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Female Artists Who Have Challenged Patriarchal Ideologies:
The ‘Canon’ is a body of work that has been established as representative of the best examples of a particular genre and are often considered to be masterpieces. For example in art, the names that spring to mind are Vermeer, Michelangelo and Picasso. And for Photography you have Robert Frank, Cartier-Bresson and Ansel Adams. All of which are men. There aren’t many terms in contemporary art that are as charged as the term ‘feminist art’. For my exhibition I want to look at female artists who have challenged patriarchal ideologies and, in turn, are great women artists.

In 1971, Linda Nochlin asked a question that has shaped feminist art history; ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’. The answer, she argued, was that women were no less capable of greatness than men, but that they have faced structural inequalities, gender inequalities, oppression and ‘did not all have the good fortune to be born white, preferably middle class and, above all, male’ (Nochlin, 1971). Throughout art history, women have been painted to feed the appetite of male sexual desire. The female didn't have any desires of her own. She was just there to be looked at, displayed for the male gaze. John Berger, said 'you painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her. Put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting ‘Vanity,’ thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you had depicted for you own pleasure' (Berger, 1972). Women have traditionally been objectified for the voyeuristic gaze of the male artist. Laura Mulvey's term 'the male gaze’ (Mulvey, 1991) references this voyeuristic gaze of the male artist but also the male audience.





Below I will discuss the female artists that I would put in my exhibition, and their artistic strategies that illuminate the concerns and approaches of contemporary feminist art. 
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Joana Vasconcelos                                                                                                                      Marcel Duchamp 
‘Oopsy Daisy’ 2013                                                                                                                      ‘Fountain’ 1917                                                

The first strategy is how female artists have been appropriating male canonical artworks. For example, Joana Vasconcelos, whose installations and art reveal extremely influential expressions of feminism in this contemporary, political and social world. Specifically her installation, ‘Oopsy Daisy’, which is a double urinal, covered in cotton floral crochet, obviously a wry critique and appropriation of Marcel Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’ (1917). Vasconcelos often refers to how much she owes to Marcel Duchamp and his invention of the term ‘ready-made’ in the avant-garde art movement of 1910. However, Vasconcelos’ take on Duchamp’s, ‘Fountain’, is a bit of a mocking, kitsch and ‘feminine’ approach to a male only object. In my exhibition I have situated ‘Oopsy Dasiy’ on the curved wall at the end. I think that the curved walls make it feel claustrophobic, giving a sense of entrapment, that is often felt within the patriarchal ideology.
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Camila Soato                                                                                                                                                          Michelangelo 
‘Imundas e Abençoadas’ 2014                                                                                                    ‘The Creation of Adam’ c.1511

Another female artist who has appropriated male canonical art is Camila Soato, who has used Michelangelo’s ‘The Creation of Adam’ (c.1511) with bold mockery in her painting ‘Imundas e Abençoadas’ (‘Filthy and Blessed’). ‘Imundas e Abençoadas’ depicts a bare chested woman in the place of Adam in Michelangelo’s version, but instead of lifting her finger to touch God’s finger, she’s holding out a cat, bottom-first, laughing. I think Soato uses her work to ridicule Catholicism and the patriarchal ideologies of religion, successfully mocking the perversions and corruption of Catholic iconography, revolting against her sexually repressed, male-dominated society. In my exhibition, I have placed this painting on the opposite wall to Cindy Sherman’s ‘Untitled Film Stills’, I think the muted colours of ‘Imundas e Abençoadas’ really compliment Sherman’s work, but they don’t overpower each other.
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Barbara Kruger                                                                                                                                                            Julia Curylo
‘Untitled (Your body is a battleground)’ 1989                                                                                                           ‘Chicks’ 2013


Another artistic strategy used by feminist artists, is the appropriation of the work of earlier female artists, often in an ironic way. For example, Barbara Kruger, who is one of the most obvious feminist artists and her work is extremely recognisable, is often appropriated by other artists. Julia Curylo explores the male dominated constructs of the history of art by appropriating some of the most iconic feminist art. She has reprinted the works of Kruger and Frida Kahlo onto oversized, inflatable ‘Chicks’, (‘chicks’ also being a mildly derogatory term for women, often used by men). Curylo’s work demonstrates the impudent attitude of the contemporary feminist practice. Curylo’s work is often a fusion of feminism and kitsch, which helps to demonstrate feminism’s successful shift in mass media and culture, because kitsch is already a well-known established canon.
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Tracey Emin
‘My Bed’ 1998















Tracey Emin is a feminist icon; known for telling it how it is, rather than sugar-coating life like many artists do. Her most famous installation, ‘My Bed’, a rumpled, stained, unmade bed surrounded by very personal items like tissues, condoms, stained underwear, cigarettes, empty bottles and tampons, again, a sculpture founded on Marcel Duchamp’s ready-made. ‘My Bed’ embodies Emin’s relationship with the feminist movement, but she also undermines it. This is her own bed, her most personal space, yet it is covered in rubbish. I think this conveys some insecurity about her imperfections, a very human, real and relatable feeling. It is historically said (probably by men) that women’s most important experiences happen in bed; birth, sleep, dreams, sex, illness and death. In the past, society has defined and controlled women to the bedroom, through marriage and sex. ‘My bed’ suggests sexual availability but also constraint. Emin’s strategy, that illuminates the concerns and approaches of contemporary feminist art, is her realness and her ability to expose her true self, which can often be very controversial. 
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Cindy Sherman 
“Untitled Film Stills’ 1977 -1980

Cindy Sherman’s most famous work is her series ‘Untitled Film Stills.’ Within the series she acted as both the photographer and the subject, altering her appearance with make up and wigs to pose as old movie stars. These photographs of women by a woman quickly gained attention in the feminist community. In the 1991 essay ‘A Phantasmagoria of the Female Body’, theorist Laura Mulvey put Sherman’s work into context with the feminist ways of that time. Mulvey said that when Sherman arrived on the scene, ‘it marked the end of that era in which the female body had become, if not quite un-representable, only representable if refracted through theory.’ She said ‘But rather than sidestepping, Sherman reacts and shifts the agenda. She recuperates a politics of the body that had, perhaps, been lost or neglected in the twists and turns of ’70s feminism.’ (Mulvey, 1991) 
Now there is a parallel ‘female gaze’ being discussed among feminist theorists. Sherman’s work demonstrates that the purpose of the term ‘female gaze’ is mainly a mockery of what was expected of female artists from a patriarchal point of view. Women may not own the gaze but they have the power to control and manoeuvre the notion of the gaze at her own liking.


[image: Macintosh HD:Users:aliceoliver:Desktop:Work:Ways of Perceiving :FEMINISM GALLARY copy.jpg]I have chosen to display my chosen artworks in a way where they compliment and related to one another. For example, I have put the two stand-alone sculptures, ‘My Bed’ and ‘Chicks’, in the open floor space. Allowing the viewer walk all the way around them, as the artists had intended. I think this will give visitors the ability to see the installations holistically, as objects, rather than as representations. I have chosen a range of work, from 1977 – 2014, showing how feminist art has progressed and why it is so important. I think their range of artistic strategies, from appropriation to mockery; help to illuminate the concerns and approaches of contemporary feminist art, and through challenging the patriarchal ideologies in art history, are great women artists.
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