FEMINIST GROUP SHOWS

Girls, Girls, Girls

Feminist art’s phases and philosophies? Let me count the ways . . .

r'mnmurmntmﬂmm' 1, group shows, surveys
and museum projects of gmocentric art that has
surged across the country in recent manths is not
a unified tide. These events are characterized by
different levels of scholarship, ambition, scale and
respurces, nol 10 mention quality. A good number are
groundhed in a 1970s agenda that simply sought to give
exposure, thus in a way to empower those included,
rather than to engage in any more sophisticated
critique.

Feminist art, alas, continues to make many peophe
uneasy, particularty those in the gallery world's upper
pchelons—not unlike the woman-oriented political
movement with which it is associaled, Several years
ago, such cutting-edge figures as Judy Chicago, Arlene
Itaven and Maura Reilly (now eurator of the Brookhm
Museum's Elizabeth A. Sackler Center), anticipai-
ing upcoming events like LA MOCA's long-awaited
exhibition “WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution™
and “Global Feminisms™ at the Brooklymn Museum,
mounted in conjunetion with the permanent installa-
tion of Chicago's ovwn The Dinner Parly there, began
forging a strategy under the aegis of the Peminisl
Art Project (httpz/feministartproject.rutgers.edu/).
Aware that women's arl events are often met with a
wall of neglect built on a foundation of hostility, they
decided to help create a host of activities that would
generate excitement and discussion.

This critical mass has been achieved, although
the discussion is not all positive. Many other venues
staged their own satellite shows independent of the

Carolee Schaeemana: Portrait Partials, 19702004, giclée print, 44 inches
: nod i ghow—a similar work was al Falerie Lelong. Conrtesy
F-F.O.W, Gallery, New Fork.
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Feminist Art Project. A sampling follows. |Alsn see
Review of Exhibitions, this issve. |

Los Angeles Up Close and Personal
For decades, L.A. has had a vigorous art scene imolv-
i women, Tn part, it stems from the activist Woman's
Building, which from 1973 to 81 pioneered socially
minded installation and performance along with
workshops and projects indescribably various. Even
maore, it grows out of a distinet Southern California
esthetic, taking the strategies of modernism and
conceptualism in a more decorative diroction, losing,
some argue, edginess or rigor while gaining playful-
niess and sensuality.

“Multiple Vantage Points: Southern California
Women Artists, 1980-2006," conceived as a compan-
jon exhibition o “WACK!," was a friendly sprawl of a
show, filling the spacions rooms of Barnsdall Park's
Municipal Art Gallery on a Hollywood hilliop near
Sitver Lake. It paid tribute to the area's activist pic-
neers with, for example, video installations of historie
performances by Barbara T. Smith and ecofeminist
Rachel Rosenthal. Judith Baca, who initiated the
famed Greal Wall of Los Angeles mural project, a eol-
laboration with Latino youngsters, was represented
by her campy 1976 photo grid, Judy as Pachuen,
in which she vamps as a cigarette-smoking floozy.
One room charted connections between another fig-
ure who is especially important regionally, Betye
Saar, and her art-making danghters Lezley and All-
sum. The elder Saar's hallmark social commentary
is channeled through found-
object assemblages such as
Sunugland (The Dark Side ),
1698, an old-fashioned wash-
board crowned by a culout of a
mammy deing laundry; below,
on the corrugated grate, is a
stenciled image of a bmehed
African-American man. Loz-
ley Saar embraced the use of
vinlage materials with an auto-
biographic twist in her [olk-

art-style paintings on books
and textiles. In the weathered-
looking My Nafwre (1684), a
supine [emale, a tree growing
out of her chest, is depicted
on a Noral-patterned ground.
One of Alison Saar's noted
rongh-hewn wooden carvings
occupied the room’s center: in
Coup (2006), a nearly lifc-size
female figure is seated, her
hair braid stretching baek-
ward, blending with a cargo
rope that winds around a pile
of old suitcases and trunks.
She holds a large scissors.

Anita Steckel: Pierced, carly 1970s, photomontage,
45 by 38 inches; at Tabla Rasa.

Amaong the younger artists was Carlee Fernandez,
who ereates strange, vivid “still life™ sculptures using
raxidermically altered animals—for example, a very
white, very real-looking bunny merged with tangerine
tree branches, The occasions of wil were particolarly
welcome. Longtime social satirist Erika Rothenbergs
tongue-incheek church message board listed meet-
ings for abused spouses, AA and “parenting vour
clone” groups. Underneath was the 9 A.x. Sunday
sermon: “Another Century of Progress.”

Curator Dextra Frankel herself helped define the
West Coast women's esthetic, starting with her 1072
show “21 Artists Visihle/Invisible® at the Long Beach
Museum. Many things in “Multiple Vanlage Points™
tendod to stay sidn-deep, however Lita Albogquenyue’s
installation of natural materials in a high-design setting
consisted of 4 sleek (transparent table surface on which
honeyeomb was shaped into continents; glass halls half-
filled with amber fiquid were placed on shelves against
a dark wall and theatrically lit, giving them an iconic
glow, Like much of the California art scene, it was good-
Inaking and luscious—but a litthe sweet.

A.L.R. Forceful

Since 1972, the trailblazing A LR. gallery in New York,
the world's first women's art co-op, has provided quiet
support: for those operating oulside the art world's
market-obsessed precinets. For its Tth Biennial—the
purvey was initiated in 1994—Comelia Butler, orga-
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Above, Carlee Fernamdez: White Babiit

with Tangerines, 2004, altered laxidernsied P
animal, 28 by 27 by 13 inches: al . e p
Barnsdall Park, Log Angefes. Courfesy

Acuna-Hansen Gallery, Los Angeles.

Right, Lil Picerd: Cosmetic Sculptare, F
1865, mived medinms, 14 by 124 by 9 J 1 ‘ i
inches; of Tobla Rusa Gallery, Brookiys, | . '

Far right, Nowrerdene Pindell: Diallo,
20, photo-transfer amd mibved medinns
on oo, 30 by 33 inches; af Tabla Ruso,

7 . . 1
(Self with Fur), 1977, color
photograph, 5 by 3% inches: at
Gerlerie Lelong, New York. Courfesy
tralerie Huberi Winler, Vienna.

Above left, detnil from Ana
Mendirta'’s Untitled {Glass on Bady
Imprints—Face), 1972, o snite of 13
blarck-and-white photograpls, o
1 by & inches; al Galerie Lelong.
Estate of Ana Mendietn Collection,
rourtesy Grmlerie Lelang.

Far left, Barbara T, Smith: A

Meditation in Time, 2007, opening day
perfarmance: af Rarnsdoll Park.

Left, Senga Nengudi: Masked Taping,
cn. J9TR/TY, black-and-irhile
photograph decumenting private
Performance, paper [0 by 8 inches;
ol ulerie Letong. Courtesy Thonas
Erben Gallery, New Fork.
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In A.l.R.’s 7th Biennial
(culled from 9,000 works
submitted in an open call)
there was a refreshing
absence of body art,
theory, goddesses and
other well-worn
feminist-art themes.

nizer of “WACK!,"” did the jurying honors. (How did
she find the time?) There was a distinetively cool
temperature to this 59-artist selection culled from
an open call attracting some 9,000 works—and a
refreshing absence of body art, theory, goddesses and
other well-worn feminist-art themes, (Perhaps Butler,
recently appointed drawings curator at the Museum
of Modern Art, where she also co-organized a “Femi-
nist Fulure” conference in January [see “Front Page,”
Mar. "07], has wearied of the whole topic.)

Most selections were works on paper, with a focus
on imventive use of materials. Frangoise Duresse
ghowed small-scale, strangely compelling renderings

Naomi Harris: White Party Canple, 2005, C-print,
25 by 20 inches; al ALR.

of female heads topped by a kind of headdress or
sculpted hair flaring upward, composed of minus-
cile ink loops (2006). The complex, colored, waxy-
textured surface seems to be a coalescence of small
repeated images. There is a tension between obses-
stveness and elegance. Jelena Berenc's Liniled Few
of a Self-Portrait (2004) consisted of a kilometer-long,
2bé-inch-wide plece extracted from a loosely rendered
ink and pastel drawing. It was presented on film reels
you coukd seroll through to find recognizable portions
such as eyes or forehead and nose,

Large-format photos were a considerable propor-
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tion of the selection, often featuring figures in awk-
ward frontal poses. In Kaomi Harris's C-print While
Party Couple (2005), a middle-aged pair proudly
strut their stull, voluptuously bursting out of their
gleaming white polyester Vegas-style duds. Dead-
pan wit was offered through structure in Christine
Gideon's Gorky and His Mother (2006), a blueprint
drawing of the peasant woman amd child rendered
schematically from above, Gideon shows how easy
it is to get a different overview of a classic work.
Throughout the show, gender references, where
they occurred, were oblique—innovative engage-
ment with the female figure was gained through
composition or materials rather than political or
social eritique. Dianne Bowen's horizontal wall
plece Finnigan Begin Again (2006), one of the
show's most effective works, featured brownish con-
centric swirls that brought to mind the rings
of a tree or breasts or folding skin. Bits of
guitar wire and seeds were applied to the
surface and, in a reference to life cycles and
reproduction, small brown birds’ eggs were o
attached so that they seemed to float above
the surface,

My Body, My Art Object

New York's Galerie Lelong has regularly
supported women's art, one of the few high-
profile galleries to do so. The title of its
nuanced, connoissenrial “Role Play: Femi-
nist Art Revisited 1960-1980" makes ref-
erence to a 19705 trend in which women
explored a range of identities—precursors
o what critical theory wouold later dub the
“performance of gender identity.” (This
exhibition occurred independently of the
Feminist Arl Project.) For example, Adrian
Piper dressed up like a black man and wan-
dered the streets, a performance referred to
here in a 1975 photograph of the artist with
mustache and beand, bearing the legend
Am Everything You Most Fear,” scribbled
with oil crayon.

Otherwise, this show, consisting primar-
ily of black-and-white, small-format photo-
graphs, was not quite what the title indi- |
catled. The exhibition addressed anolher
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trend: works in which women use their own bodies
senlpturally, operating as both creator and object.
In Ana Mendicta's 1972 Uniitled [ Glass on Body
Imprints—Face ), the artist distorts her face by
pressing it against a sheet of glass. Throughout the
show, there is a nod to French theory about “writ-
ing” the body, as in a photo of Shigeko Kubota's 1965
Vagina Painting, in which the artist, observed by
a Flnus festival audience, squats over an expanse
of paper on a spacious floor and leaves a trail of
gestural marks via a paintbrush attached o her
underwear. There were the usual body-art suspects
(e.g., Valie Export in her famous 1969 Action Pants’
Grenital Panic photo, posing with a machine gun, a
triangle cut out of the pubic region of her leather
pants). Happily, there were also some “finds" that
recent scholarship has unearthed. The Austrian

Christine Gideon: Gorky and His Mother, 2005, bueprint
drawing, 2§ by 22 inches; at ALR.
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Joyee Koclaff: After Gerhard Richter, 2003, pencil, collage, marker, image 17 by 25% inches; at St. John's University, Queens. Courtesy DC Moore Gallery, New York.

Birgit Jiirgenssen posed in small photographs dated
1977 as Untitled {Self with Fur): a fox pelt tumbles
down from the pixieish artist's own hair to cover the
top part of her face. Likewise, Senga Nenguodi, in
photos from her ca. 197879 Masked Thping perfor-
mance, applied long pleces of light-colored tape (o
her body. She is caught in a blur of motion, the tape
almost giving the impression that she is on fire.

On Message in the Outer Boroughs

The modest “From the Inside QOut: Feminist Art
Then & Now," at 8t. John's University in the far
reaches of Queens, answered the gquestion “what
is feminist art? (which seems to bedevil many
exhibition organizers). Curator Claudia Shrissa
demonstrated, in this thoughtful gathering of qui-
etly effective works, that it is gender-based art

Mira Schor: Goadbye Cal Arts, /972, pouache on paper, approx. 22 by 30 inches; ai SI. Joha's Universily.

with a political edge. In Jessica Plattner's realist
painting Kid Gloves (2005), a woman, her hands
protectively sheathed, holds a baby; her slightly
alarmed expression conveys clearly miced feelings
about motherhood. In a 2008 work, Joyee Kozloll
recast a Gerhard Richter timeline graphing major
artists’ lifespans, replacing his all-male roster with
women's names. Indeed, so nuanced is each work
in reference to the topic at hand, there is ammuni-
tion for a seminar. Mira Schor's charmingly primi-
tivist painting Goodbye Cal Arts (1972) poses a mix
of female figures in a formal landseape of cypresses
and a pond—with penguins. (Class, discuss the
California Institute of the Aris's early Feminist Art
Program and the role it played in generating the
work in the current exhibition.)

Subtexts about gender and power thal would
be subdued in other contexts were made obvious
here—say, in Barbara Bucker's 1977 brass-and-
conduit Table Ryfffe. Composed of hardware parts,
it conveys the vulnerability of a daisylike form
on & wilting 10-inch stem. Intended as an inter
generational musing, the show presented numbers
of younger artists doing original projects using new
approaches. Tiffany Ludwig and Renee Plechocki,
who call themselves Two Girls Working, hoping
to stimulate discussion of feminist ideas without
using the “f" word, travel nationwide interviewing
women about what clothes make them leel pover-
ful. (A sampling of answers was accessible on an
audiotrack via cellphone.) Cheryl Yun's articles
of “girlie” lingerie on hangers look tie-dyed and
frivolous. Upon scrutiny, they reveal themselves to
be topical: gampi lissue docorated with tiny inkjet
images from politically tinged newspaper articles
such as 1.5, Troops Get a Thank You from Presi-
dent Bush.”
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Barbara Zucker: Table Rullle (detail), 1977,
brass and conduit, 74 by 15% by 10 inches;
al SL John's Universily.

Greatest Hits and Ms's

In the 19705, Cindy Nemser's landmark Feminist Arf
Jorrnal was the site of debate about the hot topics of
women's art—for cxample, whether there was a dis-
tinet femabe sensibility. (Decidedly not, Nemser held.)
Recently, she has reemerged as a passionate advocate
for the preservation of feminist art’s early history,

At Brookbm's Tabla Rasa Gallery, she organized
“Women's Work: Homage (o Feminism," a 20-artist
show with a conservalive grounding, recuperating
many very early figures, such as German refugee Lil
Picard, who was a kind of eminence grise for Lhe
downtown community. (Svivia Goldsmith's fascinat-
ing 16mm film about Picard’s life was on view dur-
ing the show.) Picard's 1965 Cosmetic Seulplure, a
boudoir tray on which lotion bottles overflow with a
calcified-looking white-icing plaster, was witty but
seemed unintentionally dried out and crusted over,
Long overlooked, the wickedly satiric collagist Anita
Steckel was represented by a huge 1970 photomon-
tage, Pierced, of a woman impaled on the Chrysler
building. Nemser also included somewhat younger
women favoring the same representational strategies
as the early feminists, such as 35-year-old Orly Cogan,
with her lighthearted bedspread colorfully embroi-

dered with outlines of Jonghaired couples [rolicking
among birds and bees,

The show, then, scemed to be looking back at early
ideas. However, this retrospective view was thrown
off track by pieces such as a large 1992 “Intra-Venus™
diptyeh by Hannah Wilke, which eccupled pride of
place at the gallery’s far end. Here the artist, in two
stages of advanced cancer trealment, stares oul al
the viewer. Perhaps unintentionally, the tone of this
powerful piece drew oul an undercurrent of physical
sulfering in adjacent works such as Audrey Flack's
bronze quasi-realist goddess, Amor Vincil Omnia,
with a tear rolling down her face, who gazed at the
viewer [rom almost the same vantage point. The jux-
taposilion made the figure scem to be in distress, The
same was frue of Eleanor Antin's photograph Alice’s
Dream, from her 2004 “Roman Allegories™ series.
In a kind of fairy tale, a little Alice-in-Wonderland
girl sits amid the spreading boughs of a tree. From
branches around her, six women in Roman garb hang
like fruits—bw the neck. At the same Llime, Wilke's

Eleanor Antin: The Banquet from the Last Days of Pompell, 2001, chromogenic print, 35% by 58% inches;

A 20-artist show at
Brooklyn’s Tabla Rasa,
curated by veteran
advocate Cindy Nemser,
recuperated many early
figures, such as German

refugee Lil Picard and
satirist Anita Steckel.

focus on the body's dysfunction and Antin's on post-
modern fictions seemed out of keeping with the early
approaches Lo societal critique, empowerment and
even abstraction and materials put forth by the other
works—and indeed, seemed more up-to-date than
the “new” works by a handful of “younger” (under 60)
artists. In short, the whole was confusing.

Years ago, feminist art was often denigrated as

al Barnsdall Park. Collection Jeffrey and Catharine Soros, courfesy Ronald Feldman Fine Aris, New York,

Karen Carson: Recoll and Advance, 1890-81, mived medinms on wood, 87 by 156 by 5 inches;
al Barnsdall Park. Courfesy Rosamund Felsen Gallery, Santa Monica.

second rate; in the 1990s the problem was, accord-
ing Lo some eritics, that it was “victim art.” After all
this time, this phenomenon now involves so many
phases, and so many philosophical groundings, theo-
retical and otherwise, that it's hard to keep track of
it; it implicates over half the art world's population,
While each new exhibilion makes a contribution,
the successes in particular demonstrate the need
for first-rate curatoral minds to make sense of the
whale massive thing. [

“Multiple Vientage Points: Southern California Winen Art-
isis” was mit view al the Los Angeles Municipal Art Gallery,
Bermsdall Park, Los Angeles [Feb, 25 Apr. 15]; the Tth Bien-
weial wves presented af ALK Gallevy, New York [Mar 6-31]:
“Role Play: Femiwist Ari Revisiled [960-1980" was orga-
nized by Galerie Lelowg, New York [Mar: 15Apr. 28); “From
the Inside Out: Fenvinist Arl Then & Now” was shown al
St Jokn'’s Universily, Queens [Feb. 22 Apr. 21[: and
“Wemens Work: Homage to Feminist Ari™ was goew al Thbila
Rasa Gallery, Rrookiyn [Mear: 28 May 13/,

Author: Carey Lovelace is a New Work-bosed crilic.
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