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Chapter B

JUDY CHICAGO AND MIRIAM SCHAPIRO

FEMALE TMAGERY

O TKEEFEFL BEGAN, SHE PAINTED A HAUNTING myster oS [ERESRIUN
I]I]'[Jll':{}] the black [}tn‘tal ol an iris, nmking the first nu:tml/u] Slepr into the darkiwess
ot fenude identity, That step moved her out of the relerence points of art making as it had
been dedtned by men, throughout history, She painted out of an urgenay to understand her
v heing ane 10 communicate as vt Gakin s b lumu J4OWONL.

What does it Teel like o be a woman? To be formed around a u‘ntln] core and have a
seeret place which can be entered and which is also a passageway from which Tife emerges?
What kind at imagury tloes this state of h-vling vngvndvr? There is tow evidenee that many
women artists hasve dedined a central orilice whose tormal organivation is often a metaphor
tor a woman's bodv. The conter of the painting is U tunnet; the experience of female sexu
alitv. I 1|u caie of OV Keelbe, the met a|1hm' s extended inte a world of Bfe and deach, In
“Black Iris™ the Torms stgrrest and then transcerd swomanliness to mctamorphose into an image
ol death anrl resurrection. | See I 1()1111.\])1(:( N

Thoere is a contradiction in the cxpericnee ol a woman who s also an artist. She tecls
herselt to be “subject™ i a o world which treats ber as “object”. Her works often hecaome a
svmbolic arena where she establishes her sense of personal, sexual identite,

She asks: “Who am [7 Am [ active or passives How does the vulnerable conter inside e
afledt my perception ol udll\’ How does my own sense ol interior space and receptivity
difter from the sense of bei fing outside and t}'llll‘\lll'llf imward 7 Where s the mirror in the world
tor reveal who am? It T repe at the «f wape ol wy guestion many tinws, will that H]Idpt' b seen?”

e answering these questions she otten defines a se u]plmal or pictorial image which is
condral amll, i {|n|nu s, she gives out her own infurmation about who she s, often 1o a
weorld that Jdoesn't lJ\th doesn't ]:m}\, ariel U.ll:.ll[ll\ doesn’t care.

When swomen began 1o speak about lhvnwv]\'vﬁ, thes were not umderstond, Men had
estalilishoed a code of 1'L'gl|]&[l-{ll'lk tew the ma]\'ing arud judging ol art which derived from their
sense ol what was or was not significant. Women, thought 10 hoe inferior to men, obvious)y
could nat oaccupy center stage unless they concerned themiselves awith the ideas men deened
appropriate. It they dealt with arcas of expertence in the female domain, men paid no atten
tion because 1111'} woere not ased o women nmking their experience visible, In fact thowe
women whose work was built on their own i(]a‘nlil\' in twerms ol I-L‘mah' iL'nI‘lm'l‘dph\' have
heen treated h\ men as il th\ Wl EILJIII'LU' with masculine o xperience. Ihis ix a false assump-
tion since the cultural expericnee of women has differed unn!]\ from that of men. Lor
centurics, women woere cducated o different tasks and ILm.}mul sitsilimiadie serctinteand
mechanical culture built by e, Now that women are beginning e recopnize their right 1o
i i}l‘” their own \\1n|m]<)u\ thes hid themselves mct \\lth a manL of I'I(}I'I-((JIII]}Jtlll]l.‘\.i()ll

ot the Jrart ol the male ar (111!:5-..
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The best exanple ot |1i~; is the case o Georgia O Kectte, Tlore is 4 woman ol major
staturre who appears in the 20th unlur

In 1923, a vear belore \|u rarrived Hllvt!lllz O Keolle painted a Fd7 % 307 oil on canvas
called “Grev Line with Black, Blue and Yellme” . T this paiuting, which resemibles a water
color more than an oil in it transparent paint qualit}'. we osee acentral image constricted
like the labia of the vagina, opening into a thin, Dblack, membranous cavity, The entire central
erifice is surrounded on cach side by a white, shelering form which rises and mioves out trom
the conter o embrace another space hevond the lesh of the flower like oritice, a space which
supgests inlnity. Deseribing the coentral opening are a series of delicate I painted tolds, which
supigiat nulth loss than argastic throbbing or contractions ol Tabor, There is in the Uppher-
most regions of the oritice, a dark movement towards o peak where again the sensuous
perception is that ol the highly Tocused fecling ol clitoral sensation,

In 1946, the vear Sticalite diced, she painted an oil on paper, 307 = 247, called S the
Patio 1. The essential molil of this painting as well as others, s the patio ol her house in
the southwest Again the central image appears. Here oo opposition Lo the repeated oval
and or circular motions in the last painting discussed, we tind the central image i the shape
of a rectangle. actaally house dowithin the space of o larger rectangle (perhaps a door frame
(TR \\mulm\ h.umj Seen t|1|uut'h e Sprace ul the unlml lmada are severd more rectan
gular, perizcaping spaces. o oreler to understand the preoceupation with huilding structure
one has 1o read it as @ metaphor for a housing or casing of the soul or the bods . Omnee we
acknow h':]gr this proposition, then the apening in the middle of tw it ture prmulw Al m.-.\ght
inte e IMYSters of hlack and white Torms intertwining in the YindYang manner; swe sec
complexity of meaning stemmung from € Keelle™s preoceupation with lite and death, There
are Tight metits in e painting, such as the two darts in the large framewaork and the curse
Llp\\m(lu of the Tranwork fiselt, asowell as the ambivalent Hiri opening on the leht fand
side of the panting. Al ot this icotography seems 1o suburdinawe itselt o the Jarger jssue
of Touking through the window or door into infmity; or discovering the vicw of the soul; or
tunnelling lorvard into intbinity or Backswards to the past which now hecotes Black and swhine
or “vlear”

In 1964 she painted an ol on canvas, 2407 30%7, "Road Past the View” Flere we sev
sther aspocts of O Koeefle's Teminim

L The |mil‘|lin_\__§ 5 a |£lIIL|H('d|)(' which CONTUYS the curves
of Hesh in the quictness of a dream. The color is as solt as has cver been seen inalstract
painting, noet just pale, but oft like a cloud or a Tight caress. As 2 wonan, O Reetfe has no
taboa fas i the case sith meny about n“:)\\'ing Fcrsell o be gt‘nlh‘ and tonder, Women in
puar socioty are allowed 1o retain this aspect of themsehes the expression of softness mside
thenselves which has heen acculturated into the mothering aspoct of the female role. For
men, conditioned o the role of toughness, fragility is associated with womandiness and men
cannet alleny those feelings in themse Tves lost th\ risk the tantasy of emascalinization. Because
erkite dowsn't ke this problen, the range of expression in her work s far greater than
o {H‘Llil‘lJl‘Ll)\' sees i the litetime of @ man’s work.

OFKedti s ovusre opens up the possibility of human expressiveness heretolore unasail
able, particularly to wen. Implicit in this is a suggestion that just as swomen have sultered
.k'

starelards of that work B swomen which asserts soltness, valerability and self exposure.

\\hm measured by male statulards, <o men might he found la

1w when measured by the

Better todeny, ohacure ormy stil'y the achivyements of women thatt to hay e o be measured
by thowe achicvements, The structure of male personality: has led toan artmaking that
.mmdll(]\/k‘ absteact ideas, formal innovation, and concern with materials and wols. This

retlects the conditioning o men towards manipulation of reality and vy from exposure al
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vulnerability and dependency, Teis with this u:n:liu'fmim__T that men approach the work of
worwen, and swhatever expressivencess Jies outside the possibilities ol their own scculturated
perception, remains uisecn i the ecmperor’s new deothies are really ihe vestments of women's
feelings, then the men are unprepared to see them, because they hase not been porceptually
vehucated o aceopt the language ol female form.

Lot us examine the work of 2 nomber of women artisis {rom the point ol view that we
are sugoesting,and see what we diccover, Remember, we are l:oking for the wass in which
these artists” emaleness shapes Bath e torm and context of their work, The central g
i Irequenthy used b these artists, cither alone or in repetition, which asserts the iclentite of

the [orm by repeanting it
: E

Eoon Linily Care's "Forest of British Columbia™ an ominous laods ape beconmes the metaphor
tor the murky, unknown female interior, The winding and |n‘n<|ing lorms sometimoes
cavern, somcelimes womb, sometimes forest, reiterates, as in O Keelle, the mvsterious
and iniinite Jile Process.

T de Feo’s "White Rose™ s compose] of ]a'\'vr upon laver upon |:|)'u‘t' ob paint applied,
then seraped ol over a period of severat Vedrs, ﬁnall_\' encrusting the canvas swith meinories
of the now hidden manifestations of [emale M‘Ilkillillll'\. This vovage comveys an almost
Irightening process of resealing and ohse uring self,

I Tee Bantecou's (|l\1\\ir1g “Unknown™ s part of a serics ol work that made prolound
contribution 1w oan lrr1(|vr'\m!1(“ng ot female itivntil_\ lhmugh imagers s In Tee Bontecou '
we tined the easential answer (6 one ol the pvr[)lt'\'ing questions about the nature of fenale

identite, The (uestion is: Is wonan passive or active? Socicts delines women s vaginas I

and henee wamen as passive, e cptives responsive and aceeptant; vet women know that I
their vagmas expand in childbirth, contract in orgam, rip, blecd, want, assert, and in \
dning so-define their nature in defianee o the society’s narrose definition, The |a|‘gv! a
velvet lined cores of Bontecon’s work ¢deal v.\'t‘\uaj\-.'[_\' with detiniig the central carity ol {
the female and thus the Temale berselt, Bontecou establishes (lL‘fiI]ih‘I_\' that female iclt‘rwiil} n
i~ both active amd [assive, ti
+ I Deborah Remington's painting “Ansonia”, the red egg recalls carly: Mother cult Ih

ssmbology and Hoats ina landscape of a machine culture, The deification of the o

respondent it place of honar, Jearlyvin the center of the patnting. speaks for itself, ir
3 dn Barbara Hepworth's N sting Stones™ of 1937w see not only a repeat of the [preg- t
nant rock o used h_\' O Keeile in her “Black Rock with Blue 37 but also an unmistakable T
miother and child nesting e arud g centralized hollow, which reveals Hepworth's stated th
belict in a female sensibihity i art, o
o I MOT 196Y h_\- Miriam \'(h.:]m‘n, contrdl imagery and the nature ol female i:]vmit_\' he
appear in their clearest torms, Hf::i_\' formn which can be penctrated i its soft tlesh conter cu
becames an insignia lor the assertion ol self that all female artists scarch lor, a female Wi

counterpart to Vetruvial Man, The dmage, which seems to e a mechanical, formalized
structuire, houses a soft and inviting wnnel.

-~

Nevelson's Boxes hecomne the containers, the voids, the emipty spaces ol selb and ol life
which must e tilled, replendshod and satished, Avain, Nevelson is the artist who reveals
Lwoman’s need v Al and be dilled, and in so ({(Jing attests o the kil]lll]lﬂﬂk'il}' ot glving
and hvmg given to, )

A dn MDesert ban™ 1971, by Jueh Chicago, the central core image reveals the merging of
tesh andd Jandseape, The surrounding forms ocho and repeat the assertion of the central

core which invites penetrabitioe and implics self-expansion. The softness of the color
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enlurices the delicare vuloerable dopth ol the interiar space, which is shown to be vibrant
and beautitul,

T visual ~;\'ml>()|:}::\- that we have been deseribing must not be seen inoa Hiln!)“slit' SUTIS
as “vaginal or woml art™, Raher, wo are suggesting that swomen artists have used the central
casity which dehines Hum as women as the trame vl dsisians imagery which allows for the
complete resersal o the way in which women are seen by the calure, That ix, 10 b a wonan
is Lo bean objeet of contempt, and the vagine, stamp of femaleness, s devalucd, The wonian
artist, scemng hersell as Toathed, takes that very mark of her otherness andd Ty asserting i as
the hallimark oo hee ivon sgraphiv . establishes a vehicle by which 1o state the trih s B \
of Jer ddentity.

One of the reasons that this work by waonmen has been cither misunderstood or igm:rn:d
in that it asserts a set of values that differ from the mainstreant of culture, 1 seems obvious
that a woman artist whe goes into ber stwlin: cvery dav and sees the dlear evidence of her
abilitivs \\ill see that the values of the society swhicly define her as passive ared nlerior, cannot
b right, It she llhl”gll”l ~ those values, she will inevita

vy challenge others as she dizcovers
in her creative journey Hiat meet of what she has boen Lautfht 1o believe about herself is inac
curate sl distorted., It s with s chilumu selt pereeption that the woman artist moves into
the world and begins to define all aspects ol cxperienee 1i1t0ug|| hoer own modes of pereep-
tion which, at their vory base, ditter Trom the society wy inastmuch ag hwer self-detimition i in

) direet u)nll]nl with the detinition of woman held by the socicty at |:n<sL

Perbaps the par adenes of Tife which define the human condition |m\u anather ditension.
‘ I weonnen are not what se e assumed thent o he, what about other assumptions we have

i mades T o be temale s, in Bontecou's mulap}mmml structures, active as well as prassiv e,
; what is 7t to heomale? Does that alter the definttion of the male as wellz IF valnerabilite s
) asserted as mlm'lhing L aceepl, ax in Chimgu'-\ opun, L'\])nwnl imagery, daes that suggest
! that we might question our tear of our own sottness: B Nevelson reveals to us the simulia

! hecns, vt ntmmwl\ cottradictory, essenee ol self, as giver and as recetver, does that mean
:

| LGl and be tilled? O Keefte's Hower

l honses both Tt and death, and Remington’s cgg is both portal and protuberance. T Schapivo’s

|

SORT, temaleness turns ot 1o e the other side of maleness, with a hard outside and o soft

that men, as well as ssomen can nurture awd be nurtured,

i iside, The contral irage assumies universality in these sworks because it s used 1o detime tirst,
\ the ature of fentale 1(]( ity anedd then, the nature of human identity and the human dilemma,

The sense of double ientity, both male and female, has allowod these artists tos reseal all of
e contradictions of lile, wnitied sithin the jmage ol female seli which becomues the house
of T, These women, who have made art in solitade and in anguish, rather than lu-ing
bonoured tor their unigue vision ol realite, have seen their mmocr-\' [t in the plethora of

culture. 1L s our hope that female perception ol re ality, as it s I)R‘UIIIIIIIIU 1o be deseribed,

will errich our language, rxpnm{ our perceptioms and a.nlmw our humaml\




