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Why Have There
Been No Great

Women Artists?

ARTnews, January 1971

While the recent upsurge of feminist activity in this country
has indeed been a liberating one, its force has been chiefly
emotional—personal, psychological and subjective-centered,
like the other radical movements to which it is related, on
the presentand its immediate needs, rather than on historical
analysis of the basic intellectual issues which the feminist
attack on the status quo automatically raises." Like any rev-
olution, however, the feminist one ultimately must come to
grips with the intellectual and ideological basis of the various
intellectual or scholarly disciplines—history, philosophy,
sodology, psychology, etc—in the same way that it questions
the ideologies of present social institutions. If, as John Stuart
Mill suggested, we tend to accept whatever is as natural, this
is just as true in the realm of academic investigation as it
is in our social arrangements. In the former, too, “natural”
assumptions must be questioned and the mythic basis of much
so-called “fact” brought to light. And it is here that the very
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sculpture, to drawing from the living model. To be deprived of
this ultimate stage of training meant, in effect, to be deprived
of the possibility of creating major art works, unless one were
a very ingenious lady indeed, or simply, as most of the women
aspiring to be painters ultimately did, to restrict oneself to the
“minor” fields of portraiture, genre, landscape or still-life. Itis
rather as though a medical student were denied the opportunity
to dissect or even examine the naked human body.

There exist, to my knowledge, no representations of artists
drawing from the nude model which incdlude women in any
role but that of the nude model itself, an interesting com-
mentary on rules of propriety: i.e, it is all right for a (“low;”
of course) woman to reveal herself naked-as-an-object for a
group of men, but forbidden to a woman to participate in
the active study and recording of naked-man-as-an-object, or
even of a fellow woman. An amusing example of this taboo
on confronting a dressed lady with a naked man is embodied
in a group portrait of the members of the Royal Academy in
London in 1772, represented by Zoffany as gathered in the
life room before two nude male models: all the distinguished
members are present with but one noteworthy exception—the
single female member, the renowned Angelica Kauffmann,
who, for propriety’s sake, is merely present in effigy; in the form
of a portrait hanging on the wall. A slightly earlier drawing of
Ladies in the Studio, by the Polish artist Daniel Chodowiecki,
shows the ladies portraying a modestly dressed member of
their sex. In a lithograph dating from the relatively liberated
epoch following the French revolution, the lithographer
Marlet has represented some women sketchers in a group

Johann Zofiany, The Academicians
of the Royal Academy, 1771-72.
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of students working from the male model, but the model
himself has been chastely provided with what appears to be
a pair of bathing trunks, a garment hardly conducive to a
sense of classical elevation; no doubt such license was con-
sidered daring in its day, and the young ladies in question
suspected of doubtful morals, but even this liberated state of
affairs seems to have lasted only a short while. In an English
stereoscopic color view of the interior of a studio of about
1865, the standing, bearded male model is so heavily draped
that not an iota of his anatomy escapes from the discreet
toga, save for a single bare shoulder and arm: even so, he
obviously had the grace to avert his eyes in the presence of
the crinoline-clad young sketchers.

The women in the Women’s Modeling Class at the
Pennsylvania Academy were evidently notallowed even this
modest privilege. A photograph by Thomas Eakins of about
1885 reveals these students modeling from a cow (bull? ox?
the nether regions are obscure in the photograph), a naked
cow to be sure, perhaps a daring liberty when one considers
that even piano legs might be concealed beneath pantalettes
during this era (the idea of introducing a bovine model into
the artist’s studio stems from Courbet, who brought a bull
into his short-lived studio academy in the 1860s). Only at
the very end of the 19th century, in the relatively liberated
and open atmosphere of Repin’s studio and circle in Russia,
do we find representations of women art students working
uninhibitedly from the nude—the female model, to be
sure—in the company of men. Even in this case, it must
be noted that certain photographs represent a private sketch

At Thomas Eakins' lifeclass ot the
Pennsylvania Acodemy around
1855, a cow, instead of a nude
man, served as a medel for the
women students.

Gelatin silver print, 8% x 10 in.
(20.5 x 25.4 cm)




Mavrice Bompard,
Un debut & I'atelier, 1881.

Oll cn convas, 82% x 1666 In
225 x 422 om)
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Yet none of them was automatically denied the pleasures of sex
or companionship on account of this choice. Nor did they ever
conceive that they had sacrificed their manhood or their sexual
role on account of their singleness and single-mindedness in
order to achieve professional fulfillment. But if the artist in
question happens to be awoman, 1,000 years of guilt, self-doubt
and objecthood have been added to the undeniable difficulties
of being an artist in the modern world.

As an example of the unconscious aura of titillation that
arises from a visual representation of an aspiring woman
artist in the mid-19th century, Emily Mary Osborn’s heart-
felt painting, Nameless and Friendless, 1857 [p. $9], a canvas
representing a poor but lovely and respectable young girl at
a London art dealer, nervously awaiting the verdict of the
pompous proprietor about the worth of her canvases while
two ogling “art lovers™ look on, is really not too different in
its underlying assumptions from an overtly salacious work like
Bompard’s Un débuz a [ azelier. The theme in both isinnocence,
delicious feminine innocence, exposed to the world. It is the
charming sulnerability of the young woman artist, like that
of the hesitating model, which is really the subject of Miss
Osborn’s painting, not the value of the young woman’s work
or her pride in it: the issue here is, as usual, sexual rather than
serious. Always a model but never an artist might well have
served as the motto of the seriously aspiring young woman
in the arts of the 1gth century.
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But what of the small band of heroic women, who, through-
out the ages, despite obstacles, have achieved pre-eminence, if
not the pinnacles of grandeur of a Michelangelo, a Rembrandt
or a Picasso? Are there any qualities that may be said to have
characterized them as a group and as individuals? While we
cannot go into such an investigation in depth in this article,
we can point to a few striking characteristics of women artists
generally: they all, almost without exception, were either
the daughters of artist fathers, or, generally later, in the 19th
and 20th centuries, had a close personal connection with a
stronger or more dominant male artistic personality. Neither
of these characteristics is, of course, unusual for men artists,
either, as we have indicated above in the case of artist fathers
and sons: it is simply true almost withous exception for their
feminine counterparts, at least until quite recently. From
the legendary sculptor, Sabina von Steinbach, in the 13th
century, who, according to local tradition, was responsible
for South Portal groups on the Cathedral of Strasbourg, down
to Rosa Bonheur, the most renowned animal painter of the
19th century, and induding such eminent women artists as
Marietta Robusti, daughter of Tintoretto, Lavinia Fontana,
Artemisia Gentileschi, Elizabeth Chéron, Mme. Vigée Le
Brun and Angelica Kauffmann—all, without exception, were
the daughters of artists; in the rgth century, Berthe Morisot
was closely associated with Manet, later marrying his brother,
and Mary Cassatt based a good deal of her work on the style
of her close friend Degas. Precisely the same breaking of
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traditions which would have forced me to abstain from certain
kinds of work, due to the obligation to drag my skirts every-
where...” Yet the famousartist again feels obliged to qualify her
honest admission with an ill-assumed “femininity”: “Despite
my metamorphoses of costume, there is not a daughter of
Eve who appreciates the niceties more than I do: my brusque
and even slightly unsociable nature has never prevented my
heart from remaining completely feminine.””

It is somewhat pathetic that this highly successful artist,
unsparing of herself in the painstaking study of animal
anatomy, diligently pursuing her bovine or equine subjects
in the most unpleasant surroundings, industriously produc-
ing popular canvases throughout the course of a lengthy
career, firm, assured and incontrovertibly masculine in her
style, winner of a first medal in the Paris Salon, Officer of
the Legion of Honor, Commander of the Order of Isabella
the Catholic and the Order of Leopold of Belgium, friend
of Queen Victoria—that this world-renowned artist should
feel compelled late in life to justify and qualify her perfectly
reasonable assumption of masculine ways, for any reason
whatsoever, and to feel compelled to attack her less modest
trouser-wearing sisters at the same time, in order to satisfy the
demands of her own conscience. For her conscience, despite
her supportive father, her unconventional behavior and the
accolade of worldly success, still condemned her for not being
a “feminine” woman.

The difficulties imposed by such demands on the woman
artist continue to add to her already difficult enterprise even
today. Compare, for example, the noted contemporary, Louise
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Rosa Bonheur, The Horse Fair, 1852-55.
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Nevelson, with her combination of utter, “unfeminine” ded-
ication to her work and her conspicuously “feminine” false
eyelashes: her admission that she got married at seventeen
despite her certainty that she couldn live without creating
because “the world said you should get married.” Even in
the case of these two outstanding artists—and whether we like
The Horse Fair or not, we still must admire Rosa Bonheur’s
achievement—the voice of the feminine mystique with its
potpourri of ambivalent narcissism and guilt, internalized,
subtly dilutes and subverts that total inner confidence, that
absolute certitude and sell-determination, moral and esthetic,
demanded by the highest and most innovative work in art.
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Been No Great

Women Artists?”

Thirty Years After

Women Artists at the Millennium, 2006

I'd like to roll the clock back to November 1970, a time when
there were no women's studies, no feminist theory, no African
American studies, no queer theory, no postcolonial studies.
What there was was Art I or Art 1o5—a seamless web of great
art, often called “The Pyramids to Picasso”—that unrolled
fluidly in darkened rooms throughout the country, extolling
great (male, of course) artistic achievement since the very
dawn of history. In art journals of record, like ARTnews,'
out of a total of eighty-one major articles on artists, just
two were devoted to women painters. In the following year,
ten out of eighty-four articles were devoted to women,? but
that includes the nine articles in the special Woman Issue in
January, in which “Why Have There Been No Great Women
Artists?” appeared; without that issue, the total would have
been one out of eighty-four. Artforum of 1970—71did a little
better: five articles on women out of seventy-four.

Things have certainly changed in academia and the art
world, and I would like to direct my attention to those changes,
a revolution that no one article or event could possibly have
achieved, but that was a totally communal affair and, of course,
overdetermined. “Why Have There Been No Great Women
Artists?” was concelved during the heady days of the birth
of the Women’s Liberation movement in 1970 and shares the
political energy and the optimism of the period. It was at least
partially based on research carried out the previous year, when
I had conducted the first seminar at Vassar College on women
and art. It was intended for publication in one of the earliest
scholarly texts of the feminist movement, Waomen in Sexist
Seciety,” edited by Vivian Gornick and Barbara Moran, but
appeared first as a richly illustrated article in the pioneering,
and controversial, issue of A RTnews edited by Elizabeth Baker
and dedicated to women's issues.*

What were some of the goals and aims of the women’s
movement in art in these early days? A primary goal was
to change or displace the traditional, almost entirely male-
oriented notion of “greatness” itself. There had been a
particular and recent historical reconsecration of the cultural
ideal of greatness in the United States in the 1950s and 6os, a
reconsecration that, I mustadmit, I was not consciously aware
of when I wrote thearticle, but which surely must have colored
my thinking about the issue. As Louis Menand pointed out in a
recent New Yorker article dedicated to the Readers’ Subscription
Book Club, initiated in 1951, “What dates the essays [used to
preface the book club selections and written by such certified
experts as Lionel Trilling, WH Auden, and Jacques Barzun] is
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“Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” Thirty Years After

the monumental itself by setting the memeorial in the heart
of Vienna, one of the major sites of their extermination.
Jenny Holzer, using both words and traditional and untra-
ditional materials, also created scandals in Munich and Leipzig
with her provocative public works. Her 1997 Memarial Café
to Oskar Maria Graf, a German poet, exists as a functional
café at the Literaturhaus in Munich. This is, to borrow the
words of doctoral student Leah Sweet, a “conceptual memo-
rial [that] refuses to present its subject...through a likeness
or a biographic account of his life and work.” Rather, Graf is
represented through excerpts of his writing selected by Holzer
and scattered throughout the café. Shorter excerpts appear
on dishes, place mats, and coasters—an ironic use of what
one might call the domestic-abject mode of memorialization!
Maya Lin is probably the foremost and best known of these
women inventors of new monuments with new meanings
and, above all, with new;, untried ways of conveying meaning
and feeling in public places. Lin’s own words best convey
her unconventional intentions and her anti-monumental
achievement in this most public of memorials: “I imagined
taking a knife and cutting into the earth, opening it up, an
initial violence and pain that in time would heal. The grass
would grow back, but the initial cut would remain a pure flat
surface in the earth with a polished mirrored surface...the
need for the names to be on the memorial would become the
memorial; there was no need to embellish the design further.
The people and their names would allow everyone to respond
and remember.” Still another unconventional public memorial
is Lin's The Women’ Table [p. 95], a water table created in the




