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This year’s slate of major shows, books, and panels
on feminist art reflects the rise of powerful female
curators, art historians, and—notably—patrons, who
are working to change art institutions from the inside
by Phoebe Hoban
Call this the year of institutional consciousness-raising:
three major art centers, the Museum of Contemporary
Art in Los Angeles, the Museum of Modern Art in New
York, and the Brooklyn Museum, have scheduled big
events devoted to feminism’s impact on art history—
past, present, and future. And, not surprisingly, the main
initiators of these events are women.
The year kicked off with “The Feminist Future: Theory
and Practice in the Visual Arts,” a two-day symposium at
MoMA on January 26 and 27. Sponsored by the Modern
Women’s Fund, founded at the museum by philanthropist
Sarah Peter, the symposium was dedicated to feminist
activism in the 1960s and ’70s, the backlash and
revisionism of the ’80s and ’90s, and where feminism
stands in practice and scholarship. The speakers’ list
included Lucy Lippard and Linda Nochlin and a panel of
international art historians, artists, critics, and curators—
as well as two founding members of the Guerrilla Girls
(known by their aliases Frida Kahlo and Kathe Kollwitz).
A book on female artists in MoMA’s permanent collection
will be published in 2009.
Lisa Reihana’s photograph Mahuika, 2001,

At L.A.’s Museum of Contemporary Art, “WACK! Art and
appears in “Global Feminisms,” a touring
exhibition curated by Maura Reilly and
the Feminist Revolution,” an international retrospective of
Linda Nochlin featuring work by woman
1970s feminist art curated by Cornelia H. Butler, will run
artists born after 1960.
from March 4 to July 16, before traveling to the National
Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, D.C., in
COURTESY THE ARTIST
September and to New York’s P.S.1 Contemporary Art
Center in February of next year. The show features work
by more than 120 artists, including Chantal Akerman,
Judy Chicago, Yayoi Kusama, Ana Mendieta, Lorraine O’Grady, Adrian Piper, Yvonne Rainer, Cindy
Sherman, Nancy Spero, and Hannah Wilke. And on March 22, at the Brooklyn Museum, the ribbon will
be cut on the world’s first permanent museum space devoted to feminist art: the Elizabeth A. Sackler
Center for Feminist Art, which will at last provide a home for Judy Chicago’s iconic work The Dinner
Party (1974–79). The center, whose curator is Maura Reilly, is the inaugural venue for the touring show
“Global Feminisms,” curated by Reilly and Nochlin and featuring work by artists from some 50 countries.
Along with this convergence of events is an initiative called “The Feminist Art Project”
(feministartproject.rutgers.edu), which is being coordinated by Rutgers University and other centers and
will commemorate anniversaries of the 1970s feminist art movement.
Nor should anyone overlook a significant blip on the art-world radar screen. Several major museum
retrospectives of woman artists have recently been on view or are in the works in New York alone,
including Elizabeth Murray at MoMA (last year); Kiki Smith (through February 11) and Lorna Simpson
(March 1 through May 6) at the Whitney Museum of American Art; and Eva Hesse (last summer) and
Louise Nevelson (May 5 through September 16) at the Jewish Museum.
Unfortunately, this remains an anomaly. As Reilly points out in her catalogue essay, in 2005 the Guerrilla
Girls updated their famous 1989 poster asking “Do women have to be naked to get into the Met.
Museum?” with the startling statistic that less than 3 percent of the Met’s modern-art holdings were by
women—down from 5 percent 16 years earlier. And in a September 2006 piece in the Village Voice,
“Where the Girls Aren’t,” Jerry Saltz looks at the fall schedules for 125 top New York galleries and
reports, “Of 297 one-person shows between now and December 31, just 23 percent are solos by
women” (up from the previous fall’s 19 percent).
Further, according to Saltz, at MoMA, only 5 percent of nearly 400 objects in the galleries dedicated to
the permanent collection of work from 1879 to 1969 are by women. (Saltz’s article discusses only the
works in the painting and sculpture collection—just one of seven curatorial departments at MoMA—and
stops at the year 1970.)
There is also the problem that many of those emerging female artists who do get representation in
galleries and museums take exception to the term “feminist.” “The media love to talk about how nobody
wants to be identified with being a feminist,” says Guerrilla Girl Kollwitz. “We have been working all
these years to rehabilitate the word, because women and men who believe in the tenets of feminism
don’t want to be associated with a term that has been demonized.”
http://www.artnews.com/issues/article.asp?art_id=2215
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Judy Chicago hopes that the upcoming shows will permanently alter that perception. “The congruence of
all these exhibitions will demonstrate that what happened in America, England, and the Western
countries was a historic change,” she says.
“The ’70s feminist movement is not over,” Chicago emphasizes. “It has spread worldwide. The feminist
work that has been produced globally—which through these shows will come face-to-face with the New
York art world—is the most significant art movement of the latter 20th century.”
For Chicago, the permanent installation of The Dinner Party is a saga come full circle. And in some ways
it is also a paradigm for the reconsideration of the importance of feminist art itself. Back in 1979, toward
the end of the feminist movement’s heyday, when the work was first unveiled at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, it was an overnight sensation. “The initial response was huge,” says Chicago.
But not for long; criticism of the piece, with its plates and runners representing 1,038 female innovators
(39 of whom have their own “vulval” plates), coincided with a backlash against feminism that continued
through the 1980s and ’90s. “There was a slow and negative kind of buildup in the art world of which I
was completely oblivious,” says Chicago (whose original plan had been to create a porcelain room to
permanently house the epic work). SFMOMA’s tour of the work fell by the wayside. “The Dinner Party
went into storage, and I went into shock,” she says.
Thanks to a number of grassroots groups, the international tour was rescheduled, and the piece
eventually traveled to 14 venues in six countries. But it was in and out of storage until the Elizabeth A.
Sackler Foundation acquired it and donated it in 2002 to the Brooklyn Museum, which put it on view.
Now The Dinner Party will get the permanent home Chicago always envisioned for it, and, as she points
out, “one of the big changes is that finally a woman has come forward to provide patronage for another
woman’s work—at a level from which women had formerly been restricted.” She adds, “So much work by
women has been erased, because we have not had comparable patronage. Feminism and feminist art is
a long, historic struggle, and we are at another stage in the struggle.”
The generation of women who were radicalized in the 1970s are now in their 40s and 50s, and many of
them, like Reilly, have ascended to positions of power at major cultural institutions, and are now
reexamining their holdings and the ways in which they are represented to the public.
“The confluence of these shows is not serendipity,” says Reilly. “That it’s all happening at the same time
is the result of a lot of hard work among myself and my female and really powerful male feminists. I think
we’re finally infiltrating, to use a military term, the major institutions. The fact that something is happening
at MoMA is a major coup. And the Sackler is the first exhibition space of its kind in the world dedicated
to feminism. That in and of itself is worthy of major attention.”
The Sackler Center’s inaugural show, “Global Feminisms,” is, in a sense, a 30-year update of Nochlin
and Ann Sutherland Harris’s historic exhibition “Women Artists: 1550–1950,” which revealed how malecentric the canon of art history is, without questioning its Western centrism. The new show takes
feminism to what Reilly calls its new frontier—international expansion. “Feminism has increasingly
become a postcolonial movement that is very interested in notions of diversity and multiculturalism,” she
says. “‘Global Feminisms’ is meant to embody those changes within feminism itself, which have gone
global.”
The exhibition also represents a generational shift: all of the artists in it were born after 1960. “We are
looking at a young generation of artists who are exploring feminism from a kind of third-wave
perspective, and who are part of that generation that takes feminism for granted,” says Reilly. “So this is
precisely the type of audience that could really make a change.”
In addition to its galleries for changing exhibitions, the center has a permanent biographical gallery
devoted to the women represented in The Dinner Party. (That artwork itself was appraised at $2 million,
but neither Sackler nor the museum would provide further budget details.)
Says Sackler, “The center is a place that opens the door to dialogues about feminist art values and how
we move as a society in the future toward equity. It provides a space for feminist art to take its place in
the stream of art history. Feminist art is the mother of a lot of contemporary art. Without The Dinner
Party and the feminist-art movement, many artists—both men and women—would not have branched
out in the way that they did. The whole vocabulary expanded. Now we can put it in its historical place. I
think we’re on a wave—and I hope it’s a roll.”
“The issue of timing is really interesting,” says Butler, who curated “WACK!” at MOCA. “I think part of
this is a reaction to the conservative tide in this country’s history during the time these shows were
planned.” Butler (who is now Robert Lehman Foundation Chief Curator of Drawings at MoMA) says she
had two major goals for the show: “I wanted to reveal the internationalism and the parallel practices of
feminism, and I wanted to make a case that feminism was the most influential international impulse of
postwar art. So much of the work we are now interested in is rooted in it, including the work of artists
like Matthew Barney. There’s always sort of a 20-year lag between the time something happens and the
time it is historicized, and coming out of the ’90s as we did, there was so much work that caused us all
to look back. The radicality and freshness of the work is going to be absolutely evident, because the
issues are still there. And to have the Sackler Center opening and The Dinner Party parked on the East
Coast in everybody’s face is really great.”
Butler has organized “WACK!” around major themes, including “Family Stories,” “Knowledge as Power,”
“Silence and Noise,” “Social Intervention,” “Making Art History,” “Speaking in Public,” “Body as Medium,”
and “Pattern and Assemblage,” in an effort to contextualize feminist artists as diverse as Yoko Ono and
Audrey Flack.
Meanwhile, at MoMA, what began as a book proposal turned into a symposium. After Peter created the
Modern Women’s Fund in 2004, the museum organized a meeting of all its female curators and asked
them to recommend the fund’s first project. The answer was a book documenting women in the
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museum’s permanent collection. (The only other major museum that has compiled a book of work by its
woman artists is the Tate in London.) The first step was to create a bank of images, starting with the
print collection.
“It’s a tremendously exciting project to work on,” says Deborah Wye, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Chief
Curator of Prints and Illustrated Books at MoMA and one of the curators responsible for the book. In
order to create the image bank, each curatorial department went through its holdings and digitized
images of women’s art starting in the 19th century. Now the curators are in the process of selecting the
images for the volume.
“I’m hoping this will create a sort of bull’s-eye for other people to think about and talk about, and for
people to come forward and make donations,” says Peter. “I know Elizabeth Sackler, and perhaps
people in my generation now have the skills to move into leadership. I’m old enough to have seen this
happen before—the steam builds up and then dissipates—but I hope this is another surge of moving
forward. The whole focus is that throughout the world, women don’t get the deal we want and the deal
we deserve. Part of changing this is stepping up to the plate. I’m a wealthy woman, and if I don’t stand
up and set the agenda, who is going to? It’s both my responsibility and my delight.”
Guerrilla Girls Kahlo and Kollwitz think it’s about time. “There’s a lot of pressure from women inside the
big art institutions to set them straight, and I think that’s where a lot of this comes from,” says Kahlo.
“There are forces inside the museum, ranging from the staff to the benefactors, who are telling the
museum that they really need to address these issues. It’s a no-brainer. It’s significant because it means
that enlightened people inside those museums and enlightened people who give to them are trying to
affect policy.”
Adds Kollwitz, “There is a real acknowledgment among artists, academics, and students that feminism
changed art. But it has taken a long time for curators at these institutions to get there. The question is,
what is the feminist future? Where do we go from here?”
Phoebe Hoban is a New York–based journalist who covers culture for a variety of publications. She is
author of Basquiat: A Quick Killing in Art (Penguin, 1999).
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Frames from Boryana Rossa’s video “Celebrating the Next Twinkling” (1999).

“G

lobal Feminisms” is a big, high-minded, intermittently enjoyable show of about a hundred mostly young and
lesser-known female artists from about fifty countries. It inaugurates the Brooklyn Museum’s Elizabeth A.
Sackler Center for Feminist Art, in a suite of galleries anchored by the permanent installation of Judy Chicago’s much
travelled “Dinner Party” (1974-79). The show includes some painting and sculpture, but photography and video dominate.
Considering the varied national backgrounds of the participants, the ensemble looks and feels remarkably homogeneous.
The reason is only partly thematic. What is feminism today? A lot of things, the show’s title gingerly asserts. What is
feminist art? The cocurators—the Sackler Center’s curator Maura Reilly and the distinguished art historian Linda Nochlin
(who helped organize a landmark exhibition at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, “Women Artists: 1550-1950,” in
1976)—are chary of definitions. They discount the “essentialist” view, of women as a unitary and eternal species, which
inspired Judy Chicago’s vast, schmaltzy table with vagina-patterned place settings for mythical and historical heroines.
Nor do they endorse the opposing opinion, advanced in a good deal of theory-driven art since the nineteen-seventies, that
femininity is a socially tailored delusion. “Openness, multiculturalism, and variety are the names of the game,” they write
in their preface to the show’s catalogue. They claim, for the art on display, only a shared “sense of work as critique,
involving gender issues not necessarily overt but underlying.” Feminist art is in the eye of the feminist, apparently. How
to look at it in that way—winkling out “gender issues” with a rooting interest in their resolution—and simultaneously as
art, an object of experience in and of itself, is not addressed. This kind of problem is not new.
What really unifies “Global Feminisms,” for a viewer, is the redolence of an almighty cultural agency that overleaps
borders, blurs personalities, and purées ideas: the art school. Most of the artists embrace conceptualist strategies that have
reigned as an academic lingua franca for three decades. Be they American, Egyptian, or Indonesian, the artists tend to hail
from interchangeable sites of a pedagogical archipelago. They have studied some of the same forebears and have read (or
been lectured to by people who have read) some of the same critical texts. Their works suggest mastery in the signal
product of recent art education, which is, rather than art, the artist’s statement. The impression given, of standard forms
embodying tendentious sentiments, is Victorian: an international (or “transnational,” the curators’ favored term) regime of
busy stasis. There is no disgrace in this. The show is an exercise in networking on behalf of artists who may or, in some
countries, dramatically do face career disadvantages, or worse, because they are women. Accordingly, the prevailing
institutional network is projected as a state of nature. The price paid is a jejune savor in presumptively radical gestures
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/artworld/2007/04/09/070409craw_artworld_schjeldahl?printable=true&currentPage=2
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that recall past radical gestures and anticipate radical gestures to come, clickety-clack.
The titles of the show’s four sections—“Life Cycles,” “Identities,” “Politics,” and “Emotions”—broadcast what you’re
in for: respectively, bared bodies, jiggered clichés, protested abuses, and, well, emotions, variously angry and exuberant.
The best artists help us forget where we are, even as they may snugly fit a category. My personal favorite is the Spanish
performance artist Pilar Albarracín, who has two simple videos in “Identities.” In one, she is a costumed flamenco singer,
seated with a young male guitarist. They expertly render an impassioned plaint, at the end of which Albarracín stabs
herself in the chest, releasing a gush of stage blood, and gets up and walks away. In the other, she is an elegant, taciturn
woman in a canary-yellow coat and dark glasses, followed through the populous streets of Madrid by a brass band loudly
playing a paso doble. She walks faster, then runs; the musicians stick with her. The implied commentary on conditions of
womanhood in Spain is both cartoonishly obvious and, in its aesthetic power, exhilarating. Albarracín’s specificity and
economy expose, by contrast, the coyness and prolixity of much other work in the show. Also stirring is a video by the
determinedly scurrilous young British art star Tracey Emin, who, in crosscuts, sitting on a couch, interviews herself, in the
guises of a smart, stony skeptic excoriating an abject narcissist who—wielding cigarettes, a drink, and furious self-pity—
is the Emin we know best. The work may be a minor sort of jape, but its funny, spooky intelligence stands out in an
ambience of strained ambition.
The show’s strongest suit is lumpen journalism documenting or, in an op-ed spirit, caricaturing worldly situations.
(This points up one boon of the art-school franchise, as a cosmopolitan community building a common stock of
information.) The German Julika Rudelius videos young Muslim men displaying new clothes and nattering about brands
and prices, in the stereotypical way of mall girls. One man remarks that when married he will no longer care how he
looks. The Iranian Parastou Forouhar’s sprightly wallpaper drawings reveal figures, mostly female, being tortured or
killed with whips, ropes, and stones. A Palestinian, Emily Jacir, uses a hidden camera to record her daily commute, on
foot, past a sinister Israeli checkpoint. A video by the Israeli Sigalit Landau seems to accept guilt in this connection:
naked on a beach, she twirls a hula hoop made of barbed wire, incurring bloody injury. (I wish she wouldn’t.) The
American Catherine Opie, who is a lesbian, mildly startles with a photograph of her beefy, tattooed self suckling her baby
boy. A Serbian, Tanja Ostojic, exhaustively documents her successful Internet quest to acquire a husband with a European
Union passport, so that she could live in Western Europe. (She and her prize, a German artist, have since divorced.) An
installation by Michèle Magema, from the Democratic Republic of Congo, incorporates grainy black-and-white video
footage of beautiful young people performing for the monumentally corrupt former ruler Mobutu Sese Seko, whose
arrogant visage personifies a national catastrophe.
Arts of imagination, chiefly painting, come off badly, which might be deemed surprising at a time when many, if not
most, of the freshest younger painters on the gallery scene happen to be women. The show includes only one big-name
painter, the Briton Jenny Saville, who brings flashy painterly virtuosity to bear on grotesquely obese and tortured female
nudes. (To my mind, Saville’s technique and subject matter fight each other to an ultimately tedious draw.) The lack of
painting, and of sculpture that isn’t heavy-handedly themed, may reasonably reflect the curators’ choice of feminist over
merely female sensibility. But the major factor is a natural antagonism between school-rooted institutions and the
commercial art world, in which an individual’s success distances her from the ranks of collective purpose. The market
selects art that people like to look at, whatever it may be about. This is bound to exasperate partisans of any particular
aboutness, whose goal is not case-by-case approbation but blanketing justice. The conflict cannot be resolved, because the
terms on the two sides—politics versus taste, virtue versus pleasure, aggrieved conviction versus disposable wealth—sail
past each other. The agon’s usual form is an assault, by the party of politics, on the complacency of art lovers. It draws
force from the unexceptionable truth that justice is more important than artistic quality. Activists enjoin a suspension of
fun-as-usual until urgently needed reforms are in place. In consequence, social movements are always aesthetically
conservative (as the great Russian avant-garde of the revolutionary era learned, to its sorrow). They siphon off creative
energies to pragmatic ends. Of course, no movement will admit the inferiority of its art. It will redefine the field to make
pleasure appear to be at one with virtue. Many art lovers, for their part, like to imagine a socially salubrious tendency in
their takings of joy. Both are wrong.
Genius and vileness can cohabit an artist’s soul as comfortably as mediocrity and rectitude. The Sackler Center faces
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/artworld/2007/04/09/070409craw_artworld_schjeldahl?printable=true&currentPage=2
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incommensurable choices: to advance what women corporately want or to promote what a gifted élite of women does. It
will opt both ways, probably, with attendant anguished debate. ♦
PHOTOGRAPHS: COURTESY BROOKLYN MUSEUM
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Linda Nochlin on the many faces of
contemporary feminist art
by Barbara A. MacAdam
There are few feminists who have been as
influential, intellectually accessible, and
prolific as Linda Nochlin, the Lila Acheson
Wallace Professor of Modern Art at New
York University’s Institute of Fine Arts. She is
also a journalist, critic, curator, and author of
numerous books and essays on subjects
ranging from realism and Courbet to
representing the nude to such contemporary
artists as Jenny Saville and Robert Bechtle.
Nochlin is perhaps best known for her
seminal 1971 article in ARTnews, “Why
Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”
in which she assessed the social structures
—extending from academic training to
patronage to business and institutional
attitudes—that influenced not only the art
produced by women but their professional
and art-historical status as well.

Miwa Yanagi’s chromogenic print Yuka, 2000.
©MIWA YANAGI

BAM: Your 1971 article is a comprehensive,
very eloquent assessment of the state of
women’s art at the time. Where do you
believe feminism stands today?
LN: I think we’ve made a lot of progress. I know it’s not fashionable to admit it, but I’m just stating a fact.
I think women artists occupy a better position today than they did 30 or 35 years ago. Some of the best
artists in every medium are women. The problem is to make collectors, museums, and curators who
aren’t really up on things see that there are many great women artists. There are collectors and curators
who—out of habit, laziness, or even misogyny—simply don’t bother with women. But that’s happening
less and less frequently as women begin to occupy the most prominent places in the art world as
creative artists. I mean, who wouldn’t think of collecting Louise Bourgeois? You’d be crazy if you didn’t.
Or if you were interested in video artists, you’d be foolish not to consider the videos of Sam Taylor-Wood
or Pipilotti Rist, not to speak of women working in various media from other parts of the world—Shahzia
Sikander, for example, or Ghada Amer, or some of the Latin American women, or the Japanese. They
are major figures. They’re the ones who are doing the most interesting and challenging work. It isn’t that
people have to be charitable toward women in general or to people of other ethnicities, as they often
were in the past.
BAM: Did it become easier for women when abstraction came along, and then Conceptualism? Did
these new ways of making art mean that women weren’t stuck with the academic tradition and didn’t
have to compete with the established male artists? How has the art scene changed for women since
1971?
LN: It has changed, but in different ways in different parts of the world. I think that in third-world
countries women are returning to tradition, although often in very challenging, sometimes negative,
critical ways. Shahzia Sikander, for example, uses Persian miniatures as a basis for her work but asks
questions at the same time, and she uses contemporary media, including video, to recast her own
national background. Ghada Amer uses traditional stitchery to make what would be considered
pornographic images. So, yes, they are turning to their own backgrounds, but they’re doing so in often
quite challenging ways.
BAM: Aren’t there new avenues for invention now that weren’t available in the past?
LN: Absolutely. I think there are all kinds of avenues for critical thinking in visual language that simply
weren’t there before.
BAM: Do you think feminism means the same things now as when you wrote your article?
LN: I think it means much more, although there were always complex artists working in the feminist
movement. It is oversimplifying to say that all the 1970s feminists were “essentialists”—that is, singleminded. A lot of them were not. I don’t think Martha Rosler was an essentialist, or Joyce Kozloff, or Valie
Export. But they were nevertheless feminists.
BAM: Do you still define yourself as a feminist?
LN: Very much so, but I believe that now there are feminisms. I am very open-minded. It’s a big mistake
to think that feminism is the same everywhere. It’s important to recognize how notions of womanhood
and femininity are constructed in different societies by different people. I think it’s a mistake when people
define themselves entirely as essentialists. But women are still very critical. Someone like Sam TaylorWood, especially when she works with male imagery—and she does a lot with men that is very feminist
without being blatant—raises questions beyond that of maleness as a given, femaleness as a given.
And I believe someone like Mary Kelly demonstrated in the ’80s how sexual identity arises in the
http://www.artnews.com/issues/article.asp?art_id=2216
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individual almost inevitably, using diapers as her medium.
In fact, every time I go to a show of a woman artist who is interested in gender issues, or who doesn’t
even know she’s interested in them, I see a new, more open, more critical, more inventive kind of
feminism. It often works unconsciously, against the grain.
BAM: What about abstract painting?
LN: In the ’70s, in the context of Minimalism, very often pattern, decoration, richness, and blood
assumed a feminist mode. It doesn’t mean that it naturally had to have it, but often feminist implications
arise in certain historical circumstances and within certain art meanings that are givens. If the given is
that male artists are involved with Minimalism—Donald Judd and Richard Serra—then maybe
something by someone like Eva Hesse will assume a feminine meaning. This is partly because Hesse
was trying to think in oppositions, in a kind of dialogue, and also partly because a woman artist herself
wants to engage in a formal argument.
I don’t think the work all came out of the vagina or anything like that. I think it all came out of the thinking
of very ambitious artists who happened to be women. These women wondered, How am I going to
place myself in relation to the art language of today? And this is one way that they thought about it—that
the work could be made out of something ephemeral; that it was going to be antigeometric in a sense,
though not always; that it was going to have organic references even though it was abstract; that it might
be vulnerable and subject to disappearance—all of which reads as somehow feminine. Meanwhile,
others—male artists, mostly—were making things that might last forever.
BAM: I guess you can also have painting that is somewhat ironic, like the work of Beatrice Milhazes,
who riffs on the overtly, baroquely decorative and lacy. As the issues of feminism—that is, the original
issues—become less urgent or more diffuse, the problem will become how to engage the world, no?
LN: I don’t think that the position of women is going to cease to be problematic. That’s utopian. We live
in a world where women are oppressed, where in certain countries they can’t initiate court cases, where
they have marriage thrust upon them. Even polygamy is coming back, and some forms of oppression
are tied to religion. This happens around the world. These issues are not going to go away.
Even in terms of art, as far as the market is concerned, women artists do not get the prices men do.
There are rare exceptions, as in the case of Louise Bourgeois, perhaps.
BAM: But even she didn’t command such high prices until late in her life.
LN: There are still battles to fight in that area, although women are curators—often well-paid curators
who work very hard—and dealers. But do they often take women artists on? Not necessarily. And as for
museum directors—think of that!—how many big museums do women direct? Women tend to run
alternative spaces or small museum galleries, not major museums and the like.
BAM: But the situation for women has changed in terms of the art itself.
LN: Yes, in terms of expectations, in terms of what’s out there in the galleries. I’m going to point out, too,
that the trope of “woman as exception” has always been popular. You think of people like Élisabeth
Vigée-LeBrun or Mary Cassatt or Berthe Morisot or Rosa Bonheur—probably one of the most popular
artists of the 19th century—or of Georgia O’Keeffe, arguably the best-known woman artist in the United
States. They’re not very highly respected in vanguard circles. People don’t know exactly what to do with
“women as exception.” They’re like some odd bird out there that has done something unusual.
BAM: What about people like Marie Laurencin and Sonia Delaunay? Couldn’t they, too, be considered
somewhat exceptional?
LN: Not really. Sonia Delaunay was wonderful, but it was her husband who had the name. She made
money for them by doing design and decorative art on the side, but Robert was considered the
important artist.
However, in the pre–Soviet Union and early Soviet Union, you really had women right in there doing
abstract art. It was the only time that a whole group of women were included in avant-garde circles on a
par with male artists.
BAM: Which woman artists today are carrying the banner?
LN: I would say people like Janine Antoni and Pipilotti Rist and Sam Taylor-Wood and Jenny Saville.
They’re still young, and there’s a generation still younger than they are. I think Rachel Whiteread is
brilliant and original, and there’s also a sense of covert domesticity, a counterargument to the assertive
monumentality and permanence of someone like Richard Serra.
These are women who very deliberately make their art entangled with pleasure and violence. One of my
absolute favorites is Angela de la Cruz, who I think is utterly splendid. She combines rage and elegance
and is very much a world artist. There’s also Sarah Lucas, a fierce feminist—fierce at least on gender
issues.
BAM: Now that women have become more comfortable with their situation in the art world, do you think
that there is more humor in their work?
LN: There’s more everything. And there’s also a lot of tragedy. Women are doing a lot of in-between
work—combining paintings, objects, installation, performance. And a lot of photography.
BAM: But aren’t men doing that, too?
LN: Yes, but I think there is a difference in terms of the gorgeousness and vulnerability in the women’s
work. I think Cecily Brown, with her violently animated surfaces, has been dealing with sexuality, beauty,
and aggression. Her work makes constant reference to the connection between the act of fucking and
the act of painting. Brown borrows from the painterly traditions of the 19th century.
BAM: You point out in your “Global Feminisms” catalogue essay (“Women Artists Then and Now:
Painting, Sculpture, and the Image of the Self”) how “anti-painting,” in the form of photography, video,
installation, and performance, gained popularity among women, like Australian artist Tracey Moffatt,
because “they were associated with feminist refusal of the patriarchal reign of the painted masterpiece.”
These other media offered an independent territory for expression.
LN: I think one of the most important innovations of the “Global Feminisms” show is an engagement not
only with the problematics of painting, but also with the various ways in which painting interacts with
local traditions.
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And I think gender—or the instability of gender—is very important throughout the world, as in the
photographs of Catherine Opie, where she appears as a Madonna-like figure who is obviously
homosexual, nursing her son.
Even more outrageously, Hiroko Okada, a woman, parodies the idea of motherhood being an
exclusively feminine condition in her ink-jet print of two big-bellied men smiling at their situation.
Barbara A. MacAdam is deputy editor of ARTnews.
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