schile to paint the power of women's sexuality.’ At a time when women were agitating for the vote, pressing for the right to inherit property and enter professions, women in art (and literature) were sensationalized as femme fatale. (Meecham, 2003. p.122) Nineteenth-century photography marketed explicit sexual content almost from its inception, (Teukolsky, 2020, p.1) It could be said that the rise in popularity of photographic pornography normalised the elicit image.

 Schiele's choice of content and artistic style could be said to be influenced from several directions. His father's disease in life and death from syphilis, assumed to be contracted from his regular liaisons with prostitutes, hugely effected his relationship with his mother. This keyed in with the fears of the era of female sexuality and how that influenced the politics in the modern period. Schiele's morbid pallet could be said to be representations of not just his own fears but that of the time.  Showater infers that legislation to regulate sexual behavior of women (especially prostitutes) in the fin de siele was, although couched in the language of sexual purity, in actual fact motivated by the resurgent fear of syphilis. (Showalter, 1990, p 144). 
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Dissection of the female reproductive organs, with illustrations showing two insects mating. Victorian.

The study of women through sexology, anthropology and medicine, removed the object of study from the exotic and erotic representations of women and into a discourse of biological inferiority’ (Meecham,2003, p.113). Freud fueled the fears of the time describing the sight of the female genitals as frightening and horrifying. (Freud, 1905[1995], p.244). Criminologists Cesare Lombroso and Guillermo Ferrero spoke of large clitorises as the mark of prostitutes and the sexually perverted (Lombroso and Ferrero, 1903, p.54–58) In 1904 Austrian gynecologist Enoch Heinrich Kisch stated that a women's sexuality as “so powerful its primitive force dominates her whole nature” (Moore. A, 2018, p.61) Opinions that women pleasure was a part of their inherent animalistic nature and was a further highlight of their inferiority as a species was mainstream despite this, medical investigation into female sexual pleasure was heavily represented throughout this time. (Moore. A, 2018, p.53)

[image: ]Sandro Botichelli the Birth of Venus 1480’s
The male representation of the female form especially that of the vulva has been censored by the classics often replaced by a blank triangle of white or conveniently covered by foliage or a truss of hair as in Botticelli's The Birth of Venus.
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    Gustave Courbet. L'Origine du monde. 1866
Courbet's 1866 painting L’ Origine du Monde was entirely centred on the vulva with pubis and labia, only viewed by a select few males many who struggled with his obcenity,’it fascinates and terrifies, attracts and repulses, worries, upsets and disturbs’ (Gaillard and Windish, 2012, p.168–69)

Until the 1960’s and the rise of feminism, successful female artists depictions the vulva was rare. Georgio o Keeffe’s Black iris in 1926 and Merit Oppenheim's Object in 1936 both obviously vaginal representations but could be said to be hidden in plain sight.



[image: ]Georgia o Keeffe Black Iris 1936                                     Merit Oppenheim Object 1936.                                                                            Overt representations of female genitalia by women reached the public sphere during 1960-70s. Feminist art articulated the right of the woman to represent their own bodies and sexual identities through vaginal imagery, (Nead, 1995, p.63).  Females drawing female genitalia resigned from the sexual objectification, [image: ]representing female genitalia from the female gaze and involving vaginal images, sculpture and performance in highlighting issues surrounding gender politics.   Julia Chicago’s The Dinner party, a triangular banquet table, places laid out for revered females with sculpted vaginal imagery and symbolic objects. (Nead, 1995, p.65) celebrates lost women of history.
[image: ][image: ]Valie Export Action Pants: Genital Panic 1969                            Niki de Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely “Hon – en katedral”  1966

Niki de Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely “Hon – en katedral” (She – A Cathedral), Monica Sjöö’s God Giving Birth 1966, both depict the vagina as a spiritual centre. Valie Export Action Pants: Genital Panic 1969 and  Carolee Schneemann’s Interior Scroll 1975 confront the idea of women and their genitalia being passive objects
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Carolee Schneemann Interior Scroll 1975
Hannah Wilke’s Corcorian Art Gallery, 1976 defiantly places chewing gum vaginas on a picture of a gallery, protesting the lack of female art on public display.
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Hannah Wilke: Corcoran Art Gallery, 1976 .                                                         Monica Sjöö, God Giving Birth, 1968.

Considering that female vaginal representation has been rarely sexualised like that of Schiele and the male artists preceding and succeeding the secession. Although Schiele intended on breaking away from the traditions of his era and his involvement in the secession influenced that he was nevertheless a product of the politics and culture of the time. Like many male artists viewed, Schiele substitutes the living female subject into a passive object to be at the disposal and pleasure of the male viewer.  During the 1960s and 1970s the feminist movement like a secession turned away from the tradition of the age which had prioritised male gaze. The female artist intended on removing the objectification and returning the passive to re-present the vulva under female ownership. 
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